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Author’s Note



This book was written to tell Our Story. Yours and mine, whoever you are. I did not write this book to stir debate on the historical accuracy surrounding the presence of Black people in the United Kingdom in ages past. The numbers are disputed, naturally, the presence is not. This, only, is my goal: to depict that presence in the form in which I met Oliver Twist, David Copperfield and Jane Eyre. Very personally and movingly. I feel I know them, when in truth they were wholly fictional characters, their stories created by an author: typeface on a page. My material, on the other hand, springs from documented history, and not just of one man, but of a people.


I have taken a real person – Charles Ignatius Sancho – and performed an act of fiction on him. Why fictionalise the story of a real man? My aim was to avoid the lugubrious snares of a history-laden story, full of choice educational snippets. The paucity of documentation on his life was also an incentive, if his story was to be told in full. A dry history of what we know might be interesting to dip into, but let’s face it, just wouldn’t be as much fun – for any of us. I won’t apologise for seeking first to entertain, with a by-product of enlightenment about the Black presence in the United Kingdom in the eighteenth century thrown in. Grand ambitions, soft intent. This is an imaginative telling of the life of a Black man who breathed London’s air two hundred years before I walked its streets. I was once timid about my place here in the UK, but researching Sancho’s story for the last twenty years – and more – has given me a deep sense of belonging, of a shared history with a nation that sometimes ignores, sometimes rejects, my people’s right to an equal role in its storytelling. More than anything, this book is an attempt to add to the growing canon of Black Historical Fiction. The bonus might be that readers seek further study into this growing area of research, both historical and artistic.


I urge anyone reading this who has been caught in the maelstrom of anger and misunderstanding that surrounds debates of British and English identity, to momentarily lay those arguments aside with this book. It is right that we debate what have become divisive issues; the background whisper in every artistic or creative depiction of Black People in situations some find incongruous. But congruity is my aim. To correct the colour-balance that has allowed an historical distortion of British history to exist, leading to the majority of my generation presuming that Windrush 1948 was the start of Black British History on this island.


To the expectations of the reader who awaits a tale filled with whips and curses and rapes and murders of Black People by White People in every chapter, you will not find much to please you here. To others, who want pageant and a multicultural cast of larger-than-life characters, sashaying unmolested through London, likewise. Nothing is skirted, but neither is this an American or strictly Caribbean tale. This isn’t slavery porn – the insidious desire for violence to suffuse all stories involving Black protagonists . . .


This is the tale of a lucky African orphan, who despite being born in abject slavery, rose to become a leading light of the early abolitionist movement. A hero. A man. An African. An Artist. Erudite. Wise. Grand. Flawed.


I want to tell a story by the fireside that will enlighten, but more essentially, delight you. I hope you smile, laugh, rage and cry. And in those sentiments assure yourself that whatever the truth of our origins and place in the world, we can all agree that no one should be denied their freedom to belong where they were raised.


Paterson Joseph


London


1 September 2021









 


 


 




If you adopt the rule of writing every evening your remarks on the past day, it will be a kind of friendly tête-a-tête between you and yourself, wherein you may sometimes happily become your own Monitor; and hereafter those little notes will afford you a rich fund, whenever you shall be inclined to retrace past times and places.


CHARLES IGNATIUS SANCHO,


1729–1780













PROLOGUE



1775







Forty-six years old



Time away from one’s diary is as valuable as a little time away from one’s lover. Absence not only softens the tender feelings toward the belovéd other, it also provides the benefit of perspective, that renders the object of affection so much more precious and beautified. So, too, with quill, ink and leaf – I reunite my body with my mind and the pleasure this act gives me has grown rather than diminished. For I speak and write to purpose, now. I seek to lay forth a history that speaks of all the truths of my life up to this present day. To survey – like the architect of my own life – the line I have followed that brought me here – my history. Not chaotically rendered – as in my earliest diary entries – no, as I see them now – put together – to make sense of the whole.


This, for you, my son – William Leach Osborne Sancho – born last Friday the twentieth day of October – exactly at half past one in the afternoon – my second son – my only living son. I will speak to you as you will be – as I see you in my mind’s eye – when you will find these pages carefully concealed in my old room at Windsor Castle. I speak to Billy, the gentleman. The instructions for finding these will be given to you before I pass. I know with a certain knowledge that I will not live to see you at man’s estate. So, here am I – addressing the man, Billy Sancho.


‘Know thy father – and forgive him . . . ’


I will not stint on necessary detail but have no time for flights of fantasy or anecdote not pertinent to my aim, neither. Which is no less than to render the truth of a complex web of a life – a life lived in many kingdoms – or so it seems to me presently. I am now a shop-owner. ‘But hold . . . enough.’ I gallop ahead and must grasp the reins of my memory more firmly.


Much of the following comes from my diary entries over the years – I will record my retrospective interjections – these may be useful in aiding my Billy to navigate the story of your father’s life thus far.


This rendering may benefit Older Sancho, too – when time has eroded precision in recollection of even the most momentous twists and turns of a long life. I began writing a diary in earnest at the age of seventeen – those entries will appear in these pages as I see fit. For the present, I will begin at the beginning.
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Chapter I



In which Charles Ignatius Sancho relates his early life.



1729
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Origins


I had, on reflection, little right to survive. Born on a slave ship crossing the Atlantic Ocean on what is quaintly described as the middle passage. I now say a slave ship is neither in a passage nor does it navigate the middle of anywhere. It sails straight to the heart of hell.


My future articulacy would have astounded my master, standing a safe distance from the helpless African girl of unknown origin. A daughter of Eve, from somewhere along the Guinea Coast. Neither would it have occurred as a possibility to my terrified boy-father – traumatised by the last days’ events and near paralysed – emasculated – by fear of the unknown. In contrast, his wife – my mother – is simply – luckily – lost in the bewildered agony of a painful breech-birth. Lucky to be together at all, these child-parents, captured and sold as slaves, I would guess, by a rival tribe’s chief. The human spoils of war.


Lucky!


