
Response from Geoff  

 

I have enjoyed reading Tessa's introduction and the subject area is thought 

stimulating. Whilst I was aware of the slave trade operating in England in 

Elisabethan and Stuart times, I had not known much about it; the emphasis is 

on later periods. Equally, when reading history of the period or watching TV 

documentaries, little is mentioned about it or other colonial countries' slaving 

activities. It does help me to appreciate that slavery has a very long history, 

pretty much since the beginning of time and was a world wide activity (indeed, 

in Stuart times, Barbary pirates took many people as slaves from the south 

coast of England and elsewhere in Europe). 

 

 It also reminds us (as did our discussions on the Poor law) that attitudes, 

despite our 'greater sophistication' have not changed much from previous 

generations when immigrants were also attacked for 'stealing our jobs' and the 

like. What has changed, though, is that slavery was then seen as a respectable 

activity, endorsed by the monarch; what we should have is a greater 

understanding of our own history on the subject, which is badly lacking- 

perhaps, apart from pride that Wilberforce 'abolished it'. It needs to be done, 

though, in a considered and thought out manner and perhaps Monday's 

discussion will be a small step in that direction for us. 

 Geoff 

 

Response fro Paula 

 

Thank you Tessa.  It is refreshing to discover a period of history that was 

carefully avoided in our school syllabus. 

 

Then, as now, race/religion is often used as a means to deny people basic 

human rights and so marginalise them.  At first there was little animosity to the 

new “immigrants” but once livelihoods and prosperity were threatened 

attitudes changed. 

 

Whilst reading up on this topic I was fascinated to come across an article on 

the British Library site written by Eliza Picard.  In it, she mentions Richard 

Hakluyt, author of books and reports documenting geographers and explorers 

of the time.   I have inherited a weighty tome from my father written by 



Richard Hakluyt  entitled The Principal Navigations, Voyages and Discoveries 

of the English Nation in 1589 which details English voyages to N. America, 

which I have never really studied in any depth. However, it led me to the 

realisation that he had become a considerable influence on Elizabeth’s thinking 

about the Slave Trade, promoting overseas expansion and colonisation 

especially of S. America.  

   

Hakluyt’s  father, as you may know, had property and influential social 

connections.  He originated from the Welsh Marshes and when Richard’s 

father died he was only 5 years old and was then brought up by his cousin a 

prominent lawyer who educated him at the best institutions.    His cousin 

knew many influential city merchants, explorers and geographers and 

impressed on Richard the opportunities for overseas trade.  Although Richard 

had by this time gone into the Church, he nevertheless set out to acquaint 

himself with sea captains and merchants who were looking into the Northeast 

and Northwest Passage.  He became an adviser on Colonial affairs and gave 

information about the newly formed E.India Co. thus increasing its trading 

profits. 

 

Although Elizabeth was short of funds to undergo a colonising campaign she 

was prepared to subsidise foreign trading ventures by her subjects as long as 

she could profit by them.   Richard had been sent to Paris to become Chaplain 

to the English Ambassador, Sir Edward Stafford and whilst there was able to 

gain access to valuable information.  He prepared a report in 1584 (known as 

the Discourse of Western Planting) for Elizabeth setting out the political and 

economic benefits of colonising. He championed Walter Raleigh who was keen 

to obtain financial support from the Queen.    It is interesting that Elizabeth 

rewarded Hakluyt by  giving him an ecclesiastical post at Bristol Cathedral but 

was at first reluctant to provide finance to  Raleigh. 

 

Britain did, of course in time, become one of the biggest Slave Traders 

benefitting banks, merchant trading, shipbuilding and industry. 

This newfound prosperity enabled wealthy landowners to profit on the back of 

the slave trade and enabled them to fund many of the Stately Homes we enjoy 

visiting. 

 



When slavery was abolished the Government paid out millions (billions in 

today’s money) as compensation to wealthy families who had profited from 

slavery.   According to the Treasury, it was only in 2015 that British taxpayers 

finished paying off the debts the Government incurred to compensate British 

Slave Owners after abolition. 

Should there be another lockdown reading more of Hakluyts works are on my 

“to do” list. 


