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Steve Binns - Rushton Lecture
It is an honour, and a privilege to be giving a lecture today on one of my own personal heroes Mr Edward Rushton. I attended the Wavertree School for the Blind in Liverpool; the school that he founded, or was the main founder of a small group back in 1791. 
It’s always been essential for people, especially when young, to have their heroes and heroines - whether they be sporting, musical or political.
I attended Mr Rushton’s school in the 1960’s. The education was good – they taught me braille, and a love of literature and history. I will not say cruelty, although my first headmistress was one to beat children who returned from school homesick; we were boarders and had to stay there for the majority of the year. There wasn’t much to love about and the vague feeling we had about Rushton was a feeling I suppose that made him my hero - a feeling of resistance.
There was a story - probably not true, but we believed it, that he’d attended the school just after its foundation and found that the staff were having better food than the students and had made them transfer that food so that the students had better conditions. It did not matter whether it could be proved or not. We believed it. He stayed in my mind certainly.
I believe that Mr Bill Hunter’s book, Forgotten Hero, was wrong in only one very minor point, and a very creditable book it was - I’m not sure he is “forgotten”. He remains with us; after all, he has his entry in the Dictionary of National Biography - he’s even on Wikipedia which must be a way of suggesting the notable versus those who are not. So, he has his place.
I will talk about his life today and deal with certain aspects of it which are open to debate and discussion. Now, Mr Rushton was born in Liverpool, in the area of now of North John Street on the 13th of November 1756. To put that in context - 2 years after the Liverpool Town Hall opened, where I carry out most of my day to day work, and indeed the year of Liverpool’s first newspaper.
He attended the Free School from the age of 6 to 9 years of age. This was a very curious institution that had been set up by an early endowment of money, but came to an end at the beginning of the 19th century. I am not certain how boys got into the school, but certainly obviously Rushton was accepted. His father, Thomas Rushton, appears to have had some money and resources for he helped Edward several times in his later life. But there seemed to be a second marriage in the family with which Rushton Junior was not really approving. 
At the age of 11, he was apprenticed to Watt & Gregson, who as the Wikipedia and the Dictionary of National Biography entry puts it, were traders in the West Indies. Well, we now know of course what they were trading in; they were buying and selling people. By 1750, Liverpool was the main European port for the African Slave Trade. It could make people from nothing, into millionaires in their terms. They would buy into individual voyages in 64th’s or 32 or 16th’s, and then receive the profit accordingly. Three good voyages could make you a rich individual; three good voyages might make you a captain of a slave ship at 18 or 19 years of age. It was a powerful institution in Liverpool.
He was apprenticed at 11, and must have taken many early voyages from the African coast to the West Indian islands. It is certain that Watt & Gregson were slavers; they were connected to a man called John Manesty; one of the toughest of the slavers in our town, who may have given Rushton the advice that they are not people – “think of them as property”, “think of them as logs of wood, or any other commodity, and you won’t worry about it anymore, young man” he may have said.
By the age of 14 or 15, Rushton must have made several voyages across the Atlantic. There are stories, and many of these stories come from William Shepherd, a member of the circle of friends gathered around Rushton and the poet William Roscoe. So some of the stories are interesting and notable, but need some examination. For instance, the story at 16, when they’re returning home to Liverpool on an inbound voyage and they must have hit stormy weather – no surprise there, and the captain and crew are about to abandon the ship and Mr Rushton, young Mr Rushton, takes the helm and guides the ship safe home.
Now, a story like that, gathers momentum. Once somebody’s said that an individual steadied the ship, as you might say, stop them from abandoning it, it won’t be long before somebody says that he actually guided it home. So what we need to believe from this story, even if it were not entirely accurate, what we need to believe is that when the ship was in trouble he, this young man, was the calmest man on board and able, as we say, to take the helm.
