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Praise for Black England


‘Gerzina brings the world of the Black Georgians to intriguing life, introducing us to an array of the era’s most fascinating individuals while placing them in the wider story of the struggle against enslavement. It is a treat to have a pioneer of the field bring together all the latest scholarship to tell this important part of British history for a wide audience’


MIRANDA KAUFMANN, author of Black Tudors


‘I first encountered Black England as a student, and it’s often been a touchstone for my own work as a public historian. It’s deeply researched, lucidly written, and utterly fascinating. If you ever thought Black British history began with Windrush, read this book – this is a story we should all know’


GREG JENNER


‘The admirable clarity of Black England should win it many admirers. Gerzina’s book should take its rightful place alongside the work of her predecessors’


CARYL PHILLIPS 


‘I can honestly say that this book taught me more history than I ever learned at school. Black England helped me to understand the history that my generation are making now. To say that this book is groundbreaking is stating the obvious. This is part of our canon. With books like this to guide us we are unstoppable. Gretchen Gerzina tells it as it was, so we know how it is. Black England is a book that will be relevant for ever’


BENJAMIN ZEPHANIAH


‘Gretchen Gerzina’s captivating Black England represented my first deep dive into the Black British presence through history. It revolutionised my personal and creative lives when I first picked it up over twenty years ago. This revised and updated version brings vital new information and more hidden stories. It will be indispensable for anyone interested in the study of the African presence in the United Kingdom’ 


PATERSON JOSEPH, author of The Secret Diaries of Charles Ignatius Sancho 


‘What was life really like for Black people in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Britain? Gerzina shines a light into their largely ignored, hidden, or simply forgotten presence. Black England is well researched and extremely readable’ 


SARAH MURDEN, author of All Things Georgian 


‘Black England brings the Black population of eighteenth-century England vividly to life in a series of entertaining and perceptive individual portraits’


BARRY UNSWORTH, Sunday Times


‘Wonderfully vivid, multifaceted and engrossing … this book brings history alive’


BERNARDINE EVARISTO


‘In the 1990s, an assistant in a London bookshop informed the African American historian Gretchen Gerzina that there “were no Black people in England before 1945”. Gerzina effectively disproved that assertion by going on to write Black England, the classic book on Black people in Georgian London’


DAVID OLUSOGA


‘Gerzina’s account of the lives of the Black poor and challenges they provided to English compassion and policy-making is excellent, as is her description of the run-up to liberation and the key court cases which gave the cause of abolition a legal as well as moral basis’


The Times 


‘A valuable reminder that Black people have been a part of British society for many centuries’


New Statesman 


‘Confident, original, factual and lucid … it gives us immense pleasure to rate this attractive and illuminating work of scholarship the book of the year’


New World
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Foreword



I CAN SAY PRECISELY where and when I first read Black England because I made a note of it on the flyleaf:


Zadie Smith


NW2 Smith


’99SmithSm


I was in the habit back then of using the books I bought as a record of the places and times of my life. Can’t remember what I hoped to gain by it – but I am grateful now to recall that I must have been back in my mum’s flat in Willesden Green, and finishing my first novel. And if I was doing that, I must have bought Black England in Willesden Bookshop (now defunct) with a song in my heart. In order to write White Teeth I was having to try and convince myself day after day – in what felt like a vacuum – that such an entity as ‘Black England,’ or ‘Black and Brown England’, actually existed – and was worth writing a comic novel about. It’s incredible to think of now, but by 1999 I’d gone through fifteen years of formal education, including a three-year English degree, without ever being given a book to study that made any reference whatsoever to the presence of individuals like me in the country in which I was born. Not a novel, not a history book. Nothing. Anything I read in that direction I had to either find myself, or rely on my enterprising mother to find. It was usually easier for both of us to work by analogy, and read things about our American diaspora cousins. So we usually did that. But here it was: Black England! And not a novel! History!


Into my perfect ignorance poured all these remarkable facts. Some were just delicious because I could hardly believe they were true: ‘By 1596 there were so many black people in England that Queen Elizabeth I issued an edict demanding that they leave.’


Really? Amazing! And Gretchen Gerzina: did you just tell me that there was an ‘all-black brothel’ in London, in the 1770s? More than one? For real?


Other facts struck me personally, and bestowed – at this relatively late date in my life – that essential quality many children seek from their parents, i.e. confirmation and support for one’s own existence. But seeking existential support from history is a risky enterprise. My heart lifted to read of Francis Williams, the eighteenth-century Jamaican classicist and poet, educated at Cambridge. It sank to hear of how cruel he was to the folks back home, how superior and contemptuous. Then hurt a little more to read David Hume’s opinion of him: ‘they talk of one Negroe as a man of parts and learning; but ’tis likely he is admired for very slender accomplishments.’ Better to take oneself out of the equation and try to listen without prejudice or desire to the recounting of realities beyond your ken. And it was all beyond my ken. I can remember very clearly reading the striking account, early in the book, of Joshua Reynolds’ black servant, who had his pocket cut open by a white thief and his loose change stolen. The black servant reported it, the case went to court – the white thief received a death sentence. In the eighteenth century. I read that and thought: I know nothing. 


Other anecdotes were more familiar. A 1764 article about ‘negroe servants’, taken from the pages of The Gentleman’s Magazine, did not surprise me: 


The main objections to their importation is, that they cease to consider themselves as slaves in this free country, nor will they put up with an inequality of treatment, nor more willingly perform the laborious offices of servitude than our own people, and if put to do it, are generally sullen, spiteful, treacherous, and revengeful.


And there was something very familiar in the particular brand of aristocratic sociopathy enshrined in this letter of the Duchess of Devonshire, explaining why her husband, the Duke, wanted rid of his black page: ‘It was more original to have a Chinese page than to have a black one; everybody had a black one.’


But then, moments later, you are surprised again: ‘In 1780, the year [Ignatius] Sancho died, two black footmen duelled with pistols behind Montague House, and were seconded by two white footmen.’


Reading Black England forced me to concede that the past is like the present in certain key ways. The ‘future’ is always unevenly distributed, and every age is frequently in contradiction with itself. This was hard for me to understand as a young person, but one of the intellectual and moral responsibilities of being an adult, as I see it, is to be able to hold more than one reality in your head at the same time. Black England is a book for adults, in that it describes a world in which it was possible for a black man to prosecute a white man in court, a world in which white women were at the forefront of the abolitionist movement, and a world in which these realities existed alongside the hellscape of Mary Prince, slave to a mistress who would ‘strip me naked – to hang me up by the wrists and lay my flesh open with the cow-skin, was an ordinary punishment for even a slight offence.’ Contradictions abound. Jonathan Strong was beaten so violently on the head with a pistol that the pistol’s lock and barrel broke away from the stock. Jonathan Strong’s case was the foundation of Granville Sharp’s groundbreaking campaign against slavery. Sharp dreaded the permanent presence of black people in England because he feared it would result in ‘unavoidable intercourse with their white neighbours’, i.e. mixed-race children. 


