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directly from 18th / early 19th century
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‘Desirous of some good ballads’

In 1787, the Society for Effecting the Abolition of the African Slave Trade was
established. At that time, William Cowper was a well known poet and people
were keen that he would write for the campaign. At first he was hesitant,
pointing out that he had already published poems on the subject and that other
poets had also done so. After several people approached him, Cowper finally
produced some songs or ballads at their request.

Letter from William Cowper to his cousin, Lady Harriet Hesketh,
March 21st, 1788:

My dearest Coz -

I am, after all, become a contributor to the poetical effusions at this
time produced on the subject of the Slave-trade. Since I wrote last the
following reached me enclosed in a letter from Mr Newton to whom
it was address’d.

My dear Sir,

We had some Gentlemen employed about the abolition of

the Slave-trade with us the other day, they are very desirous

of some good Ballads to be sung about the streets on that

subject, which they mean to print and distribute, and think

to be of use to the cause. If you think Mr. Cowper could by

your means be prevailed on to do this for them, they would

be extremely obliged to him, and nobody could do it so

well. — Yours in haste .
J. Balgonie

Thus assailed, what could I do less than surrender all my resolutions
to the contrary? Accordingly, I have sent up two pieces. One a serious
Ballad to the Tune of Hosiers’s Ghost, called the Negro’s Complaint

- The other in a different strain and entitled - Sweet meat has sower

[sour] Sauce, or the Slave-trader in the dumps. ... William Cowper

The Letters and Prose Writings of William Cowper,
edited by James King and Charles Ryscamp

Cowper’s signature
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Letter from William Cowper to his friend, Samuel Rose, March 29th, 1788:

If you hear ballads sung in the streets on the hardships of the negroes
in the islands, they are probably mine. I was lately applied to for
assistance in that way by a society of gentlemen, enlisted in that
laudable service. I have sent them [three] ; two are serious, and one

is not so. Of the former, one is called the Negro’s Complaint, and one,
the Morning Dream. The latter is entitled, Sweet meat has sour sauce, or
the slave trader in his dumps. The subject, as a subject for song, did not
strike me much, but the application was from a quarter that might
command me, and the occasion itself, whatever difficulties might
attend it, offered pleas that were irresistible.

The correspondence of William Cowper, Thomas Wright, 1904.

Letter to Lady Hesketh, March 31st, 1788:

I have written one more song, and sent it. It is called the Morning
Dream, and may be sung to the tune of Tweed-Side, or any other tune
that will suit it, for I am not nice on that subject. I would have copied
it for you, had I not almost filled my sheet without it; but now, my
dear, you must stay till the sweet sirens of London shall bring it to
you, or, if that happy day should never arrive, I hereby acknowledge
myself your debtor to that amount. I shall now probably cease to sing
of tortured negroes, a theme which never pleased me, but which,

in the hope of doing them some little service, I was not unwilling

to handle.

The correspondence of William Cowper, Thomas Wright, 1904

Portraits of William Cowper, Cowper & Newton Museum
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Cowper’s writings were used in various ways by those working for and
supporting the campaign to abolish the slave trade, including being printed on
ceramics and posters.

One method that was considered to be particularly effective was an
information and discussion pamphlet, given the title of
"A Subject for Conversation at the Tea-Table’.

“This little piece, Cowper presented in manuscript to some of his friends
in London; and these, conceiving it to contain a powerful appeal in
behalf of the injured Africans, joined in printing it. Having ordered it
on the finest hot-pressed paper, and folded it up in a small and neat
form, they gave it the printed title of “A Subject for Conversation at the
Tea-table.” After this, they sent many thousand copies of it in franks into
the country. From one it spread to another, till it travelled almost over
the whole island. Falling at length into the hands of the musician, it
was set to music; and it then found its way into the streets, both of the
metropolis and of the country, where it was sung as a ballad; and where
it gave a plain account of the subject, with an appropriate feeling, to
those who heard it.

Thomas Clarkson, The History of the Abolition of the African Slave-Trade, vol. 2, 1808

A Subject for Conversation at the Tea-table included extracts from Cowper’s
earlier poems as well as the words for The Negro’s Complaint.

Cowper’s letters show that he wrote it as a song or a ballad to be sung to the
tune Hosier’s Ghost. The poem was likely first published in 1788 in A Subject for
Conversation at the Tea-table but the document itself is not dated.