Now, we know that he was promoted to second mate because of this; that puts him third in line behind the captain. Now, because of the desperate nature of the Slave Trade, and of course, the shocking mortality rate among the slaves, while it’s not easy to have sympathy for those people who served and worked on the slave ships, many of them were ordinary people and just found a ship. I do not make any excuse for them of course, but there were mortality rates among the sailors as well, and so if you could stomach the wicked trade, you could as I said earlier be a captain or a certainly a second mate by 17 or 18 years of age.
Now, when they were sailing to Dominica in the West Indies, on a slightly later voyage, there was an outbreak of Ophthalmia. This eye disease was very common in the 18th Century and later, and very contagious. To some extent, it stuck the eyelid to the eye itself. Now, the descriptions of what happened to Rushton agree on one thing. He understood the situation the slaves were in and sneaked one dictionary, and he uses that word, food and water to them. The fact that he took food and water to those people means that he could not accept the warning and judgement of his peers, of Manesty and Gregson and others. ‘Treat them like cargo; treat them like logs of wood or any other commodity.’ – He could not do that. He had seen through that, realised that they were people like us and that he had gone to their assistance; it is not surprising therefore, being so near the slaves. Now that is another interesting point – many of the people who would have taken food and water to the slaves would have thrown it down to them, staying away as far as possible. The fact that he was nearer to them does presume that there was a nearer contact than just dumping stuff down the hatch to where these poor people were being penned in these wicked interiors with hardly any space at all.
Now, we come to another interesting story where in the entry on Wikipedia and in the Dictionary of National Biography there is a situation where he is reprimanded by the Captain and there is a charge of mutiny and he is placed in irons which is the equivalent of being placed in prison on board ship. Now, what did he say? Well I doubt whether he walked up to him and said “You’re a wicked hound, why have you got those people down there? They are like us?” No, he probably said “Why do we keep them in such terrible conditions when so many of them die before we reach the West Indies where if we could keep them alive by letting them on to the deck each day and they would survive and we would be able to sell them. He may have said that - he wouldn’t have said that a few years later.  But as a young second mate of 17 or 18, and remember the powers that these captains had; to some extent they had the power to execute, never mind put you in the ship’s prison.
So, what he said to the captain we cannot actually say. But certainly, he came home on that voyage as a semi-prisoner. This decision, the action that he saw on the ship, the behaviour towards the slaves makes Rushton into an abolitionist; that is of course, somebody who wants to oppose the slave trade in every breath of his body. 
He comes back to Liverpool with no sight in his right eye and a cataract type of condition in his left. Now how blind Rushton is or was is a matter of debate – I can only tell you what my feeling is. I believe that he had enough vision, residual vision for instance to walk across a room avoiding tables and going round obstacles. So that means he would get very near to something and then walk by it or walk past it. That is only a hunch; I have no more evidence for this than the evidence that we have available of the condition. 
As to reading, we know later in life that he hires boys for reading. Well you could assume that he had no sight, but you might assume that he might only be able to read for 5 or 10 minutes and then his eyes would become far too strained and tired to continue. The fact that he works as a book seller later in his life, not particularly successful apparently, may well mean that he could read the title of a book but not the book itself because obviously the title would be in larger and more outstanding print. Of course, they did not have the facility for improving the size of print that we would have today. Often he would be reading handwriting, so it’s a hunch of mine that he had a small, quite small amount of vision. I do not believe he was, by the modern definition, totally blind. Even today, out of all of those people with a visual impairment, only 4% like myself have no sight at all. 
But imagine this; a young man in dispute with his captain comes back to Liverpool with a condition, dreadfully contagious, for which at that time there was no particular cure, the family situation has changed; there appears to have been a remarriage as I said, to which he was not approving. Comes back and has to try for work. We know he starts to read philosophy and politics, every book he can get he hires boys who must have been quite young, and how they were able to manage the kind of material he was reading, it is hard to understand. These would not be simple books. With no ability to write, no braille system, no system of retention of information, Mr Rushton must have had a remarkable memory. His depth of general knowledge is mentioned by many people that he met, and many people that he dealt with later in his life. He also appears to have dictated to the boys who helped him as well – that must have been extremely difficult. 
