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In this short address I will consider some of the issues that arise out of the creation in Liverpool of the International Slavery Museum. In particular I want to consider the Museum in the context of the theme of this conference, tourism.
           1.  The story of Liverpool
The town was founded officially by King John, in the year 1207, and a castle was built there in 1237. Three hundred years later there were still fewer than 1000 people living in the town, but by the late 17th century Liverpool’s trade was expanding rapidly. The growth became an explosion during the 19th century until by 1850 Liverpool’s trade was twice the size of London’s, and more than half that of the whole of the UK.
Liverpool was the world marketplace for cotton and grain, led the world in insurance, was dominant in a number of manufacturing industries, and, between 1830 and 1930, was the gateway to the USA, Canada, Australia and New Zealand, with 9 million emigrants flooding through the port from Britain, Ireland and Europe.
By the beginning of the 20th century Liverpool was the second city of the British Empire – the greatest and richest empire the world has ever seen – its population having grown by 1000% during the 19th century, to stand at ¾ million. Its dock system, seven miles of granite walling, was the envy of the world. It was one of the busiest ports in the world, conducting one third of the export trade and one quarter of the import trade of the whole of Britain.
Liverpool owned one third of British shipping, and one seventh of the total registered shipping in the world. The great shipping lines such as Cunard and White Star, owners of superships like Mauritania, Lusitania, Acquitania, and Titanic, were Liverpool companies.
After 200 years of uninterrupted growth which created architecture which is the envy of other British cities – the whole city centre is now a World Heritage Site – Liverpool’s prosperity was at its height in the 1930s. But then economic decline set in, especially after the Second World War.
Liverpool achieved a new kind of fame in the 1960s when the Beatles took the world by storm, and a little later when Liverpool Footbal Club became one of sport’s great global brands, but only very recently have the city’s fortunes shown lasting signs of economic recovery.
           2.  Liverpool and the English Slave Trade

My museum service, National Museums Liverpool, is a national institution funded by the British government. We run eight museums and art galleries, and employ more than 600 staff. We welcome in excess of 2.5 million visitors per year, a number which is rising. We hold world-class collections of art, science, natural history, ethnography, archaeology and maritime history as a result of the city’s former incredible wealth. We are unique among British national museums both in covering a vast range of subjects in our collections, and in not being based in a capital city.
In August 2007, during the year to celebrate the bicentenary of the abolition of the British slave trade, National Museums Liverpool opened the doors to the International Slavery Museum. Why?
Because during its 200 glory years, there an aspect of Liverpool history which cast a long shadow. Liverpool’s heart of darkness is that the city was once the slaving capital of the world, raised to a stupendous level of prosperity through the profits of trading in enslaved African men, women and children.
In the period between about 1500 and 1870, millions of Africans, no-one knows exactly how many, were enslaved and transported across the Atlantic Ocean by Europeans – Portuguese, Spanish, Dutch, British, French and others – who needed a labour force to work in their American colonies. This labour force was put to work in the production of cocoa, grapes, olives, wheat, cotton and tobacco, in goldmines and in sugarcane fields.
John Hawkins may have been the first Englishman to get involved in the African slave trade in the mid-sixteenth century – he carried off 1,200 Africans into slavery on voyages to Sierra Leone in 1562-79 – but it was not until the middle of the 17th century that the English became regular participants in the trade in African people.
By the end of the 17th century the English were the largest traffickers in slaves in the western world, shipping on average 6-8,000 enslaved Africans a year to the Americas. This figure grew to perhaps 45,000 a year after 1750. In the early days the English slave trade was dominated by merchants in London and Bristol. However, they were soon overtaken by Liverpool.
The first known Liverpool slaver was the Liverpool Merchant, which left the port on 3 October 1699 and carried 20 Africans to Barbados. Thereafter during the 18th century, over 5,000 slave ships departed from Liverpool. 
By 1800 the city controlled 80% of the British slave trade, and over 40% of the European slave trade, with the largest fleet of slave ships in the history of the trade. Between 1795 and 1804 alone, Liverpool port authorities cleared nearly 1,100 ships for the triangular trade.
When the British campaign to abolish the slave trade began in the 1780s, opposition in the town was strong, though there were some local abolitionists, notably William Roscoe, a great benefactor of Liverpool’s museums and art galleries.
Even after the abolition of the English slave trade in 1807 Liverpool merchants continued to supply trade goods to Spanish and Portuguese slavers. They also continued to import West Indian sugar and rum and American tobacco and, especially, raw cotton from the southern states, the production of which was dependent on enslaved Black labour until 1865.
The importance to Liverpool’s economy of cotton explains why the city’s support for the Confederate cause in the American Civil War was so strong, and why the final act of the American Civil War (the surrender of the Confederate raider Shenandoah) took place in Liverpool. Moreover, Liverpool came to dominate all British trade with West Africa, a dominance which endured until after the Second World War.
3.  The International Slavery Museum