It did not surprise me to hear that the 1786 plan to ‘resettle’ London’s black population in Sierra Leone ended in death and misery, but I was astonished to discover that a group of working-class white women, mostly prostitutes and beggars, were plied with drink by government agents, put on the boat, and married off to the black men on board. At the time, I was more familiar with American popular histories of the diaspora – things like the TV show Roots – which tended to interpret the institution of slavery, and the racialised systems that surrounded it, as the product of an ancient and mysteriously elemental racial animus, rather than a modern political and economic system concerned primarily with the exploitation of human beings for profit. But it was always about the money:


It seemed that everyone from the most prosperous banker to the lowliest clerk had an investment in some aspect of it, whether it be in the products created by black labour or in black people themselves. Another tier of commerce thrived on supporting the slave trade from ships’ chandlers to insurance agents. No one was ready to give up a trade which ‘had flooded Liverpool with wealth, which invigorated every industry, provided the capital for docks, enriched and employed the mills of Lancashire, and afforded the means for opening out new and ever new lines of trade.’


Which is not to say that many people did not nurse a sociopathic hatred for the people they thus exploited. Black England is not short of examples. Take Joseph Williams, the commander on the slaver Little Pearl, who ‘appeared to enjoy a particular Pleasure in flogging and tormenting’ his black cook and ‘often amused himself with making the Man swallow Cockroaches alive, on pain of being most severely flogged, and having Beer Brine rubbed into his Wounds.’ Alongside such cruelties ran the necessary propaganda which then obscured the brutal reality of the business from the stockholder, the clerk, the lady who liked sugar in her tea:


Against the torrent of humanitarian evidence presented by the Abolition Committee and others, supporters of slavery and the trade presented calm and indeed cheerful assessments of the enslaved’s lives and conditions. Robert Bisset published The History of the Negro Slave Trade, in Its Connection with the Commerce and Prosperity of the West Indies in 1805, including chapters on the necessity of blacks to the plantation system, ‘Negro capacity, ascertained by experience’, ‘Frequency of famine in Africa’, ‘Cheerfulness of Negroes during the crop season’, and ‘Joy of West India Negroes at the arrival of African Negroes.’


It is easy to take the ethical measure of sociopathic cruelty, distortion, manipulation, propaganda and other criminal lies. It is harder to comprehend that one does not have to be morally perfect or even morally consistent to effect great change. Even harder to face the fact that what you consider a great contribution to progress in your own time may well come to be considered barely sufficient a hundred years later. But here, in Black England, the complex achievements and failures of men like Sharp are understood within the complex context of their time:


He was a great man; like Clarkson and Wilberforce he devoted his career, his time and his money to attacking slavery and the slave trade. To the formerly enslaved living in Britain he was a god. The modern mistake is assuming that such compassion and devotion to a just cause naturally equated to an egalitarian view, especially in a world where egalitarianism led to wars in France and America.


Reading this book is a bracing experience. Some of the first-person accounts we find in it are so out of keeping with our hazy, generalised sense of the period that we almost don’t know what to do with them. Take the ex-slave Harriet Jacobs’ trip to England. She claimed she never saw even ‘the slightest symptom of prejudice against color. Indeed, I entirely forgot it, till the time came for us to return to America.’ Never mind the fact that Frederick Douglass reported a similar experience. Can it be true? 


When she arrived in London, she stayed in the Adelaide Hotel where ‘for the first time in my life I was in a place where I was treated according to my deportment, without reference to my complexion. I felt as if a great millstone had been lifted from my breast. Ensconced in a pleasant room, with my dear little charge, I laid my head on my pillow, for the first time, with the delightful consciousness of pure, unadulterated freedom.’


Some readers will accuse Harriet of false consciousness. Some will say it was written for a white audience and worded to flatter them. Perhaps both are partially true. But when this black woman – who endured such unspeakable torture in her life – tries to tell me something over a chasm of centuries, I feel a responsibility at least to listen, and to try and accept the reality of many simultaneous realities, all of them real to the people who lived within them. The past is a foreign country; they do things differently there. Many in England are fond of quoting that old L. P. Hartley line. What I like about it is that it reminds me that the past is not our plaything. The past has its own sovereignty and psychogeography, its own suffering, its own ideas about suffering’s alleviation. The people who lived and died in that strange land deserve, at the very least, our close attention and respect, both for what they went through and for how they themselves conceptualised it. When it comes to our interpretations of their lives, it is by now a truism to say that we usually go searching for what we wish to find. And perfect objectivity is, of course, impossible. But degrees of manipulation and distortion exist, and the aim is surely to mitigate against the most egregious forms of both. We want to know, to the best of our judgement, ‘what really happened’. We can never know for sure. All we have is evidence, documents, records, memories.


The past is not to be played with – but who can resist using it as a tool? We bend history to our will, for purposes as much personal as political. In 1999, for example, I wanted to know – for reasons of my own self-esteem – that the history of the African diaspora was not solely one of invisible, silent suffering. I wanted to hear about agency, heroism, revolt. I received all of that from Black England but also something that has proved far more important to me, over time, namely, a sense of the precariousness of ‘progress’. It does not move in one direction. Nor are we, in the present, perfected versions of the people of the past. An obvious point, perhaps, but one easily forgotten. It is very important that we understand the various hypocrisies and contradictions of the abolitionists. But the significance of this knowledge is not solely that we get to feel superior to them. As cathartic as it is to prosecute dead people after the fact – in that popular courtroom called ‘The Right Side of History’ – when we hold up a mirror to the past, what we should see most clearly is our own reflection. The judgement goes both ways. Why didn’t every man, woman and child in Georgian England drop everything and dedicate their lives to the abolishment of slavery? Good question. I like to imagine the students of the future asking similar questions about us. Why did we buy iPhones when we knew the cobalt inside them was mined by children for subsistence wages? Why did we love cheap clothes when we knew yet more children made them? Why did we buy plastic water bottles, every day, for decades, when we knew they were environmentally disastrous? Now, as it was then, a minority of people do indeed dedicate their lives – and risk their livelihoods – to confront these things ‘too big to be seen’. Whatever the ideological imperfections of such people, they are at least doing what the great majority of people don’t do, which is, something. To realise that olden-timey people were self-contradictory hypocrites is like realising that bears shit in woods. As Samuel Johnson noted, we will find many ‘yelps for liberty among the drivers of negroes’. We will also find many black overseers.*