A charnel house of black flesh, this – cramped and rank with rat droppings and the spillage of a thousand filthy slop buckets. Filth – amassed over the fifteen years of this ship’s barbaric life. A life spent plying its brutal, unfeeling trade between the pestilential slaughterhouses of the Guinea or Slave Coast, and the slow death of plantation life in the Americas which awaited the cursed souls who were doomed to never return home. Neither they nor their offspring. A permanently lost tribe.


Let us roam. Leaving the child-parents to their agonies for a moment, let us venture to the next deck down. No – not that lower, mezzanine deck, that one is for the piccaninnies. They can really pack them in there. Conveniently small, these little ones; they hardly complain at all but simply lie in stupefied terror. All the better. Much less trouble that way. Quieter. No, we need to look at the lowest deck.


We find the men’s quarters, quite the largest space in the ship. Roomy. Or at least it would be, if three hundred men were not crammed head-to-toe so tightly that no room can be afforded for the slightest movement, without feeling the calloused skin of a stranger’s feet – or the tangled, woolly roughness of the hair of one’s neighbour – pungently ripe with sweat – and the acrid smell of fear and death. The rhythmic rolling of the ship, accompanied by the groans of hundreds of men who cannot speak or understand each other’s languages. Divide and rule starts early in the seasoning process. That shameless word for the conditioning for a life of slavery, that the white and black traders along this treacherous coast give to the slave apprenticeship. An apprenticeship that starts in earnest once the enslaved soul has reached their destination. Usually, a plantation of one kind or another. Cotton, sugar cane, tobacco: crops that bring ready money. Commerce – where will your cruelty end?


Let us hurry back up to the birth cabin. Our young mother-to-be is about to bring our main subject forth. Past the mid-deck with the women and young girls’ deck, half the area of that of the men, and made more uncomfortable for them by the fact that some are in stages of pregnancy akin to our lady above – who, now we see, has expired . . . There is the dumbstruck master – the Surgeon charged with midwifery duties, guiltily sullen – the near-catatonic gaze of the frightened boy-father – now without a soul who knew him free . . . He has the fleeting notion to bolt from the room – perhaps, to fling himself overboard – broken by the loss of his wife, his life’s companion. Futile. He will be shackled below with the rest.


What of the debris left in the wake of this storm of grief? The mewling, puking infant boy – soon baptised Charles Ignatius, after the father of the Jesuits, and growing strong and round – always round – in New Granada.


On arrival, Billy, when first my father – your grandfather – saw that the colour of the majority of labourers on that benighted dock matched his own, he set his eye on a dozing overseer’s unguarded scabbard – seized the man’s sword – then swiftly slipped the blade from his own guts to his heart, before any had time to register the act. He died in merciful seconds and my world contracted, yet again.


This – the story I have pieced together from the fragments I harvested from servants’ gossip – the indiscretions of my guardians – my own meditations – my nightmares. My story is just that – a story. Neither better nor worse than any enslaved orphan of Afric’s.


I have few recollections of life on the plantation in New Granada. I have meditated on this over time, and now believe that my owner shielded me from seeing the worst of that hateful world. Guilt, at his part in my status as orphan, may have caused him to keep me in the house with him. I cannot tell. There was some affection there, surely, as his next was an act of undeniable kindness towards a little black child. When I was three years old, he took me to England. I know him as Mr Henry – though I cannot remember if that was his name, or the name my mistresses later gave him – possibly to prevent me knowing my true origins. But eavesdropping is the art of necessity for the alien. Fragments of information may be gleaned in this way that may later save a life . . . I was sent to live with my master’s three maiden aunts in Royal Greenwich – near London. I will not name them, however, but give them false names.


Though these ladies were very particular about their household, they reckoned ‘the black’ would make a fine addition to their entourage. What household of any note was truly complete without a black pet to bring comfort and entertainment? And so, I quickly became Sancho, after a seeming likeness to the rotund servant of Cervantes’ hero, Don Quixote. A sweet and affectionate compliment in their eyes. In mine, an early intimation that my name – indeed my life – would not be my own with any great alacrity. Sancho – for that was how I would be known for ever after this casual renaming – grew to be a polite and witty child, Tilly tells me. Dressed up in, say, the garb of an Arabian prince one day, topped with gold silk turban – a swarthy pirate the next. Docile and malleable. What child does not enjoy make-believe? I recall little of these very early days. Tilly – my only ally in this strict and watchful household – told me much when I came of an age to ask. Tilly Grant. Sixteen or seventeen years old, then? A girl who sometimes confused terror with obedience. Easily done, as it was tricky negotiating the contrasting but uniformly demanding natures of these Sisters Three. Abigail – the unofficial leader – tall, imperious with an air of great superiority; Beatrice, plump, pale and cursed with a persistent sniffle; Florence, painfully thin, uncompromising and didactic, a walking stick permanently in her hand; though Tilly and I privately guessed she used it more for effect and to stand out from the other two.


One of the Sisters’ favourite turns was to have me play Sancho Panza in extracts from Don Quixote, alongside an aged, drunken buffoon of an amateur thespian, one of their acquaintances. This actor’s trick was to bring a well-worn hobby-horse as a prop and use it, suggestively, as Rocinante – his ass; placing it provocatively between his legs and making riding motions. Quite tedious. For my part, I always felt myself fortunate not to have been named after the beast rather than the servant. Despite panza in the Spanish meaning belly – and despite my ready acknowledgement that I was – I remain, yes – quite roly-poly, I also knew myself to be lucky to not have one of those daft names the other black servant boys I rarely met had been burdened with: Pompey. Caesar. Hannibal. Or worse, Mungo. Besides, it’s true to say that my appetite has been my Achilles heel, as well as stomach and legs, all my life.


Witness today: the Demon Gout, my constant – unwelcome – companion.


One momentous evening’s entertainment at the home of the Greenwich Coven cannot pass without some detailed attention in these pages, for it changed my life forevermore. I was no more than seven years old, and my story takes a dangerous twist, now.


But I must leave off for the night – Anne Osborne waits for no man. To bed.










