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AUTHOR’S NOTE



In writing about this period of slavery, I have tried to include words that maximise comprehension and authenticity whilst minimising offence. I have therefore replaced the use of the N-word with ‘slave’. I kept the word ‘Negro’ only if quoting someone else, say a newspaper, for the sake of historical authenticity. If the word was not included within a quote, I replaced it, even it was the contemporary usage; so ‘negro house’ became ‘slave house’. In general, I have tended to use ‘enslaved men and women’ rather than ‘slaves’, because slavery was a situation not a trait. I have also translated quotes that have been written in the local creole, to assist those unfamiliar with the vernacular, and I have used the names of streets, towns and plantations from 1823, although some of the spellings have now changed.





What is the impact of racism on those who perpetuate it?


Toni Morrison


Abolitionist: Applied specifically, and probably originally, to persons seeking the abolition of negro slavery.


Concise Oxford English Dictionary, 1973







INTRODUCTION



In June 2020, hundreds of protesters gathered around the statue of Edward Colston in Bristol, England. The statue was made of bronze and stood eight feet high on top of a white Portland stone plinth. Colston was a British slaver. He sat on the board of the Royal African Company for twelve years, during which time the company transported over 84,000 kidnapped women, men and children from West Africa to the Americas and the Caribbean, of whom it is estimated over 18,000 died en route. The protesters did not believe that this man should be venerated. Two men climbed up the statue and tied a rope around its head, and to much cheering and applauding, the figure was pulled down. The crowd then dragged the statue through the streets and dumped it in Bristol Harbour.


Over the next few days, the media was full of stories about the tearing down of the Colston statue. It kicked off a fierce debate in Britain about empire and slavery. About history and memory. About accountability and responsibility. Some said that the removal of Colston was ‘erasing history’. Prime Minister Boris Johnson was one of these. ‘We cannot now try to edit or censor our past,’ he declared. ‘Statues teach us about our past, with all its faults. To tear them down would be to lie about our history, and impoverish the education of generations to come.’ Others, such as the historian and broadcaster David Olusoga, argued differently. ‘The toppling of Edward Colston’s statue is not an attack on history,’ he remarked, ‘it is history.’


The demonstration in Bristol was part of a wave of global protests that followed the police killing of George Floyd, an unarmed Black man in Minneapolis, Minnesota. Around the world, people marched in the streets, chanting slogans and carrying signs declaring ‘Black Lives Matter’ and ‘No Justice No Peace’. Strikingly, those taking part were not only Black and Brown, but also White. It felt to many that we were at a moment of profound historic reckoning.


The pulling down of Colston’s statue and the global protests triggered something in me. An urge to find out more about Britain’s role in slavery. Recently, while researching the book Legacy, I had learned that my mother’s family had made money from the slave system. In the nineteenth century, they had sold tobacco from plantations worked by enslaved people of African descent. They were not themselves slaveholders, but like millions of others – bankers, insurance brokers, sugar dealers, shipbuilders, cotton mill workers – they were part of a broader economy that profited from slavery. I began to feel increasingly uncomfortable about the choices made by my ancestors.


Over the past eight years, the shoe had been firmly on the other foot. I had been working in Germany to restore a lake house that the Nazis had stolen from my father’s Jewish family, who had fled Berlin in 1936. Some had found refuge in England, but others were killed during the Holocaust. I had received money from the German government as a token of restitution. It was not only an official admission of guilt; it was something material. This was part of the process of reconciliation. So if I was willing to identify as a victim in my father’s family, to receive reparations from the German government, then surely I had better understand Britain’s role in slavery.


As a child, I was taught that Britain had been the first nation to abolish slavery, that the effort had been led by the politician William Wilberforce, that we were the ‘good guys’, the great emancipators. I began reading articles and books and was quickly shocked at how little I knew. That it had been British captains commanding British boats operated by British sailors who had transported around 2.8 million captive Africans to the British Caribbean. That it was British families who owned plantations in the Caribbean run by British managers and overseers where hundreds of thousands of enslaved men, women and children were forced to work and die. That it had been British businesses that had transported the cotton, tobacco, sugar and other crops cultivated by the enslaved people to the consumers back in Britain


How was it possible I didn’t know any of this? It was like a national amnesia. In my experience, if White British people spoke about slavery, which was rare, it was about the plantations of the southern states of the USA. The world captured in the films Gone with the Wind, 12 Years a Slave and Django Unchained. And we tut-tutted about how evil they were, those American slavers, those American plantation owners. As for the Caribbean, it was treated as ‘over there’, not our responsibility. Even though in the next breath, we proudly talked about the British Empire and all that we had accomplished.


When I told people I was looking into the history of British slavery, some responded negatively. A few questioned why I was focusing on events that took place two hundred years ago. Others were more direct. ‘You are a White person,’ they said. ‘How is this your story to tell?’ I thought hard about this, wondering if they were right. But the more I researched the subject, the more I realised that Britain’s role in slavery is not only Black history, it is also White history – all of our history. More than this, as a member of a family that profited from slavery, I felt I had an additional responsibility to explore the period. So I went back to the archives and continued my reading.


