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CHAPTER 9

WILBERFORCE’S LAST YEARS: ONE TASK REMAINS

Wilberforce’s semi-serious “What next?” comment in the aftermath of the slave trade victory in 1807 belied both his great sense of humor and his continued commitment to emancipate the slaves--abolishing slavery itself in all the British colonies.  While Jefferson retired to Monticello and laid plans to build what became the University of Virginia, Wilberforce, the younger man, soldiered on as a Member of Parliament.  Though his always fragile health continued to gradually fail him, his passion still burned brightly for the slaves and for the dozens of other causes to which he gave leadership—moral and practical. The Clapham team continued on with him even though he moved out of Clapham Common to accommodate his new wife, Barbara, and a growing family.  Clapham was by now beyond being a geographical boundary: it was an ever-conversing conclave of like-minded individuals who had been through the cultural change wars together.  That would not end until his death.  

His new, larger home in Kensington Gore, across from Hyde Park, was only a short mile’s walk from Parliament so that he could be home easily.  It soon became “a sort of clearinghouse for British philanthropy and moral reformation, with Wilberforce ready to encourage, revise or to rebuke inappropriate strategies.” 
  His biographer, John Pollock, calls Wilberforce at this time “a conducting rail for the charitable sparks of others” with small groups of committed instigators for various charities coming daily to his home for advice and connection to his network of social initiatives.  His Clapham colleagues tried their best to help screen these ideas and to bring order to the process though Wilberforce would good heartedly meet with one after the other of these groups in his home despite his fatigue.  

Clapham Strikes an International Blow


Wilberforce’s final years were not so dissimilar from his early ones; he continued to engage Parliament and English society on the reformation of manners while moving methodically toward emancipation. Yet, ending slavery was not a cause that he began immediately after ending the slave trade in 1807; in fact, it would be 16 more years until the final battles for emancipation were seriously begun.  The timing was critical and he understood, intuitively perhaps, that small moves could actually doom the cause if false hopes were raised prematurely without solid groundwork.  In that assessment, he was not unlike Jefferson.  Above all, he saw that the end of the slave trade was still fragile and that the continued existence of slave trading by other nations made the impact of British and American actions on the unholy triangle much diminished.  Also, the threat of British slave ships sailing under other colors—American and Portuguese (Brazilian) particularly—made international agreements critical if slave trading was to be ended entirely.  And so it was that the Clapham team turned their eyes toward the world and took on moral leadership internationally.  


Forming a society called the African Institution, their purpose was to secure a European agreement as a post-war action to end slave trading among all signatories and to better the lot of the freed slaves now relocated to Sierra Leone.  In this Wilberforce, now a recognized figure in the embassies of the other European states, took on the task of seeking an International Convention to stop all slave trading and pressed the Russian Tsar Alexander to be its head.  The primary barrier to such an agreement was France’s refusal to agree in the peace treaty with England to end the slave trade after the defeat of Napoleon in 1814.  

After the long awaited ending of the war with France, Wilberforce’s opposition to the treaty that accommodated some of France’s terms, including the resumption of the slave trade, was viewed as both unpatriotic and unnecessarily sanctimonious in light of the bigger question of peace so longed for.  Once again, he risked his popularity and political capital, this time in opposing the peace treaty negotiated by Lord Castlereagh that he brought before a cheering House of Commons.  He was unswerving in his purpose and though almost in tears he rose to oppose that which all others applauded:

I cannot but conceive that I behold in his hand the death-warrant of a multitude of innocent victims, men, women, and children . . .When I consider the miseries we are about to renew, is it possible to regard them without the deepest emotions of sorrow?  

. . . . No considerations could have induced me to consent to it.”


Unheeding the popular view, he then stirred up over a million people to sign the Clapham petitions to the Parliament.  At the end, the French barrier of national pride coupled with English temerity fell before the persistent, visible specter of the slaves’ conditions trapped in the unholy triangle. Wilberforce simply would not let them forget.  The International Congress of Vienna soon reached agreement as well with Spain, the last to yield to the arguments of the delegates--a rejuvenated Thomas Clarkson and Zachary MacAulay among them, backed by Wilberforce’s persistence.  When the agreement with Spain was finally forged, Wilberforce became a man of such widespread international reputation that the princes of Europe clamored to meet the man who embodied abolition.
  