Chapter II



In which Sancho – as a lad of nineteen – continues the tale of his early childhood.



1736


[image: Illustration]


Seven years old


One night, when I was seven years old, the Sisters decided to turn theatrical impresarios, and had myself and that old, drunken fool of an actor – their acquaintance – play a scene or two before a group of select friends in their large, first-floor drawing room. The piano was pushed into the corner; the velvet drapes adorning the large window framed our stage (windowsill); the candles were lit. The guest-of-honour, newly arrived in London and known to few then: David Garrick. Soon to be, undisputedly, the greatest actor of our times, though I was only many years afterward told he was present – by the man himself. My part was conned by rote, naturally, hearing and repeating lines as Florence delivered them – they would not suffer me to learn to read.


Spoilage of Negroes through education is studiously avoided by many of our Enlightened European masters and mistresses, Billy. You will not grow so ignorant as I, my lad: this I vow by heaven.


This night, our amateur thespian, already the worse for several glasses of port and a very large supper, tangled himself up in a Gordian Knot of curtain, cloak, limbs and scenery. His battle with the windmills he had short-sightedly mistaken for giants, turned out to be a very physical battle with scenery, costume and, finally, gravity. Professional that I was, however, I did not speak extempore but used the very words of Miguel de Cervantes Saavedra to express my dismay:


‘ “Did not I tell your worship, to mind what you were about for they were only windmills? And no one could have made any mistake about it but one who had something of the same kind in his head.” ’


Strange thing. My genuine tears rendered the adults in the room pin-drop silent. Then, a wave of surprised and enthusiastic applause. Two strong gentlemen lifted me onto their shoulders – nearly tumbling over with me, as my bulk for such a small child caught them off guard – and paraded me in triumph around the salon, the crowd madly clapping. Coins were thrown at the stage, and even Mr Garrick raised his glass to me, he says. The Greenwich Coven were content to be lavished with so much unexpected praise and attention; they had ‘bred the little savage well’, I overheard several guests declare . . .


I found it impossible to sleep. The evening had been too exhilarating to embrace an abrupt ending. Tiptoeing, stealthily, from my room at the top of the house, I crept down the stairs. What was I intending? To stand in the window alcove, again, and relive my triumph? To find more of those coins thrown – against all social convention and, indeed, taste – by the enthusiastic crowd? A penny or two to add to my little box of treasures, perhaps?


In that precious old tea caddy, which I kept for many years under my bed, one would then have found a small, beautiful shell, from New Granada, my first home, its lapis lazuli-like surface a constant lure to my eyes; and the outsized ring Mr Henry took from his own finger to give to me – a memento, with a shining green gem set into it. Tilly had to palm it, like a cut-purse, for fear the Sisters would confiscate so valuable a thing given to a boy so young.


But I never reached the drawing room, or even the end of the staircase. For, on the landing, I saw a book. Mother Goose’s Tales. A book Miss Abigail had read to me whilst I was ill in bed with a passing fever. An incongruously pleasant – maternal? – memory. Ordinarily, Miss Abigail would take me into her bed at night. I was not to tell the others, she had warned me, for they could be jealous. So, she would come and fetch me in those days – when she felt the need of me. Not every night, but frequently. Not to embrace me – simply for her own comfort. It seemed to me, at those times when I was lying nervously beside that granite-faced woman, as if this were my employment. In many ways, it was. To bring comfort to three lonely ladies. Strange to say, but that bout of fever was like a holiday from my daily life. A break from my usual treatment in the household. I often – without a trace of guilt – longed to be ill. But – damn it – was I not cursed with the most robust of constitutions?


The brightness of the outer shell of this precious book caught my eyes, as it sparkled, red and gold, beneath the flickering candlelight. I caressed the cover lovingly – turned it over and – ‘words, words, words’ – mysterious signs and hieroglyphs – indecipherable to me, naturally, but fascinating all the same. I thought: If only I had the key to unlock this knowledge. These stories. How far could I travel? What could I not achieve?


These thoughts had no sooner entered my childish mind, when they were violently expelled from my imagination. I felt a rough hand on my nightshirt collar, and someone boxed me on the ear – hard. Looking up – my ears ringing with the impact – I saw Miss Abigail’s devil-eyes, in a face grotesquely deformed by rage. She threw me through the door of my room and slammed it after me. I leapt into bed and trembled beneath the covers, fearing that the Monster Sister would return with a switch – or worse. But despite my growing tension, I eventually fell into a fitful sleep, only to be awakened in the morning by Tilly shaking me, gently. The Sisters Three wanted to see me in the drawing room – immediately – for an interview . . . My trepidation palpable, I dutifully dressed and descended the stairs one by one, in a vain effort to postpone the inevitable haranguing.


The predictable gist of their jeremiad was one of patronage (matronage?) and general, false, racial thinking.


‘You will lose that calm docility of nature all your kind are blessed with by the Creator, were you to fill this head with knowledge . . . ’


I rushed from the house, that demon, Rage replacing my more familiar angel, Caution. I flew through the streets of Greenwich – a red-faced white man swung a cane at my head in anger at being brushed past by a ‘fat little nigger’. My feet took me to the very banks of the Thames. I hid, Moses-like, among the thick bulrushes, and contemplated the water for so long that I did not note the time had passed from day till near evening. Every sound, every rustle in the undergrowth provoked terror in me. When I finally ventured to move from my haven, I found that my limbs had become benumbed, somewhat. I began to run once more, gathering energy that came more and more from a fear of capture; the consequences of which my childish mind imagined only the worst.


But something more unfamiliar than fear was also at war with the many emotions battling within my young frame. If I were to state now what I felt, it would be a strange, internal, fiery fury. A fury so strong, hot and inchoate that it has taken me these many years to articulate it for the first time. I was filled with a sudden, violent and all-encompassing thirst to know, my Billy. Like an innocent Adam locked out of the garden by three wilful Eves, I demanded entry – demanded to feast on the fruit of the Tree of Knowledge. The trees I saw then, however – in the silhouetting light – were the plane and oak trees of Blackheath Park.


