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1
            Introduction

         

         Recently, I’ve read a lot about the idea of reparations being paid to Black people today for the crimes committed against our ancestors who survived transatlantic slavery.

         I first became aware of the idea in the 1980s after film director Spike Lee named his production company ‘40 Acres and a Mule’. That was the compensation that in 1865 was promised to the families of freed slaves in America. Needless to say, the order was overturned, and they received nothing. On discovering this failed governmental promise, I began to think about whether we actually did deserve some sort of compensation.

         Fast-forward three decades to 2014 when prominent African American author and journalist, Ta-Nehisi Coates, wrote an essay in The Atlantic titled ‘The Case for Reparations’. Coates primarily focused on the experience of African Americans but his words had a seismic ripple effect worldwide.

         Although the idea of reparations has been around for centuries – even before the end of the transatlantic slave trade – it was, perhaps, this one essay that catapulted it into the public discourse in the last ten years.

         And then George Floyd was murdered. It seemed as though the entire world watched his death repeatedly on their laptops, mobile phones and news repeats.

         Black Lives Matter protests swept the globe; my friends, family and colleagues debated the idea of reparations – surely this was the moment for change? The murmur that Coates’s 2idea had brought into the public discourse became a roar.

         While I’ve been writing mainly for theatre and television over the past few years, the argument for reparations has been constantly on my mind. These two things may, at first, seem totally unrelated, but as a therapist might put it: ‘We can discover connections in the most unexpected places and that is normally when the breakthroughs happen.’ I don’t know which genius came up with this stuff personally, but I’d hate to meet them at a jumble sale.

         One of the ways I have always processed how I feel about difficult subject matter has been through writing about them, either in the form of jokes or, more recently, as a screenwriter. I have worked in show business since I was a teenager and thankfully my writing has continually helped me unscramble challenging thoughts and ideas and concepts. Creativity has always been my ‘safe space’.

         So when we decided to finally look at the issue of reparations, I knew that my contribution should be to write a play or performance piece.

         Writing a play about a subject I care about enables me to see things from other people’s perspectives; I have to inhabit the characters as best I can as I write. The ability to create a coherent story with a beginning, middle and end is also important. If I can create something that makes sense it usually means I’ve understood the issue, at least to the extent I can talk about it publicly. A play can also humanise a debate; a ‘town hall’ meeting where disgruntled punters yell at their leaders is one way to unpick a knotty problem, but I’d rather watch a play and learn that way. Also, a play has to end. It gives me closure. I did not want to begin looking at these difficult issues without knowing that I would get closure at some point.3

         The last play I wrote, August in England, was about the Windrush Scandal – the illegal deportation of people who legally came to the UK from the Caribbean in the 1950s and 1960s, named the ‘Windrush generation’ after the ship that brought the first wave of migrants from the West Indies after the Second World War.

         I also wrote a TV series called Three Little Birds, about the racism and struggles Black people faced when they first settled in the UK.

         Both shows were a form of catharsis for me. They not only gave me a deeper understanding of my family’s history but also a perspective from which I could judge these complicated issues.

         The truth is, until I can put something in a narrative, I cannot fully understand it.

         I also realised that for such a big task I needed help. So I called up my friend and writing colleague Marcus Ryder. The American founding father Benjamin Franklin is supposed to have said, ‘If you want something done, ask a busy person.’ Well, Marcus fits that description perfectly and we’ve been working together on speeches and books on race and racism for over ten years. (Benjamin Franklin owned slaves, but also published pamphlets calling for an end to slavery – I told you this story is complex.)

         Marcus once told me, ‘We argue in anecdotes, we believe in narrative,’ which roughly translates as: ‘When we argue, we pick and choose examples that suit our argument, but to fully understand something we need to fit it into our belief structure about how the world works.’ That’s deeper than deep.

         I embarked on the process of writing a play about reparations.

         And when I told my publishers I was writing a play they asked if I could collect my notes into a book, documenting my journey into understanding the issues. I’ve given it my best shot and you’ll find the playtext at the back of this book. It’s called 4The Big Payback and is a work in progress. I’d love to see it performed one day – but you never know.

         I’d like to thank Marcus for his patience whilst I took big gaps in the writing process for this book because I had to figure out the play at the same time.

         So while we’re talking about plays, let me break down the classic way of thinking about a script.

