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Abstract: 

The abolitionist movement, was an activity that aimed to end slave trade, it appeared in 

England during the eighteenth century, was a major topic for the public and it was supported by 

Protestant religious figures and even human rights associations that worked to undermine and end 

this trade, and many petitions and protests that complained and opposed the existence of this slavery 

were submitted to the relevant authorities. This prolonged struggle in England culminated in the 

liberation of slaves and the prevention of this brutal trade in the English lands that had prevailed for 

hundreds of years, and this came after the decision of “Judge Mansfield” in 1772 to liberate a black 

slave named "Somerset". 

With the rise of the American independence revolution against England, which lasted from 

1775 until the peace conference was held in Paris in 1783, Britain announced that all black slaves 

who had fought with her during this war against America after the decree of 1775, and despite the 

defeat were free and no longer a property of their former masters. 

Resolution 1772 led to the emancipation of slaves in England, and also attracted other slaves 

from other countries to come seek their  freedom in England. Their number increased remarkably 

with the arrival of loyal blacks after 1783, and together they formed a group of miserable and poor 

people scattered in the English streets and ports, begging for living as most of them were unemployed, 

had no craftsmanship or workmanship, which created a panic among the population and a social 

crisis for the government, but with the intervention of some philanthropists who provided them with 

food-aid, that later  turned to the creation of a committee of their own for relief and this latter worked 

with the government to find a permanent solution by moving them to another place in Africa, 

specifically in Sierra Leone, in order to form a settlement to them. 
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1.  Introduction 

      In the second half of eighteenth century, England knew an operation of liberating 

black slaves that led a lots of them to escape to Britain, most of them from the 

American continent, seeking their freedom. This caused overcrowding and 

congestion in the streets of England and spread of fear among the population also 

resulted a social and economic crisis of the government and they scattered all over 

the country and even formed their own areas. This situation necessitated the 

intervention of some people with potential in charitable activity and even the 

government in order to get out of this predicament. 

       In this article, I will try to answer the following questions: 

      How did they liberate these slaves? And what were the results of their liberation 

on England? What was the solution that the English found to get rid of these slaves? 

1. Slaves Emancipation: 

    2.1 Somerset’s case: 

   James Somerset was taken from Africa to America as a slave in 1749. He was sold 

in Virginia to "Charles Steuart", a Scottish merchant and slave trader in "Norfolk," 

who served after 1765 as a high ranking British customs officials. In 1769, Steuart 

took Somerset with him to England , Somerset escaped from steuart, but was 

recaptured. Steuart decided to sell Somerset back into slavery in Jamaica, and in late 

November 1771, Somerset was bound in chains on a ship “ Ann and Marry”  on the 

"Thames", awaiting shipment.
1
 

     Fortunately for "Somerset",
2
 "Granville sharp

3
 a leader of slavery abolitionist 

network that existed in London, who heard about him by some people
4
. Granville 

Sharp brought him into court before Lord Mansfield,
5
chief Justice of King’s Bench 

in January 1772,
6
and on June 22nd of the same year a judgment was released  to free 

“Someset” 
7  

and also stated that  any slave who sets foot in England would become 

free and could not be carried back to slavery.
8
 

     This judgment set free between 14000 and 15000 men at once in England, and 

they became homeless: suffering from cold and hunger in the streets of the 

monopolists, many of them became beggars, and others were involved in the crime 

prevalent in the poorer areas of the city.
9
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   2.2- Lord Dunmore’s proclamation:  

     As an armed conflict between England and her American colonies began to 

appear inevitable  in 1775, the  attention in some British quarters turned toward the 

half million American slaves hands who could recruited as invaluable allies within 

the enemy camp, or even accepting  them as soldiers, but it was met with  resistance  

from senior British  strategists.
10 

     For this war,
 
Lord Dunmore

11
 a British’s governor in Virginia declared in 

November 1775 his proclamation that all intended servants and negroes were able 

and willing to bear arms in supporting Britain  will have their freedom in return.
12 

    This promise of freedom led the British Army to attract tens of thousands of black 

recruit 
2
 who took every opportunity to leave their masters, in hope of finding a 

happy asylum under the protection of the British Army.
13 

    At the end of the war, because of their fidelity and bravery, the English nation was 

determined to an enormous expense in transporting them and their families from the 

American provinces to Canada.
14 

Black Loyalists in particular flocked to Canada by 

thousands. Nova Scotia received the majority of British Loyalist refugees in North 

America in the years after the war. Population surveys conducted in 1784 found that 

Nova Scotia had gained over 28,000 new inhabitants, which was double the number 

of settlers who had lived there before the war. By the end of the Loyalist migration, 

about 30,000 refugees had arrived in Nova Scotia. They estimated 3,000 free Blacks, 

as well as 1,200 slaves brought over by their Loyalist masters. In July1783, a town 

was founded near “Port Roseway” as a settlement for Loyalist refugees. This town 

was named “Shelborne”, and by the end of the same year it already had almost 8,000 

settlers. During this influx of refugees, Nova Scotia Governor John Parr decided that 

Black Loyalists should have a separate settlement nearby, rather than residing within 

“Shelborne”. This neighboring settlement was named “Birchtown”, after the general 

who had signed certificates of freedom for the Black Loyalists in New York. By 

January 1784, “Birchtown” had became a parallel Loyalist town that was home to 

1,485 free Blacks, making it one of North America’s biggest Black settlements. 

