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‘Out of suffering have emerged the strongest souls; the most massive characters are seared with scars.’


Broken Wings, Kahlil Gibran, 1912









INTRODUCTION


‘They didn’t really care about our history. It wasn’t really valued as such,’ says the middle-aged Black archivist at the British Library as they apologise for the quality of the microfilm that I am handed. The film is one of four copies of a collection of the issues of the West Indian Gazette and Afro-Asian Caribbean News that exist in the UK – other incomplete runs of this newspaper are kept at the University of Oxford, Lambeth Library and the Institute of Race Relations.1


The film reveals a journal that is burnished ochre, torn and ragged around the edges, with vital sections missing. A dark cumulus of smudged newsprint occasionally deems the odd page unreadable. In its time this newspaper was the foremost voice among the Caribbean community in Britain, emerging from the embers of the Notting Hill riots in 1958 to serve its shell-shocked readers, the recently arrived Windrush generation. Under the auspices of its driven and talented editor Claudia Jones, this newspaper acted as a lifeline, a vital guide to those in the community, emphasising that they weren’t alone in this new and often hostile world they found themselves in.


Considering that the Gazette was a fairly recent publication, the lack of care taken with regard to its keep is shocking, but unfortunately not unique. To date only one newspaper that served communities of colour in the UK in the twentieth century is digitised on the British Newspaper Archive, that of The Keys (1933–39). Una Marson edited some of its earlier issues.2


Similar circumstances confronted me when I searched for the work of the journalists of colour of the nineteenth century and early twentieth century – for this is a story that predates Windrush and indeed stretches back to the work of Robert Wedderburn, who published six anti-slavery pamphlets The Axe Laid to Root or a Fatal Blow to Oppressors in 1817. While researching the work of Samuel Jules Celestine Edwards and Dusé Mohamed Ali, I found that no complete runs of their newspapers existed in the UK. Print copies of some of Ali’s paper – the African Times and Orient Review – went astray during my research, lost between two archives, a situation compounded by the British Library cyberattack of October 2023. The hunt for issues of Fraternity took me via email to the University of Illinois’ History, Philosophy and Newspaper Library, which had thankfully preserved some copies on microfilm, including extracts from Edwards’ now-lost logbook.3


Like the faded newsprint of their journals, the legacies of the journalists who worked so hard to produce them similarly eroded over time. Edwards was a fierce critic of the legacy of the slave trade and the British Empire when it was at the zenith of its powers, regularly sharing a stage with contemporary luminaries George Bernard Shaw and Annie Besant. However, unlike those two, you would be hard pressed to find Edwards’ story in any historical record.


Newspapers are often cited as the ‘first rough draft of history’, but what does it mean when your history is not deemed worthy of preservation?4 In his book Black Ghost of Empire: The Long Death of Slavery and the Failure of Emancipation, Kris Manjapra refers to the Pan-Africanist philosopher W.E.B. Du Bois, who stated that the ‘problem of the twentieth century is the problem of the color-line’.5 To Du Bois’ articulation of an all-pervasive, inter-generational harm wrought by racial discrimination, Manjapra adds that the problem of the twenty-first century is that of ‘the ghost line’.6 He elucidates that: ‘Because of slavery and colonialism, certain human groups have been made into ‘[phantoms] in other people’s eyes.’7 Quoting from Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man, he states ‘they are told … that their history is not substantive to remember and to call human history’.8


When your history is condemned to the spectral realm, when many of the UK’s established institutions, libraries, museums and archives do not deem it worthy of space or commemoration, its ephemeral nature means it can be all too easily forgotten. It can also, in the current political climate (where the past is weaponised for political gain), be deemed – like the phantasmagorical inhabitants of our imagination, the jumbies, wraiths and shapeshifters – unbelievable.


It pained me to read recently that the 1976 BBC programme, where the sociologist Stuart Hall interviewed the foremost Black intellectual C.L.R. James on his seventy-fifth birthday in May of that year, was destroyed, wiped before transmission because the BBC director general at that time, Aubrey Singer, stated in an internal memo: ‘Sorry, but I have no interest in a 45' conversation with CLR James.’9 A history unrecorded because of one man’s choice. Or that the director Steve McQueen on the promotional junket for his 2024 film Blitz has to constantly explain that 1940s London was a cosmopolitan and diverse place, with ‘a large Chinese community, there were a lot of Black people, Asian people’.10 The Keys, in particular the photographs of the children’s trips to Epsom funded by Harold Moody, immortalises in print a diverse, multicultural 1930s London. Likewise, Ali’s Herculean attempts in the Review to continually highlight the contribution of the colonies to the First World War effort had a purpose. He knew back then that this story would be conveniently erased from collective memory. More than a century later, he has been proved right as few British people are aware of the contribution of colonial troops to both world wars, such as the 1.4 million Indian soldiers who served alongside British troops in the First World War, or that the country donated a significant amount to Britain’s war chest (£146.2 million, approximately £14 billion in today’s money).11


• • •


I have been a journalist for more than three decades, one of the very few journalists of colour on Fleet Street in the 1990s and early 2000s. During the course of my career, I have worked as a feature writer in the field, sometimes working with charities and reporting from conflict zones. I have also been employed as a senior backbench editor on a national newspaper. In the late 1990s, on my first shift on a national broadsheet, I noticed only one other Black journalist on that newspaper’s floor. The other people of colour staffed the canteen or wielded a mop. It was something I was acutely aware of – who gets to tell which stories are amplified in the public sphere matters. The rise of the internet opened up a printed realm that was once the rigid preserve of a few privileged voices and the situation has improved somewhat, but is still wanting. A 2024 Women in Journalism report acknowledged a ‘shocking’ lack of diversity in a profession that is overwhelmingly white and upper middle-class.12


Throughout my career, I often pondered the fate of the journalists of colour that came before me, who worked at a time when the air was filled with prejudice and scorn for their ideas, and when the political classes and public at large were less than receptive to their cause. These courageous journalists were not afforded a seat at national newspapers. Instead, they operated on the fringes, working on shoestring budgets to produce their journals at times of great adversity. Consequently, their stories were often punctuated with personal tragedy and loss, and grievous tolls were taken on their mental and physical health.


The cast of seven remarkable men and women journalists that I have chosen to profile in INK! – Samuel Jules Celestine Edwards, Dusé Mohamed Ali, Claude McKay, George Padmore, Una Marson, Claudia Jones and Darcus Howe – all had a formidable role to play in the birthing pains of multicultural Britain. Their combined story arc covers a period, from when Britain’s Empire spanned nearly a quarter of the globe to the heady start of the 1980s when seismic shifts in the British political, social and cultural landscape led to the Black British and Asian community asserting their voice.


Their personal lives laid bare rival any popular drama – Edwards’ progressive movement was split asunder by forbidden love, jealousy and the untimely death of its charismatic founder; Ali lived in abject poverty in Edwardian England under possibly an assumed identity and survived by reciting Shakespeare to the upper classes; Padmore was interrogated by Göring’s Nazi goons and deported to the UK for distributing The Negro Worker from Hamburg. Meanwhile, Marson, whose activism took her to the centre of the world stage, working as Haile Selassie’s secretary when he made a plea to the League of Nations in 1936 against the fascist aggression of Mussolini’s Italy, spent some of her final years incarcerated in a mental hospital, slowly undone, not just by the chicanery of global politicians but by years of insidious and blatant racism that had eroded her sense of self.


