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Bristol Quakers and African Enslavement 

 

Introduction: context and language 

Quakers are famous for their opposition to transatlantic chattel slavery and their leading role in its 

abolition. But are we fully justified in feeling proud of these achievements? 

American Quakers led the way, with their 1688 Germanstown declaration that Slavery was contrary to 

Christianity. In 1759 Quakers in Philadelphia abolished enslavement and slave-trafficking. But in 

contrast, the British government did not abolish slave trafficking until nearly fifty years later, then took 

another thirty years to abolish enslavement in British territories. 

Please note: I will be using the terms ‘trafficking’ and ‘holding’, instead of slave ‘trading’ and slave 

‘ownership’ because these words are nowadays felt by many people to be too bland and neutral,  perhaps 

tending to normalise the idea that one person can ‘own’ another. I will also try to refer to ‘enslaved 

Africans’ rather than ‘slaves’, because this term acknowledges African men, women and children as 

human beings, with a place of origin and a culture of their own, rather than mere ‘chattels’ (that is, 

objects for sale). 

The first British Society for the Abolition of Slavery was founded by nine Quakers and three non-

Quakers in 1787. Its Anglican leader, Thomas Clarkson, began his research into the grim realities of 

enslavement by visiting Bristol, where he was hosted and guided by local Quakers. By the 1790s the clerk 

of Bristol Quaker Meeting was an active abolitionist, as were many other local Quakers… BUT all this 

positive Quaker history must not blind us to the fact that throughout the 18th century most of the 

leading Quaker families in Bristol had enriched themselves through direct and indirect 

involvement in transatlantic chattel slavery. Bristol Quaker Meeting has recently committed to 

researching this painful aspect of its history, as part of a renewed British Quaker commitment towards 

anti-racism and meaningful reparations for African enslavement.  

Reparations is another difficult term – perhaps best translated as ‘repair and healing’, rather than 

simply financial compensation for past suffering. Quakers cannot advance towards ‘repair’ without 

full acknowledgement of what has happened in the past. For this reason we have begun to investigate 

the actions and beliefs of leading Bristol Quaker families who made fortunes through 18th century slavery 

connections. I am going to share some of this research with you today, including a few samples of the 

historical evidence we have uncovered. This research is incomplete and so far unpublished. You are 

some of the first people to hear about it, as this is the first public talk I have given on this subject.  
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During the coming year we plan to share our findings widely, including through publication of an 

illustrated leaflet, an online database and a longer, more detailed pamphlet. Earlier this year Bristol 

Quakers hosted a two-day Bristol Reparations Workshop led by Esther Xosei, an international 

reparations expert. The Workshop explored the meaning of reparations and brought together Quakers, 

local historians and members of local African Heritage groups. A short summary of our historical 

research was circulated and this has helped us to open up wider conversations, including with members 

of the recently-launched Bristol Legacy Foundation. In March 2021 Bristol City Council made a formal 

commitment to pursuing reparations for the trafficking of enslaved Africans. Bristol Quakers intend 

their research and other reparative actions to be part of this city-wide project. 

Basic facts 

First, let’s share a few basic statistics. We need to understand that Bristol was Britain’s leading slave 

port in the 1730s/1740s, and that it was responsible for over 20 per cent of British trafficking of 

enslaved Africans between 1698 and 1807. More than 2000 slave voyages began in Bristol, carrying 

more than half a million African people across the Atlantic to the Caribbean islands and the 

Americas. Every voyage required the funding and fitting out of a ship, the employment of a crew, the 

loading of an export cargo, and the plotting of routes and destinations in West Africa then on the other 

side of the Atlantic. The arrival of a Bristol ship loaded with enslaved men, women and children would 

be followed by a lengthy process of buying and selling, ship repairs, then a transatlantic return journey 

bearing slave-grown produce and other goods for import to Britain and the rest of Europe. Bristol 

Quakers were involved in every stage of this process, which often took more than a year to complete.  

