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Part One



Start here





Watch out for these words




Colonialism – when a country takes control of other lands or regions outside of its own borders. It claims the new land for itself.


Colonisation – turning another country into a colony of your country.


Colony – a place that has been taken over by another country.


Empire – a collection of colonies


Imperialism – the goal of taking control of other countries to build yourself an empire.


Inequality – when some people lack the rights, opportunities, and fair laws of others. Inequality can be connected to things like race, nationality, sex, disability, age, class or religion. Societies can have inequality due to the history of how they were established and who had power and resources.


Racism – any belief or attitude that someone is inferior because of their skin colour, ethnicity, or race.


Raw materials – natural resources before they have been made into anything. These include things like oil, gems, precious metals, and crops.
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Chapter One


Why are we talking about the British Empire?


The British Empire was the biggest empire in history. Bigger than the Roman Empire. Bigger than the Incan, Mayan, Aztec, Egyptian, Mughal, Ottoman, Malian, Mongol, Mamluk… well, you get the picture. It was REALLY BIG. Bigger than any other country, empire, kingdom, sultanate, or dynasty. Ever.


The British Empire affected everything. And not only did it affect everything then, it still affects so many of our lives in big and small ways today.


It’s why we have some of our favourite foods, like chips and curry, for example. Or why we put on the kettle for a cup of tea. And why we use words all the time from places once part of the Empire like pyjamas, yoga and hullaballoo.


I love the word hullaballoo.


Hullabaloo – a loud fuss or commotion.


But the British Empire is also why lots of big things today are the way they are, like what it means to be British and who lives in Britain. And it affects how the world sees us.


It is the backstory of difficult issues like racism and inequality. It’s the reason why we have many of our manufacturing, science, military, and technology industries. It’s also why we talk about Britain and ourselves in the way we do.


But the biggest impact of the British Empire is on YOU. Who you are, your family’s story, the place you live, the people you know and your ideas about the world. That might be about your own family’s past, about your future. Or about your friends and neighbours.


Which means that this is not a history book. (Sorry, if that’s what you were after). It’s not about what was past, and a world long gone and forgotten. This book is the Story of Now. It is about making sense of the world we live in: who are we, what is our place in it, how did we come to be the people we are, and what does this all mean for our future?


Instead of endless lists of Kings and Queens, pages of dates, and descriptions of obscure battles, this book will introduce you to key ideas and events. It will focus on the big important questions. Questions that you might hear being asked all around you.


This also means that this book won’t tell you everything ever about the British Empire. People have already written libraries full of books on the subject. Instead, we will talk about the hottest topics, so that this book becomes your starting point, with the hope that you will be inspired to carry on and do your own exploration.


This book is a conversation between you, me and children around the whole country, and around the world, so we can start learning about our own past, together. And by understanding our shared past, we can set a course for a more optimistic, more knowledge-based and respectful future together.
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Chapter Two


Once upon a great big blank (which I filled in)


When I was growing up, I didn’t really know anything about the British Empire. A big fat zero. But I wish I had, because the story of my life has been completely shaped by it.


I started by asking my parents, grandmother, uncles, aunts, friends… literally anyone who had a story to tell (and once you get them started, people love telling stories). Through snippets of information, photographs, and research online, I managed to piece together my story. I felt like a detective uncovering the Biggest Secret History Ever. I wondered, why has no one ever told me this before?


It’s one of the reasons I wanted to write this book, so that you might be inspired to find your own story (see here). Because by knowing where you’ve come from, you can know truly who you are today.


When we know our own individual stories, we can share them, and that helps us to understand each other better, allowing us to compare notes about our different feelings and experiences of the past, and our ideas about it. Understanding your own story and the place you live are among the most important things you can ever do for yourself.


A tale of two journeys


My family were originally from Gujarat, India. They were busy minding their own business when the East India Company arrived in 1608, and when it established its rule in 1757. In 1858 India was officially named as the British Raj, or the British Empire, and Queen Victoria (who was the Queen), became Empress of India.