Nested within their stories are the rich social, intellectual and progressive worlds of multicultural Britain, for this is also a tale of unity between races for the greater good. For example, the chapter on George Padmore will bring in the remarkable actors of 1930s Black Britain – Amy Ashwood Garvey, James and future Kenyan prime minister Jomo Kenyatta. Allies included those on the progressive left and feminist movements, such as the heiress Nancy Cunard and Sylvia Pankhurst (with the latter’s anti-racist work straddling decades), and even Charlie Chaplin, a staunch ally of Claude McKay’s journalism, makes a vaudevillian appearance. Similarly, the chapter on Darcus Howe will look at the remarkable individuals, groups and alliances, such as the Indian Workers’ Association and the Bengali Housing Action Group, that fed into Black Power and the later Race Today Collective.


A number of these journalists operated during the 1920s and ’30s, a time when race and global revolutionary politics were heavily entangled. Journalists such as McKay, Padmore and Jones aligned themselves to the Communist cause, which promised to serve as an international beacon of racial equality. Their own work was often stymied as a result of these allegiances and it may have dented their legacies. Nearly all the journalists I have featured were subject to constant surveillance by the secret services.


The publications that these journalists produced reacted to the hinges of history – the Scramble for Africa, the race riots following the First World War, the rise of Nazism and Fascism, the anti-colonial movement and the subsequent decades of active anti-racist struggle. Their paragraphs act as precious portals, charting the response of the global majority to these time-snaring events. A June 1960 editorial by Jones ‘Freedom … Africa’s Right’ emphasises the tipped domino effect of the independence movement on the continent. Under an illustration by Hugo Gellert of men and women breaking free from chains, she writes: ‘Whereas a few years ago it was held by many that the struggle for African freedom would be a gradual one – everyone bids fair to revise estimates as the people of Africa in heroic struggle, supported widely throughout the world, move with seven league boots to their dawn of freedom.’13 Two months later in an erudite piece entitled ‘These are the facts: Behind the Congo Upsurge’, Jones outlines how Patrice Lumumba’s fledgling government was suffering downright attempts to ‘sabotage its right to self-determination’ from Belgium, its former colonial ruler.14


Such unique international perspective linked the struggles of the UK’s non-white population to those of the global community, emphasising that their fight for equality in education, housing and employment was part of a much broader narrative.


The community that these radical journalists engendered should not be underestimated. The latter period of this book covers my living experience. I grew up in 1970s and ’80s Britain, at a time of overt and blatant racism. I remember my father taking my hand as a small child and guiding me away from a National Front stall in Romford town square; one of the leaflets had photographs of people who looked like me and called for their repatriation. I recall the monkey chants that my sister and I endured on our way to school; and I still get chills thinking about when a complete stranger on a bus tried to set fire to my hair with his lighter while spluttering vindictively ‘I want to kill all P––s’. These incidents were frequent and constant, and back then not deemed a crime. When a house fire claimed the lives of thirteen teenagers at 16-year-old Yvonne Ruddock’s birthday party in Lewisham, the shock, terror and sheer anger in the community was visceral. As a 10-year-old, I witnessed how Howe’s Race Today Collective and the New Cross Massacre Action Committee articulated this fury into direct action – such journalism as activism ultimately led to change and a better society for all.


Indeed, these pioneers ushered in social movements that transformed the course of British history and the global order. They ultimately believed in the power of their ideas to remake the world. In cramped offices, they performed alchemy, forging, weaving and moulding ideas that were disseminated across painfully nurtured networks. Their ink bore witness: through the words that flowed from their pens or issued from their typewriter ribbon, they endeavoured to analyse, comment and make sense of their environment. Taken as a whole, their journalism reflects the history of race relations in this country.


Like linked paper chains, their important presses unite and mesh across decades: Ida B. Wells credits Edwards’ anti-lynching campaign with pressurising the US government and turning the political mood against these horrific acts – Wells herself was a pioneer of the US civil rights movement. Edwards’ work was an inspiration for Ali, who later tutored a young Marcus Garvey, the leader of America’s first Black nationalist movement. While McKay’s ‘wanderings’ and writing influenced France’s Négritude’s movement, and its proponents, Aimé Césaire, Léopold Sédar Senghor and others, in turn influenced Black Power in the US and the UK. James, Padmore’s boyhood friend and erstwhile political companion in 1930s Britain, is a constant presence throughout the book, reoccurring again when he moves into the flat above the Race Today Collective offices in south London in later life, his ideology influencing much of his nephew Howe’s and that group’s important work.15


The majority of the seven journalists I have chosen to profile have Caribbean origins; I too am a daughter of Windrush – my late mother was recruited by the NHS from Georgetown, Guyana, to work as a nurse in the UK in 1962 and my father came over on the boat-train from Trinidad in 1961. My choice of subjects reflects no bias on my part (well maybe a bit), but instead illustrates the legacy of enslavement, indenture and colonialism that exists between the UK and the Caribbean and how the British education system fostered a dual and conflicting climate: one of subservience to the so-called Mother Country but also one of rebellion reared by a deeply unequal society in the wake of emancipation. James argued that Black Caribbean intellectuals were afforded a unique perspective on the world, as in these small societies people of different ranks and classes intermingled. It was through this ‘small conspectus’ that these intellectuals gleaned ‘a certain comprehensive view’. Hence those ‘who come from those miserable scraps of dirt and really have some sort of impact upon the intellectual life of the world’.16


The fact that many established institutions did not deem this history worthy of space means that the void was often filled by the personal recollections and collections of our elders. I remain hugely indebted to the late historian Marika Sherwood, whose bookshelves in the rural Kent village of Oare strained with a rich repository of pamphlets, books and newspapers, such as the original first programme of the Notting Hill Carnival, that brought this history to vivid life.17 I was fortunate enough to talk to Diane Langford, the Race Today Collective’s Farrukh Dhondy, Leila Hassan Howe and Gus John, who all gave up their time to help me in the completion of this project. My father Eddie Singh (who occasionally visited the Black House and was a huge fan of the civil rights activist Roy Sawh) also helped me shade this world.


With limited funds, this book owes much to those authors and historians who spent inordinate time researching these worlds in intimate, scholarly detail: Stephen Bourne (who was generous with both resources and time), Carole Boyce Davies, Wayne F. Cooper, Dr Caroline Bressey, Robin Bunce, Ian Duffield, Dr Jacqueline Jenkinson, Peter Fryer, Paul Field, Delia Jarrett-Macauley, Marc Matera, James Procter, Carol Polsgrove and Dr Leslie Elaine James. The latter two authors provided me with invaluable facts about Padmore, whose absence in the archive was compounded by his own flexibility with dates and his compunction to torch his papers.


An acrostic in praise of Edwards appears after his death in 1894 in issues of Fraternity: ‘Celebrity thou well didst gain/Endowed with gifts not spent in vain … Deeds of greatness live, and the voice from the grave will speak with greater force/Surely thy bright example deserves our imitation.’18


Sadly, Edwards’ vision was never emulated, his story erased by the endless cruelties of time. It was only in 2020, more than 125 years after his death, that a blue plaque was erected in the city of Sunderland at the former site of the Assembly Hall, a venue where he was famed for his lectures. A forgotten legacy is shared by many of the journalists featured in INK!.


There is no way to remedy smudged newsprint, but INK! hopes to resurrect these long-buried stories for a new generation, centring these narratives, and revealing how the sacrifices and struggles of the past have shaped our present. As a community, we are used to operating from the margins in order to get our voice heard; what is not so well known is how deep the historical roots of this activism reach. By recounting the amazing lives of these historically marginalised characters, INK! seeks to paint a truer picture of who we are as a nation.


INK! is a story of all our history. It’s a story that deserves to be told.