         Every character in a play or script has to be there for a reason. That reason is their narrative function: Aaron Sorkin talks about characters and their intention and obstacle. Who they are and what they desire and then the subtext of what they actually need is tied to the plot. The characters must state their intention and then use strategies to face and overcome the obstacles that stand in their way. Joseph Campbell called this process ‘the Hero’s Journey’. So in trying to understand the concept of reparations, I’ve chosen to work out the questions I need answering – the challenges and obstacles – and then invent a central character and surrounding cast that will enable me to explore them. Simples.

         To start with, the questions I needed to answer were simple enough:

         
	What exactly are reparations?

            	I’ve been fighting racism all my life – are reparations part of this fight or a distraction?

            	How much are Black people owed?

            	Are reparations only for Black people who are descendants of the transatlantic slave trade?

            	Should Black people from Africa who experienced the horrors of colonialism, and not slavery, be entitled to reparations? And what about descendants of people who suffered other historical injustices?5


            	Who should pay reparations? Should it be individuals? Corporations? Or governments?

            	Can I answer the eternal philosophical question of whether any group is responsible for the sins of their fathers (and mothers) and is another group deserving of compensation for crimes committed against their forefathers and foremothers over a century ago?

            	And finally, how would it all work? Would I get a cheque in the post or would I become owner of a National Trust house that was built with the proceeds of the profits of sugar plantations?

         

And there I had it.

         I had my questions that needed answering and I was on a mission to understand one of the biggest ideas facing Black people in the world today.

         I checked that my good friend Marcus Ryder was available – and you are now holding the results of our journey. Check out the playtext at the back of the book and see how my lead character, a white TV star, reacts when he discovers that his ancestors were involved in the slave trade and owned plantations. His discovery sets him on a journey that takes him from Los Angeles to Acocks Green in Birmingham, where he meets descendants of his forefathers’ captive workforce.

         Our objective was to get to grips with an idea that we both morally agree with – that wronged people should receive compensation – but which we have serious questions about on a practical level.

         One last thing – Marcus and I both write to music. When I started to write I stuck a playlist on random and James Brown’s ‘The Payback’ blasted out of my speakers. This was fate – I now had the title of the book and the play.6

         Hang on, Marcus wants to say something directly to you. Here he is:

         
            Marcus: Throughout the book we refer to the ‘transatlantic slave trade’, the transportation of enslaved Africans to the Americas by Europeans for profit, between the sixteenth and nineteenth centuries. We use the term to refer not just to the trade itself but also to the whole practice of ‘chattel slavery’ of African people by Europeans. Chattel slavery is a system where one person has complete ownership of another, and enslaved people can be bought, sold, inherited, and their children are the property of the enslaver.

            Lenny: Thanks, Marcus. I get it now. So are you ready? Then let’s go for it.

         

      

   


   
      
         
7
            1: Flags, Chains and Truth

         

         The year 2012 was interesting for all of us – particularly if we were part of the Windrush generation. Theresa May was Home Secretary at the time and had been quoted as saying she wanted to ‘create, here in Britain, a really hostile environment for illegal immigration’ – the beginning of the Windrush Scandal which inspired me to write my first ever play, August in England, for the Bush Theatre. I was also making Rudy’s Rare Records for BBC Radio and going to Africa to make an appeal film for Comic Relief and Red Nose Day. Busy times – but not so busy that I couldn’t pop back to my home town and open the local history centre. It was here that the actions of a small eleven-year-old white girl would turn my world upside down and start me on a path that would lead to me rethinking my place in the world, my place in history and what ‘home’ means to me.

         Ultimately, this event triggered this book you’re reading today (or maybe you’re just in Waterstones flipping through it before buying something else. Hey you, don’t buy that – buy this!!). It made me consider the idea that all Black British people, including all the descendants of the victims of the transatlantic slave trade, need reparations for slavery. I’ll bet that’s got your motor running.

         OK, first … a little context.

         I was born on 29 August 1958 in a market town about nine miles outside Birmingham called Dudley. If you’re unfamiliar with British geography, Dudley is in the West Midlands, in the part locals refer to as the ‘Black Country’. Now before anybody 8gets too excited, shocked or offended, the term ‘Black Country’ has nothing to do with race. Although I’m pretty sure my parents moved to this region for this very reason. ‘But stop! The English people make a place just for Black people. Pack the dominoes, we’re leaving right away!’

         In the nineteenth century, that part of the world was Britain’s industrial heartland; people referred to the area as the ‘Black Country’ in reference to the smoke and smog that originated from the thousands of foundries and forges that were spread across the region, along with the working of shallow coal seams.

