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The complexities of the abolition movement are extensive and beyond the scope of this paper: this is a brief, 
and very simple, introduction to the issue looking at Exeter 
 
The National Picture 

 
The extremely lucrative trade in enslaved people was dominated by Britain in the eighteenth century: Britain 

was the world’s premier maritime power. Much of the trade centred on West Africa. It was a complex activity 

involving indigenous chiefs trading enslaved people from their own societies, as well as the middle men, slave 

raiders and traders, capturing people (see Olaudah Equiano’s description of raids on his village).i Whatever 

the source, the enslaved people were then transported across the Atlantic and sold into the ownership of an 

ever growing number of plantations which had developed in the West Indies, and the Americas. Their forced 

labour in the main produced sugar but also coffee and allspice. The trade had begun in the sixteenth century 

and there is evidence of involvement of Devon families from very early on (Sir John Hawkins)ii. Wool products 

manufactured in Devon and Exeter were included in the early trade to West Africa.iii Later in the eighteenth 

century, some of the ‘wool’ wealth produced would be invested in the creation of banks in Exeter, and for 

others money might be used to generate further wealth through the plantation economy producing sugar and 

its import to Britain - the ‘triangular’ trade. The immorality of this system cannot be underestimated nor the 

continuing immorality of modern slavery in the 21st century world economy. 

 
By the seventeenth century the Society of Friends, or Quakers, had already begun to expose the assault on the 

dignity and rights of fellow humans in this trade. The Quakers had been a persecuted minority sect and some 

had left England to establish communities in America where they had set an example of freeing slaves.iv They 

were ridiculed by the majority for campaigning against the slave trade but were sought out by former slaves 

such as Olaudah Equiano.  Over a period of twenty years, owned and sold three times, Equiano worked 

aboard ships in a variety of roles.  His last owner, a Quaker (illustrating that any group of people is not 

homogenous), allowed Equiano to trade items on his own account by which he earned enough to ‘buy’ his 

freedom.  He had also achieved an education.  He wrote his autobiographical commentary on slavery, 

‘Interesting narratives of the Life of Olaudah Equiano’ which ran to eight editions.  It became a seminal 

treatise, quoted at meetings, as he travelled throughout the country, with others freed from bondage, to raise 

awareness of the evils of slavery. He met Thomas Clarkson, who with a small group of friends, would form the 

Society for Effecting the Abolition of the Slave Trade in 1787 to raise awareness of the injustice and cruelty of 

the slave trade on which the production of sugar depended. 

 

It has been traditional to focus on the strong moral emphasis of the early abolitionist movement, the focus on 

the slave trade rather than slavery.  In part this was to take account of the fact that enslaved people, under 

colonial law, were viewed as the property of the plantation owners.  An attack on slavery was an assault on 

property rights.  Voting rights and political power were dependent on the ownership of property.  Others have 

considered whether the reasons were economic, there being a decline in the profitability of the plantation 

economy as industrialisation grew (Eric Williams), but in turn this theory is questioned by other historians who 

maintain the multifaceted components of the ‘slave’ economy were looking to expansion at this time. 

 
Initially those who came together to work for the abolition of slavery belonged to minority religious groups 

but a momentum grew which saw it become a national movement.  It has been suggested that this is the first 

time in England people became outraged about the rights of others, not themselves, ‘And most startlingly of 

all, the rights of people of another colour, on another continent’.v A wide range of tactics were used, that 

activists in current campaigns may recognise - fliers, pamphlets, posters, speakers touring the country to raise 



awareness and funds, to hold meetings, to draw up petitions, to boycott the use of sugar - all these were used 

to encourage the formation of abolition committees in cities and towns throughout the country to counter the 

power of the plantation-owning members of Parliament. 
 