1


THE FORGOTTEN ANGEL OF HISTORY



SAMUEL JULES CELESTINE EDWARDS, stowaway, seaman, anti-racism campaigner and ‘Britain’s first black editor of note’ (Lux, 1892–94; Fraternity, 1893–94)


Raglan Hall, 16 December 1882. There had been many great acts at this venue: Harry Sansom, billed as the funniest man in London, had graced this stage, as had Professor Hotine’s ‘wonderful performing dogs and monkeys’.1 Tonight’s seasonal entertainment promised much and the large auditorium buzzed with anticipation. In the front rows, the long wooden benches were crammed with working men in stiff flannels and Derby hats. Some stamped their feet; others took up this percussion, rapping the wooden benches with their knuckles or clapping their hands. Young women in their most fashionable outfits, silk bustled gowns in nightshade and mazarine, leaned over the balcony of the upper circle, riling those below, the reflections from the mother-of-pearl buttons adorning their bodices sending a frantic moonbeam dance across the stage.


The warm-up act was the Primitive Methodists. They had secured a prime spot to deliver the message of Christ to an audience that lived in one of the most neglected districts in south London. This hall held more than 2,000 people. The young missionary who was about to take the stage first tonight was nervous – he had never faced such a large crowd before. The heavy velvet curtains provided a barrier he was not willing to dispense with just yet.


Slowly he edged forward, his eyes adjusting to the gloom. The rows of faces that greeted him reminded him of the ocean’s vastness, for before arriving on these shores he spent many years at sea. In the gas-lamp light, the men’s features at the front of the stage seemed to distort like watery moons, as their jaws moved frantically ‘in a most extraordinary manner’.


The missionary walked to the centre of the stage but before he could open his mouth ‘a hail of brown, pulpy substance of objectionable odour saluted him’. His fellow missionaries gasped, as he was driven several steps backwards by the pellets’ onslaught. ‘Go and teach your brother n––––s in your own country,’ growled a voice. The front row stamped their feet. Raucous laughter rippled across the hall and built to a crescendo. The missionary wiped his face with his jacket sleeve, staggered forward and attempted to address the audience again. The front row gobbed and hoicked once more. He slipped backwards in the snail-like mucin that bathed the stage. The heckling continued, brutal and vicious, criticising his appearance. ‘Look at his black face, go and have a bath’; ‘Get off. Off, off, off. We don’t want the likes of you here.’ His white brothers from the mission emerged from the curtains, and flapped their arms, desperately appealing for calm, but the front row again showed their vehement disdain. The hall had now descended into pandemonium: the women in the gallery started to indulge in ‘profane dances’. A sound of splitting wood came from the rear. The audience was now ‘a wild and savage beast’. Surely the young man had lost this crowd? A flash of inspiration came to him, ‘recollecting that music hath charms to soothe the savage breast’, he quickly seated himself at the harmonium, reached tenderly for the keys and played the hymn Cut it Down.2


Years spent at sea, at the mercy of its swell, and having to deal with a variety of life-and-death situations as a child and then as a young man, had more than prepared him for the vagaries of the Victorian music hall audience.


A fellow missionary spoke later of that night: ‘He had a marvellously beautiful touch upon the instrument and a sweet, powerful voice.’ The room quietened. When Samuel Jules Celestine Edwards finished, he took off his top hat and solemnly bowed to the crowd. The stunned audience pleaded with him for yet another hymn.3


• • •


Seven years later, Edwards’ reputation had grown considerably and people flocked to see the popular lecturer at Hackney’s Victoria Park. Here he would make speeches at the Forum, a makeshift stage situated in the shadow of the ornate Gothic Burdett-Coutts fountain. On 26 May 1889, the first of that year’s open-air lectures, he was presented with a new podium, a great honour, as the list of those who had spoken at what was commonly known as ‘People’s Park’ read like a roll call of famed orators – George Bernard Shaw, William Morris, Annie Besant and Ben Tillett, as well as speakers from the Independent Labour Party – all had graced its stage.4 According to historian Charles Poulsen, the golden age of the Forum was between 1890 and 1914 – for this was ‘the school in which the intelligent young men and women of the East End learnt about the society they lived in, their place in it and how it could be changed for the better’.5 In fact, the Forum was where people got their news and entertainment of the day.


An extraordinary story exists of Edwards’ ability to captivate. At one of his lectures in the park, career criminal Joseph Wailey threaded his way through the human tangle that had thronged to see Edwards. Wailey, in his shabby frock coat and tilted cap, saw in this avid crowd the rich pickings of leather wallets, moleskin purses and pocket watches. At nearly 80, he boasted a lengthy criminal CV of unusual talents – his early years pickpocketing had led to smuggling and gangs, and he had even spent his best years as a horse thief in the United States. Old age had brought him back to a familiar stamping ground, a place where he could make, in his own words, thousands of pounds. Newspaper reports described him as a man who ‘could have given a few hints to “Fagin”’.6


As Wailey’s fingers encircled a watch chain, the speaker began to preach, on ‘reason and godliness’ and an almost ecclesiastical hush descended over the crowd. Wailey, his curiosity piqued as to who could demand such rapture, looked up to see a tall, elegant Black man in a top hat, frock coat and tails, framed by the limbs of a cherry blossom tree, speaking on the open-air platform.7


Charmed by this extraordinary figure, whom he later found out was Edwards, from the Christian Evidence Society, Wailey renounced his lifetime of crime there and then, and up to his dying day would tell anyone who cared to listen that it was Edwards and his lecture that had set him on the straight and narrow path. As Edwards ended his speech and made a special appeal for funds to provide breakfasts for the poor children of the district, Wailey found himself reaching for any loose change in his pocket as the collection tin was passed around.8


A ‘marvellous personality’


Edwards’ mesmeric qualities were well documented. ‘His was truly a most marvellous personality,’ wrote R.V. Allen, a friend and colleague. ‘The bright and merry twinkling of his piercing eye, the motion of his head and limbs, the erectness of stature, every one of them silently t[old] volumes and len[t] to his words an irresistible charm.’


His ability to ‘take up the threads of an opponent’s argument, and unravel, disentangle and expose them, recorded another admirer, ‘caused him often to be greeted with a wild and frantic cheer of triumph and delight’.9


He was handsome, always smartly dressed in a top hat and frock coat, the lapel boasting a boutonnière (once the famed coat and hat had been stolen at a talk in Sunderland, arousing such anger in Edwards that he threatened to ‘knock the dust’ out of ‘the prig’), while the newspapers of the day were extravagant in their praise of Edwards’ rhetorical alchemy, with the words ‘eloquent’, ‘assured’ and ‘witty’ peppering reviews.10


On one occasion, Edwards’ magnetism led to a crush in Landport, Portsmouth, with the floor giving way, and about fifty people falling 7ft into the cellar below. The local paper reported: ‘So closely had the people been standing together that they fell in one block and filled the cellar so completely that there was no room even to fall down.’ It continued to report ‘fainting and hysterical’ ladies among the injured.11


At the point of the Portsmouth crush, in 1893, Edwards, 34, was a lecturer of huge renown, the editor of Lux, the Christian Evidence Society journal, and soon-to-be editor of Fraternity; roles that, according to the journalist and author Peter Fryer, earned him the title of ‘the first black British editor of note’.12


The manner in which Edwards had reached this elevated national profile was unconventional to say the least. He was born in the village of Burns, Dominica, probably on 28 December 1858, the youngest of nine children.13 Edwards’ grandparents were both enslaved and Edwards’ father was born into slavery, although his parents later secured his freedom. The family were poor but ‘not the poorest’ and were devout Catholics. His father held for years a small appointment with the French government, and also worked for Sir Benjamin Pine (who was governor of Antigua 1869–71) and Edwards’ mother did much of the running of the home. Edwards was spoiled by his five older sisters and mother. He wrote effusively in letters: ‘A woman should be like an invisible enchantress, drawing out what is noblest and best in a man’s nature … The noblest women have been such – this I have seen in my mother.’14 In later life, he would promote female writers and intellectuals in his publications, no doubt inspired by the women of his childhood.