Research approach 

For purposes of analysis, we have chosen to focus our research on twelve Quaker families, with at least 

three more in the pipeline. Some of these names are better known than others, and some might surprise 

you. I wonder how many of these names are familiar to you? Here they are, in alphabetical order: 

Champion, Darby, Devonshire, Dickinson, Fry, Goldney, Harford, Marchant, Penn, Prankard, 

Reeve and Rogers… also, potentially, Hawksworth, Scandrett and Lloyd. 

We have been very struck by the extent to which these named Quaker families intermarried, and the 

ways in which family connections meshed into business. This links to another important issue: what was 

the role of women within the slave economy and the Bristol Quakers’ tightly connected world of 

worship, family, finance and business? Women’s lives are massively under-recorded in 18th century 

archives, so we need to use some skill and imagination to tease out their complicity with transatlantic 

chattel slavery as mothers, daughters, sisters, wives, confidantes, business partners and heiresses. 

These roles were all significant, and often crucial to a Quaker family’s economic success. 
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After identifying leading Quaker families with slavery connections, we tried to work out ‘who was 

who?’… so we are now following up over a hundred individuals across several generations (hence 

the need for a searchable database). We want to understand the nature and extent of these slavery 

connections, and how they changed over time. Fortunately there are two major databases which support 

our research: the American-based Slave Voyages database, recording the details of over 30,000 slave 

trafficking voyages; and the University College London database, Legacies of British Slavery, 

tracing what happened to the compensation money which was scandalously allotted to slaveholders – 

rather than to enslaved Africans – when British slavery was abolished in the 1830s. These databases 

supply many useful facts and figures about numbers of trafficked people, ownership of slaving ships, 

amounts of profit and the longer-term destination of those profits. However they cannot adequately 

explain how it was possible for 18th century Quakers to make fortunes out of human misery whilst also 

believing in the sacredness of life on earth, and the potential to experience Christ’s guidance within every 

human soul. Neither can they reveal the inner workings of the slave economy, and how these changed 

over time. For a deeper understanding of Bristol Quakers’ involvement in transatlantic chattel slavery, 

we have needed to delve into family histories and family archives wherever possible, and of course into 

the meticulous Quaker records preserved in Bristol Archives. 

We knew that it would be possible to investigate Quakers’ slavery-linked activities as merchants, 

industrialists and bankers. But we were surprised and shocked to discover that some Bristol Quakers 

were much more directly involved in transatlantic slavery as plantation owners, enslavers and owners of 

slave ships. We have found it helpful to map families and individuals across five main types of slavery 

involvement, and I will now introduce you to each of these categories these in turn. 

Quaker enslavers 

Let’s start with the Dickinson family, who were plantation owners and enslavers as well as 

landowners in Somerset and Wiltshire. The Dickinsons traded out of Bristol even when they lived 

elsewhere, and some of them maintained homes in central Bristol as well as country estates nearby. Their 

connections with the slave economy went back to 1655, when Francis Dickinson took part in the British 

conquest of Jamaica. He received a substantial Jamaican land grant as a reward and became a Quaker 

soon after. By the mid-18th century his third-generation Quaker heirs, the brothers Ezekiel, Caleb and 

Vickris Dickinson, owned four profitable sugar plantations. It is surprising that more has not been 

written about this family as they left a huge collection of family correspondence as well as estate and 

business records.  

In 1757 Caleb Dickinson spent several months in Jamaica. His first-hand accounts of life on the 

plantation provide vivid evidence of his racial attitudes. On the one hand the African workforce were 

mere cogs in a money-making machine. Caleb described them as ‘lazy’ or ‘impudent’, with ‘habits of 

skulking and running away’. Apart from the occasional anecdote, he had very little news to impart about 

the Africans whose labour made the family’s wealth possible. This contrasts with his voluminous news 
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about white visitors and successful business transactions, and many satisfied comments on the growth of 

his family fortune.  