Local Picture in 18th century Exeter 

 
National history records the well-known names of William Wilberforce, who led the action in parliament, and 

Thomas Clarkson and Granville Sharp who travelled the country educating the public about the realities of 

slavery and the trade, illustrating their talks with artefacts relating to the trade.  In Exeter, a group of key 

members of the Unitarian and Quaker communities came together to form a committee working to support 

the Society for Abolition of Slavery in London. Samuel Milford had formed the City Bank with Richard Hall 

Clark in 1786, and belonged to George’s Meeting House in South Street.  A prominent minister of that 

congregation was Rev James Manning. Thomas Clarkson records meeting these two individuals, and 

exchanging correspondence with them, in his book published in 1808 recording the development of the 

abolition movement.vi 

 

Figure 1 – reproduction of pages 494 and 495 The History of the Rise, Progress and Accomplishment of the 
abolition of the African Slave-Trade by the British Parliament, Vol. 1, 1808, Ist edition, taken from the copy held 
in the Devon & Exeter Institution  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

(Courtesy of the Devon and Exeter Institution) 

 

Clarkson visited Exeter in 1788 and is recorded in the Exeter Flying post as stating ‘every cubic inch of sugar we 

consume costs a cubic inch of human blood’vii. The Exeter Flying Post records notices of meetings, the raising 

of subscriptions to the London branch of the Abolition Society, petitions to Parliament, and also in 6.11.88 a 
poem of a slave’s destiny: 

 

The following documents appear in the Appendix  - (1) Petition quoted in EFP 27.3.1788; (2) Record of 

meeting, citing letter from Granville Sharp as reason for coming together, naming committee members and 

some subscriptions EFP 12.6.1788; (3)Poem of a slave’s destiny EFP 6.11.1788; (4)List of subscribers EFP 

20.11.1788 - including MPs Sir Charles Warwick Bampfylde, and John Baring, Esq. 
 

Local subscribers 

 

The presence of the name of Charles Bampfylde on this list is of interest since other branches of his mother’s 

family, the Codringtons, had been leading plantation owners in the West Indies for generations (see research 

of colleague Miranda Harvey within this project). The second MP listed, John Baring, was a founder of the 

Devonshire Bank in Exeter in 1770, following the establishment in London of the company which would 

become Baring Brothers, founded on the wealth created from the family’s trade in cloth in both citiesviii. John 



Baring withdrew from much immediate commercial activity but stood as MP from 1776-1802 (Records of 

Houses of Parliament). The Baring family and the Codrington family, to whom Bampfylde was related, feature 

prominently in the data base created by University College, London which looks closely at those who claimed 

recompense after the ‘emancipation’ of slaves in 1838.ix 

 

The strong presence of Unitarian and Quaker names on subscription and committee lists reflects the 

situation nationally. At this time, non-conformists were not allowed to stand for parliament, be admitted to 

university or hold positions in the civil service: 

 

‘In respect of civic matters the position of Unitarians is still little different from that of the other Dissenters. They are 

allowed freedom of worship, but they are at the same time excluded from all high public office, unless this is 

explicitly permitted by the Church of England. ….. As all students seeking admission to the Ancient Universities are 

required to subscribe to the Church of England's Thirty-Nine Articles, all young Unitarians are excluded from 

these institutions.’x 

 

Perhaps people who were prevented from participating fully in society had a greater understanding of the 

position of excluded and marginalised people – including enslaved people – leading them to campaign on 

issues of social justice. 
 

The Quaker Sparkes family also feature prominently in Exeter committees. They too set up a bank in Exeter, 

The General Bank, in 1792. Todd Gray, in his book, Devon and the Slave Trade, draws attention to the bank’s 

creation of a pound note bearing an engraving of William Penn, leading Quaker activist in America. Joseph 

Sparkes, and his brother Thomas, would later create the city suburb of Pennsylvania, including the elegant 

Pennsylvania Terrace, overlooking the city, again commemorating their famous fellow Quaker across the 

Atlantic. 
 