I wanted to find an example that captured what British slavery was like in a microcosm. An event that could reveal the complexities of a British slave society in granular detail, the ambiguities involved. A set of characters who reflected different points of view. A colony in the Caribbean was the obvious place to start, the heart of the British plantocracy, one that could shed light on the trade links with the mother country. Preferably somewhere that could explore whether the abolition of slavery was brought about not just by humanitarians in Britain but also – through information-gathering, organising, protest and rebellion – by the enslaved people themselves.


Which is how I learned about the insurrection that broke out in Demerara in 1823. I had never heard of Demerara. That is, beyond the brown crystallised sugar that I sometimes spooned into my tea. I soon learned that back in the early nineteenth century, it was a British colony, located above Brazil in South America. Today it is called Guyana. In the National Archives in London and online, I found enormous amounts of primary source material about the 1823 insurrection. Most importantly, and quite exceptionally, the records included the voices of enslaved women and men, contributing tone and texture to the story. I was gripped.


To tell this story, a story of non-fiction, I have relied on archival records, including court testimonies, judicial complaints, journals, memoirs, photographs and letters. Many of these documents were collected during the trials and inquiries that took place soon after the incidents described in this book. In addition, as part of my effort to find out how Britain’s legacy of slavery impacts society today, I spoke with academics, researchers, writers, campaigners and the descendants of both enslaved people and slaveholders. All quotes included in this story are taken verbatim from sources such as letters, diaries, newspaper articles, court testimony and my own interviews.


A brief note about this book’s title. I hope that by the final chapters you will agree that considerable harm has been done, that a debt is indeed owed. The question then becomes, who caused this harm and who should bear the cost of restitution? For a long time, I danced around this question and when I found the answer, it made me a little nervous. I am someone who until recently did not enter ‘White’ on the census form because it made me feel uncomfortable. I didn’t want the label. It wasn’t the government’s business. But then, having spent two years researching Britain’s role in slavery – which was built on the classification and brutalisation of people according to their skin colour – and after the murder of George Floyd, it became obvious to me that I had to give a name to those primarily responsible: White people.


After all, the vast majority of those who transported the captured Africans to the Caribbean were White. Similarly, the vast majority of those who ‘purchased’ these enslaved men, women and children and made them work on the appalling sugar, cotton and coffee plantations were White. The same is true of the shipowners and sailors, bankers and insurance officers, traders, dock-workers, shopkeepers and countless others including my family who were employed transporting, processing and selling the commodities back in Britain. As to the general population who gained from the enormous wealth that poured into Britain on the back of slavery, again the vast majority were White. 


Of course, there were some Black and mixed-race people who helped capture the African men and women who became enslaved by the British. Indeed, the presidents of Benin and Ghana have both acknowledged and apologised for their ancestors’ culpability in the slave trade. There were also some Black and mixed-race sailors, traders, plantation owners, even slaveholders. But this was on a small scale compared to the systematic brutality of the White-supervised Caribbean slave societies. 


More than this, from my conversations with people descended from those enslaved, it is clear that the legacy of slavery is very much alive in Britain today. You can see it in the higher arrest rates for Black British people, the differentials of economic opportunity and health outcomes, the widespread racism. Clearly, other groups experience social and economic hardships in Britain, including members of the White working class, but this does not preclude the specific challenges facing those of African and Caribbean descent. So while Britain today is a far more diverse society than it was in the 1820s and 1830s, surely it is reasonable to say that the White population has an additional responsibility when it comes to the legacy of slavery. In an article entitled ‘White Debt’ for the New York Times magazine in 2015, the writer Eula Biss pointed out that the German word for debt, Schuld, is the same word for guilt. Not ‘guilt’ in the sense of emotional burden, of self-indulgent introspection. But ‘guilt’ in the sense of acknowledged wrong-doing, an obligation to redress an offence, of something owed.


This is the White Debt. A cultural debt, acknowledging and apologising for the horror that was British slavery. A financial debt, compensating for the economic losses endured by the men, women and children enslaved and the generations of their descendants. And a debt of gratitude, to the freedom fighters, who not only won liberty for themselves, through bravery, courage and organisation, but for everyone, all humanity, including White people. To be clear, I am not saying that White people alone have a debt, I am saying that White people have an additional or special responsibility. In the same way that by affirming that Black Lives Matter it does not mean that everyone else’s lives don’t matter, but that special attention needs to be paid to Black lives as they are disproportionately suffering inequality and abuse.


