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Dedicated to my cousin Joseph Frost, a grandson of Sir William Pepperell, and one who loves
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L
ondon, 1817. The
Italian statesman
Count Pecchio was
present for the start
of a new session of

Parliament. As he watched, one
event fastened itself upon his
memory: the arrival of William
Wilberforce. ‘When Mr
Wilberforce passes through the
crowd,’ Pecchio observed, ‘every
one contemplates this little old
man, worn with age, and his head
sunk upon his shoulders, as a
sacred relic; as the Washington of
humanity.’

Wilberforce had led the twenty
year fight to end the British slave
trade. It was a victory known the
world over. He had persevered
despite death threats, chronic
illness and the long war against
Napoleon’s France. Yet
Wilberforce was no dour, stodgy
icon. Rather, friends and family
were hard put to adequately
describe his winsome personality.
Historian Sir James Mackintosh
perhaps said it best: ‘I never saw
anyone who touched life at so
many points.’ Mackintosh was
commenting three years before

Wilberforce’s death. He had,
along with so many others,
witnessed Wilberforce’s
unceasing charitable interests. A
conservative estimate puts the
number of these at seventy.
Educational reform, better
working conditions in factories,
legislation for the poor and
public health initiatives—these
and many more had been the
focus of his parliamentary life.

Mackintosh had also known
the character of the man—as at
ease with children as with
statesmen—and whose natural
eloquence was described by
Prime Minister William Pitt as
‘the greatest I have ever known.’

Wilberforce’s last victory
came two days before his death.
At long last, slavery itself would
be abolished throughout Britain’s
colonies. His legacy lives on
today. Colleges and universities
bear his name. For kings,
presidents and many others, his
life remains a beacon—
representative of a
persistent and genuine
commitment to
principled leadership.
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Meet William Wilberforce

Facing page: The Wilberforce memorial statue, located in the front garden of
the Wilberforce House Museum, Hull. ‘England owes to him the

reformation of manners. The world owes to him the abolition of slavery’
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