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Foreword
by David Olusoga



On 7 June 2020, the statue of slave trader Edward Colston, which had stood in the centre of Bristol for 125 years, was pulled down by protestors and dumped in the city’s harbour. Despite repeated requests over many years for Colston’s statue to be taken down, it had remained in place, perhaps in part due to too narrow a focus on biography – stripped of context and sanitised, much of his life having been deliberately obscured.


None of the other nearby statues were touched by the Black Lives Matter protesters, nor were any of the shops in the vicinity damaged. The protestors deliberately and purposefully targeted the statue of the slave trader. The protesters, who were overwhelmingly young, were well aware of who Edward Colston was and what he had done. As an investor and later as Deputy Governor of the Royal African Company, Colston had been a key figure in the activities of the company which transported more Africans into slavery than any other in British history.


All of this was known to the protesters because they have been the beneficiaries of fifty years of scholarship. They are the first generation brought up in Britain for whom access to Black British history has been relatively easy. Over the previous halfcentury and more, a great pantheon of Black historical figures have been painstakingly salvaged, one by one, from the hidden recesses of the archives. That history and those biographies are alive in modern Britain, inspiring and motivating a new generation.


Building on those decades of scholarship, this book by Patrick Vernon and Dr Angelina Osborne brings the biographies of Black Britons together and vividly expands the historical backdrop against which these hundred men and women lived their lives. Despite prejudice and racism, they went on to achieve outstanding success in fields from politics to film-making; publishing to teaching; sport to medicine; law to business; and music to architecture.


We share a national fascination with our colourful past, but one colour has been largely missing: Black. The history of Black people is unique in how comprehensively and consistently it has been not just overlooked but denied.


When I was at school in Britain in the 1970s and 80s, there was certainly no such thing as Black history, nothing even about the history of the British empire that might have explained to my classmates why a child born in Nigeria was sat among them. To date, history as taught in British schools has conspicuously failed to make sense of how young Black British people and their families came to be here and to be British. We urgently need a new curriculum that includes all the dark chapters in our shared past, the unsettling stories as well as those we currently celebrate.


There can be no doubt that initiatives such as Black History Month and the 100 Great Black Britons campaign have helped thousands of children – and adults – to understand their place in Britain’s story and have become a counterblast to the relentless waves of negative stereotypes that batter Black children growing up in Britain. But we need to be wary of an overreliance on Black British heroes. Constant reassessment must be made of the individuals we venerate, and new heroes will emerge who mean more to the new generation than they did to the last. This book is by no means the final 100 Great Black Britons – there are many more volumes to come.


Patrick Vernon’s original 100 Great Black Britons campaign made a significant contribution to this, and while we need to be wary of the limitations of biography – particularly heroic biography – as history, life stories have their role to play, as they did at the beginning of this process, in revealing and making sense of the past and guiding us into a better future.





Preface:



The Making of 100 Great Black Britons By Patrick Vernon OBE


Where are the Great Black Britons?


It must have been in the summer of 2001 when I became aware of the BBC 100 Greatest Britons campaign; I remember seeing a massive billboard one weekend as I was driving from London to Wolverhampton to visit my parents. The poster hoarding was encouraging people to nominate their Greatest Briton of all time, and I saw similar messages as I clicked on the BBC website in the following weeks. My feeling at the time about the BBC’s venture was that it was simply another vanity project to bolster their ratings, as they were facing competition from other terrestrial, satellite and emerging cable channels.


At that point in my life, I was busy in my role as senior director for the NHS, delivering a multi-agency partnership public health programme, called Brent Health Action Zone, to residents in Brent, north London. The programme was one of New Labour’s strategies to improve the health of the country by targeting twenty-six areas in which there were health inequalities and poor levels of life expectancy. In addition, I was mentoring at Fryent Primary School in Brent, working with dynamic head and deputy teachers who were recruiting several Black professional males to mentor young boys who were not focusing on their schoolwork and were experiencing behavioural problems. For me, it was giving something back to the community; I have some degree of privilege, and I felt a moral responsibility to use it to help empower young people. This led me to develop my first website based on my mentoring experience and my passions for family history, intergenerational learning and Black British history. Every Generation was launched on 1 October 2002, on the first day of Black History Month.


However, it was not until the autumn of 2002 that my attention was drawn again to the BBC campaign. Their official list of 100 Greatest Britons was announced along with a ten-part documentary series, which then culminated in a final voting extravaganza and studio debate. Looking though the list, I noticed that the only person of colour was the late Freddie Mercury, lead singer of Queen, born in Zanzibar of Parsi heritage.


I remember reading various articles and commentaries regarding the lack of representation of women and different parts of Britain on the list. I was a member and committee member of BASA (the Black and Asian studies association), which, along with other organisations, had been lobbying the government and education bodies for several years to ensure that the national curriculum reflected the diversity of history – with some success. BASA’s membership of academics, community historians, students, activists and writers all complained and castigated the BBC about its lack of Black and Asian representation in their Greatest Britons poll, which we felt was another instance of institutional racism and reinforced the invisibility of Black and Asian British history. Many believed that the BBC had a golden opportunity, as a public broadcaster, to rectify this invisibility. However, when Winston Churchill was announced the eventual winner of the Greatest Briton poll during Black History Month 2002, numerous people felt this was game over again.


Nevertheless, I became fixated by this overall creative process of engaging the public – how to use online content and films, involving celebrities and people in public life, to create a narrative of British history. I decided an intervention was required. I was going to create my alternative campaign focusing on people of African descent, showing their contribution to the creating and shaping of Britain going back 1,000 years. However, I had no idea how I was going to do this – how I was going to compile a comprehensive list of individuals and develop a public media campaign. I sent a message to the BASA group that we should all do this together and develop our alternative list of Black British achievers. Only one person responded, however, who wished me well in my venture.


