




[image: ]










[image: ]









For our mum, Marion Olusoga-Ndebele.










AUTHORS’ NOTE


What you hold in your hand is the start of a journey through time and space. Each of the 366 daily entries in this book is a portal into the life of a person, group of people, place or event that is part of Black history and part of global history. Some you might already have heard of, and can now learn more about, but others will possibly be new to you. 


In these pages you will see hope and connection, ingenuity and creativity, alongside tales of racism and oppression, resistance and celebration. Read this book in whichever way you want. You might start on 1 January, or whichever date this book comes into your possession, and read a page a day for a year. You might look up your birthday, and other occasions that are important to you, to see what happened on each date. Where entries have links to other entries in the book we will let you know. Inevitably, space in this book is limited, so please also look upon each entry as a starting point, giving you the information you need to research and find out more about the particular people, groups, places and events that spark your interest.


At the back of the book you will find twelve timelines. These showcase some groups of related entries that will help you to explore particular themes in the book. These include such themes as the Victorian anti-slavery movement that sought to end slavery once and for all, the Black contribution to the First and Second World Wars, and the work of Black creatives from the Harlem Renaissance to the Black Arts Movement. You will also find a glossary that explains some key terms that are used in the entries and their use in the context of talking about Black history. When you come across a word, acronym or phrase in bold text, please look for it in the glossary for an explanation and wider information.


We have made some decisions about language in the book that we would like to draw your attention to. We use the term Black with a capital B to make it clear that we are writing about a group of people with shared African heritage and culture, not just a colour. We also use the terms ‘enslaved person’ and ‘enslaved people’ to remind us that people living under slavery were human and that slavery was a state forced upon them, and not who they were. 


Don’t forget to look closely at the illustrations that you will find dotted around the book, on the inside covers, at the start of each month, on pages within each month, and in the timelines. In them you will find more interesting details that link to the entries and that celebrate Black history and creativity in visual form.


Whichever way you read this book, we hope that you enjoy it and share some of what you learn with your friends and family. 


David, Yinka and Kemi Olusoga
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TIMELINE 9






1 JANUARY ∼ THE YEAR OF AFRICA


Ahmadou Ahidjo, prime minister of Cameroon, announced his country’s liberation from its French colonists on 1 January 1960. By the end of the year that became known as the Year of Africa, sixteen more colonies had wrested back control of their own lands and people from European colonizers.


The sweeping changes that engulfed the continent over this year had many causes but represented the culmination of decades of work from the Pan-Africanist movement. After fourteen European nations had carved up Africa for exploitation at the Berlin Conference (see 15 November), Henry Williams founded the African Association to try to unite Africans, both in the colonies and in the diaspora, against this existential threat. The first grand meeting of this anti-colonialist movement took place in London in 1900 attended by, among others, W. E. B. Du Bois, Samuel Coleridge Taylor and Dr John Alcindor (see 23 February, 15 August and 16 July). 


The Pan-African movement gathered real steam after the World Wars. The Europeans had relied heavily on troops from their colonies to bolster their forces. Africans had fought for their colonial rulers and now justly felt that they had earned the right to independence. Unrest spread and resistance to colonial rule began to take form. In the 1950s, revolution in Egypt forced British and French forces out, liberating both Egypt and its neighbour Sudan, and Algeria began a long, bloody yet ultimately successful war of independence. Kenya too fought its occupation in the Mau Mau Rebellion (see 23 July) which was brutally put down by the British ruling powers, who unleashed a campaign of systematic violence and torture against the country’s civilians. It was becoming increasingly clear that the days of empire and colonialism were numbered.


After Kwame Nkrumah’s (see 1 July) victory in a hard fought battle for Ghanaian independence (see 6 March), he made it his mission to nurture other independence movements across the continent. In December 1958, Nkrumah organized the first of three meetings of the All-African Peoples’ Conference, the successor to the Pan-African Congress (see 21 October). He brought movement leaders, unions and community representatives to the event in Accra, including Patrice Lumumba of the Democratic Republic of Congo (see 24 June), Kenneth Kaunda of Zambia, Hastings Banda of Malawi, and Tom Mboya of Kenya. The conference resolved that ‘the political and economic exploitation of Africans by Europeans should cease forthwith’ and Nkrumah outlined a four-step pathway for an Africa free from colonial interference:
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British prime minister Harold Macmillan meeting Sir Abubakar Tafawa Balewa of Nigeria, January 1960







1. the attainment of freedom and independence;


2. the consolidation of that freedom and independence;


3. the creation of unity and community between the free African states;


4. the economic and social reconstruction of Africa





The colonial powers could now see that the end of their overt rule in Africa was at hand. Originating in a memo from the British Ministry of Colonies, the phrase ‘Year of Africa’, reached the ears and conciousness of the public in a speech from British prime minister Harold Macmillan. In France, General Charles de Gaulle made efforts to protect French interests by rebranding the colonies as ‘territories’ and offering them self-governance with a route to full independence. The abundance of natural resources in Africa had sustained the wealth of Europe over centuries and an end to colonial rule was a direct threat to the economic status quo. The Europeans were reluctant to grant a full and genuine independence to their former colonies and so top officials were often installed and received military backing from the outgoing power. This uncomfortable situation resulted in much unrest and a high number of coups d’état for many of the nations in the years following their independence.
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Patrice Lumumba signs the document granting independence to the Democratic Republic of Congo





At the end of 1960, the UN General Assembly approved the Declaration on the Granting of Independence to Colonial Countries and Peoples. There were no votes against it, but Australia, Belgium, the Dominican Republic, France, Portugal, Spain, the Union of South Africa, the United Kingdom and the United States all chose to abstain.
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2 JANUARY ∼ KAAPSE KLOPSE


Kaapse Klopse is an annual carnival held in Cape Town, South Africa, on 2 January.


Dutch settlers colonized Southern African in 1652 and established 2 January as a New Year tradition when the enslaved were granted a day off work. South Africa was then colonized by the British during the 19th century, in a violent process that established a society in which white settlers, who were only 20% of the population, ruled over everyone else.


After the British abolished slavery in 1834, 2 January also became a day of celebration for non-white populations in Cape Town. This coincided with the rise of minstrelsy shows, a form of Victorian entertainment where white singers wore blackface make-up and clothes to mimic and exaggerate the features and behaviour of Black people (see 8 May). By the late 1800s, many clubs (or klopse) would come together to perform in these celebrations on 2 January.
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Second New Year, Cape Town, South Africa – 2 January 2017 Minstrels celebrating the Carnival and marching at Bo Kaap neighborhood





Despite controversy around some aspects of the festival, particularly the continued use of blackface, Kaapse Klopse has managed to survive into the 21st century as a celebration of the multi-ethnic people of the Cape.










3 JANUARY ∼ ARETHA FRANKLIN


On 3 January 1987, the African American singer-songwriter Aretha Franklin, the Queen of Soul, became the first woman to be inducted into the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame. 


As a child, Franklin performed gospel songs in the church where her father was the minister, and at the age of just eighteen she became a professional singer. In a career that lasted over fifty years, she sold over 75 million records, won eighteen Grammy Awards and became one of the most successful artists of all time. Some of her most famous songs, such as her versions of ‘Respect’ and ‘(You Make Me Feel Like) A Natural Woman’, reflect and celebrate her identity as a Black woman. 


Throughout her life, Franklin was involved in the Civil Rights movement, which campaigned for equal rights for Black people in the United States of America, and she supported the rights of Indigenous peoples across the world. She attended protests, donated money, performed at fundraising benefits and spoke up in support of other campaigners.


