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This resource pack includes and quotes 
directly from 18th / early 19th century 
historical sources and contains language 
and details about the attitudes and 
violence towards people who were 
enslaved and trafficked from Africa 
during that time.  
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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
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The Letters and Prose Writings of William Cowper, 
edited by James King and Charles Ryscamp

Cowper’s signature
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Portraits of William Cowper, Cowper & Newton Museum

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



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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Cowper & Newton Museum
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Cowper & Newton Museum
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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 

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.
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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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Cowper & Newton Museum



Poems By the Late William Cowper of the Inner Temple, Esq. Vol 1, John Sharpe, 1810
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The New York Public Library digital collection digitalcollections.nypl.org
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Bath Record Office
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