Towards the end of the 19th century, my great grandfather decided to leave India and travel to East Africa by boat. It might have been because between 1876 and 1878 the Great Famine took place in India, including Gujarat, which led to the deaths of ten million people. Some reports suggest the huge number was made worse by British policies that continued to send vital crops out of India to sell, along with not wanting to spend money on the welfare of Indians under their rule.


Or it might have been because around the same time, many Indians were travelling to East Africa where the British were also taking indentured labourers to build railways. Perhaps they thought they could have a better life in East Africa, which had recently come under British control.


Whatever the reason, my great grandfather made the perilous journey across the kala pani, the taboo black waters of the Indian Ocean to what is today called Tanzania.


One of my grandfathers worked in Aden before going to East Africa, a bustling port set in what is today’s Yemen, which the British Empire established to control the sea-trade routes around Arabia.


My family were called Overseas Subjects of the British Empire. The taxes they and their communities paid and the contributions they made to Britain all played a role in how Britain became wealthy and powerful. My family had to speak English even though they were Indians living in Africa. Some of my aunts went to convent schools taught by nuns who had come all the way from England!


In the 1960s, already having been in one part of Britain (Tanganykia, now Tanzania), my mum and dad decided to come to a different part of Britain – the UK. They settled in London. And I was born here. All of which means my family has lived across three continents of the British Empire, and we’ve been British for more than 200 years, contributing blood, love, sweat, tears – and taxes! – to make this country what it is today.



That was my story. What’s yours?



The British Empire might be tied to your story too, or those of your friends or neighbours – whether your family has lived forever in the English countryside, whether your family was part of the Windrush generation (see here), whether you now live in a town where mining or manufacturing were once the main industries, or whether it is something else entirely.


Maybe you can find out about your own great grandparents. You might have a story like mine, affected by famine, poverty, economic opportunity, global politics and migration. Or perhaps your families’ lives changed by moving from agriculture to working in factories; by introducing new spices and foods into their cuisine, or by joining the navy for trade or war. Or your story might be about coming to Britain today.


You will almost certainly discover something that you never knew before.









[image: illustration]


Chapter Three


What is an empire?


An empire is a group of countries or peoples ruled over by a single person, government, or country. You’ve probably already learnt about some of them, like the Roman Empire or the Egyptians.


The very first one is thought to be the Akkadian Empire which was about 4000 years ago. Today, their capital city Akkad is in the country of Iraq.


The Akkadian Empire kicked off in 2300 BC when Sargon of Akkad decided to conquer the surrounding areas, including next door Sumeria. Legend says that Ishtar, the Akkadian goddess of war and love, had come to him and told him he had a divine mission to make Akkad bigger. Using this as a reason to expand Akkad, Sargon made it become richer and more powerful, and took over all its neighbours, which stopped them from getting stronger or attacking Akkad. Eventually the language and culture of Akkad spread into the countries that were taken into its empire.


The people that Akkad wanted to take over were most likely quite unhappy about losing their wealth, independence, language and culture. But if they resisted or tried to rebel, the Akkadians killed them. The Akkadians were probably proud of their big empire. But the people who they conquered were probably not so keen.


So what can we learn from the Akkadians about why people want an empire. And have the reasons changed since then?



Reasons to have an empire



Why do you think people might want to have an empire? As you read through this book, which do you think apply to the British Empire?




[image: illustration]   Get rich


[image: illustration]   Be powerful


[image: illustration]   Be bigger, richer and more important than your enemies (because you’re very competitive or very jealous, or maybe both!)


[image: illustration]   Make sure your enemies can’t take you over and make you part of their empire


[image: illustration]   Adventure and the discovery of new places, raw materials, nature, animals, culture and people


[image: illustration]   Because you think you are more special than everyone else and that you’ve been given a mission – maybe from God or your gods – to take over other countries


[image: illustration]   To convert people to your religion


[image: illustration]   Because you think you are better / cleverer / stronger / more human than other people so you should be in charge
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Chapter Four


How do we know what we know about history?


What kind of question is that? History is history, right? It’s a load of facts that start at the beginning of time and just go on and on and on and on (yawn) and on….