This was probably the earliest appearance of the poem in print.

* Compare William Cowper’s sequence of letters with the extract from the
account by Thomas Clarkson.

* Compare Thomas Clarkson’s account of ‘A Subject for Conversation at the
Tea-table” with the original document.

* Who would have been the likely recipients?

* What does the title tell us about how the abolitionists hoped that people
would use this printed document?

* Identify the ways in which ‘A Subject for Conversation at the Tea-table’
seeks to impact the thinking and behaviour of those who read it.
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Extract from

A SUBJECT FOR CONVERSATION AND REFLECTION

The following beautiful pieces are
the production of the pen of our
deservedly admired, and charming
poet, Mr. Cowper. The genuine
poetic pathos they display, and the
ancient love of freedom with which
they glow, cannot fail of awakening
the sympathy, and engaging the
attention, of the benevolent admirers
of the muses.

When we take a survey of the
benefits we derive from the universal
commerce carried on between
distant nations, and notice its natural
tendency to unite together in one
grand whole, under one common
parent, all the kindreds of the earth,
we cannot but admire the wisdom

of that Being who so governs and
over-rules the passions and interested
views of men, as to render these

the means of his bestowing most
extensive blessings on the human
race. But when, in the progress

of the survey, and after having
contemplated with pleasure and
exultation the manifold diffusive
advantages, which, by such means,
are enriching and felicitating the
nations of the earth, from pole to
pole, and from one end of heaven

to the other; — when, after having
observed succesively, barbarism
hence giving place to civilization,
confusion to order, despotism

to liberty and wretchedness and
misery succeeded by prosperity and
happiness; — when after dwelling

8 The Transatlantic Slave Trade

with rapture on this enchanting
scene, our attention is directed to

one particular, but extensive part

of the globe, to the vast regions of
Africa, what an accursed species

of commerce do we see there
encouraged! a traffic in MEN ! what
different emotions do we feel! Our
whole frame receives a sudden shock,
and, instead of being elevated with
admiralion, or soothed with tranquil
joy, we are lost in pensive menacholy,
and are agitated with horror! The
mind recovering a little the power of
recollection, which it had thus well
nigh lost, will naturally fall into the
following train of:

REFLECTIONS.

My God! what wish can prosper,
or what prayer,

For merchants rich in cargoes of
despair,

Who drive a loathsome traffic, gauge,
and span,

And buy the muscles and the bones
of man?

The tender ties of father, husband,
friend,

All bonds of nature in that moment
end;

And each endures, while yet he
draws his breath,

A stroke as fatal as the scythe of
death.



The sable warrior, frantic with regret
Of her he loves, and never can forget,
Loses in tears the far-receding shore,

But not the thought that they must
meet no more;

Deprived of her and freedom at a
blow,

What has he left that he can yet
forego?

Yes, to deep sadness sullenly resign’d,
He feels his body’s bondage in his
mind;

Puts off his generous nature, and

to suit

His manners with his fate, puts on
the brute.

Nature imprints upon whate’er
we see,

That has a heart and life in it, Be free!

The beasts are charter’d —neither
age nor force

Can quell the love of freedom in
a horse.

Canst thou, and honour’d with
a Christian name,

Buy what is woman-born, and feel
no shame?

Trade in the blood of innocence,
and plead

Expedience as a warrant for the deed?

So may the wolf, whom famine has
made bold

To quit the forest and invade the fold:

So may the ruffian, who with ghostly
glide,

Dagger in hand, steals close to your
bedside;

Not he, but his emergence forced the
door,

He found it inconvenient to be poor.

Has God then given its sweetness
to the cane,

Unless his laws be trampled on—
in vain?

Built a brave world, which cannot
yet subsist,

Unless his right to rule it be
dismiss’d?

Know, souls have no discriminating
hue,

Alike important in their Maker’s
view,

The wretch that works and weeps
without relief

Has one that notices his silent grief.

He, from whose hand alone all power
proceeds,

Ranks its abuse among the foulest
deeds,

Considers all injustice with a frown;

But marks the man that treads his
fellow down.

Not Mexico could purchase kings
a claim

To scourge him, weariness his only
blame.