The multicultural crews that would dock in Dominica’s ports held an endless fascination for the young schoolboy. He made friends with lascar sailors at every opportunity and would never tire of listening to their stories of far-off places. He wrote of these encounters: ‘I got them to tell me about the different countries they had seen. Hearing the sailors’ yarns made me want to go to sea so much that I made one or two attempts to run away.’15


When his father worked in Antigua, Edwards was placed in a Wesleyan Methodist School on that island aged about 9. At this school he received a comprehensive Christian education: studying the New Testament, attending Sunday school and joining the chapel choir; he also became a Methodist and expressed hopes of becoming a missionary. The school’s teachers did not shy away from teaching about the unjustness of colonialism and it might have been here that Edwards became first aware of the subject. An influential teacher at this school was the Reverend Henry Mason Joseph and the two would cross paths again in England when Edwards’ fame was at its height. Joseph would come to England seeking financial help for the Wilberforce Institute in Chatham, Ontario, a school for children of African Americans who had escaped from slavery on the Underground Railroad. He would later become an enthusiastic supporter of Fraternity.


The sudden death of his father in 1869 crushed any hopes Edwards had of becoming a Wesleyan missionary. He returned to Dominica to support his mother and rekindled his friendships with the sailors on the docks. A year after his father’s death, at the age of just 11, he decided with a schoolboy companion to go to sea, taking only a bundle of clothes. This time he was successful, slipping on board a vessel bound for Guadeloupe with a friend and hiding in the ship’s hold. Another schoolboy had seen the pair and informed Edwards’ mother, but by the time she had reached the wharf, the ship was departing. Edwards recalled seeing her from a porthole, standing on the wharf, and calling at the top of her voice ‘Come back! Come back!’ – the words puncturing him ‘like an arrow into my heart’.16


The stowaways were found and the children were forced to work for their passage, scrubbing the decks and washing the jhulis (the webbed hammocks suspended from beams that made up the lascars’ sleeping quarters). Worse was to come, as when the boat did eventually dock in Guadeloupe, the two boys were carted off to work in a hotel. Their plans to ‘go everywhere and see everything’ faded abruptly, as they were ‘cooped within the walls of a hotel, deprived of their liberty and compelled to work hard for little pay’.17 Eventually, they escaped their landlocked plight. Edwards was employed by a Martinique vessel and once he acquired his sea legs, his usefulness as an interpreter (he spoke both French and English) gained him the respect of his superiors.


Edwards wrote of the pleasures of the calm waters and of watching ‘the wonderful objects – the whales, porpoises and the flying fish’ – when they came into sight. There is no doubt that these early years at sea equipped him with a worldly intelligence far beyond his years. Living, working and sleeping with an international crew that spoke lascari, the language of the sea, would also have given him a unique insight into other cultures.18


Occasionally the lessons he learnt were harsh. When the ship he had sailed on for four years retired in New York and discharged its crew, a teenage Edwards found himself wandering the streets of the big city with a not inconsiderable amount of money on his person. In his own words, he encountered ‘a land shark’, a man who offered him friendship and lodgings, but ended up stealing his money and leaving Edwards only with the clothes he stood up in. It was around this time that he became aware of the different treatment accorded to those whose skins were not white in the United States. The news that the abolitionist John Brown was hanged for inciting a failed slave rebellion in Harpers Ferry, Virginia, in 1859, profoundly affected Edwards and the incident was something he would refer back to in later years. He acquired a strong sense of social justice, rebelling on board a Liverpool-owned vessel, where the poor pay and tyrannical captain almost caused the sailors to mutiny.19


At the age of 17, and on the verge of adulthood, Edwards found himself in San Francisco. He became associated with ‘a motley crew of gold-diggers, miners and other Bohemians, who observed no Sabbath and spent all days alike in a godless, reckless fashion’.20


While he was hanging out with this unorthodox crew, an incident of horseplay escalated into a fight. A pistol was pulled on Edwards, with the bullet narrowly grazing his right ear. The episode prompted a reckoning for the teenager and his next employment on a vessel where the captain and his wife were both devout Christians led to him renewing his faith, especially when a friend, a Finnish sailor, fell to his death from the crow’s nest before he had time to repent.21


Despite numerous attempts to get back to Dominica, Edwards found himself in England, in the port of Hull briefly before relocating to Edinburgh in 1877, where he worked as a labourer. The city’s medical school attracted a number of West Indians and Africans and was in many ways a nascent multicultural community, which could be perhaps why Edwards settled here.22 Edwards did not join a union, but joined the Hope Lodge of the Order of Good Templars, perhaps spurred by having witnessed the ravages of drink on his fellow sailors.23


His first public speech was on the evils of drink and showed his gifts as a natural orator. He would spend all day working as a builder and then devote his evenings to delivering temperance addresses. Insecurities he had about leaving formal schooling at 11 meant that he devoted an inordinate amount of time to study and ‘every spare copper to books’.24


From Edinburgh, Edwards went to Sunderland and spent time as an insurance agent. However, he left this situation because he ‘could not tolerate’ the business practices of his superior, stating that, ‘as a Christian, I found it difficult to reconcile the methods of obtaining insurances with my conscience’.25


At the time of the 1881 census, Edwards was boarding at 57 Square Street, Tottington, Lancashire, and he gave his main occupation as a lecturer, an employ that would earn him nationwide fame. In time he began to vary his lectures, giving talks on his sailing adventures, and also talking about life in the Caribbean. It was reported that ‘very frequently he held spellbound many an audience’.26


Controversial Subjects


His reputation was such that Edwards entered into a short, successful mission in the East End, with the Reverend J.F. Porter of north Bow. Here he found the duel of words that took place at Victoria Park’s Forum a powerful lure. He became a frequent speaker there, combining these talks with a hectic schedule of public lecturing for the Primitive Methodists.


He was not afraid of broaching controversial subjects. In an 1884 address to The Society for Propagating the Gospel Among the Heathen in Bishop’s Waltham, where his audience was predominantly upper middle class, he admonished the ‘white civilisers who go to Africa for what they can pocket’. In a later address in the August of that same year to the Balloon Society of Great Britain, which met at the Royal Aquarium, he challenged the notion that the ‘black man was lazy and would rather be slaves than free men’. Citing his own family as an example, particularly his grandfather who had toiled and bought the liberty of his own children, he stated: ‘I believe the Negro is capable of higher and nobler things than you give them credit for, and when trained for as many years as you have been will make a nobler race and a better people than the present generation.’27


In the same address, despite the boos from some of his audience, Edwards spoke about the 1865 Morant Bay rebellion in Jamaica and the ‘despicable actions of that monster Governor Eyre’. He was able to show that any fears of a Black revolt were unfounded and Eyre’s actions at the time had been entirely disproportionate.28


In the hostile world of late Victorian Britain, Edwards was not one to shy away from controversy. Nearly a decade later, in a December 1892 article for Lux entitled ‘The Negro Race’, Edwards took scientific racists to task by correctly identifying that the discovery of increasing numbers of hominin fossils implied all humans had a common origin, with equal capacity for intelligence, civilisation and humility. At the time, spurious ideas about craniology reflecting intelligence and even moral capacity promulgated by scientific racists such as James Hunt, the president of the Anthropological Society of London, were gaining traction and being used to justify a new era of colonialism.