In 2005, Franklin was awarded the Presidential Medal of Freedom. In 2019, one year after her death, she was awarded a Pulitzer Prize Special Citation for her contribution to American music and culture.
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TIMELINE 1



 


4 JANUARY ∼ THOMAS WYNDHAM’S JOURNEY TO WEST AFRICA


In the Tudor era (1485–1603) the English began to travel further south, beyond the Mediterranean Sea, exploring the west coast of Africa. The Portuguese had been trading in Africa for years and the English were keen to try to break into that trade and establish connections with African rulers.


One of the first English explorers was Thomas Wyndham, a former pirate, who had the advantage of having a Portuguese second-in-command, Anthony Anes Pinteado. With the support and money of London merchants and King Edward VI, Wyndham and Pinteado left for West Africa in 1553. This was supposed to be a trading expedition, and while they did trade with Africans for gold and pepper, Wyndham also attacked and raided Portuguese ships, taking their goods; which included enslaved people. Rather than heading back for England, Wyndham ignored advice from Pinteado and continued sailing around the African coast. This was a big mistake. Wyndham, Pinteado and two thirds of their crew died from fever.


In 1555 Richard Eden wrote about Wyndham’s journey, in a book called Decades of the New World. He spoke to the survivors of the journey and examined the ship’s logs. In his book, Africa was described as dangerous, and its people as superstitious, violent and uneducated. Eden’s account of the voyage, and of the Africans Wyndham encountered in the court of the Oba of Benin, was extremely biased and negative. Despite this, Wyndham’s journey was a huge financial success, and his investors, including the king, encouraged other sailors to begin their own trading expeditions to Africa in the years that followed.











TIMELINE 12



  


5 JANUARY ∼ GEORGE WASHINGTON CARVER


George Washington Carver was an African American scientist and inventor, born into slavery just before the American Civil War (1861–65). His father died before he was born, and his mother and sister were kidnapped and sold by raiders. After the abolition of slavery, Carver and his brother were brought up by their previous owners. Black children were not allowed to attend the local school, so at the age of ten Carver moved into a foster home in order to attend a school ten miles away. Over the next few years he moved to new schools and new foster families, and eventually gained a high school diploma. He got a place at a university in Kansas, but when he arrived they would not let him in because he was Black.


After discovering a talent for working with plants, Carver took out a loan to pay for his education and got a place at a college in Iowa to study for a degree in botany. He was their first Black student and, after completing both his undergraduate and master’s degree there, he became their first Black staff member. In 1897 Carver became the head of the Agriculture Department at the new Tuskegee Institute, a private university originally set up as a college for African American students. He stayed there for forty-seven years and became internationally famous for his work on crop rotation and caring for the environment.


Carver died on 5 January 1943. Later that year president Roosevelt ordered the creation of the George Washington Carver National Monument in Missouri. He was the first African American, and the first person who was not a president, to have a national monument dedicated in his honour.
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6 JANUARY ∼ ERNIE CHAMBERS


On 6 January 1971, Ernie Chambers took office as a state senator in Nebraska, USA. He went on to hold that position for forty-six years, making him Nebraska’s longest-serving state senator.


Chambers was politically active from an early age. During a heatwave in 1966, his home city of Omaha had two outbreaks of rioting. Both times, Chambers was a spokesperson representing the African American youth in talks with the authorities to bring the riots to a close. That year, while he was working as a barber, Chambers was filmed for the documentary A Time for Burning, where he spoke on the issue of race relations with the police in Omaha. In the late 1960s, Chambers ran unsuccessfully for election to the Omaha School Board and Omaha City Council, before his successful campaign of 1970 saw him elected as a state senator.


Chambers is a lifelong atheist. A 2015 survey found that he was the USA’s only elected state government member who was a non-believer. During his long political career, Chambers has campaigned against racial and sexual discrimination. He successfully led Nebraska to become the first American state to stop investing money in South Africa during the time of apartheid.
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7 JANUARY ∼ RAYFORD W. LOGAN 


The historian and activist Rayford W. Logan was born in Washington DC on 7 January 1897. He excelled at school, and won a scholarship to attend Williams College for his undergraduate degree. After graduating in 1917, he served during the First World War, in the 93rd Division, an all-Black unit. He was captain of his high school army cadets and a member of his college’s Student Army Training Corps, but was denied commision as an officer due to his colour. After the war Logan remained in France and became active in the Pan-African movement. He befriended W. E. B. Du Bois (see 23 February) and in 1921 helped to organize the second Pan-African Congress in Paris.


Returning to America, he helped organize voter registration campaigns and citizenship schools, to support Black people to exercise their right to vote in elections. He also began his academic career, earning a master’s degree and then a PhD from Harvard. In 1932 Logan was appointed to the Black Cabinet, an advisory group of president Franklin D. Roosevelt. It was Logan who drafted the president’s executive order that ended the ban on Black people serving in the US Armed Forces during the Second World War (see 26 July).


In 1938 Logan became a history professor at Howard University. He was also a member of NAACP, and its expert on colonial affairs. In 1980 he was awarded the organization’s Spingarn Medal for his outstanding achievements as an educator and writer. He died 4 November 1982, aged eighty-five.










8 JANUARY ∼ DAME SHIRLEY BASSEY


Shirley Veronica Bassey was born in Cardiff on 8 January 1937. Her father was Nigerian and her mother was from Teesside in the north of England.


Growing up, Bassey developed a love of singing, and by the time she was fourteen she was already performing for audiences in the pubs and clubs of Cardiff. At the age of eighteen she was a professional singer, performing first in London and then in the USA. She then began her career as a recording artist and had her first hit, ‘The Banana Boat Song’, in 1957. In 1958 she became the first Welsh artist to get a number one single in the UK charts with ‘As I Love You’.


She rose to international fame and became perhaps best known for the theme songs that she recorded for three of the James Bond movies: Goldfinger, Diamonds Are Forever and Moonraker. In 2020 she became the first female artist to have had albums in the UK charts for seven consecutive decades.




  

DID YOU KNOW?





Bassey has always remained proud of her Welsh upbringing, and in 2016 the Royal Welsh College of Music and Drama named one of its studios the Shirley Bassey Studio in recognition of her generosity in supporting young Welsh singers.













9 JANUARY ∼ ALTHEIA JONES-LECOINTE


Altheia Jones-Lecointe is a biomedical research scientist, most famous for her political activism in Britain in the 1960s and 70s as leader of the British Black Panther movement. She was born on 9 January 1945 in Port of Spain, Trinidad.


She moved to Britain to study for a PhD in advanced chemistry and became involved in the British Black Panther movement, an organization that aimed to tackle racism and discrimination against Black and Asian heritage communities in Britain. She married fellow activist Eddie LeCointe, and together with other members they worked on raising the profile of the organization.


In 1970 Jones-LeCointe and eight fellow activists were named the Mangrove Nine (see 16 December) after they were arrested at a protest outside the Mangrove restaurant in Notting Hill in London. The Mangrove had been targeted and repeatedly raided by police in the months leading up to the protest, despite there being no evidence of criminal activity taking place at the restaurant.


The Mangrove Nine were charged with a number of offences, including conspiring to start a riot. Jones-LeCointe and fellow activist Darcus Howe decided to represent themselves during their trial, and in her closing speech to the jury Jones-LeCointe argued that the police had been persecuting the Black community in Notting Hill. The jury found them not guilty of trying to start a riot, and although Jones-LeCointe and three others were convicted of assault, the judge suspended their sentences and they did not have to go to prison. In 2020, the story of Jones-LeCointe and the trial of the Mangrove Nine was included in the British film series Small Axe by the director Steve McQueen (see 30 November), about the history of the Black community in London.