The International Slavery Museum is a bona fide British national museum in terms of its legal status, but it is an international museum because it deals with a truly international, intercontinental story. The museum covers Liverpool history, African history, Caribbean history and other histories, and profound legacies in all these places. The International Slavery Museum is also a museum of dialogue and debate.
The public display galleries which opened in August 2007 contain extensive and important African and slavery collections to help examine the slave trade itself, including assessing the vitality and complexity of West Africa prior to the coming of European slavers, the horrors of the Middle Passage, the fate of the enslaved people in the Americas, and, of course, the never-ending fight for freedom.
However, we go beyond the history to consider the many modern legacies of the slave trade – diversity, brotherhood, creativity, vitality, endurance, new international demographics, as well as racism, hostility, discrimination and civil and human rights, and the economic condition of Africa, and of the Caribbean - issues are the true core of what we call ‘intangible heritage’. We consider issues of freedom – what does freedom mean to us? How can we protect freedom? What does the future hold? There can surely be no more significant questions than these in the world today.
We challenge our visitors, and we hope no one leaves our galleries without a greater understanding of, and a heightened sensitivity to the functioning of contemporary society, and to global relations. Our hope is that the galleries help create new feelings of tolerance, of respect, and perhaps of healing and reconciliation.
In the near future, subject to funding, we intend to expand the public offer and create an education centre where the scope for exhibitions and performances will be expanded, and where we intend to broaden the scope of the International Slavery Museum beyond that of transatlantic slavery and its legacies. 
The Museum will operate in the field of human rights, and where on a community, gender, national, racial or religious level, people are denied respect, freedom and equality, and where people’s basic human rights are abused, then these scenarios are part of the International Slavery Museum’s broader remit.
We envision, therefore, that issues such as child labour, sex trafficking, the social, economic and political condition of many developing countries (eg in SE Asia), the plight of indigenous peoples in some developed countries (eg the USA, Australia), racial prejudice and intolerance in many countries, are all subjects which will fall within the remit of the International Slavery Museum.
In terms of tourism, in a current briefing document on the International Slavery Museum we state that we intend to position the Museum in terms of regional tourism strategies, and that it is “a remarkable and unique addition to the cultural assets” of North West England.
We do this because we have no doubt whatsoever that this is a fit and proper subject for tourists – indeed, our main visitor thrust for the Museum, unusually for National Museums Liverpool, is tourists. This is a hugely important and relevant subject about which we feel very strongly, and we want as big an audience as possible for the dialogues that take place within the International Slavery Museum.
Interestingly, not everyone agrees with us. There remains an undercurrent of opposition to the Museum which is manifest in various ways. There is, of course, the openly racist opposition to be found on some right wing websites, and occasionally among the comments made directly within the museum itself. This was expected, and we tend regard such attacks as an indication that our messages are powerful. Here are extracts from a couple of letters sent to the local press to give a flavour of some views expressed before the International Slavery Museum actually opened:
“The TUC’s call for a Day of Remembrance of the slave trade again brought out the politically correct, self-appointed interpreters of Liverpool’s historical connection with slave trading. As usual, they were afforded publicity for incorrect claims and emotive fantasy, despite the most recent revelations that this was a joint venture between Africans and Europeans.

We were once more treated to the views of the usual “rent-a-conscience” crowd, ever ready to disparage Liverpool’s past as a great trading city. Even at its height, the “African Trade” – as it was known – accounted for less than 10% of Liverpool’s overall trade. It is time it was acknowledged that the originators of the slave trade and its main facilitators were African…The main buyers were Arabs, and today the trade persists; not in Liverpool, but in Africa, and those involved are still Arab traders and Africans.”
“Is the proposed Transatlantic Slavery Centre…overkill? The Museum
already has an extensive Slavery Gallery in its basement, so why does this section have to be expanded further? While the debate on slavery and its historic significance for Liverpool is a subject that should not be shied from, isn’t this latest development by National Museums Liverpool getting out of proportion? Having been down-trodden itself by so many over the last 30 years, the curators of Liverpool’s heritage seem determined to add to our poor self-esteem.”
And there we have one of the issues often confronted by museums which deal in “dark” subjects like slavery – resistance from people who would prefer their museums to promote positive views of a place rather than explore a subject which might be at best uncomfortable and unflattering, at worst horrifying.
Earlier this year the refusal of the Friends of National Museums Liverpool to provide financial support for the International Slavery Museum was the final straw which caused us to terminate our relationship with that body. It was clear to us that among the reasons for refusing support was, at best, a resentful view that the Museum was not casting Liverpool in a good light.
Dark subjects can cause uncertainty among those whose job it is to develop tourism – they are torn between recognising that tourists may be sufficiently sophisticated to want to know the truth about subjects like concentration camps, slavery and genocide, and their stock-in-trade, which is to sell a place as some kind of tourist utopia. 

Only the other day someone said to me that in the North West of England we have for many years been selling the Lake District as somewhere beautiful, warm and sunny rather than as it really is – beautiful, cold and rainy…and this is a habit which can be hard to break.
It has not been easy to raise money for the International Slavery Museum from certain sources which have been generous to National Museums Liverpool for other schemes. Recently, a degree of schizophrenia has been  evidenced in that the Museum, despite being ranked as very high priority in a tourism organisation’s Destination Management Plan, appears not to be in line to be recommended for a capital development grant. 

In the USA the development of fully-fledged slavery museums has been blighted by the difficulty of raising funds for such a controversial area. Doubtless the election of a President of African descent will raise hopes in this respect.
And yet, since opening 15 months ago the International Slavery Museum has been remarkably successful, attracting well over half a million visitors and receiving wonderful reviews and commentary from the likes of The Rev Jesse Jackson, the British Secretary of State for Culture, Media and Sport and a host of other dignitaries, many of them of African descent.

In terms of tourist appeal, 58% of these visitors were from outside Merseyside (ie the immediate area) with over half of those from outside the North West region, including 12% from overseas. 23% were on a holiday or short break in Merseyside.

There is no doubt that there is an appetite for a museum such as this, and quite simply, those who believe that the presentation of “dark” subjects somehow brings a place into tourist disrepute, are deluded. This kind of view underestimates the capacity of tourists to be able to assimilate complex and difficult, sometimes disturbing, ideas and stories about a place. Not all tourists are in search only of sun, sea and sand.
