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Transcription of the Last Will and Testament of William Wilberforce of Hendon  

Introduction and Methodology              

The aim of this document is to provide a partial transcription of William Wilberforce’s (1759-1833) last will and Testament comprising the first two and a quarter pages.[footnoteRef:1] William Wilberforce was one of the leading figures in the abolitionist movement which sought to end the practice of slavery. He fought the institution both in his capacity as an MP and a member of the Society for Effecting the Abolition of the Slave Trade.[footnoteRef:2] Due to his stature as a historical figure, several transcriptions have been made of his papers relating to his opposition to the slave trade. A transcription though has not it seems been made of his last will and testament despite the significance it holds. The will is a significant document as it tells historians about the assets and acquaintances Wilberforce had at the time his will was made.  [1:  ‘Last Will and Testament of William Wilberforce.’ Kew, The National Archives, PROB 11/1825/373 7, pp. 1-3.  Available at: https://discovery.nationalarchives.gov.uk/details/r/D261133 (Accessed: 12th January 2021). ]  [2:  G. M. Ditchfield, ‘Society for the Purpose of Effecting the Abolition of the Slave Trade’, Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, 24th May 2007. <https://www.oxforddnb.com/view/10.1093/ref:odnb/9780198614128.001.0001/odnb-9780198614128-e-92867> [Accessed: 12th January 2021]. ] 


[bookmark: _Hlk60660645]The document is in the National Archives in Kew. More specifically it is stored in the Prerogative Court of Canterbury and related Probate Jurisdictions: Will Registers collection.[footnoteRef:3] It is stored in this collection as before the court reforms of the 1850s the ecclesiastical court system was the only judicial institution that could prove wills and oversee certain elements of probate law.[footnoteRef:4] Wilberforce’s will was proved at the Prerogative Court of Chancery of Canterbury as the contents of Wilberforce’s will automatically put it under the jurisdiction of this court instead of the sub-diocesan courts or the Prerogative Court of Chancery of York.[footnoteRef:5] Primarily this was because Wilberforce owned property in both Middlesex and Yorkshire. Officially if a will was disposing of two properties from two different counties the will had to go before the court in Canterbury instead of the other Prerogative Courts.[footnoteRef:6]  [3:  ‘Last Will and Testament of William Wilberforce.’ Kew, The National Archives, PROB 11/1825/373 7, pp. 1-3.]  [4:  The National Archives, Prerogative Court of Canterbury, and related Probate Jurisdictions: Will Registers (2021) < http://discovery.nationalarchives.gov.uk/details/r/C12122 > [Accessed: 12th January 2021].  ]  [5:  Ancestry.com, England & Wales, Prerogative Court of Canterbury Wills, 1384-1858 (2020) <https://www.ancestry.com/search/collections/5111/> [Accessed: 12th January 2021].   ]  [6:  Ancestry, 2020. ] 


In terms of methodology the transcription will be based on a methodology called semi-diplomatic transcription which is presented in the work of Bruce Durie.[footnoteRef:7] This means that this transcription will attempt to replicate the text as it is presented on the original document. The semi-diplomatic transcription method allows for the elongation of contractions and the updating of spellings. This will allow a reader to understand the transcription better than if it contained an exact transcription of Wilberforce’s will.  [7:  Bruce Durie, Understanding Documents for Genealogy and Local History (Brimscombe: The History Press, 2013), pp. 10-11. ] 


Bruce Durie’s work will also be used as the will is written in Chancery hand. Chancery hand was the only hand that legal probate documents could be written in, from at least the reigns of Kings Charles I and Charles II until the 1830s.[footnoteRef:8] Durie’s work will be used as he has included tables of various forms of chancery hand from the same period of Wilberforce’s will.[footnoteRef:9] Other wills will also be compared to Wilberforce’s so that wording patterns can be identified as other wills in the National Archive are easier to read than Mr. Wilberforce’s. In keeping with the need to maintain the authenticity of the original document this transcription has been written as if it is in one large paragraph. This is because the below transcription is presented in the same way as the text is in the original document.        [8:  Ibid., p. 11. ]  [9:  Ibid., p. 27.  ] 