Remember, Heaven has an avenging
rod,

To smite the poor is treason against God!
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s sy S T 0O
‘9%:. /7:(?&0‘{ Cotreplactl. :
| T e lectie ‘,,é

&’Lilo—/c'z.-ﬁ.‘/ jﬁfn.mr[ : X

st

| Thipmedd fw-z—n Fone acd all i frleadterey

zflﬁ“&/ coast .ﬂ&zfﬁ Ar»(n&,, 9
To cteerecse a‘/ﬁmjm« Thead tcnsd
ﬂc:t" V7 7’0.24:6\? lellots7 J—m}
1 ece 'f-.mf.n Za ;«Ca,a? @ujl‘[ atld vofol fre,
£t f/m% oeiny f{uf Acu_m— ecnollcl trn ;7
Ihende are tecer 2o le S0-Cols
Sl ton lotghl Mﬁx.‘ av ‘wcf
:WA:..[ M{dgﬁilaéoé‘}—?/o(f/fa/é s
[e frotr a{o&}/u{/ lo Jeoes, ;
}/Mc ;"7&4&:‘;&7 Lo Co Zartid :
CastrolC /0'1 /c-o'[ L1 aleres e.:éa,cﬁ,; o
At tnag olffery bt :
N prells ion WHtE o o Caeh U Jatrun .

Whe ole'ot @l creaZeciy Halare i
frafie in Flast for whied; tve oie L
;/L(',".{J lwcuf("fa,/«'» c:r} laars ﬁux’bd.’f: w-a,ﬁf)
2 l ‘/Mcvfw .lwu-'/(aﬁ‘z?’d Ile vorl o,
‘-7%«2«,{);& Jt1a0Crd Crots - bheartaol 3
oottt t;:j; al Je@rﬂlﬁz‘n& ﬁ-q-a-e el
91-«:1«/#4 y AM’ h»xa,t::? éMA\/ Aai:—e,.f/dd CL’LZ-D

sesith | T ey

Cowper & Newton Museum

10 The Transatlantic Slave Trade
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SGIRO°S - COMIPLAINT,

HARK! HFE ANSWERS = WILD TORNADOES. ,
STREWING YONDIER SEA WITH WRECKS: !
WASTING TOWNS, PLANTATIONS, MEADOWS -
ARE THE VOICKE WITTH WIICH HE SPEAKS, e
Vol 1.
LONDON, PUBLISHED JUNE 11810, BY JOHN SHARPE, PLCCADILID

i’

Poems By the Late William Cowper of the Inner Temple, Esq. Vol 1, John Sharpe, 1810
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SWEET MEAT uas SOUR SAUCE;
OR THE ’

 SLAVE-TRADER 1~ tue DUMPS,

A Trader I am to the African fhore, )
But fince that my trading is like to be o’er,
T’ll fing you a fong that you ne’er heard before,

Which nobody can deny, &c.

When I firft heard the news it gave me a fhock, A
Much like what they call an electrical knock,
And now I am going to fell off my ftock,

Which nobody e,

>Tis a curious aﬂ'ortmen'.t of dainty regales,
To tickle the ncEroes with when the fhip fails,
Fine chains for the neck and a cat with nine tails,

Here’s fupplcaiack plenty, and ftore of rat-tan,
T'hat will wind itfelf round the fides of a man
As clofe as a hoop round a bucket or can.

Here’s padlocks and bolts, and fcrews for the thumbs,
"That {queeze ’em {o lovingly till the blood comes,
They fweeten the temper like comfits or plumbs. :

When a Negro his head from his vi&uals withdraws,
And clenches his tecth and thrufts out his paws,
Here’s a notable engine to open his jaws, 3 |

Thus, going to market, we kindly prepare i
A pretty black c'arﬁo of African ware, : !
For what they muit mect with when they get there, { |

>Twould do your heart good to fee ’em below (
Lie flat on their backs all the way as we go, ]
Like fprats on a gridiron, {cores in a row.
But, ah! If in vain I have ftudied an art ] |
So gainful to me—all boafting apart, - !
I think it will break my compaflionate heart, : -

For, oh ! Iow it enters my foul like an awl!
"This plttg. which fome people felf-pity call,
Is fure the moit heart-piercing pity of all.~ -
So this is my fong as I told you before, . .
Come buy off my ftock, for I muit no more =
Carry Cefars and Pompc}'s to fugar-cane fhove,

) SR Vhich nobody e, 1 7|

- et S Bls I

it A 4 B8 e
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N

SRS S

Bath Record Office
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