Figure 2 Portrait of Joseph Sparkes  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

(© Royal Albert Memorial Museum & Art Gallery, Exeter City Council) 
 
 



Figure 3 Pennsylvania Terrace  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

(Courtesy of Exeter Memories) 
 
 
The presence of women’s names on the subscription lists are of interest too, not only wives and daughters 
of male signatories, but women subscribing in their own right.  Activity undertaken by women in particular 
at this time was to encourage abstention from the purchase and eating of sugar.  Clare Midgley has written 
extensively on the subject of women against slavery but unfortunately does not give any reports of activity 

of this kind in Exeter, however that does not mean that there were not individuals who took this action.xi 

 

It can be seen that the names which appear in the reports of meetings, the subscribers to the national 
organisation, are those of business men, manufacturers, etc. The background of ordinary city people, who 
supported the abolition of the slave trade, and signed petitions, remain unknown but it is known that there 

were a thousand signatories to the petition sent to Parliament in March 1788.xii 

 

 
Progress of the Abolition movement 

 

There was much activity until 1792, but then public petitioning ceased as fears grew in Parliament about 
the influence of the French Revolution. Unitarians were, ‘often sympathetic towards the Revolution…. and 

incurred charges of lack of patriotism in consequence’.xiii However, by 1807 the abolition of the slave trade 

was achieved, and the Act passed in parliament. This applied to British slave ships but other countries, such as 

France, Spain and Portugal continued trading in enslaved people.   The ownership and use of enslaved people 

did not cease on plantations.  A group of those who had major involvement in the Caribbean plantations, the 

West India Interest, lobbied hard in Parliament to counter the activity of the abolitionists.  However, no Exeter 

MPs appear to have been particularly active in that pro slavery lobbying group.  More muted activity to 

achieve emancipation continued. In 1823 a petition was presented to Parliament from Exeter stating, “while a 

system exists which makes man the property and subjects him to the will of another, instances of grievous 

oppression and cruelty will inevitably occur”.xiv 

 

The response to this petition, and many from all over the country led to resolutions being passed by 1824 
recognising the eventual goal to end slavery.  However, their nature was very moderate, acknowledging the 
planters’ perspective: 
“If the measures which may be adopted for the accomplishment of this great work of national humanity, 
justice and policy shall injuriously affect the property of any classes of persons connected with the Colonies, 

the claim of such persons for relief will receive the equitable consideration of the legislature ….”xv 

 

Reports indicate much ambiguity on the issues - illustrating a Christian response but indicating an acute 
awareness of the financial implications. The conditions and punishment of enslaved people is discussed 
but with little remonstration to the slave owners. 
 



In 1825, the Devon & Exeter Society for Promoting the Mitigation and Abolition of Slavery through the 

British Dominions had been established, nationally this organisation was commonly known as the Anti-

Slavery Society. The President was Samuel Frederick Milford (Samuel Milford’s son), Thomas Sparkes was 

Treasurer, and the Secretaries, William Lee and Robert Dymond. 

 

In October1830, the Exeter Ladies Association for promoting the extinction of colonial slavery was established. 
The Chair was Mrs Robert Dymond, and Miss Lydia Manning, Miss Tyrell and Miss Patience Lee, all non-

conformists, are listed as secretaries.xvi   We do not know how radical these women may have been but it has 
been argued that in some instances women had become much more radical than men in the pursuit of 
abolition. 
 

Activity towards abolition continued.  Enslaved people were also engaged in their own campaign against 
slavery through resistance, rebellion and revolt, emphasising that this system would not continue.  Following 
the changes brought about by Parliamentary Reform in 1832, matters came to a head in 1833.  The names of 
Exeter men at meetings of the Anti-Slavery Society at Exeter Hall, London in 1833 have been identified. In April, 
1833, attendance of 350 delegates ‘from the country’ including Matthew Vicars (an Anglican rector of All 
Hallows, Exeter), Joseph Sparkes and John Bristow (minister, Castle Street congregation from Nov. 1824-

47) appear as representing Devon, see Figure 4.xvii In July 1833, signatories at a meeting of the Society 

were Matthew Vicars and Henry Sparkes, see Figure 5.xviii 
 

Figures 4 and 5 Documents from the Wilson Anti-Slavery Collection 

“…delegates….to represent ...the general feeling on the subject of Negro Slavery (22nd April, 1833)”  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Resolution at meeting held on 20th July, 1833  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Abolition Act 1834 

 

The Slavery Abolition Act was eventually passed in August 1833, and enacted in 1834, but it only released 

slaves under the age of six immediately. Those who were older became ‘apprentices’, ostensibly giving a 

period of time when enslaved people would learn the skills required for full freedom.  But they were still to 

provide free labour and were beholden to their owners.  Agitation and acts of resistance by those still bound 

in this manner, who saw little significant change in their conditions, finally brought the end to enslavement in 

the West Indies in 1838. 