TIMELINE 7



  


10 JANUARY ∼ DR MARTIN LUTHER KING JR


On 10 January 1957 a twenty-seven-year-old pastor invited dozens of church ministers and Black leaders to a meeting at his church, the Ebenezer Baptist Church in Atlanta, Georgia. The group that they established that day was the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC), a civil rights organization committed to achieving change via non-violent direct action. The young pastor was elected its first president, a role that he held until his untimely and violent death. His name was the Rev. Dr Martin Luther King Jr.


Dr King was born in Atlanta on 15 January 1929. A gifted child, he graduated high school and started college at the age of just fifteen. After gaining a degree in sociology, he entered theological school and qualified as a pastor. After gaining a doctorate at the age of twenty-five, he became pastor at the Dexter Avenue Baptist Church in Montgomery, Alabama.
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Martin Luther King at the Civil Rights March on Washington, DC, August 28, 1963



  

Montgomery was about to become famous as the city in which Rosa Parks refused to give up her seat on her bus journey home, sparking the Montgomery Bus Boycott, which Dr King organized (see 1 December). His leadership, arrest and imprisonment during the boycott raised his profile, demonstrating the effectiveness of non-violent direct action. With the SCLC, King mobilized Black churches and organizations across the South to challenge segregation and Black voter disenfranchisement. 


The SCLC conducted a series of civil disobedience campaigns. In Birmingham, Alabama, the response was brutal. Dr King was arrested there in 1963, drawing criticism from people who argued that the campaign was ‘untimely’ and ‘unwise’. In response he wrote his famous Letter from Birmingham Jail, arguing that:




We know through painful experience that freedom is never voluntarily given by the oppressor; it must be demanded by the oppressed.





Dr King and the SCLC helped to organize a national protest, the March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom, which took place in August 1963 (see 28 August). His speech that day became one of the most famous in history, prompting the passing of the 1964 Civil Rights Bill which prohibited racial segregation in public places. Later that year the Nobel Committee awarded Dr King its 1964 Peace Prize.


A year later, Dr King and the SCLC were in Selma, Alabama, supporting local voter registration campaigns. After the protestors were met with violence, Dr King led a march from Selma to Montgomery, and later that year President Johnson passed the Voting Rights Act of 1965, outlawing disenfranchisement of Black voters (see 7 March).


In the mid-1960s, America’s involvement in the Vietnam War entered a new phase, prompting Dr King to voice his opposition to the conflict. This, plus his 1968 Poor People’s Campaign with its call to restructure the economy to support working people, led to a dip in his popularity and increased surveillance by the FBI, but he continued campaigning. On 3 April 1968, in Memphis, Tennessee he gave his final speech. In it he said: 




I’ve seen the promised land. I may not get there with you. But I want you to know tonight, that we, as a people, will get to the promised land.





At one minute past six on the evening of Thursday 4 April, at just thirty-nine years of age, he was assassinated.


His widow, Coretta Scott King, established the Martin Luther King, Jr Center for Nonviolent Social Change in 1968 to carry on his work. In 1977 Dr King was posthumously awarded the Presidential Medal of Freedom, and in 1994 he and his wife received the Congressional Gold Medal. Calls to establish Martin Luther King Jr Day began in 1968. It was signed into law in 1984 and by 2000 was being celebrated in all fifty states, on the third Monday of January each year, to commemorate the extraordinary life of Dr King. 










11 JANUARY ∼ SISTER ROSETTA THARPE


Sister Rosetta Tharpe, a guitarist, singer and songwriter, pioneered rock and roll music in America. She was born Rosetta Nubin in Alabama in 1915 to musical parents who picked cotton for work. By the age of six she was performing gospel music in church, and she started travelling with her mother as part of a religious musical troupe.


In the 1930s Rosetta Tharpe became a recording star. She played electric guitar, which was at that time very unusual for a woman. She played in nightclubs such as the Cotton Club in Harlem, and was often criticized for playing gospel music alongside jazz and blues performers. She continued her trailblazing career during the Second World War, recording songs to entertain the troops overseas. Her 1944 song ‘Strange Things Happening Every Day’ is considered by some people to be the first ever rock and roll record.


In recent years there has been more recognition of her influence on popular music, and in 2008 the state of Pennsylvania declared 11 January to be Sister Rosetta Tharpe Day. In 2018 she was finally inducted into the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame.




  

DID YOU KNOW?





Sister Rosetta Tharpe’s guitar was a Les Paul SG Custom ’61, made by the Gibson guitar company. In 2002, to introduce Tharpe to a whole new generation of listeners and players, Gibson made a new version of this guitar and released Shout, Sister, Shout!, a short documentary about her life.











12 JANUARY ∼ JUANA RAMíREZ


12 January marks the birth date of the Venezuelan national hero, rebel commander Juana ‘La Avanzadora’ Ramírez. She was born in 1790 to an enslaved African woman who had been bought by General Andrés Rojas (likely her father), an officer of the Spanish forces ruling the colony of Venezuela.
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Monument to Juana Ramírez





Ramírez had worked as a laundress in the city of Maturín up until 1810, when Venezuela began its war for independence from Spain. She immediately joined the rebel forces where her intelligence and skill propelled her through the ranks to become commander of a one-hundred strong, all-women artillery unit. She and her unit gained a reputation for fearlessness in the many battles they fought around Maturín. In 1813 they were called to the Battle of Alto de los Godos against the superior forces of General Domingo de Monteverde. Although seriously outnumbered, the rebels won, thanks, in part, to a courageous and dramatic charge against the Spanish led by a sword-wielding Ramírez. It was this deed that earned her the nickname ‘La Avanzadora’ (The Advancer).


Over the course of the war, as she continued to organize and fight, Ramírez’s reputation grew to legendary proportions. But not long after her death in 1856, her name faded from history. A century and a half later Ramírez’s reputation was resurrected and her deeds officially recognized. On 23 October 2015 her remains were moved and interred in Venezuela’s National Mausoleum of Heroes in a state ceremony. Ramírez is one of only a handful of women and the first Black woman to receive this honour.










13 JANUARY ∼ SHONDA RHIMES


Shonda Rhimes, a Golden Globe-winning television producer and screenwriter, was born in Chicago on 13 January 1970. She was the youngest of six children. Both of her parents worked in higher education, her mother as a professor and her father in university administration. Rhimes studied screenwriting at university, where she graduated top of her class.


Rhimes became famous in 2005 as the showrunner – the person who creates a television show, produces it and leads the team of writers – of the medical drama Grey’s Anatomy. Rhimes then set up her own television production company, Shondaland, and has gone on to create, write and produce many popular television shows including the political drama Scandal and the global streaming hit Bridgerton.


Bridgerton is based on a series of books written by Julia Quinn, set in Georgian England, which Rhimes discovered when she went on holiday. The books follow the lives of eight siblings, each book focusing on how a particular sibling falls in love and marries. Rhimes has reimagined the stories, making the Bridgerton world multi-ethnic, where people of colour from the British Empire are part of society across all of the social classes.




  

DID YOU KNOW?





Bridgerton includes characters inspired by real-life people, such as Queen Charlotte, who some people have argued was of mixed ancestry, and the Black Georgian boxer Bill Richmond (see 17 October).













14 JANUARY ∼ MALORIE BLACKMAN


Children’s author Malorie Blackman was born in 1962 in London. Her books have always featured characters from diverse backgrounds, but her book Noughts and Crosses (published in January 2001) was her first story to focus on race and racism. It is set in an alternate reality, where Africans colonized and enslaved Europeans.


Racism and discrimination exist in the book, but are reversed – Crosses are the dark-skinned people who are privileged, while Noughts are light-skinned people whom society treats as racially inferior. The book is written from the perspectives of Callum (a Nought) and Sephy (a Cross) and explores themes of interracial relationships, racial oppression and resistance. The book was a huge success and won many awards, and Blackman went on to write more books set in the Noughts and Crosses universe.