Truly revolutionary individuals, like Frederick Douglass, are always rare. They are at least as hard to find in the twenty-first century as they were in the eighteenth or nineteenth. One role of the historian is surely to keep the names and memories of such anomalous individuals as a present concern, to remind us of what is possible, politically and personally, on this benighted planet. But I confess I am also moved and inspired by less perfected lives. By half-baked pressure groups and misguided ladies’ societies. By sanitised ‘slave narratives’, calculated to move sentiment in a progressive direction. By nationwide sugar boycotts – even if the poor women refusing to eat that sugar would not have let a person like me into their kitchens. By William Davidson’s failed Cato Street conspiracy, and Robert Wedderburn’s calls to violent rebellion against both slavery and the British government. By the kinds of working-class radicals who were as inspired by the socialist land reformer Thomas Spence as they were by the Jubilee of Leviticus. I am moved by the afflicted who have the ‘wrong’ language for their own suffering – or who may have had no language at all. Now, none of these people or movements are the equal, in my own mind, of the political commitment and personal heroism of a man like Granville Sharp. And all the well-meaning, frequently misguided lady abolitionists of history pale in comparison to the ethical clarity of the Leicester radical, Elizabeth Heyrick, author of Immediate, Not Gradual, Abolition; or, an inquiry into the shortest, safest and most effective means of getting rid of West Indian Slavery. But my high regard is not what the dead need or require, because they don’t need anything from me: they are dead. What I need from the dead, by contrast, is to try and comprehend how they lived and why, in the hope it might bring some insight into how we live and why. It’s perfectly obvious to me that white lady abolitionists were often paternalistic, that William Wilberforce’s Christian liberation theology considered negroes childlike innocents in need of protection, and that Harriet Jacobs seems to have mistaken British politeness and relative tolerance for equality before the law and full civil rights. It’s less obvious to me that my own subjectivity is so perfectly enlightened that my only attitude towards such people should be teleological pity or self-righteous contempt. To read Black England is to discover that many imperfect and blinkered people, black and white, enslaved and free, with all kinds of dubious or complex motivations, struggled for hundreds of years to end a global system of capital so large that no element of English life was not in some mode driven by it. They did it. Heaven on earth did not immediately follow – but one version of hell did end. Others replaced it. Whenever I am tempted to forget how momentously difficult such struggles against capital, vested interest and personal apathy really are, I can walk into any shop in my country and look at the rows and rows of plastic bottles in the fridge – the plastic everywhere – and remember.


The present is blinding – and distorting. But good historians enter the country of the past with their minds as open and alert as possible, particularly attentive to the forgotten and the silenced, yes, suspicious of the official narrative, of course – but also continually alive to the possibility of the unexpected, the unimagined and even the undesired. When considering the history of the African diaspora I always feel we are very lucky to be able to draw on an epistemological principle born of that same diaspora, specifically from the Akan peoples of Ghana: the Sankofa. Se wo were fi na wosan kofa a yenkyiri. Literal translation: ‘It is not taboo to fetch what is at risk of being left behind.’ Gretchen Gerzina takes that principle seriously here, bringing back to us what we are always perilously close to losing, through ignorance, neglect, amnesia, wilful manipulation and, yes, taboo. To see Black England back in print in this sumptuous new edition is a personal joy to me, and a great gift to anybody profoundly interested, as I am, in the past and present of Black British people – and of England itself.


Zadie Smith


June 2022



 


 


 


 


* Though to accuse such men of collaboration is to profoundly misunderstand the nature of the plantations. As Primo Levi argued ‘we tend to simplify history’, and his account of the obscene, individual corruption that occurred within concentration camps, The Grey Zone, is an instructive example of what history looks like when it is told by the afflicted themselves, on their own terms.










A Note on the New Edition



MORE THAN TWENTY-SIX years ago, I published Black England in response to what seemed to me a British historical amnesia. I was motivated to put aside a very different book that I was then working on when I went into a well-known London bookshop looking for a copy of Peter Fryer’s Staying Power, which had been newly released in paperback. A magisterial history of black people in Britain, Fryer’s book was (and remains) a bible for those wanting to learn more about that long history. An unfortunate encounter that day with a sales clerk caused me to leave the shop without that book and write this one. 


The bookshop lost a sale, but I left with a new and life-changing purpose: to provide a readable history, accessible and useful both to the general public, and also to scholars and students. In doing so, I freely acknowledged the predecessors in the field, not only Fryer, but also James Walvin, Folarin Shyllon, Edward Scobie and others. Although their work informed and inspired me, I also spent years doing intensive research in libraries and archives in England and America, first going to all of their original sources and then finding others, spending several years researching and crafting a book that felt new. I wanted to tell a different kind of history, one that was told through the eyes of the people – many of them forgotten – who had lived it. I wanted to bring them and their English world alive to readers who might never have imagined that people like these ever existed. As one interviewer later told me, when his young nephew saw it, he exclaimed, ‘We were here! No one ever told me that we were here!’


In many ways, Black England was ahead of its time. While recently black British history and literature have received much well-deserved attention, my book originally landed in a time that was less aware of this deeper past. Today, with international political movements, film and television innovations in racial representation and imagination, exciting new books of fiction, and a new generation of researchers and readers, this is still a past that deserves to be remembered. To that end, this edition incorporates new knowledge that has come to light since then, helping to fill in some of the gaps that necessarily existed when it was first published. 


It was a very different time. Research was done in person, in libraries and other archives, since there was no Internet. I read microfilms and microfiches, notebooks, letter books, and court records. My publisher and I communicated via faxes to and from a local shop in my town. More importantly, there was no widespread public awakening – except in the black community – about the ways in which Black Lives Mattered.


Black England is perhaps even more relevant today than it was a quarter-century ago. It aims to bring to life many of the people alive then, the well-known as well as the obscure. It recreates that society, and London in particular, as a living, breathing place full of people modern readers can now more easily visualize and appreciate, especially since they see them reimagined on television and in film. 


I have never looked at England in the same way since I first began to write this book, and I still feel that I am walking alongside those who appear on its pages.


Gretchen Gerzina


May 2022










1



Paupers and Princes: Repainting the Picture of Eighteenth-Century England


ONE MORNING IN 1765, Granville Sharp literally fell over the man who would change the course of not only his life but also those of thousands of black people in England. Going to visit his physician brother William at Mincing Lane, off Fenchurch Street, he encountered a battered and enslaved seventeen-year-old named Jonathan Strong, who was seeking free medical help at Dr Sharp’s surgery. His master had long treated him violently and now, pistol-whipped, lame, feverish and nearly blind, Strong had finally been turned out into the streets as useless and nearly dead. Dr Sharp admitted him into St Bartholomew’s Hospital and months later, when he had recovered, the brothers found a position for him with a local apothecary.


This happy resolution ended two years later when Strong’s previous master discovered him running an errand for his new employer. Seeing him fit and healthy he arranged for Strong to be kidnapped and jailed, preparatory to being sold and shipped to a Barbados plantation. West Indian slavery meant almost certain early and painful death, and in desperation Strong sent for Granville Sharp from his imprisonment at Poultney Compter (or Counter), not realizing – or perhaps not caring – that Sharp had forgotten who he was.