This, then, is the story of everyday industrialised cruelty and damaging legacies that still devastate the lives of the descendants of enslaved Africans, despite the ending of slavery almost two hundred years ago. It is the story of a group of people, almost entirely White, who benefited from this system of slavery and whose wealth, both economic and cultural, continues to be enjoyed today. It is the story of courage, of a small group of people who, out of sight of empire, increased freedom not just for themselves, but for all humanity. And it is an attempt to answer the question: what is the impact today of Britain’s historical involvement in slavery and what, if anything, should we do about it?







PROLOGUE



The Vendue Office was located off the main street in Georgetown, the capital of Demerara. It was an immense two-storey stone building that had been built by the Dutch when they ran the colony. Today was auction day, and around its entrance milled a large crowd of Black, White and mixed-race people. Some were customers on their way inside. Others were hawkers and street pedlars, trying to make a few guilders in the hubbub. Still more were simply curious, with little else to do on this balmy tropical spring morning than sit on a wall and watch what was going on.


It was easy to find the sale; all one had to do was follow the noise. A great heaving cacophony of auctioneer babble, shouted bids and, for those victorious, raucous cheering. There were also, if you listened hard, cries of anguish and fear, but these were easily lost in the hullabaloo. Through the two large wooden doors and along a shadowed passageway was an expansive inner courtyard crowded with buyers and sellers, their agents and lawyers. For this was an auction of enslaved people, where men, women and children were sold and bought, where money changed hands in return for human ‘property’.


Up on a platform stood a man with black skin, nearly naked except for a cloth cast about his loins. Half a dozen White men were examining his torso and limbs. A few steps back, standing in a semicircle, were another fifty pink-faced men. Some were dressed in linen suits, others in cotton trousers and jackets. Most wore panama or other straw hats to keep the blazing sun off their fragile heads. To lighten the atmosphere, ham sandwiches were handed out, along with glasses of rum or sangaree, a strong liquor made from brandy and nutmeg.


On one side of the platform stood the auctioneer, hammer in hand. ‘Capital slave, gentlemen, named Joe, good carpenter, age twenty-eight,’ he yelled. ‘Oh, you needn’t look there, hasn’t had the whip often. Now who bids?’ The auctioneer now looked at the enslaved man: ‘Walk about, you, and show yourself.’ After a brief flurry of raised hands, Joe was ‘purchased’ for 600 guilders.


A woman and her three children were next. ‘Here’s a good lot, gentlemen. Capital washer, Polly,’ shouted the auctioneer to the crowd. ‘Stand up, girl, and show your legs, let people see what you are made of.’ The crowd laughed and the auctioneer continued. ‘Three handy boys, gentlemen, must be sold with the other, six, eight and ten, grow bigger and better every day, will make capital fellows by and by. Look smart, you young rascals. You, Sam, mind yourself. If you look sulky, you catch licks. Come, gentlemen, we can’t wait, what do you say? Knock ’em off, there’s plenty more to come.’ This ‘lot’ went for 1,000 guilders.


For the enslaved women and men, being sold at the Vendue was brutalising, terrifying, humiliating, heartbreaking. It meant a lifetime of servitude, unrelenting years in which they would have to perform back-breaking work and receive punishment for even the smallest of transgressions. For the slaveholders and the people who supported them, it meant profit and luxury and power. In other words, business as usual.







PART 1






ARRIVAL
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When you make men slaves you deprive them of half their virtue … above all, are there no dangers attending this mode of treatment? Are you not hourly in dread of an insurrection?


Olaudah Equiano


The only place where Negroes did not revolt is in the pages of capitalist historians.


C. L. R. James







CHAPTER 1



Jack, January 1817


The British colony of Demerara was situated to the east of Gran Columbia (today Venezuela) and to the north of the Empire of Brazil. Sitting near the equator, it had two rainy seasons – late November to late January and early May to mid-July – and was mostly dry the rest of the year. ‘Discovered’ by Europeans in the sixteenth century, it had long held allure for adventurers and those wishing to suddenly improve their economic situation. Indeed, the British explorer Sir Walter Raleigh believed that the mythical city of El Dorado was located alongside a lake hidden somewhere within the colony’s interior.


Demerara had been farmed by Dutch settlers until the 1780s, when British colonists took charge. Control was exchanged between London and Amsterdam multiple times over the next two decades, until the matter was finally settled in 1814 and the colony of Demerara-Essequibo, to use its full name, came permanently under Britain’s authority. The Dutch legacy, however, persisted. Demerara continued to use the Dutch currency, the guilder, and the justice system was based on Dutch law.


Though Demerara was approximately the same size as Great Britain in terms of square miles, it had 1 per cent of Britain’s population. Around 89,000 people lived in the colony, comprising approximately 2,500 White settlers, the same number of free Black men and women, 7,000 Indigenous people and 77,000 enslaved people. As such, those enslaved outnumbered the colonists by a factor of thirty to one.