While his star was ascendent, audiences of all classes clamoured to see him. ‘… [When] conferences are discussing how to get people to church,’ marvelled one of his auditors in Bristol, ‘Mr Edwards is filling a hall with 1,000 people five nights in the week and a much larger one three times on a Sunday.’29


Edwards’ activity attracted the attention of the Bishop of Bedford, who employed him in the early summer of 1885 on a good salary of £80 a year as Christian Evidence missioner for London’s East End. This was a highly trusted role and illustrated the value that the Church placed on Edwards’ work. It was not an easy posting: the capital’s East End suffered from a particular deprivation – Charles Booth’s multi-volume study Life and Labour of the People in London had identified that one third of the East End’s 900,000 inhabitants lived at or below the poverty line. Booth wrote that: ‘their life is the life of savages … their food is of the coarsest description and their only luxury is drink. It is not easy to see how they live.’30


At around this time, Edwards left the Primitive Methodists and joined the Christian Evidence Society (CES) as the head of the east London branch. Many of his lectures mirrored the society’s objectives, which were to actively promote Christianity and to controvert atheist and secularist ideals.


The Christian Evidence missioner salary paid for further training and he embarked on a theology course at King’s College London in 1887. He earned the ‘diploma of associate’ but ‘refused the gown’, even though he had prepared for holy orders and received a definite promise of a curacy after he had qualified for his duties. Illustrating his strength of attachment to the community and the works he was undertaking, Edwards strongly believed that he could be of more use to the people out of the church than in it.31


While he was studying at King’s College, he lived with three medical students, including Wilfred Grenfell, an upper middle-class Englishman. The deeply Christian Grenfell had met Edwards through the church. The men had acquired lodgings in Palestine Place, Bethnal Green. Grenfell wrote of their very basic accommodation: ‘We had no furniture and little spare cash so the first week or two was lived in perpetual picnic. And as the snow was on the ground, and the frost severe, we generally took our meals in our overcoats and hats.’32


Gradually the residents sourced furniture: armchairs plumped by sackcloth that regularly did the splits, a pair of exercise bars and a bath that Edwards, who was nicknamed Skipper by his housemates, ingeniously ‘plumbed in himself’. Grenfell described how a hole through the side of the house served to empty the bath, while a hose from the tank on the roof coming in at the window filled it. The friends recalled Edwards’ ‘bright and happy nature, his ringing laugh … qualities which served not a little to enliven one who spent nearly 12 hours a day at the East End London Palace of Pain [referring to the London Hospital]’.33


They were a ‘cosmopolitan set’, who still lodged with Edwards when the household broke up in 1889 and he moved to 50 Tudor Road, Hackney. Grenfell wrote: ‘[We consisted of] an Indian from Madras, an African, an Anglo-Indian, now in Australia; two southerners, and one north country Englishman and at times a Russian Jew; yet I never remember a dispute and I look back to these days as a time of uninterrupted happiness.’34


Grenfell chided Edwards for overwork, noting that his flatmate would, following his studies at King’s College, preach nearly every evening and read into the night. Edwards also became interested (possibly influenced by his flatmates) in treating the body as well as the soul. In 1889, he enrolled as a student of the London Hospital, but the fees were a serious drain on his finances and he had to work harder than ever to meet their claim.


This often meant lecturing in provincial towns around the country, and he started travelling by night mail to cram in even more speaking engagements. When visiting a town for the first time, Edwards would build an audience, lecturing night after night for a fortnight until the halls were full. After he left a town, Edwards left behind him a branch of the CES, consisting of around 50 to 200 people, a visible representation of his skills as an orator and the passion with which he held his religious duties. He sincerely believed that addressing issues such as temperance would alleviate poverty among the working classes and he began to identify as a Christian socialist.


He started producing penny pamphlets as another way of spreading the gospel and producing much-needed funds. His prolific output included Atheism a Failure and Theosophy Old and New. In 1891 he authored a 164-page book entitled From Slavery to a Bishopric: The Life of Bishop Walter Hawkins, chronicling Hawkins’ escape from a life of slavery in Columbia, Maryland, to become the superintendent of the British Methodist Episcopal Church in Canada. Edwards would later go on a national tour with Hawkins.


All the while his reputation at the London Hospital grew. He visited patients after-hours and his kind and gentle manner endeared him to the gruffest of East Enders. One newspaper report stated that: ‘The poor people used to ask for the Black Doctor.’35


In the spring of 1891, his studies were interrupted by a serious illness, most likely tuberculosis, and he was advised by Sir Andrew Clark, his supervisor at the London Hospital and also William Gladstone’s personal physician, to take time off from his medical studies. Despite being warned against over-exertion, Edwards continued to lecture as he had no other means of subsistence. He wore out shoe leather again on a hectic national lecturing schedule in the autumn of 1891. This ‘Anti-Infidel Crusade’ for the CES took in the towns of Derby, Sheffield, Manchester, Liverpool and Oldham. On tours such as these, Edwards would charge 1d for admission, a proportion of which would go towards hall hire and advertising, so despite reaching large audiences, such lecture tours were hardly lucrative.


Antidote to Atheism


The idea of a weekly Christian Evidence paper, Lux, was mooted by the CES, as there was clearly a hunger for such literature in these towns. Edwards published a circular as a means of gauging the extent of support for such an initiative, stating that, ‘It is humiliating to confess that while organised Atheism has two weekly papers which find their way among the working classes … there is not one Christian weekly paper acting as an antidote to their deadly poison.’36


He proposed forming The Lux Newspaper Company Ltd, with a capital of £2,500 in 2,500 shares. The company was to have a board of managing directors, each of whom would hold more than fifty shares. In order to ensure a wide circulation of Lux, Edwards stated that he would go on tour in the provinces for six months in the autumn and winter following the paper’s launch. On his enforced break from the London Hospital, Edwards launched Lux, a sixteen-page weekly, on 6 August 1892, declaring that he hoped fellow Christians would support the initiative.


Lux appeared every Thursday and sold for a penny through a variety of national agents boosted by CES networks. Initially agents were focused on the capital, with twenty-three in Fleet Street and in the area around Victoria Park and Hackney while a similar number (twenty-one) covered the rest of London. This soon expanded to include national stockists and by March 1893 the paper was stocked by forty outlets in Manchester, fourteen in Liverpool and also boasted vendors across a number of regional towns including Sunderland, Bolton and Norwich, and Southampton and Portsmouth in the south. Edwards was optimistic about circulation: by September 1892 he was claiming a weekly circulation of 15,000, which he hoped would soar to 100,000 by Christmas with further promotional pushes.


As editor, Edwards penned the leading article, ‘Our Conviction’, which appeared on the front of the paper: in the first issue he bemoaned ‘the spirit of unbelief that was sweeping through Christianity’ and laid out the need for Lux.37 The paper followed a distinct format, with pages two and three devoted to reports from local CES meetings, reviews of lectures and a list of Edwards’ forthcoming speaking engagements; there was also a regular woman’s page – ‘From a Woman to a Woman’, written by Helen Sillitoe – near the front. James Marchant, former president of the West Ham secular society, was a regular contributor, with articles including ‘Jesus and Morality and Observations on Atheism’; while R.V. Allen, John W. Clayton and William Brandle also contributed articles with a theological bent. The paper also featured creative writing such as two or three-page morality tales and poetry by Leo Atwin and Albert J. Treolar. In the Christmas 1892 issue, Marchant contributed a story, ‘Christmas Stockings’, featuring Herbert Holman, an atheist Scrooge-like character.


Other regulars were Letterbox (which often included examples of fevered debate following one of Edwards’ lectures), and Flashes and Sparks, a series of news titbits. The format was popular. In its second issue, under the leader ‘Lux at Last’, Edwards reported on the paper’s favourable reception despite supply issues.