STOP. RIGHT. THERE.


You’re now old enough to be told the truth about history.


Studying history isn’t about memorising a set of facts. That’s because history doesn’t even have a settled set of facts. It’s far more exciting, mysterious, and even controversial! You must be a detective to sort through all the different stories written by people in history to try to solve the mystery of what really happened.


That’s because we only know history from the people who survived wars and empires, and were probably rich enough (or paid by rich people) to write about their opinions of what happened. You might have heard the phrase “history is written by the winners”. Because – sorry to be gruesome – all the people who got killed couldn’t write about what they think happened.


And obviously the winners are going to write good things about themselves, and bad things about the people they beat. They might not bother to mention any bad things they did themselves.


Or, it might just be a case of having different opinions because writers were on different sides. So, the winners of a battle might have thought that what they did was fantastic, and they might even have thought killing lots of people was a sign of how strong and clever they are. But for those who lost, they might think it was an awful event and believe that the other side were violent, nasty, bloodthirsty people.


And it gets even more complicated. Some stories get almost entirely ignored because they were considered unimportant. Like those of women, and children. Or in the case of the British Empire, groups like enslaved people and the working classes, to name just two of them. But they are just as important to the understanding of history as the stories of the powerful and wealthy. After all, people who make up society and who do so much of the hard work are just as important, don’t you think?




Case study: Genghis Khan


The SECOND biggest empire in history was the Mongol Empire which lasted from 1206–1368. Its founder was Temijin, who changed his name to Chinggis Khan (which means “universal ruler”) also known as Genghis Khan. In the countries which were taken over by Genghis Khan, he got a reputation for being very vicious and cruel. But in today’s Mongolia he is seen as a hero and someone who built a strong empire.





That’s why we must be really great detectives as we set out to learn about the British Empire. We have to read histories and stories from people who were in other parts of the British Empire and who have different experiences of it. That’s the only way we can work out what really happened, and what we think about it.
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Chapter Five


Do we really know the facts?


If you had been a child who lived a hundred years


ago you would have been taught that the British Empire was so incredibly huge, and it was spread so far around the Earth that “the sun never sets on the British Empire.” What that meant was that it stretched so far around the whole world in different time zones that somewhere in the British Empire it was always daytime. Around a hundred years ago the British Empire was at its biggest and most powerful.


A child living 100 years ago would have been part of a British Empire of 412 million people, that’s nearly one quarter of the world’s population at the time and around one quarter of the Earth’s total land.


That’s a lot of people and a lot of places.


If you think that the British Empire is faraway history, you’ll be surprised to know that it only came to an end in 1997, when the island of Hong Kong was transferred to China.


I was alive before the British Empire ended. And I’m not even that old!


All of this means that the British Empire was still going within many people’s lifetimes, which could include your teacher and your parents!


Quickfire quiz


Q: When did the British Empire start?


A: Some people consider Henry VIII’s declaration of England as an “empire” when he broke away from the Pope and Catholic Europe as the start. It was a big, perhaps crazy claim he made, as England was small and isolated at the time. It might have been his aspiration, rather than the reality. Others say the first acts of imperialism were earlier, when England occupied Ireland starting in the 13th century. The truth is, there is no official start date.


Q: So how old is Britain as a country then?


A: It started out as England. Because there was no Britain until 1707, when an Act of Union brought England, Wales and Scotland together into the United Kingdom of Great Britain (see here).


Q: When did it become an empire?


A: The act of establishing colonies made Britain into an empire. This included the establishment of its very first colony of Jamestown in North America in 1607, or the takeover of India by the East India Company in 1757. But the official name came much later. In 1877 after feeling her title of Queen was inferior to all her European counterparts who were emperors, Queen Victoria was named the Empress of India. It would have caused uproar if she had declared herself the Empress of England or Britain. But by cleverly making the declaration of Empress of India, Britain was now officially an empire.


Q: Are you absolutely sure the British Empire has ended?


