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Using the booklet  

This resource is best suited for upper Key Stage (KS) 2, KS3 and KS4. It contains 

cross curricular in and outdoor learning activities, marked with a star to make it 

easy to find them. Please refer to the Appendix for full-size versions of written 

documents such as Census records.  



2 
 

Foreword 
 

Gateshead is determined to acknowledge its African and African descended residents 
throughout the ages and to mark African-descended visitors, such as Frederick Douglass 
and Paul Robeson, who have made a significant contribution to our area. 
 
Thanks to Lottery funding we have been able to commission archival research, to uncover 
the lives and contributions of African descended people in Gateshead. The research into 
the earliest records has revealed documents relevant to people who were enslaved, 
presented here in our first publication. 
 
Our next publication will provide balance to this topic by focusing on later residents 
and visitors with lives much broader than this experience of enslavement. 
 
We suggest all teachers take care with language, using words such as 'enslaved' rather than 
'slave' to acknowledge that actions were deliberately taken to enslave human beings and 
to profit from this. The words 'slave', 'slavery' and 'slave' owner suggest these are natural 
occurrences without human agency.  
 
We also strongly recommend that all teaching on the topic is sensitive to the feelings this 
topic is likely to engender in the descendants of the enslaved, particularly when they may be 
isolated in classrooms and playgrounds. We strongly recommend that all teachers study and 
adhere to the guidelines for teaching on this topic. 
 
 
Useful sources of information: 
 

Britain and Transatlantic Slavery podcast - available at www.history.org.uk 

Education resources - available at www.historicengland.org.uk 

African Lives in Northern England - available to loan from Gateshead Council Libraries  

We would like to express our sincere thanks to Rosie Serdiville and Silvie Fisch who 
researched and created the pack and to you our teachers for joining us in the journey to 
discover and share our vibrant and diverse past.  
 
Thanks also to Paul Crooks and Beverley Prevatt Goldstein for helping us to understand 
more about the history of African and Caribbean people in the UK.    
 
Jen Bell, Gateshead Archive  
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The Transatlantic Slave Economy 
 
Britain was a principal actor in the slavery business in the sixteenth century. Investors 
included Queen Elizabeth 1st, aristocracy, bankers and clergy amongst others. Slave-grown 
products such as sugar and cotton brought wealth to Europe.  Attempts to persuade 
colonists to work in these industries had failed often because of the climate and local 
diseases.  
 
Enslaved Africans were forced to work  in these hot, dangerous climates, mistreated 
and humiliated, separated from their communities. Current estimates are that about 12 
million to 12.8 million Africans were enslaved and transported across the Atlantic over 
a span of 400 years. 
 
This was chattel slavery where the enslaved person was the property of their master and 
treated as an object, not a human being. The ideology of racism was developed to justify 
chattel slavery and is one of its legacies. 
 
The Triangular Trade 
 

The Outward Passage 
Africans were abducted by Europeans or African rulers paid by Europeans and taken 
to forts or factories on the west coast to be sold to merchants. They were kept in 
terrible conditions where many died of yellow fever, malaria and malnutrition. 
European ships sailed to Africa and exchanged goods such as Swedish steel and 
British guns for the enslaved. 

 
The Middle Passage 
The enslaved people were crammed onto ships for the journey across the ocean to 
America and the Caribbean. One in five could die on the journey from disease. If they 
survived, they were sold to plantations to grow ‘cash crops'. They would be carefully 
prepared for auction with their scars and diseases concealed so they looked healthy, 
ready for sale into a lifetime of enslavement. 
 
Enslaved people would sometimes be branded with the name of the enslaver. Not 
only did they have to work long hours for six days a week in extreme heat, they were 
also subjected to the most brutal forms of inhumanity imaginable.  
People were physically and sexually abused by enslavers, children taken away from 
their parents and any sign of resistance was met with brute force.  
 
Plantation owners cared little about the health of the people they enslaved, as it was 
cheaper to ‘buy’ new people than sufficiently feed existing ones. Such treatment 
meant that one in three Africans died within the first three years of arrival in the 
Caribbean.  
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The Return Passage 
 
Plantation-grown products such as cotton, tobacco and sugar were shipped back to 
Europe and Britain. Of course, not everyone agreed with the idea of enslavement. 
Gateshead can be  proud that many of its residents, particularly Quaker families like the 
Watsons of Bensham Grove, fought to end the trade.  
 
However Newcastle and Gateshead gained immensely from the slavery business. 
Some Gateshead residents transported enslaved Africans, owned plantations in the 
Caribbean and North America, and owned factories manufacturing instruments like 
shackles to imprison those enslaved, or tools for the plantations.  
 
This area was rich in coal which was needed to run the sugar refineries in the Caribbean 
and the cotton mills of the American South. North East ships made the trip out with coal 
and returned with valuable sugar and cotton. 
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Hidden Chains 

“A Scot, a rat, and a New-Castle grindstone, you may find all the world over.” 

 

 
This traditional saying from the 17th century sounds quite funny, but it has a serious historic 
background. The axes, scythes and sickles used by enslaved people in the American 
plantations were sharpened by these ‘New-Castle grindstones’. But they weren’t actually 
produced in Newcastle. They came from quarries that stretched from Whickham to Hebburn, 
the most famous ones were those on Gateshead Fell. 
 