When Sharp arrived he was startled into a clear and sudden understanding of slavery in Britain which changed and challenged his world view. He had, of course, been seeing black people for most of his life, probably even in Durham, his childhood home, but it was not until they became unified and personified by one individual that they came into focus for him. Like one who buys a red coat and then discovers that everyone around him seems to be wearing one, Sharp’s London seemed suddenly populated by thousands of black people living and working under a legal system which recognized most of them only as property and denied them the most fundamental of rights. He was no social activist, but a modestly educated clerk with a meticulous and highly developed religious sense which carried him into a relentless battle for justice. Yet he, like most abolitionists, never became a proponent of racial equality even while devoting his life to racial justice.


As with Sharp, once the lens through which we view the eighteenth century is refocused, the London of Johnson, Reynolds, Hogarth and Pope – that elegant, feisty, intellectual and earthy place of neo-classicism and city chaos – becomes occupied by a parallel world of Africans and their descendants working and living alongside the English. They answer their doors, run their errands, carry their purchases, wear their livery, appear in their lawcourts, play their music, drink in their taverns, write in their newspapers, appear in their novels, poems and plays, sit for their portraits, appear in their caricatures and marry their servants. They also have private lives and baptize their own children, attend schools, bury their dead. They are everywhere in the pictures we have all seen and the pages we have turned. They were as familiar a sight to Shakespeare as they were to Garrick, and almost as familiar to both as they are to Londoners today.


Once I became aware of this, London seemed to me, as it did to Sharp, to be suddenly occupied by two simultaneous centuries. Walking to my bank near Piccadilly Circus or my publisher in Albemarle Street, I crossed the street alongside fashionable ladies with their young African pages and macaronis with their black footmen. I saw them in the crowds of tourists and theatre-goers at Covent Garden or Drury Lane. They panhandled on Tottenham Court Road or near St Paul’s, darted out of grocers’ shops, hawked their wares on the pavements, lounged on corners. When I went home or out with friends in the evening I saw them returning to their families and neighbourhoods, entering their own clubs and pubs. So clearly had I come to see them that I was amazed when I entered a well-known London bookshop one day, searching for the paperback edition of Peter Fryer’s exhaustive Staying Power: The History of Black People in Britain, and instead of assistance received a stern look from the saleswoman. ‘Madam, there were no black people in England before 1945,’ she said.


London, like all old cities, prides itself on the way reminders of the past coexist with and inform the present. But here was a case of the present erasing the past. I would like to have asked the bookseller to occupy a dual state for a time, to walk through the London she believes she knows and to paint back into the picture the thousands of people her view of history has erased, a people whose ‘presence here goes back some 2,000 years and has been continuous since the beginning of the sixteenth century or earlier’.1 While nearly five centuries have passed, many of the memoirs, public records and pictures remain. The satirical prints sold by seventeenth-, eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century booksellers still appear in shop windows on the King’s Road and in Bloomsbury; the dozens of novels containing black characters from the same period are still in many libraries. My task in this book is to reconstruct London, and indeed the entire country, by altering our vision.


It is perhaps more difficult to decipher and reconstruct the attitude of earlier white Britons toward these ‘newcomers’ (as they were seen) than simply to repaint the picture. For example, most historians give 1555, when five Africans arrived to learn English and thereby facilitate trade, as the beginning of a continual black presence in Britain. By 1596 there were so many black people in England that Queen Elizabeth I issued an edict demanding that they leave. At that time slaves provided a lifetime of wageless labour for the cost of the initial purchase, and increased the status of the owner. Alarmed that they might be taking jobs and goods away from English citizens and that ‘the most of them are infidels having no understanding of Christ or his Gospel’, the Queen issued another ineffectual edict, then finally commissioned a Lübeck merchant, Casper van Senden, to cart them off in 1601. ‘[I]f there shall be any person or persons which are possessed of any such blackamoors that refuse to deliver them’, the Queen wrote, other citizens were to notify the government of their presence.2


Van Senden and the Queen waited in vain, for black people were by then firmly ensconced in Britain’s houses, streets and ports and regularly portrayed on its stages. Many still believe Queen Elizabeth to have been an opponent of slavery because she may have expressed concern about the fast-developing slave trade, even while simultaneously authorizing and bankrolling Sir John Hawkins, a man who later added a shackled African to his coat of arms, to compete with the Portuguese and Spanish for this lucrative market. He had already been doing so for over thirty years. Some also believe that she never really expected the black people to leave England, but rather that this edict was a way of making public and official her backing of the trade itself.


As early as the beginning of the sixteenth century black entertainers had begun to appear in Scotland. Imported by the royal courts they quickly became not only popular but fashionably essential in England as well. Elizabeth herself, like her father before her, brought into her court an African entertainer and a page, making it ‘clearly difficult for her to take a stand against the employment of Blacks when monarchs and their court favourites had themselves seen fit to find a niche for them at court’.3 In any case her own propagation of the English slave trade led inevitably to the increase of the Afro-British population, and the use of black servants and entertainers by royalty and nobility filtered down to much less affluent households and establishments. As long as black people were seen as fashion accessories, and as long as ownership of them was encouraged, their numbers inevitably increased. James I continued the fashion in his more licentious court, where ‘conspicuous fashionable consumption was flaunted, and Negroes, as part of that fashion, became more in evidence’ – he had a group of black minstrels and his wife had black servants.4 Whites ‘blacked up’ for roles as Africans in plays and masques. The theatrical draw then, as later, was in the visual contrast and spectacle, but also probably in the assumption that more behavioural and verbal freedom could occur under the guise of a ‘black’ skin.


Shakespeare understood something of the position of black people in Europe and of European reactions to them. Relying on his audiences’ racial understanding, an awareness (for all its reductiveness) that has later been forgotten or dismissed, ‘he was able to play upon the overt and subconscious reactions of Englishmen to the wider social implications of black humanity’.5 Those implications were linguistic as well as dramatic, for as ‘Ethiope’ or ‘blackamoor’ the African became part of the everyday language of Englishmen.6 When Shakespeare wrote Othello he was not, as past critics have argued, particularly ‘confused’ about racial identities even though he, like subsequent writers, took great liberties in portraying racial difference on the stage. He too would have seen black people on the streets of London for most of his adult life, and so would his audience. Racial jokes and word play were well within their experience and understanding.


Those linguistic repercussions have other implications as well. The roots of many English names come from the word ‘Moor’: Moore, Blackmore, Morris, Morrison, Murray, Morrow and others possibly derive from Moorish ancestry as well as ownership. Morris dancing may have a similar source. Heraldry gives dozens of examples of Negro heads on coats-of-arms. More than simply working their way into the language, such examples prove the intricate weaving of Africans into a developing sense of an English identity in which, as Stuart Hall says, ‘images produce and sustain an uncodified but immensely powerful conservative sense of Englishness’.7 The English only began to see themselves as ‘white’ when they discovered ‘black’ people.