Blackman’s books are popular across the world, and have been translated into a number of different languages. In 2013 she became the UK’s Children’s Laureate – a two-year role that is awarded to celebrate the achievements of a writer or illustrator of books for children and young people, which allows them to be an ambassador for children’s literature. In her time as Laureate, Blackman established the Young Adult Literature Convention and helped to set up Project Remix, an initiative that inspires teenagers to develop their own creative projects.
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You’re a Nought and I’m a Cross and there’s nowhere for us to be, nowhere for us to go where we’d be left in peace . . . That’s why I started crying. That’s why I couldn’t stop. For all the things we might’ve had and all the things we’re never going to have.


Malorie Blackman, Noughts and Crosses














TIMELINE 4



  


15 JANUARY ∼ JOSEPH KNIGHT


The case of Knight vs. Wedderburn was a legal dispute that started in Edinburgh in 1772 when an enslaved African man, Joseph Knight, heard about the outcome of the Somerset case in England (see 21 June), which seemed to suggest that slavery was not legal on English soil.


Knight had been born in Africa and was captured by slave traders as a boy. He was then transported across the Atlantic and sold into captivity in the Caribbean. He was bought by a man called John Wedderburn, who brought him to Scotland in 1769 to work as a slave in his household.


Although Scotland had different laws from England, the Somerset ruling inspired Knight to demand payment for his work from John Wedderburn. Wedderburn refused, and so Knight left his house and started living as a free man.


Incensed by this behaviour, Wedderburn had Knight arrested and took him to court to demand his return to enslavement. Wedderburn won that case, but Knight took the case to a higher court and the decision was overturned in Knight’s favour. Legal challenges continued between the two until 1777. On 15 January 1778 the Justices of the Peace court in Perth, Scotland, made their final judgement on the case of Knight vs. Wedderburn, ruling that slavery was illegal in Scotland.










16 JANUARY ∼ ELLEN JOHNSON SIRLEAF


On 16 January 2006 Ellen Johnson Sirleaf was inaugurated as president of Liberia, becoming Africa’s first elected female head of state.
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Johnson Sirleaf was born in Liberia’s capital city, Monrovia, in 1938. In the 1960s she attended university in the US, eventually gaining a master’s degree from Harvard. She returned to Liberia in the early 1970s where she became first the assistant minister of finance in the treasury department, and later the minister of finance, before the government was overthrown in a coup d’état in 1980. Johnson Sirleaf spent many years living in exile, working in banking and then for the United Nations Development Programme. She returned to Liberia to run for president in 1997 and was finally elected in 2005.


Johnson Sirleaf served two full terms as president, before she retired and oversaw the first peaceful, democratic transition of power in Liberia in seventy-three years. In 2011 she was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize for her role in securing the end of the fourteen-year-long civil war in Liberia.














17 JANUARY ∼ MICHELLE OBAMA


Michelle LaVaughn Robinson Obama was born on 17 January 1964 on the South Side of Chicago.


After studying sociology and African American studies, and then graduating from Harvard Law School, she worked as an attorney in Chicago, where she met her future husband, Barack Obama, when she was assigned to be his mentor. As her career developed, her commitment to social and charitable projects led her to work for non-profit organizations before moving into student services and community-focused roles at the University of Chicago.
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She became world famous as the first Black First Lady of the United States when her husband successfully ran for the office of president in the 2008 election (see 4 November). As First Lady she took on her own projects, such as ‘Let’s Move!’, which focused on healthy eating and exercise for children in the USA, and ‘Let Girls Learn’ which championed education for girls across the world. She also used her platform to showcase the work of American and African fashion designers.


Obama’s autobiography, Becoming, was an award-winning bestseller. Since 2020 Obama has also hosted her own podcast and co-founded a production company with her husband that aims to give a platform to diverse voices, stories and perspectives.


In 2018, 2019 and 2020, Obama was voted the most admired woman in America in a Gallup poll, and in 2020 she was inducted into America’s National Women’s Hall of Fame.














18 JANUARY ∼ THE NEW CROSS FIRE


In the early hours of 18 January 1981, thirteen young Black people were killed when a fire swept through a house in the New Cross area of London. They had been attending a birthday party. The eldest victim was twenty-two and the youngest was just fourteen. One survivor died by suicide two years later.


The police did not begin a proper investigation into the cause of the fire. Over the following weeks they dismissed appeals from the families of the victims, who wanted the fire investigated as a potentially racially motivated attack. Media coverage of the fire was not sympathetic to the victims and their families, and did not support their calls for justice. The New Cross Massacre Action Committee was established to campaign on behalf of the families and community. They organized the Black People’s Day of Action (see 2 March) in which around 20,000 Black protesters marched for over eight hours, from Deptford in south London to central London, to bring attention to the case and to demand a proper police investigation. Although it was on the whole peaceful, some press outlets unfairly reported it as a riot rather than a protest march.


Two inquests have been held to examine the New Cross Fire, one in 1981 and one in 2004. Both recorded an open verdict, which means that the jury agreed that the deaths of the victims were suspicious, but that they couldn’t agree who was guilty of the crime. The New Cross Fire is remembered as a turning point, when different generations of Black people came together to expose and challenge racist attitudes within the British police and media.












19 JANUARY ∼ EARTHA KITT


Eartha Kitt was a singer, dancer, actor, activist and author of African American and Native-American descent. She was born in South Carolina in January 1927 and had a very eventful life – between 1956 and 2001 she wrote four autobiographies!


Kitt began her career in the 1940s when she appeared in Broadway musicals, before becoming a recording artist. By the 1950s she had several Top 30 records in the US charts, and by the 1960s she was acting in roles such as Catwoman in the Batman television series.


Kitt became a civil rights activist, campaigning for peace and racial justice in the 1950s and 60s, and later for LGBTQ+ rights in the 1990s and 2000s. However, statements she made during a question and answer session at the White House on 19 January 1968, criticizing America’s involvement in the Vietnam War, had a very negative effect on her career. After that offers of work disappeared for over a decade.


In 1978, however, Kitt returned to Broadway and won two Tony awards for her performances in Timbuktu! and The Wild Party.


She died in 2008, aged eighty-one.




  

DID YOU KNOW?





In the 2000s Kitt voiced the role of Yzma, the villain in the Disney movies The Emperor’s New Groove and its sequels.













20 JANUARY ∼ AMANDA GORMAN


Amanda Gorman is an award-winning African American poet and activist. As a child she had a speech impediment, and she continues to be very sensitive to sound and has difficulties processing it. Her mother, an English teacher, who Gorman cites as the major influence in her life, encouraged her love of words, and her talent was soon recognized. In 2017, at the age of nineteen, she was named America’s first National Youth Poet Laureate. This is a title given annually to a young person to recognize the quality of their poetry and skill with spoken word performance, and their active commitment to activism and social justice.


Gorman was only 22 years old when she wrote and performed the poem ‘The Hill We Climb’ at the inauguration of America’s 47th president, Joe Biden, on 20 January 2021. This made her the sixth poet to perfom at an inaurguarion and also the youngest inaugural poet in the history of the US.
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Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff from Washington DC United States, CC BY 2.0, via Wikimedia Commons


Amanda Gorman recites her inaugural poem, ‘The Hill We Climb’, during the 59th presidential inauguration ceremony in Washington, Jan. 20, 2021





In 2016 Gorman founded One Pen One Page, an organization to promote creative writing and its power to make social change. Aimed at young people, the organization partners with other groups around the world in order to support literacy on a global scale.




