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Bristol Quakers and enslavement: time for an apology?
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CONFERENCE REPORT

The conference was held at Redland Meeting House, Bristol, and attended by over 80 people.
In addition to local Quakers from the seven Bristol Local Meetings, attenders included Quakers
from further afield, local historians and some members of local black community
organisations. Two papers were circulated to Quaker Meetings before the conference:
Understanding the links between Quakerism and Reparations (Yasmin Pinks and Michael
Tuckwell) and Bristol Quakers and enslavement: a conversation (Dan Tagg). A third document,
the text of Lancashire Quakers’ apology for their Meeting’s slavery involvement, was printed
on the back of the conference programme. The conference papers are now available on the
Bristol Quakers website: bristolquakers.org.uk.

Ros Martin gave the conference welcome, as a member of the Bristol Quakers Reparations
Group. The aim of the conference was to show that reparative justice is about the present and
the future, not just about the past: “We are all on a journey into repair and understanding
from the world we have inherited.” Ros linked the conference to her own Funanya Coker/
Raising the Red project, which received financial support from Bristol Quakers in September
2024. We had a first glimpse of the maquette for the Funanya Coker memorial which is under
development as a reflective space in Greenbanks Cemetery. The Raising the Red project
commemorates indigenous and black and brown women who have been disproportionately
impacted by violence, through the decoration and public display of red dresses. Ros quoted
the Quaker peace testimony, reminding us that we need to be ‘uncomfortable but single-
minded in working towards truth and peace’.

Edwina Peart, the equity and justice lead for Quakers in Britain, was the first speaker. She
acknowledged the divergence of Quaker views on reparations, urging those with negative
feelings to try and understand rather than simply to refute. Setting the conference mood for
deep reflection on healing and justice, she played a track from reggae band Burning Spear: ‘Do
you remember the days of slavery?’. Then she talked about the history of Jamaica and its
Bristol links, emphasising that this history is not simply behind us. In many ways power
relations have not changed, so that inequality persists in attitudes and social and economic
structures. British slavery was legally abolished in 1833, but even after independence Jamaica
was ‘never designed to be self-sufficient’. Maximum wealth extraction was always the aim of
the European states which colonised the Caribbean. It was achieved by wiping out the
indigenous population and by a huge, enforced movement of African people, justified through
racism. Racism today has moved on from condemning the enslaved body to condemning the
black body. In a question-and-answer session, there was further commentary on the
racialisation of plantation labour in the Caribbean and its connection to ongoing systemic
racism.


https://bristolquakers.org.uk/

Luke Daniels, president of Caribbean Labour Solidarity, spoke next. He talked about the
legacies of enslavement, including legacies of violence which have impacted society right up
to the present day. He also emphasised the reality of transgenerational trauma, alongside the
realities of continuing economic exploitation and poverty in the Caribbean. Luke commented
on some of the outstanding political figures who have supported reparations, and some who
have not. He explained the importance of apology as a first step towards reparative justice.
An apology to the descendants of those who had been enslaved amounted to their
recognition as human equals. He then talked about the progress towards reparations in some
quarters, for example the pressure exerted on Keir Starmer at the 2024 Commonwealth
summit, and the Brattle Report’s calculation of Britain’s 18 trillion pounds reparations debt. It
is essential for governments to get involved in apologies and reparations. At the same time
racism must be recognised as an endemic legacy of slavery. Racism is being strengthened as a
driving force in today’s politics as the main parties compete to condemn migration. In the
question-and-answer session Luke reiterated his view that acknowledgement and apology
were important because they would affect people’s lives. ‘No one is born a racist’ and racism
‘can be unlearned’ through education and through religion.

Edson Burton, poet, writer and historian and former member of the Bristol History
Commission, was the third morning speaker. He provided an illuminating analysis of how
Bristol has slowly come to terms with its history as Britain’s leading slave port, relating this to
his own experiences. When he arrived in Bristol in 1994 he was warned against going to some
areas where there had been racial attacks. The Bristol Festival of the Sea in 1996 made very
little reference to enslavement. Tony Forbes’ painting ‘Sold Down the River’ expresses how
many black Bristolians felt about this. The festival stimulated a range of responses. Different
anti-racism activists took different positions and sometimes didn’t communicate with each
other. Pan-Africanists emphasised the need for black self-reliance, in contrast with liberal
reformists and various Christian perspectives. The Bristol Slave Trade Action Group (BTAG)
received some support from the Merchant Venturers in developing a Slave Trail walk around
the centre of Bristol, showing how the city’s wealth is linked to its colonial past. In 1999 Bristol
Central Museum mounted the first full exhibition on Bristol and the transatlantic slave trade.

