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AUTHOR’S NOTE FOR ADULTS


The stories I have written about in this book are based on real people who lived in the UK, the Americas, the Caribbean and parts of Africa in the years 1763 to 1853. For much of this time, slavery was still common in these places, and it wouldn’t be fully abolished until 1838 in Britain’s colonies and 1865 in the USA. So although the heroes and heroines featured in these stories ended their lives as free people, sadly they were living in a society where many people who looked like them were not so fortunate.


Though I try not to expose younger readers to all the harsh treatment that our characters might have lived through, I think it’s important not to sugar-coat the real dangers of a world and a time where people of African descent were enslaved in their millions.


The reading age is nine to twelve, but I am confident that older readers will find these stories mature enough to hold their attention.


Being Black at this time has also meant that for some of these figures, not much about their lives was written down and recorded. Where little information is known, I have used a method that is sometimes called critical fabulation, combining historical research with fictional narrative, to bring to life the stories of people who have been forgotten and hidden for far too long.


I hope young readers will enjoy this book, and perhaps it will inspire them to want to know a little more about the history of their own families. Why not encourage them to interview their oldest family members and hear tales of their lives at ten years old? It is a brilliant way to remember that we all have interesting histories that should never be forgotten, as so many of our subjects have been … until now.


Paterson Joseph









PREFACE


Hello, reader. I’m Paterson. I am a writer and an actor, and when I was ten years old, I was not doing well at school. But … in my final year of primary school, I was in a play called Oliver. It was a musical, based on the novel Oliver Twist by Charles Dickens. I was playing a character called Bill Sykes. He is a terrible villain. A bit like Arthur Slugworth, who I play in the Wonka movie.


I remember the moment I stepped on to the stage, the audience hissed and booed me, playfully. They could see immediately that I was playing a bad, bad man. I enjoyed it so much! Even though I was only ten years old, and it was a long time after that before I began my career in the theatre and on screen, I truly believe that this was the exact moment that I became an actor.


The people you’ll meet in this book had challenging, inspiring and exciting lives that saw them become renowned writers, actors, scientists, artists, political activists and thinkers. Like my own story, their ambitions started aged ten. You’ll meet ten-year-olds who had already travelled across the world when they were taken from their homes in Africa to Queen Victoria’s London home, Buckingham Palace, or from the fascinating jungles of South America to the quiet streets of Edinburgh in Scotland …


Whether you’re about to be ten or ten is just a few years ago, I hope you enjoy these stories of ten-year-olds who went on to do extraordinary things. I hope, too, that you will want to find out more about them after reading these stories of their incredible lives.


Paterson Joseph


Cricklewood, London


September 2024
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CHAPTER ONE
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Thursday 20 October, 1785


Charles Street, Westminster, London


Greetings. My name is William Leach Osborne Sancho. How many names do you have, dear reader? Even though I have four, everyone who knows me calls me Billy. Today is a special one for me, as today, I am ten years old. Half a score! (So you might easily guess that a score is …? Twenty, yes!)


I am the last child of my mother, Anne, and my father, Ignatius. My father’s name was Charles Ignatius Sancho, in case you did not know. He was quite famous in his lifetime. And yes, even though I’m only ten, I’m already without my father. He was taken to heaven when I was five years old and buried not far from here in St Margaret’s churchyard. I miss him every single day.


I still remember him, but my memory of Paps, as I called him, fades a little every day as I’ve already lived five years without him … half my lifetime.


Thankfully, his portrait, by the famous painter Thomas Gainsborough, hangs downstairs in our grocery store on Charles Street. We can never truly forget him.


In his portrait, my father always appears to be smiling down on us.


I do remember that, like me, he was quite round, and I would pat his belly like it was a drum. He used to sing in rhythm, ‘Your timpani – lacks sympathy – for poor – round – me!’ ‘Timpani’ is another name for a kind of big drum. Paps was very funny and when he sang that song, I laughed till my belly hurt. I hope you have someone like that in your life, who makes you laugh as much as Paps made me.


[image: Billy’s father, Charles Ignatius Sancho, is a wearing a very smart eighteenth-century outfit, with his dark hair in a bun at the back of his head. He has his hand tucked into his waistcoat in a pose similar to the way Horatio Nelson in often depicted.]