We are striving to forge our union with purpose,


To compose a country committed


To all cultures, colors, characters,


And conditions of man.


And so we lift our gazes, not


To what stands between us,


But what stands before us.


Amanda Gorman,
from ‘The Hill We Climb’
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21 JANUARY ∼ THE FREE BREAKFAST PROGRAM


In January 1969, eleven children enjoyed a free breakfast at St Augustine’s church in Oakland, California. Within a week there were ten times that number. Within a year the Black Panthers’ Free Breakfast for Children Program had spread to a further twenty-three cities and had fed around 20,000 children.


Established by Bobby Seale and Huey P. Newton in 1966, the Black Panther Party for Self Defense was initially founded as a reaction to police violence and oppression, but soon the community began to turn to the organization for help in other areas. The Free Breakfast Program was just one of the Survival Programs the Panthers put in place to provide support to Black communities where they were being failed by the government. The programs included free ambulances, free clothing, dental treatment and research into sickle cell anaemia where over half a million people were tested for the condition.


The positive publicity that the Breakfast Program in particular gave the Black Panthers was worrying to those who regarded the party as a danger to national security. In May 1969, J. Edgar Hoover, the director of the FBI. expressed those concerns in a message sent through the organization stating that it was the greatest threat to their efforts against the Panthers. To smash the program, the FBI, with assistance from local law enforcement agencies, spread disinformation, intimidated parents and children and raided buildings, destroying food and resources. The attacks were devastating and despite the best efforts of the volunteers, the program closed down in the early 1970s.


Although the program did not last, it had highlighted a need to provide meals for children living in poverty. In 1975 the US government expanded its funding to provide lunches and breakfasts for children in public schools.










22 JANUARY ∼ GEORGE FOREMAN


George Foreman is an African American sportsman, famous for his career as a heavyweight boxer and, later in his life, as an entrepreneur.


Born on 10 January 1949 in Texas, Foreman had a difficult childhood. He dropped out of school at the age of fifteen and began training as a boxer while working in the Job Corp. His talent was quickly recognized and in 1968 he represented the USA at the summer Olympics, where he won the heavyweight gold medal. A year later he turned professional. He became World Heavyweight Champion on 22 January 1973, after defeating Joe Frazier in a match in Jamaica, billed as The Sunshine Showdown. He successfully defended his title twice before losing it in October 1974 to Muhammad Ali in Zaire, Africa, in a fight known as The Rumble in the Jungle (see 25 February).


Foreman retired from boxing for the first time in 1977. He had a near-death experience after a boxing defeat, which led him to become a Christian and to train to become a minister. However, after ten years he returned to boxing, partly to help raise money to fund a youth centre he had established. In 1994, at the age of forty-five, he beat Michael Moorer in Las Vegas to become the oldest Heavyweight Champion in history. In 1997 he retired from boxing for the final time, with a record of seventy-six wins and only five losses!


Outside of his boxing career, Foreman is best known as an entrepreneur and the promoter of the internationally best-selling George Foreman Grill.












23 JANUARY ∼ JORDAN PEELE


Jordan Peele is an African American actor, comedian, producer and director. As one half of a comedy duo with Keegan-Michael Key, Peele worked on the comedy sketch shows Mad TV and Key & Peele in the 2000s and 2010s.


In 2012 he founded his own production company, Monkeypaw Productions. He has produced many TV programmes including The Twilight Zone, and is now most famous for his work in film.


On 23 January 2017, Peele’s first film as a director, Get Out, premiered at the Sundance Film Festival. Get Out is a horror film that tells the story of a young Black man who travels with his white girlfriend to meet her family for the first time. The film was highly praised for its originality and quality, and it was nominated for Best Picture, Best Director and Best Actor at the Academy Awards in 2018. It won in the Best Original Screenplay category, making Peele the first Black recipient of the award.
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24 JANUARY ∼ ROBERT L. JOHNSON


Robert L. Johnson is an African American businessman and entrepreneur who founded the company Black Entertainment Television (BET).


Launched in January 1980, BET showed a mix of music videos featuring Black recording artists and Black comedy programmes. Over the years it added other programmes including news, a talk show and reality TV.


When Johnson sold BET in 2001 he became America’s first Black billionaire. In 2002 he bought the basketball team the Charlotte Bobcats, becoming the first African American owner of an American major sports league team. Johnson is also a philanthropist who has raised funds for causes such as hurricane relief in the Bahamas and the charity Malaria No More.






DID YOU KNOW?





Graphic designer Cheryl D. Miller designed the original BET logo. An award-winning pioneer of the decolonization of graphic design, her work includes NASA’s 1992 poster of Dr Mae Jemison, the first Black female astronaut (see 20 September).













25 JANUARY ∼ HUE AND CRY ADVERTISEMENTS


In recent years, newspapers from the past have been digitally scanned and made available to read online. In these digitized sources historians have found hundreds of advertisements in the newspapers of Georgian Britain for the sale of enslaved African people.


They have also found ‘hue and cry’ advertisements for the capture and return of ‘runaway slaves’. In British law, a ‘hue and cry’ is an appeal for bystanders to help capture someone who has broken the law, so these advertisements show us that enslaved African people who attempted to leave their owners were being treated as criminals.
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Hue and cry advertisement for return of enslaved person – Joshua Steele Covent Garden Journal, London, 25 January 1752, p.4





This example, published in the Covent Garden Journal on 25 January 1752 is a ‘hue and cry’ advertisement for the return of an enslaved man named Joshua Steele. 










26 JANUARY ∼ PUBLIC ENEMY


On 26 January 2020 the hip-hop group Public Enemy were presented with a Lifetime Achievement Award from the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame. The group was founded in 1985 by Chuck D and Flavor Flav, who met at university in New York.


From the beginning, Public Enemy’s music was inventive and political – it addressed racism in America – and experimented with sound, drawing together the diverse musical influences of jazz, funk and metal.


Public Enemy’s third album, Fear of a Black Planet, released in 1990, is their most successful. The single ‘Fight the Power’ from that album is one of the most influential hip-hop songs of all time, and was used by the African American director Spike Lee as the theme song for his 1989 film Do the Right Thing (see 26 August).


In 2013, Public Enemy members Chuck D, Flava Flav, Professor Griff and Terminator X were inducted into the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame by Spike Lee and actor Harry Belafonte (see 1 March), and hailed as a band whose musical, political and philosophical influence has been revolutionary.
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© Mika Väisänen, Public Enemy in Hamburg (2000),Wikimedia Commons.


Public Enemy performing in Hamburg, March 2000













27 JANUARY ∼ MARY SEACOLE


On 27 January 1855 a Dutch ship set sail from London for Constantinople (which is now known as Istanbul). One of the passengers was forty-nine-year-old Mary Jane Seacole. Her destination was the Crimea in Eastern Europe, where Britain was engaged in a war against Russia. 


Born Mary Jane Grant in Jamaica in 1805, she was the daughter of a white Scottish man and a free Black Jamaican woman. Her father was a lieutenant in the British Army and her mother ran a boarding house and was also a healer – or ‘doctress’ – who used traditional herbal remedies to treat her patients. Seacole followed in her mother’s footsteps as a healer. In 1836 she married an Englishman, Edwin Horatio Hamilton Seacole, but he died just five years later. In 1854 she visited England and heard of the appeal being made for nurses to travel to the Crimea to serve in army hospitals. Seacole wrote to the War Office asking to join the next group of nurses who were being sent to the Crimea, but her offer was rejected. She suspected that she was rejected due to racial prejudice. Undeterred, Seacole decided to make her own way there and on arrival she opened what she named the ‘British Hotel’ to offer food, treatment and a place for ill and injured soldiers to recover and rest.