         For over a century, the area had no clear boundaries and it is said that ‘no two Black Country men or women will agree on where it starts or ends’.1

         After some research (Latin for ‘Marcus found out this stuff’), I discovered that this informality around borders seemed to change around the turn of the century with the founding of the Black Country Consortium in 1999, and twelve years later with the founding of the Black Country Local Enterprise Partnership in 2011. These officially defined the Black Country as the four metropolitan boroughs of Dudley, Sandwell, Walsall and Wolverhampton, with an approximate area of 138 square miles.

         Then, on 16 February 2012, an historical and cultural collection of artefacts from the area, held by the Black Country Living Museum (established in 1978), was awarded ‘Designated’ status by Arts Council England, recognising its quality and national significance.

         I write all this to give you a little context of what was happening when that eleven-year-old-girl inadvertently transformed the way I see the world and set me off on my long journey to understand how I feel about reparations for slavery.9

         By 2012 the importance of the Black Country’s place in British history was being officially recognised, causing much pride for the locals and myself, obviously. Come on, Dudley!

         So, it was against this background that the Black Country Living Museum held a competition to design an official flag for the Black Country. This was part of a larger campaign by the Parliamentary Flags and Heraldry Committee to ‘promote the flying of the Union Flag and flags associated with the UK, British territories, dependencies, Commonwealth, heraldry, British symbols and related issues’2 – to encourage communities and regions to develop their own flags to celebrate the Diamond Jubilee of Elizabeth II and the 2012 Summer Olympics.

         The response to the competition was massive: never underestimate the civic pride that Midlanders have in the Black Country. NEVER!

         The best entrants were put up for a public vote with over 1,500 votes being cast by members of the public. A young local girl was announced as the winner at the Black Country Living Museum’s Festival of Steam, celebrating 300 years of the Newcomen atmospheric engine.

         The flag’s design is simple and yet powerful; it is really clever and I can definitely understand why it won. It is in three sections of black, white and red. The red and black colours represent the famous furnaces of the region’s industrial past and the infamous smoke that accompanied it.

         The white section in the middle at first looks like a simple triangle but when you look closer it is actually cone-shaped, which is the architectural design of the iron furnaces that dotted the landscape of the area.

         Finally, there is an interlinked chain that runs across the flag. The chain celebrates the manufacturing past of the region. 10The Black Country was famous for making anchor and marine chains, which were used throughout the British Empire’s rise to global prominence. The area was also famously responsible for making the chains and anchor for the Titanic.

         The flag was officially unveiled in 2012 and the small schoolgirl, Gracie Sheppard, was rightly proud of being proclaimed the winner. Everybody celebrated.

         This, ostensibly, is a typical story of local pride, a celebration of local history and, on the face of it, quite innocuous.

         Let’s cut to two years later where I enter the story: because I’m relatively famous in the Black Country, every so often I get asked to cut ribbons, appear at soirées and make speeches and whatnot. Often people of a certain age just want me to say the word OOOOKAAAAY for as long as I can. (If you know about Tiswas, you know …)

         Long story short: on 23 April 2014 – two years after the Black Country flag officially came into existence – I found myself doing the ‘local celebrity thing’ by opening the Dudley Archives and Local History Centre on Tipton Road.

         It’s not quite the Oscars red carpet, but the local press were there and they wanted to take pictures of me by the swanky entrance. As I posed for the local photographers, I was handed the Black Country flag to hold. Until then, I hadn’t really thought about the flag or its design.

         Now, I don’t know why this happened; maybe it was because I was thinking about the area’s history and my place in it that something just clicked. I looked down at the flag I was holding and it slowly dawned on me that the chain on the flag didn’t just represent those chains built for ships such as the Titanic. It also represented the shackles made to hold my enslaved ancestors on slave ships.11 

         During this ceremony, whilst noticing the whole chain connection, I had an actual out-of-body experience.

         If you Google ‘Lenny Henry Black Country flag’, you will find a picture of me smiling in front of the Dudley Archives and History Centre, arms outstretched, holding the flag in front of me.

         Although I looked happy-go-lucky and smiley, inside I was thinking, ‘What am I doing? I’m waving a flag celebrating the Black Country’s history of making chains – some of which were utilised in the enslaving my ancestors!?’

         And then my mind really began spinning off: ‘I am so proud to be born in Dudley and to claim my identity of coming from the Black Country. But is the Black Country proud of me? Does this flag accept my place in the region’s rich history?’

         A therapist would describe what I was going through as disassociation – the mental process of disconnecting from one’s thoughts, feelings, memories or sense of identity, as a way of coping with stress and trauma. My body was doing one thing – posing, smiling, cracking gags – meanwhile, a vast number of thoughts and feelings were racing through my mind. And could there be a more accurate description of how Black people feel about slavery than ‘coping with stress and trauma’?