Undeterred, I started to plan how I could deliver this project – what resources I would need, as well as the timescale. I came to the conclusion that this campaign had to be ready by the first anniversary of the BBC announcing the results of its 100 Greatest Britons, which was also during Black History Month. I employed Pamela Adjei, who I had previously worked with in the NHS, as a full-time web designer and editor for Every Generation and my new website 100 Great Black Britons. I secured a small office space, and acquired the franchise to design websites for companies and charities in order to generate the income required to pay freelance staff and to support our work on Black history. Through a mutual contact, I then approached another website designer called Denise Little to develop the interactive voting function on the website. A few months later, at a creative arts and media networking event in King’s Cross, I met Angelina Osborne, who had recently completed her master’s degree in history. We got on well and she was looking for an opportunity to use her research. Several weeks later, I approached Angelina and offered her a six-month job as a researcher for the campaign. In the end, though, we became lifelong friends and she is now co-author of this publication, doing the bulk of the research and writing.


To put together the list of individuals, I then approached friend, entrepreneur, board game publisher and walking encyclopaedia on Black history, Jak Beula Dodd. He provided a working list of names to lay the foundations for the website and further research.


Angelina and I set to work, reaching out to various people for further information and advice. During this time, I also referred considerably to the historical genius and all-time hero of mine, the late J.A. Rogers (1880–1966). Rogers wrote several books covering the Black presence in Europe, and his two-volume opus World’s Great Men of Color (he did cover women too, though!) was written during the time of the Second World War and was based on his extensive travels in Europe. It was also a rich source of material for the Black Britons project as it was one of the few books covering the Black historical presence in the UK. Other books of great interest and inspiration were Black Britannia by Edward Scobie (I was actually tempted to use this name for the campaign) and Staying Power by Peter Fryer. In particular, Rogers’s book 100 Amazing Facts About the Negro became the template for how we designed the website and how we ran the campaign, seeking to educate people that Black British history is also part of British history.


Our aim was to highlight Black individuals who had occupied the same space as white British heroes but who had either been ignored or whose identities were never mentioned or discussed. We also sought to bring to the foreground those who were the first Black people to take on a specific role or appointment that broke the mould and paved the way for others. In addition, we wanted to cover multiple time periods over the last 1,000 years. In the end, by the time we finished the campaign in February 2004, the number of biographies on the website was in excess of five hundred names under many subcategories – five times the hundred we set out to achieve.


One of the key aspects of the campaign was to inform and engage young people and schools, so we decided to run a school competition for key stages 1 to 4, with students submitting their celebrations of Black British history. This ranged from paintings to videos of school assemblies to booklets showcasing their favourite Great Black Britons. My good friend and teacher Angie Brooks helped to formulate questions for students on the website, and I then approached the Times Educational Supplement who reviewed the site and helped to promote the school competition. For the 2020 campaign, we ran another school competition with the support of the National Education Union.


Millennium blues and retromania


The BBC’s 100 Greatest Britons campaign took place at a time when Britain was experiencing a wave of nostalgia and retromania after the anti-climax of reaching the new millennium.


Britpop and Cool Britannia of the 1990s had disappeared as Britain saw the emergence of garage and grime in the early 2000s. British sporting achievements were few, and there was a growing movement towards independence for Scotland and Wales, plus mounting demands from northern cities for more regional autonomy, which were all threatening to fracture the Union and the whole notion of Britishness.


For the Black community, there was not much to celebrate at the start of the millennium apart from the successful campaign by Doreen and Neville Lawrence to bring the Macpherson Report to light, with its damning indictment of institutional racism within the Metropolitan Police, which would eventually result in the Equality Act of 2010. Also, the community lost Bernie Grant MP after he passed away in 2000, one of the most respected and revered individuals in mainstream politics and media; although, in his place, local boy and lawyer David Lammy was selected as the next MP for Tottenham.


However, over the course of the following years, gains were made. In 2002, Paul Boateng was appointed as Chief Secretary to the Treasury and David Lammy as Junior Minster for the Department of Health. In 2003, Baroness Valerie Amos was made Leader of the House of the Lords, and Baroness Patricia Scotland as Attorney General in 2007. It felt as though this was another chapter in the history of Black representation since 1987, when Paul Boateng, Diane Abbott, Keith Vaz and Bernie Grant were elected to the House of Commons as MPs.


The impact of 100 Great Black Britons


100 Great Black Britons has become one of the most successful campaigns to raise the profile, history and achievements of Britons of African and Caribbean descent over the last 1,000 years. Such was the impact of the campaign that I was invited by Channel 4 News to announce the results of the poll live in February 2004. The BBC also did extensive news coverage about Mary Seacole as the winner of the 100 Great Black Britons campaign.


It is difficult to assess comprehensively the impact of 100 Great Black Britons since it began, but we can point to several successes and milestones:


• Mary Seacole and many other Black historical figures were included in the national school curriculum. In 2013, when the then Secretary of Education, Michael Gove, tried to remove Seacole from the syllabus, more than 40,000 people signed a petition to overturn this, and a letter to The Times was signed by politicians, celebrities, academics, activists and public-and voluntary-sector leaders.


• Mary Seacole was adopted into the Royal College of Nursing and given the same status as Florence Nightingale.


• The campaign kickstarted the Mary Seacole Memorial Statue Appeal chaired by Lord Soley, raising over £500k for a statue that was unveiled in 2016 in the grounds of St Thomas Hospital (facing the Houses of Parliament).


• More statues, memorials and blue plaques from the 100 Great Black Britons list were erected, including Oliver Lyseight and Walter Tull.


• There was greater public awareness of Black British history in schools and in the media.


• Children and young people were being encouraged to have greater self-pride and confidence about Black history and belonging to Britain.


• More publications and radio and television programmes on Black British history have been commissioned and developed (including David Olusoga’s successful book and accompanying television series Black and British [2016]).