Black – Heath. Haunt of highwayman Dick Turpin, they say – haunted by his fellows, too. The area aptly named Shooter’s Hill. Yet here was this small – black – ignorant child, away from all I had known, and utterly alone in the world. Too tired – nay, too frightened – to go any further – still more terrified of the consequences if I was to return to the Greenwich Coven. I lay under an immense gorse bush, where only a curious natterjack toad kept me company. I was very cold, exhausted and, in all honesty, despairing. I crawled deeper into the dense heart of the bush, curling into myself, in a position to bring me comfort and a little warmth . . .


When I was hauled out from my hiding place by the collar of my thin waistcoat, I had been insensible for no more than thirty minutes, though I was deeply asleep already in that time. My dream had been so sweet, the sweetness of my dreamland so very intoxicating, that the terrifying contrast of what was happening to me and the reality of my situation did not take hold for several seconds. I was being slapped about the face by a man’s hand, the size of a gammon. This hand belonged – unbeknownst to me – to the famous Jonathan Sill, a name all slaves and free blacks know well. And for good reason. His sharp smell of tobacco and stale alcohol was almost overwhelming. A male smell. An animal smell, and one very unlike the sweet, though ambiguous, comfort of Miss Abigail’s lavender and rosewater. This man meant to do me harm, and no amount of squealing or struggling was going to affect that. I became passive – inert – useless to myself, and almost about to soil my breeches in abject terror. My name – demanded with such menace and force that, at first, I thought he had only made a grunting sound – escaped my knowledge. I would have answered to anything at that point, so complete was my dread.


Jonathan Sill: about six feet tall with shoulders that would have spanned at least three and a half – or so it seemed to my childish eyes. He wore dark clothing, in so nondescript a fashion that it is very hard for me to recall exactly what he wore, save to say that the whole ensemble fitted his bulk neatly, without causing him any loss of movement. The musk of the man was emanating from these garments, too, as if they were his hide. His North Country burr was the only clue to his origins. To describe his face, I must remember what he looked like the next time I saw him and not at this first encounter. For I could not bring myself to gaze upon his terrible countenance this night, nor meet the baleful glare that shone from eyes of the bluest blue. Eyes that might have been seen as near beautiful, if the intent within them were not so cruel and deadly. His mouth was a slit in a face darkened by the elements of a climate not our own, and spoke of an earlier life at sea, lending his features the resemblance of a knight’s visor – inscrutable – immoveable. A terrifying death-mask, all humanity seemingly extinguished beneath it, marking him, to my young mind, as one of the four horsemen – a warrior without mercy.


‘You Sir, what do you there? Unhand that young boy, if you will.’


Out of the near darkness came a voice of command that could not easily be ignored – in truth, demanded to be answered.


‘What business is this of yours, Sir? We are apprehending a runaway nigger, is all. Let us conduct our business without molestation, so please you.’


It was only then that I noticed Jonathan Sill’s young apprentice. A facsimile of the man himself, more bovine and less handsome than his master, a boy who seemed intent on violence as a first resort.


‘You mistake me, Sir. I do not mean to question your action, but the legitimacy of it. By what authority are you presuming to lay hold of that young lad?’


What would this powerful man with the grip of iron do? Just then, out of the shadows of the trees along the nearby path, stepped forward the bold interrogator – a white man in his fifth decade, of very slender build, but with an upright deportment. His face was long and kindly. I guessed at once the man was a lord of some kind, for his fine periwig was fitted expertly on to his narrow head, his waistcoat of deepest blue was studded with silver buttons and he carried himself like a man used to wielding easy authority over others. The two men confronted each other for an instant with their eyes – and just as soon as it had begun, the challenge was over. The bully had undoubtedly recognised the superior man, and executing a low – but somehow sarcastic – bow, said:


‘Your Grace.’


‘And to whom do I have the honour of addressing myself?’


‘Jonathan Sill, Your Grace’ – said with not a little hint of pride.


‘Ah, Slave-Catcher, they call you, do they not?’


‘Ay, I have the honour of possessing the title of Thief-Taker, Your Grace.’


‘A dubious honour, Jonathan Sill, dubious indeed.’


Sill plucked up his nerve and with a flash of defiance, declared: ‘I own a pride in good, legal work, Your Grace. And no man can say I break one jot of any law of this land or any other that I know of in Christendom, Your Grace.’


‘A little too much “Your Grace”, Sir, and not enough true grace. This lad has been sought for by his master?’


To give him his due, Jonathan Sill replied with a shake of the head after a moment’s hesitation, and released my collar that instant. The heat of his sudden breath made me jump, as he swiftly rasped the following promise into my ear: ‘I’ll have you yet, butterball.’


Nodding to His Grace with no trace of deference, Sill walked swiftly back into the darkness from whence he came, taking his shadow – the young apprentice – with him. I started to weep almost at once. Sweet relief swept my little frame and try as I did to resist tears, I was overcome with childish, racking sobs for some moments. My heaven-sent deliverer approached me and held my face in his hands. He examined me for a long time, then from his pocket produced a yellow handkerchief of silk, embroidered with a dark blue thread. I noticed this detail because he rubbed my face in several places with this cloth. It smelt of cologne – a smell that lingers on my memory to this day. It is the smell of hope and liberty to me. Then from his other pocket he produced – like a street magician – a grease-stained paper bag, offering me the contents with a gentle shake. I hesitated to guess his meaning.


‘Macaroon?’ he asked. Then, as I ventured to take one: ‘What need you cloud so jolly a face as you possess with so grim an aspect? Rejoice rather, for you are saved, young man.’


