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To the three Ws
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There was a parcel of bonga in the cold store, after all. Mr Unwin had lied. So we took it. We could hear Mr Unwin snoring as we felt our way back to the dormitory through pitch-black corridors. The three of us moved quickly but carefully. Beneath our bare feet, ice was forming on the flagstones.

William Tamba led the way. He was shivering very badly. I should never have asked him to come, really. It is well known that the African-born perform poorly in cold weather. He sweats most disgracefully throughout the school day, and is incapable of stopping his teeth from chattering. I have tried to speak to his brother about him on several occasions as his behaviour brings shame on all of our race (especially on public outings) but I fear his brother is now an imbecile, having lost his mind since first setting foot in England. Or perhaps he was an imbecile before he left home. I don’t know. It is said the family hails from Bumpe or Tikonko, or somewhere very far inland, upriver and pagan.

There was William Tamba, William Thorp and me. We passed the fat brown-paper package between us, taking sniffs and giggling as the powerful scent of smoked fish filled the dark spaces of the academy.

Will Thorp ran ahead, eased open the courtyard door and led us along shadowed walls into the dormitory. I was glad a member of the Thorp clan was with me. They are good people and he is worthy of them. Of all people, my father is most fond of the Maroons. Like most Jamaicans, Master Thorp, though young, is very versatile and determined. Perhaps they are the best of our people in Sierra Leone, though I fear the worst if they rise to governance. They would create a military state where Christ’s word would go unpreached and the English who live among us would be put to death by the sword, to be sure. And that would not do at all.

A low cheer rolled towards us from the unlit room. I could feel the expectation mounting as I lit my tiny lantern, and bodies shuffled from their bunks to surround me in the gloom. I patted the bunk above my own and shook my brother, Robert. He could sleep through Our Lord’s Second Coming.

‘Gentlemen!’ I held high the parcel. ‘I bring bonga!’

My friends went wild. They jigged and bounced about the room as silently as they could. Some of them (having no nightclothes) wear the same items day and night, saving only the collars and cuffs to wash. A greater number still (I among them) spend the night swaddled in three or more heavy blankets as well as proper cotton nightshirts and a towel or two about our heads like old maids at Northcote Road Market.

London is cold.

‘Look, look here.’ I turned the parcel’s worded side for all to see. ‘It’s from Mrs Perth, Susan’s mother. I knew she hadn’t forgotten us! See the seal and stamp of her shop?’

‘So there really was a present for us,’ Robert squealed. ‘And Mr Unwin stole it. And he lied! He lied!’

I feared he was on the verge of tears. I moved to console him as another voice declaimed, ‘We will divide the food now.’ I knew that voice – and everyone knew what it meant by ‘we’. The Caulkers. There were three of them at the academy. All as tall as they were evil. Their family were pirates, slave traders and idolaters who owned the Banana Islands off the coast of Sierra Leone. Although they were as black as any of us, in fact blacker than some, they were said to be the descendants of an Englishman who’d settled upcountry and married into local royalty two centuries before. John Caulker pushed his way towards me, brandishing a small machete. We knew that his brothers, situated at other points in the room, would be similarly armed.

I threw the package at his feet. He ripped it open and chopped the dried fish with surprisingly judicious strokes. He threw me a fish head. I passed it to Robert.

‘Line up and receive from me!’ he commanded the others. ‘You may eat now or save your share for soup,’ he added unnecesarily.

The Jamaicans (who love dried fish almost as much as they do peppers) were the first to finish. They sat and watched the rest of us like dogs. We Nova Scotia boys agreed to eat half now and pool the remainder for a Sunday stew. All the African-born (after taking a discreet nibble here and there) handed their share to the Caulkers and returned to their beds.



I was woken by my brother tugging at my shoulder. He was moaning and appeared unable to talk. ‘What is it, Robert? Speak.’ He groaned all the more deeply. From all sides now I could discern similar sounds, and worse, wet burps, wetter farts, and splashes.

‘Robert?’ I felt for his face. His cheeks ballooned. The mind of man is remarkable in its recognition of and reaction to the presence of danger, but I was not fast enough to evade the first jet of vomit and it shot against my ear as I turned away all too late. Robert howled like a demon and produced a second and a third stream. A splatterfall on the floor added to a rising stench in the room, confirming that his body was expelling the evil from both exits. But I could not help him for already I could feel my own bowels bubble and tighten before rocketing their addition to the noxious effluent pooling the room.

All around the room, those that could had lit their lanterns. I wish they had not. It was a scene from hell. Writhing half in and half out of our bunks, some of us spinning on the floor like tops, all who had eaten of Mrs Perth’s fish were doubly spraying.