Also, another major destination for black loyalists after the war’s end was Great 

Britain. This would seem an obvious choice and many loyalists viewed Britain as a 

refuge, or even home, and it was estimated up to five thousands black loyalists   

immigrated to Britain, the majority of them male and former soldiers. Those who 

were lucky (or unlucky) enough to survive in the war, they were struggling to make a 

living in England, and it soon became common to see black veterans begging for 

food in the streets of London.
15
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3.Transporting  the black poor to Sierra Leone: 

3.1 The Sierra Leone geographical site:  

    Sierra lone is situated on the western coast of Africa. It shares Borders with two 

countries: Guinea to the north and east, and Liberia to the South. Its western border 

is a 210 mile (340KM) coastline on the Atlantic Ocean.
16 

Lying between latitude 3 

and 10 degrees north, and between longitudes 10, 5 and 13, 5 degrees west.
17

 

     Sierra Leone roughly circular in shape and covers approximately 27,900 square 

miles ( 71,749 squares KM). Its name, given by Portuguese explorers in the 15
th

 

century, means “Lion Mountain”. Its territory include several offshore islands, 

Including, Sherbro, Banana, and Buance.
18 

3.2 The Committee for the relief of the black poor: 

     Poverty was noted as the most characteristic feature of Britain’s blacks by 

observers and collectively they became known as the “Black Poor». The plight of 

indigent black poor in London became a matter of public on January 5th, 1786, when 

the “Public Advertiser” reported that a gentleman, named “Jonas Hanwey”
19

 had 

authorized a baker  in the city to give out quarter loaves of bread to every black in 

distress. That same gentleman was taking subscription to assist this purpose. Five 

days later he met men at a coffeehouse with several other gentlemen, all prominent 

men and know philanthropists, including the chairman and a director of the bank of 

England
20

 to form the committee for the relief of the   black poor.
21

 

    By April 1786, the committee of the relief of Black poor had raised close to nine 

hundred pounds , and hired a room in the “White Raven” in “Mile End” and another 

at the “YorkShire Stingo” on “Lisson Green” in “Marylebone”, which they kept 

open for several hours each day to distribute relief.
22 

  

    As news of the committee of the relief of the black poor spread, the number of 

needy attending at the White Raven and the “YorkShire Stingo” rose dramatically. It 

soon became apparent that short-term relief was no answer to the entrenched 

problem of poverty among London’s black community; the fundamental cause was 

chronic unemployment.
23

  

In the meantime, a proposal for a settlement in west coast Africa , exactly in 

Sierra Leone came to the committee, through the good offices of “Granville Sharp”, 

who introduced the mercurial botanist “Henry  Smeathman”,
 24 

who lived in Africa 

for four years, where he had dreamed of the possibilities of an agricultural settlement 

on the sierra Leone river to produce export crops for Atlantic Markets.
25
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    After obtaining the approval of the Committee, “Smeathman” formally presented 

his prospals to the Treasury in a document dated 17 May. On May 24th, the Treasury 

submitted Smeathman’s paln to Navy Commissioners for their opinion (perhaps 

particularly on Smeathman’s estimates for provisions), and they replied the same day 

with an agreement, and accepted to provide him with money for his plan.
26 

3.3 Preparations: 

   Smeathman’s proposal was quickly approved by the committee as well as the 

British Treasury, which agreed to allot him 14 pounds for each black, in order to 

encourage them to migrate to Sierra Leone, and this amount of money is condition to 

the blacks in exchange of going to Sierra Leone.
27

 

    The government agreed to provide these blacks with supplies and provide them 

with all the necessities for a period of three months after their disembarkation,
28

 

while providing them with: 400 firearms, a quantity of gunpowder and bullets, along 

with sending more than 25 professionals in order to help them establish this 

settlement, especially in the agricultural and health field, including four doctors, 

farmers, gardeners and a specialist in plants, trees and seeds. There were also some 

craftsmen, such as blacksmiths, weapons makers, land surveyors, builders, 

carpenters, engineers, tanners, weavers, linen makers , and baker, as "Sharp" 

suggested establishing schools on board ships to teach them how to read and write, 

and showed the committee a great importance for setting up a church by sending a 

person who takes care of them and rings the bells called “William Gray”, and there 

were even a group of craftsmen took their families.
29 

      
Also The committee suggested in May that blacks should be divided into groups 

of 12 to 24 people, where each group is chaired by a corporal, and at a meeting on 