Abolition 2007 was another landmark moment, when ‘celebration’ of the bicentenary of the
abolition of British slave was challenged by demands for a reframing of ‘abolition’ history.
There have been important developments since, including the creation of new M Shed
displays and the ‘Countering Colston” movement. Conversations continue to reflect varied
perspectives. Those who engage with establishment organisations like the Society of
Merchant Venturers might find themselves accused of ‘betrayal’, but progress is being made
towards engagement by those in power with the aim of transforming attitudes and improving
disadvantaged lives. In 2018 Bristol City Council launched a travelling consultation panel to
help decide what reparative justice actions are needed in this city. The mayoralty of Marvin
Rees and Asher Craig opened the way for Project Truth, led by black Bristolians. The fall of the
Colston statue in 2020 was a moment of great power and euphoria and the Bristol History
Commission was tasked with translating these emotions into action, including appropriate
memorialisation led by Bristol people rather than by a small elite. The Colston statue is now
lying in the M Shed, in a damaged condition, with an explanatory plague on its former plinth.



Meanwhile the University of Bristol has committed £10 million to its ‘Reparative Futures’
project and the Anglican church has made even bigger commitments. Reparations are now in
the mainstream of discussion about the history of enslavement, both at the level of popular
protest and at level of decision-making in government and elsewhere. In the question-and-
answer session, Edson underlined the importance of considering how future reparations work
is planned and carried out. “Top down’ decision-making inevitably perpetuates inequality.
Reparative justice actions must be developed with the considered support of partner
organisations, instead of as a ‘reactive jamboree’ of short-term responses to current events.
The CARICOM reparations plan addresses the need for institutional change to challenge
outcomes determined by the capitalist economic system. Memorialisation must also be
recognised as important, since the slave trade was an immense crime against humanity.

Ann Morgan, former clerk of Lancaster Quaker Meeting and author of The 18" century
Enslaving Industry: Lancaster Quakers” involvement (2025), addressed the conference in the
afternoon. Ann is co-convener of the Quakers in Britain Reparations Working Group and has
taken the lead in encouraging other Quaker Meetings to undertake historical research, including
support for the ongoing research in Bristol. She began by explaining how she first got involved
in this work then went on to explain in some detail how various Lancaster Quaker families were
complicit in transatlantic chattel slavery. As merchants, they exported to the West African coast
where slave trafficking was the main source of trading wealth then later invested their profits in
a network of banks and other financial institutions. It is possible to trace the details of
investments in economic infrastructure and to link these to inherited slavery wealth. Ann
described how she introduced this unwelcome side of Quaker history to her local Meeting and
to Lancashire Area Meeting. Some Friends had been ‘horrified” by her findings. It took a
‘learning journey’ to persuade local Quakers to fund an historical leaflet and a plague in her
Meeting House which acknowledges its slavery links. Meanwhile Quakers in Britain have moved
ahead with minutes on racism (2021) and on reparations (2022) and the Quaker trustees are
funding the current reparations work and planning towards longer term action.

Lancaster Quakers decided that they needed to listen to those experiencing the legacies of
enslavement today before deciding what next steps should be taken after their collective
apology. In 2023 Ann met a church delegation from Jamaica who visited Quakers in Britain in
order to discuss their own reparations proposals, in the form of a seven-point plan. The first item
in this plan was the need for an apology. Later items referred to education and Lancashire
Quakers feel drawn towards supporting education projects as part of the repairing of
relationships between perpetrators and victims of enslavement. Some Quakers have doubts
about apologising for the deeds of others, but we should take note of the importance attached to
apology by CARICOM and the descendants of the enslaved. National apologies have already been
made by Spain and the Netherlands. In addition to continuing contact with Jamaica, the
Lancaster Quakers are developing links with organisations in the Gambia, since many of those
trafficked on Lancaster Quakers’ ships came from this region of West Africa. Ann hopes that
Quakers in Britain will eventually discern the need for a corporate apology for Quakers’
involvement and believes this will create a firmer basis for future decisions on reparative justice.



Discussion Groups: ‘Is it time for an apology from Bristol Quakers?’

Six smaller groups considered this question and the outcomes of their discussions are
summarised below.

Overall summary

In several groups Black participants spoke of their unexpected emotion on hearing Ann talk
about the work she and others in Lancaster have done and on hearing their apology.

Hostility and racism have been directly experienced by people of African ancestry. Indirect but
persistent harm and indifference is a common experience too.

As a consequence, talk of reparations and slavery lands differently. There is a need to
acknowledge the work of patient explanation and mollification that is often a necessary part
of days like this one.