Oh, and from the window in our bedroom, I can just see St Margaret’s Church, lying under the shadow of its big sister, Westminster Abbey. St Margaret’s Church is where my mother and father were married and where we were all baptised.


I realise that you may be wondering who ‘we’ are? We are the Sanchonettas! That was my father’s name for my siblings and me. He loved to make up words. I love words, too. Perhaps I will do something with words for my profession when I come of age, meaning, when I’m grown to be a man. That might only be another five years away. I shall have to find work then, to help my family.


I can write as well as I do because my father and my mother believed it was important for me to be educated. My sisters can write, too, which is rather unusual. Not many girls are taught to write in 1785 because … Well, I suppose they are girls and will be expected to do cooking and sewing and household chores. My mother always looks sourly at anyone who mentions this.


I think it’s silly, too, since Betsy, who is nine years older than me, is the cleverest of us all – even though she’s the youngest daughter – and can read and write wonderfully well.


My favourite thing to do is read. I love to escape into a magical world – meeting new characters and enjoying new adventures with them. I like to give the books I have already read to some of my friends. Sometimes these are friends I meet on the nearby streets, or they are the poor folks of Seven Dials and St Giles Parish, who my family and I often visit to give old clothes and goods that we have collected for them. These people are from every nation that Great Britain has taken over: Ireland, the West Indies, America and Africa. Every shade of skin can be seen here, as well as the very poor white people who have so little to their names.


[image: A stack of seven hardback books.]


Most of the children in The Dials and St Giles can’t read at all, so I either read the books to them or teach them how to read. I do like teaching, and I could do that for my career quite happily. Our family friend Mr Maheux works for the government during the week but comes to the store frequently on Saturdays and teaches my sisters Latin and mathematics. Come to think of it, perhaps, like him, I could have several jobs.


Mr Maheux, which is pronounced without the ‘x’ on the end, was my father’s good friend, and he says he is ever grateful that my father took him under his wing when he was a young man. I want to be as kind as Paps when I get older and help others, where I can.


I’m going to be a writer, too, one day, I think. At least, I would like to be. Writers often visit my family, like Dr Samuel Johnson, the man who is most famous for writing the English dictionary and who was my father’s dear acquaintance. Dr Johnson passed away just last year. He left everything he had to Frank Barber, a young Black man who was brought here from the island of Jamaica in the West Indies when he was a small child. He had been enslaved there but was freed soon after he arrived in England – thank goodness. What an awful thing slavery is, do you not think?


Frank or Francis, as some people call him, became a kind of son to Dr Johnson when he was just a little younger than I am today.


Frank travels a lot and is terribly good at telling us stories whenever he visits. I’d like to travel, too. Such a lot to do in life, is there not?


Along Charles Street, where we live, is the little school I attend and a library where you can borrow or buy books. That library has me fascinated every time I pass it. I hope one day to be able to go in myself and see the thousands of books they have on display. I think I’d like to do that as a job, too – selling books or even perhaps making them. (Goodness, I have a lot of careers to choose from. I sometimes wonder if I’ll have time to do them all!)


I already make little notebooks, as I was taught to do by my second-oldest sister, Frances, using bits of old newspapers and any spare brown paper from our grocery store. We make little holes in each sheet, fold them over and draw a string through them to hold them all together. Frances, who we all call Fanny, is a very good artist and will illustrate each cover with a theatre or circus scene for me. I love going to the theatre or a circus show. Do you?


[image: Billy’s sister Frances, in an apron and mob cap, sits illustrating at a table. Billy stands behind her, binding a notebook together with string sewn through holes that he has made down the seam.]


These books are my little treasures, as Fanny has so little time these days to play with me. She is always busy helping Mother with her work, serving the customers in our store and tearoom on the ground floor of our home.


As much as I love the books my sister made for me, I must tell you that this wonderful book I’m writing in at the moment was gifted to me for my birthday by my godmother Miss Lydia Leach, and it is truly a marvel. It is thick and sturdy and has many leaves of plain yellow paper in it. I love the cover, too, as it is made from brown leather. It smells heavenly. Don’t you just love the smell of a new book? I certainly do.