In 1782, Rushton publishes his first poem on empire, critical of aspects of Britain’s rule in America; the war of independence in America was coming to an end at this time. One of the incidents, rightly for which Rushton is so famous, what you might call one of those moments where David takes on Goliath - was his letter to George Washington, first president of the United States made 1789 to 1796, when he writes to him in a glorious letter congratulating on his victory, against his own country remember, and asking him “Why don’t you use your influence to free the slaves?”. Of course, Washington held slaves himself. So did Thomas Jefferson, the 3rd president of the United States. Nearly all of the early presidents of the United States held slaves, they were, in their legal terms entitled to do so. He also sent the same type of letter to Thomas Paine, the author of The Rights of Man; a great pioneer of progress you might call him, asking him if he would use his influence in opposing the slave trade. 
No matter what Jefferson wrote in the American Declaration of Independence all those high words and brave comments about equality reminds us to say that from the very foundation of that country, a whole section of its population were legally and in their terms rightfully enslaved, and Mr Rushton opposed that. Of course, he never received a reply to his letter. There are some people who are not certain whether Washington read the letter himself. His secretary did, but it’s not certain. He probably was informed in a rather joking way. I’m afraid to tell you that Washington would hardly have been able to understand the letter. The way that he would have thought was dismissive. What he believed about slaves was similar to the view of many people in Liverpool who had worked in the trade. 
Rushton had married Isabelle Rain in the early 1780s and they had 5 children, I think, although there are some people who give a different number. I can’t imagine that Rushton was always the easiest person to live with. People of his stature and type may not be so. I suspect that she was always nervous about where their next bread, where their next meal was coming from. He tried a bookshop; he was the editor of a newspaper The Liverpool Herald which didn’t last very long. There was an argument over what we would call a political editorial, he fell out with his partner and resigned. There was a tavern which his father gave him the money to set up, if in doubt start a pub, it’s always been the way. That did not work so well either. So there she is trying to keep the family together when he’s trying all sorts of different careers with a turbulent politics about him, argumentative I suspect, while she’s trying to keep food on the table and clothes on the children’s back.
It always must be hard for the partners of what you might call impatient revolutionaries. Let’s now look at the general scene, and let’s choose 1789 – the date of the beginning of the French Revolution. Now let’s imagine it this way, there could not have been many people who did not want to see the back of the French, as they call it, ancient regime – they had treated their people most wickedly. There could not have been that many people who weren’t glad to see the abdication of the Tsar of Russia in 1917. There could not have been that many people, who were not glad to see Charles the 1st powers reduced during the English Civil War in the 17th century, but the train goes along the track and where do you get off? That is the question.
All the people who greeted those revolutions and indeed the ones in recent years within the Middle East and other countries, what happens next when the sparks fly upwards where will they land? Was it the terror of the guillotine? Or Stalin’s camps? Who can say? The thing is about Rushton he was one of the last ones to get off the train. He was still convinced of the rightness of the revolution, when many other people had decided that it had all gone too far and it had all gone wrong. In English terms, let me put it another way, many of those people who believed in Cromwell’s victory during the Civil War, and who believed that King Charles’ powers should be reduced, would still have been unhappy when the king was executed  himself. Many people in France who wanted the revolution would have been unhappy at the execution of Louis the 16th and his queen Marie Antoinette. It is the thing about revolution; it is a part of resistance, part of our lives but it cannot be controlled once it begins. 
My early fascination with Rushton was because he resisted, if it was France, if it was social conditions in Britain, if it was the Irish Rebellion in 1798, if it was the Russian’s occupation of Poland later – all of those things he spoke about. He had a very wide canvas of resistance. If you had a meeting on a windswept night where everybody else is watching the football or Strictly or the 18th century equivalents, if you wanted a speaker at your meeting, he was your man. He was your man in a tight corner, who would speak about anything to anyone, but it couldn’t have been easy for his friends or his opponents.