Brodie’s Imperial Hair Dyes, Fitchetts Paraffin Soap, the Densmore Typewriter and Singer sewing machines were among the paper’s regular advertisers and, in a nod to Edwards’ Quaker supporters, Fry’s cocoa. There was also a regular published appeal for the Field Lane Ragged Schools and Refuges and the paper’s staff advertised Bible classes.38


On a number of occasions, Edwards used the paper as a mouthpiece to plead for racial justice, reiterating one of the central tenets of Christianity, that all men are created equal, if only all would abide by it. In the leader for the 10 December 1892 issue under the banner ‘The Negro Race: An appeal for justice …’, Edwards did not just take the scientific racists to task but also called for equal treatment of all races.


On 18 February 1893 Edwards used ‘Our Conviction’ to chart European imperialist intentions from the New World (the Americas and the Caribbean), where native races were slaughtered, to India, Australia and New Zealand. He stated that imperialists were turning their attention in Africa from British colonies in the south to West Africa and Uganda in the east. In the three-page leader, Edwards shone a light on British government policy in the Niger Delta in the 1880s, a period that launched the Scramble for Africa among colonial powers. He used the consular returns to illustrate that gin, rum, gunpowder and lead were being imported into the country to devastating effect. He decried: ‘Is it just to take advantage of these creatures, steal their country – for it is nothing short of the three-hand card trick – and make those whom we pledged to protect slaves to vices worse than their native savagery.’ He continued: ‘We are a powerful nation today; but unless we use that power legitimately and wisely … the British Empire will come to grief unless it changes its method of dealing with aboriginal races.’39


Edwards was becoming more stridently anti-imperialist in his calls for action, and this thinking went beyond his Christian and temperance views. He was an admirer and subscriber of Anti-Caste magazine – a slim but mighty four-page journal founded in March 1888 in Street, Somerset, by Catherine Impey, a Quaker editor. The magazine took its name from the caste system that perpetuates in India (to this day), a hierarchical system decreed at birth and which promotes a segregated society. However, Impey’s focus was wide: the masthead declared the journal advocated ‘the brotherhood of mankind irrespective of colour or descent’.


Impey was privy, through her Quaker connections, to a number of transatlantic and international anti-racism networks. She had travelled to the US as part of the Templar movement in 1878 and 1886, and had seen the unjust nature of post-slavery societies at first hand. She had written to the great American abolitionist Frederick Douglass in February 1883, explaining that during her first visit she had been ‘awakened’ to the ‘colour question’ and wanted to be of more use to Black Americans. She also outlined the need for a society that ‘must take the front in the cause of human equality’.40


As a subscriber, Edwards admired Impey’s work, and her affinity with racial justice. Impey was particularly horrified by the practice of lynching, where men, women and children could be accused of crimes without evidence, taken from their homes or jail cells and murdered. She wanted to raise awareness in the UK of these horrific crimes in order to put pressure on the US government to halt this terrible practice. Her campaign gained traction – reports of the gruesome murder of Edward Coy, who had been accused of raping a white woman and was burnt alive in front of a crowd of 5,000 in February 1892, in Texarkana, Arkansas, were carried in the Manchester Courier, Sheffield and Rotherham Independent and Belfast News-Letter.


In January 1893 Impey made the brave decision as a British female editor to publish a powerful and affecting front cover showing ‘A lynching scene in Alabama’, qualifying the picture with: ‘Many hundreds of similar lawless scenes (AND WORSE) are enacted every year in the southern states of America – and NO ONE IS PUNISHED. How long will the callous nation look on!’


The cover was a reproduction of a postcard sent by attendees of a lynching to boast that they were there. Such gruesome souvenirs were common practice. In the postcard Impey used, children stand in the front row, evidence of a new generation being indoctrinated into the warped ideals of a white supremacist society.


A year before the historic lynching cover, Impey had met a young journalist and fellow activist, Ida B. Wells, on a return visit to the US. Wells’ best friend Tommie Moss, the owner of a grocery store, had been lynched along with his fellow business partners in Memphis a few months earlier for no other reason than a disagreement with some white men. Impey was determined to bring Wells over to the UK: here was an articulate young woman who had personally been affected by lynch law and segregation and could convey its horrors to British audiences.


Impey’s anti-lynching campaign had attracted the attention of the Scottish novelist Isabella Fyvie Mayo, a friend of Leo Tolstoy and Mahatma Gandhi, who published under the pen name Edward Garrett. Mayo lent her not inconsiderable celebrity to the cause, utilising her networks in Scotland and beyond to help raise funds for Wells’ passage. She also co-edited with Impey the March and April issue of Anti-Caste, which focused entirely on the United States and lynching.


In April 1893, Wells arrived in the UK and launched her six-week speaking tour of the UK from Mayo’s drawing room in Aberdeen. Edwards joined Wells for the English leg of her tour, which included Liverpool, Manchester, Newcastle, Darlington, Sunderland, Birmingham, Sheffield, and Portsmouth, as well as the village of Street in Somerset. When they spoke at the Friends Meeting House in Newcastle on 9 May, so many people arrived that the audience was divided into two halls, and Wells and Edwards tag-teamed across.


Their talks made a deep impression on English audiences, with Edwards and Wells being hailed as wonderful speakers and the audience reception hugely sympathetic. A report in the Newcastle Chronicle on 13 May 1893 stated:




Miss Wells, who is a young lady with a strong American accent, and who speaks with an educated and forcible style, gave some harrowing instances of the injustices to which members of her race are subjected in the Southern states, of their being socially ostracised and frequently lynched by mobs on mere suspicion, and without any form of trial … she was listened to attentively, and loudly applauded, as were also Miss Impey and Mr Edwards.





Pledges were put forward at these meetings with the aim of calling on the US government to put ‘a stop to these lawless deeds’.


Edwards and Wells co-edited what would be the final issue of Anti-Caste in May–June 1893, stating in the prescient editorial, ‘There never was a time when all peoples should combine more to stem the tide of injustice than the present.’ Wells’ final stop was the capital, which she toured between 23 and 28 May, before setting sail from Southampton. Her tour had been such a success that Edwards started making preparations for her return.


Wells’ visit had galvanised a sense of hope that racial prejudice, wherever it existed, could be challenged in all its forms. It also heralded a revival of a transatlantic movement to promote racial justice, the likes of which had not been seen since pre-abolition. A new anti-racism movement was proposed, eventually named the Society for the Recognition of the Brotherhood of Man (SRBM). Signatories included the MPs Alfred Webb and Dadabhai Naoroji; Douglass; Thomas Fortune, editor of the New York Age; Ellen Richardson, who had helped raise money to purchase Douglass’ freedom; William Edward Axon, a senior editor at The Manchester Guardian; and many high-profile British Quakers.


Brotherhood of Man


In Edwards, Impey saw someone with a charisma and reach who could take Anti-Caste forward. In June 1893, she proposed a new monthly paper, called Fraternity, to promote the society’s ideals of ‘freedom, equal opportunity and brotherly consideration’. Edwards was to be its editor.


In the first issue of Fraternity, which was launched in July 1893, Edwards commended Impey’s work in a leader column entitled ‘Unity our Aim’, proclaiming: ‘For more than six years Anti-Caste has been doing a quiet work in England, slowly and surely permeating society and winning the hearts of good men and true women to the causes of the helpless races in America, India, Africa and Australia.’


In order to capitalise on the momentum following Wells’ tour, Edwards continued a hectic lecture pace, promoting Fraternity and the newly formed society. In July, he was in Bristol, Manchester and London, addressing a crowd of thousands on ‘American Atrocities’. On 12 August, he took his campaign of Christian socialism to working men, joining a list of speakers addressing a trade union march in Portsmouth, pushing in his speech for better working conditions. That month he also spoke in Newcastle to an audience numbering in the thousands at Ginnett’s Circus. He continued this pace throughout August and early September, introducing the SRBM to audiences nationally.