Bristol Quakers need to apply the same depth of research into their historic role in
transatlantic trafficking of enslaved Africans as Lancaster has done. The more knowledge we
have the more specific we can be with our apology and reparations.

That said, we do not need a lot of information to know when something is wrong.

There was an overwhelming sense from all groups that it is time for Bristol Quakers to make
an apology but a recognition that not all Friends in Bristol believe in the value of reparations
and an apology, we need to continue framing our apology and keep trying to bring them
along.

An apology also requires reparatory action. It was an often-repeated view within the groups
that justice and necessity require action within Bristol. That action could also have a positive
effect on other Bristol institutions. An apology from Bristol Quakers requires a commitment to
a future of true equality. It will also require partnership across Bristol and beyond and
creativity and may need a ‘task and finish’ group to make it happen.

History is not dead, but all around us. There are some uncomfortable truths we need to face
both about religion’s in the role creation of the meaning of ‘black’ and ‘white’ and about the
ongoing harm and exploitation that continue to benefit many of us.

Group 1 (two summaries)

e Friends wish to be informed about extent of Bristol Quakers involvement in TTEA — One
Friend wished for same level of information provided by Lancaster Quakers whilst another
considered that the existing BAQM leaflet was not adequate. These views were challenged
by others in group who felt that Bristol Friends were adequately informed. “ | know
enough”.

e Friends sought more educational resources — One Friend suggested that in order to move
forward as BAQM we needed to recognise that there were Friends in Bristol Quakers who
did not believe in the value of Reparations or did not wish to talk about them. Another
suggested we should not hide behind Quakers role (flag) in abolition of slavery and instead
needed to inform ourselves and raise our consciousness about the extent of our
involvement in TTEA and referred to the excellent Guardian series: Cotton Capital



e Majority of Friends present in group wished to move forward to an apology from Bristol
Quakers informed by our Quaker testimonies to Peace and Equality — With the view
expressed, and supported by many of the group, that this should be done in haste “ to
address this systematic racism”

“Why wouldn’t we do this” and “Why haven’t we apologised already”

e Apology needs to be a purposeful act that is embraced by all of BAQM. “Needs to be real
and genuine and be an apology to the right people. Anxieties were shared that if we made
an Apology what would be the extent of financial reparations.

e How would we communicate BAQM apology — There was general support for the apology
to be reproduced and installed as a statement in each MH in BAQM. However recognised
that these may not be very visible and we may need other communications so it was
disseminated widely. Following Lancaster’s example some Friends considered that we
should use this as an opportunity to influence curriculum design in primary and secondary
schools

e Impact of BAQM apology- Recognised that if BAQM made an Apology it would positively
influence other AMs to follow Bristol and Lancaster’s example and may encourage in time
BYM to make an Apology. It may also have an impact on other religious groups in Bristol “

Now is a fertile time to encourage the CoE and other religious groups to examine

themselves”

e Positive outcomes that may arise from a BAQM Apology — It was likely to be seen as very
positive step by Bristol City Council, Bristol Legacy Foundation and Black South West
Network and others whose ancestors have suffered as result of TTEA. It may help Bristol
Quakers forge new partnerships both locally and internationally

1. While some people thought that they needed more knowledge to know what they were
apologizing for, it was pointed out that we didn't need to look far to see entrenched
inequality.

2. It was pointed out that any apology needed to be genuine, and led by people who had
been most affected.

3. We need to carry the whole area meeting, but this is difficult, and people only have a
limited amount of energy.

4. The abolitionists were only a small number.

5. You don't need a lot of information to know when something is wrong, why wouldn't we
apologize.

We have an opportunity here to do something positive that may influence other people.
An apology is just the beginning.

We can seek partnerships near and far.
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The more knowledge we have the more specific we can be with our reparations.
10. There is anxiety among some quakers over this issue.

11. Educating the next generation is important.



12. Creativity is important.

13. Apology needs to be public, maybe something needs to be put outside the meeting
house, or in some other public space.

14. We need to join the dots between different issues.

Tim Southall and Kate Taylor (conveners)

Group 2

Most of the group was in agreement that it was time for an apology. The one voice that
expressed an alternative view wasn’t strongly against the idea, but questioned what the point
was, that the enslavement we are focused on is in the past and we now need to look to the
future. What impact would an apology have anyway?

In the discussion re the question of apology the following ideas were raised and points made:

An apology is needed so people can understand how they came to be in the position they are.
Without it people can be made to feel that poverty is their fault, due to personal failings for
example, when this is far from the truth.

