CLARKSON 

Background  Notes  
In embarking on the production of Clarkson, Bristol Film & Video Society were keen to portray eighteenth-century Bristol and the slave trade as accurately as possible. You will see below some of the information that we drew on. At the end, there is a Bibliography listing the books that were helpful to us. We recommend them for further reading. In these Background Notes, extracts taken directly from Thomas Clarkson’s diary appear in italic.
I

N 1783 SIX QUAKERS formed a group to co-ordinate efforts ‘for the relief and liberation of the negro slaves in the West Indies and for the discouragement of the Slave Trade on the coast of Africa’. Two years later they gained an important new recruit – an earnest 24-year-old divinity student, Thomas Clarkson. Then in 1787 the Committee for the Abolition of the Slave Trade was formed. In Clarkson they had a young man with incredible energy and perseverance. All the committee lacked was an advocate to put their cause forward in Parliament. Clarkson recruited a spokesman, William Wilberforce, who went on to play a crucial part in the anti-slavery movement.

    Thomas Clarkson had written a Latin essay on a theme set by the vice-chancellor of Cambridge University: Anne liceat invitos in servitutem dare? or, Is it right to make slaves of others against their will? He devoured books in researching the subject, although at first he regarded the writing of this dissertation simply as a literary exercise. But once he was immersed in his subject, he felt overwhelmed by the facts

It was but one gloomy subject from morning to night. In the day-time I was uneasy. 

In the night I had little rest. I sometimes never closed my eyelids for grief.

He persisted and submitted his essay. It was this endeavour that set the course of his life’s crusade. He won the prestigious prize and the approval of the most active agitators against the slave trade – Quakers. The committee elected him to research and gather facts to aid their cause. We take up his story as he travels to Bristol, his first slaveport-of-call. In our film, some of his voiceover dialogue is taken from his actual diary.

THE  SLAVE  TRADE

Bristol had always been a major port of western Europe. It had a reputation for swashbuckling mariners who would make pioneering voyages across the Atlantic in search of new fishing grounds. And for Bristol’s merchants the slave trade was a mainstay of the city’s commerce in the 1700s. More than two thousand vessels set out from Bristol in search of slaves on the African coast, transporting more than half a million Africans. From our viewpoint today it was a cruel, indefensible and degrading business yet we cannot impose modern-day attitudes on the grim reality of eighteenth-century life. At the time the slave trade was just another branch of a thriving economy. With a cargo of 170 slaves the average Bristol voyage in the 1730s would have netted £8000, equivalent to more than half a million pounds today. John Pinney of Great George Street was dismayed at his first encounter with slaves at his Caribbean property but he soon salved his moral distaste:

I can assure you I was shocked at the first appearance of human flesh for sale. But surely God ordained them for use and benefit of us: otherwise His Divine Will would have been manifest by some particular sign . . .

It was against this kind of distorted reasoning that Thomas Clarkson campaigned. 

      Together with Liverpool and London, Bristol grew rich on the Africa trade although the city’s involvement declined towards the close of the century. In 1725 Bristol ships carried 16,950 slaves and in 1771 the tally had dropped to 8810. By 1787, when Thomas Clarkson came to Bristol to gather evidence. Bristol had 22 ships engaged in the trade, London, 26 and Liverpool, 73. Nonetheless,  although Bristol’s involvement in slave trading was in decline when Clarkson arrived, the city had a firmly-established trade in slave-produced goods: tobacco, cotton and rum.         

THE  PLOT

Thomas Clarkson recounts events in the years 1787–89. He worked hard on an essay objecting to slavery for a university competition which he wins. He has it printed in London where he meets like-minded Quakers and joins their committee to fight slavery. They elect him to investigate slave ports, beginning with Bristol. He is treated with suspicion by local merchants and ships’ crews but despite their threats he engages with some willing to talk of the trade and gets valuable information. 
      At a dinner party he recounts his Damascus moment, which sets him on what was to be a life-long crusade. He meets Falconbridge and forms a strong friendship. More evidence is forthcoming from his unauthorised examination of a slaver moored in the harbour. A mob harasses him but Falconbridge comes to his aid. He gets permission to examine the muster rolls logging details of slaving voyages and the data proves invaluable. Finally, there is an exciting chase to the coast to rescue a crimped (press-ganged) seaman from a slaver waiting on the tide in the Severn