         It is strange, but at no point did I think of refusing to hold the flag or telling the organisers why I was uncomfortable about the chains on the flag. I definitely didn’t let on that I was having a mini breakdown about slavery and my African enslaved ancestors.

         In my heart of hearts, I just think I didn’t want to make a fuss. (How British of me.) I didn’t want to remind people that a part of the country’s history that they wanted to celebrate was deeply troubling for me. I didn’t want them to feel uncomfortable about 12my trauma. And, probably most of all, I didn’t want to seem like ‘that kind of Black guy’ who goes on about slavery and racism. The guy that people listen to sympathetically, but don’t actually want to talk to.

         It was as if I was more embarrassed about the region’s connections to slavery than anyone else there and I would just be ruining this joyous moment if I mentioned it.

         After the photos were taken I simply handed back the flag and didn’t say a word to anyone. Most importantly, I didn’t even talk to myself about it. I just bottled it all up. I did what I suspect is possibly the most mentally unhealthy thing anyone can do. This is one of the most common responses Black people have to our shared history and trauma of slavery.

         In normal circumstances, that would have been the end of the story.

         But a year later a fellow Black person from the Black Country picked up the mantle.

         Patrick Vernon OBE was born in Wolverhampton, less than ten miles from Dudley. He is three years younger, but similar to me in that his parents migrated to Britain from Jamaica in the 1950s.

         He has campaigned on a number of issues relating to Black British history and raising awareness of the Black presence in Britain. I would highly recommend going out and buying his book, 100 Great Black Britons, detailing the lives of Black Britons who have contributed to and shaped the country we know today.

         He has also taken a keen interest in his own personal history and his links to Africa, tracing his family lineage back through the slave plantations of Jamaica, all the way to the Mandinka tribe of a village called Kédougou, in Senegal.13 

         He is rightfully considered an expert on African and Caribbean genealogy in the UK.

         And so it was that a year after I’d had my out-of-body experience holding that Black Country flag, and trying to forget all about it, that I was sent an article about Patrick Vernon and it all came rushing back.

         The headline read ‘Fury Over Black Country “Slave Chains” Flag’3 with a picture of me holding the flag in front of the Dudley museum with a big grin on my face.

         Patrick Vernon articulated everything, all the feelings and misgivings I’d buried deep down inside myself. In an opinion piece in our regional newspaper, the Express and Star, Patrick wrote:

         
            I find the Black Country Day logo offensive, as the foundries and factories made chains, fetters, collars, padlocks and manacles which were used on slave ships from Africa and in the plantations during slavery in the Caribbean and North America … If we were in America the chains logo would be seen as the equivalent of the Confederate Flag.4

         

         Patrick then went on to explain that, like me, he is proud of his Black Country roots, being born in Wolverhampton, and wanted a flag that recognised the area’s multicultural present.

         At the very end of the piece, he referred directly to the picture of me holding up the flag whilst smiling to camera: ‘I am sure if Lenny Henry was aware of this history along with the general public, we would be having a different conversation about truth and reconciliation.’

         The fact is, I did know better. I just didn’t know how to express it at the time.

         This book is my attempt to initiate that ‘different conversation’.

         A conversation exploring the truths about the history of 14slavery and what it means to Black people – especially those of us living in Britain. (Please note the plural on ‘truths’, as I believe that in any argument there are nearly always a number of truths that can be correct at the same time.)

         And, of course, exploring the prospect of some kind of reconciliation, which I believe must include reparations.

         So there you have it. The initiation and origin of this entire project. Me and the Black Country flag – smiling and waving on the outside whilst on the inside, wondering, ‘Hang on – chains? Wait a minute!’

         We live in a complicated world where Black history education is crammed into one month a year. This is probably a good time to say, ‘My name is Lenny Henry and, for your information, I’m Black all year round. Would you please include Black history on all curriculums so that our children can be less ignorant about their past than I was?’ This book hopes to give the reader a structure through which they can discuss issues of reparation and the history of slavery. Hope it helps.

         
            
207Notes

            1 Joe Flatman, ‘Excavating the CA Archive: Black Country’, Current Archaeology, 4 Feb. 2021.

            2Register of All-Party Parliamentary Groups, UK Parliament, 6 March 2024, publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm/cmallparty/240306/flags-and-heraldry.htm.