‘Sir, what use is joy to a worthless blackamoor like me? Were you I and I you, perhaps then I’d sing a different tune – I mean to say, I thank you, Your Grace . . . ’


My expectations of the white world being so low, already, I braced myself for the inevitable dressing-down my tired outburst would elicit. My little life – as they say – appeared before me. I could see my days ending as they had begun, in the heart of the slave trade, on board a slave ship or toiling, ceaselessly, on a brutal sugar plantation. But my new acquaintance had no such thoughts. He laughed his gay, ringing laugh – clapped me on the shoulders – looking at me with what appeared, to my astonishment, to be admiration. He had seen me – he liked what he saw. He had also heard me – and liked what he’d heard. It would seem my cheek, a source of pain to my three guardians, was a delight to this strange man. There and then, I resolved to use this innate skill to rescue myself in future from such dangers and misfortunes as I had that night so narrowly escaped. Taking me by the hand, and without another word, my rescuer led me across the park.


We came in time to a bridle path that skirted a large property, entering its grounds through a gate that had seen better days, but was all the more secure from trespassers for its dilapidated state. On our approach, I gazed in wonder at the grand house before me. It seemed a castle to my eyes. The orange glow of the tower to our right was impressive in the dying light. No sooner had the sound of the rusty hinges faded, when a lady of great beauty – despite her age – opened the huge, black doors and waved us in.


‘Where have you been all this while, John? I was quite worried. And who is this?’


‘I’ve found a little gem here, Mary; a complete gentleman of, I’d say . . . six years old?’


‘Seven!’ I cried, as if in defiance, but really egged on by the mischievous twinkle in his eye when he pretended to guess my age. They both laughed and the sound of that joyful harmony has never left my heart. I felt at once special and clever and . . . happy.


We entered the hallway of this warm haven and went straight to the dining room, where a plate was laid before me. The fire in the hearth – the indulgent smiles of the man and woman – all these were almost overwhelming. I cannot now recall, I who love his food so, what they fed me. It seemed to me Ambrosia, the food of the gods, and all that I ate was of the best quality and copious. A glass of watered wine was offered, which I refused, until the man insisted. John, for so his lady called him, never left off staring at me with a mix of curiosity and a kind of pride. Yet how could he be proud of one who he had only seen that night? His wife gestured for him to leave me alone a while, and they both stepped into the entrance hallway. My years of training with the Coven had taught me well how to listen through even the thickest doors or walls. This following is what I heard as I ate:


‘You cannot think to keep the lad, John; he must be returned to whoever owns him. For you can plainly see, he is a boy belonging to a gentleman’s household.’


‘I see he is a lad of energy and intelligence, that is all, my dear. We cannot know if he is slave or free by his demeanour nor, indeed, his dress. Now, fear not, I will have him tell me where he resides.’


‘Since he was on foot in the park, he must belong nearby, at least.’


‘Yes. And he has no foreign accent. Save for that sibilant trick of the tongue, he speaks like any English boy of seven.’


A sibilant trick of the tongue was the most pleasant way anyone had described my permanent lisp in speech. Even this man’s observations of my faults were kindly done. The pair returned moments later, and I pretended to have heard nothing – sitting with my hands neatly clasped on my lap after eating – as the Sisters had been at pains to teach me to do – my head bowed. The man, John, approached me and lifted my face towards his from my chin.


‘Lookee, young man, I must return you from whence you came. This you comprehend well enough, I’d hazard?’


I nodded, sadly. As if he might take me as his own. Foolish, foolish boy.


The door to the dining room opened and a young black lad – about fifteen years old – came in. He approached John and whispered something in his ear. I thought he was telling him to get rid of this waif, as there would surely only be room for one Negro boy. I was surprised, therefore, to see that John nodded to him in assent and the lad returned moments later with a coat about my size. It was made of a rough worsted and looked worn, but warm and clean. He put this coat gently around my shoulders as if I were his master, patting my head in affection. Upon which, I burst into a fit of crying. The whole ensemble laughed gently, but not mockingly, to see how easily I could be driven to tears by kindness. I suppose, till then, I had not known such civility to strangers could exist in the world, and to a sooty stranger to boot.


‘I am called Rio. William Montagu Rio,’ said the lad, proudly.


I blinked. I knew that he meant for me to say my name and hesitated only to think which one to give him. I knew, too, that I must inevitably be returned to the Coven, but hoped I might spend one night – one glorious night – away from them. Perhaps – if they didn’t know my name – they would be forced to keep me until they discovered it. Foolish, I realise now. John lifted my chin again and asked me directly what I was called by my guardians. I duly told him.


‘Charles Ignatius. A fine name. One that suits you well.’


‘But my Ladies call me Sancho.’


‘Ah . . . Quixote’s page. I see . . . ’


And I knew then that he did see – that he saw everything: my lack of choice in my naming – my status as a pet – an ornament. Rio looked down at me with the most profound sorrow; I could not think but that he pitied me. I resolved to resist pity and began to say I liked my name well enough, when John rose abruptly and declared that I must be returned at once to my home. Those who had charge over me were likely to be mightily afraid for my well-being, he said. I told him as best I could where and with whom I lived. I was placed in a carriage by John himself, and together we set off at once for the Ladies’ house. I cried no more. I hoped only that Providence had not given me a glimpse of heaven, only to torture me with the knowledge that I would never again experience it.


My Billy, here I have written of being seen for the first time by John, Duke of Montagu, one of the best men ever to grace this earth. You will, I pray, never have cause to feel yourself invisible – insignificant. Being seen – when first it occurred – was a kind of revolution in my world.


Miss Abigail had clearly been presentable in her youth. Her startlingly pale blue eyes arrested one immediately. Even Duke John – when first he came to ask the Ladies’ permission to educate me – was taken aback by Miss Abigail’s sharp and piercing gaze.


‘Learning? Oh, Lord Montagu, you appear to me to be in a state of some confusion as regards the abilities of this piccaninny . . . ’


An instant coldness entered the receiving room, then. I braced myself. I was used to her preternatural ability to alter the very air by a sigh, a look, or at times with a simple, unexpected silence. Duke John, however, unused to such sorcery, was made a breathing statue by Miss Abigail’s hypnotic gaze, as much as by her frosty manner.


She continued: ‘He is not one of those rare and fortunate blacks who possess character. He is singularly timid and, if malleable, it is due to our rigorous harnessing of his limited abilities.’


‘Timid? Limited abilities? He?’


