Samuel Whitbread and our Colonial past: The family and its links to slavery and abolition

The Black Lives Matter movement is promoting a number of key aims, one of those is to educate people about the
British colonial past. The economic success of our country during the 17%" and 18" centuries (and into the early 19%
Century), that revered period of the industrial revolution and empire building, was based on a system where those
we colonised were treated unfairly, to the point where their humanity was lost. Here | particularly refer to the
benefits that Britain accrued from the slave trade and the use of slave labour in its colonies in the Caribbean and
what is now the United States. This colonial past, and the inextricable link between slavery and British financial
success, is something that is often not realised or understood. Many of our ideas of race and what it means are
linked to these developments that many may not be completely aware of.

Many British families benefited from the slave trade and from slavery, not just those who held a title, but also the
middle classes who loaned their slaves to plantations as work gangs.! Yet in the late 1700s Britain underwent a
transformation as a period of political and social reform started, with the French Revolution, industrialisation and
accelerating urbanisation as its backdrop. In 1791-2 Thomas Paine’s ‘Rights of Man’ was published, which embraced
the view that every individual possesses inalienable natural rights. The fact that Britain at this time had a leading role
in the slave trade, pricked the conscience of some, and led to the development of an anti-slavery movement.? This is
where Samuel Whitbread and his family become important. Samuel Whitbread (1720-1796) was born in Cardington
near Bedford, and after amassing a considerable fortune in the brewing industry became a politician. In 1768 he
became the MP for Bedford.? This is where his life story becomes very relevant to the history of slavery. Samuel
Whitbread was an abolitionist — he fought with others to end the slave trade and end this horrific form of labour.
There is a number of primary sources available that highlight Samuel Whitbread’s role in ending the slave trade, his
abhorrence of the condition’s slaves faced, and how he we one of a group of key abolitionists in parliament who
made a difference.

Samuel Whitbread supported
and helped to pass the Dolben
Act of 1877 which highlighted
the conditions that slaves were
subjected to on the ships that
{::xg:x#gth L took them from Africa to the
plantations.

PLAN OF LOWER DECK WITH THE STOWAGE OF 282 SLAVES

130 OF THESE BEINC STOWED UNDER THE SHELVES AS SHEWN IN FIGURL D 4FIGURE S

“Documents show that Samuel
Whitbread was key to calling

PLAN SHEWING THE STOWAGE OF 130 ADOITIONAL SLAVES ROUND THE WINGS OR SI0ES OF THE LOWER DECK BY MEANS OF PLATFORMS OR SHELVLS attentio n i n the H Ouse Of
1IN THE MANNER OF CALLERIES IN A CHURCH | 'NI‘SMVQ STOWED ON THE SHELVES AND BELOW THEM MAVE ONLY A MEICHY OF 2 FEET 7 INCHES

‘-. THE BEAMS AN FAR LESS UNDER n-z‘unus g Commons to the plight of

) ] Ot slaves. His daughter, Harriet
Gordons’, reminiscences state
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attention to it’.> In 1788 William Dolben described the horrors on the slave trading ships, referring to slaves chained
hand and foot, packed in like herrings in a barrel’ and suffering from ‘putrid and fatal disorders’ (see image above).
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With the help of the famous abolitionist William Wilberforce, William Pitt, Charles Middleton, William Smith, and
Samuel Whitbread, Dolben put forward a bill in parliament to regulate conditions on the slave ships, which passed
through Parliament 56 to 5, gaining royal assent on 11 July 1788.° This Act restricted the number of slaves that a
ship could carry based on its weight in tons. It was believed that fewer slaves being carried, would improve the
conditions of those on board.” At this time we also see that that a Samuel Whitbread MP is listed as a member of the
Society for Effecting the Abolition of the Slave Trade.® Clearly showing his involvement in the longer term aim of
ending slavery (see image below).
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out further against the slave trade on 18™ April 1791 and 2" April 1792.*

Both Samuel Whitbread and his son should be lauded for their role in getting a law passed abolishing the slave trade
in 1807 and the official end of the British slave system with the Abolition Act of 1833. This acknowledgement of their
success, goes with recognition of the work of not just white abolitionists, like the Whitbreads, but also of the role
black and white men and women, slave and free, in the fight to get this Act in front of Parliament and passed.?

The story of the Whitbread family does however have an interesting twist to it which is representative of the
experiences of many families at the time. The numbers of people that benefited from the slave trade make it likely
that a close relative would benefit from a system that these men were trying to get rid of. In 2009 UCL set up a
project to examine how the legacy of slavery had helped shape modern Britain by documenting who had benefited
from slavery.!®* One way they were able to do this was due to an element of the Abolition Act that is not something
to boast about. The 1833 Act may have abolished slavery, but it also offered compensation to slave owners for the
loss of their slaves. From the list of those compensated, and by how much, that was created by the government the
UCL database was able to see exactly who received this money. One such person was an apprentice at Whitbread'’s
and highlights how so many British people were beneficiaries of this slave system.

‘The history of Greene King gives a glimpse into some of these entanglements. Benjamin Greene started off
as an apprentice to the leading brewing firm Whitbread in London, and would go on to inherit estates in the
island of St Kitts, becoming one of many absentee slave owners living off their Caribbean property. Once
emancipation happened he was one of the 4,000 people in Britain (20% of whom were women) who
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received compensation. His share was £4,000 — £270,000 in today’s money — for 1,396 enslaved men and
women in St Kitts and Montserrat.’**

It is on the UCL database that we can again tap into the history of the Whitbread family, but for a different reason.
Harriet Gordon (nee Whitbread), daughter of Samuel Whitbread is on this list, recorded as having received, and
passed on through inheritance, benefits from slavery. She had married James Gordon who was listed as the owner of
plantations in St Vincent and Antigua. In a survey of her son’s West Indian inheritance in 1824, it showed that ‘he
owned 885 acres (with 460 enslaved) in Antigua, 421 acres in St. Vincent and 112 in St. Kitt’s.?® So the family of
Harriet Whitbread would have received compensation when they lost those slaves due to the Abolition Act her
brother and father had so tirelessly advocated. The British government spent £20 million to buy the freedom of the
slaves, British tax payers only finally finished paying off this debt five years ago. Those freed were committed to a
further 12 years working for free as ‘apprentices’ until this was abolished in 1838, they received no compensation.®

As you can see the Samuel Whitbread family represent the dichotomy of their times, slavery being inextricably linked
with the economy of the country and despite the father and son fighting to stop the slave trade and free the
enslaved, their daughter / sister directly benefiting from owning slaves and utilising their labour. One can only
imagine the heated debates that would have taken place at family gatherings, arguing for and against the slave
trade, between members of the same family. The final irony being that the abolition of slavery then financially
benefited Harriet’s descendants.

The use of slave labour and the slave trade are part of how this country was able to become successful. Therefore, it
is necessary to understand this legacy to fully appreciate the attitudes to race that are part of our current society,
and which developed from attempts to justify a racialised system of unfree labour that benefited so many British
people.

Whitbread PLC takes a firm stance to slavery to this day, with a statement on its website on ‘modern day slavery’,

describing the steps it takes to ‘increase the awareness of important issues related to modern slavery across our

operations’.Y’
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