So let us imagine this then, we are in the 1790s, the abolitionist movement is underway to end the slave trade. A man called Thomas Clarkson, the great abolitionist, came to Liverpool to gain information to give to the House of Commons who were taking evidence on the slave trade. Who did he go to? Rushton; to meet the witnesses, to speak to the lads who’d worked on the ships, to speak to young fellas who were actually doing the slaving. Clarkson couldn’t find them, he had to speak to somebody who knew them, who knew the waterfront, who knew who was who and Rushton was the man. He credits him with gaining the information.
Now, to oppose slavery in certain parts of the country would be safe enough, but to oppose it in Liverpool was a very dangerous thing to do. I’m trying to think of a modern cheerful example - going into an Everton pub in a Liverpool kit, or going into a Liverpool pub in an Everton kit on derby day. I know it’s obviously not the same of course it isn’t, but I’m just trying to emphasize that opposition is one thing but opposition in some places is a lot harder to deal with than it is in others.
So, to be an abolitionist in Liverpool was a dangerous business. And the group of people who might have met at The Literary and Philosophical Society of which Mr Rushton was a member, where they discussed these matters, would be a group of very different men. William Roscoe the poet, now he opposed slavery, but his poetry is theoretical – not as easy to read, it doesn’t hit you in the chest, it doesn’t hit you in the face, it doesn’t say “it’s wrong don’t do it”, it kind of waivers around the subject, it gets the message across but it also takes an economic view that says Liverpool can do just as well without the slave trade.
So, this group agrees on those measures. But slowly but surely, as the French Revolution begins to fail, as the British government becomes more and more resistant to progress, we’ll come to that in a moment, this group starts to fracture and break up. It would be like the left in my own city thirty years ago, when sometimes comrades on the left had worse arguments with their own comrades than they did with their Conservative opponents. It drove many of us out of politics at that time and slowly but surely friendships must have come under strain. 
And what the government was doing at that time has not been mentioned enough in the background of Rushton’s life. Once again, in our age of free speech and social media and Facebook and posters on walls, well we can say not what we like but we can say a great deal about our government and our rulers, at least in some countries in our world. But in the 1790s, a meeting of more than 3 or 4 people would be considered seditious, would be considered dangerous, you could be jailed for it, you could be transported for it that is sent to another part of the world. You could be executed for it, although I must say in the 1790s, it did not always come to that.
Most of the groups, they might call themselves ‘Corresponding Societies’, most of the groups stopped meeting. The Liverpool Society, stopped meeting. It all got too dangerous for them.  England was at war in 1793, with France, not Napoleon at that point, but with Napoleon once he became First Consul in 1799. And a country at war, what do they say? The first casualty of war is truth. And slowly, people started to desert the French Revolution, get behind their country as they did in 1914. And Rushton finds himself on a lonely platform. I don’t think this area has been dealt with enough, probably because the evidence is not secure and cannot be proven. But his politicals were much more, let’s put it in modern terms, were much more to the left than the majority of his friends. Much more radical than the majority of people who were with him who opposed the government, and that I think is how we have to deal with him. There must have been tension within his group politically; presumably there was family tension as well because he was trying to earn a living for the children and Isabelle. 
Something must have been successful though, maybe the books, we’re not certain. Book shops were always a great talking shop in those days. Indeed, and many of them were banned in the 1790s, but it may well be, judging by the education of the children and the school he was able to send some of them to, in one way or another he appeared in the 1790s to have had some success and the family seems to have been in a slightly better condition. As the 1790s draw on, and the war intensifies with France, there were very few people left who were able to stay with the Revolution.  
As the 19th Century draws on, we hear less about Rushton’s life; he published his West Indian Eclogues - a remarkable series of poems, which I only was able to read recently when they were put into braille for me. What amazed me about them was how easy they were to read. How much more ‘in your face’ they were, to use the modern expression, than say the poems of Mr Roscoe. How much more demanding they were, how much more political they were than other people’s poems. And it was fascinating to read them, there could be no mistake in them, you could understand why ordinary people found them exciting. Not many people would have been able to read them at that time, but they were quotable and they were mentionable and they were good! They were an exciting read.