High Heworth and Windy Nook Quarries were owned by R. Kell & Co. Richard Kell was the 
second son of Ebenezer Kell of Felling Shore. Born in 1749, Richard began quarrying at 
Heworth Shore in 1784. The family continued the business throughout the 19th century.  
 
St. Alban’s Church, Windy Nook Board Schools, the Co-operative Society and  
Windy Nook Fever Hospital are among the many buildings built with stone from Kell’s Quarry 
at Windy Nook. The quarries became run down in the first half of the 20th century and were 
eventually filled in during the 1960s. The grindstones made from the stone from Windy Nook 
Quarry became world famous but were known as ‘Newcastle Grindstones’. 
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People from the North East got involved in the colonies in North America and the West 
Indies early on. Many settled there to start a new life and become landowners. Others 
were businessmen who saw the colonies as a great business opportunity, a source for 
luxury goods which could be imported and sold to make big profits. 
 

 
One of them was Gateshead merchant William Cotesworth (1668 - 1726). He became an 
apprentice in 1683 to the prosperous Gateshead merchant and tallow chandler Robert 
Sutton. After his death the business was left to his inexperienced son. 
 
Very soon Cotesworth was set up in partnership with him. He was a very ambitious man 
and quickly became involved in a variety of profitable business activities such as coal 
mining and salt manufacturing. He became a very prominent figure in Gateshead. 
 
He was involved in the production and export of slavery business related goods and 
products. Log cabins in the colonies were lit by his candles. He shipped luxury foodstuffs 
and merchandise such as sugar, tea, coffee, chocolate and tobacco, as well as expensive 
dyes for textiles. 
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Sir Ambrose & Lady Mary Crowley  
Gateshead Archive: Ref GL002512 

 
Another man who made a profit from the slave 
economy was Ambrose Crowley. In the late 
seventeenth century he moved his iron works to 
Winlaton, attracted by the availability of local supplies 
of iron and water power from the Derwent River.  
 

 
The first major works, at Winlaton Mill, was 
started in the 1690s.  
 
Swalwell was acquired in 1707. Crowley 
added a forge, grand warehouse and 
workshops.  
 
His son John added steel furnaces and a 
foundry and more workshops were 
added in the mid-18th century. 
  
 
 
 
 
 
Entrance to Crowley’s Ironworks, Winlaton Mill 
Gateshead Archive, Ref: GL001087  

 

 

From 1689 onwards Britain was involved in some major wars. Crowley’s firm prospered 
when it became a major provider of ironmongery to the Royal Navy. His works, which had 
soon spread out to Whickham and Swalwell, became the largest ironmonger's business in 
Europe. The wars brought suffering to much of Europe's population, but for Ambrose 
Crowley it meant an opportunity to become rich. 
 
Even worse, his warehouse inventories and advertisements also listed tools used on 
plantations, and possibly on slave ships, including hoes, sugar shovels, axes, shackles, 
chains and branding irons. 
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Ambrose Crowley was also a founder, director, deputy governor and one of the largest 
shareholders of the South Sea Company which supplied enslaved Africans to the American 
colonies. 
 
His son John Crowley inherited the business. He focused his energy on South Carolina. The 
Caribbean sugar islands had so far been the largest single source of transatlantic demand 
for the Crowleys’ hardware. But now South Carolina’s ricefields showed the most rapid 
growth. Soon rice made the colony the richest in British North America. But South Carolina 
also became home to America’s most brutal slave regime. 
 
The inventory of John Crowley’s factories and depots list Barbados Hoes in eight different 
types, Virginia Hoes, also in eight different types, Carolina Hoes, Carolina Axes and ‘Padlocks 
for Negroes Necks’. In 1727, there were 23,050 Virginia hoes in stock. Thousands of others 
were packed, ready to be shipped. In the 1750s, fifty-four hoe shops with 162 ‘hammermen’ 
could turn out eleven thousand hoes per week. 
 
These hoes were completely different to the gardening tool we know today. They were 
held like an axe and brought down from shoulder level with heavy force. 
In return, ships like the Crowley or the Ambrose would bring back luxury goods like 
mahogany to Britain, produced by enslaved people.  



9 
 

 

Can you find the grave of William Hawks (1711 - 1755)?  
 
He originally worked for Ambrose Crowley as a foreman blacksmith, until he started his own 
company, Hawks Ironworks, on Bottle Bank. 
 
He took advantage of the cheap scrap metal which was carried up the Tyne as ballast by 
returning collier vessels, to make nails, bolts, chains, shovels, and other tools. His business 
was later sold to Thomas Hedley who came up with Fairy Soap, the first all-purpose soap, 
in 1898. 
 
Can you find other gravestones that mention a connection to the sea?  
For example, people who worked for the Royal Navy? 
 
They would have likely worked alongside free or enslaved men from the  
Americas, the Caribbean, Africa and Britain. During the 1700s and 1800s Britain’s navy was 
the largest in the world and desperate for manpower. Men were often pressed (captured 
and forced against their will) to join it. But it could also offer a chance for men running away 
to gain freedom from enslavement. 
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Legislation  
 

By the late 1700s, times were changing. The graphic writings on the horrors of enslavement 
and ceaseless activity by those formerly enslaved such as Olaudah Equiano and the Sons of 
Africa and their allies Clarkson and Sharpe, as well as concerns over equality, humanity and 
the rights of man led to ‘anti-slavery societies’ and support for the end of the trade in 
enslaved Africans. 
 