The Descent of the Leader

Up clearly is the direction of greatness.  From the world’s perspective it is the only direction to go.  Just as a compass needle points north, the human needle points up; in each heart is a built-in mechanism that craves self-promotion and advancement, the climb of ego.  Our role models and heroes reflect the theme: Ascend and flex the muscles of your self-will.  Whether you do it blatantly or use the disguise of humanity, make yourself upwardly mobile.  Why?  Because that is the direction of greatness.
  

One of the enduring questions concerning leadership of any stripe is whether acquiring greater power and status helps the cause for which one labors.  The perspective of most of the world is that to be a great leader—even in serving humanity—your focus must be on achieving the highest possible office which can then give added leverage to your purpose.  Wilberforce did not ascribe to this common view, however.  He had already abandoned the likely possibility that he would become Prime Minister by associating himself with the slave trade controversy and by being a noted religious “enthusiast.”  This was a decision he had already made, written down in his journal as a reminder that he had put down a stake:  

Whatever dreams of ambition I may have indulged, it now seems clear, that my part is to give the example of an independent Member of Parliament, and a man of religion, discharging with activity and fidelity the duties of his trust, and not seeking to render his parliamentary station a ladder by which to rise to a higher eminence.

But in the aftermath of his victory on the slave trade bill and his move to the new house in Kensington Gore, he had a critical decision to make in 1811 as potential elections loomed.  Throughout 28 years, almost his entire his tenure in Parliament, he had been the Member from Yorkshire—one of the two most prestigious and powerful districts.  Along with his association with Pitt, Yorkshire gave him a strong platform from which to conduct his campaigns for reform.  It also required of him a great effort to maintain his popularity, conducting assiduous campaigning to hold the seat, churning out mountains of correspondence, and maintaining the serious committee responsibilities attendant to such a powerful position.  He was once again wrestling with a question for which he did not know the answer: should he step down to a safe “pocket borough” thereby lessening his load?  This was a seemingly counterintuitive move given the major policy changes he continued to be committed to and it would be an irreversible life-changing event.  

What led him to this?  One factor was health.  His ongoing battle with colitis treated with opium had plagued him for a long time and made him appear older than his years.  He was frail with a bad pallor yet still projected a winsome and energetic personality to those who did not know the effort it took.  He also experienced severe curvature of the spine, a condition so grave that gradually, over time, his head rested on his chest and he was required to wear a steel cage to support his arms and head.  His health concerns also caused him to think of his family and if he was to have a shortened life, he wanted to spend more time with his six children and his wife.  Wilberforce loved reading to and playing with his children in an age where fathers were typically remote models of the “be seen and not heard” school of parenting.
  His was an example to many of his generation that a balanced life in a leader is a right course—something we know (not necessarily practice) far better today than did the 19th Century’s leaders.  Wilberforce must have wished for Newton to be alive to consult once more on stepping back from Yorkshire.  

In the end, after much prayer and consultation with his Clapham team, he did not stand for reelection to Yorkshire but took a lesser borough, Bramber.  The truth was that despite his stepping down so far in the prestige of office, his authority was now a moral one, being “the conscience of Parliament” if not of England, and his capacity to shape events rested on the earned authority of character not the power of position.  In his typically self-effacing manner after the decision, he said that “It is like closing my account and I seem to have done so little, and there seem some things which it would be so desirable to try to do before I quit Parliament that I shrink from retiring as from extinction.”
  While he hardly had retired from public life, he must have felt the lessening of his responsibilities in 1812 to be tantamount to retirement.  

But it was not so. The international work on ending the slave trade did even more to raise his stature. Bringing moral transformation to British colonial rule in India, another massive Clapham initiative, was as satisfying a victory as any for the Claphamites save slavery’s end.  He could have justifiably retired to a calmer life as Jefferson did, but instead, by 1823, he was ready to launch his final quest, believing the precursor steps were now as much in place as they would ever be.  Unlike in his first attempts to end the slave trade 25 years before, now millions were ready to follow him.  

Why Do People Follow Leaders?