On the other hand, Caleb was clearly aware of George Fox’s advice to Quaker plantation owners to treat 

enslaved Africans ‘kindly and gently’ (Letter to the Governor of Barbados, 1671). His own father had left a 

rulebook which included instructions ‘To be very careful of my Negroes and kind to them  and not work 

them in the rain nor in the night, not before day in wet weather on no account’  and ‘To be always 

moderate in Correction’. He noted the African workers’ frequent ill-health and the following year 

dispatched a British doctor to Jamaica with ‘medicines of all necessary kinds’. However the plantation’s 

‘Negro housing’ was situated on the swampy banks of Black River and ill-health persisted. An 1805 

report from the Dickinson’s agent listed a wide range of health conditions, including ‘sores’ and ‘yaws’ (a 

skin complaint linked to insanitary living conditions) and he described some enslaved workers as ‘weakly’ 

or ‘good for nothing’ while others suffered from ruptures, blindness, venereal disease and missing limbs. 

Punishments were often severe. In one case Caleb intervened to prevent an African worker from being 

hanged or having his right hand cut off – advocating a flogging instead, though he believed the man to 

be innocent: ‘for my word’s sake, and being an impudent fellow, he must undergo some punishment – 

and he thinks himself well off’. 

When Caleb Dickinson returned to Bristol he presented his wife with a live sea turtle, which she refused 

to eat. He also brought back an African servant, Jeffry, and made a rather casual promise to a business 

colleague to take responsibility for ‘a little Negro boy he bought on the Bay’. This child arrived in 

England  a few weeks later. He was sent by stage coach from London to Bristol, then handed on to the 

Goldney family who sent him to school. Another child, the son of Caleb’s Jamaican cook, was also sent 

to England to learn a trade. The boy’s father was a white surveyor who had been employed on the 

Dickinson plantations. Billy was apprenticed to a country carpenter and a few years later Caleb in  wrote 

a reference letter: ‘(He) is become master of his business and has behaved very well. He returns again to 

Jamaica to make his Masters a return for their kindness towards him’. Billy was to live in the Dickinsons’ 

house until he could build one for himself, and would receive ‘a reasonable supply of clothes’.  However 

he must be ‘treated in the like manner as if he was an indentured servant and (so) he has no wages’.  

One of the saddest documents in the Dickinson archive is a ‘List of slaves upon Pepper Pen the 

Property of Ezekiel and Caleb Dickinson Esq taken the 31st December 1768’. 120 enslaved Africans are 

listed by name, with their respective jobs alongside. The ‘Field Negro Men’ included men named 

humorously after classical heroes and British cities, as if to emphasise their disempowerment: Sampson, 

Bacchus, Jupiter, Bristol, London. The ‘Field Negro Women’ included ‘Big Peggy’ and ‘Little Peggy’, ‘Big 

Jenny’ and ‘Little Jenny’ etc – presumably mothers and their (nameless) daughters working the sugar 

cane. The Africans working ‘in the House’ included a group of so-called ‘mullato’ women – considered 

more suitable for domestic service because of their mixed-race heritage, which was usually the result of 
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non-consensual sexual relations between white men and African women. ‘Yellow Mary’ was a 

washerwoman, ‘Neptune, a boy’ worked in the stable, while ‘Old Phillis’ kept the Fowl house.  

It is clear that most Bristol Quakers were men and women of their time, fully accepting the innate 

racial inferiority of African people though also priding themselves on kind treatment. The Dickinsons 

seem to have had no scruples about profiting from African enslavement in Jamaica and ruthlessly 

breaking up African families in order to bring promising children to Bristol. These children’s enslaved 

status became more ambiguous when they reached England, but racial inequality persisted in addition to 

the generally accepted inequalities of social class.  

Quaker slave traffickers 

I will speak more briefly about other kinds of Quaker involvement in African enslavement. The 

Dickinsons’ successful sugar plantations evidently depended upon a steady supply of enslaved African 

workers. The Dickinsons bought and sold their workers, but there is no evidence of their direct 

involvement in the deadly business of trafficking Africans across the Atlantic. This commercial 

opportunity attracted many other Bristol Quakers, however. The Rogers family were deeply involved in 

shipping from the start of the 18th century, initially as sugar merchants but then as slave traffickers. 