In May 1772 there was a significant court judgement by Lord Mansfield. He ruled that 
enslaved people could not be transported from England against their will. Many rejoiced, 
incorrectly assuming that ‘slavery’ was now illegal in Britain. But enslaved people continued 
to be transported both into and out of Britain. 
 
However, the ruling encouraged the anti-slavery societies and massive petitions against 
enslavement, including from the North East, went to Parliament. From 1789 to 1807 
Wilberforce introduced almost yearly bills to Parliament for the abolition of ‘the slave trade’. 
The ruling encouraged many of those enslaved in Britain to run away, and those freed to 
continue to agitate against enslavement. 
 
Rebellions among those enslaved in the Caribbean continued. All these factors combined 
and Wilberforce’s bill was successful in 1807 with the Slave Trade Act.  
 
This was a momentous step (between 1789 and 1807, 767,000 Africans had been enslaved 
and transported to the Caribbean in British ships) but not a solution - it simply outlawed the 
trade but not enslavement itself (in so much as it was not illegal to continue to hold people 
who were already enslaved). 
 
The Royal Navy set up a West African Squadron which could board any vessel and confiscate 
any enslaved African. Between 1808 and 1860 it successfully freed 150,000 enslaved people, 
returning them to Freetown in Sierra Leone, irrespective of their original home. 
 
As the supply of enslaved Africans to the Caribbean dwindled the demands of the 
enslavers on the enslaved increased, becoming even more excessive and brutal. Their 
profits decreased and rebellions increased. The rebellion led by Sam Sharpe was put down 
with such difficulty and ferocity, with 600 killed and executed, that it became clear that 
enslavement was unsustainable and increasingly unpopular in England. Heyrick and other 
women abolitionists demanded immediate abolition, not the gradual one endorsed by 
the parliamentarians.  
 
A compromise was negotiated with the 46,000 enslavers, whose profits had been 
dwindling, being compensated for giving up their enslaved people. The compensation at 
40% of all government spending enabled investment in British industry and the public debt 
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lasted till 2015. Those enslaved received no payment, no compensation and their countries 
no investment.  
And there was still a long way to go. The creation of slave registers was one way of 
controlling the trade    plantation owners had to show they had not ‘purchased’ any new 
Africans since the last register was made. 
 
The Abolition of Slavery Act came into force in 1834. It abolished slavery in most British 
colonies which affected around 800,000 enslaved people in the Caribbean as well as South 
Africa and a small number in Canada. 
 
But they weren't entirely free. They were renamed ‘apprentices’, bound to work for their 
previous ‘masters’ for between four and seven years. Continuing peaceful protests in 
England and amongst the apprenticed led to apprenticeships being formally abandoned in 
1838. 
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Legacies 
 

When the Slavery Abolition Act was passed in 1833 enslavers were paid approximately 
£20 million in compensation for enslaved people freed in the colonies of the Caribbean, 
Mauritius and the Cape of Good Hope. The former enslaved people received nothing. 
 
Many people in the North East lived off inherited income generated from plantations in the 
form of ‘annuities’ left to them by relatives or friends.  
An annuity is fixed sum paid to a beneficiary at regular intervals over a period of time (usually 
their lifetime) in return for a previously paid fee. 
 
One of them was Sophia Upton, the daughter of an enslaver from Jamaica who lived in 
Gateshead in 1881. Sophia is listed as an Annuitant in the 1881 census. Her father was 
William Dutton Turner, a physician who had studied in Edinburgh. She was born in 1833/4 
at a time when her father still held enslaved people.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

See 

Appendix A 
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One of his other sons was Wilton George Turner. In 1840 he turned a soap works in 
Gateshead into a chemicals manufactory. He lived in Gateshead with his wife, two daughters 
Maria Georgiana and Eliza Auguste and sons Wilton Redwar and Oscar. He was awarded 
1/8th of the compensation for the Dunbarton Estate in St Ann, Jamaica. The total sum was 
£2,956 15s. 6d. for 194 enslaved people.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Until 1837 Alexander Denoon and his business partner George Henry Hooper acted as 
agent for other enslavers. Denoon was one of the trustees for the reputed children of the 
deceased planter James Kirkwood in the late 1840s. In 1861 we find him as a visitor at his 
sister Isbella’s house at Catherine Terrace in Gateshead. His occupation is stated as ‘East 
India Merchant, London’. She had two servants, and it is more likely that she was 
financially supported by her brother. In the 1851 census she is seen to receive an ‘annuity’.  
 

 

See Appendix B 

i & ii 
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Compensation Registers 
 

The Compensation Registers are lists of people who were paid large sums to compensate 
them for having to free people they held enslaved. The registers regularly show up links 
to other families who were also involved in the slave trade. They were often friends and 
neighbours and it was not unusual to find marriages between them. The registers tell us 
about those relationships. We often find baptism records that show children given 
family names as middle names.  
 
One of the main traders in sugar and enslaved people in this area was  John Graham-Clarke 
who had two sugar refineries in Gateshead. 
 