      As a postscript, we see Clarkson and Falconbridge ride off together to Liverpool, the next port to get Clarkson’s scrutiny. 
MAIN CHARACTERS
Thomas  Clarkson 
Clarkson was the son of a headmaster and an earnest young divinity student. It was the essay competition that set the course of his life’s crusade. He won the prize and the approval of Quakers. Diary entries form some of the dialogue. Certainly, William Wilberforce has far higher public esteem that Thomas Clarkson, although the Anti-Slavery Society’s premises in London is called ‘Thomas Clarkson House’. We hope that, with making our film Clarkson, we redress the balance and award due credit to an energetic campaigner. 
Alexander  Falconbridge    
Falconbridge served as surgeon on four slaving voyages. A surgeon was an important member of a slaver’s crew, drawing the same wage as a ship’s mate or carpenter.  He told Clarkson everything he knew and helped prepare evidence for the parliamentary inquiry. Falconbridge was a large man and always carried a gun which made him the ideal companion to act as Clarkson’s bodyguard in Liverpool. 

William  Wilberforce

MP for Hull and from a highly respected, wealthy family, Wilberforce could trace his lineage as far back as the Norman Conquest. He possessed a fine singing voice and became renown as a great parliamentary speaker. The most public face of the abolitionist movement, and therefore the best remembered of the reformers. But it was Clarkson’s evidence that gave weight to Wilberforce’s oratory and won over Parliament and the people.
Harry  Gandy 
When Clarkson met Gandy he was a conveyancer, living at Castle Green (now Castle Park, facing the Galleries shopping mall in central Bristol). As a young man Gandy had sailed on two slave voyages and he must have been affected by these experiences as he subsequently joined the Society of Friends. He introduced Clarkson to other Quakers and so played a key role in ensuring Clarkson met like-minded people to help him in his fact-finding. Gandy was courageous - he was prepared to give evidence publicly about the horrors of the trade when few would come forward: 
Every body seemed to execrate (detest) it, though no one thought of its abolition. 

We chose to set up some tension initially between Gandy and Clarkson and so we endowed Gandy with a slightly annoying attitude.
Truman  Harford
A member of the Society of Merchant Venturers, and one of the influential commercial elite of Bristol. The Harford family were major players in the political life of Bristol.

Captain  Mungo  Wright
Master of the Africa, a Dutch prize, 210 tons with 36 crew, and carrying 350 slaves. The vessel traded with the Gold Coast and landed at Tobago and Grenada. She cleared Bristol on 10 August 1787 so would have been in harbour at Bristol when Clarkson was in the city. Mungo Wright was certainly an old hand at slaving voyages. He had been Master on a number of other slavers: Molly, 1771: Antelope, 1775; Constantine, 1780; Lion, 1782; Royal Charlotte, 1783; and Mermaid, 1785 and again in 1790. Note the contrast between the mostly rather feminine ships’ names and the brutal business they were engaged in.       
CLARKSON  APPROACHES  BRISTOL
The best-known quotation from Clarkson’s diary is his thoughts on seeing Bristol for the first time

On turning a corner, within about a mile of that city, at about eight in the evening, I came within sight of it. The bells of some of the churches were then ringing; the sound of them . . . came upon me at once. It filled me almost directly with a melancholy for which I could not account. I began now to tremble for the first time at the arduous task I had undertaken, of attempting to subvert one of the branches of the commerce of the great place which was then before me.  
The hanged felon dangling from the gibbet serves to increase the sense of forboding in the scene.
THE  QUAKER  COMMITTEE

The Quakers regarded Clarkson as a godsend: young, energetic, and a member of the Church of England. Clarkson would give their cause mainstream appeal. Up until then, Quakers’ efforts had not accomplished much because they were mocked as oddballs who spoke in archaic phrases. They said ‘thee’ and ‘thou’ in conversation and they refused to take off their black hats except when praying. They would not utter the names of days and months of the year because they are derived from pagan gods. 