Francis Rogers was the owner, or part-owner, of seven slave ships between 1700-1714. He also invested 

in privateering – a form of licensed, armed piracy against the ships of enemy nations.  Far from being an 

arms-length investor, Francis became one of Bristol’s leading agents for slave voyages. This role 

involved him in the detailed management of slave ships other than his own, with responsibility for fitting 

out ships, loading their cargoes, and instructing their masters on destinations for the purchase and 

eventual sale of enslaved Africans. The agent was known as ‘the ship’s husband’: a term which implies 

intimate involvement and heavy responsibilities. 

Slave voyages have been researched in considerable detail, mainly on the basis of shipping records. We 

know the names of ships and their owners and the numbers of people who lived and died on board as 

they crossed the Atlantic. So we know that Francis Rogers sent his ship the Colston Gally to Jamaica, 

delivering 216 African people there in 1708. In the same year he combined with two other Quakers, 

John Corsley and Richard Hawksworth, to deliver 330 Africans to Barbados, returning home with 39 

cwt of African ivory. In 1713 the Jason Gally set out for Port Royal, Jamaica, with a horrific total of 391 

African men, women and children on board. Mortality among enslaved Africans was usually between 10-

20 per cent of the total, with deaths among crew members almost equally high. 

Francis Rogers’ sons and grandsons followed him into the slave trafficking business, whilst remaining 

loyal members of their Quaker Meeting. Corsley Rogers was treasurer of Bristol Quaker Meeting in the 

1750s. In the same decade he invested in two voyages for which unusually detailed financial records 

survive. The Molly left Bristol on 10 January 1751, carrying 23 crew, 4 guns and trade goods valued at 

£2,333. Enslaved people were transported from West Africa to Jamaica, where 49 men, 32 women, 20 
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boys and 24 girls were sold: net profit, £2,570. Even difficult voyages could prove profitable. The Swift 

left Bristol on 21 March 1759, loaded up 300 Africans, then was taken by a French privateer and 

eventually retaken by a British ship during the Atlantic crossing. Only 70 Africans survived, to be duly 

sold in Antigua along with African ivory: net profit, £1969. 

Evidently enslaved people were seen merely as part of trade goods, to be obtained as cheaply as possible 

and sold for profit. The Rogers family were respected members of the Bristol Quaker community and 

intermarried with the Goldney and Harford families as well as the Corsleys and Hawksworths. These 

family links led to much joint investment in the trafficking of enslaved Africans. It was not until 1761 

that London Yearly Meeting, the national council of the Quakers, made a firm decision to oppose this 

evil trade. Bristol Quaker Meeting set up an enquiry into its members’ involvement which seems to have 

acted as a deterrent, at a time when Bristol slave-trafficking was already in decline. Corsley Rogers senior 

died in the same year and his son turned to other branches of Caribbean trade. 

Quaker exporters to Africa and the slave colonies 

A large number of Bristol Quakers were involved in supplying the ‘Africa trade’. The fitting out of 

slave ships required specialist equipment and the loading of trade goods for sale on the West African 

coast. Many Bristol ships carried goods to the plantations, including the manufactured items which 

protectionist British trade laws prevented from being supplied locally. Quaker families were particularly 

prominent in the 18th century metal industries, investing heavily in Shropshire and Welsh iron mines and 

furnaces as well as in the brass mills of the Avon Valley. The Champion, Goldney and Harford 

families provide key examples. The Darby family, who were originally Bristol Quakers, maintained 

their Bristol connections throughout the century. Kept afloat in difficult times by fellow-Quakers, their 

famous Coalbrookdale iron works steadily shipped goods down the River Severn for onward travel to 

West Africa and beyond. Thomas Goldney, William Reeve and Graffin Prankard all shipped 

ironware to the colonies, including guns, cast-iron pots and the iron bars often used as alternative 

currency at slave ports.  