Born in 1736 at Beverley, he had served with the Militia during the Seven Years War (1756 
- 1763). He was billeted in Newcastle during anti-Militia riots where he met and married 
his first wife, Elizabeth Rutter, a wealthy brewer. He was essentially a merchant 
adventurer. He had a share in a local bank, owned 13 plantations in Jamaica and had an 
interest in six cargo ships. 
 
He was connected to the Barrett family, who had emigrated to Jamaica in 1665 to start the 
first slave plantations and held over 2,000 enslaved people. When George Barrett died in 
1792, his six illegitimate children were sent to Newcastle to be brought up by John Clarke-
Graham. The children’s mother was Elissa Peters, a ‘mulatto’, a dual heritage enslaved 
woman. 
 
Graham-Clarke was also the grandfather of the famous Victorian poet Elizabeth Barrett 
Browning. She regarded her family’s background as ‘a curse’.  
 
Those ships are prime examples of why the slavery business was so important to the North 
East. They were used to carry coal from our area to Jamaica and the Americas. Coal was 
needed to run the sugar extraction machinery. On the return journey the ships were loaded 
with sugar - a very valuable product. 

 

 

 

 

Portrait of Elizabeth Barrett Browning in 1859 

(Licensed under CC0) 



► can you guess the century in which these 
foods became available in Britain?

► Which foods linked to the slave trade?

c

centum eG^

20th century

15
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Gingerbread Men 
 
The first documented instance of figure-shaped gingerbread biscuits was at the court of 
Elizabeth I of England (1533 - 1603). She had the gingerbread figures made in the likeness of 
some of her important guests. They got to keep them.  
Or eat them! 
 
Pies 
 
A Roman cookbook from the 1st Century, by Apicius, has recipes that include pie cases. 
The Romans took their recipes with them all over Europe, along with their troops and 
goods. They travelled along the famous Roman roads. Britain alone had 8,000 miles of 
Roman highways. 
In Britain, the first pies had mainly meat fillings. Just as in Rome, the pastry cases were 
not necessarily for eating. They were to help food last longer on voyages, and also 
helped to save space. 
By medieval times, cooks would try to outdo each other as pies became the centrepiece of 
exclusive banquets. 
 
Sugar 
 
England founded its first American colony at Jamestown in 1607. Sugar and enslaved people 
were both present in the colony by 1619. 
 
The trade in sugar increased dramatically when it became popular for sweetening luxury 
drinks such as tea and coffee. Sugar consumption in Britain doubled between 1690 and 
1740. The imports originated in the plantations of South America and the Caribbean, 
where merchants depended mainly on the labour of African enslaved people. 
 
Slavery made sugar cheaper, and the cheaper it grew the more popular it became. 
When tea and coffee became popular in the 18th century, sugar became their main 
sweetener. 
 
Pasta 
 
Pasta is ancient. Wheat was domesticated about 11,000 years ago in what is now the 
eastern Mediterranean region, and people probably made pastes from it quite early on. 
 
The first noodles were Asian. The major difference between European and Asian noodles is 
in their texture. European noodles and pasta are made from wheat which contains far more 
gluten than rice, soya or buckwheat. 
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Italians named their early pasta ‘macaroni’. English aristocrats who adopted Italian fashions 
became known as ‘macaronis’. In Britain pasta only became popular after the Second World 
War. 
 
Pizza 
 
The first record of an Italian restaurant in Britain was the Italian Eating House off Leicester 
Square in London. It opened in 1803, though it is not known whether or not it served pizza. 
The Olivelli restaurant in Store Street, Bloomsbury (also in London) opened in 1934. Early 
documents found on the premises included a recipe for margherita pizza. 
 
Fish ‘n’ Chips 
 
Despite being a symbol of British food, the dish actually comes from elsewhere.  
Fried potatoes appear to have emerged at similar times in Britain, France and  
Belgium. Fried fish was widely consumed by immigrant Jews coming from Eastern 
Europe. Combining the fried potato and the fried fish in one meal probably started in 
the late Victorian period when it became an inexpensive source of nourishment for 
working people. 
 
Coffee 
 
Coffee became available in England during the 16th century and became really popular in 
the 17th century. It came from Arabia. The coffee house became an increasingly common 
feature in towns and cities. Europeans found they were able to grow it in their various 
empires which helped to make it cheaper and, therefore, even more popular. 
 
Tea 
 
Tea was first brought to Britain in the early 17th century by the East India Company. It was 
an expensive product consumed by the rich. The first tea shop for ladies was opened in 1717 
by Thomas Twining and slowly tea shops began to appear throughout England - making tea 
drinking available to everyone. Import taxes in the 18th century made coffee costlier to 
drink. The East India Company promoted tea as an alternative, and soon tea would become 
the nation's favourite hot drink. 
 
Chocolate 
 
In 1,900BC people in what is now Mexico started cultivating the rainforest’s cacao plant 
and produced a bitter paste which they mixed with water, vanilla, honey, chili and other 
spices to make a drink. 
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In early modern Europe it became popular around the fashionable courts, before it arrived in 
Britain in the 17th century. It was consumed by men (only) in parlours where they would chat 
and gamble. 
 