I want to come on to the founding of the school now, I have mentioned it earlier. But it appears that Rushton was helping what the Dictionary of National Biography calls ‘blind paupers’, and in 1791, with the Reverend Dannett and others, they founded the school. There is an earlier one in France but many people have suggested that the French school was not continuous because of the vagaries of French history and the Wavertree School was continuous although it changed venues on many occasions. He certainly took a great part in the early years of the school. 
Sometimes it was said of him, that once he founded something he left it to others and then moved on to something else. But that was probably the type of man he was, many of us at the school still believed it was him who might be helpful to us when others would not. So that was one of his later projects.
At the beginning of the 19th century, a doctor called Gibson who was often in Manchester, had suggested a way by which part of Mr Rushton’s sight could be restored. I will not give you the details of the operation – needles and eyes don’t go so well together and it will make any listener squirm. The operation took place in 1807, and as one of the entries put it, for the first time in 30 years, Mr Rushton saw his wife and children. It may well be though, that the first thing that Rushton reached for when his sight returned was his books - I can imagine that he would have gone to his library first. 
I cannot think that his later life was easy. I think he must have been to some extent disillusioned. The way that history went was not in his favour. The end of the French Revolution, the Battle of Waterloo, although a military victory for our country by its brave fighting soldiers, was really a triumph of reactionary governments all over Europe. In fact in 1814, you could say they were just as far back as they were before 1789. Nearly all of the more progressive governments had been removed. Europe had been parcelled out at the Congress of Vienna as if it was a box of bricks by the big powers. Big powers were bullying small nations all over the place just as they were then, just as they are now.
He must have been, I think, disappointed with the way it was going. Parliament was still unreformed; Cornwall had 52 MP’s and hardly anybody; there were towns of 100,000 with no MP; there were places where nobody lived that had members of Parliament. In 1811, Isabelle died and one of his daughters, that was only 3 years before the end of Rushton’s life. He died of a stroke again in November in 1814, the year before the Battle of Waterloo.
How relevant then, is Rushton’s life now? As relevant or even more so than it was all of those years ago. As a teenager, I fascinated myself with those who resisted as I have said, Rushton being one of them. An extraordinary anarchist called ‘Six fingers’ who held off a whole Spanish regiment before the Civil War in the 1930s, anybody who stood up against anybody was a friend of mine. But when you’re young, that’s how it is. 
It’s only later when you start to think about the consequences of resistance, about the consequences of taking to the streets. That is not, I think though, what Rushton would have actually done. He would have spoken on many a platform he would have marched anywhere for good and what was right. But I don’t think that he would have seen personal violence as in any way a way forward. And would probably have been concerned about what might happen if that was resorted to. But he probably also understood, that sometimes people got so desperate, they could think and act in no other way.
In these last years, this great question of what the people should do if they believe themselves to be badly governed is just as important as it appeared to be to Edward Rushton in the 18th century. My tribute to him is that he is still there within all of us. That spirit of demanding what is right, that spirit of rescuing people from desperate and difficult conditions, even sometimes at costs to ourselves. That idea of his I think, that you should do the right thing and be damned to the consequences.
 It was a brave and honourable life, and considering a word that I have not yet mentioned, considering his disability, his almost total blindness. It is almost miraculous what he achieved. I have not mentioned this aspect until very near the end of my lecture. Because I think that’s where Rushton would have put it. But to achieve what he did, at the time in which he lived, in the way that people who are blind and in other ways disabled would have been considered by their own communities – beggars at the best and sometimes worse – is miraculous and remarkable. And he, Edward Rushton, will remain with us and in our minds for as long as people demand progress and for as long as people stand up and fight and resist oppression.
Thank you.