In the previous century, cotton and coffee had been the main crops, but since 1800, the fastest-growing business in Demerara was sugar. Though its population was tiny compared to Britain’s other colonies, it produced a sixth of British Caribbean sugar. Indeed, its sugar business was so productive that the price of enslaved people was higher here than in any other British colony. As a consequence, men, women and children were regularly transported from plantations in Barbados, Jamaica and other West Indian islands to be sold at the Demerara slave auction. For despite the British Parliament passing a law in 1807 that prohibited the Atlantic slave trade, the shipping of enslaved people between British colonies was still permitted.


The Success sugar estate was located seven miles east of Georgetown. It was one of sixty-five plantations that hung down from the northern Atlantic coast like tinsel on a string. Each of the estates was four hundred yards wide and between two and three miles long. In the previous century, the Dutch colonists had reclaimed this area of wetland by building a grid of drainage ditches and earth embankments. Success was owned by an absentee landlord who lived in England, and was home to an estate manager, a handful of overseers, a small number of free Black men and women, and two hundred and thirty enslaved people.


According to the colony’s meticulously kept slave register of 1817, the enslaved population at Success included 102 men, 70 women and 58 children. Such a gender imbalance was typical for Demerara, where estate owners preferred to ‘purchase’ men over women. Three quarters of the enslaved adults worked in the fields. Other roles on the estate included domestic servants, carpenters, coopers, nurses and boatswains. Most of the children aged between seven and thirteen were also listed as employed. They worked as ‘jobbers’, doing odd tasks around the estate. The register also recorded that more than 80 per cent of those over sixteen years old had been born in Africa. This meant that the vast majority of the enslaved adults living at Success remembered what life was like back in their home countries, when they were free.


One of those enslaved on Success was Jack Gladstone. His mother had died shortly after giving birth to him. Since she was enslaved when Jack was born, according to colonial law he was also enslaved. In the spring of 1817, Jack was twenty-two years old and worked as a cooper on the plantation. He spent his days making and fixing the enormous hogshead barrels that were used to transport sugar to Liverpool, Bristol and London. Six feet two inches tall, he was charismatic and widely considered handsome. He lived with his father, Quamina, his grandmother, Tonisen, and Quamina’s new wife, Peggy (a free woman) in one of the communal slave houses on the estate.


At an early age, Jack had been told by Tonisen how she had ended up in Demerara. As a young woman, she had been kidnapped from her village in West Africa and transported to the colony by ship. A few days after landing in Georgetown, she had been sold at the dreaded Vendue slave auction. Luckily, when her son Quamina was born, they had been kept together. Not all families were so fortunate. When Quamina turned ten years old, he had been assigned to work as a houseboy in the estate manager’s home. During the next nine years, he had carried out assorted duties, including waiting at table, during which he listened to many conversations between the gentlemen. He had also sometimes been obliged to fetch young enslaved women for the colonists to have sex with. Later, he was reassigned to the carpentry shed, where he learned the skills of the trade including joinery, turning and furniture-making.


That was more than twenty years ago. Tonisen was now in her sixties, and frail. She was no longer able to work and spent most of the day at home. Peggy, though free, completed tasks around the plantation, allowing her to earn some money. Quamina was now in his mid-forties and was the head carpenter at Success. It was he who had taught Jack how to make casks and barrels, bending the hardened wood to his will.


Like everyone else, Jack’s family had to rely on the rations provided weekly by the overseers. These varied according to the season and what was available at the stores and markets in Georgetown, but a typical supply might consist of fifty saltfish, half a cask of barley, a handful of tobacco and a bunch of plantains. To supplement their meals, Peggy also maintained a small vegetable patch. Around Christmas time, they received additional supplies. This was mostly clothing, the quantity of which depended on the age and gender of the recipient. Jack and his father, for instance, might be given four yards of osnaburg (a coarse-woven fabric), a new hat or a blanket.


Towards the northern end of the plantation, near the coast, was the home of John Stewart, the estate manager. It was a two-storey house, with painted wooden shutters, an outhouse and a small, pretty garden. Next came the overseers’ houses and various estate buildings, including the storehouse where supplies and weapons were kept. Further down the estate, away from the coast, stood half a dozen slave houses; within each, five or more families slept. About 100 feet long and 20 feet wide, these huts were built of bricks made of baked mud, thatched with cane grass and had dirt floors. There were no windows or furniture. Outside the entrance of each structure were the fire pits where meals were prepared. A few steps away, behind some rough fencing, were the latrines.


Next, continuing south, came the windmill. This is where the sugar canes were crushed and the juice piped to the boiling house next door. Here the syrup was clarified, crystallised and poured into the barrels that Jack delivered each week. Beyond the farm buildings and the slave houses lay many acres of cane fields stretching away from the coast. Criss-crossing this land were a series of canals. On these floated shallow-bottomed punts, which were used to transport the felled sugar canes to the windmill. Along the edges of the fields ran deep ditches, draining the water away from the fields to the ocean. Even further on were the backlands, where Jack rarely went. This was the far edge of the plantation, marked by the Crown Dam, an earthen dyke six feet high, on the other side of which lay the swamp and then the bush.