The Quaker Joseph Fry discovered a method for making chocolate into a solid in 1847 and 
the chocolate bar was born. 
 
Tobacco 
 
One date given for the arrival of tobacco in England is 27th July 1586, when it is said Sir Walter 
Raleigh brough it to England from Virginia. A legend tells that his servant though he was on 
fire and threw water over him. But tobacco had been smoked by Spanish and Portuguese 
sailors for many years before that. It’s likely that the habit of pipe smoking had been adopted 
by British Sailors before 1586.  
 

Fight for Freedom 

Resistance and rebellion were natural reactions against enslavement and inhumane 
living conditions. There are many examples of opposition to the transatlantic slave trade 
in African societies, from rulers and religious leaders who took a stand to ordinary 
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Africans who refused to co-operate, protected their villages or even moved them to 
inaccessible places. 
 
There were many revolts and fights for freedom.  
 
The most famous revolt began in 1791, led by Toussaint L’Ouverture who expelled the 
French plantation owners and took all their property in Saint Domingue, as Haiti was 
then known.  
In 1804, Napoleon sent his forces to recapture the island and restore slavery but 
Dessalines, L’Ouverture’s successor, defeated them and formed the Republic of Haiti. Its 
constitution declared that any black person arriving in Haiti would immediately become 
a free citizen.  
 
In Jamaica the Maroon Wars went 
on for many years between the 
occupying British forces and former 
enslaved Africans who had sought 
freedom and set up colonies in the 
Jamaican hill areas.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Toussaint L’Ouverture, unknown artist 
(Licensed under CCO) 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Abolition in Gateshead 
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People who wanted the slave trade to be ended were known as abolitionists. Gateshead 
was home to a number of abolitionist groups, often involving people from the Society of 
Friends - the Quakers. The North East Society of Friends started out in Gateshead, meeting 
in buildings in Pipewellgate and the High Street until the Newcastle Meeting House was 
built. 
 
Famous local figures such as the Dodds Sisters (who founded the Little Theatre) were 
Quakers. The Dodds sisters were the grandchildren of two well known local abolitionists: 
John Mawson and his wife Isabella Swan Mawson. Isabella was the sister of Joseph Swan 
who developed the lightbulb. 
 
The founder of the Quakers preached equal rights and responsibilities for men and women 
when it came to religion. Women could and were ministers both here and in the US. That 
history of being active as well as the belief that Quakers had to be of use in the world is part 
of the reason so many of them fought for social justice and took on charitable work. 
 
The Quakers had another reason to sympathise with people who were persecuted. They 
had experienced it themselves (although on a much less severe level). For many years they 
were not allowed to stand for Parliament, go to university or conduct their own marriages. 
 
We know that people in Gateshead took part in many campaigns to make people aware of 
the evils of slavery. Putting pressure on Parliament by raising petitions was a very effective 
means of using public opinion to demonstrate how many people were concerned about the 
issue. At Gateshead Archive you can see copies of their petitions - the Ladies Petition of 1833 
got over 5000 signatures. 
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One idea taken up here was a boycott on sugar produced by enslaved people. Everyone 
was encouraged to only buy sugar produced by free labourers. It was very effective. Here 
is an article from a local newspaper. 
 

 

Many of the local Quaker families, like the Watsons, Spence’s, Mawson’s and the 
Richardson’s were related to each other. It was not unusual to find different 
generations of the same family all active against the ‘slave trade’. 
 
Sugar bowls labelled 'East India Sugar not made by Slaves', and indeed entire tea-sets, were 
made to get across the anti-slavery message. Many Quakers continued to stay away from 
sugar long after the boycott had ended. Quaker parents were warned to avoid the ‘evil 
consequences …  from the mistaken conduct of pampering the appetite, and indulging the 
pleasures of the palate in childhood’. 
 
Elizabeth Spence Watson was another Gateshead campaigner. Elizabeth was a member of 

the Richardson family who married Robert Spence Watson. As a little girl she was not 

allowed sugar because it was slave-grown. Later on she said that she could only remember 

telling one deliberate lie. She had asked her father for her Saturday penny earlier than usual, 

and when he asked her "What for?" she replied (knowing that she intended to buy sweets) 

"Nothing particular.” 
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The abolitionists came up with lots of ideas to draw publicity to their campaign.  
For example, they produced their own tokens and coins with ‘anti-slavery’  
messages on them. There was a shortage of officially minted coins and no law against 
producing the tokens privately as long as you did not try to pretend they came from the Royal 
Mint. 
 
The tokens passed for currency, and were also sold to finance campaigns, along with 
hundreds of other privately produced designs. The idea was to awaken a sense of the 
atrocity of ‘slavery’.  
 
A copper ‘halfpenny’ was produced by a group of Birmingham merchants. It displayed the 
well-known image created by the potter Josiah Wedgewood, on behalf of the British Society 
for Suppression of the Slave Trade created in 1787 and became known as the Wedgewood 
Medallion. 
Under the motto ‘Am I not a Man and a Brother’ a kneeling African slave, covered with 
chains and almost entirely naked to show his desperation, pleaded with joined hands for an 
end to the barbaric and inhuman practice of slavery. On the reverse two hands are joined 
in friendship, underlining the message ‘may slavery and oppression cease throughout the 
world’. 
 