• More work on Black heritage was undertaken by museums, archivists and public institutions.


• As of 2020, the 100 Great Black Britons website still has more than one million visits per month. It is used extensively by schools (being recommended in the national curriculum), adults for educational purposes, and the general public.


Sixteen years after 100 Great Black Britons began, in 2019 we relaunched the campaign against the backdrop of Brexit, the rise of right-wing politics, the 2018 Windrush Scandal and the continuing inequality facing Black people in the UK. As we were working on the book, COVID-19 was also having a disproportionately devastating impact on the Black community, and I was campaigning for Mary Seacole to be named as the NHS COVID-19 recovery hospital in Birmingham.


The year 2020 also saw the resurgence of the Black Lives Matter movement as a result of George Floyd’s murder at the hands of the police in the United States. More white people, it seems, are starting to understand that everyday and structural racism is not a figment of Black people’s imagination, with marches, demonstrations and vigils taking place in defiance of the government lockdown due to COVID-19. The debates around white privilege, how to be an ally to Black and Brown people, and mainstream bodies issuing statements of solidarity to the Black Lives Matter cause are all welcomed. For many years race was off the agenda, despite the atrocities of Grenfell Tower and the Windrush Scandal, and it remains to be seen whether this discourse on race relations in Britain carries on. However, I believe that the removal of the Edward Colston statue in Bristol in June 2020 was an iconic moment reminiscent of the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989. It has served to kickstart a nationwide conversation about Britain’s colonial past, especially when it comes to the national curriculum, the role of statues and revisiting national heroes like Winston Churchill.


Since the first 100 Great Black Britons campaign in 2004, academics and independent scholars have discovered more Black British historical figures, and new role models and icons have emerged. Like the Black Lives Matter movement, this fresh iteration of the 100 Great Black Britons campaign provides an opportunity for reassessment and reflection. What makes a Great Black Briton? How do we recognise unsung heroes who may not have had the same profile and coverage about their impact and legacy? I believe that this new campaign and publication have the potential to further educate, inform and advance the contributions of Black people in Britain, and inspire the next generation of role models and achievers. I hope that it will be a further marker that Black people belong here, that our historical and current contributions are making a difference, despite us not always having been valued and respected.


Criteria and selection for 100 Great Black Britons 2020


To be a Great Black Briton for this publication, we have laid down the following criteria building on the 2003 campaign:


• To identify as being of African or African Caribbean descent


• To have used their platform, privilege or status to support the advancement of the Black British community while being a British resident and/or citizen


• To have overcome racial, faith, gender or social barriers


We have also endeavoured to have a spread of nominees who reflect the diversity of Black Britons, with individuals who are:


• Female, male and LGBTQ+


• From across the United Kingdom


• From a range of sectors: faith/spirituality, music, politics, academia, science, medicine, public administration, technology, business, charity/philanthropy, social justice/civil rights, arts, media, sports, entertainment


In total we had over a thousand nominations submitted via email, social media, the website and at events. We hope that this book and its final selection will lead you to explore further both the better-known icons in this book and those included who have previously been marginalised. We hope that, once more, 100 Great Black Britons will provide role models to Black communities and emphasise that the history and achievements of Black Britons are an integral part of our shared heritage in this country.





Introduction



IN 2001 THE BBC commissioned a poll inviting the public to vote for who they thought should bear the title of Greatest Briton Ever.1 It was a poll that immediately captured the public’s imagination. Over 30,000 people responded via telephone or the BBC website; and from those nominations, a list of 100 individuals was drawn up. The list featured men and women identified as the nation’s favourite Britons, representing the fields of science and technology, literature, royalty, politics, the arts, sport, exploration and defenders of these shores throughout Britain’s history. The achievements of Winston Churchill, Sir Francis Drake, Charles Dickens, Alexander Graham Bell, Charles Darwin and many more became the subject of lively debate in living rooms, pubs and workplaces across the country.


On the basis of that first poll, BBC Two commissioned ten programmes, one for each of the top-ten nominated individuals as they appeared in the poll; each nominee was assigned a champion to argue their case: why that person ought to be declared the greatest. Each champion made an impassioned case for the greatness of an individual, attempting to convince viewers to vote for their nominee.


Each film was framed by a television debate, hosted by Anne Robinson, at the time one of the BBC’s highest-profile presenters, who had achieved considerable fame as host of The Weakest Link, a quickfire general-knowledge quiz show in which she adopted a forbidding and stern persona with the purpose of intimidating the contestants. Her presenting style was well suited to chairing a debate about who was the greatest Briton, since it was likely to become robust as it spoke to deeply held personal beliefs and preferences over which people have contributed most to Britain’s might as a nation.


The ten programmes, broadcast twice a week over five weeks, concluded with a second public poll to vote for the greatest-ever Briton. Within forty-eight hours of the poll opening in October 2002, over 170,000 people had voted; by the time the poll closed, 1.6 million people had cast their vote. As the BBC noted in the book that accompanied the series, a button in the national psyche had been pressed: the poll had provoked passionate conversations and had ‘opened a window on all they abhor and all they hold dear’.2


The list was not without its detractors; there were complaints that it was too England-centric and too male-dominated. Irish newspaper the Sunday Tribune, disappointed with the dearth of Irish nominees (5 out of 100), published a list of 100 notable Irishmen and women. The BBC shrugged off all criticisms, pointing out the list’s legitimacy lay in the fact it was devised by the public and they had chosen the nominees.


Widely tipped to win, former Prime Minister Winston Churchill duly topped the poll with 456,000 votes, 35,000 more than engineer Isambard Kingdom Brunel.3 Churchill’s contributions to the nation are ingrained in the national consciousness – the statesman, military officer and writer had long been a well-loved British icon, best known as the man who helped the country hold its nerve throughout the most difficult moments of the Second World War. His success in this forum was confirmation of the regard in which he is still is held.


