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Lord Kitchener: ‘Your country needs you’.
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INTRODUCTION


This new version of Black Poppies, aimed at young readers, has been written following requests from many school teachers and parents of young people. They expressed their concerns about the lack of books available to young readers about Black British history. Schools and academies across the United Kingdom have encouraged the teaching about African Americans from history but, without resources, educators have struggled to bring attention to Black Britons in their history lessons.


When the first edition of Black Poppies was published in 2014, and the second edition in 2019, I did not intend them to be read by children and teenagers, but I soon realised that young people were interested in the subject and Black Poppies filled a gap in their knowledge. For Black History Month in 2015, an invitation I received to talk about the book at my former London primary school, Oliver Goldsmith, on Peckham Road, highlighted this to me. It was an incredible experience. I hadn’t been inside the building since 1969 and the warm, friendly reception from the pupils who filled the school hall was overwhelming. Most of them came from African and Caribbean backgrounds. They responded positively to the talk and asked many interesting and challenging questions. Afterwards, I visited a couple of the classrooms to meet some of the children in person and to look at their Black Poppies project work.


In 2016 my Black Poppies journey took me to Liverpool and presented an opportunity to talk to some students at one of the city’s academies. The young people who attended my talk were extremely positive. One lad told me afterwards, ‘When you started talking, I thought your book was going to be boring and you were going to be boring, but now I think your book is amazing and I think you’re amazing!’


In 2017 I visited another academy, this time near my home in south London. Once again, the students were mostly from African and Caribbean backgrounds, but nothing prepared me for the reception I had after I started my Black Poppies talk. Holding the book up to show them the cover, I briefly explained what the book was about and then said, ‘You learn about African Americans from history, such as Dr Martin Luther King and Rosa Parks, but you learn about them at the expense of Black people from British history such as Walter Tull and many others who are included in my book.’ The class erupted. There was applause. They even stamped their feet. They shouted their approval. I felt as if I had been hit by a wave and I hadn’t even given the talk. Their teacher, as surprised as I was, managed to calm them down, and I began. Experiences such as these have inspired me to write this new version of Black Poppies.
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African and Caribbean War Memorial in Windrush Square, Brixton, London.





FIRST WORLD
WAR TIMELINE


1914


28 June


Austrian Archduke Franz Ferdinand of Sarajevo, Bosnia, is assassinated by a Serbian nationalist, beginning a chain of events that leads to the outbreak of war.


28 July


Austria–Hungary declares war on Serbia. By 4 August, Austria–Hungary and Germany would be at war against Serbia, Russia, Belgium, France and Great Britain.


7 August


Lord Kitchener, the British Secretary for War, campaigns for 100,000 volunteers to form his New Army. In December the football player Walter Tull volunteers for the army and becomes the fifty-fifth member of the newly formed ‘Football Battalion’ of the Middlesex Regiment.


12 August


Alhaji Grunshi, an African soldier of the Gold Coast Regiment, fires the first shot for the British in the First World War.


1915


George A. Roberts leaves his home in Trinidad to enlist in the Middlesex Regiment. Some sources claim he is the first Black soldier to be promoted to sergeant in a British regiment.


April


British West Indies Regiment is established. By the end of the war the regiment would have registered 15,204 men.


31 May


Zeppelin airships drop bombs on London for the first time.


July


Jamaica’s Norman Manley and his brother Roy enlist in the British Army.


1916


31 May


Barbados-born sailor Marcus Bailey takes part in the Battle of Jutland, which begins in the North Sea. It forces the German High Seas Fleet back to port for the rest of the war.


1 July


First day of the Battle of the Somme, with 57,000 British soldiers killed or wounded in a single day.


19 November


Battle of the Somme ends. In almost five months, both sides suffer more than 600,000 casualties.


1917


21 February


SS Mendi, carrying the South African Native Labour Corps across the English Channel, is rammed by a cargo ship. This would be one of the worst maritime disasters of the war, with 646 lives lost, including 607 Black troops.


6 April


USA declares war on Germany.


26 July


Douglas ‘Roy’ Manley is killed in action.


31 July


Third Battle of Ypres, also known as the Battle of Passchendaele, begins. The battle continues until November in horrific conditions. There are heavy casualties.


20 September


17-year-old Private Herbert Morris of the British West Indies Regiment is executed for desertion.


1918


21 March


Germany launches a major attack on the Western Front. The Allied forces retreat.


25 March


Walter Tull is killed in action during the Second Battle of the Somme.


11 November


Germany signs the Armistice with the Allies to end the war at eleven o’clock on the eleventh day of the eleventh month.


18 December


John Archer is elected President of the African Progress Union, one of the first organisations to take care of the needs of Britain’s Black citizens.


Aftermath


1919


In Italy around 8,000 soldiers from the British West Indies Regiment wait for almost a year after the Armistice to return home to the Caribbean. When denied a pay rise and ordered to clean the toilets of their fellow (white) soldiers, their resentment leads to an angry confrontation in which some of the soldiers rebel. Most of the mutineers are sent to prison. By September, the regiment would have returned home.


26 May


George A. Roberts leads thousands of ex-servicemen in a march to the Houses of Parliament. They demand improved rights and higher pensions.


January to August


During the ‘race riots’, white mobs attack members of Britain’s Black community and in Liverpool, on 5 June, Charles Wotten, an ex-serviceman from Bermuda, is murdered.


28 June


Germany and the Allies sign the Treaty of Versailles, officially ending the war.


1920


11 November


In London the Cenotaph war memorial is unveiled and a ceremonial burial takes place of the Unknown Warrior in Westminster Abbey.


1921


The British Legion is founded. George A. Roberts is one of its first members.


