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This essay is dedicated to three of 
Thomas Clarkson’s spiritual heirs: 

two longtime friends and superb historians, 
Robert Merritt of Waterford, Conn., 

and Burton Folsom of Hillsdale, Mich.; 

and Dr. Hans F. Sennholz, 
a great economist and teacher who instilled a 

passion for liberty in many thousands of students 
over four decades at Pennsylvania’s 

Grove City College, my undergraduate alma mater.

                   —LWR
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by John Blundell,
Director General, Institute of Economic Affairs

London

If you leave my office, turn right and walk for, say, 300 yards, you’ll reach Victoria Tower Gardens on the 
bank of the Thames, across from Lambeth Palace. There you will find a glorious Victorian monument, 
and on the west side you will read these words:

ERECTED IN 1865
BY

CHARLES BUXTON MP
IN COMMEMORATION OF

THE EMANCIPATION OF SLAVES 1834
AND IN MEMORY OF HIS FATHER

SIR T FOWELL BUXTON
AND THOSE ASSOCIATED WITH HIM

WILBERFORCE, CLARKSON, MACAULAY, BROUGHAM
DR LUSHINGTON AND OTHERS.

For two centuries, Britain was the centre of the slave trade. Ships left England for West Africa, where 
cheap goods were traded for slaves. The boats then crossed the Atlantic, where the slaves were often 
traded for cotton, which was then brought back to the Liverpool Cotton Exchange to feed the textile mills 
of Lancashire. The monument on the Thames honors citizens who mustered the righteous indignation 
and formed the organizations that eventually took the “slave” out of the infamous phrase “slave trade,” 
vanquishing slavery itself within the vast British Empire.

What a story Lawrence Reed tells here of Thomas Clarkson, a man who changed the way the world 
thought regarding this momentous issue! It is a testimony to passion, perseverance and the power of 
ideas. It should be read and re-read everywhere. If it is, it will help inspire new generations to similarly 
noble feats.

Of course, few causes have the moral gravity of the crusade against slavery, but many important battles 
remain in the fight for human freedom today. When I first read Reed’s account of the Clarkson drama, 
the example of Nobel Prize-winning economist Milton Friedman came to mind. He, too, had some 
ideas that were unconventional at the time. His insights and writings proved enormously influential in 
replacing the draft with an all-volunteer military, in making the case for limiting government’s involve-
ment in many spheres of life, and in demonstrating that the disease of inflation was the product of 
mismanagement by monetary authorities. His visits to Clarkson’s homeland in the 1970s, organised by 
the Institute of Economic Affairs, convinced our country to end many destructive policies, with the result 
that rampant inflation and nationalisation of industry are things of the past.

Like Clarkson, Friedman has focused on liberating people in our lifetime from shackles of one kind or 
another. Now in his 10th decade, he champions educational choice through the foundation he and his 
wife have established, and through his support of institutes like the Mackinac Center for Public Policy.

So the Clarkson story does have modern counterparts, even as it remains a classic example of the 
strategy economist F. A. Hayek outlined in his famous “The Intellectuals and Socialism”: Reach the 
intellectuals with reasoned argument. It will be their influence on society that will prevail, and the 
politicians will follow.

The world needs more Clarksons, more Friedmans, more educational institutes like IEA and the 
Mackinac Center — and more essays like Larry Reed’s explaining how important these contributions 
have been.

— John Blundell, April 2005, London

F��ew��d 
�
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The university’s annual Latin essay contest 
was known throughout Britain, and the honor 
of winning it was highly prized. In 1785, the 
topic for the competition was prompted by 
a horrific human tragedy a few years before: 
Near the end of a long voyage from Britain to 
Africa to the West Indies, the captain of the 
British slave ship “Zong” had ordered his crew 
to throw 133 chained black Africans overboard 
to their deaths. He reckoned that by falsely 
claiming the ship had run out of fresh water, 
he could collect more for the “cargo” from the 
ship’s insurer than he could fetch at a slave 
auction in Jamaica. 

No one in the Zong affair was prosecuted for 
murder. A London court ruled the matter 
a mere civil dispute between an insurance 
firm and a client. As for the Africans, the 
judge declared their drowning was “just as if 
horses were killed,” which, as horrendous as 
it sounds today, was a view not far removed 
from the conventional wisdom that prevailed 
worldwide in 1785. 

Slavery, after all, was an ancient institution. 
Even with our freedoms today, the number of 
people who have walked the earth in bondage 
far outnumbers those who have enjoyed even a 
modest measure of liberty. 