The Bristol Brass Company was founded in 1702 by Quaker investors who employed Abraham Darby as 

their first manager. Their intention was to develop an indigenous industry to supply Bristol merchants at 

a time when the ‘Africa trade’ was rapidly expanding. The Crews Hole copper works soon followed, with 

Quaker investment from the Andrew and Reeve families. In 1746 William Champion founded a rival 

company, the innovative Warmley works which by 1761 operated 22 copper and zinc smelting furnaces 

as well as steam-powered battery mills. Connections with African enslavement remained strong. The 

industrial history museum at Saltford Mill contains examples of the brass manillas (armlets) which were 

used as slave trafficking currency, as well as the Guinea kettles and Lisbon pans which made up many 

cargoes for West Africa. From 1761 onwards copper sheathing was used to protect ships’ hulls in warm 

Caribbean waters, creating yet another source of slavery-related Quaker profits. 
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Quaker importers of slave-produced goods 

Bristol’s slavery-linked exports were soon dwarfed by the value of its imports from the Caribbean and 

the Americas. Sugar imports led the way, feeding raw or semi-refined sugar into Bristol’s many Quaker-

owned ‘sugar houses’ from the mid-17th century onwards. By the mid-18th century more than half of 

Bristol’s sugar came from Jamaican plantations. Quaker industries such as the Fry family’s chocolate 

manufacture owed everything to enslaved labour. Cocoa beans and sugar from the Caribbean were 

replaced in the 1830s by supplies from West Africa, but in the early 20th century it became apparent that 

cheap raw materials were still the product of enslaved or virtually enslaved labour. A press scandal in 

1909 led the Fry and Cadbury families to switch their imports from Sao Tome to Ghana. Meanwhile 

some members of the Harford family had quietly made their fortune by importing slave-grown tobacco 

from Virginia to the shops and snuff mills of Bristol. Slave-grown indigo and rice filled the Quaker ships 

of the Reeve and Devonshire families at Charlestown, South Carolina, destined for European ports as 

well as Bristol. 

Quaker bankers 

The Harfords, owners of Blaise Castle from 1789, were one of the largest and wealthiest Quaker 

families in Bristol. Their family historian, Alice Harford, writes proudly that ‘There is no record of slave-

dealing among the Harford papers; it was strictly forbidden to the Quakers’. The Harfords did not own 

plantations, but they were directly involved in slave trafficking through part-ownership of slave ships in 

addition to their extensive links through trade, manufacturing and banking. Some of the main risks faced 

by Bristol merchants related to the availability of finance both for short-term payments and for longer-

term investments. The emergence of Bristol banking in the second half of the 18th century related to 

these needs. Edward Harford III was a founding partner of the Harford Bank in 1769 as well as a 

successful tobacco merchant. Like most early banks, the Harford Bank in Corn Street rested upon its 

founders’ reputation for probity and substantial personal wealth. The Harford Bank existed from 1769-

1820 under the leadership of family members and Harford involvement continued within the merged 

bank of Miles, Harford and Co. Many of the Harfords’ non-Quaker banking associates were leading 

Bristol slaveholders and slave traffickers such as the Miles and Bright families. A total of 14 Harfords 

belonged to the Merchant Venturers during the 18th century, but by the end of the century the family 

stood divided over support for slavery. Joseph Harford was a member of the Bristol Anti-Slavery Society 

in 1788, as well as a Merchant Venturer, while Truman Harford became a friend and collaborator of the 

leading anti-slavery campaigner Thomas Clarkson.  

Conclusion 

Some members of the twelve Quaker families listed at the start of this talk gradually moved away from 

Quakerism as part of a wider reframing of social attitudes and aspirations. Some were ‘disowned’ by their 
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Meetings for bankruptcy or other kinds of bad behaviour, including marriage to non-Quakers. It is 

notable that no-one was ever disowned by Bristol Quaker Meeting because of their direct or 

indirect involvement in transatlantic chattel slavery. However by the 1790s Quaker Meetings had 

become an increasingly uncomfortable place for supporters of African enslavement. Deeply ingrained 

racial prejudices were both a cause and a consequence of slavery and these horrifying attitudes took 

much longer to shift. Bristol Quakers’ journey towards reparative justice - ‘repair and healing’ – 

has been a very slow one and is still continuing today.  

 

Julia Bush 
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