June 7th,1786, it chose 8 of the most qualified corporations among these blacks,
30 

and three positions were created to conduct and organize the campaign during the 

trip and shortly after: there were the fleet captain who was appointed  captain 

“Thomas Boulden Thompson”
31 

 and was in January 1787 and he had an experience 

in the field, and the supervisor had been selected “Joseph Irwin”
32

 by blacks, and 

finally the delegate that was chosen by The board of directors of the navy was 

appointed “Gustavus Vassa”
33 

on December 4th, 1786 and is responsible for 

warehouses and supplies.
 34 

     
Also, three ships: “Atlantic” , “Belisarius” and “Vernon”, were hired to transport 

the blacks. It was announced that Vernon would start its journey later than the other 

ships in order to take the blacks who wished to join the project, 
35 

as well. The 

government stated that this small fleet would be escorted by a warship called 

"Nautilus" and would be under the command of “Thomas Boldan Thompson” in 
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order to defend and guard these settlers while staying there in Sierra Leone for the 

longest time, and it was prepared on January 6th, 1787.
36 

       The request of the blacks was also accepted on October 6th, 1786, by providing 

them with stamped certificates by the king, and the website below indicates that they 

are free and are considered British subjects and are in an armored box.
37  

3.4 The departure and the foundation of sierra leone: 

       Commander “Thomas Baldon Thompson” waited for the fair winds before 

departure as he inquired about the agreement with local leaders about the plot.
38

 The 

response from "Lord Sydney"
39 

was that if he did not reach an agreement he would 

have to search for another place and when he became aware of this decision he 

immediately took off on February 23rd,1787, but unfortunately during the departure 

of the warship "Nautilus" from the canal "Spidthead", the ship hit the sandbank, also 

the fleet did not sail too far from the canal until it was struck by the storm, which led 

to the separation of the ships on February 27th, as "Vernon" lost its fore topmast and 

some of Nautilus’s stocks were destroyed  after falling to the sea, the "Atlantic" and 

"Belisarius" ships were ordered to be placed at “Plymouth Harbor”, on 1 March 

Thomas went to the “Torbay region” and found “Vernon” there and initiated repairs 

and carpenters from that area were instructed and a priest to make a new fore 

tompast for the “Vernon”, but Because of the persistence of the hurricane, repairs 

were stalled, and on  March 9th, the ships "Nautilus" and "Vernon" sailed to 

"Plymouth", but with the severe hurricane they returned to "Torbay" and on  March  

15
th 

, they sailed again, and on March 18th, almost a month after sailing, the ships 

returned to "Plymouth". 
40

 

     “Thomas Boldan Thompson” made preparations again for Africa, and he and 

“Irwin” appeared to inspect and verify stock and order to speed up the repair process. 

He also provided himself with the supply of ships from “Plymouth” stores and 

requested to maintain sufficient stock for six months. Within nine days, "Vernon" 

and "Atlantic" were shipped with more than 9,000 Ib.of bread, 2240 4-Ib. pieces of 

pork and similar quantities of other types of supplies carried on "Vernon" and 

"Atlantic". Also ordered a supply of dried fruit in the form of raisins and currants, in 

addition to 5020 Ib. of suet  were accordingly put on "Vernon", and the next day 

after loading the ships moved into the sailing site. On April 9th,  1787 at half past 

one, the small fleet sailed to Sierra Leone and has 411 black people on board. 
41 
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After a passage of just over 4 weeks,

42
the British ships caught sight of land on  

May 5th, and five days later the grueling journey to Sierra Leone was finally over. 

The colonists landed in Frenchman’s Bay, which they soon renamed St. George’s 

Bay. Thomas B. Thompson,” captain of the Nautilus, chose the place nearby where 

the settlement would be built. Thompson, Joseph Irwin, and Patrick Fraser (the 

missionary) officially bought the land on June 11 from
43

 King Tom
44

, a local Temne 

chief after
45

 an agreement was signed for £59 12s 5d worth of trade goods including 

130 gallons of rum, 25 iron bars, 2 dozen lace hats, muskets, powder, shot, cotton 

goods, tobacco and beads. The settlers cut their way into the bush, renamed the bay 

St George's bay, and the hill St George's hill, raised the British Flag.
46 

     By the terms of the treaty, Tom promised that he “forever quit claim to a certain 

district of land for the settling of the said free community to be theirs, their Heirs and 

successors forever”.  The district involved was of considerable extent , stretching  

eastwards from the settlement several miles along the River Sierra Leone as far as 

Gambia Island, “ and southerly or inland twenty miles”. Frenchman’s Bay was 

renamed after the patron saint of England, as St.George bay, and Tom promised, on 

behalf of himself and his successors, that:” I will bear true allegiance to his Most 

Gracious Majesty King George the Third,…and protect the said free settlers his 

subjects to the utmost of my power against the insurrections and attacks of all 

Nations and people whatever”.
47 

4. CONCLUSION: 

  Finally, I concluded that: 

   The freed slaves during the eighteenth century are not, as some have claimed, the 

result of the efforts of religious people to liberate them, but also the result of a 

military strategy, it means that they used them as a military means to win the war in 

exchange for giving them freedom 

   Also, in fact the British government was really aiming not to help black people but 

to cleanse England of generating undesirable elements, and also to use them as a way 

to create an agricultural colony that would replace its colonies in America that were 

lost. 

     The foundation of Sierra Leone was not only a social movement that aimed to 

help black slaves, but it was a religious, economical and cultural movement intended 

to provide Britain with agricultural products, and spread Christianity and the English 

culture. 
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