Indeed, perhaps the luckiest of the people 
taken captive and bound for a life at the end 
of a lash were those who succumbed aboard 
ship, where mortality rates sometimes ran 
as high as 50 percent. Surviving the “Middle 
Passage” across the Atlantic from Africa was 

only the start of a hellish experience — end-
less and often excruciating toil, with death at 
an early age.

Moved by the fate of the Zong’s victims and the 
indifference of the court, the university vice 
chancellor in charge of selecting the topic for 
the 1785 contest at Cambridge chose this ques-
tion: “Anne liceat invitos in servitutem dare?” 
— Is it lawful to make slaves of others against 
their will?

Enter Thomas Clarkson, a man who, with a 
handful of compatriots armed only with words, 
would clutch the public by the neck and not 
let go until it consigned slavery to the moral 
ash heap of history. The poet Samuel Taylor 
Coleridge would later call him a “moral steam 
engine” and “the Giant with one idea.”

The “triangular trade” of the 18th century was a 
substantial component of the economy of Britain, its West 
Indian possessions and its American colonies, though 
it came at the horrible expense of enslaving untold 
numbers of Africans. 

As a former university professor, I’ve read 
thousands of students’ essays through the years 

— sometimes joyously, but just as often painfully. Occasionally, the 
process of researching and writing exerted a significant influence on a 
student’s future interests and behavior. 

But of all the student essays ever written, I doubt that any had as profound 
an effect on its author and on the world as one that was penned 220 years 
ago at the University of Cambridge.
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C l a r k s o n ,  b o r n  i n  
Wisbech in 1760, was a 
25-year-old Cambridge 
student when he de-
cided to try his luck in 
the essay contest. He 

hoped to be a minister, and slavery was not a 
topic that had previously interested him. Still, 
he plunged into his research with the vigor, 
meticulous care and mounting passion that 
would come to characterize nearly every day 
of his next 61 years. Drawing on the vivid tes-
timony of those who had seen the unspeakable 
cruelty of the slave trade firsthand, Clarkson’s 
essay won first prize.

What Clarkson had learned wrenched him to 
his very core. Shortly after claiming the prize, 
and while riding on horseback along a country 
road, his conscience gripped him. Slavery, he 
later wrote, “wholly engrossed” his thoughts. 
He could not complete the ride without fre-
quent stops to dismount and walk, tortured by 
the awful visions of the traffic in human lives. 
At one point, falling to the ground in anguish, 
he determined that if what he had written in 
his essay were indeed true, it led to only one 
conclusion: “It was time some person should 
see these calamities to their end.”

The significance of those few minutes in 
time is summed up in a splendid recent book 
by Adam Hochschild, “Bury the Chains: 
Prophets and Rebels in the Fight to Free an 
Empire’s Slaves”: 

If there is a single moment at which the 
antislavery movement became inevitable, 
it was the day in 1785 when Thomas 
Clarkson sat down by the side of the road 
at Wades Mill. … For his Bible-conscious 
colleagues, it held echoes of Saul’s con-
version on the road to Damascus. For 

us today, it is a landmark on the long, 
tortuous path to the modern conception of 
universal human rights.

More than two centuries later, that very spot is 
marked by a monument, not far from London.

Thus began Clarkson’s all-con-
suming focus on a moral ideal: 
No man can rightfully lay claim, 
moral or otherwise, to owning 
another. Casting aside his plans 

for a career as a man of the cloth, he mounted 
a bully pulpit and risked everything for the 
single cause of ending the evil of slavery. 

At first, he sought out and befriended the 
one group — the Quakers — who had already 
embraced the issue. But the Quakers were 
few in number and were written off by British 
society as an odd fringe element. Quaker men 
even refused to remove their hats for any man, 
including the king, because they believed it 
offended an even higher authority. Clarkson 
knew that antislavery would have to become a 
mainstream, fashionable educational effort if it 
were to have any hope of success. 

On May 22,  1787,  
C larkson  brought  
t o g e t h e r  1 2  m e n ,  
including a few of 
the leading Quakers, 

at a London print shop to plot the course. 
Alexis de Tocqueville would later describe the 
results of that meeting as “extraordinary” and 

The original of this portrait 
of Thomas Clarkson by Carl 
Frederik von Breda hangs in 
the National Portrait Gallery 
in London.

This is the monument 
near the Thames River in 
London, referenced in John 
Blundell’s introduction, 
which honors Clarkson 
and other key antislavery 
figures.

This marker along a road near London 
commemorates the spot where, 
in 1785, an anguished Clarkson 
dismounted his horse, fell to his knees 
and resolved to commit his life to the 
antislavery cause.
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“absolutely without precedent” in the history 
of the world. This tiny group, which named 
itself the Society for the Abolition of the Afri-
can Slave Trade, was about to take on a firmly 
established institution in which a great deal of 
money was made and on which considerable 
political power depended. 