Within Shakespeare’s lifetime, however, the British involvement with the triangular trade – the exchange of goods and slaves between Britain, Africa and the Americas – began. It was a trade which permanently transformed the economies of all three areas. As the development of British colonies in the West Indies boomed, so did the black population of Britain as planters returned home with their black servants. In 1768 Sharp and others put the number of black servants in London at 20,000, out of a total London population of 676,250. (Others, depending upon the year and the source, put the figure somewhere between 10,000 and 30,000, although the accurate figure is probably closer to 15,000.) These numbers were augmented by sailors, by students sent to study in Britain, by musicians who had become de rigueur in English military and domestic orchestras and bands, later in the century by refugees from America who had fought on the loyalist side in exchange for promised freedom in Britain or land in Canada, and finally by the natural growth of the community.


By the eighteenth century the black population in England, particularly in London, had indeed become a community, with a concern for joint action and solidarity. When in 1773, for example, two black men were confined to Bridewell prison for begging, more than 300 black people not only visited them but provided for their economic and emotional support. In the later eighteenth century there were black pubs, churches and community meeting places, changing the picture of isolated individual domestic servants and roving beggars on London streets to that of a thriving and structured black community. At the same time there was a huge upswelling in the British abolitionist movement which kept the issue of slavery in the public eye through boycotts, newspaper articles and petitions. There was also an increasing number of accomplished blacks resident in Britain such as George Bridgetower, the concert violinist who knew Beethoven; Ignatius Sancho, who corresponded with Laurence Sterne; Francis Williams, who studied at Cambridge; and Ukawsaw Gronniosaw, grandson of an African king, who escaped from slavery and married an English widow, and later published his memoirs.


This growing presence challenged the English sensibilities about race and fairness and xenophobia at a time when interest in Paine’s Rights of Man and The Age of Reason jostled with the financial and material rewards of slavery. To deal with this contradiction a whole intellectual industry of justifying slavery was necessary, finding exhaustive expression in David Hume’s assertion of Negro inferiority, in Bryan Edwards’ and Edward Long’s treatises on the West Indies, running straight through to Carlyle’s infamous Discourse on the Nigger Question (‘… if the Black gentleman is born to be a servant, and, in fact, is useful in God’s creation only as a servant, then let him hire not by the month, but by a very much longer term,’ he wrote in 1849). Necessary to these theories was a history of belief about black people themselves which was often expressed by dramatic oppositions. Pro-slavers portrayed black people as vicious, stupid and improved by slavery; abolitionists erred on the side of sentiment to portray them as docile and innocent. Somewhere in the middle lay reality – a reality that this book intends to explore.


Then as now, however, reality battled with popular culture, and despite daily evidence to the contrary it was often popular culture that won. Newspaper advertisements to sell or retrieve slaves began appearing in the port cities of Britain in the seventeenth century. From a 1696 London Gazette: ‘Run away from Captain John Brooke of Barford near Salisbury, about the middle of August last, a middle-sized Negro Man, named Humphrey, aged about 30, in a dark brown Cloath Coat with hair Buttons …’ An advertisement in a 1709 edition of The Tatler offered ‘A Black boy, twelve years of age, fit to wait on a gentleman, to be disposed of at Denis’s Coffee House in Finch Lane, near the Exchange’, and the Liverpool Chronicle offered in 1768 ‘A Fine Negroe Boy, of about 4 Feet 5 inches high. Of a sober, tractable, humane Disposition, Eleven or Twelve Years of Age, talks English very well, and can Dress Hair in a tollerable way.’ Advertisements such as these abounded in the press for well over a hundred years. Despite the assertion in The Gentleman’s Magazine in 1763 that the sale of a black boy by auction with the rest of his late master’s belongings was ‘perhaps the first instance of the kind in a free country’, such sales were in fact open and commonplace in England.8


A person could read these advertisements and sensational stories of revolts on West Indian plantations quite coolly in the morning newspaper, and then shed tears that evening over similar situations presented on stage. A slave sold in a coffee house in Liverpool, or run off from a master in Bristol, or paraded with padlocked collar in London, ironically aroused far less public sympathy than a white man or woman pretending to be a black person in the theatre. Aphra Behn’s controversial story of the enslaved African prince Oroonoko was popular when it was published in 1688, but it was wildly successful when Thomas Southerne turned it into a play and transmogrified the black wife Imoinda into the daughter of a Frenchman. The theatre-going public was quite accepting of racial mixing when sentiment, honour and questions of class were involved. Thomas Morton deviated only slightly from the Oroonoko model in his opera The Slave which featured a fierce but honourable African slave defending the lives of a quadroon slave, her white lover and their child during a slave rebellion and its subsequent suppression. Like Oroonoko it took place in Surinam and pitted the natural fidelity of black against the unnatural artifice of white. Such displays appealed to the better instincts of white Britons, in some ways allowing them to ignore the conditions of slavers at home.


The most famous example of this was the story of Inkle and Yarico. There were several versions of this tale, some with the women involved being of ambiguous races, but the most famous and popular one was presented as an opera by George Coleman in Covent Garden in 1787.9 This story became a touchstone for the complicated dealings between black and white, where love and honour – all the finer instincts so dear to the public – were pitted against social and commercial gain. The audience was willing to forgive the most egregious errors in geography and anthropology in which Africa and America were confused, and American Indian and ‘Negro’ were interchangeable, in favour of the moral issue of broken promises and fidelity. Inkle, an Englishman on his way to Barbados to marry an heiress, is stranded in North America with his servant Trudge. Both are rescued by two black women, Yarico and Wowski (the former speaks perfect English even though Inkle and Trudge are the first white men she has ever seen), and fall in love. In Barbados Inkle changes his mind and arranges to sell Yarico while his more honourable servant Trudge remains faithful to Wowski. In the end Inkle is punished not for his attitude toward slavery, but for his broken promise to the woman who saved his life. The English governor of Barbados himself arranges the weddings between black and white, but it is a white serving-girl who has the final song:


Let Patty say a word –


A chambermaid may sure be heard – 


Sure men are grown absurd,


   Thus taking black for white; 


To hug and kiss a dingy miss, 


Will hardly suit an age like this,


Unless, here, some friends appear, 


   Who like this wedding night.




Vindicating a woman’s honour, no matter whether English or African, was at the heart of the play’s success, but the exotic and distant location of the opera diluted its arguments on behalf of racial equality.