The BBC had an enormous hit on its hands, an incredibly successful factual series, the success of which lay in its engagement with the public.


This was precisely what Jane Root, then controller of BBC Two, had envisaged would be the outcome. Root was credited with the success of the format of public-vote programming, a format which was eventually sold to other countries. In an interview with the Guardian newspaper she spoke enthusiastically about how the series’ key selling point was its legitimacy as it was based on public opinion rather than conceptualised solely by the BBC: ‘[The series] engages with the many different passions of our audiences . . . we have to trust the intelligence of our audience to make the important decisions.’4


Root capitalised on the burgeoning popularity of history programming that has existed since the 1990s. Simon Schama’s BBC series History of Britain had, for example, been extremely popular, leading the viewer through a tour of the history of the British Isles and its links to the wider world. The final series concluded in June 2002, making room for another series that could benefit from its popularity.


The ease of access to historical information via the internet, and the growing numbers of those accessing that information and watching the television programmes, reflected a long-held public interest in history. Great Britons was certainly part of this trend; there were, however, other contextual factors that explain why it took hold of the nation’s imagination in the way that it did. The poll and the fact that Winston Churchill won can be viewed with hindsight as deeply resonant at a moment when the world became more complex and perilous.


In September 2001 the world was left reeling by the attacks on the United States by the terrorist group al-Qaeda, in which the World Trade Center in New York was destroyed and thousands of people were killed in a single day. Subsequent attacks in the following years around the world created an atmosphere of heightened public fear and anxiety. In the UK, this level of uncertainty was characterised in the terror threat levels that came to dictate British ways of life in a way not seen since the Troubles loomed large in the British consciousness between the 1970s and 1990s; 9/11 changed the world and people’s perspectives of it.


In October 2002, at the time when Great Britons was being broadcast, a terrorist attack at a nightclub in Bali killed 202 people, injuring hundreds more; many of the victims were British and Australian. At that time, Britain was yet to experience an attack on its own soil of that severity, but the awareness that the safety of its citizens around the world was under greater threat from an enemy that transcended borders, operated without any understandable structure, and had a willingness to kill others and themselves was a terrifying new reality to digest. People became frightened and suspicious of their fellow citizens – British Muslims found themselves under intense scrutiny by the security services and a terrified public, as Islam wrongly became synonymous with extremist ideologies and terrorism.


Nostalgia acts as a coping mechanism in times of great uncertainty and anxiety. When the future or even the present is unclear, a typical response is to attempt to control or predict one’s environment and to seek comfort in what is familiar. A national debate on who should be the greatest Briton was arguably a way to reattach to the familiar, to what was known. In celebrating national figures and their virtues, the series was able for several weeks to bring the nation together, to celebrate its shared history and identity. Little wonder that Great Britons was a television phenomenon, that it engaged and inspired so many. And little wonder that Churchill topped the poll. It was the perfect salve for a nation struggling to make sense of new ideologies and attitudes that threatened its way of life.


One of the most notable criticisms of the Great Britons list was that other than Freddie Mercury, who was born in Zanzibar, a former British protectorate, there were no people of African or Asian descent included. In an interview with the Radio Times, Anne Robinson defended the omission: ‘We’re talking about a world where you could go to parts of America in the fifties and Blacks or Asians weren’t allowed in golf clubs. So, you can’t say how disgraceful it is that there are so few Black or Asians without reminding everybody that it reflects history.’5


Robinson’s remarks are reminiscent of those made in 1963 by the historian Hugh Trevor-Roper, who maintained there was ‘no African history, only the history of Europeans in Africa . . . the rest is darkness’. There is no Black British history, Robinson appeared to be saying; Black people could not make history because they had not been permitted by white people to do so. They had done nothing; contributed nothing; therefore, they were invisible from history and consequently had no place in the poll. Robinson’s reaction was typical in the way that Stuart Hall had often remarked upon – that the idea of Britishness, and by extension British history, carries largely unspoken racial connotations, meaning that it is usually imagined as white. What was also evident from her comments was the belief that it wasn’t necessary to reinterpret British history because it was fine as it was.


The BBC publication written to accompany the series acknowledged the lack of non-white faces less stridently, but in a manner that implied a similar ignorance of an African historical presence in Britain: ‘It is inevitable that history has most successfully recorded the efforts of those placed to make a mark . . . were this poll to be conducted in a hundred years’ time it is unlikely that this would be the case.’6 The implication here was that Black people had not been in Britain long enough to make their historical mark. When looking at Britain’s past, Black people were not only invisible; they did not even exist there.


The arrival of people from the Caribbean to Britain on the Empire Windrush in 1948 has been mythologised as the defining moment that changed Britain from an exclusively white population into a racially diverse one; the beginning of a constant Black British presence in this country. The fiftieth anniversary of the ship’s arrival, commemorated in 1998, four years before the series was broadcast, may well have informed the assumption that Black people simply haven’t been here long enough to make any mark on history. Yet there is substantial evidence of an African presence in Britain since the Roman period, and a constant presence since the sixteenth century, living far more integrated lives in British communities than previously understood. Evidence exists of Black British men and women who have made their mark historically in many ways, comparable to those discussed in the series; however, the public, by and large, had little to no knowledge of who they were.


Using data from parish records and letters, historians have shown that there was a substantial African presence in Tudor Britain that extends into the thousands. Their presence was large enough for Elizabeth I to remark upon it in two letters signed by her in 1596. As Britain’s involvement in the trade and trafficking of Africans in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries expanded, so did the Black population. Based on marriage and baptismal registers, historians estimate there were 10,000 Black people living in Britain in the eighteenth century. Black sailors who served in the British navy established communities in the port cities of Britain. By 1918 there were perhaps as many as 30,000 Black people living in Britain, many of whom had migrated from different parts of the then empire. Certainly, there were enough in the 1930s for the Jamaicanborn civil rights campaigner and physician Harold Moody to establish the League of Coloured Peoples in an attempt to overturn the discrimination experienced by Black British people living in Britain at the time.