There have been many explanations of what qualities it is that leaders have that cause others to follow them and in Wilberforce’s case, in many ways he seems an unlikely man of great influence.  One illustration from English history may help shed light on this.  


The critical scene finds Henry VIII seeking to persuade Sir Thomas More, his Chancellor, to back Henry’s plan to annul his marriage to Queen Catherine.  More is the lone prominent holdout and Henry tries every trick in the book to get his to change his mind—from cajoling to threats.  Thomas finally asks the obvious question in response to his king:  


“Then, why does Your Grace need my poor support?”    

To which Henry perceptively explains the reason why others follow him and why Thomas does not, voicing why he needs him so badly:  


“Because you're honest.  And what is more to the purpose, you're known to be honest.  Those like Norfolk follow me because I wear the crown.  Those like Cromwell follow because they're jackals with sharp teeth and I'm their tiger.  A mass follows me because it follows anything that moves.  And then there's you.”
  


The primary reason that leaders are followed through even the greatest of difficulties is neither respect of office nor rank, not power or charisma, looks or stature, but trust.  In short, character: the domain of an honest man.  The core of the issue is this—we want to know our leaders are honest and fair before we will commit our uncertain futures to their leadership.  Thus, Wilberforce’s stature only grew in the public eye while his body grew frailer and his office less distinguished.  


A man who will give up power and status in favor of family and purpose—as Wilberforce did--is a man to be reckoned with.  His shining integrity, not power, was primarily why others followed him.  

One More Battle


In the intervening 16 years since the end of the slave trade, it had been paramount for Wilberforce to ensure enforcement of the ban on trading, to initiate an avenue to an international ban, and to work toward the Registry of Slaves Bill which would ensure that each slave in the West Indies was accounted for, preventing sly attempts (Cuba and Spain were the primary culprits) to circumvent the law by surreptitiously selling slaves to the plantation overseers. The purpose of the bill was to have every slave registered by the colonial legislatures which would not only prevent smuggling but it would force the plantation overseers to treat slaves more humanely as their deaths by overwork could not be contravened by the next secret slave boat arrival.  This step would prepare slaves for emancipation which the Claphamites felt was important if tragedy was to be avoided.  

Though the Registration Bill was Wilberforce’s key legislative priority before emancipation, the Prime Minister pressed him to have the government prevail upon the colonial legislatures to take up the initiative on their own without England’s forcing their hand.  Wilberforce reluctantly gave up the bill with unforeseen, tragic results.  The slaves in the West Indies, having received false rumors of Wilberforce working on immediate emancipation only to be thwarted by the colonial leaders, staged a bloody revolt in Barbados.  It brought down upon Wilberforce’s head direct blame for the unrest and also caused him tremendous guilt: insurrection was precisely what he sought to prevent.  


Insurrection in the Indies was soon followed by unrest at home as crop failures in 1816 and 1817 led to terrible hardship in England. The plight of the slaves in the far off colonies was no competition compared to the possibility of revolt by the poor in England.  Wilberforce was heartsick at these delays and characteristically took it on his shoulders.  He second guessed himself wondering if perhaps he should have taken the planters at their word in 1796 when the trade bill came so close and the planters had compromised by agreeing to emancipate the slaves if the slave trade bill would be delayed.  At the time, Wilberforce saw this as a ruse, but now thought perhaps it was a missed opportunity and he grieved his life might end without having relieved the plight of the bondage of the slaves.
  

By 1823, he could wait no longer.  The opening shot of the Clapham team was to call a great meeting and to form the Anti-Slavery Society for the Mitigation and Gradual Abolition of Slavery throughout the British Dominions.  Thomas Clarkson began to draw upon the new moral tone in Britain by distributing numerous pamphlets describing in detail the plight of those held in slavery.  Wilberforce’s first public action was the publication in March of that year of what he described as his “manifesto” on slavery—An Appeal on Behalf of the Slaves in the West Indies.  It had a huge impact in Britain and in Europe and even moved one plantation owner to repentance.  He wrote Wilberforce to tell him this:

[It] so affected me, that should it cost me my whole property, I would surrender it willingly, that my poor negroes may be brought not only to the liberty of Europeans, but especially to the liberty of Christians.
 