‘Quite so. Trust our judgement, Your Grace, he will not amount to other than what he was created to be: a servant, due his place only by dint of hard work and honesty.’


Miss Abigail rose abruptly at this juncture – the interview, she had decided, was at an end – and as Duke John stood, she took me by the hand: her property. Her pet. I complied.


‘I thank you, however, for returning him to his rightful . . . guardians. And we will, rest assured, discipline him according to his deserts.’


Duke John, this kindly stranger, looked to me – my eyes downcast – and rallied:


‘Ah, my lady, if we were all to receive our just deserts, which of us would ’scape judgement? Shakespeare . . . or the Good Book, I believe? Yes! Shakespeare . . . ahm . . . ’




Though justice be thy plea, consider this –


That in the course of justice none of us


Should see salvation . . . ’





He trailed off. Miss Abigail looked as if she could do him great harm for a moment – then she recovered herself and treated him to one of her winning smiles. (‘Oh, that one may smile and smile and be a villain.’) She gestured to the receiving-room door – Duke John took the hint and bowed. I reached the entrance door with Tilly beside me, who had been summoned by the ringing of a small bell on the table in the centre of the receiving room.


‘Here, lad, I’ve a sixpence for you,’ said John, in a voice so low I thought he had merely sighed. As I hesitated for a second, Tilly urged me to take the proffered coin, sneaking a quick look behind her, and shielding me slightly from Miss Abigail, who wore the oddest expression on her face: was that jealousy? In that instant, it was clear to me that Miss Abigail loved me in her way and wanted none but herself to have my affection. She must already know I loved my Tilly, who was beneath her consideration. But here, she could see that Duke John, my blesséd rescuer, had my affection voluntarily, as I embraced him in a wild burst of gratitude. On breaking my clasp, I realised that His Grace was handing me not just a naked coin but a coin clothed, roughly, in a stiff piece of card. His Grace winked at me. No man – of whatsoever origin – had ever winked at me before. I was delighted and terrified all at once, in case there was some protocol for men who wink that I had totally failed to learn in this house of women. I instinctively rammed the coin deep into my pocket as quickly as I could, hoping Miss Abigail would not see. I needn’t have worried. For, as Duke John tipped his black velvet hat to Tilly and sauntered off into the night, I turned to see that Miss Abigail had vanished like a phantom; all the more disturbing that she was there one moment and simply gone the next. Supernatural. All-seeing, all-knowing Miss Abigail.


In the still of the night, I reached under my pillow and found the crumpled-up piece of card that John Montagu – the Duke of Montagu! – had given me. The guinea that it contained was a marvel, all shiny and new. I rubbed it, as if it might bring me a genie, like a story in the One Thousand and One Nights. I gazed on this coin for so long, my eyes began to droop with a pleasing tiredness. Though I had only briefly experienced the delights of Montagu House and had felt the warmth of a loving household for all too short a moment, I seemed to hold it in a place in my frame that even the cold room in Greenwich could not chill. I recalled every detail of the hallway with its strange and exotic ornaments and hangings. Its ceramic vases decorated with dragons; its Chinese hangings that led to rooms hidden behind the thick drapes. Every corner of the Duke’s home seemed to come from a part of the world I could not even guess at – clearly neither African nor European in origin. Had he travelled to all these places? What were these lands called? Did the people there speak in a tongue not our own? Of course they did. What did it sound like? I had seen Chinamen in Greenwich, frequently, and there was many an East Indiaman to be seen in the markets there, but I had never spoken to one or heard them speak.


In the carriage back to Greenwich, Duke John’s aide, Charles Manwell, had been silent and respectful with me. This tall, slender black man could have been from anywhere in the world. I did not know for some time that he was a Yorkshireman, as he did not address me this night. His treatment of me was always polite and I gathered fairly soon that he thought me quite the gentleman, always treating me this way, from our first encounter. I felt like a prince. I loved the feel of the soft seats inside the Duke’s coach. The Duke himself sat opposite me with that same strange, familial and proud expression on his kindly face that I had noticed in the dining room. I longed to question him, to ask him why he had been so kind to me, when others treated me with immediate hostility on first acquaintance, and evermore. What had prompted him to come to my rescue? Had he rescued other young children of whatever shade? Was he like a highwayman for runaways? A type of Thomas Coram, but with a dashing air of Robin of Loxley? Shyness overwhelmed my desire to interrogate him. I loved him that instant – and always will. It was he who taught me to stand tall and say who I was, and what I was about. He taught me to see myself as he did. A lad, capable of anything.


When he left me on the doorstep, I thought I would die of a type of grief. How could God have given me a glimpse of such a life and such a person, only to snatch them from my sight so abruptly? It seemed a kind of petty cruelty by the gods.


In the safety of my bed there was a sense that the night had ended as well as it might, given the anger of my Ladies and the awful encounter with Jonathan Sill.


My thoughts were arrested of a sudden, as I looked more closely at the card by the starlight admitted through my bedroom window. It was no ordinary piece of card, but one with writing on it. I had no clues as to what it might say, but mouthed my guess of its likely wording:


‘John, the Grand Old Duke of Montagu, Black Heath Castle, Heaven!’


I believe this was the first night of my short life in which I fell asleep with a smile on my lips, and a lightness in my heart.


Not even the morning – with its fear of reprimands from the Sisters Three – could dampen my mood. Tilly came into my room and held me close to her. She smelt of carbolic soap and sweat, a not unpleasant aroma and one I associate forevermore with cleanliness and industry. She took my face between her two pink, clammy hands – pink from scrubbing one surface or other. They were never soft, Tilly’s hands, but rather like the rough hands you might expect a monkey to have, who spends its time hanging from the boughs of sharp-barked trees.


‘You’ll listen to ol’ Tilly now, Charles, an’ listen well. You must behave like a good boy or you’ll find y’self on the street. Now, for a soft one such as you, that’d never do. D’you hear me, Charles?’