‘The trouble with the English,’ ponders the character Whisky Sisodia in Salman Rushdie’s novel The Satanic Verses (1988), ‘is that their history happened overseas, so they don’t know what it means.’ History, as a key subject in the national curriculum, has been an important way of reaffirming British identity and engendering national pride. It has been difficult to move beyond the intrigue of Tudor politics, for example, and to adopt a more reflective approach, asking more critical and complex questions about Britain’s imperial past. Currently, we utilise and engage with a very narrow version of British history, culture and identity, where English narratives are centred and prioritised as the only version of history children are required to know and learn.


In 2010, the Conservative Secretary State for Education Michael Gove both caused controversy and received considerable support when he outlined his vision for the school subject, which would give a more narrative-driven view of history that would focus on kings, queens and wars, downplaying the more so-called unsavoury aspects, ‘so that our students have a better understanding of the linear narrative of British history, and Britain’s impact on the world and the world’s impact on Britain . . . this trashing of our past has got to stop.’7


In its report Making British Histories, the Runnymede Trust critiqued the policies made by the Conservative/Liberal Democrat coalition government (2010–15) and its predecessor, the New Labour government (1997–2010), on history education as marginalising the experiences of non-white British people, and largely not addressing the issue of Britain’s broader ethnic diversity.8 The consequences of a lack of inclusivity – that is, a more purposeful engagement with Britain’s imperial past and centuries of migration – means that a significant part of Britain’s story remains untold. The Great Britons series, in which the public were invited to name the greatest, did not name anyone of African descent because there was not, in 2002, nor in 2019 for that matter, a national treatment of British history as a global phenomenon.


Therefore, the 100 Great Black Britons initiative was a response to the absences and silences within what appeared to be a nationally sanctioned televised campaign on Britishness. Patrick Vernon, a genealogist and community activist, was determined to prove the BBC wrong about their claims that there were, as far as they could tell, no contributions made to the national story by people of African descent, an assertion that is as false as it is dangerous. As a subject, Black history had been taught, researched and shared within community spaces for many years. Discrimination against African Caribbean children in mainstream education led their parents to set up supplementary schools to enable children to have additional educational support and to learn about their cultural heritage, history and language, encouraging them to have a positive sense of identity and belonging. Many people who attended these schools as children credit them with empowering them with self-knowledge and an alternative to the narratives with which they were being inculcated at school, in which they did not see themselves. The rapper and author Akala, for example, has written in his excellent book Natives about the impact that attending a supplementary school had on the development of his Black consciousness and sense of identity, how it shaped his sense of self-worth and esteem and ‘imbued me with a community-oriented moral compass’.9


David Olusoga has brought Black British history to a mainstream audience with great success. His award-winning television programmes detail the ways in which African and Caribbean peoples’ histories are interwoven into the British national story and have made inroads into raising awareness of these histories. He has acknowledged he stands on the shoulders of earlier historians who have used their research to dispute standard representations of history that have tended to exclude African and Caribbean people. Furthermore, these historians were pioneers in their work to establish Black British history as a respectable and valid field of study, rather than a fragmented treatment of the African historical presence, which was often reduced to a passing footnote or ignored altogether. Edward Scobie, a Dominican-born historian and journalist, documented the first full-length account of the Black experience in Britain in his book Black Britannia: A History of Blacks in Britain (1972). Two excellent narrative studies by Folarin Shyllon – Black Slaves in Britain (1974) and Black People in Britain (1977) – explored the Black experience of enslaved and free people living in Britain from the sixteenth to nineteenth centuries, offering a new chapter in English social history.


Ron Ramdin’s The Making of the Black Working Class in Britain (1987) is a classic study that traces the roots of Britain’s Black working class in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, and the role of Black radical ideology in working-class struggles. Staying Power (1984) by Peter Fryer presents a radical historical interpretation of Black people in Britain and remains to this day a foundational text of that history.10 Other important accounts by scholars and community historians around the country from the 1970s to the present have helped to advance knowledge of these communities; despite these advances, inclusion of these narratives has been insufficient in national or academic curricula.


The ground-breaking studies of the African and Caribbean presence published in the 1970s and 1980s sit within a wider movement that has spanned at least fifty years. This has been led by scholars, teachers, archivists, educational activists and parents who have been the principal agents behind a series of institutional and community-based initiatives exploring Britain’s global ‘island story’, with its complex patterns of migration and diaspora. This work has been produced, as Hannah Ishmael has noted, ‘through the convergence of the politics of race and the politics of heritage’.11 It has set out to revise and unsettle the Anglo-centred definition of heritage, which featured so dominantly in the Great Britons campaign, with its focus on established national figures, historic houses and monuments. These activities of transforming national memory have been described by Stuart Hall as part of a ‘deep slow-motion revolution’.


There was a resolve to demonstrate a shared heritage and identity, and to counter the negative effects of excluding African, Caribbean and Asian experiences from Britain’s historical narrative, and the way it was being taught in the classroom. This movement has spawned some important initiatives that have become an integral part of Britain’s heritage landscape, negotiating spaces in which Black people have been empowered to tell their own stories.


The aftermath of the uprisings in London, Bristol, Liverpool and Leeds in 1980 and 1981, born out of frustration, anger and despair over years of racial and social injustices, was a pivotal moment which saw the emergence of organisations and associated projects concerned with documenting, displaying and disseminating the history of Black people in Britain. These organisations had a shared vision: to develop a strategy to take Black British history from the periphery and integrate it into the narrative; and to use history as a tool to fight against inequality. This strategy of effecting change at a local level has over time begun to have some impact at a national level.