      Yet the Society of Friends was well organised and pioneered techniques to get their message across. They periodically printed newsletters and even sent a fundraising letter to donors, appealing for further contributions. But how could the committee ignite public opinion against the slave trade? There was no precedent for such a campaign. They need more evidence and Clarkson impressed them with his knowledge of the subject and his enquiring mind. He was charged with collecting evidence about the evils of the trade in the hope that this could also be published.

THE  SLAVESHIP  HOLD
Clarkson toured a slaver in London docks before he came to Bristol. At Bristol harbour he found a tiny vessel of eleven tons, the Neptune, trading with Old Calabar on the African coast, with six crew on the outward voyage. Thirty slaves were carried in a space between two decks just two feet, eight inches high. It would have been impossible to sit upright and they could barely arrange themselves to lie straight out. Here they would stay for weeks on end, sea-sick from the tossing of the boat, without lavatories, with the air foul, and with little food.  
      We chose to use the Africa as a the slaver that Clarkson inspected, as it was the vessel captained by Mungo Wright.
      The hundred-day voyage, ‘the Middle Passage’, was tortuous. Once at sea, the slaves had to be watched closely, not only for signs of mutiny, but to prevent them from destroying themselves. They could become so deranged at the idea of leaving their native land and being committed to a hopeless future that they would seize any chance to fling themselves overboard in an attempt at drowning. A more skilful way of suicide for the slave was to swallow his own tongue and die of suffocation. Or they might deliberately set out to starve themselves to death. In that case, they had to be flogged until they were prepared to eat and if punishment failed to restore their appetite, they had to be forcibly fed. Their front teeth might be knocked out to allow the passage of food, or an instrument specially designed to prise the jaws open might be introduced. Such treatment was essential if a valuable commodity was to be saved, but the more scrupulous slavers also believed that they had a moral as well as a commercial duty to save a fellow creature from eternal damnation by suicide.
THE  DRAWING  OF  THE  SLAVES’  QUARTERS
In the slaveship hold scene we catch a brief glimpse of a drawing that Clarkson had made of the slaver, the Brookes, of Liverpool. The Quaker committee had 8700 copies printed. The Brookes carried 450 slaves as depicted in Clarkson’s drawing but on an earlier voyage she’d carried 609. We should forgive Clarkson a slight inaccuracy in his sketch - there are no companionways shown, presumably to intensify the impact of the drawing by showing the maximum number of slaves occupying the decks. 

CLARKSON  IN  THE  TAVERNS 

Clarkson went down to the waterfront and immersed himself in the seamy side of Bristol, seeking information on a number of issues: the slave trade with Africa, and conditions on the voyages to the West Indies; the danger to seamen serving on slavers as compared to other vessels, and the general extent of the slave trade in Bristol.

      On nineteen occasions, in the early morning hours, Clarkson observed how landlords and ships’ mates plied and stupefied seamen with drink, or encouraged them to spend beyond their means until signing up for a slave voyage remained the only alternative to imprisonment for debt. In Marsh Street, close by Queen Square, there were more than twenty rough taverns where prostitution was commonplace. With his academic, cloistered, Cambridge University background, we should not underestimate Clarkson’s bravery visiting these pubs. 
THE  PORT  OF  BRISTOL

Bristol can boast the world’s most spectacular route to an inland harbour. But the seven miles to the quays from the mouth of the Avon are dangerous waters and navigation needs to take account of the ferocious tides. Despite this difficulty, the port’s trade grew over the centuries until it was the second port in the kingdom. Alexander Pope, visiting Bristol in 1739, declared

In the middle of the street, as far as you can see, hundreds of ships, their masts as thick as they can stand by one another, which is the oddest and most surprising sight imaginable . . .    
THE  SEVEN  STARS

Thompson was the landlord at The Seven Stars, a pub that still exists – it’s in Thomas Lane, linking Redcliffe Street and St Thomas Street, next to the Wool Hall. A blue plaque on the pub acknowledges that Clarkson lodged there. Thompson refused to serve slaveship captains and crew in his pub and so was an ideal, sympathetic host for Clarkson. 
DINNER  PARTY SCENE

Clarkson dined with Sarah Champion Fox, a prosperous Quaker well-acquainted with leading business families in Bristol. He was accompanied by Falconbridge and Gandy but we chose to have him on his own, feeling somewhat nervous in such grand company, yet eager to promote his cause. Here are extracts from Sarah’s diary for the two occasions that they met:


From his character & present engagement, expectation ran high, but it did not . . . lead to 
disappointment. His person was agreeable, his address modest & manly, neither eager to 
talk nor affectedly silent. Yet I thought he seemed oppressed with the weight of the good work 
which now brought him to Bristol.