            3 Poppy Brady, ‘Fury Over Black Country “Slave Chains” Flag’, The Voice, 10 July 2015.

            4 Patrick Vernon, ‘Black Country Flag Row: Why I Will Never Accept the Chain Logo’, Express & Star, 14 July 2015.
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            2: British Slavery Ended 1 February 2015

         

         It’s February 2018, four years after I held the infamous flag, and I have just discovered that for my entire working life I had been paying compensation to former slave owners for ‘losing’ the privilege to work my foremothers and forefathers into the grave.

         I realised that I’d been paying a proportion of every pay cheque I’d ever received to pacify irate slave owners who were no longer allowed to benefit from exploiting, torturing and even killing people that look like me.

         How did I find out about this horrific reality, you might ask?

         Was it broken to me gently, accompanied by an apology? Perhaps with all the money I had paid to these slave owners returned to me with interest? Or with the kindly and sincere recognition that a terrible mistake had been made, and in fact I was the one owed compensation?

         Nope.

         I found out through possibly one of the most bizarre and insensitive tweets in history – and that is really saying something when you think about all the weird crazy things posted on social media.

         The tweet was posted by the official account of HM Treasury, @hmtreasury, on Friday 9 February 2019. It read:

         
            Here’s today’s surprising #FridayFact. Millions of you helped end the slave trade through your taxes.16

         

         And was accompanied by an illustration of enslaved Black people, bound and shackled, walking through a tropical climate, with the caption:

         
            In 1833, Britain used £20 million, 40% of its national budget, to buy freedom for all slaves in the Empire. The amount of money borrowed for the Slavery Abolition Act was so large that it wasn’t paid off until 2015. Which means that living British citizens helped pay to end the slave trade.

         

         To make matters even worse, the image used of the bound and shackled Black people – the men, children and women with small babies strapped to their backs – showed them being led by other armed Black people. One Black man at the front casually carries a gun on his right shoulder and another Black man is at the back carrying his gun over his left.

         Just in case this depiction of Black men, women, children and infants being forcibly ripped from their homes and marched in shackles is not enough to bring home the brutal realities of slavery for the viewer, at the left-hand side of the illustration is a man holding an axe above his head, which he is about to bring down on another man. The second, defenceless, man is on the ground with his arm raised in what is clearly a futile attempt to defend himself from the swing of the axe.

         Just in case you are in any doubt, the axe wielder about to end the life of this unarmed person is, yet again, a Black man.

         One final point I want to make about this image, a point I suspect most people miss. There are no buildings. The enslaved Black people who are bound and shackled, the Black people who are carrying guns, the small drama unfolding in the corner of the illustration of a Black man about to be hacked to death by another Black man, this is all against a backdrop of what one 17can only assume is an African wilderness. Birds fly overhead and there are trees and bushes in the foreground. There are no signs of development or architecture of any kind – just wilderness.

         So there you have it. In one tweet you have the five ways that far too many people think about slavery:

         
	It was brutal.

            	Africans were taken from a land that was ‘uncivilised’.

            	The Black people suffered – some were even killed.

            	‘We’ should be proud that we ended it.

            	‘We’ don’t like to think about the bad white people involved in slavery, and we definitely won’t show them, let alone talk about them.

         

I’ve used the word ‘we’ deliberately here, because invariably the conversation is framed in terms of white people talking to other white people. This is not how this book is going to be framed.

         It would be difficult to sufficiently counter all the incorrect underlying assumptions contained within the tweet and everything it got wrong in one chapter – there are literally hundreds of books dedicated to each mistake. However, in brief: West Africa, the place from which the majority of Africans were abducted, was far from ‘uncivilised’ when the European transatlantic slave trade started. The idea ‘we’ should be proud for ending slavery is questionable at best when Britain was the country that led the world in the trade. The focus on Africans enslaving their own and the effective (often subconscious) erasure of white people in the abhorrent trade is a constant phenomenon in depictions and discussions about transatlantic slavery. And the idea that Britain is still fundamentally a ‘white country’ is evident in the use of the word ‘we’. Finally, the Treasury’s tweet stated that ‘millions 18of you helped end the slave trade through your taxes’, and the illustration used in the tweet was of slavers and their captives. In actual fact, trade in slavery ended in 1807, but slavery in the British colonies ended thirty years later. The compensation paid in 1833 was for the end of slavery itself not the end of the trade. But it was not these factual mistakes and erroneous assumptions that made the tweet so important. It was the bigger truth that it unveiled that made global headlines.

         The backlash against the Treasury’s tweet was quick, angry and incredulous.