In 1981, Len Garrison, a community activist and historian who had been collecting Black historical materials for several years, used his collection to create the Black Cultural Archives in London. Its mission to catalogue the Black British presence has seen it develop into a national archive and it has been disseminating Black History materials, creating exhibitions and conducting research for nearly forty years.


Black History Month has become an important event in the UK calendar to recognise the economic, cultural and political contributions of people of African heritage. Originally developed in the United States in 1926 to counter the negative historical representations of African Americans, in the UK in the late 1980s a similar phenomenon was taking place where students of African and Caribbean heritage could not find themselves represented in any meaningful or positive way. There was deep concern over the misinformation about African British people, that they had made no contribution to history, which was having negative effects on African British schoolchildren, giving them a lack of racial esteem. At its conception in 1987, the organisers secured the commitment of London boroughs to recognise these contributions in a way that would instil pride in students of their heritage and to create an inheritance for the future.12


The Black and Asian Studies Association (BASA), a nationwide network of archivists, teachers, historians and parents, has since 1991 fostered research on people of African and Asian origin; through its newsletters and conferences it has made considerable progress in the dissemination of Black History material. In addition, BASA has persistently lobbied successive governments for a history curriculum that is representative of the histories of African and Asian people, and lobbied museums, libraries and archives to make histories of Black people more accessible.


BASA brought into consciousness the importance of establishing a more accurate and inclusive history of Britain. For nearly thirty years, it has held public bodies to account and championed the work of Black historians. The materials it has produced have inspired innovative ways of presenting more accurate and inclusive historical narratives.


Consequently, Tony Warner of Black History Walks has been leading guided tours and film nights that explore the African and Caribbean presence for well over a decade. His work fills an important gap that mainstream guided tours leave in their telling of the history of Britain’s built environment. Warner has attracted many people to his walking tours who have described the experience as enlightening and inspiring, and has spoken of how the research undertaken by BASA members helped him in developing and designing his walks. Miranda Kaufmann and Michael Ohajuru’s work on identifying and promoting new research on Black history through their conferences comes out of the tradition established by BASA.13 The work of S. I. Martin, Robin Walker, Black History Studies and many others demonstrated that historical research has always taken place outside of formal educational space that challenged established narratives about Britain and its people, as well as exploring African people’s place in world history.


The 100 Great Black Britons campaign in 2003 was both critically informed by and built upon these earlier works and interventions. The compiled list of 100-plus people aimed to celebrate and acknowledge the contemporary and historical contributions of people of African heritage to the life, culture and history of Britain. On reflection, there was a lot at stake – the list not only acted as a tool for raising awareness about a more diverse British history; it also sought a re-examination of what it meant to be British. It aimed to disrupt and complicate the constructed national self-image and encourage more attention to understanding that Black British history was as global as empire, shifting attention towards geographical spaces beyond the British Isles.


The writer A. Sivanandan’s answer to the question often asked of immigrants, ‘Why are you here?’, was a succinct ‘We are here because you were there.’ ‘ “Here”,’ as Colin Prescod noted, ‘is an uncomfortable place of consequences . . . of forgotten, unknown, hidden, covered-up beginnings. “There” turns out to be a time and a history.’14 A history and a time that birthed a global capitalist system based on enslavement and exploitation that enriched Britain and devastated Africa and its peoples. It is this ‘trashing of Britain’s past’ that Michael Gove was anxious to sidestep, preferring to focus on keeping the ‘great’ in Great Britain; the same history that during the television campaign in 2002 was uncritical and unquestioning of its exclusions.


It is with this perspective in mind that the original 100 Great Black Britons list did not utilise the same framework or criteria used by the Great Britons campaign – that is, what made these Britons ‘great’ by virtue of established tropes; or whether they were born in Britain – the global nature of British history meant their place of birth could be Britain, the Caribbean or the African continent.


It had a framework of ‘greatness’ that was characterised by the nominees’ resistance and resilience, and the ways many of them challenged and overcame racial barriers to make significant and notable advances in the fields in which they excelled. The individuals featured were not all nationally or internationally recognisable – many occupied the space of community histories and were recognised for the ways they resisted racism as well as building community cohesion in their respective regions.


The 100 Great Black Britons campaign was launched in March 2003, and like the BBC campaign, the public was invited to vote for the greatest Black Briton via the website and to make additional nominations. The purpose behind this was to discover more Black Britons whose contributions had been hitherto unrecognised, thus creating a database that could act as an important resource in the gathering of data on people who had made contributions in their community.


The campaign immediately attracted media attention for the breadth and scope of the list, which included many well-known Black British people and introduced the public to little-known people who nevertheless had made their mark historically. It opened a door to a world of excluded stories taking centre stage and its impact was felt long after the campaign ended. Books, documentaries, exhibitions and conferences have helped make changes in how many people perceive this island’s story. The arrival of the Windrush as the defining moment of a multicultural Britain was turned on its head as the public was confronted with ‘new’ information demonstrating that Britain had Black communities long before. And there was more.


Two English queens, Philippa of Hainault, mother of Edward, the ‘Black Prince’, and Charlotte, wife of George III, made the list because some historians and genealogists maintain that they have Black or Moorish ancestry.


The historian J. A. Rogers was one of the earliest people to make this remarkable claim in his three-volume series Sex and Race, first published in 1940. Their inclusion was therefore controversial and questioned the concept of race and racial difference, and highlighted the fact that groups of people had been mixing for so long that the idea of a ‘pure race’ was false.


African anti-slavery activism challenged the belief that the abolition campaign was led by white men and women and highlighted how African people added their voices to condemn and campaign against British enslavement in the Caribbean. Mary Prince, Olaudah Equiano and Ottobah Cugoano all spent part of their lives as enslaved workers, and their experiences made them authentic and vocal critics of slavery and its devastating effects on Africa and Africans. Their narratives gained new interest and, in the years after the campaign, research was undertaken to learn more about the people that wrote them. Equiano, for example, became the subject of a new biography and an exhibition in Birmingham in 2006 that explored his extraordinary life. The Equiano exhibition, produced in partnership with the Equiano Society and Birmingham Museums and Art Gallery, was the first major exhibition on the eighteenth-century African British writer and anti-slavery campaigner.