What happened when such plays were set in Europe? Henry Bate’s comic opera The Black-a-moor Wash’d White, featuring white actors playing blacks, caused a terrible riot which Garrick himself had to quell when it appeared at the Theatre Royal, Drury Lane on 22 January 1776. Apparently a political satire about foreign control over Britain (perceived here perhaps as the power of white West and East Indians’ influence at home), the play involves an eccentric nobleman who dismisses his white servants ‘and is determin’d to replace them with a suite of Blacks’ because he believes his wife and daughter to be involved with the same young man and interested in others. The young man in question disguises himself as a black man, appropriately named Amoroso, to gain entrance to the house, and much is made of his masquerade. As a black man, he is ‘a woundly fine One! And with a Jacket for all the world lac’d like a Magpye!’ and speaks in a dialect full of words like ‘Massa’. When the only remaining white servant catches him hand in hand with the fair young Julia there are numerous references to ‘Blackamoor Devils’ and Othello and Desdemona. The speech that probably provoked the riot is one in which the white servant, horrified, exclaims that ‘the times are turn’d topsey turvey, that white Englishmen should give place to foreign Blacks!’ and sings the following ballad:


Must a Christian man’s Son born & bred up 


By a Negar be flung in disgrace?


Be a sham’d for to hold his poor head up


’Cause as how he has got a white face?


   – No never mind it little Jerry 


   Let your honest heart be merry; 


   British boys will still be right 


   ’Till they prove that black is white!




This almost literally brought the house down.10


Garrick also produced High Life Below Stairs which featured two black servants played by white actors. Written by Townley but often mistakenly attributed to Garrick, it was an indictment of class rather than racial offences. Isaac Bickerstaffe’s 1768 opera The Padlock was also successful in a European setting, and also avoided the issue of miscegenation. A typical farce in many ways, it has a central black character who speaks squarely against slavery. He is rude and sometimes drunken, but is allowed to declaim against the beatings he receives from his ‘Massa’ who ‘lick[s] me every day with [his] rattan’, and gets the final word in the last scene. His stock slave name of Mungo became a byword in late eighteenth-century political circles when a Colonel Barré applied it in a 1769 debate to Jeremiah Dyson, who apparently did the government’s dirty work. The name stuck and afterwards Dyson generally was caricatured and cartooned as a black man, often in the guise of Soubise, the pampered slave of the Duchess of Queensberry. Mungo also became a synonym for any rude and forward black man in Britain, as with the anonymous 1792 engraving ‘The Rabbits’, in which a black man sells rabbits to a white woman who holds one disapprovingly by the hind legs. ‘Be gar Misse dat no fair,’ Mungo says to her. ‘If Blacke Man take you by Leg so – you smell too.’


Other slave portrayals found their way more or less crudely into print and public conversation. When the Prince of Wales fell in love, or at least dallied, with a mulatto woman on his way home from the Americas, the popular artists wasted no time in christening her ‘Wowski’ after the character in Coleman’s opera and drawing them lying together in a hammock with her breasts exposed. The engravers and writers knew in these and other cases that they could 


rely upon a general understanding of the significance of [their] ideas and terminology … When evoking African or black imagery, writers were in effect appealing to the conscious and subconscious responses of white people recently made aware of the enormous differences between black and white.11


When, for example, as early as 1690 Dryden wrote a prologue to Beaumont and Fletcher’s The Prophetess, he joked that English soldiers under William III in Ireland should ‘Each bring his love a Bogland captive home; / Such proper pages will long trains become; / With copper collars and with brawny backs, / Quite to put down the fashion of our blacks.’ The audience easily understood not only the commonly repeated comparison of Irish people to black people, and the allusion to black slaves’ padlocked collars, a fashion which supported a whole industry of metalworkers and jewellers, but of the common use of black people as ornaments themselves.


Even while black people in general and enslaved blacks in particular fell into certain prescribed types of representation, however, one of the common reactions to their plight was an ironic and unabashed bathos. Never was this better demonstrated than on Wednesday, 9 May 1759, when the theatre-going public of London was treated to a double drama. Two Africans, one of them a recently rescued enslaved prince, attended a production of Thomas Southerne’s adaptation of Oroonoko at the Theatre Royal, Drury Lane. The young men received a standing ovation as they entered, and during Oroonoko’s final speech, all eyes were on them as much as on the actors. The recent captives wept at the play’s conclusion, but the audience wept even more in watching them do so. Here were theatre and transference at their finest, and London lapped it up. An English actor could induce catharsis in an African by pretending ‘to be’ someone like him; the audience could view both scenes simultaneously, and applaud both, then read a description of it the next week in The Gentleman’s Magazine. 


This prince, William Ansah Sessarakoo, was constantly in the news, and he and his companion were in demand everywhere. Their story inspired poetry and drama, and a fifty-three-page history, The Royal African: Or, Memoir of the Young Prince of Annamaboe. Briefly the facts were these: the young prince had been sent to London for education and, like the legendary Oroonoko, had been deceived by the ship’s captain who ‘instead of performing his promise, sold him to a gentleman in London’.12 The prince’s father commanded a powerful African trading area, and both French and English companies were courting his favour. To ensure continued trade, the French had invited one of his sons to Paris, where he stayed for some time learning French political and economic practices. Not to be outdone, the English later proposed the same thing for William, who already spoke English and considered the English traders his mentors and friends. Greed got the better of the English ship’s captain, and he decided instead to settle the king’s debt to them by selling the prince in Barbados, where the ship next sailed on its triangular route. France and England were then at war, with battles between their ships taking place off the coast of Annamaboe (Ghana today); both countries wanted the king to choose a European national alliance. His fury with the English over their duplicitousness in selling William first led him to choose the French, but he later changed his mind when the English agreed to retrieve the young man and take him and another young African from Barbados to London as promised.


Few cases of slavery aroused English public indignation and excitement as much as this one. Nicknamed ‘Cupid’ by the English traders in Africa because of his sweet and trusting personality, William became an immediate favourite with everyone. Sentimental poems about him appeared almost immediately, addressed from him to a fictitious African lover named ‘Zara’, and from ‘Zara’ back to him. Samuel Johnson referred to this and similar cases when he wrote that ‘In our own time, princes have been sold, by wretches to whose care they were entrusted, that they might have an European education; but when once they were brought to a market in the plantations, little would avail either their dignity or their wrongs.’13 The Africans’ desire for European education and their exotic nobility were irresistible to the public, which had a sentimental bent coupled with a righteous indignation, but this passion seemed reserved for those Africans who were ‘wrongly’ enslaved. As Wylie Sypher later put it, ‘few besides anti-slavery crusaders seem to have paid much attention to the 14,000 Negro servants in England. But your free-born Briton could feel for a prince, particularly a prince in distress.’14 In eighteenth-century Britain issues of race also involved issues of class, and both were fodder for high and low drama.


