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1. Introductory summary

1 This review of existing academic literature uses mostly digital online sources, as
the research took place during COVID-19 lockdown. A longer period of research
and access to physical libraries and archives would enable greater detail and
specificity. The sources include: Gale Cengage Primary Sources (for
contemporaneous newspaper articles and pamphlets), Google Scholar, jisc.ac.uk,
databases of scholarly journals (e.g. Journal of Transport History), and databases of
PhD theses. As academic resources, many of the sources cited are behind
paywalls, which may limit availability for those without institutional access.

1 Canals transported goods produced by enslaved people, including indigo,
tobacco, rice, cotton, and sugar. Canal, port and boat records offer the chance to
think about the journey of commodities from plantation to consumer.

1 There are many individual examples of the profits of slavery being invested in
canals, to which this review makes reference; we are not yet in a position to try to
come to a cumulative financial total of this investment.

1 The industrial histories of major cities that we associate with canal history can be
told in relation to the history of slavery, such as Liverpool and Manchester.



1 There are many untold stories of Black' experience in relation to the waterways,
and telling them in more detail might involves acts of imagination and an openness
to different kinds of historical knowledge and evidence. We could, for instance,
look at the key figures whose lives are well documented because they had wealth
and power, and go on to think about Black people whose lives are just outside the
frame of the narratives we are used to telling.

2. Canal heritage, research, and Black history
The Black Lives Matter movement has accelerated the work of cultural institutions
in examining their relationship to race, ethnicity, and diverse representation of
historical lives and experiences. This found new impetus following the killing in the
US of George Floyd. Demonstrations in the wake of police brutality saw a visible
and righteous anger at the fact that slave traders were still heroised and historical
links to slavery unexamined by White people. A number of prominent statues were
defaced, toppled, or hurriedly removed, including a statue of Robert Milligan, a
Scottish slave-owner in Jamaica whose wealth built the West India Docks, from
Canal & River Trust land. The statue was commissioned by the West India Docks
Co. and unveiled in 1813 (UCL Department of History, 2020). The removal of
Milligan's statue is an opportunity to reassess the relationship between British
trade and industry, in particular canals and waterways, and slavery. Olivette Otele,
professor of the history of slavery at the University of Bristol, has said that she
often hears that slavery and colonialism ‘led to vibrant, culturally diverse societies’.
However, she clarifies that ‘it is certainly not what colonisers and slave traders
were hoping to achieve [...| though diversity has indeed been one result’. She adds
that ‘our celebrated, culturally diverse societies’ are also ‘rigged with racism, social
inequalities and discrimination’ (Otele, 2019). This is something of a warning note
against narratives about the history of slavery that try to spin the trade into a
good-news diversity story, and emphasises that there is a politics and an ethics to
reconsidering Black British history in the twenty-first century. Otele also makes an
important statement about the connections between slavery and the heritage
work of organisations like the Trust: ‘embedded in the history of enslavement are
economic, social, cultural, political and ideological ideas that shape the way we
represent the past’ (Otele, 2019).

The early 2000s saw an appeal for history of transport researchers to pay
attention to ‘race as a fundamental category of analysis’ in their work (Seiler, 2007).
For Cotten Seiler, taking account of race ‘provides an especially powerful optic on
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries in the industrial(ising) democracies of
Europe and North America’. In canal historical studies we would add the eighteenth
century to that backwards look (though the concept of race as we inherit it today
crystallized in the nineteenth century). Indeed, says Seiler, ‘the history of modern
transport is inextricable from a history of race’ (Seiler, 2007).
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3. Canal investment and slave owners
There has long been debate about the extent to which the British economy overall
benefitted from slavery, and its role in the industrialisation in the nation. This
academic debate has always been political, but is increasingly taken up by
politicians, commentators and in newspapers and magazines. However, as David
Hunter pointed out last year, ‘undeniable is the fact that some families were able to
buy land, build mansions, and become politically powerful in Britain thanks to the
repatriation of profits’ (Hunter, 2019). For the individuals who benefitted, ‘profits
earned from slavery were not only large, they were particularly likely to be
invested into banks, textile factories, or canals’ (Eltis & Engerman, 2000).