The rules on the estate were as simple as they were clear. Do what you are told and do not talk back. Turn up for work on time and work hard. Do not gather with others before sunrise or after sunset. Do not leave the estate without permission. Failure to stick to these rules was met with severe punishment. For minor violations, offenders were placed in the stocks, their ankles held between two wooden boards, and deprived of food and water for a day or more. For greater misdemeanours, they were lashed. Some of the overseers and drivers used the bush whip, or carracarra, a short leather instrument that was sometimes doubled up to increase the force of the blow. Others wielded the tarred rope, a cord coated with oily tar. A few used the cart whip, which was worst of all. Designed to spur along horses, it sliced the skin open upon impact. According to the colony’s law, an overseer or driver was not allowed to give more than thirty-nine lashes and a doctor was meant to be at hand in case of need. In practice, these guidelines were rarely followed.


In Jack’s experience, the list of crimes that could result in such beatings was long. What was known as ‘bad work’ was the most typical. This could be failure to gather enough sugar canes, or incomplete weeding of a field. The next most common transgressions were disobedience and insolence. This included laughing at the overseers or singing songs that caused upset. Other misdemeanours that frequently resulted in punishment included quarrelling, refusing to work, and absence from work – even if caused by injury, sickness, pregnancy or exhaustion. What the managers called ‘theft’ or ‘stealing’ were the next most repeated offences. Frequently these were the result of misunderstandings. For instance, one man was whipped for keeping a handful of iron nails (bent and old) that he had thought would be otherwise thrown away. Other crimes that resulted in vicious beatings included adultery, harbouring runaways, carelessness in regards to a fire, ill-treatment of wives, and drunkenness.


Life at Success was brutally hard. It is not surprising, therefore, that it made for fertile ground for those who imagined a world without hardship: the missionaries.


Eight years earlier, when Jack was fourteen years old, a man called John Wray had arrived at Le Resouvenir, the estate immediately to the west of Success. It was owned by Hermanus Post, a Dutchman who believed that enslaved men and women should have access to religious instruction. A few days after his arrival, Wray visited Success and announced that he was from the Missionary Society in London and had come to preach the word of the Lord.


Over the next few months, Jack and his family saw a new building constructed on Le Resouvenir, only a few hundred yards away and clearly visible from Success. It was built of wood, had a cross on top and was large enough to seat more than six hundred people. Wray called this the Bethel Chapel. Next to it was built a small dwelling house and garden for the missionary, both paid for by the estate owner.


After the Bethel Chapel was completed, Jack had witnessed his father undergo something of a transformation. From contemporary sources – journals, registers, letters – we know that Quamina was one of the first to be baptised there. He also learned to read, and as his confidence grew, he began taking on more responsibilities at the chapel, eventually becoming the missionary’s deacon. Inspired by his father, Jack also learned to read, and soon was teaching Bible stories to the other children.


Every Sunday, Jack and Quamina would arrive at the chapel at 10 a.m. to attend the ‘morning prayer’. Another service was held at 2 p.m., called the ‘noon’, which was better attended and therefore rowdier. Whilst most of the congregants came from Le Resouvenir, Success and their adjacent estates, plenty travelled from further afield, walking many miles each way. The vast majority were enslaved, but not all. One of those who regularly took a pew was named Mary Chisholm. She was a free Black woman, who worked as a baker on Success and ‘owned’ five enslaved people. A handful of local plantation owners, managers and overseers also attended the chapel, but they tended to come to the later service, if at all. During Communion, Quamina and the other deacons handed out the wine and bread, and when Wray made it clear that things were getting too noisy, they encouraged everyone to quieten down.


In addition to their chapel duties, Jack and Quamina had helped Wray get accustomed to his new surroundings. They taught him some of the local words. Matty, for instance, meant friend, sopie was a dram of spirits, while buckra referred to a White boss man or woman. They provided information about the local plantation owners and background on the enslaved people who lived nearby: who could be trusted, who might be interested in baptism. And they encouraged everyone to attend the services.


During his sermons, Wray had often spoken out against how the enslaved people were treated on the sugar estates. He also asked Quamina and the other deacons to read Bible stories that mirrored the situation experienced by the congregation. One of these was Exodus, Chapter 14, which told of how the Israelites suffered as enslaved people in Egypt, and Moses encouraged them to flee in order to escape bondage. ‘Fear not, stand still, and see the salvation of the Lord,’ he told his people, ‘for the Egyptians whom you have seen today, you shall see them again no more forever. The Lord shall fight for you, and you shall hold your peace.’ And with God’s help, so the story went, Moses parted the Red Sea, trapping Pharaoh’s soldiers, and the Israelites found dry land and freedom. According to Wray’s reports sent back to England, those who heard such readings were greatly affected.