For healing and repair to be able to take place, there needs to be a full and honest
understanding and explanation of the structures of inequality in society, we need a full sense
of the historical and global factors which have contributed and are contributing to the damage
done to people and the advantage some people have.

Getting the wording of an apology will be crucial.
There needs to be a next stage following an apology. What will that next stage be?

There have been so many wrongs in the world that need an apology and some going on at this
very moment. An apology for enslavement is a step in the right direction, but there is much to
be done to create a much fairer society with a fairer distribution of resources and wealth so
that everyone feels they have a fair chance of success in life. Young people for example need
to have a vision of where they fit in in society and how they are going to get there.

Education is important. Any apology needs to be collective, we need to work towards
increasing the consciousness and awareness of people, of how historical factors affect the
present day and have left a number of structures, which make progressing and prospering in
society very much more difficult for some than others. Trans generational trauma was
mentioned and again, as an issue rooted in events of the past but also being created to impact
the future as a result of present-day events and experiences.

Other remarkable points made include:

We should note the role of the church in the creation of the meaning of black and white and
its role in defining black people a less than

That black people are the original Israelites of the Bible and enslavement has been a divine
punishment for transgressions. (The point was made by someone of Caribbean descent.)

Marian Liebmann and Yasmin Pinks (conveners)



Group 3

Everybody introduced themselves. We had Friends from Horfield, Redland,
Frenchay, Westminster, Bath and Central meetings as well as visitors from South
Gloucestershire Racial Equality Network and others.

People expressed admiration for the work that Lancaster has done and Ann’s presentation of
it. Queries about how much a product of the whole meeting the work was. People saying how
unexpectedly moved they were by reading and hearing it.

Following on from that there was a discussion of how important it is for Bristol Quakers to do
that same forensic work uncovering the who, when, where, what and how much, so that we
know what we are apologising for and to who. This is what makes an apology meaningful

Throughout the discussion, points raised by each our speakers came up.

There was a discussion of who an apology is for. Is it for the benefit of those making the
apology or those receiving it?

Carmen expressed ambivalence about whether an apology was required or an
acknowledgement would be more honest. More widely, the opinion was that an honest
apology was required, with the work done to underpin the apology.

Also recognition of the depth of work BQs are doing and the pace of our work.

As well as the nuanced positions from people with a good deal of knowledge and experience,
there was a palpable sense that it is time for an apology- to use Barney’s words in the plenary
afterwards.

There was also anxiety expressed that we are in febrile times and we should make sure we are
not feeding divisive politics.

Dan Tagg and Rosie Thayer (conveners)

Group 4
e Industrialisation of the western world was mostly financed by slavery.
e Look at the history and recognise it as well as looking forwards.
e Indentured labour was another form of slavery.

e The effects of the trans- Atlantic chattel slavery today on Caribbean people especially,
are many including diabetes and other diseases, poor standards of living.

e Impact on descendants living in UK are equally hard.

e Racism has grown out of the horrific experiences where black people were seen as
inferior and much of this persists today.

e The British government has said it will not pay reparations, but black people would like
them to engage in conversation with black representatives about the issues which
would be a start.

e Luke, in particular being the only black person in the small group, was concerned
about the effects of the harm and racism that had been generated by the inheritance



of slavery. He said the social problems in the Caribbean resulting from the 300 years of
deportation and slavery are many and the racism in the UK made life very
uncomfortable for some black people.

One group participant was at first quite vociferous stating she felt an apology was not
appropriate saying apology for what? Luke mollified her a bit saying the apology was
for all the harm and hurt in those times, for the millions of people trafficked, and for
the hurt and harm suffered by the descendants, which he testified to by citing his
grandmother’s illness.

The group, on the whole, felt that we could move towards an apology. Some felt that
the Lancaster apology was a bit long. An explanation needs to sit separately from the
words stating our apologetic feelings as Quakers.

Michael Tuckwell (convener)

Group 5

Every member of the group was extremely clear that they would like to see Bristol
Quakers make an apology. Some even said it was "very important" that we do so.

The most oft expressed view was that we are still benefiting from the proceeds of
enslaved labour by virtue of the fact that we live in this country and this city - places
with histories steeped in the use of enslaved labour. The legacy of slavery still affects
people today in the form of racism and related mental health issues so there is a lot to
apologize for.

Even if you do not feel personally liable or even complicit in the transatlantic
trafficking of enslaved Africans, an apology demonstrates that we have the humanity
and empathy to apologize to people so wronged by the system of enslavement. An
apology doesn't necessarily mean you are legally vulnerable (this bullet entirely from
Margaret Busby, partner of Luke Daniels, who was in our group).