On the ground, a network of several branches of the SRBM, which had been established in London and major English towns following Wells’ tour, worked in tandem with Edwards, distributing free copies of Fraternity to public libraries, hotels and reading rooms. Impey’s west of England branch raised enough funds to send about 18,000 free copies to India, China, South and West Africa and Europe and several hundred copies to the US and Caribbean.


This groundwork paid dividends and Fraternity built its circulation at remarkable speed. From an initial subscription list of 3,000, the sixteen-page journal had a regular readership of 7,000 by mid-September. In order to save costs, Fraternity shared its publishing offices with Lux at 18 Paternoster Row in London and also utilised that paper’s existing distribution networks. The times were favourable for launching such an organ – New Unionism was in full flow, and would climax with the emergence that year of the Independent Labour Party, and the Indian National Congress had recently established its British committee. Edwards spoke in the December issue of Fraternity’s popularity: ‘In one week the Editor has calls for it from West Africa, the West Indies and even Norway wants it.’


The paper carried similar adverts to Lux. From Slavery to a Bishopric was also advertised regularly, along with a collection of Wells’ UK speeches entitled United States Atrocities (Douglass had written the foreword) that Edwards had organised to be published under the Lux publishing company. This book is widely noted as a precursor for Wells’ famous Red Record published in 1895.


Global Snapshot


Fraternity boasted a much larger international scope than Impey’s Anti-Caste. Edwards used its pages to express his proto Pan-African views, linking the anti-imperialist struggle of all colonised peoples across the Americas, Caribbean, Africa and Asia. Using a range of international sources, including the New York Age, Colored American and the Calcutta-based Indian and Johannesburg Star, its pages provided a unique global snapshot of racial injustice at the close of the nineteenth century.41


When the paper was issued in full in August, complete with a new layout for the cover price of one penny, Edwards clearly stated its aims:




Thus in America we shall oppose lynching because it is inhuman and the spirit which prompts it is diabolical; in India we oppose caste; in Australia we must remind the colonists that Chinamen are their brethren; in this country, in every sphere, no one should be refused any opportunity in life on the ground of his nationality, nay, not only in this but in all countries.42





In the same issue, Edwards continued to promote Impey’s anti-lynching campaign, printing a report of the murder of C.J. Miller in Bardwell, Kentucky, on 7 July. Miller had been accused of the horrific murder of two white girls, Ruby, 18, and May, 9 – which Edwards attributed to ‘an unknown Jack the Ripper’. A vengeful crowd sought justice, even though witnesses claimed a white man had escaped into the cornfield following the double murder. Miller was accused of the crime, as he happened to be stealing a ride on a freight train going out of Missouri at the time. The article notes ‘a log chain, nearly over 100 feet in length, weighing over one hundred pounds, was placed around Miller’s neck and body’ and he was led and dragged through the village followed by thousands of people. The baying, drunken mob then hoisted his limp and exhausted body from a telegraph pole, where he was hung until his neck broke and ‘numberless shots were fired into the dangling body’. The corpse was then burnt, with the article concluding ‘in a few moments there was nothing left of CJ Miller save a few bones and ashes’.43


Miller was later found innocent of the murder of Ruby and May.


Throughout his editorship of the paper, Edwards continued to push Impey’s anti-lynching campaign, publishing statistics and articles about these gruesome murders. In March 1894, he published the statistics from the Chicago Tribune of 200 persons lynched in 1893. He stated: ‘On such frivolous pretexts as these nearly two hundred men and women of the race have been murdered by lawless mobs during the past year without opportunity to defend themselves or prove their innocence.’44


In Fraternity, Edwards could stretch his journalistic limbs and produce in print a well-designed paper that replicated his oratory talents. The paper was a lively, informative and entertaining read. Its two or three-page leader columns, featuring Edwards’ unmistakable voice, would be followed by an ‘Around the World’ round-up that boasted an international breadth rarely covered in other UK national papers. These included reports on the overthrow of Queen Liliuokalani, the last sovereign monarch of Hawaii; the Emperor of Japan; the treatment of Siberian prisoners in Russia; and the reduction of the rate in native wages in Johannesburg coal mines. Stories from the British Caribbean were also covered.


News items were not confined to people of colour. Also given space were regular references to religious and political oppression in Europe, such as the restrictions on Jewish life in Siberia, the massacre of Catholics in Poland and a disturbing report of children being enslaved in Sicilian mines.


Hajee A. Browne contributed a series of essays on Islam and the Brotherhood of Man, renouncing the prejudice and suspicion with which the religion was viewed in the west and expressing the common values of tolerance and equality it held with the SRBM. Occasionally there was fiction by Katherine St John Conway and poetry contributions, while a column by Katharine Davis Tillman in March 1894 focused solely on the work of Afro-American poets such as Josie Heard.


As in Lux, Edwards was keen to promote women writers – the majority of the branch secretaries of the SRBM were women, including the Scottish anti-racism campaigner Eliza Wigham, and they regularly contributed reports on the progress of the society in their areas for Fraternity.


In ‘Things as They Are and Should Not Be’, Edwards again turned his focus to the States, where Jim Crow law, and social and economic inequalities post-abolition were all-pervasive. In October 1893, a story of two African American youths in Kentucky pleading guilty to a burglary just so that they could be sent to reform school featured; while anecdotal reports of the ejection of Black men and women from train carriages and sleeping cars were common. In April 1894 the column reported on a Catholic school for Black children in Tampa, Florida, which had been targeted by arsonists and burnt to the ground. Edwards balanced the rather grim nature of this column with ‘Things That Are as They Should Be’ and ‘To Their Credit’, which would feature positive, upbeat stories such as the Harriet Hayden scholarship, a fund for Harvard University students set up by a slave who had been freed by the Underground Railway; and a Black porter Caret Logan being honoured with a portrait for his many years of service for the Bank of Kentucky.


In October 1893, Edwards launched a new and regular column ‘The Angel of History’, in which he attempted to analyse the legacy of slavery and colonialism on British culture, identifying race antipathy with ‘Anglo-Saxonism’ and arguing that such ‘evil’ had ‘paralysed’ the social and economic chances of the population of the British West Indies.


Edwards stated that the inherent nature of Empire and its system of governing fostered ‘a feeling of superiority existing in the mind of the English race over his darker brethren’, which perpetuated a racial hierarchy in Britain and its colonies. He regularly reported on specific instances of racial oppression, reaffirming these views. In July 1893, the paper reported under the headline ‘British Misrule in Bahamas’ of ‘whites wantonly clubbing and kicking innocent men, women and children’ on the streets of the capital Nassau. The article continued: ‘While England busies herself with the woes of Armenians, Egyptians and others, she will do well to overhaul the doings of her colonial constabularies, judges and governors.’ In August, it reported on an attempt by South Australia and other Australian colonies to prevent Chinese immigration and in October a travelogue by George Pitt reported on the treatment of lascars by upper-class English passengers on a voyage to India. In April 1894, a shocking story of the whipping and torture of some Black Johannesburg residents by British settlers appeared in the paper. Their crime had been to use the footpath rather than the gutter. In order to instil ‘the difference between the races into the mind of “the black”, the unfortunate victims were not just flogged but had their flesh wounds salted’ until they quivered in pain.45


Fraternity’s radical stance on Empire was attracting dissenters as well as admirers, with Edwards forced to qualify in November 1893 that Fraternity has ‘nothing whatever to do with any revolutionary or political party, its mission is purely humane and appeals to the whole human race, regardless of creed, to unite in one common brotherhood’.