A: Although the transfer of Hong Kong to China is typically seen as the end of the British Empire, some people say that there are still remnants of the Empire. While I am writing this book, Britain continues to have 14 overseas territories including the Falkland Islands, Gibraltar and Bermuda. There’s also the Commonwealth, an international organisation of some of the British Empire’s ex-colonies and Britain still heads that up, too. The King is still the head of state for 14 Commonwealth Realms. And controversially, some people say that it is still an informal empire because Britain maintains power, but doesn’t do any of the governing.
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Chapter Six


The British Empire: it’s complicated


The British Empire wasn’t something everyone specifically set out to do. And there wasn’t just one reason why or how it grew. There wasn’t just one experience of the people who established trade and colonies. And equally there wasn’t just one experience of the people who were colonised.


The story of the British Empire is complicated because it goes across so much geography and time. There were so many experiences and ideas about it, that people have different views about it. Maybe, it would be better to say the stories of the British Empire.


But there are some big themes that keep repeating themselves. Make money. Have power. Fight enemies and competitors. Side with allies. Safeguard self-interest. Keep control. Think you are superior to others and therefore should be in charge.


And that’s what we are going to explore: what happened in different places, in different times, the themes that joined different places and different times together, and how all of that has come together to shape the lives of so many people today in small and big ways.


What we can all definitely agree on is that having the Biggest Empire Ever is certainly something that goes down as important in human history. And so it’s important to know the Big Things That Happened.


But what people disagree about is whether the things the British Empire did were good, bad or a mixture. And what, if anything, we should do about it.


Some people feel like the British Empire did a lot of good in the world by sharing Britain’s language, literature, education, government systems, legal systems, and railways. And cricket: the British Empire is probably why 105 countries today play the game.


They say the British Empire improved the lives of the people who were part of it. Even if those people didn’t want to be in it. But the thing that they really want is for people to have a lot of pride in the history of being British because they believe what the British Empire did was really great, and because it made Britain what it is today.


On the other hand, some people say we need to try to think differently about the impact of the British Empire and whether it should have taken over other people’s countries, and resources. For example, they say that the British wouldn’t have liked to be part of another empire. If there were such things as ancient Romans today, they might be very proud of the roads they laid out in Britain, which we still drive on. But the Britons of the time probably didn’t feel very happy that more than ten percent of its population was killed fighting off the Romans. Instead, it is proud of Boudicca and other people who tried to reclaim the country’s independence.


It’s the same when we think about the British Empire. Because to be big, powerful, and rich, the British Empire did some pretty horrible things like slavery and massacres. And those are things that we definitely should not be proud of. Some people say that instead of pretending they didn’t happen, we should be honest, and try to fix any bad things which happen today because of the bad things that were done during the Empire.


In fact, when grown-ups start discussing the British Empire, they often end up causing a big hullabaloo because they have such strong feelings about what has made us the country we are.


That’s because the story of the British Empire isn’t just the story of one country long ago that wanted to rule over as many other countries as possible. Inside it are the stories of real people, people like you and me, our families, our friends, and neighbours, who just happened to live in places around the world affected by the British Empire. We might look different from each other, eat different foods, use different words, and even have different ideas about what Britain is all about today. But something connects us – the British Empire.


Let’s explore these questions together. Ready?
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Part Two



What happened?





Watch out for these words




Captive market – when consumers need a product but have very little choice who to buy it from, either because it is not produced by many people, or they are forced by other rules to buy only from those people. Sellers can take advantage of captive markets by selling at high prices, even if products are essentials.


Commodity – any product that is bought or sold. The word often refers to agricultural products and raw materials central to the world’s economy.


Company-state – the name given to a country that is run by a company rather than a state government.


Corporate imperialism – when businesses take over


parts or all of another country for profit.


Malaria – a life-threatening disease found in tropical areas. It is carried by a parasite, spread by mosquitoes.


Migration – moving from one place to another, usually permanently. A person who migrates is called a migrant. A migrant that leaves a country is an emigrant, and the process is called emigration.


A migrant that comes into a country is described as an immigrant, and the process is called immigration.


Pax Britannica – or “British Peace”, the name given to the period between 1815 and 1914 when Britain oversaw a period of peace and stability around the world.
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