Powered by an evangelical zeal, Clarkson’s 
committee would become what might be 
described as the world’s first think tank. 
Noble ideas and unassailable facts would be 
its weapons.1

“Looking back today,” writes Hochschild, 
“what is more astonishing than the pervasive-
ness of slavery in the late 1700s is how swiftly 
it died. By the end of the following century, 
slavery was, at least on paper, outlawed almost 
everywhere.” Thomas Clarkson was the prime 
architect of “the first, pioneering wave of that 
campaign” — the antislavery movement in 
Britain, which Hochschild properly describes 
as “one of the most ambitious and brilliantly 
organized citizens’ movements of all time.”

The credit for ending slavery in the British 
Empire is most often given to William Wil-
berforce. He was the longtime parliamentar-
ian who never gave in to overwhelming odds, 
introducing bill after bill to abolish the trade in 
slaves, and later slavery itself. 

Wilberforce was a hero in his own right 
— but Thomas Clarkson was prominent among 
those who first proposed to Wilberforce that 
he be the movement’s man in Parliament. 
Moreover, it was the information Clarkson 

gathered crisscrossing 
the British countryside 
— logging 35,000 miles 

on horseback — that Wilberforce often used in 
parliamentary debate. Clarkson was the mobi-
lizer, the energizer, the fact-finder and the very 
conscience of the movement.

In “Thomas Clarkson: Friend of Slaves,” biog-
rapher Earl Leslie Griggs writes that this man 
on fire was “second to no one in indefatigable 
energy and unremitting devotion to an ideal,” 
and that, “He inspired in his friends confidence 
in his ability to lead them.”

In a diary entry for Wednesday, June 27, 1787, 
Clarkson tells of the moment he arrived in the 
slave ship port of Bristol. Genuine misgivings 
about his work gave way to a steely determina-
tion that served him well in the battles ahead:

I began now to tremble, for the first time, 
at the arduous task I had undertaken, of 
attempting to subvert one of the branches 
of the commerce of the great place 
which was then before me. I began to 
think of the host of people I should have 
to encounter in it. I anticipated much 
persecution in it also; and I questioned 
whether I should even get out of it alive. 
But in journeying on, I became more calm 

1Another memorable and pivotal figure in this great movement was John Newton. Newton is known today as the author of 
perhaps the most popular hymn in Christendom, “Amazing Grace,” with its stirring first stanza:

Amazing grace, how sweet the sound, that saved a wretch like me; 
I once was lost, but now am found, was blind but now I see. 

What is less well-known is that Newton’s lyrics were autobiographical. He had been a slave ship captain given to incessant 
cursing and stonyhearted treatment of his captives, but had undergone a spiritual awakening and penned the song that 
moves congregations across the world to this day. 

Newton served the cause against slavery more immediately during this seminal period through an entreaty to William Wil-
berforce. Early in Wilberforce’s parliamentary career, before becoming involved in the antislavery effort, he had toyed with 
the notion of leaving government. John Newton convinced him to stay, advancing the view that God intended Wilberforce 
to fulfill a great purpose. 

Short in stature and in ill 
health for much of his life, 
William Wilberforce, the 
antislavery movement’s 
best friend in Parliament, is 
remembered today as a great 
orator and a towering figure 
in British history.
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and composed. My spirits began to return. 
In these latter moments I considered 
my first feelings as useful, inasmuch as 
they impressed upon me the necessity of 
extraordinary courage, and activity, and 
perseverance, and of watchfulness, also, 
over my own conduct, that I might not 
throw any stain upon the cause I had un-
dertaken. When, therefore, I entered the 
city, I entered it with an undaunted spirit, 
determining that no labour should make 
me shrink, nor danger, nor even persecu-
tion, deter me from my pursuit.

Clarkson translated his prize-winning essay 
from Latin into English and supervised its 
distribution by the tens of thousands. He 
helped organize boycotts of the West Indian 
rum and sugar produced with slave labor. He 
gave lectures and sermons. He wrote many 
articles and at least two books. He helped 
British seamen escape from the slave-carrying 
ships they were pressed into against their will. 
He filed murder charges in courts to draw at-
tention to the actions of fiendish slave ship 
captains. He convinced witnesses to speak. 
He gathered testimony, rustled up petition 
signatures by the thousands and smuggled 
evidence from under the very noses of his ad-
versaries. His life was threatened many times, 
and once, surrounded by an angry mob, he 
very nearly lost it. 