         Bristol historian Kirsten Elliott was quoted in the Mirror saying: ‘Am I right in thinking that means that descendants of slaves – who never got any compensation – have been paying for the compensation paid to slave owners?’1

         Historian David Olusoga, who has written extensively about Bristol’s role in the slave trade, questioned why anyone in the Treasury thought the tweet was appropriate, asking: ‘The real question is why anyone thought this was ok? … I really do think we’re getting better at accepting the UK’s role in slavery and the slave trade, but things like this make me question my optimism.’2

         Other reactions on social media were less diplomatic and reserved, with one Black Briton – Lexington Wright – tweeting: ‘So basically, my father and his children and grandchildren have been paying taxes to compensate those who enslaved our ancestors, and you want me to be proud of that fact. Are you f**king insane???’3

         Within twenty-four hours the Treasury had deleted the tweet, recognising that it was ill judged.

         But for me this is where the story really gets interesting.

         In response to the Bristol Post as to why and how they decided to post the tweet in the first place, a spokesperson for the Treasury explained: ‘In response to a freedom of information request, 19we recently published information on government expenditure related to the abolishment of slavery in 1833.’4 The statement continued, ‘An accompanying tweet was also posted, but later deleted in acknowledgement of concerns raised about the sensitivity of the subject.’

         Freedom of information requests in the UK were only made possible following the Freedom of Information Act 2000, an Act of Parliament that created a statutory right for the public to request and access information held by public authorities. It was this Act that enabled someone to not only ask the Treasury one of the most important questions about British transatlantic slavery, but to actually get an answer. It is unclear who made the original Freedom of Information request but the Treasury’s response in full is still available online:

         
            Thank you for your Freedom of Information enquiry of 5 January 2018. You asked for the following information:

            ‘“… In 1833, Britain used 40% of its national budget to buy freedom for all slaves in the Empire. Britain borrowed such a large sum of money for the Slavery Abolition Act that it wasn’t paid off until 2014. This means that living British citizens helped pay for the ending of the slave trade with their taxes.”

            i] Is it true in 1833 Britain used 40% of its budget to buy freedom for slaves in the Empire?

            ii] Can you confirm that the borrowed money for the Abolition Act was only paid off in 2014?’

            I can confirm that HM Treasury does hold information within the scope of your request.

            The Government used £20 million to fund the Slavery Abolition Act 1833. In 1833, this was equivalent to approximately 40% of the Government’s total annual 20expenditure. This information is available online.

            Information on the compensation payable under the Slavery Abolition Act 1833 can be found here: http://discovery.nationalarchives.gov.uk/details/r/C11249

            Information on the UK’s Budget in 1833 can be found on tab A27 of the Bank of England’s ‘A millennium of macroeconomic data’ spreadsheet, which can be found here:

            https://www.bankofengland.co.uk/statistics/research-datasets

            In answering your second question, it may be useful to explain how the UK Government’s borrowing works. The majority of Government borrowing is financed through the issuance of UK Government bonds known as gilts by the Debt Management Office (DMO) and as such, the majority of the Government’s debt is held in gilts. A gilt is a financial instrument that pays coupons (interest payments) twice per year to the holder of the gilt, up to and including the date on which the amount borrowed is finally repaid. Gilts are typically sold to large investment banks which, in turn, sell the gilts on to end-investors. These banks are known as the Gilt-Edged Market Makers and consist of 19 firms.

            The Slavery Abolition Act (1835) Loan was rolled over into the Government’s gilt programme, ultimately into an undated gilt, the 4% Consolidated Loan (1957 or after). The term ‘undated’ refers to the fact that this gilt was issued with an earliest potential redemption date of 1957, but it was not compulsory for the gilt to be redeemed at this date. The 4% Consolidated Loan was redeemed on 1 February 2015, as part of the Government’s decision to modernise the gilt portfolio by redeeming all remaining undated gilts. More information about undated gilts can be found on the DMO’s website here:

            http://www.dmo.gov.uk/responsibilities/gilt-market/about-gilts/

            21Money borrowed to fund the Slavery Abolition Act (1835) was therefore fully repaid in 2015. The long gap between this money being borrowed and its repayment was due to the type of financial instrument that was used, rather than the amount of money borrowed.5

         

         Now, Marcus Ryder – my co-author – is a journalist and academic, and I know he loves looking at Freedom of Information requests. The best ones ask simple questions that no one has thought to ask before, seeking information that is hiding in plain sight. (I say ‘plain sight’ because it has to be information that the public organisation can readily retrieve. Asking a simple question can reframe the whole debate about an issue.)

         This Freedom of Information request was genius, and dare I admit it, both Marcus and I were slightly jealous that we hadn’t thought of asking it ourselves.