Although this feels like a very special day for me, Mother says that birthdays were not celebrated when she was a child as it was considered bad luck. That sounds rather strange to me. How could the fact that you were born be unlucky? Unless, of course, you were born in a place where you might be in danger. I asked her what folks did on their birthday and she said they would go to church. (I love God, yet I must say, that doesn’t sound like my idea of the best fun. But perhaps I will only keep those thoughts for my diary.)


My father once said something about writing a diary. He was clever – though sometimes I think what he wrote was not all that easily understood. So I would write it like this:


‘If you make a habit of writing every evening your thoughts on the day, it will be a kind of private conversation between you and yourself. And sometimes you can become your own best friend who is good at listening. And forever after, those little notes will be like a library of memories, for whenever you want to look back on the past.’


And that’s what I have decided to do with the new notebook. After I got it, I rushed upstairs as soon as I could, to be quiet for a moment and start writing. What better time to begin a diary than on your tenth birthday?


I will start by writing a description of my household as it is today because that might be something I will enjoy reminding myself of when I’m old … and forgetful.


Our home is warm and cosy, with five rooms altogether. I share mine with Betsy, and another bedroom is for the eldest girls, Marianne and Frances. Marianne is twenty-five and Frances is twenty-four. There were many more of us, but heaven called them. Father will not be alone there, Mother sometimes says, though there are tears in her eyes when she says that. Some families have lost many more children, so we are lucky in a way.


My mother has her own small room, as she allows the eldest girls to have the biggest one because they have countless trinkets and dresses. Why women need so many clothes and … stuff … is a great mystery that I hope to solve when I am grown.


I own fourteen books and five notebooks— no, six, if I include this special one I’m writing in! I have a pair of boots that squeeze my feet a little, but I will bear with it, till Mother can buy me another. I do not like to ask as there isn’t a lot of money to spare, I know. I will make money one day and give Mother a good share of my riches. She always smiles down at me when I tell her this. It’s a promise I intend to keep. My sisters tell me Father was a man who always kept his promises. I shall follow his example.


Downstairs are the other two rooms, where there is always much activity. It is nearly noon, the busiest hour for our store. There are the tea things to prepare and places to be set on the little tables we have scattered around the ground floor. Floors must be swept every day, which is my task. And then old fruit and vegetables will have to be thrown away. We are at number 19 Charles Street, very close to Westminster Abbey, and the Houses of Parliament are just across the road from there.


At the other end of Charles Street is Horse Guards Road, where we can see the horses on parade some days. That’s really exciting to watch – they keep in line so perfectly, it’s a marvel.


[image: The back of the family’s store, with neatly arranged goods on the shelves. There are jars of coffee, tea, sugar, etc., as well as hanging bunches of garlic and onions, and bowls of fruit and vegetables.]


Just two streets away from us is Downing Street, the home of our prime minister, Mr William Pitt. He is Marianne’s age, twenty-five, and has been prime minister for two years already. Many people remark on this, as if only old folks can rule properly. Ridiculous, I say. Surely we should choose a prime minister based on how qualified they are rather than their age? (But nobody listens to me. I’m only ten, after all.)


In our store, we sell tea, sugar, tobacco, coffee, vegetables and some fruit. We sell powder for washing clothes that we call ‘blue’, which dissolves in water and makes all our fabrics very bright. We also sell various knick-knacks that folks might need.


Mother thinks it best if we do not sell goods made by our fellow African people who are working for no pay at all in West Indian islands like St Kitts, Antigua, Barbados, St Lucia and Jamaica. They are cruelly treated, she says, and we must do all we can to speak out against the treatment. Our cousins, the Priddy-Lyons, who live in St Kitts, supply many of our goods from there, and they are said to treat their workers well. But I wonder if they can be treated well if they are not free or paid as a farmhand here in Britain would be paid and free …


A few days ago, I found a tobacco card, which is like an advertisement on a piece of card with pictures. It was designed by my father, and it has a picture of a West Indian native bartering with a European trader. On one side it says ‘Sancho’s Best Trinidado’ and on the reverse it says ‘The Wish’. I suppose he wanted things to be fairer. And, if I have my way, I will carry on the work he started, speaking out against the horrid treatment and enslavement of these poor people. Yes, one day I might write books and letters, as my father did, which call for the end of this awful business.