Seacole told the story of her contribution to the Crimean War in her autobiography, Wonderful Adventures of Mrs. Seacole in Many Lands.
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28 JANUARY ∼ RICHMOND BARTHÉ


The sculptor and painter Richmond Barthé was born 28 January 1901 in Bay St Louis, Mississippi. He was interested in art from an early age and in 1924 his talent prompted fellow worshippers at his local Catholic church to raise the funds to pay for his tuition at the School of the Art Institute of Chicago. His first art exhibitions in 1927 and 1928 were successful, winning him commissions (including a bust of Toussaint L’Ouverture – see 20 May) that allowed him to continue and complete his studies.
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Barthé graduated in 1929 and moved to New York to establish his own art studio in 1930. He quickly became involved in the artistic and literary community of the Harlem Renaissance. Barthé’s work was figurative, and most of his subjects were Black. Unable to afford to pay models to sit for him, his early work took inspiration from actors, dancers and singers. Over the next two decades, Barthé’s career flourished, and he won a Rosenwald fellowship in 1930 and the Guggenheim Fellowship in 1940. Bronzes by Barthé and paintings by Jacob Lawrence became the first works by African American artists to enter the permanent art collections of New York’s Whitney Museum and Metropolitan Museum of Art.


In 1949 Barthé moved to Jamaica, where he lived and worked for twenty years, before spending his last years in California. He died on 5 March 1989, at the age of eighty-eight.
















29 JANUARY ∼ BLACK PANTHER


On 29 January 2018 the superhero film Black Panther was released.


The character of King T’Challa, aka Black Panther, first appeared in Marvel comics in 1966 and he had been introduced as part of the Marvel cinematic universe in the film Captain America: Civil War in 2016.


Black Panther tells the story of T’Challa returning to his homeland Wakanda to be crowned king. The film had a predominantly Black cast, led by the late Chadwick Boseman in the role of T’Challa, and it was the first Marvel film to have a Black director (Ryan Coogler). The film was critically acclaimed, and was the first superhero movie to be nominated for a Best Picture Oscar.


The costume and visual designs for the kingdom of Wakanda drew on a range of African influences, with a futurist twist, and the Wakandan language devised for the film was based on Xhosa, one of the languages of South Africa. Black Panther broke box office records, becoming the highest grossing film by a Black director.




  

DID YOU KNOW?





Fashion designer Ozwald Boateng (see 5 May) created some of the clothing for the film. Known for his African influenced work, he said it was an honour to have his pieces included.













30 JANUARY ∼ CLAUDIA JONES


The writer and political activist Claudia Jones was born in Trinidad and moved to the USA at the age of eight. After leaving school, Claudia became an active member of the Young Communist League, and she often wrote for their newspaper. She went on to write and edit a number of political newspapers, and was a member of a number of communist organizations. Communism was regarded with deep suspicion by the American government at that time and her involvement in these organizations eventually led to her imprisonment. By 1955 the authorities decided that she had to leave the USA and she was deported to Britain in 1955.


Claudia continued her political work in her new country with England’s growing African-Caribbean community. In March 1958 she founded The West Indian Gazette, Britain’s first major Black newspaper. The paper reported the news, published essays and shared reviews and ideas about the arts and culture of the West Indian community. Later that year, after the horror of the racial attacks in Notting Hill (see 29 August) and in Nottingham (see 23 August), Claudia helped to organize an indoor carnival to celebrate Caribbean culture. It was held in St Pancras Town Hall on 30 January 1959 and televised on the BBC. Money from the sale of the event’s souvenir brochure went towards paying the police fines of young people, both Black and white, who had been caught up in the Notting Hill riots. Over the years the Caribbean Carnival eventually became the Notting Hill Carnival, which is now the second largest street carnival in the world (see 31 August).
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31 JANUARY ∼ THE SONS OF AFRICA


In the year 1787 a group of Black Britons founded an anti-slavery group called the Sons of Africa. The group, led by Olaudah Equiano and Ottobah Cugoano (see 6 April and 24 September), was made up of men who had either been enslaved themselves or who were descendants of enslaved Africans.


The Sons of Africa campaigned for the abolition of slavery – they wrote letters, made speeches, attended meetings and were the authors of pamphlets, newspaper articles, poems and books, often sharing the details of their experiences of enslavement.
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Enslaved people aboard a ship being shackled before being put in the hold. A wooden engraving by Joseph Swain





Not many records remain of their activities, but we do know the names of some of the members: Joseph Almze, Cojoh Ammere, James Bailey, Boughwa Gegansmel, Jasper Goree, Thomas Jones, George Robert Mandeville, Thomas Oxford, William Stevens and George Wallace. The role that the Sons of Africa played in the abolitionist movement was critically important. They provided eyewitness testimony to the brutal realities of slavery, and were also living proof of the humanity, intelligence and worth of Black people, challenging the racist assumptions that were often used to justify and excuse the trade in enslaved Africans.
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1 FEBRUARY ∼ LANGSTON HUGHES


The African American writer, poet and political activist Langston Hughes was born on 1 February 1901 in Joplin, Missouri. In the 1920s and 30s he became one of the leaders of a vibrant intellectual and cultural movement known as the Harlem Renaissance.


Hughes began writing poetry as a child and wrote his most famous poem, ‘The Negro Speaks of Rivers’, the summer after he finished high school. At the heart of Hughes’s writing was a focus on racial pride and valuing Black culture. As well as being a poet, Hughes was a correspondent for several African American newspapers, and he wrote plays and books for both adults and children. Some of his work also featured on jazz poetry albums. On his 1958 album Weary Blues Hughes recited his poetry with musical accompaniment from jazz musicians Charles Mingus and Leonard Feather.


Hughes died in 1967 and his ashes were laid to rest underneath the floor in the Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture in Harlem.




I been scared and battered. My hopes the wind done scattered. Snow has friz me, Sun has baked me,


Looks like between ’em they done Tried to make me


Stop laughin’, stop lovin’, stop livin’—But I don’t care!I’m still here!


Langston Hughes, ‘Still Here’
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2 FEBRUARY ∼ THE GREENSBORO FOUR


On 1 February 1960, in the town of Greensboro, North Carolina, four African American students – David Richmond, Franklin McCain, Jibreel Khazan (Ezell Blair Jr.) and Joseph McNeil – walked into an F. W. Woolworth store. They bought items they needed and then headed to the shop’s lunch counter. In the southern United States at that time, segregation policies meant that sitting and being served food at the lunch counter was reserved for white people only.


The four students had decided to make a stand. Once they reached the lunch counter they sat down and each asked the server for a coffee and a doughnut. As expected, they were refused service. A Black Woolworth’s employee advised them to move, as did the store manager. The police were called and when they arrived an officer came up to the four young men. He got out his nightstick (a metal weapon carried by American police officers) and walked behind where the men sat, hitting it against his hand threateningly. Still, the four men remained peacefully sitting in their chairs. Eventually, the manager, Clarence L. Harris, decided to close the store early, and the men left.
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(From left) Joseph McNeil and Franklin McCain, two of the Greensboro Four who the day before had sat at the ‘whites only’ counter of a Woolworth store, came back on 2 February, 1960, with two others – Billy Smith and Clarence Henderson.
Jack Moebes/Greensboro News & Record





A photograph of the four men, taken on the first day of the protest, helped the protest spread. It appeared in the Greensboro Record newspaper on 2 February.


The men returned to the shop the next day along with sixteen more friends, and they warned the manager that each day they would be joined by more students. After this, the protest and reports about it started to grow day after day. By 4 February there were several hundred students taking part in the lunch counter sit-in, protesting against the racist law. By the second week, the protest had spread to other cities in the south and thousands of young people were taking part. Later that month students began a boycott of stores that had segregated lunch counters, causing sales in those stores to fall dramatically.