Still these critics did not deter Edwards from making a brave pronouncement in December 1893 about the actions of Cecil Rhodes’ British South African Company in Matabeleland, now Zimbabwe. The illiterate Zulu king Lobengula had been tricked into signing over the mining rights of his territory. The subsequent war would involve the first ever use of Maxim machine guns, which could fire 500 rounds a minute, by British forces in combat, and the results were horrific. In one battle 1,600 Matabeles were cut down by just four of these weapons. Edwards talked about ‘the thirst for gold and dividends’ being at the heart of this conflict, and urged the British government to intervene to stop the march of these speculators.


In the following month’s leader, entitled ‘Murder Will Out’, Edwards could scarcely contain his rage at a public banquet that had taken place in Cape Town in honour of Rhodes. Edwards was incensed by this feting of a man who had indulged in a murderous campaign. He stated bitterly:




By a curious coincidence in human nature, some murderers are hanged, others escape being hanged on the ground of provocation; but there are others who kill so many that, either through fear or favour, they are neither hanged nor transported, but are feasted by their compatriots as heroes … Two hundred and fifty guests assembled, not to weep over the thousands of people killed in a war made for the express benefit of dividend-mongers, but to feast Mr Cecil Rhodes and laud him sky-high for the great victory which he had achieved.46





The actions of the British South African company divided British opinion, and a good number of the informed population at the time could see Rhodes’ actions as morally indefensible. Agnes Pearson’s letter to Fraternity in April 1894 from Edinburgh is typical. She stated:




My idea is that it [Matabele war] was brought on by the purpose of plunder. To see the horrible cruelty that has been perpetrated by the consent of the British legislature is something awful … What are we doing but going into another man’s territory and demanding his lands, houses and wealth? Because he is not willing to give up his own, we take it by force; and, more than this, we murder them.





However, there were signs even before Fraternity’s launch that Edwards’ old health problems were beginning to flare. In February 1893, prior to Ida B. Wells’ first tour, he had been unable to continue a lecture and had taken to his bed with fever. In September of that year, following the frenzied promotion of Fraternity, a news item appeared in Lux, stating that because of the sheer pressure of work: ‘This is the first time in 59 weeks that the Editor has not signed Our Conviction.’ The article added that ‘the Editor left Plymouth stopped in London and then went on to Edinburgh and then on to Aberdeen’, a distance of some 600 miles in twenty-four hours.47


A Classic Bind


Edwards found himself in a classic bind. His popularity had propelled Fraternity’s early boom but he needed to continue to tour to maintain the paper’s success. He was also keen to bring Wells back for a second tour of the UK to help maintain the energy of the society. Ideas were mooted in December’s issue of Lux to buy in a printing press to keep publishing costs down for both papers.


Sadly, an extraordinary combination of events was about to derail all plans. A row between Impey and Mayo, witnessed by Wells on the conclusion of her first tour, had split the society. One of Fyvie Mayo’s boarders, a young Sri Lankan ophthalmic surgeon Dr George Ferdinands – who had helped set up the society and the first tour – had received a letter from Impey declaring her love for him and that she wished for them to marry. The affection was not returned by Ferdinands, who was bemused by such a declaration. He showed the letter to Fyvie Mayo, who went ballistic, calling Impey a nymphomaniac and demanding her resignation from the movement and the destruction of the March 1893 issue of Anti-Caste that both of them edited. In a dramatic showdown, she urged Wells to choose between her and Impey. Wells wrote in her autobiography thirty years later that the scene ‘was the most painful … in which I ever took part … To see my two ideals of noble womanhood divided in this way was heartrending. When it was demanded that I choose between them, it was indeed a staggering blow.’48


Wells sided with Impey, who, as she explained in her autobiography, had worked for many years for racial justice and she knew her intentions to be good. She added that because of this decision Fyvie Mayo cruelly ‘cast her into outer darkness with Miss Impey and I never saw her again’.49


Without Fyvie Mayo’s support and the Scottish side of the Brotherhood she represented, Edwards had to raise the funds for Wells’ tour himself. This must have put him under considerable financial pressure and a later issue of Fraternity stated: ‘The burden of this campaign fell mainly on our friend’s shoulders, and it was his private purse which supplied much of the funds necessary for the carrying on of Miss Wells’ work.’50


Over Christmas 1893, Edwards suffered an attack of the flu, so severe that he was dictating his leaders for Lux and Fraternity from his sickbed. In January 1894, he collapsed while giving a lecture in Brighton and again had to be confined to his house. Fraternity reported him suffering from ‘nervous rheumatism’ and an old affliction with his right lung – in all probability the consumption had returned. In March, Edwards issued an appeal for supporters to ‘share the burden of the magazine’s production’, having been ill since Christmas. Readers were largely responsive, an Indian reader suggesting in April that a syndicate be formed, selling 3,000 shares at £1 each to support the paper.


On 22 March 1894, Edwards managed to accompany Wells when she spoke to a large audience at Hope Hall, Liverpool, on the first stop of her nationwide tour, but those that witnessed him speak after the American reported on his frail appearance and a truly dreadful cough that wracked his whole body. Witnesses wrote, ‘[No one] realised, until they saw him on the platform, that his state of health was so serious.’51


Funds of £206 10s 6d were raised by Lux subscribers to send him to Dominica, where it was hoped he would recover, but Edwards never did. He died on 25 July 1894, aged only 35, in his brother Albert’s house in Portsmouth, Dominica.52


Before his death, the front of the July issue of Fraternity advertised a book Hard Truth, by the author Theodore Thomas, which the historian Douglas Lorimer has identified as a pseudonym for Edwards.53 The book takes the form of a dialogue between Christ and Lucifer, and in it Lucifer announces a reckoning with the imperial mission: ‘Here’s my truth: Britain is the birth-place of the very essence of the seed of prejudice against the negro race … the uncouth, rough shrub when transplanted from its mother country, grows into a great tree …’54


British Protestant missionaries also came in for criticism by the author for aiding and abetting this prejudice with their ‘civilising missions’ across the Empire, a guise for further land-grabbing and exploitation. In this extraordinary book, Edwards asks, with remarkable foresight: why did the British government following abolition compensate the slave owners for lost capital with £20 million (approximately £150 billion in today’s money) rather than giving this money to the enslaved? The same question would be asked a century or so later, in 2015, when it was discovered that British taxpayers had finally paid off the debt accrued following these reparations.55


There is no doubt that Edwards’ early death plunged the fledgling SRBM into chaos. The division between Mayo and Impey became more pronounced, with Mayo writing ‘The Female Accusation’, an article in the August issue of Fraternity linking the ‘diseased imaginations’ of ‘elderly, dowdy’ women with the mental illness of white women that led to the charges of rape and subsequent lynching of Black men. She also used the journal to state that the south-west branch of the SRBM was under the charge of a discredited and mentally disturbed female.56 If Edwards had been alive, it is unlikely these articles would have been sanctioned.


Mayo and the Scottish branch of the SRBM took over the editing of Fraternity, but it lacked Edwards’ verve and was reliant on cuttings rather than original prose. The paper limped on until 1897, but even in these later issues acrostics, poetry and writings about its charismatic founder, who remained immortalised on the masthead, endured. Later editors, such as Carolyn Martyn and Frank Smith, were important figures in the establishment of Keir Hardie’s Labour Party. Lux’s last issue appeared on 13 July 1895, with a plea inside: ‘Our Last Appeal – Is Lux to Live or Die?’. It was incorporated into The Light of the World, another Christian publication.


Hope and Optimism


Edwards’ voice had encapsulated the hope and optimism of New Unionism and the various progressive racial justice movements of the late nineteenth century. In his last speech, made in Liverpool before his journey to Dominica, Edwards’ socialist position was evident; he stated: ‘… a revolution must come when the labourer will receive not only the equivalent of his labour, but also participate in the profits derived’.57
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