Still as ardent as ever, in his persuits (sic) & as sanguine in his expectation of success, in 
the glorious cause he had undertaken.

When Clarkson called on Sarah Champion Fox she probably lived in St James’s Square, to the west of Brunswick Square, and now occupied by the 51° 02´apartment building, formerly Avon House North.
Sugar abstention

A dinner guest mentions sugar: it was seen as the product of slave labour. Bristol’s poet Robert Southey spoke of tea as ‘the blood-sweetened beverage’. Quakers emphasised that consumption of slave-grown goods should be resisted and began a vigorous campaign. To them, an individual’s responsibility to abstain was tied to the Quaker belief in the importance of following the dictates of one’s conscience. The word ‘abstention’ laid emphasis on the self-denial involved in the refusal to eat slave-grown sugar. In the context of Clarkson’s era, abstention may be related to current middle-class and evangelical critiques of excessive aristocratic consumption, which placed a high value on the renunciation of worldly pleasures.
       The ‘Anti-Saccarrites’ campaign to outlaw sugar can be compared with today’s Fair Trade movement.
THE  DAMASCUS  MOMENT
The event that followed Clarkson’s research for his essay underlines the extraordinary power of the books he had studied so assiduously. Clarkson recalls that he became ‘very seriously affected’ as he travelled back to London after reading his essay:


I stopped my horse occasionally and dismounted and walked. I frequently tried to persuade 
myself in these 
intervals that the contents of my Essay could not be true. The more however I 
reflected upon them, or 
rather upon the authorities on which they were founded, the more I 
gave them credit. Coming in sight of Wades Hill in Herefordshire, I sat down disconsolate on 
the turf by the roadside and held my horse. Here a thought came into my mind, that if the 
contents of the Essay were true, it was time some person should see these calamities to their 
end.

The scene in Clarkson is located at Ditteridge churchyard, near Bath.  The actor playing Thomas Clarkson was not available on the day of filming some equestrian shots in the area of the church so we filmed him later in Bristol with a green screen backdrop, the combined the two sequences digitally.

THE  MOB  SCENE

This occurred in Liverpool, and Falconbridge, as hired assistant and bodyguard, probably saved his life. We decided to transfer it to Bristol in order to dramatically illustrate the constant danger that Clarkson found himself in. 


One day, looking back from the end of a pier in a heavy gale, I noticed 8 or 9 persons 
making towards me . . . they closed upon me and bore me back. 
Instead of letting him through, they closed in on him. He dashed forward at them and pushed his way through to safety. His tall, strong build saved him from harm – if he’d been thrown in the sea he would have likely drowned as he was a non-swimmer. 
MUSTER  ROLLS
These records exist and are held by the Society of merchant Venturers. They list crew members, ships’ ports of call and, most poignantly, what happened to the crew. Entries like ‘fell overboard’ and jumped ship occur frequently.
THE  RESCUE  OF  SHERIFF 

This scene is based on actual events. King Road, at the mouth of the River Avon, was used by shipping to and from the port of Bristol. Here was room for about 30 vessels to anchor in safety,

‘the ground being so good that it rarely happens in the severest gales, that a ship drags her anchor.

Clarkson and Falconbridge would have probably used the Avon Gorge towpath as their route to King Road but it presented difficulties for filming so we opted for a dramatic dash across paddocks and fields with some sheep to impede progress! The chase to the coast was actually filmed near Box in Wiltshire, where the horses were stabled.
PLACES TO VISIT
The Slave Trail Around Central Bristol (see Bibliography) is an invaluable booklet, describing many locations and features associated with the city’s role in the slave trade.   
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