 

A factor of the Act was the compensation to the plantation owners ‘for their business losses’ - £20m set aside 

by the British Government to be distributed among slave owners.  The excellent resource available on the 

University College London website gives the names of plantation owners, how many slaves they owned, and 

the compensation they received, offering the opportunity to identify just who were the Devon families, and 

individuals, who had benefitted from the wealth created by this hideous exploitation. xx Slaves received no 

compensation at all. 

 
 
Sierra Leone Company 
 
In this account, nothing has been said of the Sierra Leone Company, a settlement for enslaved people who had 
been freed. Involving Granville Sharp, great hopes were raised. The Navy employed Equiano as Commissary of 

Stores for the first expeditionxxi but he was dismissed following his exposure of the inefficiency and corruption 

in Plymouth. In his will, Samuel Milford, the Banker, and Chair of the early Abolition committees in Exeter, left 

shares in the company to his wife and daughters, ‘hoping they will not dispose thereof....’.xxii We cannot know at 

what point he purchased these shares and whether his motive was to support this project to offer a new life to 
the freed slaves, or whether he viewed it as an investment to make money, perhaps a combination of both. 
The company had a very chequered history and led to the deaths of many of the settlers as a result of the 
climate, disease, and the nature of the land which they were expected to develop. 

 

 
Later Activity 
 
Anti-slavery activity did not cease in 1839. Activity continued focussing on slavery in the Americas and the 
prominent ex-slave Frederick Douglass, author of My Bondage My Freedom, visited the city in August 

1846xxiii, addressing two public meetings, ‘which were crowded to excess on the first evening’ at Congdon's 

Royal Subscription Rooms:xxiv 

 

‘We announced last week the intention of William Lloyd Garrison, president of the Anti -Slavery Society; and Frederick 

Douglass, a man of colour and once himself a slave, to address and endeavour to excite the sympathies of an Exeter 

audience on this subject. And here we may take leave to observe that many years since there was not wanting in Exeter 

and towns in its neighbourhood which we could mention, expressions of detestation of a commerce in the human species. 

There were persons here and in this county, who, when that doctrine was not most popular, boldly asserted this 

commerce and the holding of slaves as a species of property, to be as impolitic as it is inhuman and unjust. Foremost in the 

ranks of these men stood the respectable members of the Society of Friends, and never has the cry ceased among us for 

the entire abolition for a system as contrary to the laws of God as it is afflicting to humanity, and abhorrent to men.’ 

 

In his presentation, Douglass appealed strongly to the audience to reject support to the American Church, in all 

denominations, since he considered they endorsed slavery. He stated there were ministers of religion who were slave 

owners, the President of the United States owned slaves, members of Senate and Congress owned slaves. A full 

transcription of his dramatic speech is available through The Gilder Lehrman Center for the Study of Slavery, 

Resistance, and Abolition, Yale University.xxv 

 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
Conclusion 

 

The British trade in slaves and the ownership of people took fifty years, between 1788 and 1838, to be 

abolished.  In those fifty years it had not only been activity in Britain which brought about abolition, as 

indicated there had been major rebellions by enslaved people.  In 1791 half a million rose to seize their 

freedom on the island of St. Domingue (modern Haiti), this revolution lasted until 1804, resulting in the ending 

of slavery on that island.  In 1823 the Demerara revolt by the enslaved in Guyana took place, and in 1831/2 the 

Christmas rebellion in Jamaica.  These major risings influenced all quarters in the pursuit of abolition. Those 

who were activists in the abolition of slavery movement in provincial Exeter were not radical ‘revolutionaries’, 

and it has been suggested that it became highly respectable to be part of the abolition movement, but if 

individuals in regional cities and towns had not responded to the early calls for a commitment to challenge the 

outrage of slavery, to campaign to bring British involvement to an end, abolition may have taken much longer. 

However, we must not, and cannot forget the legacy of slavery, it will never disappear. 
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