Sometimes the schemes to educate Africans as go-betweens for trade backfired, and the cost of maintaining them in England exceeded expectations. Yet despite one letter of 1755, to the governor of Cape Coast Castle from the ‘Company of Merchants Trading in Africa’, complaining that two black students ‘have cost above £600 for Education, maintenance &c. since their being in England’, it was a common practice, according to one slave-ship captain, for ‘merchants and commanders of ships to Africa, to encourage the natives to send their children to England; as it not only conciliates their friendship, and softens their manners, but adds greatly to the security of the traders’.15 Soon African leaders regularly began sending their sons to England, as they had already done to Portugal and Spain, to learn some of the ways of the Europeans with whom they traded. Christopher Fyfe estimates that in 1789 there were approximately ‘fifty boys and twenty-eight girls in Liverpool, London, Bristol and Lancaster, all from the Sierra Leone region’.16 Some of these (mostly young men) were dispatched to a variety of small schools around Liverpool to learn English and other useful commercial skills, while later in the century others were sent by missionaries to London for more comprehensive educations. There was also a third group of black students, for some West Indian planters sent their biracial as well as their white children to England to be educated. (This is the precedent for Rhoda Swartz in Thackeray’s Vanity Fair.)


Like Oroonoko and the young prince of Annamaboe, it was not unusual for unscrupulous ship’s captains to view their African charges as financial opportunities rather than as commissions, and to sell the young men. Because of a situation similar to this, the English discovered in 1733 that there were already well-educated Africans. Taught by his father, a Muslim imam of royal lineage, a young man named Job ben Solomon was captured in Gambia in 1731 and sold for £45 in Maryland. Desperate, he sent a letter in Arabic to his father via London, where General James Oglethorpe took it to Oxford to be translated. ‘The translation pleased him so much, and gave him so good an opinion of the man,’ noted The Gentleman’s Magazine later, ‘that he directly ordered him to be bought from his master’ and carried to England.17 When he arrived in London two years after his enslavement, Job could translate between Arabic and English and was taken up by the English nobility. He stayed fourteen months and was continually 


lionized and fêted by polite society, treated as an equal by some of the country’s greatest scholars and heeded by the nation’s elite … A handsome, congenial man, Job was besieged by invitations from all quarters, notably from the Court. City merchants, scholars, philanthropists, aristocrats and those who were merely curious, vied with each other to sample the unusual spectacle of a scholarly African in their midst.18


Novelists were quick to incorporate characters based on him in their works, and Hannah More, Joseph Lavallé and Henry Mackenzie among others used actual and invented rescued princes in their works.


Audiences then, both literary and theatrical, were accustomed to seeing actual black people in the theatre as both subject and spectators. They also knew them as musicians and performers at fairs, not only in the metropolis but also in such places as Lancashire and Dublin.19 The theatre in eighteenth-century London not only presented people the way they were but the way they wished to be. It allowed a move from mere representation to metaphor, often against a backdrop of a black presence at home and abroad. Let us start our tour in Covent Garden, at the Theatre Royal.


Around and inside this theatre, like that in Drury Lane, a crush of people scrambled for tickets, seats and attention. Onstage were performers as well as high-paying customers, who sometimes sat close enough to converse with the actors, be seen by the audience, and even cross in front of the action to meet friends. Orange sellers’ wares caused a continual rain of peel from the boxes and galleries on to those in the pit. There were ladies accompanied by ornately outfitted black boys who carried their pillows and opera glasses, and more ordinary people, including servants both black and white with the time and the shilling necessary to sit in the cheapest seats in the upper gallery.20 We know from Ignatius Sancho’s letters that independent black people also attended the theatre. Aided by his friend David Garrick, the hugely famous actor and theatre-manager, Sancho even made an abortive attempt at acting the role of Oroonoko in the 1760s.


Outside the building hawkers and pickpockets flourished, as did prostitutes. Harris’s List and other catalogues recorded them and their bordellos. Not only were there black sex workers, driven like their much more numerous white counterparts to the profession by poverty and desperation, there was at least one, probably more, all-black brothel. (It was an age of specialization in this regard – there were also brothels specializing in flagellation and homosexuality.)21


In summer there would in all likelihood be a fair nearby; they lasted from two to six weeks and drew thousands of revellers to their performances and booths. Leaving Covent Garden for Smithfield there was Bartholomew Fair where, as at Southwark Fair, all walks of life came together, although the pleasure gardens of Ranelagh and Vauxhall were more to the taste of the upper classes. These fairs featured acrobats, puppeteers, rope dancers, jugglers, magicians, many of whom were black. For evidence we have pictures like Hogarth’s 1733 painting of Southwark Fair where, amidst the rough-and-tumble of crowds and performers, two figures are prominent in the centre foreground: a tall and elegantly dressed white woman beating a drum, and in front of her an ornately dressed black boy blowing a trumpet as he marches along. A detail from Rowlandson’s ‘Show Booths of the Fair’ shows people on the swing-boat ride, some of them getting ill; in front of them is a black man who works at the fair. Black fairground performers were likely to elicit amused references to ‘the devil on two sticks’, an obvious allusion to both their colour and their agility whose origins lie in early presentations of the devil as black. Visitors would also have been fascinated by such exhibits as George Alexander Gratton, ‘The Spotted Negro Boy’. A 1731 fair in Bristol featured a shaved bear, wearing a checked coat and trousers and seated in a large chair, called ‘an Ethiopian savage’.22


Towards St James’s, Pall Mall and the Strand, the visual contrast between black skin and white skin became obvious. This was the heart of appearance-conscious London, where the crowding, crime, smells and unsanitariness of ordinary life were at first less noticeable. Here the wealthy could afford to replace their rotted teeth with those pulled from the mouths of poor children; to wear over unwashed skin elaborately embroidered clothes costing what would support a destitute family for a year or two, while their pockets were being picked of handkerchiefs and watches; to buy and sell black people and flaunt their ownership while arguing the abstractions of liberty in coffee houses. If London was in the eighteenth century a city of contrasts, then St James’s in its unreal ostentation was its microcosm.


Nowhere does this study in extremes show itself better than in the deliberately exaggerated differences of skin colour. That white women complemented themselves with black pages is well-known; the darker the skin the more valuable the child, and the more elaborate and expensive the livery purchased to set it off. Given classical names like Pompey and Caesar, they were dressed in brightly coloured silks and satins, silver padlocked collars, and feathered turbans. They walked behind their ladies, and 


it was the duty of the little negro boy, in the service of the lady of quality in the last century, to attend his mistress’s person and tea-table, to carry her train as she moved to and fro, to take charge of her fan and smelling-salts, to feed her parrots, and to comb her lap-dogs.23


Clothing, always a marker of class, by its very opulence ironically indicated the lowliness of the slave’s position even though he may have been treated as a pampered pet. His function was just as frivolous as his appearance, and as his mistress’s. In an often-deadly concession to physical contrast, many women exaggerated their fairness by painting their skin white with a poisonous lead-based make-up.