The campaign brought attention to the work of historians who had been writing about the Black presence in sport. Further myths were shattered as Black men were discovered to have been professional players as far back as the nineteenth century. Walter Tull, of Barbadian and English heritage, was inside forward and half back for Clapton, Tottenham Hotspur and Northampton Town. Tull also served in the British Army during the First World War, rising to the rank of second lieutenant, the first man of mixed heritage to become a commissioned officer. Black soldiers’ service began to be recognised, their almost total exclusion from the history books is gradually being reversed, and by the time of the First World War centenary commemorations that took place in 2014 many different projects and publications were addressing this oversight, their service and sacrifice at last receiving recognition.15


The campaign was hugely successful because it initiated a discourse on Black achievements and contributions to the country; it compelled people to rethink concepts of identity and Britishness. And it introduced the public to people and stories long forgotten or hidden, shattering the myth that there was no Black British historical past. The campaign enabled a way to refute misconceptions about the Black experience and presence in Britain.


The top-ten Great Black Britons reflected the way that those who voted embraced the campaign and what it stood for. Queen Philippa of Hainault, Mary Prince and Olaudah Equiano’s inclusion demonstrated a need for broader explorations in British history beyond a narrow focus and well-trodden themes. The inclusion of Wilfred Wood and Oliver Lyseight reflected the centrality of religion in the lives of many Black British people. Bishop Wood, the first Black bishop in the Church of England, and Dr Lyseight, credited with founding the New Testament Church of God, stand on either side of an important narrative of how Caribbean Anglicans responded to their racist rejection from the Church of England, which led to the creation of more welcome spaces of worship, and how that institution began to make gestures to become more inclusive and welcoming.


Courtney Pine, world-famous jazz musician and composer instrumental to the revival of Britain’s jazz scene in the 1980s, earned his inclusion in the top ten, along with newsreader and broadcaster Sir Trevor McDonald and Lord Bill Morris, the first Black General Secretary of the Transport and General Workers’ Union. The glamourous Welsh singer Dame Shirley Bassey, known for her powerful voice and as the singer of three James Bond theme songs, was also included. The MP and activist Bernie Grant, who in 1987 became one of the first Black MPs to enter Parliament and had spent his life fighting against social and racial injustice, also made it into the top ten. Cultural theorist Stuart Hall, who through his work shifted debates on the media, race, politics and critical theory, could not be denied a place for his academic contributions.


The person who received the most votes and was named the Greatest Black Briton was the Jamaican nurse and Crimean War heroine Mary Seacole.


Seacole was celebrated in her lifetime for her great courage and skills as a doctress, with her ability to heal ailments using herbal remedies. Travelling alone to the Crimea after her offers of service were rejected by the War Office because of her race, she set up the ‘British Hotel’, where she took care of sick and injured soldiers. Seacole’s advances in the field of what Helen Rappaport called a holistic practice of nursing – influenced by the Caribbean tradition of healing and treating illnesses using herbal remedies – and her service to the soldiers faded from memory after her death. Winning the Great Black Britons poll set into motion a sequence of events that helped restore Seacole to public consciousness. She became the subject of a new biography and, by an extraordinary stroke of fortune, the only known painted portrait of her was discovered and acquired by the National Portrait Gallery on a long-term loan.


In 2004 the Mary Seacole Memorial Statue Trust was established to raise money for a statue, which was installed in the grounds of St Thomas’ Hospital in June 2016, the first statue of a named Black woman in the UK.


Unquestionably, Seacole winning the 100 Great Black Britons poll influenced the success of the memorial statue campaign and, more broadly, created a small shift in perceptions about British history and its inclusion of diverse narratives. A conversation had been started – attempts were being made to restore the traces of a Black past that had been removed or forgotten, demonstrating they were part of the British future, in a way that should be fixed in the national memory.


Britain’s decision to leave the European Union in June 2016 has plunged the country into one of the most fraught and divisive periods in its history. Anti-immigration sentiment appears to have been a key factor in people’s decision to leave, along with belief in a threat to Britain’s sovereignty from Brussels who supposedly wield control over British laws and its borders. The language of the leavers was persuasive and pernicious, offering dehumanising narratives of Muslims, asylum seekers and immigrants. With the resurgence of far-right nationalist groups capitalising on the rise of populism, their rhetoric has been co-opted in mainstream political discourses and driven by a hostile media. It is no surprise that hate crimes, race-related and xenophobic, increased by 17 per cent in the twelve months leading to March 2018.16


Studies of the people who voted to leave have shown that they have a tendency to support conservative policies and have a traditional view of Britain; they are likely to have a less critical and more rosy view of the country’s past, a nostalgia for a time when Britain had a more homogenous population and an empire.17 Those who voted to leave may have understood that to leave the EU was to ‘take back control’ over the country’s destiny, and who it could permit to enter and exit its borders.


The Conservative Party’s resolve to protect the public from illegal immigration saw the then Home Secretary Theresa May introduce a ‘hostile environment’ policy in 2012 to expedite their removal. Although the impact of the policy wasn’t brought to national attention until 2018, almost immediately the policy disproportionately affected African and Caribbean-born citizens and their descendants who were unable to provide documentary proof of their Britishness. The so-called ‘Windrush Scandal’ in 2018 resulted in wrongful deportations and the loss of jobs, homes, access to medical treatment and benefits because the burden of proof of Britishness was placed on the people caught up in it. That the Windrush Scandal occurred in the seventieth year of the docking of the SS Empire Windrush was as depressing as it was shocking. Men and women who had travelled as children with their parents, who had answered the call to come to the ‘mother country’ to help rebuild it after the war, had their lives destroyed for not being able to ‘prove’ their Britishness.18


As the ‘justification of presence’ gains traction, and against the backdrop of uncertainty, hostility and turmoil, reviving the 100 Great Black Britons campaign could be one way to remind Britain that it benefits significantly from what Paul Gilroy has termed the ‘rich diversity of convivial culture’.