When colonists learned about what was going on in the Bethel Chapel, many grew angry. They didn’t appreciate the missionary encouraging his flock to imagine life without bondage. ‘It is dangerous to make slaves Christians,’ proclaimed the Demerara Royal Gazette, one of the main newspapers in Georgetown. ‘Will not the Negro conceive that by baptism, by being made a Christian, he is as credible as his Christian White brethren?’


Following such attacks, Wray doubled down. ‘There is no truth, nor mercy, nor knowledge of God in the land,’ he boomed from the pulpit, quoting from Hosea, Chapter 4. ‘Therefore shall the land mourn, and every one that dwelleth therein shall languish.’ Such provocation did not go unnoticed. By June 1813, and following intense pressure from the governor, John Wray had been forced to move to Berbice, the British colony sixty miles to the east, and the doors of Bethel Chapel were locked shut.


Following Wray’s departure, life for Jack on the estate had continued unaltered for a while, and then three things happened. First, he was made head cooper, giving him the additional responsibility of managing the other barrel-makers. It also meant that he now travelled without escort or supervision to Georgetown when he delivered the hogsheads to the shipping houses. Sometimes he would load them onto a sloop or schooner tied up at the dock and then return directly to the estate. On other occasions, if he had time, he might meet with friends and acquaintances who hung out around the shore and the marketplace, picking up the latest news and gossip from the colony and beyond.


The second change took place in June 1817, when Jack’s grandmother Tonisen became ill. For some time she had been experiencing severe pain in her abdomen, but now it grew worse. Her stomach became unnaturally swollen and sensitive to the touch. Leaving his post without permission – which was risky – Jack rushed to a nearby plantation to find a doctor and begged him to visit as soon as possible. When the physician arrived at the family’s hut, he examined the elderly patient and removed excess fluid from her abdomen by a process known as ‘tapping’, but it was no use. A short while later, Tonisen took her last breath, watched over by Jack and his father.


Death for Jack was not new, but seeing his grandmother pass away must have been difficult. His father had been born in Demerara, so Tonisen was Jack’s only link to where his family was originally from; the only person who could tell him stories from the old country. With her death, his connection with Africa was effectively broken.


The third change took place in the next-door estate of Le Resouvenir. The chapel had been quiet for years, but at last the Missionary Society had sent out a replacement preacher. Hopefully he would improve life at Success. The missionary’s name was John Smith.


[image: image]


I have grown up knowing about the horrors of slavery in the USA. But I had no idea that British people and British companies ran slave plantations in the Caribbean, or how terrible these places were. Honestly, I’m embarrassed by my ignorance.


Now, almost two hundred years later, I wonder about the legacy of this slavery. How does it impact people in today’s society?


To try and answer this question, I make contact with Kehinde Andrews, who is Professor of Black Studies at Birmingham City University and is of African-Caribbean descent. He tells me that little has changed in the Caribbean since the time of slavery. He lists the issues: poverty, mass incarceration, violence, lack of social mobility. ‘White supremacy and economic inequality still exist,’ he says.


After we speak, I look up some statistics. Black people in England and Wales are stopped and searched at least five times more than White people, arrested three times more often than White people and are five times more likely to be imprisoned than White people. Black households are twice as likely to be living in poverty than White households. The median total wealth for households with a Black African head (£34,000) is roughly a tenth of that owned by White British households (£314,000). Black Caribbean and Black African households are far less likely to own their homes (40 per cent and 20 per cent respectively) than White British households (68 per cent). Youth unemployment (ages 16 to 24) is two and half times higher for Black British people than White people. Whilst in England, Black women are four times more likely to die giving birth than White women.


I have a conversation with David Lammy MP, the shadow secretary of state for justice, and ask him about the legacy of slavery. His family is from Berbice, Guyana. ‘The legacy of slavery is real,’ he tells me. ‘You can’t tear millions of people away from their homes and cut them off from their cultures, religions and languages and not expect some deep scars. We see it across communities, in the USA, in the West Indies and here in Britain.’ He pauses before continuing. ‘Only when the European countries that did this acknowledge their role and we have a process of truth, reconciliation and repair will we be able to move forward.’


Next I have a call with the writer and former ambassador for Guyana, David Dabydeen, who has lived in Britain for more than five decades. ‘Slavery is still etched into the memory of Caribbean peoples,’ he says, ‘the slave forts and ruins of sugar mills and the drainage canals dug by Black muscle and shovel being visible reminders of that dark past. At the same time, being steeped only in memory can be a hindrance to progress.’ Dabydeen then adds, ‘In Britain today, slavery is only now being remembered. Because of Black Lives Matter, we are now acknowledging the ways that revenues from slavery built great wealth in Britain, which still exists.’


Each of those I speak to make one thing clear: there is a direct link between historic slavery and problems besetting society today.