Yet, Wilberforce’s argument was less with the plantation owners themselves than with the evils of the system for slave and owner alike.  (This would be a theme Martin Luther King also echoed 140 years later in his great speeches on the mutual evils of segregation.)  Wilberforce demonstrated how blacks had been successful in Sierra Leone in governing themselves and that adequate preparation and kindness would give the slaves hope and allow them to be ready, once emancipation came, to become as British free laborers.  

Passing the Mantle


But before the great emancipation battle, he took one additional step of personal

humility—he would prepare the next generation of leaders who would follow him by giving up even more of his status.  Wilberforce still longed to see his first great object completed, but though the time was now ripe to take on emancipation, he also knew his own powers of health and energy were waning despite his greatly reduced Parliamentary responsibilities representing Bramber.  In 1821, two years prior to launching the last crusade, he formally turned over the Parliament’s leadership for emancipation to a younger man, Thomas Buxton, a Quaker M.P. and a staunch advocate of prison reform.  The argument Wilberforce used in making this decision to forego overall leadership of this great cause was to recognize he could be doing God’s will as much by retiring as by working.  He based this on the principle that John the Baptist sounded 1800 years before:  “He must become greater; I must become less,”
 in reference to Jesus’ rising public visibility.  Wilberforce saw it was time to bring to the fore the next generation.  He said he hoped he had already been acting in this way “to other and younger men.”
  


In much the same way that Newton had mentored him during his early Parliamentary career, Wilberforce did so for Buxton, considering him as a father to a son.  He was comfortable giving Buxton the mantle of leadership, and in a moving letter, he set forth his charge to this next generation:

Now for many, many years I have been longing to bring forward that great subject, the condition of the negro slaves in our Trans-Atlantic colonies, and their advancement to the rank of a free peasantry; a cause . . . recommended to me, or rather enforced on me, by every consideration of religion, justice and humanity.  I have been waiting for a proper time and circumstances for . . . introducing this great business, and . . . for some Members of Parliament, who, if I were to retire or to be laid by, would be an eligible leader in this holy enterprise.  I have for some time been viewing you in this connection. . . .  Let me entreat you. . . should [I] be unable to finish [this work] you would continue to prosecute it.  . . .  May it please God to bless you. . . . But above all, may He give the disposition to say at all times, ‘Lord, what wouldst thou have me to do or suffer?’  Looking to Him, through Christ, for wisdom and strength.

These were the very themes that Newton and Wesley pressed on Wilberforce when he was discouraged and facing great odds against him in the battles ahead.    

And so it was that on May 15, 1823, Thomas Buxton introduced the anti-slavery motion for gradual abolition.  Wilberforce himself rose to speak on its behalf giving an impassioned speech to Buxton’s more legal depiction and, in the bargain, giving him a lesson in taking on a divided House with a matter of urgency.  He wanted the slaves not only to have their conditions made better to prepare them for emancipation, but to give them hope in the hopeless world in which they lived.  And, like the slave trade wars of many years before, an immediate decision did not come about.  Instead, a delaying tactic was passed that simply ameliorated the slaves’ condition but made it a matter for the colonial governments, not Parliament to execute.  The final bill contained no promise of emancipation.  It was such a subtle tactic that even Wilberforce and the Clapham team thought it was a good start before the true implications sunk in.  Though Buxton was the point man, Wilberforce still took the slings and arrows of the opposition—especially after another slave insurrection occurred in response to a rumor that the colonial governments had once again suppressed Parliament’s decision to lessen their plight.  Then the counterattack was launched by the opposition.  

The opponents’ ploy against emancipation was carried in the Weekly Register, edited by William Cobbett.  In an “open letter” to Wilberforce denouncing his published Appeal as full of lies and distortions, Cobbett accused him of hypocrisy saying he wanted to give the Negro slaves the freedoms of English laborers who, themselves, were equally poor and downtrodden and all but ignored by Wilberforce.  Then Cobbett launched an outrageous lie:  

Never have you done one single act (emphasis added) in favour of labourers in this country. . . . What an insult it is, and what an unfeeling, what a cold-blooded hypocrite must he be that can send it forth; what an insult to call upon people under the name of free British labourers; to appeal to them in behalf of black slaves, when these free British labourers; these poor, mocked, degraded wretches, would be happy to lick the dishes and bowls, out of which the Black slaves have breakfasted, dined or supped.