         Those of us who are interested in slavery, and more specifically the abolition of slavery, already knew that the government of the day compensated the slave owners when slavery was abolished. Three years before the Freedom of Information request, David Olusoga had made an award-winning programme for the BBC titled Britain’s Forgotten Slave Owners in which he laid this all out.6 We already knew that the amount the British government paid out was an enormous amount of money.

         But what was genius about the request was it reframed the debate in two ways:

         Firstly, it put the amount of compensation the government paid not as an absolute figure (£20 million) but as a percentage of government economic activity. (Don’t worry if you don’t know anything about economics and government expenditure 22– we’ll get to that when we calculate exactly how much the Big Payback should be in Chapter 6.)

         Secondly, the request was groundbreaking because the person who submitted it realised that governments don’t have 40 per cent of their GDP simply lying around in a bank account, or down the back of the sofa. They have to borrow the money, and will only finish repaying it in the future. Repaying borrowed money in the future means that future taxpayers have to pay it back. And that means you and me.

         All of a sudden the abolition of slavery was not something that happened almost 200 years ago, but something that, in a very concrete way, ended only less than ten years ago. That means that any Black person who has ever paid taxes to the British government before 2015 has paid compensation to the slave owners for the apparent ‘privilege’ of being free.

         The consequence of slavery is not something that affects Black people living today in the abstract. This was one very real example of how the impact has been felt by us up until 2015.

         Coincidentally, I also find it interesting that the author of this ingenious Freedom of Information request must have crunched the numbers themselves and got it slightly wrong, thinking that the debt was paid off in 2014, when in reality it was 2015. When it comes to slavery, no matter how close you might estimate the reaches of its impact to be, it invariably ends up being even closer. Something I am shocked by every day.

         Once you realise the size of the compensation Britain paid out to former slave owners, and the immorality of a system that saw Black people paying money to slave owners for their own freedom, the whole discussion around slavery is reframed and the next step in the argument is almost inevitable.

         After the Treasury’s infamous tweet, calls for Black people 23living today to be compensated for slavery came thick and fast.

         Two weeks after the infamous tweet was deleted, a press conference was held 4,679 miles away in Kingston, Jamaica, by Sir Hilary Beckles, the Vice Chancellor of the University of the West Indies and the Chair of the Caribbean Community and Common Market (CARICOM) Reparations Commission.

         Sir Hilary explained what the tweet really meant and its logical consequences. He pointed out that the tweet confirmed what many people already knew and felt, that far from slavery being something in the dim and distant past it was a ‘presentday issue’.

         He also used the new information revealed in the tweet to criticise a speech made in 2015 by the then British prime minister David Cameron during a visit to Jamaica, urging the Caribbean and all descendants of British-owned slaves to ‘move on’ from slavery. ‘For me it is the greatest act of political immorality to be told consistently and persistently to put [slavery] in the past,’ Sir Hilary said, adding, ‘and yet Her Majesty’s Treasury has released the relevant information to suggest that it is just two years ago that this bond was being repaid.’7

         At the same time as Sir Hilary in Jamaica was using the information from the Freedom of Information request and the Treasury’s deleted tweet to counter the idea that slavery was something that had happened ages ago and that we just need to ‘move on’, Cleo Lake, a Black local government councillor back in the UK, in Bristol, also seized on the tweet, announcing that she ‘shared the disgust of all those who are now finding out’8 about the issue.

         Cleo Lake launched a petition with a group called the ‘Global Afrikan People’s Parliament’ demanding that all the money that compensated the slave owners for their loss of ‘property’ should 24be paid back to British taxpayers. Writing directly to the Treasury, the petition framed the issue as ‘tax fraud’9.

         It read:

         
            To – HM Revenue & Customs

            We are compelled by the dictates of our conscience to sign this petition initiated by the Global Afrikan People’s Parliament, the representative body of the emergent MAATUBUNTUJAMAA Afrikan Heritage Community for National Self-Determination (AHC-NSD). We act as conscientious objectors to tax fraud. Accordingly, we demand a full refund of monies that taxpayers in Britain have unknowingly been forced by state coercion to pay in clearing the ‘debt’ the United Kingdom incurred by awarding unjust compensation to families that profited from the Maangamizi crimes of chattel enslavement.

            We share the disgust of all those who are now finding out, that for many generations, monies were extorted from all those paying taxes in Britain, right up until 2015, for the compensation that was the unjust reward legislated by the 1833 Slavery Abolition Act. By such an Act the unrepresentative parliament and state at the time rewarded those families they set up, defended and patronised, in carrying out what they saw as the lucrative ‘business’ of the Transatlantic Traffic in Enslaved Afrikans.