CHAPTER 2



John Smith, February 1817


John Smith was born on 27 June 1790 on Ponder Street in Rothwell, a small market town in Northamptonshire, England. When he was a young boy, his father died while fighting Napoleon’s forces in Egypt. John was brought up by his grieving mother, in poverty and without a formal education. They belonged to the Independent Church, and it was there, at Sunday school, that he learned to read. At fourteen, he travelled to Clerkenwell in central London and became a baker’s apprentice, where he remained for the next five years. By nineteen, he was a fully grown man, slender, with a ginger widow’s peak, a square jaw and compassionate blue eyes. The course of his life changed when he attended the Silver Street Chapel and heard a priest’s passionate sermon on the value of public service. John Smith was so inspired that he immediately applied to join the Missionary Society.


Formed in 1795, the Missionary Society supported evangelical missions around the world. By the 1810s, they had missions on four continents, with three hundred and twelve stations (or sub-missions) in India alone. There were missions in South Africa, Russia, Singapore, China and Malaya. And spread across the Caribbean, there were forty-one stations. The Missionary Society’s ‘sole object’, according to their founding document, ‘was to spread the knowledge of Christ among the heathen and other unenlightened nations.’ Their membership was varied, including Congregationalists, Methodists, Baptists and other Protestant denominations. John Smith applied to join the society’s foreign service and was accepted. But before he was posted overseas, he would have to attend the Gosport Academy on England’s south coast.


The academy’s task was to train Missionary Society novices. It had been established following a series of failed missions to South Africa and the South Pacific. Either the missionaries had been unable to cultivate a long-term congregation or they had found the post unbearable and returned home in disgrace. According to the Society’s Report on Missionary Training, the aims of the academy were to foster ‘the communication of knowledge’ and the ‘strengthening of good dispositions’. One of the key classes was called ‘Missionary Instructions’, in which would-be clerics learned about the history of the organisation and about mission strategy. This included a clear admonition not to become involved in local politics. ‘Some of the gentlemen who own the estates, the masters of slaves, are unfriendly towards their instruction,’ John was warned. ‘Not a word must escape you in public or private which might render the slaves displeased with their masters or dissatisfied with their station.’


Normally the training course lasted for three years, but word had arrived from Demerara that a new missionary was urgently sought following the relocation of the previous representative, John Wray. So it was that the twenty-six-year-old John Smith was ordained at Somers Town, London, on 12 December 1816. Before he left, there was one more task to accomplish – a wedding. It had been something of an arranged union, hastily put together by the Missionary Society, who viewed a married man as emblematic of Christian values. John had met Jane Godden, a calm, God-fearing woman, just weeks earlier. Neither of them had lived outside of England. A few days later, John Smith and his new bride set sail on the William Neilson.


Amongst John Smith’s belongings stored in his cabin below decks was a letter from George Burder, the secretary of the Missionary Society, which included the following admonition: ‘The Holy Gospel you will preach will render the slaves who receive it most diligent, faithful, patient and useful servants; will render severe discipline unnecessary, and make them the most valuable slaves on the estates, and thus you will recommend yourself and your ministry, even to those gentlemen who may have been averse to the religion instruction of Negroes.’ Clearly the secretary had felt it necessary to repeat the lesson taught at the academy. His instructions were clear: the objective of the mission included maintaining the slave system in Demerara and keeping the planters happy. John Smith was not to cause any trouble.


Eight weeks after leaving Portsmouth, the William Neilson approached Demerara. Unlike the becalmed turquoise waters of the Caribbean islands, the sea here was dark grey and turbulent. Out on deck, John and Jane saw the South American shoreline for the first time. It was edged with black mangroves and foxglove trees and populated by flocks of scarlet ibis, white egrets and orange-billed cormorants. The closer they drew, the busier became the traffic: merchant ships and packets on their way to London and Liverpool; schooners heading north towards Barbados, Jamaica and other British colonies; sloops and brigantines sailing westwards to Essequibo or eastwards to Dutch Guiana.


After hugging the coast for a short while, the William Neilson turned sharply left, leaving the Atlantic Ocean and entering the Demerara River. Known to the Dutch as the ‘Demerary’, the river at this point was a mile wide, its water browny-orange and brackish. To the right, on the west bank, the shore was a mass of lush green vegetation, but on the left, the east bank was more developed. They passed a fort that boasted eighteen large iron cannons pointing out to sea, a lighthouse warning of the sand bars upon which ships might go aground, and then the signal station, a low block building with a wide view of the ocean, able to flash communications to the neighbouring British colony of Berbice.


Now they came to the start of Georgetown proper, marked by a long ribbon of white wooden wharves known as stellings. It was alongside one of these that the brig finally anchored. There was some waiting around while the customs paperwork was completed, with the captain growing increasingly irritated, followed by an inspection by the surgeon of health. Finally they were cleared, and John, Jane and the other passengers were allowed to leave the vessel.