The UCL and Harvard'’s recent Legacies of British Slave-ownership project has
been extremely useful in tracing the proceeds of slavery invested in canals, and
the role that figures in the slave trade played in the running or support of canal
companies. The project has, in particular, looked at the records of individuals paid
compensation when slavery was abolished. An important figure in the concept of
paying slave-owners compensation was Augustus Hardin Beaumont, a member of
White planter society in Jamaica. He argued that the crime of slave-owning was
perpetrated by the British nation rather than individual owners, so the latter should
be compensated by the former. He also had strong views on canals and the
transport network more broadly; on moving to London he became active in
political radicalism, advocating universal male suffrage (all the while submitting
slavery compensation claims), and arguing that full employment could be secured
by nationalizing the canals and railways (McClelland, 2016). Beaumont is an example
of an historical figure whose interests and investments entwine the histories of
slavery and the waterways. Twenty-first-century politics have demanded a
reassessment of the proceeds of slavery in Britain, but this kind of questioning is
not new. In 1931, Lady Simon (wife of the then Foreign Secretary) spoke in
Coventry about the ‘extraordinary mentality’ that allowed slave-traders to build
churches with the proceeds of the trade. She asserted that ‘Britain’s participation
in the early history of slave traffic was black enough to cause English people to
bow their heads for ever in shame’ (Churches Built from Slavery Profits, 1931).

Examples from the UCL database of slave-owners include Moses Benson, a
Liverpool slave-trader who owned a ‘palace mansion’ in the city and was a
generous patron of the arts. He also invested in canals, leaving 230 shares in the
Lancaster Canal in his will in 18086, a canal that had opened nine years earlier (UCL
Department of History, 2020). In turn, the canal had a dramatic effect on the
economy of Preston, including the establishment of cotton mills (Biddle, 2018). In
another example, Lowbridge Bright was a Bristol West India merchant and sat on
the Committee of the Thames and Severn Canal Company in 1783, a canal often
celebrated for the Sapperton Tunnel under the Cotswolds (UCL Department of
History, 2020). Another slave-owner, William Carey, was an attorney in Jamaica. He
owned shares in the Grand Junction Canal, which he left in his will to his son.
George Hyde Clarke, meanwhile, inherited an estate and 220 enslaved people. He
was a promoter, shareholder and Committee member of the Peak Forest Canal
Company, built as a link to the limestone quarries of the Peak District (UCL



Department of History, 2020). Some of the financial investments detailed are of
much smaller scale, but nonetheless reveal the extent of the intricate network
connecting Britain's slave trade with canals. For instance, Harriet Spooner, who
received an annuity from two estates in Jamaica, left four shares in the Witham
Navigation to her brother-in-law in her will. There are also individual stories beyond
this database, with more ripe for research. One example is Cecilia Douglas (1772-
1862), a West Indian planter and slave owner who received £3,000 in compensation
at emancipation and invested some of this in the Forth & Clyde Canal, a waterway
also used to transport slave-produced sugar, as detailed below (Mullen, 2016).

. Canals transporting goods produced by enslaved people of

African descent

Many transport and economic histories are silent on the source of raw materials
and commodities being transported — and thus silent on the relationship between
canals and slavery. There is an opportunity to return to some of the standard
histories of the waterways and the history of individual commodities in Britain with
this focus on the waterways as implicated in the perpetuation of the business of
slavery. Port, toll, boat, and other records are one way of linking slave labour with
canal transport, offering the chance to think about the journey of commodities
from plantation to consumer. The hub of Britain’s trade with America ‘was to be
found in the slave-plantation colonies of the West Indies and the southern
mainland, whose sugar, rum, coffee, tobacco, and rice made up 80 per cent of
England’s American imports by 1775 (Nash, 2010). In thinking about internal
transport by water, it is important to remember that these goods were all fairly
light (in comparison to limestone or timber, for instance) and Dan Bogart et al have
asserted that ‘initial canal development [was] an effort to provide services to
traders in
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