The long hours, the often thankless and 
seemingly fruitless forays to uncover 
evidence, the risks and the costs that came 
in every form, the many low points when it 
looked like the world was against him — all 

of that went on and on, year after year. None 
of it ever made the smallest dent in Thomas 
Clarkson’s iron will. 

When Britain went to war with France in 
1793, Clarkson and his committee saw their 
early progress in winning converts evaporate. 
The opposition in Parliament argued that 
abandoning the slave trade would only hand 
a lucrative business to a formidable enemy. 
And the public saw winning the war as more 
important than freeing people of another color 
and another continent. 

But Clarkson did not relent. He, Wilberforce 
and the committee kept spreading the mes-
sage and looking for the best opportunities to 
advance it. 

It was at Clarkson’s instigation that a diagram 
of a slave ship became a tool in the debate. 
Depicting hundreds of slaves crammed like 
sardines in horrible conditions, it proved to be 
pivotal in winning the public. 

Clarkson’s committee also enlisted the help 
of famed pottery maker Josiah Wedgwood in 
producing a famous medallion with the image 
of a kneeling, chained black man, uttering the 
words, “Am I not a man and a brother?” 

Indeed, Clarkson’s imprint 
was on almost everything the committee did. 
It even produced one of the first newsletters 
and, as Hochschild suggests, one of the first 
direct-mail campaigns for the purpose of rais-
ing money.

The effort finally paid off. The tide of public 
opinion swung firmly to the abolitionists. The 
trade in slaves was outlawed by act of Parlia-

The great pottery entrepreneur 
Josiah Wedgwood, a Clarkson 
ally, commissioned the creation 
of this image.  “Am I Not A Man 
And A Brother?” appeared on 
medallions and plates and in 
many other media to powerful 
effect.

Clarkson’s slave ship diagram proved immensely valuable 
as a visual tool.  The image of hundreds of human beings 
crammed together in unimaginably appalling conditions 
stirred the conscience of people everywhere.
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ment when it approved one of Wilberforce’s 
bills in 1807, some 20 years after Clarkson 
formed his committee. Twenty-six more 
years of laborious effort by Clarkson, Wil-
berforce and others were required before 
Britain passed legislation in 1833 to free all 
slaves within its realm. The law took effect in 
1834, 49 years after Clarkson’s epiphany on a 
country road. It became a model for peaceful 
emancipation everywhere. Wilberforce died 
shortly afterwards, but his friend devoted 
much of the next 13 years to the movement to 
end the scourge of slavery and improve the lot 
of former slaves worldwide.

Clarkson died at the age of 86, in 1846. He had 
been the last living member of the committee 
he had gathered at the London print shop back 
in 1787. Hochschild tells us that the throngs of 
mourners “included many Quakers, and the 
men among them made an almost unprec-
edented departure from sacred custom” by 
removing their hats.

In “Thomas Clarkson: A Biography,” Ellen 
Gibson Wilson summed up her subject well 
when she wrote of this man from the little 
village of Wisbech, “Thomas Clarkson (1760-
1846) was almost too good to be true — coura-

geous, visionary, disciplined, self-sacrificing 
— a man who gave a long life almost entirely 
to the service of people he never met in lands 
he never saw.”

An essay by a university student struck a spark, 
which lit a beacon, which saved millions of lives 
and changed the world. If you ever hear anyone 
dismiss the power of the pen, just tell them the 
story of Thomas Clarkson, his prize-winning 
essay and the astounding events they brought 
forth for humanity.

�
Lawrence  W.  Reed is  president  of  
the  Mackinac Center for Public Policy in 
Midland, Mich.; for biographical informa-
tion, see www.mackinac.org. This essay was 
given as a speech by Mr. Reed at a Mackinac 
Center seminar in January 2005, and a 
shorter version first appeared in print in the 
May 2005 issue of The Freeman, the journal 
of the Foundation for Economic Education 
(www.fee.org).
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The Mackinac Center for Public Policy is dedicated 
to improving the understanding of economic and political 

principles among Michigan’s citizens, public officials, 
policy-makers and opinion leaders. Under Reed’s leadership, 

the Center has emerged as the largest and most prolific of nearly 
40 state-based free-market “think tanks” in America. More 

information about the Mackinac Center and its publications can 
be found on the World Wide Web at www.mackinac.org.

     A���t �e 
M�ckin�c C�n��r fo� P�b�ic P��icy

140 West Main Street • P.O. Box 568 • Midland, Michigan 48640
(989) 631-0900 • Fax (989) 631-0964

www.mackinac.org • mcpp@mackinac.org