I nodded assent. What she had said was Solomonic in wisdom and there could be no judge in the land who could gainsay it. I must tread with my better angel, Caution, as my guide. The Coven would be sensitive, I knew. Miss Abigail, doubly so. It was she who had endured the interview with John the night before. I washed at the basin in my room – then spent time at the window, looking down on the street and its quiet bustle, subdued today, as if in recognition that something momentous had happened the night before – a type of reverent stillness. I descended the stairs a little too jauntily, perhaps, and slowed my pace down, lowering my gaze in preparation for the coming ordeal. I need not have worried. All was as it had ever been. The Ladies must have decided to pretend that nothing had changed – that all was as it had been the day before. Frankly speaking, I was mightily relieved to see it played this way. In their heavily decorated breakfast room, so pathetic to my newly-expanded – nay, exotic – tastes, I stood at my usual spot next to Miss Abigail’s chair – who reached out and squeezed my hand. She held it a moment too long, gripped it a little more forcefully than was her habit. The difference would only be noted by the two of us. It was a grasp at once part forgiveness, and part warning – a proprietorial gesture. I was back in the fold once again. I felt relief. Yes, despite the fact that I knew now what kind of life I could have lived had I been in another household, I felt relieved that I had not jeopardised the safest place I truly knew. For the streets were no place for a blackamoor who stood out as an exotic pet, and whose ignorance of himself, England and Africa was as vast as the ocean he was born on.


Tilly it was who first mentioned it. I had spoken to her about Duke John’s calling card, and she herself had seen the strong affection the Duke had for me. Tilly thought he meant for me to call upon him, and she vowed to devise a plan to achieve this. The risks for her in being discovered aiding me were great, and to this day I thank her for this kindness. The workhouse – the Sisters’ consistent threat – was no place for one as delicate as Tilly, any more than a brutal plantation would have been for me. She had no means – no husband – and a family that relied on her to provide a basket of necessaries once a week. Having three brothers and three sisters below her age, Tilly was the only person save her father, a stablehand, to bring food to her large family’s table behind the Oxford Road. Their dependence on her made the risks she was taking for me all the more astoundingly generous.


I had never visited with Tilly’s people. She changed the subject instantly whenever I mentioned I would like to one day. I longed to see her clan in the flesh, instead of imagining them by her close description. So well had Tilly painted the picture of each of them, that in my mind’s eye I could almost see Jemimah, Tom, Albert, George, Sarah and Baby Meg. Her mother, Barb, had taught her to cook, clean and wash clothes, she told me proudly. Her diligence she said came from her father, Herbert, who worked from five in the morning till seven o’clock at night; longer in the summer months, as the Horse Guards were required for parade on a regular basis. In times of threatened war, he did not come home at all, but slept in the stables alongside his charges, whom he knew all by name and disposition.


Once, she said, there was a fever in that quarter, some say borne of a horse-influenza, that none could be cured from. They lost two children that year, and almost hoped for more to pass away, so severe was their want. Her father’s work in the Horse Guards’ stables brought little revenue but might have, cruelly, brought the disease. Many families she knew had lost at least one child. In one poor family, all were carried off. I knew then that I was the most fortunate of blacks – or whites. Slavery travels hand in hand with Poverty – and they are not plagues that confine themselves to merely blighting the lives of Africans – the wicked trade in human flesh is no respecter of shade. Humankind is the cruellest of creatures, using others as beasts in a way that only the barbarians of Afric are said to use their people – said, I must note, by those who have never visited that continent in their lives. I wonder daily about this reported barbarism in the African world. Is that really the case across that enormous continent? Who is the savage and who the civilised? The enslaved, rescued from heathen religion – or the Christian, whose lavender-scented hands strike that man or woman with the whip in the name of Christ?


Eventually – when I had almost forgotten our dream – Tilly formed a strategy to visit Duke John at Montagu House in Blackheath. She would ask permission of the Coven to have me help with her weekly shopping tasks every Thursday. We would endeavour to call on the Duke in hopes that he may take a shine enough to me to . . . And there we foundered. What exactly did we hope Duke John to do? Adopt me as his ward? Pay the Ladies to have me in his service? Besides this distinct lack of strategy, we did not even know whether the Duke desired my presence, or was merely being cautious in wrapping the guinea in a convenient calling card. Nevertheless, we both resolved that it was worth the chancing.


Tilly had made me wait a fortnight before she would enact the plan. She said it was best that we let the dust settle on the Blackheath Incident – we didn’t want to arouse the suspicions of the Coven. Clever, clever Tilly. After a truly agonising fortnight of patience, Tilly ventured to directly ask if I might help her bring the provisions from market that the grocer could not supply. Asparagus being in season, though not yet stocked in our local shops, the Sisters Three were happy to have me accompany her. And so, after she had been given a long list of necessaries by Mellor, the cook, we set out one Thursday morning at eight o’clock to collect our items. We did indeed go to the grocer’s first, for the blue for washing, as well as sugar, salt, tea, cocoa and bread. Then off to market for the remainder; however, before arriving there, we made our audacious move. Crossing from the market road, in front of the Naval Hospital, we made our way to the other side of the park. Soon, we came to the old gate that I had told Tilly about, proud of myself that I could find it. But how to enter? Should we, in fact, make our way around to the other side of the house, in order to approach more formally? Or was the rear entrance more fitting for those of lowly status? As we stood uselessly staring by turns at the gate, the wall of Montagu House, the park and each other, we were made to jump out of our skins by a shout from nearby.


‘Sancho!’


Recovering our senses after a moment, we looked about us.


‘Up here, children!’


And, sure enough, in the high boughs of an apple tree on the other side of the wall was John, Duke of Montagu. He threw two ripe apples to us and began to descend. Tilly and I looked at the fruit in our hands that had dropped from heaven, and promptly burst out laughing. A thing we had not done in a long, long time, I realised. The gate opened, and the perspiring Duke, in his shirtsleeves and rough worsted breeches, waved us both in. We looked about us like thieves entering a house to pilfer – he greeted us as honoured guests – even bowing a little – theatrically. He shut the gate behind us and hurried us up to the house. He marched us up the staircase, burst into the music room on the first floor – hardly giving us time to catch our breath – and surprised a woman of about twenty-five who was playing the harpsichord there.