We cried. Cried for the wasted fish, cried for our sweating sickness in that unheated winter room, we cried for our mothers far off in Africa. And we cried because footsteps from the corridor, staggered clomping footsteps, were getting closer … and we all knew what that would bring. Mr Unwin.

He stood illuminated in the doorway. Black nightshirt, blue chin, double candlestick and black hat. ‘Ye filthy animals!’ he roared in a voice strangely big for his body. He pinched his nostrils and staggered back. ‘Accursed race! Have you no shame? Cleanse yourselves, O sons of Africa! Be cleansed!’ He flung his hands at us like a conjuror seeking to banish us from sight and memory. He screamed for the house-servants, ‘Mary, Maggie, bring water, brushes and mops aplenty. Fever’s afoot! Hurry now!’ Unwin stood there scrutinizing us as a watcher of the skies through an eyeglass spies a new and baleful star.

I heard the clang and splish of full water buckets left outside our door. ‘You’ll clean yourselves. This is no work for good Christian women. A thief abides amongst ye and on the morrow one of you will pay dearly for this infraction.’ His stare rested on each of us for a moment longer than was comfortable.



Seven thousand and two hundred seconds passed before our stomachs and bowels were truly voided of the poison. We set to work – that is to say, everyone except the Caulkers, myself and Robert. The Caulkers paid Henry Fantimance and Adam Naimbana to clean for them. I don’t remember who cleaned for us but they were paid at a better rate, I’m sure. The proper rate for their labour, as is our family way. So well were they paid that Robert and I even had clean, dry linen to wear when we arose for church later that morning.

We marched in silence across Clapham Common. We knew one or more of us would suffer a beating tomorrow for last night’s antics. I sought to raise our spirits by mocking William Tamba. The day before, while playing a ball game, he claimed to have seen a black man in the bushes beyond the ponds when he went to retrieve a lost ball. Apparently, the fellow was just crouching down in the bushes with the ball. He spoke Mande to him as well as English.

‘Where was your mad Mande man again, William?’ I began.

‘There was a man over there.’ He pointed vaguely at a line of bushes nearby.

‘A man?’

‘He was talking to me.’

‘Talking to you, eh?’

‘Yes, in Mande language.’

‘A Mande-speaking man in Clapham?’

‘He was a black man from our country. He was watching us play football.’

‘Where is he, then?’ I pretended to scan the horizon. ‘Where is this strange fellow?’

‘He passed me the ball and said hello to me. In Mande language. He has gone away now.’

‘Back to Sierra Leone, yes?’

‘No, back to the bushes.’

I patted his face and went back to my place in the line.

‘We’ll look for him after church, shall we? I feel we need more black people in this sad little village, don’t you?’ I said loudly.

Everyone cheered at that until we were ordered to be silent and remember we represented the school.

I believe the English dislike worship. They spend so little time in the house of the Lord. Back home everyone (except some Maroon folk, of course) can be found in church all day every Sunday giving thanks and praise to the point of exhaustion. Here the practice is to pass less than two hours in the company of the Most High. It is a wonder they are so blessed.

But we too are blessed. We owe our family’s survival and success not just to frugality, industry and thrift, but above all to the intervention of Our Lord. I prayed then: for Mother and Father, that their businesses may prosper and Father’s ministry continue. I gave thanks for the courage and fortitude that led them out of slavery to claim their freedom, first in icy Canada where I was born, then back to our African motherland from whence we were so brutally torn. I offered a prayer for His Majesty, the King. Long may his wise counsel prevail. Prayers were also due to the rector of this church, Reverend Venn, and others in the congregation – Mr Wilberforce and Mr Macaulay – who agitate in places of influence for the freedom of our people. I prayed for our young ladies out of sight. (I could hear them singing in the upper gallery, their voices clearer and richer than the white people. Or perhaps they, like we, sang loudly to keep warm.) We see very little of them now they receive education at Battersea Rise. It is as if we are deliberately kept apart, which is a shame as Susan is the daughter of Mary Perth, one of our leading citizens and our bonga benefactress. The other girls are from the interior.

For Mr Unwin I invoked a curse. His beery breath rolled over my shoulder carrying slurred words and Northland intonations. I asked that his punishment tomorrow would not fall too heavily upon the younger boys who fear him. He is an ugly man with no love for our young people. Death will come for him soon. Of this I am certain.

I fashioned a second curse, this time for the shopkeepers of Camberwell who supplied the crowd in that dreadful village with rotten fruit to hurl at us as we attended St Giles’ church a week ago today. Some of the English are lower than animals. Guests in our country would never be treated in such a manner.

All too soon, with barely time for some scant and insincere readings and teachings, we were back outside in the fresh, frosty air of the Common.