That is what a brave and intelligent man called Olaudah Equiano is doing, in the newspapers and all over the country. Mr Equiano came by the store a few weeks ago to pay his respects to my late father, whom he said had greatly inspired him to use his voice against the wicked practice of the British sailors. When he began to talk to Mother about his early life as a child in Africa, the girls and I were very excited by his way of speaking. To hear about his adventures in Africa and the Americas, and his expedition to the North Pole, was astounding. I dreamt of his stories every night for many days. Perhaps I will be an explorer, too, one day … So much to do in my little life, eh?


I must stop writing, as I can hear that the customers are arriving for lunch. Mother makes them plates of ham and bread, and they drink tea, chocolate and coffee here, too. Perhaps some might even wish me a fine and merry birthday.


I shall hide my diary under the one loose floorboard in my room, to keep it away from prying eyes … (Yes, that means you, too, Betsy!)


I wonder if it might be so well hidden that it will only be found hundreds of years from now?


William Leach Osborne Sancho was born on 20 October 1775. He was written about by his father Charles Ignatius Sancho (1729–1780), who described him as: ‘the type of his father, fat, heavy, sleepy’. However, ‘sleepy’ Billy Sancho went on to have an active life, becoming a librarian when he grew up.


Being a librarian in the 1800s meant that you bought lots of books for private libraries – a very important job, as having a great library showed that you were well educated and part of the upper class.


Later in life, Billy became a bookseller and printer. In 1803, he published his father’s letters. He and Anne, his mother, ran a print-works on the site of today’s National Gallery in London.


Billy also became secretary to the newly founded Vaccine-Pock Institute in Golden Square in London, where they were experimenting with making the smallpox vaccine. Billy Sancho helped organise meetings and raise funds for the institute.


A great public speaker, Billy had always been a part of the powerful anti-slavery movement. William Wilberforce, a famous politician who was against slavery, wrote to ask that Billy be one of the publishers of his letter to slave owners who had plantations in the Caribbean.


Billy Sancho died in 1810 at the relatively young age of thirty-five. He truly lived a full and important life.









CHAPTER TWO
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December 1763


Boston


On Writing





No, not for money do I write my verse,


But for folks who see who I am, first.


Many might think that I am just a hack


Because I am a female and I am Black.


I write because I can, and they cannot.


I mean those that are caught in slavery’s knot.


Freedom’s my theme - you like it or do not.


I must speak out my thoughts, before they rot.


I am just ten years old, but why be mild?


I’ll tell my truth though I am still a child.


‘Cause children, too, know how to speak their minds,


And we have thoughts of many different kinds.





In 1763 I think it’s true


To listen to children is an idea new.


Seen and not heard is their advice to us,


And when we speak, we are just told to hush.


Now, here comes Phillis with much truth to say.


Here comes Wheatley with her donkey bray.


There’s no silencing her, despite discouragement,


No matter the threat. No matter the judgement.


She has a voice, and she is going to use it.


I have no choice - and I’m afraid I’ll lose it.


You have to use the gifts you have from heaven,


And I have done so from the age of seven.


When we can speak, we make sense of our thoughts,


And a hundred thousand worries turn to noughts.


For words have power to clear the mind of noise.


They help us breathe; they help us to find poise.


There are funny words, like ‘discombobulate’,


Like ‘gollumpus’ and silly ‘addlepate’.


These all describe a person slow of brain,


And I do use them time and time again!


But only to describe those stubborn souls


Who’d rather ignore suffering - blind moles.


Who do not want to open wide their eyes,


Who do not love the truth, preferring lies.


[image: ]


So, to the day that I was captured, sadly,


The day that started well then ended badly.


The day I lost my family and friends,


The day my freedom came to sticky ends.


It was beside the shore of my fair land,


The name of which I cannot bring to hand.


The language that I knew it by is lost,


Learning good English had a terrible cost.


Once we lose our language we lose much.


French, Igbo, Greek, Russian or Double Dutch.


I cannot name a single thing I knew,
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