‘Mary! You’ll never guess who I’ve found.’


‘The famous Charles Ignatius, no doubt.’


The most beautiful woman I had ever seen rose gracefully from her stool and approached us. Not beautiful in any prosaic sense, but with a light that shone from an internal spirit that loved and was loved. I had never seen anyone look more radiant. Tilly practically prostrated herself before her.


‘Well played, both. However did you manage not to be discovered?’


We neither of us could answer her, so overwhelmed were we with the welcome these extraordinary people had offered us. Tilly was the first to recover.


‘If it please you, Madam, I must not stay, but must go amarket. I fear I will be tardy and miss the asparagus . . . Madam.’


This last, accompanied by a further bobbing sort of curtsy. The Duke and the young woman I assumed to be his daughter smiled indulgently, delighted with Tilly as much as Duke John had been with me. With what I know now, Mary, Countess Cardigan had every right to be offended that Tilly had used the incorrect address to a countess: Madam? Instead of Lady Cardigan? Shocking. Who were these people who found those so far beneath their consideration such an infinite source of delight? I was struck again by the sense that I had entered another world altogether.


‘Well,’ said Her Ladyship. ‘We mustn’t keep the asparaguses waiting?’


‘Asparagii?’ suggested Duke John.


At which they both burst out laughing. Tilly and I were at a loss.


‘Well, that will be the first thing we’ll look up, my lad, will we not? Asparaguses or asparagii, eh, what? Tilly, we must have you swiftly to market and back. Shall we say an hour? Charles!’


Moments later the tall, black, graceful aide to the Duke, Charles Manwell, appeared – smiled at us both – bowed deeply – and receiving swift instructions from his master, ushered the bewildered Tilly to a carriage below. Before they had even disappeared, Duke John took me by the hand and led me into an adjoining room, which was lit by candles, despite the brightness of the day. I marvelled at this space more than I had the dining room of a month ago, for this room was round. I had never been in a room like it. It was the tower that I had noticed that first night. I was within the glowing structure and here was the source of that ethereal light I had been so struck by: books. Wall to wall to wall to floor to ceiling, books. Words, words, words indeed.


‘Can you read, Charles?’ asked Duke John.


I shook my head.


‘You must speak, lad, no mutes allowed here.’


‘No . . . Your Grace,’ I managed.


‘Then we must remedy this, and soonest the better. Mary! Let’s have some tea and scones brought up. We have much work to do, much work to do,’ he cried, with his customary, delighted smile.


My first task, he told me, was to fetch a book that he would point out to me. With that, he promptly dropped to one knee with a little grunt and tapped his shoulder. I had no idea what he meant by the gesture.


‘Climb aboard, Sir, climb aboard.’


And that is precisely what I did. I had rarely been this close to anyone but my Ladies – Miss Abigail in particular – and that was unpleasant and strange. I had received the odd embrace from my Tilly, yes – and Hincham, the footman, had pinched and clipped me round the head once or twice. Not to be outdone, Mellor was not averse to using the same tactics in her kitchen. The only other male I had ever been in close proximity to – apart from Mr Henry – was Jonathan Sill. So, to have a Duke act as a beast of burden! – have me climb onto his shoulders – was both exhilarating and frightening. The musty-dusty smell emanating from the books rose up at me. I felt the vertiginous lurch of my stomach at being suddenly so high in the world. I could see out of the high windows now, over the whole west side of Blackheath Park. I felt a giant. Appropriate then that the first book Duke John insisted I pull down was Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels – His Grace guiding me as a blind man might be guided to where his hat lay.


‘No, too far right. Yes, just down a little. No! Ha, ha, ha. Now, try your left a bit. Down and . . . Yes. Got it!’


We laughed together like schoolboys then, and I could not help wondering if this was a kind of madness we had contracted. We laughed so much that morning that my first three letters learnt – A, B, C – were conned with not a hint of effort. I could write them before I had finished my fourth – yes, fourth! – scone. Well, they were small . . .


*


Ah, our Achilles heel, I fear, my son; our thorn in the flesh.


I started writing whole sentences about two months after we began our lessons. Every fortnight John would give me two sheets of paper – I was to fill them with observations and anecdotes. Even when he wasn’t home, it happened that one or other of the staff would let me in, allowing me to read, and bringing me tea and scones. I was quite fat from these as well as from the fact that when I had completed my many cleaning chores in the Ladies’ house, I now spent most of my time lying on my bed, secretly practising letters. I began to borrow books, returning them after I had devoured them two or three times. My Ladies did not seem to notice the change that had come over me when they were teaching me to recite by rote. I learnt things far more swiftly than before, due to the fact that I copied them out, at first phonetically, then I would verify the spelling with Duke John. His need for words was infectious; spoken or written. It seemed nothing short of an addiction as strong as any opiate. He had to have words.


‘Words frame ideas, Sancho, as borders frame nations, eh what?’


That very first morning, in Duke John’s library, the sound of Charles Manwell returning Tilly in the carriage was the most unwelcome noise I had ever heard – save the squawk of Miss Beatrice singing Handel’s Oreste. But this morsel of paradise had to end some time, I knew – it was all I could do not to burst out crying. I restrained myself – for fear that the Duke would conclude that he should no longer be kind to me. I was about to leave His Grace with my precarious dignity intact, when Lady Cardigan came to tell us to hurry along and that I must be sure to come each Thursday to see her father, unless he be away in London or Northamptonshire. I nodded at this angel, politely, but she rushed to me and embraced me to her. I promptly broke into sobs . . .




O, that this too too solid flesh would melt


Thaw and resolve itself into a dew!





Anne needs my aid, as a consignment of sugar has arrived, and she loathes chopping them into lumps for sale – the reasons too obvious to mention here. Not yet, son, not quite yet.


I will continue my tale of scholarly improvement and introduce you now to Francis Williams, Jamaican scholar and teacher. I see from my diary that I wrote an extensive entry on my first extraordinary encounter with him at Montagu House, Blackheath.
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