The London newsheets report that our presence in this parish has increased the congregation tenfold. I can believe this. Reverend Venn is a clever, but uninspiring preacher and upon our arrival some years ago there were seldom more than two score men and women in attendance. Now I regularly count above one hundred and forty heads, most of them are outsiders, totally unknown to me. Some arrive with sketchpads. They while away the sermons rendering our African profiles. Others elect to be seated in proximity to us. They beam. I hear say there is a market in such pews.

There is never enough time to pray as I would like. Never time to pray for everyone. As usual I was silent as we marched in ranks back to the academy. This was when I offered my final prayer every Sunday. The prayer I could never mouth in any church. I prayed for our dear departed brother, Patrick. Brave, tender, clever Patrick, who was taken from us at such an early age. I know he cannot be made flesh again so I ask God for a vision, or a dream, of how it would be if the three of us – Patrick, Robert and me – were students here together. Three brothers strong. Like the Caulkers. But just two of us walk this earth, and so it must remain.

Because I killed Patrick. In anger.
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London, 16th January 1800



My dearest Father,

I trust this letter finds you in the best of health. I am given to understand that your Christian missions upriver are flourishing and that your timber business continues to forge links of commerce between our country and this. All of us here get regular news about home from Robert. I do believe he has spent the larger part of his money on newspapers and correspondence from all quarters of the globe. He seems to have the news of the world at his fingertips and he brings us much joy, although his choice of companions leaves much to be desired and causes me to wish he would devote more attention to human nature rather than printed matter. Lately he has befriended the mad Tamba boy, William (who has taken to imagining a strange black man lurking in the bushes around the school – speaking Mande, apparently). Moreover, he has accepted an invitation to accompany him to dine at the home of Sir Thomas Manton at Stratford. Sir Thomas is a spice and wood importer. His influence, I fear, may be disadvantageous to our own family’s enterprises along the Rio Pongo. I will accompany Robert on this journey to ensure he does nothing to disgrace the family or imperil our prospects. This is a strange country. Here a fool like William, who cannot even spoon soup correctly, is addressed as ‘Your Highness’ simply on account of his father being a chief, whereas those like ourselves who have little land, but are schooled in all the social graces are treated as commoners. Very odd.

It is my unfortunate duty to report that yesterday afternoon the entire school was assembled for the funeral of one of our classmates. (Measles again.) I cannot remember his name. He must have been from a native family. Had he been Maroon or Nova Scotian he would have been known to us. I doubt I ever spoke more than two words to the fellow, even on the voyage to England, but I believe Robert made a playmate of him for a short while. There have been far too many funerals of our young people in this parish during our short sojourn in this country.

For the first time at a funeral here, even though the deceased was largely unknown to me, I cried. Robert also cried. I believe his tears were not for yet another young African being covered with grey English soil, but were in memory of the day six years ago when we finally laid our Patrick to rest. My tears were, of course, for Mother; the mother that Robert never knew. She who died giving birth to him. My abiding consolation is that she lived long enough to take her last breath under African skies.

Robert and I continue to enjoy robust health despite the sickness all around us and the bitter cold and damp which the weak fires in this school do little to allay. We have to hammer through the ice in the water buckets in order to have our morning wash. This constant frost is severe and it reminds me of the tales you told us about your sufferings throughout those long, atrocious American winters. Even though I was very young, it may be that I still carry some memory of that experience in my blood, for of all the boys here, the cold seems to affect me the least. I believe the wintry weather is in fact doing us good and that it hardens us for the trials that leadership of Sierra Leone shall demand of us.

I will take my leave from letter-writing now, Father, as the bell has been rung for supper. I will endeavour to encourage Robert to put pen to paper some time in the next few days. Until then, I leave you in the care of Our Lord Jesus Christ until we meet again.

Your loving son,

Jupiter
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The ingenuity of Mr Unwin’s sadism was boundless. He had left all the windows in the building open to ‘air the house’, and in place of the classroom’s usual heavy damp chill, we shivered over our desks in our topcoats in the wild ice-laden draught he would describe as ‘bracing’. We stood to greet him as he entered.

‘Be seated. I will now ask the thief to present himself for punishment. Reveal yourself!’

No one moved. We sat as rigidly as we could, blinking like soldiers on parade. The Yorkshireman hopped around his desk and grabbed the oldest Caulker boy by the ear. ‘Are you our midnight marauder, Albert Caulker?’ He twisted the ear, pulling Albert’s head round with it. ‘Is it you, eh? You and your thieving band of brothers!’

Albert moaned. The only other sound was the chattering of William Tamba’s teeth. We froze. In a flash the schoolmaster appeared behind him and cuffed the back of his head twice for no good reason.

But William was not his target that Monday morning. He stopped before Robert’s desk. ‘So. Who stole the bonga?’ When he cleared his throat we cringed. We knew what was coming. ‘Me seh, a who deh tief tief de bonga?’