Much like the surrogate attack ads in the American political battles mastered by Hamilton and Jefferson, this charge stuck to Wilberforce for many years.  Those who disagreed with him believed it entirely, but its monstrous deception infuriated those to whom he had become both a hero and the conscience of Parliament.  The well knew how long and indefatigably he had worked for the poor.  Though Wilberforce, himself, was not moved by these attacks, knowing his record of helping those in need in hundreds of ways, he was concerned that the politics of personal destruction would become a deterrent to those who had social justice sensibilities.  “All too often,” he worried, “people are not willing to risk their reputation or aspirations in a great cause, especially if they have to endure venom and vitriol on the way to victory.  One has to be willing to take up his cross.”
  Could he have had Jefferson in mind when he spoke of this as he encouraged his younger colleagues to persist?

As it turned out, the response in Parliament to these scurrilous attacks was not the one the oppositionists had imagined.  Instead, they led to an intense investigation into the colonial slave system, and a detailed documentation of the abuses that were a common occurrence in the lives of these poor, brutally treated and overworked, shackled people.  Wilberforce oversaw the gathering of the evidence, but he could no longer be a key part of it.   As the campaign went forward, he knew his time had come to step down from even his reduced Parliamentary work and announced his intentions, leaving public life on February 22, 1825 a year before Jefferson’s death.  Though many urged him to accept a lifetime peerage, as was the custom for prominent men at the end of their active careers, after consultation with his Clapham brothers and sisters, he declined.  He wanted to be plain William Wilberforce and not to end his life as a lord with people concluding that had been his motive all along.  His only regret upon retirement was that he had done so little.  He would amazingly say, “I am filled with the deepest compunction from the consciousness of my having made so poor use of the talents committed to my stewardship.”
 

His retirement left a hole in Parliament that neither Buxton nor others could fill entirely.  Nevertheless, the changes seen from his decades of public service left behind something few would contest.  One colleague put it to him this way:

It must be a satisfaction to you to have observed that the moral tone of the House of Commons, as well as of the nation at large, is much higher than when you first entered upon public life. . . . There can be no doubt that God has made you the honoured instrument of contributing much to this great improvement.  There are, I hope, some young men of promise coming forward, but . . . would that there were many Elishas on whom your mantle might fall.
      

The End Draws Near


In 1831, Wilberforce judged himself so weakened in body and mind that he would not speak in public again, for even his eyes had failed him and he could no longer read a newspaper due to the accumulated effects of his opium treatments.  Nevertheless, one thing drew him back in for a last battle.  The delaying tactics of the slave owners and their allies had begun to wear thin and the Clapham team and their abolitionist colleagues had learned their lessons.  Through their characteristic strategy of research, documentation, public meetings, correspondence, newspapers, and pamphlets, they put forth an overwhelming case that the supposed changes that had been introduced to the colonies to prepare for eventual emancipation in truth were not even a fig leaf as the severe floggings and horrific treatment had only gotten worse in the last ten years.  It took a national campaign to gather hundreds of petitions from all over the country to secure one-half million signatures that finally brought the full weight of public opinion to bear on slavery’s end.  Ironically, the petition drive induced the reluctant, wisp of an old man to come and roar one final time.  


Wilberforce and his wife were living with their son, Robert, in Maidstone, having suffered the ignominy in the last two years of having their oldest son, the neer-do-well, William, become bankrupt after the purchase of a dairy farm.  It was his father that had unwisely financed the purchase for him.  To cover the debts of his son, Wilberforce was forced to give up his own home on Highwood Hill, and take lodging with his two other sons for the last two years of his life.  Like Jefferson, he would die in debt, but without the beloved home to comfort him and his wife in their last years.  Characteristically, he saw it as an unforeseen blessing to be in the bosom of his family at the end of life.  