            The notion that we as tax payers in Britain, including those whose ancestors were subjected to the horrors of enslavement, have by your own admission, financially contributed to such payments, is totally unjust and abhorrent to us. There are peoples of conscience throughout the world who share this viewpoint of ours, more so as the British Empire extracted resources globally to fund such payments.25

            We at no time consented to the misuse of our tax monies to reward such abominable crimes. We therefore demand refund in full so that such funds can be put to better use in repairing the harms done and paid for not in our names. Out of such refunds an Afrikan Heritage Community Educational Trust can be established and managed with strict community accountability as a contribution to repairing such harms and their continuing legacies.

         

         It was, of course, no coincidence that Ms Lake was a councillor in the city that hosts one of the few British museums dedicated to the transatlantic slave trade. Bristol officially became involved in the transatlantic trade in enslaved Africans in 1698, and, according to the museum, ‘By the late 1730s Bristol had become Britain’s premier slaving port. In 1750 alone, Bristol ships transported some 8,000 of the 20,000 enslaved Africans sent that year to the British Caribbean and North America.’ According to some estimates, up until the abolition of the slave trade, half a million enslaved Africans passed through the port city. It is almost impossible to look around the city and not see evidence of the slavery, as profits from the trade went into funding landmarks including the Clifton Suspension Bridge, Bristol Cathedral’s stained-glass windows, and Bristol University’s main Wills Memorial Building.

         British slave owners who were compensated for the abolition of slavery would have included many of Bristol’s richest businessmen and women who owned vast plantations in the Caribbean and North America, as well as thousands of ‘regular’ Bristolians who profited from the trade.

         Cleo Lake, like Sir Hilary, recognised that the Treasury’s tweet put paid to the lie that the transatlantic slave trade was 26something that happened in the dim and distant past and something that we all had to ‘move on’ from. The repercussions of the slave trade are still very much with us, and the idea of who should be compensated is still a live issue – especially as repayments only finished a few years earlier.

         That one deleted tweet resonated around the world; it was reported across Africa, Europe, America and even Asia.

         The Treasury may have seen it as a mistake and deleted it within hours of posting. But personally, I think it is one of the most important tweets in the history of social media.

         It brought the issue of who should be compensated for the ending of the horrors of transatlantic slavery up to date and to a global audience.

         Whether the Treasury meant to or not – and I am pretty sure they did not mean to – the issue of reparations has now become one that we all have to think about.

         The next question is, ‘What exactly are reparations?’

         
            Notes

            1Joshua Barrie and Tristan Cork, ‘How Taxpayers Were Still Paying for British Slave Trade Nearly 200 Years Later’, Mirror, 9 June 2020.

            2 David Olusoga, Twitter, 10 Feb. 2018, 9.10 a.m., x.com/DavidOlusoga/status/962252398273224705.

            3 David Olusoga, ‘The Treasury’s Tweet Shows Slavery Is Still Misunderstood’, Guardian, 12 Feb. 2018.

            4 Tristan Cork, ‘Taxpayers in Bristol Were Still Paying Debt to City’s Slave Owners in 2015, Treasury Admits’, Bristol Post, 13 Feb. 2018.

            5 Information Rights Unit, ‘Freedom of Information Act 2000: Slavery Abolition Act 1833’, HM Treasury (letter), 31 Jan. 2018.

            6 Lucy Mangan, ‘Britain’s Forgotten Slave Owners Review: “A Vivid Picture of the Spread of Slavery Profits”’, Guardian, 23 July 2015.

            7 Bertram Niles, ‘UK Slavery Tweet Rekindles Caribbean Reparations Bid’, CGTN, 27 Feb. 2018.

            8 Tristan Cork, ‘Petition Demands British Government Refunds Taxpayer the Money that Paid Off Slavery Debt’, Bristol Live, 16 Feb. 2018.

            9 Cleo Lake, ‘Refund Our Taxes Paid to Compensate Enslavers!’, Change.org, 16 Feb. 2018.

         




OEBPS/images/title_page_online.jpg
PRAYBACGK

THE CASE FOR REPARATIONS
FOR SLAVERY AND
HOW THEY WOULD WORK

LENNY HENRY
& MARCUS RVDER

faber





OEBPS/images/landing_online.png





OEBPS/images/9780571380077_cover_epub.jpg
THE CASE FOR REPARATIONS FOR
SLAVERY AND HOW THEY WOULD WORK