The Transcription 

This is the last will and testament of William Wilberforce of Hendon in the County of Middlesex Esquire. I hereby revoke all former wills and codicils heretofore made by me. I nominate and appoint my kind and excellent friend James Stephen the Younger of Kensington in the County of Middlesex Esquire, Abel Smith of Woodhall in the County of Stafford Esquire, John Thornton of Clapham Common in the County of Surrey Esquire and Richard Spooner of Worcester Esquire as executors of this my will.[footnoteRef:10] And I direct that my funeral shall be conducted with decency but without the smallest pomp which in such a case appears to me preposterous and unseemly and that I may be interred in the family vault of my dear friend and brother-in-law James Hopken Esquire the Elder, in the church yard of Stoke Newington according to a promise made to him at his desire some years ago.[footnoteRef:11] And I do hereby give and bequeath to my dear wife Barbara Ann Wilberforce the sum of three hundred pounds to be paid to her immediately after my decease. And I do hereby bequeath to my said wife all the carriages, clocks, plate, linen, china, and other ware, pictures, wines, liquors, and household furniture of which I shall be the proprietor at the time of my death.[footnoteRef:12] And I do hereby give to said executors hereinbefore named all the books maps and pamphlets which I shall be the proprietor at the time of my death upon trust that they shall permit my said wife to select from the same two hundred volumes for her own use and benefit and then upon trust to divide the remaining part of such books and pamphlets into as many shares as shall correspond with the numbers of my sons whom I may leave surviving me and upon trust to permit each of my said sons according to his seniority of birth to select for his own use and benefit such one of the said shares as he shall think proper.[footnoteRef:13] And I do hereby leave all my manuscripts and papers with the exception only of my books of account to my son the Reverend Robert Isaac Wilberforce for his own use and benefit and whereas subsequently to my marriage with my said wife she became entitled under the will or wills of her paternal aunts or one of them or as one of the next of kin to suc[ceed] her aunts or to one of them to a certain sum of money which was received by some or one of the  brothers of my said wife in trust for her and whereas I have borrowed and applied in my own use a part of that money and the remainder is still in the possession of the brothers of my said wife or out of their account.[footnoteRef:14] And I do hereby acknowledge myself and declare that the residue of such money remaining in the possession of such brother or brothers and of said wife is her sole and separate property and is not part of any estate.[footnoteRef:15] And I do hereby direct any said executors to permit her to recover and apply the same to her own use and for her own benefit and whereas by ind[entu]re and dated the tenth day of June one thousand eight hundred and twenty eight that being the settlement made on the marriage of our son Samuel Wilberforce and Emily his wife I covenanted with my son William Wilberforce the younger and William Sergeant Esquire that my executors or debtors would within six calendar six months from the day of my decease pay to the said William Wilberforce the younger and William Sargent executors, administrators, or assigns the sum of ten thousand pounds with interest at six pounds per cent per annum from the day of my decease to be by them paid and applied upon the trusts thereby declared that it is thereby declared that the said sum of ten thousand pounds secured by my covenant as above said should be considered to be in satisfaction of any sum or sums to the extent of ten thousand pounds which the said Samuel Wilberforce might claim under any settlement on me and my wife and children or under any appointment made or to be made under any power contained in any such settlement and whereas by an indenture dated to the tenth day of January one thousand eight hundred and thirty one our being the settlement made on the marriage of my daughter Elizabeth  with the Reverend John James Clark I covenanted with my son Samuel Wilberforce and Thomas Pearce James their executors and administrators and assigns that any heirs, executors or administrators would within six calendar months after the decease of my said wife if she would survive me pay to her the said Samuel Wilberforce and Thomas Pearce James their executors or administrators or assign the sum of ten thousand pounds and also would from my decease until the said sum of ten thousand pounds should be paid pay  interest for the same at four pounds per cent per annum to be by them paid and applied upon his trust thereby declared now.[footnoteRef:16] I do hereby direct any said executors as soon as conveniently maybe after my decease to be paid unto the said William Wilberforce and William Sargent their executors administrators or assigns as such trustees of the said hereinbefore in part recited indenture of settlement of the tenth day of June one thousand eight hundred and twenty as above said and in satisfaction of any covenant therein contained the sum of ten thousand pounds and in the mean time to pay to them interest for the said sum of ten thousand pounds after the rate of five pounds per cent per annum from the day of my decease by equal half yearly payments the first of such half yearly payments to be made on the day of expiration of six calendar months from the day of my decease this I do hereby also my said executors as soon as conveniently may be after the decease of my said wife to pay into the said Samuel Wilberforce and Thomas Pearce James their executors administrators or assigns as such trustees of the said hereinbefore in part recited indenture of the settlement of the tenth day of January one thousand eight hundred thirty one as aforesaid and in satisfaction of my covenant therein contained the sum of ten thousand pounds and in the mean time to pay to them interest for the said sum of ten thousand pounds after the rate of four pounds per cent per annum from the day of my decease by equal half yearly payments the first of such half yearly payments to be made on the day of the expiration of six calendar months from my decease and I hereby also direct my said executors as soon as conveniently may be after my decease to pay unto my son Robert Isaac Wilberforce or his assigns for his or their own benefit the sum of ten thousand pounds and the mean time to pay to him or them interest for the said sum of ten thousand pounds after the rate of four pounds per cent per annum from the day of my decease by equally half yearly payments the first of such yearly half payment to be made on the day of expiration of six calendar months after my decease.[footnoteRef:17] And I do hereby also direct my said executors as soon as conveniently may be after my decease to pay unto my son Henry William Wilberforce or his assigns for his and their own use and benefit the sum of ten thousand pounds and on the mean time to pay to him or them interest for the said sum of ten thousand pounds after the rate of four pounds per cent per annum from the day of my decease by half yearly payments the first of such half yearly payments to be made on the day of the expiration of six calendar months after my decease. And I do hereby declare my will and mind to be even one of the said four several sums of ten thousand pounds ten thousand pounds ten thousand pounds and ten thousand pounds accumulated by me directed to be paid shall be considered and taken as an addition to and not as in lieu satisfaction or discharge of any sum or sums of money to which under or by virtue of the settlement made on my marriage with the said Barbara Ann my wife and other of my said children Samuel Wilberforce, Elizabeth James, Robert Isaac Wilberforce and Henry William Wilberforce is or may become entitled anything in the said two several herein before  in part recited indentured of settlements of the tenth day of June one thousand eight hundred and twenty eight and the tenth day of January one thousand eight hundred and thirty one or and or either of them or in any other instrument contained to the contrary  thereof  in anywise  notwithstanding and I declare that it is not my intention to exercise to the power given to me by my marriage settlement of appointing my wife’s fortune among my younger children.[footnoteRef:18]         [10:  ‘Last Will and Testament of William Wilberforce.’ Kew, The National Archives, PROB 11/1825/373 7, p. 1. ]  [11:  Ibid, p.1. ]  [12:  Ibid, P 1. ]  [13:  Ibid., p. 1. ]  [14:  ibid., P. 1. ]  [15:  Ibid., P. 1. ]  [16:  Ibid., pp.1-2. ]  [17:  Ibid., p. 2. ]  [18:  Ibid., p. 2-3. 
] 
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