Gateshead had long been well known as a producer of clay pipes for smoking tobacco. In 
2014 the remains of one was found in a field at Chollerford with the ‘Am I Not A Man and A 
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Brother’ image on it. In fact it seems to have been based on a design by Northumberland 
engraver Thomas Bewick, a known supporter of the ‘anti-slavery movement’. 
 
Josiah Wedgwood’s depiction of a shackled slave is world famous, but it is problematic. 
It shows an anonymous, enslaved man on his knees, begging for his freedom, looking 
upwards for his ‘salvation’. He is shown as a Christian, praying, and speaking English. 
 
In reality, his own religion would have been Islam or animism and he would have one of the 
languages prevalent in West Africa. 
 
He is wearing an loin cloth, showing him as ‘uncultured’, inferior to Europeans. 
The image does not try to represent the reality of enslaved African people, nor does it 
present a positive image of African men as noble or resilient. It fabricates a false 
narrative of white people acting as saviours, not taking into account the central role 
Africans played in their own emancipation.  
 
The Wedgwood medallion denies enslaved people agency in their own history. 

 
Language matters. It needs to be respectful. When we talk 
about ‘slavery’ we need to remember that many terms we 
are familiar with were created by those who  
benefitted from it. Critical reflection has led to a 
rejection of these terms, as they do not take into 
account African perspectives.  
 
Some words are considered offensive as they objectify African 
people and reduce them to single terms which don’t 
acknowledge the multiple facets of their personal histories. 
 

Which of these words and terms should we no longer use? Why?  

Which ones should we use instead? 
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Look at these images of African people.  
 
Do you think they are positive depictions? Why? 
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Robert and Elizabeth Spence Watson had  

grown up in the ‘anti-slavery’ tradition. Robert’s father, 
Joshua was known to welcome freedom-seeking Africans  
to his table at Bensham Grove. They were travelling 
Britain telling people about the horrors of slavery. This 
must have been something that influenced Robert’s life 
and beliefs as he grew up.  
 
His grandfather, Joseph Spence was also an abolitionist 
and young Robert probably learned first hand about 
slavery from a woman who lived in his grandfather’s 
house in North Shields. 

 
 
 
 
Mary Ann Macham and Joseph Spence  

 
Mary Ann Macham was an escaped slave. She had been born in Virginia in the United 
States in 1802 to an enslaved mother and a father who was a enslaver. On a cold Christmas 
day in 1831 she arrived in North Shields on board a ship named The Atlas having escaped 
her cruel life on the plantation back in the America. 
 
The Spence family employed her as a domestic servant in various homes of family 
members. In 1841 Mary married a local man named James Blyth who worked as a rope 
maker and later a banker's porter, possibly for the Spence family bank. The couple lived 
in various houses on Howard Street in North Shields until James's death in 1877. 
 
After the death of her husband Mary continued to live in North Shields, staying with 
relatives of her husband in South Benwell. In 1893 at the age of 91 Mary died and was 
buried in Preston Village Cemetery having achieved 60 years of freedom. 
 
Robert Spence was a solicitor and he used his skills to further his causes. Whilst slavery had 
ended in Britain by the 1870’s it was still going in in other countries (including the United 
States). In September 1875 Prime Minister Disraeli issued an order to British ships ordering 
them to return any 'stowaway enslaved people' to their holders. Robert called a meeting 
of the Newcastle Liberal Association announcing if any 'stowaway enslaved people' were 
returned, he would go to court to charge the ship’s captain with kidnapping and Disraeli 
would be personally charged as an accomplice. As a result the Prime Minister withdrew the 
order.  
Was Robert thinking about Mary Ann Macham who had stowed away on a British ship to 
escape slavery all those years before? 
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A West Indian Slave 
Related by Herself 
 
Mary Prince’s History was the first story of the life of a black woman published in England. 
 
It described Prince's sufferings as a slave in Bermuda, Turks Island and Antigua, and her 
eventual arrival in London with her brutal 'owner' Mr Wood in 1828. Prince escaped from 
him and sought assistance from the Anti-Slavery Society. 
 
The book was a sensation at a time when anti-slavery agitation was growing. Her first person 
account touched many people. 
 
In 1833, the Slavery Abolition Act was passed, which intended to achieve a two-staged 
abolition of West Indian slavery by 1840. 
 
“I am often much vexed, and I feel great sorrow when I hear some people in this country say, 

that the enslaved people do not need better usage, and do not want to be free. They believe 

the foreign people, who deceive them, and say enslaved people are happy. I say, Not so. How 

can enslaved people be happy when they have the halter round their neck and the whip upon 

their back and are disgraced and thought no more of than beasts? …  and are separated 

from their mothers, and husbands, and children, and sisters, just as cattle are sold and 

separated? (…) 

I have been a slave myself - I know what enslaved people feel - I can tell by myself what 

other enslaved people feel, and by what they have told me. The man that says enslaved 

people be quite happy in slavery - that they don't want to be free - that man is either 

ignorant or a lying person. I never heard a slave say so. (…) 

We don't mind hard work, if we had proper treatment, and proper wages like English servants, 

and proper time given in the week to keep us from breaking the Sabbath. But they won't give 
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it; they will have work - work - work, night and day, sick or well, till we are quite done up; and 

we must not speak up nor look amiss, however much we be abused. And then when we are 

quite done up, who cares for us, more than for a lame horse? This is slavery. I tell it to let 

English people know the truth; and I hope they will never leave off to pray God, and call loud 

to the great King of England, till all the poor blacks be given free, and slavery done up for 

evermore.” 