Eventually, on 25 July 1960, Harris, the manager of the Greensboro store, decided to end segregation at the store’s lunch counter. He asked the store’s lunch counter manager, Rachel Holt, to select some of the store’s Black employees to change out of their work clothes, sit at the lunch counter and order some food. So, Geneva Tisdale, Susie Morrison, Anetha Jones and Charles Bess became the first Black people to be served at a Woolworth’s lunch counter. No reporters were invited and no photographs were taken of this historical moment. In the following months many other stores desegregated their lunch counters, but it wasn’t until the 1964 Civil Rights Act that laws were passed to ban the segregation of public facilities in America (see 2 July).














3 FEBRUARY ∼ THE 6888 BATTALION


In 1945 the United States Army found itself with a problem. Millions of parcels and letters, posted by Americans to their loved ones serving in Europe in the Second World War, had not been delivered. Not hearing from their loved ones back home meant that the morale of the American soldiers was suffering. To solve the problem, the 6888 Battalion, a unit of 855 female African American soldiers, was sent to Britain to sort the post. They arrived on 3 February 1945.


[image: ]

Photographs of American Military Activities, National Archives Catalog





The post sorting went on twenty-four hours a day, with the unit split over three eight-hour shifts, seven days a week. By the end of the war they had processed 17 million pieces of mail. Army authorities had estimated that it would take six months, maybe even a year, to clear the postal backlog in Europe – but the 6888 managed to do this work in just three months!


The 6888 Battalion had been formed in 1944 and was the brainchild of African American educationalist Dr Mary McLeod Bethune (see 10 July). At that time the US army was racially segregated, and Bethune was keen that more African American women should get the opportunity to play their part in the war. The unit was led by Major Charity Adams, who was the first African American officer in the Women’s Army Auxiliary Corps, the women’s branch of the US Army.


On 20 February 2019, the ‘SixTripleEight’ received the Meritorious Unit Commendation for Meritorious Service during Military Operations for their work to solve the US Army’s postal crisis in 1945–6.










4 FEBRUARY ∼ TSITSI DANGAREMBGA


Tsitsi Dangarembga is a writer and film-maker from Zimbabwe. She was born on 4 February 1959 in what was at that time Southern Rhodesia. Her family moved to England for a few years but returned in 1965, as colonial rule ended and Southern Rhodesia became Zimbabwe.
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Dangarembga’s first book, Nervous Conditions, was highly praised, winning the Commonwealth Writers’ Prize in 1989. It is part of a series of three books that make up her Tambudzai Trilogy. The books explore the journey of Zimbabwe from the end of colonial rule to the present day, through the life of a girl called Tambu and her family.


After training as a film director in Berlin, Dangarembga founded Nyerai Films, and also the Institute of Creative Arts for Progress in Africa. This organization helps to train and mentor African film-makers, and promote African film internationally.


Much of Dangarembga’s work focuses on politics, and she has been a consistent critic of the Zimbabwean government. In 2020, amid growing public discontent, the government launched a crackdown on opposition and activists. Dangarembga was arrested while attending a peaceful anti-corruption protest but was charged and later convicted of incitement to commit violence. After a campaign by Amnesty International and PEN International (a human rights organization that promotes freedom of expression and international writing) the High Court overturned her conviction in May 2023. She continues to speak out against the government.










5 FEBRUARY ∼ NILE RODGERS


Nile Rodgers is an award-winning musician, record producer and composer. He was born in New York on 19 September 1952. Rodgers played flute and clarinet before settling on guitar at sixteen. As a teenager, alongside developing his musical talent, he began to take a keen interest in politics and activism.


In 1970 Rodgers met musician Bernie Edwards and in 1972 they formed the Big Apple Band. They changed their name to Chic in 1977 and had chart success with singles ‘Le Freak’, ‘I Want Your Love’ and ‘Good Times’. They were invited to work as record producers and began producing hit records with artists such as Sister Sledge. After Chic was disbanded in 1979 Rodgers became one of the world’s most highly sought after record producers, working with artists such as David Bowie, Madonna, Diana Ross and Mick Jagger. He also produced soundtracks for films and video games.


Following the September 11 terror attacks in America, in which nearly 3,000 people were killed, Rodgers recruited over 200 musicians and celebrities to record the single ‘We are Family’. In 2002 he set up the We Are Family Foundation with his partner, Nancy Hunt. The organization works to promote peace and understanding and to nurture the talents and ideas of children and young people. 


Rodgers has received many awards for his work, including being inducted into the Songwriters Hall of Fame in 2016 and the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame in 2017. On 5 February 2023, he was given a Grammy Lifetime Achievement Award in recognition of his outstanding contribution to music.
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6 FEBRUARY ∼ BOB MARLEY


The musician and songwriter Robert Nesta Marley was born on 6 February 1945 in Nine Mile, Jamaica. He began making music with his school friend Neville Livingston, who later became known as Bunny Wailer. In the early 1960s they started a band with their friend Peter Tosh, which they eventually called The Wailers. Their music style was reggae, but with heavy ska and rocksteady influences. Over the next twenty years Marley recorded numerous songs both with the band and as a solo artist. He became recognized as a pioneer of reggae music and recorded global hits such as ‘Redemption Song’ and ‘Revolution’.


Marley became a Rastafarian in the 1960s, and this influenced his music and lyrics. He was also a proud Jamaican and a campaigner for social justice there. In 1976 he planned a free concert called Smile Jamaica aiming to bring people together and promote peace. The government then moved the country’s general election to the same date. This angered Marley and made him a target for some rival political parties who thought that the concert would help the government win the election. On 3 December 1976 he survived an assassination attempt and, two days later, the concert went ahead and Marley performed.


Marley was also a strong opponent of apartheid in South Africa and he supported African independence movements. In 1978 the United Nations awarded him the Peace Medal of the Third World and in 1981 he was awarded the Jamaican Order of Merit.


Marley died from cancer at the age of thirty-six. He had been ill for four years, although he continued to work during this time. He was given a state funeral in Jamaica. In 2001 he was posthumously given a Grammy Lifetime Achievement Award and in 2019 English Heritage placed a blue plaque on the London home in Chelsea where he had lived in 1977 while recording the best-selling album Exodus with The Wailers.























7 FEBRUARY ∼ THE KINGDOM OF KUSH


The ancient kingdom of Kush was located in Nubia, in Africa. Today its territories lie under the southern region of Egypt and northern Sudan. It flourished from around 1070BCE to around 550CE, and was an important trading nation, independent from the Persian, Greek and Roman empires. 
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The Kushite civilization had its own language, technology, religion and a strong economy. It was famous for the skills of its archers, some of whom went to serve in armies in neighbouring countries. It also had its own distinct style of architecture and art – like the Egyptians, the Kushites built temples and pyramids, but they decorated them in their own unique way, carving scenes of African life deep into the walls. They were also famous for their very fine pottery, which was painted and stamped with patterns made from geometric shapes, plants and animals.


In the 720sBCE reports reached Kush that Kushite soldiers serving in the Egyptian army were being mistreated. Kush decided to invade its neighbour Egypt, and won a victory that gave it imperial control over Egypt. Kushite rulers took on the title of pharaoh. For the next fifty years they revived the practice of building pyramids for themselves as rulers over Egypt. In 677BCE the Kushites were defeated by the Assyrians, bringing their rule over Egypt to an end. In around 330CE Kush was finally invaded by the Kingdom of Axum (see 3 October), a kingdom that lay to the south, in what today covers parts of Ethiopia, Eritrea, Djibouti and Sudan. Kush had finally lost its independence and became part of the Aksumite Empire.