[image: illustration]


First World War postcard.





1


AUNTY ESTHER


Aunty Esther became part of my family during the Second World War. She was ‘adopted’ by my white great-grandmother, Hannah Johnson, in 1941. They had been friends and neighbours for years. Hannah was the mother figure in their close-knit community and she would help anyone in need. So, when Aunty Esther found herself alone in the world, Hannah asked her if she would like to come and live with her. It didn’t matter that Esther was mixed race. By the time I was born, some years later, Esther was part of my family and, as I grew older, we became very close. I loved to talk to her about her life, the things she had done and the people she had met. She was fun to be with and always interesting to talk to. In 1991 we wrote a book about her life – we called it Aunt Esther’s Story.
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Aunt Esther’s Story (1991).


Aunty Esther was born in London just before the First World War. She was born at her family’s home in Dieppe Street, in Fulham, on 29 November 1912, and she was the mixed-race daughter of Joseph Bruce and his British wife Edith. Joseph had travelled to Britain from a country in South America called Guyana and he never returned, though he wrote to his mother all the time. He was a working-class man and worked as a labourer, helping to build streets and houses. Aunty Esther told me that he didn’t talk much about his life in Guyana, but he did tell her that he worked on the ships as a sailor before he came to Britain. He travelled the world before he made his home in London. He told Esther he came on ‘a ship and a prayer.’


The First World War began on 4 August 1914 and Aunty Esther spent her early childhood in a country that was at war. She told me that she remembered waving a Union Jack flag at soldiers marching off to war down North End Road, Fulham. At school, Esther helped to make things for the soldiers who were on the front line, though she was too young to knit socks and balaclavas for them as some of the older girls did. She also remembered the time a Zeppelin, one of the many huge airships that dropped bombs on towns and cities in England, appeared in the sky over Fulham. One night she went out into Dieppe Street with her father and some of their neighbours to have a look at it as it passed overhead. It had been caught in the searchlights. It must have been an unusual thing to see. Fortunately, it did not drop any bombs on Fulham.


Though Black people were rarely seen in Fulham when Esther was growing up, Joseph did have a friend from the Caribbean island of Barbados living nearby. His name was Augustus Greenidge and he had been a sailor like Joseph. Augustus was not only a witness at Joseph and Edith’s wedding, he was also Esther’s godfather. Joseph was working away from home when Esther was christened at the local church, but her mother described the ceremony for him in a letter:




We had a lovely service on Sunday for Esther’s christening. Everyone was so nice and made a great fuss of baby. Mr Stokely kept kissing her and saying what a pretty baby she was. Mr Murray gave a lovely address and prayed for you. Baby was very good indeed.





Although Aunty Esther was born and raised in a community of mostly white people, she never had a problem being a mixed-race child. Her father was a proud man, and he wanted his daughter to be proud of herself too. So he told her stories about some of the famous Black people he had read about in the newspapers. These included the British composer Samuel Coleridge-Taylor and the American boxing champion Jack Johnson. Joseph told Esther to remember she was as good as anyone else. He always made a stand against racism and fought back when anyone discriminated against him and his daughter.


When Aunty Esther was a little girl, her father took her to Hyde Park, which was one of London’s most famous green spaces. She said he always made it a special occasion:




When I was little, every Sunday afternoon Dad and I dressed up and went to Hyde Park in the summer. Dad looked very smart. He wore a white hat, a grey suit and black shoes. I wore a white dress, a little white hat and white shoes. One afternoon we were walking in the park when a white man passed by, glanced at my Dad, and called out: ‘Hi, boy.’ Dad took no notice, and we carried on walking. Then this man came up to my Dad, tapped him on the shoulder, and said: ‘Boy, I’m talking to you’ and told him to leave the park. Dad said: ‘Who do you think you are? Where do you think you are? I’m no boy to you. I’m your equal so don’t call me, or any Black man, “boy” again or else there’ll be serious trouble.’ Dad had a real good go at him.
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Esther and Joseph Bruce, London, 1918.
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Birthday greetings postcard from Joseph to Esther


When Esther was 5 years old, she went to school in North End Road, Fulham. She said she made friends easily. Every Saturday night Joseph gave Esther a treat. He took her to The Granville, a music hall in Fulham Broadway. Radio and television hadn’t been invented yet, so people would go to music hall theatres for their entertainment. The shows included singers, dancers, and comedians who told funny jokes and made everyone laugh. Aunty Esther remembered:




It was beautiful inside. The most expensive seats were downstairs and they were made from soft red velvet material, but we always sat upstairs in the cheap seats. They were stone steps. We only sat downstairs if there was a big show, and then we felt honoured because we sat on proper seats. Dad bought us a bag of peanuts and an orange. The big stage curtains were dark red and gold. There was an orchestra of musicians in front of the stage and as soon as they started playing the music, we’d get excited and say: ‘Here we go.’ It was always a variety show which lasted two hours. We saw all the great music hall stars like Max Miller, Nellie Wallace, and Hetty King. After the show we went home and baked some potatoes.







1912


When Aunty Esther was born on 29 November 1912, George V was the King, and H.H. Asquith (a Liberal politician) was the Prime Minister. By the time of Esther’s birth, 1912 had been an eventful year: the British explorer Robert Falcon Scott and his team had reached the South Pole, only to find that the Norwegian Roald Amundsen had beaten them to it; in their fight for equality, women who were known as Suffragettes had begun smashing shop windows in London’s West End to draw attention to their campaign; and the ‘unsinkable’ ship Titanic had struck an iceberg and sunk on her maiden voyage from the United Kingdom to United States. On 1 September, just three months before Esther was born, the celebrated Black British composer Samuel Coleridge-Taylor died at the age of 37.
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