James Boswell, No Abolition of Slavery; or the Universal Empire of Love  (1791) 

James Boswell, 10th Laird of Auchinleck and 1st Baronet was a lawyer, diarist, and author 

born in Edinburgh. He wrote this pro-slavery poem to contribute to the slavery debates. 

He argued that slavery was ordained in the bible. He presents a picture of happy enslaved 

people, cared for and protected by their 'masters'. 

Lo then, in yonder fragrant isle 

Where Nature ever seems to smile, 

The cheerful gang - the negroes see 

Perform the task of industry: 

Ev’n at their labour hear them sing, 

While time flies quick on downy wing; 

Finish’d the bus’ness of the day, 

No human beings are more gay: 

Of food, clothes, cleanly lodging sure, 

Each has his property secure; 

Their wives and children are protected, 

In sickness they are not neglected; 

And when old age brings a release, 

Their grateful days they end in peace. 

 



28 
 

 
African & Caribbean people in Early Gateshead 
 

We know people of African and Caribbean heritage have been living in Gateshead for 
hundreds of years. This section looks at some of the people we have discovered by looking 
through the records in Gateshead Archive at the Central Library. 
 
John Jackson 
 

John Leonard Jackson was described as an 38 year old ‘man of colour’. We know nothing else 
about him except for the words written in the parish register by the Rector of St Mary’s 
Church Gateshead, John Collinson, when he buried him in February 1821. 
 
He is referred to as ‘a man of colour’, not an 'African' or 'black' or 'enslaved'. We can infer 
that he was a ‘free’ person. We are not told that he was ‘freed’ so we can not assume that 
he had been enslaved. John Jackson may have had a white mother as there is little evidence 
of black women in the North East at this time. Equally he may have had a white father or 
grandfather as it was common place for white owners of enslaved Africans to force 
enslaved women into sexual activities. We have no information on his employment, marital 
or parenting status. This lack of information on poor or working class residents is 
widespread. 
 

 

We know about the use of terms like ‘Octoroon’ and ‘Negroe’ from the slave registers. 
These were lists of enslaved people held by the British living in the Caribbean. Categorising 
people using terms like this based on the lightness or darkness of their skin (known as 
colourism) has led to complex divisions within society which continue today. 
 
The registers, established 1813, came about as a result of the Slave Trade Act passed by 
Parliament in 1807. This made it illegal for British ships and merchants to trade in people 
kidnapped from Africa. It did not make it illegal to hold people who were already enslaved. 
The Government was worried that some plantation owners would just trade in people 
enslaved by other countries (like Holland or America). So they decided that every enslaver 
would have to provide a regular list of all the people they held which showed where they 
came from. The idea was to compare the lists to make sure that no new ‘Africans’ were 
turning up. 
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Elizabeth Hunter 

The slave register in this pack is part of the story of Elizabeth Hunter. 
 
Elizabeth Hunter was born October 1824 to Matthew Hunter and Sarah  
Tharpe McFarlane. Mathew and Sarah had three other children between 1819-1827. 
Mathew Hunter was a plantation owner, holding enslaved Africans, including Sarah. Mathew 
may have had one white and one African parent. Sarah Tharpe was born an enslaved African 
in 1782 at Smallfield, St James Parish, Jamaica. 
 
The information from the slave registers from Smallfield tell us that in 1817 Sarah, alias 
Rachael, was enslaved to Mathew Hunter. As her name does not appear on the slave 
register of 1823 it is likely that she was freed by then. Elizabeth’s name does not appear 
on any of the slave registers, so possibly she was never enslaved. 

 



Slave Register entry 1817 for Elizabeth's mother Sarah Thorp/Tharpe 
McFarlane - aka Rachael - enslaved by Duncan McFarlane on Smallfield 
Plantation (see Appendix C)
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By 1851 Elizabeth was working as laundress for William Atkinson, Rector of Gateshead (see 

Appendix D). How and why did she come to Gateshead? 

The Atkinson Family were a local family heavily involved in holding enslaved Africans. They 

owned plantations all over Jamaica and held positions in the government of the island. 

Perhaps Elizabeth Hunter was a servant of the family there and was taken back to 

Gateshead when they returned sometime in the 1800’s. Did she want to leave her home? 

It’s likely she had very little choice. 
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When Elizabeth crops up on the next Census in 1861 (see Appendix E)  she is married, to 

Joseph Elder, a successful stonemason from Gateshead. They had four children, one of her 

sons became a marine engineer. 

She also appears on the 1871 census though she died shortly afterwards from smallpox. At 
least 89 other people in Gateshead died during the 1871 outbreak - many in Gateshead 
Small Fever Hospital or in the private lunatic asylum at Bensham, which was used as an 
isolation hospital from February that year. She was only 47 years old. 