It is always hilarious when white people talk the way they believe our people do. Some of them, like Mr Macaulay, who lived with us in Africa, do it quite well, but it’s still funny. Others, like Mr Unwin and a couple of the odder housemaids (who never saw black people in the flesh before meeting us), for some reason tend to adopt this behaviour as a prelude to either violence or vile affections. Unlike the servants, we know Unwin has learnt all he knows from a Creole dictionary and grammar he hides under his bed.

‘Who tief de good good bonga? A yu?’ He crouched down to glare at Robert. To his credit, my little brother remained motionless, though his cheeks quivered with suppressed laughter.

‘Is laugh yu deh laugh, eee?’ He crouched closer, still waiting for mirth to erupt. Robert did not oblige him. Unwin marched back to his desk and extracted the cane. ‘I will thrash each of you in turn until the thief and liar presents himself. You have one final chance.’

Silence reigned. ‘Very well. Robert Williams, step forward!’ He cut air twice with the cane. ‘From laughter to tears is but a short journey. Bend over, boy.’

‘You will not touch him!’ The voice that boomed from my body surprised me. It was my father’s voice. ‘You will not touch him, Mr Unwin. Robert, remain at your desk!’

I strode across to stand before the teacher. I dwarfed him. ‘I stole the fish. If anyone will be punished, it will be me. Thrash on, Mr Unwin.’

Have you ever had a play fight with a younger brother or sister? I mean a brother or sister almost half your age and size? Well, you know there always comes a time when you allow them to land a punch just so they can keep their dignity, even if they started it in the first place? Well, being thrashed by Mr Unwin was like that. Blow after blow of the cane fell into empty space as I stepped aside and dipped away. Unable to hit any part of my body directly, he went wild and charged at me using the cane like a sword. So I stood still to allow him his dignity-strike. The tip of the cane jabbed my shoulder just above my armpit. Frankly, I’ve felt more pain from picking my nostrils.

The whole class laughed. I tried not to join them. Unwin was now face-to-face with me, shrieking like a lunatic and working the cane against me from side to side like a machete on an unyielding stalk. I collapsed with laughter. I rolled about the floor, my face now so wet with tears that it was a while before I realized he was trying to kick me. Have you ever been kicked by a dog? That was how it felt to be kicked by Mr Unwin. The drunkard was so unaccustomed to moving his leg joints through any arcs that he had to push his rigid leg from his waist and lower back. I can only imagine it looked odder than it felt because by now all my classmates were standing on their desks or running around the room or, like me, rolling about on the floor laughing like hyenas.

Then he caught me hard in the face with the cane. Twice. In a single rage-powered movement I was on my feet in the boxing stance my father taught me and my left fist was in his belly, closely followed by my right into the bridge of his nose. He crumpled. I stood over him, willing him to stand again so I could pummel him anew. Only the presence of the Caulkers holding me back stopped me from murdering him that morning.

Unable to either stand or catch his breath, the teacher crawled from the room on all fours. As he reached the door he turned and rasped at me, ‘I’ll break you, break you and bring you down to the slave and son of slaves that you are, Jupiter Williams!’ He turned to the class. ‘I’ll break you all!’

My fellow pupils cheered me and slapped me on the back. I was their champion.

I straightened my clothes.

I closed the classroom window.
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‘… and yet by all accounts, he is an outstanding scholar, one of the most able, nearly as gifted as his brother,’ whispered Mr Sharp to Reverend Venn.

‘From one of the very best families as well –’ Mr Stephen consulted a sheaf of notes ‘– spreading the light of the Gospels and commerce throughout the most inhospitable regions of that dreadful land.’

‘They are well connected over here too. His father visits London occasionally and is received in the highest circles. He is a close friend of the authorities in Freetown and is no stranger to the school’s governors. I understand he hopes for a place at Oxford or Cambridge for the younger boy.’

They spoke about me as if I wasn’t standing in the room before them. But I didn’t care. I was warm. A magnificent fire warmed the back of my legs. I stared above the heads of the three gentlemen from the Sierra Leone Company and took in the view beyond the window, where snow was falling. I had taken their milky-sweet tea with them and had eaten of their dense raisin-cake. My belly was full. I felt better than I had felt for months. In fact I toyed with the idea of beating them all up, tying them together around the table and placing hot coals around the room to burn down the school and them with it. I reckon I could have done it without too much trouble. It would have been fun. But that was not our family way, and it wouldn’t really help me anyway. I was already in very deep trouble, but even if the worst came to the worst and I was thrown out of the academy, I would still stand one day before my father, look him in his eye and tell him that I’d kept my first promise to him: I had not allowed a white man to beat me.
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