A new campaign that celebrates African British people, past and present, is necessary in bringing people together, to challenge current ideas of Britishness, and assert that it can be expressed within a multitude of ethnicities and cultures. This book, which accompanies a fresh campaign that has taken place between 2018 and 2020, places the nominees in context, offering a comprehensive narrative study of the lives and contributions of Black British people, past and present. A few of the profiles are doubled up due to the fact they belong to the same profession or are contemporaries.


The list features not only the so-called ‘great and good’; it also celebrates individuals who are well known within their communities and explores the ways in which they have enriched those communities. For every Stormzy, there is an Eric Irons – there are countless men and women who form part of community narratives of survival, resistance and cultural and political change.





Diane Abbott



(b. 1953) politician


IN APRIL 2019, Diane Abbott was photographed unwinding, after a long day’s work, with a mojito while travelling on public transport. Abbott apologised after the photos were circulated on social media. Many people, however, stood in solidarity with Abbott, photographing themselves on trains enjoying the premixed cocktail; 31,000 people even attended a Facebook event ‘Sipping a cheeky mojito on the underground’.


The incident was another in a long line to embarrass and shame the embattled MP, who, in the years since the referendum to leave the EU, has suffered more racist and sexist abuse than at any time since she entered politics over thirty-five years ago, receiving ten times more abuse than any other MP in the weeks leading to the 2017 election.1 This is an astonishing statistic, giving an indication of her position in relation to her peers as a high-profile Black woman.


She went public with the vile nature of some of the abuse, which she described as ‘debilitating, corrosive and upsetting’, aware that the roots of the abuse lay in the fact she is a female and Black politician, a stark example of misogynoir.2 In 2018 research undertaken by Amnesty International found Black women in journalism and politics were 84 per cent more likely to face online abuse than white women, a chilling statistic.3


The personal, racial and political attacks on Abbott, which she attempts to transcend by ‘putting one foot in front of the other’, often take focus away from the fact she is a trailblazer who has spent her career bringing gender equality and race to the forefront of British politics, and who votes according to her conscience, sometimes not in line with official policy.


Abbott’s life and career have been marked by a series of significant firsts. She was the first of her family to attend university (Cambridge); the first Black woman to enter Parliament in 1987, elected in that year along with Paul Boateng, Keith Vaz and Bernie Grant. She is also the first Black woman to become Shadow Home Secretary and to lead Prime Minister’s Questions in Parliament.


Her career has been defined by the desire to affect social and political change. As a student she realised she wanted to change the world for working-class people. The daughter of Jamaican immigrants, and an attendee at one of the country’s leading universities, she understood her life experiences differed significantly from her fellow students – an understanding that has influenced her politics ever since.


As for many other prominent women in politics today, feminist politics was the framework in which she began her career. She recalls attending the first Black feminist conferences in the 1980s, sharing platforms with emerging female council leaders, such as Margaret Hodge (leader of Islington Council, Labour MP) and Linda Bellos (leader of Lambeth Council). She also cites Ken Livingstone, who, as leader of the Greater London Council, pursued trailblazing policies including supporting women’s and LGBT rights.4


Abbott has used her platform to find ways to close the attainment gap among Black pupils. She founded the Black Child Initiative to raise educational achievement among Black pupils in London, hosting an annual conference for educators, children and their parents. She is an eloquent and articulate communicator, winning the Parliamentary Speech of the Year in 2008 for her speech on civil liberties in the counterterrorism debate.


For Abbott, the immigration scandal affecting the so-called Windrush generation has been personal as well as political. At the time the ‘hostile environment’ policy was being debated in Parliament, Abbott expressed her concerns to Theresa May, the then Home Secretary, about the danger of the targeting of people who may on paper present as being here illegally, but in reality were not. How the scandal has played out has laid bare the deep flaws within the system, and its conflation of immigration with race. Of the hostile environment policy, Abbot remarked that ‘it’s almost impossible to produce a hostile environment for immigrants and not produce a hostile environment for people who look like immigrants’. She argues that the nature of the debate on immigration needs to change from problematising immigrants to overhauling the system.


Despite the barrage of criticism and abuse levied at Diane Abbott, her contributions to the country are notable and significant. The fact she regained her seat in the 2017 general election with 42,000 votes and in 2019 with 39,972 votes sends a clear message to those determined to bring her down, that she is loved and respected by her constituents and a new generation of young Black women who aspire to enter politics.





Victor Adebowale, Baron Adebowale CBE



(b. 1962) health and social care executive


VICTOR OLUFEMI Adebowale was the chief executive officer of Turning Point, a social enterprise that offers adult social care services to people with complex needs in three hundred locations across England, in a range of areas including mental health, drug addiction and unemployment. As chief executive from 2001 to 2020, Adebowale oversaw a significant increase in the number of people the charity serves; by the end of his tenure, turnover had increased from £20 million to £130 million, supporting 100,000 people annually and employing around 4000 people, from doctors and social workers to psychiatrists and counsellors. He has said it’s the people he works with, especially those who engage with the public and ‘who give a damn’, who inspire him.


One of the most dynamic figures in health and social care, Adebowale has been one of the principal movers behind health and social care policy, and as a crossbench peer has advised successive governments on learning disabilities, mental health, social care, inclusion and housing.

OEBPS/images/title.png
100 GREAT

NNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNN

ssssssss





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
PATRICK VERNON & ANGELINA OSBORNE

FOREWOQORD-BY DAVID OLUSOGA