Robert persuaded him to put forth an anti-slavery petition for the region on April 12, 1833.  It was classic Wilberforce, if dimmed in voice and shrunken in body that spoke to the assembled populace from Maidstone:

I say and say honestly and fearlessly, that the same Being who commands us to love mercy, says also, ‘Do justice.’. . .  I trust I now approach the end of my career.  The object of emancipation is bright before us, the light of heaven beams on it, and is an earnest of its success.


As he spoke this last sentence, as if there were a heavenly cue, a bright ray of sunshine burst into the hall and inspired his closing thoughts, reminiscent of William Pitt's memorable speech at dawning.  Thus, he joined his name to the petitions that came in from every corner of England as, once again, the question of slavery was brought to a vote.  The truly remarkable part of the proposal in addition to the moral courage of its purpose was that it contained a provision to compensate the planters and slave owners £20 million—one quarter of the national budget--to purchase freedom for 800,000 slaves.    


As the bill progressed, Wilberforce continued to advise and encourage Buxton in leading the cause in Parliament, writing to him frequently not to allow the delaying tactics of the slave interests to prolong continuing study of the matter.  The time to act was at hand.  To the Anti-Slavery Society he had helped to found, his advice to his colleagues in 1831 could well have been written on his coat of arms:  “Our Motto must continue to be perseverance.  And ultimately I trust the Almighty will crown our efforts with success.”
  By spring of 1833, a wave of popular opinion rode the issue to a certain, immediate consideration, with Wilberforce writing to his protégé, Buxton, to go forward, much like Henry at Agincourt to the English army drawn up before the massed French army.  


Lord Stanley, the Colonial Secretary, put forth the Government’s proposal which included an apprenticeship provision for the freed slaves.  The proposal would result in freeing the slaves in the colonies, but require that they continue to work free for their former masters for 12 years to “learn” their newfound freedom and their technical duties as freeworkers.  Wilberforce was aghast at this last ploy and urged Buxton to resist its inclusion while also writing to an old friend in Parliament to encourage Buxton who was now coming under the kind of opprobrium that Wilberforce had been accustomed to having had heaped on him in these battles.  By now, Wilberforce’s energies were waning fast and in May he went to Bath for some palliative remedy about the time the resolution was introduced.  In July it was clear his life was ebbing, yet save for the joys of heaven, he had reserved for him one last joy of a lifetime.  

On July 22 the bill to abolish slavery had its second reading and passed successfully.  However, the government had prevailed by a mere 7 votes to include the provision on apprenticeship in the bill.  Led by Buxton, the anti-slavery forces showed their strength by watering that part down and by securing a promise of £20 million paid to the slave owners in compensation.  Word came to the dying Wilberforce that passage was now certain and that the Lords were sure to go along.
  Wilberforce could only say, “Thank God that I have lived to witness a day in which England is wiling to give twenty millions sterling for the Abolition of Slavery.”
  Tom MacAulay, son of Zachary MacAulay, now an MP, who had grown up with the Clapham team, reported that Wilberforce “exulted in the success . . . as much as the youngest and most ardent partisan.”
  


On July 29, three days afterward, William Wilberforce left his earthly responsibilities behind: the race was run; the two great objects achieved.  

Facing the Light of Dawn

On July 31, 1834, slightly over one year after Wilberforce’s death and burial at Westminster Abbey (which he never would have approved), 800,000 slaves were freed.  Unlike Jefferson, he had not taken the time to write his own epitaph, others would do that for him and erect a statue in his honor.  But the sight that his eyes could perhaps see from his heavenly vista would be the only earthly epitaph he would ever have wanted.  It was certainly one of the most important and dramatic events in the history of the world; yet, far from the eyes of the powerful and the great.  One historian describes the scene:  “On the last night of slavery, the negroes in our West Indian islands went up on to the hill-tops to watch the sun rise, bringing them freedom as its first rays struck the waters.”  Much as the dawning rays of the sun inspired a young Pitt in his majestic speech on ending the slave trade and as they inspired an aged Wilberforce as he spoke publicly for the last time on the abolition of slavery, so, too, these first rays signaled the end for which so many had labored so long on behalf of men and women they never met.  In many ways this coda was the earnest for the “well done, good and faithful servant” that William Wilberforce received as he entered his well-deserved rest.
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