William Combe, in his satirical novel The Devil upon Two Sticks in England, mentions a ‘charming woman in deep mourning, followed by a black boy, in a fantastic livery’,24 and Charles Dunster’s poem ‘St James’s Street’ similarly discusses the folly of fashionable women accompanied by the black boys they owned:


E’en now they come. Before them onward march 


In garb of State, with each his lofty Cane,


His fierce-cocked Hat, and Bouquet blooming bright, 


Their powder’d Footmen. – Sometimes at their head, 


Index of Rank or Opulence supreme,


A sable Youth from Æthiopia’s climes,


In milk-white Turban dight, precedes the Train. – 


The Fair herself, in narrow compass press’d, 


(While much of outward ornament her Chair 


Boasts, not unconscious of its Tassels gay,


Its jetty Varnish, and gilt Coronets


Which shine o’ th’ top), in posture comfortless 


Rides pinion’d, while her Hoop’s reverted sides 


With whalebone strong her elbows cramp’d confine. 


Her head meantime sinks down, nor dares assume 


Its wonted port. The little vehicle


Admits not that the lovely Nymph within 


Should sit erect when to her native Height 


She adds three feet of various Ornament.25


The Character of a Town Misse, published in 1675, stated that the ‘fashionable high-class whore of the period’ (Fryer’s definition of a ‘Town Miss’) ‘hath always two necessary Implements about her, a Blackamoor, and a little Dog; for without these, she would be neither Fair nor Sweet’.26 The black page appeared in all types of artistic productions. Painters loved them for the visual contrast and drama they lent to portraits, and the subjects loved what the inclusion of them in their portraits said about their own economic status – so much so that they sometimes ‘borrowed’ black sitters, sometimes from the artist, if there were none in their own households. Engravers and caricaturists loved them for the way they silently pronounced judgement on social and political vanity. In the several versions of the cartoon ‘Heyday, is it my daughter Anne?’ a mother stands amazed at the outrageously high hair of her citified daughter. The daughter’s black page seems to reinforce her vanity yet he gapes at her openly.


Hogarth used black pages relentlessly in his visual attacks on white duplicity. In picture after picture they attest to the infidelity, crudeness and vanity of the people who owned them. It is from the caricaturists, says one nineteenth-century writer, ‘that we can learn so much about a nation’s manners and customs, ways and fashions, and other interesting matters too trivial for record at the hands of dignified history’.27 He writes with painful nostalgia about eighteenth-century black London that was picturesque and flamboyant, in his hands itself a caricature.


The negro coachman, a very portly person, with powder over his curly pate; the negro footman, in a brilliant livery, stately of port and stalwart of body, if somewhat unshapely as to his nether limbs; in how many illustrations of social life do not these worthies appear? Then there is a splendid negro, wearing an embroidered Oriental dress, a member of the band of the Grenadier or Coldstream Guards, who plays the cymbals, gesticulating vivaciously – partly, it must be, owing to excessive enjoyment of his situation – with his fellow performer, of similar complexion and costume, who plays an instrument that has vanished with its sable professor; a brazen structure, tree-shaped, with bells depending from its branches. Other negroes there are who sell songs, sweep crossings, knit nightcaps and stockings, and manufacture garden-nets – stout negroes, indeed, of all kinds …28


He yearns for a past the scope of which he gets right but which he interprets incorrectly. For him the black inhabitants of eighteenth-century London come to stand for its entirety, metonyms of a colourful and jolly time unlike his own. The black men and women he envisages are enthusiastic and happy in their enslavement, delighting in their own vividness, eager to please and easily pleased.


Some of us must surely possess youthful reminiscences of these Caesars and Pompeys of the past. How they grinned! How they shone! How picturesque they were! They glorified the livery they assumed; they sublimated their plush. There was no killing their complexion; the brighter were the hues brought to bear upon it, so much the blacker, and, therefore, the better it looked. A negro might wear a dress made of the flamingo’s feathers – he would set them off, as they would him.29


In attempting to recall childhood’s colourful innocence, he reduces black people to children. His Negroes have rolling eyes, flashing white teeth and ‘ebon face[s]’ which ‘gleam’.30


None of this was real life, of course. The underside was in Africa, on slave ships, and in the Caribbean and the Americas. The livery and the turbans resulted from the slave trade, New World slavery, and a plantation economy. Trade had brought silk and cotton to English backs, coffee, tea and sugar to their tables, and a romantic primitivism to their art and literature. But the tea, the sugar they stirred into it, and sometimes the very cups themselves existed because of the forced labour of black and colonized people, and the reminders of this inequality were around them daily. England itself provided plenty of contrasting scenes, reminders that the evils of West Indian slavery could be transported along with material goods.


In other areas of the country there was quite another aspect of black eighteenth-century life. All those runaways and cast-offs had to go somewhere, and out of necessity many gravitated to white slums. In 1783 this poverty-stricken population was drastically augmented by black immigrants from North America, those who had fought for Britain in the American war and now arrived for their promised freedom. The black soldiers of revolutionary America – some 20 per cent of all who fought in that war, on both sides, were black – became beggars in London. For poor blacks there were few options. The itinerant of any race had little hope of steady employment. As early as 14 September 1731, blacks were forbidden by the Lord Mayor’s proclamation to learn trades. It was a time when tradesmen were strictly regulated in all English cities in an attempt to protect local business and discourage migration. Lord Mansfield, who later had to preside over the Somerset suit brought by Granville Sharp to challenge slavery in Britain, repeatedly ruled that ‘black servants were not entitled to wages or poor law relief’ because ‘the statutes do not relate to them, nor had they them in contemplation’.31 There was a real possibility of starvation and homelessness in England. If, like Jonathan Strong, an enslaved person ran away from his or her owner, there was a danger of recapture and the prospect of a worse enslavement, even perhaps early death, in the West Indies. Thomas Day’s famous poem ‘The Dying Negro’ told the true story of the suicide of a black man stolen from England and from his English wife, who shot himself on a boat on the Thames rather than face slavery. Some poor blacks found shelter in the areas of St Giles or Seven Dials, St Paul’s, Ratcliff and Limehouse,32 and along the Wapping riverside.33 Since St Giles was also the patron saint of beggars, there was something of a pun in naming this particular population ‘St Giles’ blackbirds’. Derelict tenements in these neighbourhoods were known as ‘rookeries’, not because of their black residents but because of the crowded nests they resembled. Housing, when it existed at all for poverty-stricken Londoners of any race, was dismal. The stench of London at this time is well-documented and a Dr Willan, writing in his 1801 Diseases in London, describes the housing and sanitary conditions of poor neighbourhoods vividly:


… from three to eight individuals of different ages often sleep in the same bed; there being in general but one room and one bed for each family … The room occupied is either a deep cellar, almost inaccessible to the light, and admitting of no change of air; or a garret with a low roof and small windows, the passage to which is close, kept dark, and filled not only with bad air, but with putrid excremental effluvia from a vault at the bottom of the staircase. Washing of linen, or some other disagreeable business, is carried on, while infants are left dozing and children more advanced kept at play whole days on the tainted bed: some unsavoury victuals are from time to time cooked: in many instances idleness, in others the cumbrous furniture or utensils of trade, with which the apartments are clogged, prevent the salutary operation of the broom and white-washing brush and favour the accumulation of a heterogeneous filth.34
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