8 FEBRUARY ∼ JACQUES FRANCIS


Jacques Francis was born around 1527 and is thought to have come from Arguin Island, in what is now Mauritania. He was an expert salvage diver who likely trained to dive in the waters around the island, to depths of seven to nine metres, to collect valuable pearls and shells from the seabed.


In 1546 Francis was employed by a salvage master called Peter Paulo Corsi. Francis was to be the lead diver in a team hired to salvage weapons from the wreck of the Mary Rose – King Henry VIII’s favourite ship – which had sunk off Portsmouth in 1545. Several previous attempts to salvage her valuable weaponry had failed, but Francis and his diving team successfuly retrieved much of it.


A year later a group of Italian merchants accused Corsi of illegally salvaging metals from a wreck in Southampton. Jacques Francis was called to give testimony in defence of his master, and in 1548 he became the first known African to give evidence in an English court of law. As he was a foreigner, a Black man and a non-Christian, this was highly unusual.


Francis gave a dignified testimony. However, one of Corsi’s accusers tried to discredit him, saying that he was an uncivilized slave who had no right to speak in an English court. ‘A morisco, born where they are not christened, and slave to . . . [Corsi] . . . no credit nor faith ought to be given to his sayings, as in other strange Christian countries it is to no such slave given’. This objection was rejected by the High Court, who accorded Jacques Francis the same legal rights as any Englishman in a rare acknowledgement of a Black man’s humanity in Tudor times.
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9 FEBRUARY ∼ THE BENIN BRONZES


The Benin Bronzes are a group of sculptures, plaques and royal ornaments made by skilled artists in the Kingdom of Benin, in what is now Edo State in Nigeria. They were cast in bronze and brass and carved from ivory. Thousands of these bronzes were created from the 13th century onwards at the palace of the Oba of Benin, and they were displayed and used as part of the ceremonial life of the court (see 17 November). 


On 9 February 1897 British armed forces entered Benin City. Over the next nine days they ransacked the city, including the Oba’s palace. Thousands of the Benin Bronzes were seized. Some were given to the British Museum, and other museums and collectors across Europe and America acquired the rest. The artistic quality of the bronzes meant that they became collector’s items.


Nigeria gained its independence in 1960 and since then a campaign to return the Benin Bronzes to their homeland has grown. Since 2020 some European and American museums and universities have begun to return Benin Bronzes so that they can be displayed in Nigeria. The new Edo Museum of West African Art will house returned bronzes as well as modern and contemporary art.
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10 FEBRUARY ∼ STUART HALL


On 10 February 2014, Professor Stuart Hall, Britain’s most celebrated Black intellectual, died. He was a pioneer who helped to develop the academic discipline of cultural studies. Hall was an anti-racist campaigner who argued that many cultures contribute to society, and therefore they should all be valued by it. His work examined and challenged how things like film, television, newspapers, magazines, art and photography all shape the way that race and identity are viewed and understood.


Hall was born in Jamaica in 1932. He was descended from African, European and Indian ancestors. In later years he described how being the darkest member of his family had impacted him due to colourism.


At nineteen, Hall was awarded a scholarship to study at the University of Oxford. He moved to England, where he stayed for the rest of his life. He got his master’s degree and began a PhD, but left to become a high school teacher in London before completing it.


In 1964 Hall helped to set up the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies at the University of Birmingham. He was known for being an encouraging teacher and colleague. In 1991 he presented a television series, Redemption Song (named after Bob Marley’s song), about the people and histories of the islands of the Caribbean. He had a strong love of the arts and in his later years he worked with and supported young artists. After his death, the Stuart Hall Foundation was established to continue his legacy, providing a supportive community for anti-racist scholars and artists.
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11 FEBRUARY ∼ TAYTU BETUL


Taytu Betul was a noblewoman, born in Northern Ethiopia in 1851. She was married several times, the first time when she was just ten years old. It was her final marriage that made her famous, when she married King Menelik of Shewa. In 1889 he became emperor of Ethiopia and she became his Empress, taking the title of Etege Taytu Betul, Light of Ethiopia.


Betul was a clever, educated and resourceful woman and as Empress she played an important role in resisting European colonization during the Scramble for Africa in the late 19th century (see 15 November). Italy had already colonized neighbouring Eritrea and Somalia, and were in dispute with Ethiopia over the terms of the Treaty of Wuchale. The treaty was supposed to promote cooperation, but the Ethiopians discovered that the Italians thought that it gave them the right to make Ethiopia a protectorate, controlled by Italy. Betul tore the treaty up and she and her husband resisted Italy’s attempts to renegotiate it. The Italians then invaded Ethiopia and Betul supplied her own troops and marched to battle with her husband, dressed in the uniform of a cavalry commander. She devised the military strategy that defeated the Italians at the Battle of Adwa in 1896. Following the battle, the two countries signed the Treaty of Addis Ababa, which recognized Ethiopia as an independent country. The following year France and Britain signed similar treaties with Ethiopia.


[image: ]

blog.libero.it/wrnzla/9919267.html, Public domain, via Wikimedia Commons


The Battle of Adwa: The Last Rally Of General Dabormid, 1896





Betul and her husband did not produce an heir, and she died in exile on 11 February 1918 in Addis Ababa, the new capital city of Ethiopia that she had founded with her husband. 










12 FEBRUARY ∼ MALCOLM X IN SMETHWICK


[image: ]

Trinity Mirror/Mirrorpix/Alamy


This image was taken on 12 February 1965, showing Malcolm X standing among the red-brick terraced houses of Smethwick





In February 1965 the African American civil rights campaigner Malcolm X visited the town of Smethwick in the Midlands region of the United Kingdom. He was a prominent campaigner in the Black civil rights struggle in the United States.


Malcolm X had become a Muslim in 1963 (see 21 February) and in 1964 he completed the Hajj, a sacred pilgrimage to Mecca. He had developed a passion for promoting African unity and had started visiting campaigners against racism in other countries.


Malcom X had heard about a British election campaign held in 1964 in the town of Smethwick. Peter Griffiths, who had won the election, had repeatedly used racist words and slogans in his campaign. So, in 1965, Malcolm X decided to come to the United Kingdom to visit British anti-racism activists and to see for himself the racism and hostile attitudes that this election campaign had tapped into. He met with local anti-racism campaigners and together they walked the streets, and he was shocked by the racist name-calling and exclusion he witnessed there. He returned to America where, just nine days later, on 21 February 1965, he was assassinated.










13 FEBRUARY ∼ JOHN BLANKE


In February 1511, during the reign of King Henry VIII, a very important celebration took place – the Westminster Tournament, held to celebrate the birth of Henry’s son. This event provides us with the earliest portrait of a Black person living in Britain whose name we also know. That name is John Blanke, and his portrait appears in a document called the Westminster Tournament Roll.


John Blanke was a trumpeter in the court of the Tudor king. His duties included playing fanfares and providing music at court events. The Westminster Tournament was a joust, followed by a banquet.


[image: ]

Reproduced by permission of the Kings, Heralds and Pursuviantsof Arms


John Blanke depicted in the Westminster Tournament Roll





The Westminster Tournament Roll is a series of thirty-six paintings sewn together into a roll that is over eighteen metres long. John Blanke appears in the images of two processions during the tournament, riding on horseback alongside five other trumpeters. Like his fellow trumpeters, Blanke plays a long trumpet in the pictures, decorated with an embroidered cloth hanging, and wears a yellow and grey uniform. While his colleagues don’t wear anything on their heads, he wears a brown and yellow head covering in one of the paintings and a green and gold one in the other. These head coverings indicate that Blanke was possibly a Muslim or had been brought up in Muslim society.
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