An apology helps to get people of African and Caribbean heritage in Bristol onto the
road of recovery...it is the must first step we take on the path to reparations. It would
help black people to feel "acknowledged and welcomed into society" (this bullet was
put forward by Black members of our group and | thought it quite powerful).

Ann Morgan's discoveries and messages seemed to have had a big impact on the
group. Referring to the Lancaster apology, Nat Harrison said: "It hurt listening to Ann.
It brought tears to my eyes. My parents should have heard it while they were alive."

Today's conference speakers helped to reinforce the whole group's views that an
apology was extremely important, they said. It served to show us that history is not
dead, but all around us, and that the version of history we have been taught at school
is incomplete.

Bristol's 30-year history of initiatives to raise awareness of transatlantic trafficking of
enslaved people had been "painful"” and had many "ups and downs".



In discussion about what happens after an apology, one person said plagues and
memorials were not meaningful...that people in Bristol are suffering and need help
today. But a few others said they taught us to be "mindful of our horrific history".

Claire Pickard-Cambridge and Tim Griffiths (conveners)

Group 6

Members of this group were unanimous in supporting the need for an apology
Apology is not enough, commitment to a future of true equality is necessary

It will be easier to understand the impact and what reparative actions are needed if we
are clearer about what happened in the past

Healing relationships is not just about money: Quakers have other resources to use,
including their buildings

We need to find a way to disconnect from white supremacy culture and to ask
ourselves, ‘what does love require?’

Apology follows on from an acknowledgement of past history

We must follow the ‘sense of the meeting’ even if there is not unity around apology
across Bristol Area Meeting

Reparations Group work has provoked serious thinking for the first time about ‘where
our money came from’

Apology is not enough: we need to consider what we can do in Bristol for reparative
justice, including in partnership with others

Reparative action should be in Bristol, rather than in the Caribbean or African
countries, because there are appropriate partner organisations here (unlike Lancaster)

We must discover what action is wanted and needed by descendants of those most
impacted by Bristol’s past history of enslavement

Action must be taken to educate people about the past: support for guided walks and
plagues commemorating enslavement

Apology is about recognition rather than atonement
Neocolonialism is still with us, eg the role of USA in Gaza
Apologies can be healing, eg the Queen’s visit to Ireland after the Troubles

South African Truth and Reconciliation programme was about restoring people’s
shared humanity

More emphasis is needed on how reparations will benefit everyone

A “task and finish” group is needed to frame a Quaker apology and design plaques for
Meeting Houses

The Lancashire Quakers’ apology provides a useful starting point

Julia Bush (convener)
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Final plenary session

Richard Drake (Bristol Area Meeting Clerk) clerked the concluding session of the conference,
beginning with a period of silent reflection/ worship.

Richard read out a draft conference minute. There were several contributions and two
proposed amendments. Luke Daniels expressed his willingness to accept an apology from the
Quakers. The minute was then accepted by the conference, which concluded with grateful
thanks to all contributors.

25.83 Bristol Quakers and Enslavement: Time for an Apology?

Over 80 Friends and guests from across our Area Meeting and further afield
have gathered today at Redland Meeting House for a conference on the Bristol
Quakers and Enslavement which has been arranged by our Reparations Group.

We are grateful to our Reparations Group for the work they have done to raise
our awareness of the role of Bristol Quakers in the enslavement of Africans and
helping us to face up to the historic actions which still have consequences in
today’s world.

We warmly thank our guest speakers who have informed our discussions in
small groups focussed on the question “Is it time for an apology from Bristol
Quakers?”

Although it has not been the purpose of the day to discern the answer to that
question as an Area Meeting, we hope that today has been useful preparation
for that discernment when it is brought before Area Meeting in 2026 and we
hope that full reports of the day will be published in our December AM
Newsletter.

During the day we have heard of the value of an apology to those still affected
by the trauma passed down through generations and the necessity of an
apology in repairing the relationships that have been damaged by that trauma.
We have also heard of the systemic inequality and racism in today’s society and
acknowledge this has its roots in slavery and colonialism. We acknowledge that
black inclusion is imperative as we continue our work on reparations.

For many present today there has been a palpable sense of readiness to make
an apology and this conference has been an important first step in that process.
In preparation for our future discernment, we ask our Reparations Group to
bring to our January Area Meeting proposals for the way we might prepare
some draft apologies for our consideration.

We wish to record our thanks to all who have worked to make this day possible
and productive. We separate, hoping to meet again at Horfield and online on
Sunday 11™" January 2026 at 2pm.

Richard Drake (AM Clerk)