As they stepped ashore and onto the stelling’s wide wooden planks, they were immediately hit by a rich smell of sawdust and horse piss long heated by the sun. A few steps on and they were surrounded by hucksters and pedlars eager to sell their wares: bars of soap, lengths of cotton and leather belts; bunches of plantains, pineapples, sapodilla and mangos. The offerings that were waved towards them were varied and enticing, but this was not the right moment to purchase anything.


The Smiths were tired, disorientated and needed to settle in before engaging with local commerce. Others offered to find them transport and accommodation. But this too was of no interest to them. Instead, having asked directions, they proceeded away from the docks in search of their lodging. As they walked, the couple took in their surroundings. The houses were of small dimension, wooden-framed, roofed with shingles and covered by white-painted siding. None was above two storeys and their windows went unglazed; instead the openings were covered by shutters. To avoid perennial flooding, the buildings near the river were built upon wood and brick piers, their lower levels serving as stores or warehouses accessible from the street.


The road, or dam, as the locals called it, was wide and dusty, its edges lined with scrubby orange-flowered bucayo trees that offered welcome shade. Through the middle ran a canal dotted with pink, white and yellow water lilies. Away from the warehouses and storefronts, the houses became more residential, with picket fences enclosing small well-tended yards planted with pink-flowering oleander shrubs, sweet-scented cannonball trees and large-leafed plantains. Occasionally a wooden bridge spanned the canal, allowing a person living on one side of the street to cross to the other.


Given that Demerara was located near the Equator, it was extremely hot. In Gosport it would likely have been below forty degrees Fahrenheit, perhaps even freezing. Here it was well into the nineties. The bite of the unmasked sun was barely softened by the breeze blowing off the sea. Yet the sweltering heat didn’t seem to repel the locals, who were out in force. They were mostly Black pedestrians. The attire of many would have gone unremarked in London, Paris or New York: for the men, cotton shirts, jackets, trousers and shoes; for the women, cotton skirts and blouses, their hair tied up with colourfully patterned cloth. These were either free men and women or enslaved people who worked as domestic servants. Others wore rougher clothes more suitable for the fields, while a third, smaller group were barely dressed at all, wearing little more than loincloths.


There were also colonists going about their business. Some of these were more expensively dressed and were transported comfortably by horse and buggy. But not all. A good number journeyed by foot, dressed in work clothes. These were shopkeepers, innkeepers, dock workers and the like. And from those they passed, the Smiths heard a rich array of languages. Dutch, French, Spanish and English they recognised. But there was another language, a local creole, spoken fast and difficult for them to understand.


By the time they reached their accommodation, they found themselves bathed in sweat and thirsty. Their host – a friend of a friend referred to them by the Missionary Society – welcomed them inside, which was, to their great relief, far cooler. They were offered a glass of water, which was wonderfully refreshing. It was rainwater, collected in a wooden cistern and filtered through a stone. Then, having exchanged a few pleasantries, they were directed to their room, where they collapsed on the bed. They had arrived.


Two days later, John managed to secure a meeting with the governor, John Murray. As the representative of His Majesty King George IV, Murray had near-absolute power in Demerara. Not only did he collect the local taxes, appoint the judges to the courts and control the British armed forces in the colony, he was also in charge of all licensing. If John Smith wished to run a mission anywhere in Demerara, he first needed the governor’s approval.


John Murray was very much of the British establishment. Born on 4 June 1777 and the eldest son of a brigadier general who had also been a colonial administrator, Murray had enlisted at the age of sixteen. He first served in the 58th Regiment and then, during the Napoleonic Wars, in the 96th regiment, where he rose to Lieutenant Colonel. He married Elizabeth Hume, an English woman three years his junior, who gave birth to two children. Then, around 1805, he was posted to Newfoundland, to oversee the brigade at St John’s. It was there, according to one of his descendants, that Murray ‘became enamoured’ with a certain fourteen-year-old girl from Newfoundland named Ellen Butler O’Connor, who he made pregnant, and together they ‘fled’ to the Caribbean. What happened to Elizabeth and the two children is unclear. Shortly after arriving in the Caribbean, Murray was promoted to Colonel and served as a general’s adjutant during various campaigns, including the capture of the island of Guadalupe. In 1813, he had been appointed as governor to Demerara-Essequibo and promoted to the rank of Major-General. Over his long career, Murray had proven that he was a man who knew how to climb the ranks, who was not afraid to face danger and who was capable of making quick decisions that, while serving his interests, might hurt others along the way.


By the time of John Smith’s arrival in the colony, John Murray had been in post for the past four years, during which time the Netherlands had officially ceded the colony to Britain. He was now forty years old, father of two more offspring (in all he and Ellen would have sixteen children) and, in addition to his public duties, he was proprietor of three sugar estates, one here in Demerara and two in Berbice. This included the ‘ownership’ of over 540 enslaved women and men. As such, the treatment of the colony’s enslaved people was important to the governor both professionally and personally.
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