She was buried in a grave with a lot of other people with no headstone or other marker,  
often the case when people had died in an epidemic. Diseases like smallpox and typhus 
swept our area in the 19th century and killed many. She is buried in a common grave in 
Gateshead East Cemetery 

John Vincent Bentley 

One of the slave registers suggests a link between the Atkinson family and the Lambes who 
held another enslaved person, John Vincent Bentley. 

This is the record of a burial in St Mary’s church on 13th February 1776. It reads, ‘John 
Vincent Bentley, negroe servant to Captain Lambe’. We have not been able to find any more 
information about John Bentley; though we do know something about Captain John Lambe. 
He was the son of the vicar at St Mary’s, William Lambe. He became a lay rector for a parish 
near Alnwick and died, leaving a ‘considerable sum’ in 1790. He died at ‘Gateshead Hill’ 
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which suggests that he did not actually carry out any church duties - he probably took the 
post because it had an income attached to it. 
 
We do not know whether the term ‘servant’ really meant John Bentley was enslaved. All too 
often we have little information about people like John Bentley. History tends to record what 
happened to the rich and important people rather than poor working folk. Often the only 
record we have are one or two lines in the parish registers. We don’t know for example, if 
John Bentley had any family in the area or even how old he was. There is a later entry which 
suggests he might have done. Hannah, daughter of John Bentley was also buried in St Mary’s 
on 17th September 1786. 
 
There is an entry with similarly limited information a few years later in 1805. This time it 
is a baptism but it’s an odd one. The person being christened is 39 years old and is 
described as an ‘African’. Thomas Boyne is the second son of Thomas Boyne of 
Charleston, North Carolina by ‘Grace his wife’.  
 
Charleston is in the United States and was at the heart of the cotton industry produced by 
enslaved Africans. Many questions arise. Was Thomas being baptised at  
this late age because he had just arrived in Gateshead? The term ‘Grace, his wife’ implies a 
family relationship and some status. Were both parents African? One parent African? Is the 
absence of Grace’s maiden name an omission by the record keeper or  
indicating her lower status, perhaps that of an enslaved African? Was Thomas’ legal status 
in question with baptism being thought, incorrectly, to secure freed status?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

John Bunting 

We know a bit more about the last black resident of Gateshead we are going to look at. 
Finding out something of his story was a challenge – a real archive detective story.  
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We started with a search through the parish records for St Mary’s which told us about a 
christening on Christmas Day 1808, ‘2nd son of Samuel Bunting of Jamaica, Port Antonio, & 
Jenet – both slaves’ 
 
Port Antonio is a parish in Jamaica and that was where we turned for our next clue to the 
family. Looking through the parish and slave registers we discovered that there were lots 
of Buntings. This was a classic example of something very common - enslaved people were 
often (but not exclusively) given the same surname as their enslavers. We think Samuel and 
Jenet were ‘owned’ by the Rev. Anthony Bunting. He was born in 1778 in Gateshead and 
married a local woman, Jane Elizabeth Brown here in 1802. The family left for Jamaica 
where their son, John Roddam Bunting was born in 1804. 
 
The Rev. Anthony Bunting stayed on in Jamaica. He was Chaplain of Port Antonio, Portland 
Parish, Treasurer of the Workhouse of Port-Royal, and master and minister of a school until 
his death in 1832. So what were Samuel and Jenet doing in Gateshead in 1808? 
 
We know that Anthony Bunting owned enslaved Africans because the Jamaican parish 
registers tell us about two women named Bunting, baptised in April 1810, who were the 
property of Anthony Bunting of Portland Parish, Jamaica. 
The clue lay in Jane Buntings family. We discovered that her father was still living in 
Gateshead in 1808. Her mother had died many years earlier but her father lived until 1810. 
Perhaps he was in poor health and Samuel and Jenet had been sent over to look after him, 
perhaps with Jane Bunting? That suggests they were considered very trustworthy. 
 
There is a possibility that Jenet returned to Jamaica after the death of Jane Bunting. In a 
list of the enslaved people held by Anthony Bunting from 1817. there is a ‘Janet Bunting’ 
born 1785. Could this be the same person as the mother of John Bunting? Or has Anthony 
just ‘re-used’ that name for another enslaved person? That would be sad but common. 
There is no mention of Samuel. Did he die? Did he stay in Gateshead? In fact, his name 
only appears in one record in July 1809 and it is for the saddest of reasons. 
 

 
 
 
This is the burial record of John Bunting his son. He only lived 8 months. 
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Sadly, slavery still exists today in many forms all over the world, and the 
Anti-Slavery Society set up in the 19th century still exists. According to a Walk Free report in 
2018, there were 46 million people enslaved worldwide in 2016. 

How do we know about the people in this research? Historic records like parish registers 
and the Census tell us a lot. Our research was carried out using the church records of St 
Mary’s Church Gateshead, the only Parish Church for the town until the 1830s. 

The Slavery Compensation Database is freely available online to search. 
You can also use online sites like Ancestry (£) and Family Search (£) to find out about your 
own ancestors here in Britain or abroad. Slave registers are available to search on 
Ancestry.com (£). 

For information about the pack contact: 

Jen Bell 
Gateshead Archive 
Central Library 
Prince Consort Road 
NE8 4LN 
E: libraries@gateshead.gov.uk 
T: 0191 433 8420 

mailto:libraries@gateshead.gov.uk
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