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INTROduction
 
When I was at school there was no Black history. None of the ﻿Black people from the past who we know about today were ever mentioned by my teachers﻿, and my textbooks contained nothing about the role Black people have played in the story of Britain. So what I presumed was that there must not have been any Black people in British history. 
It was only when I became a teenager, and was able to read grown-up history books, that I learned that there had been Black people throughout much of British history, all the way back to the Roman conquest. It was 






	
			

			


from then onwards that I learned about slavery and about the British Empire, about Black Tudors, like the trumpeter John Blanke, and Black people like Dido Elizabeth Belle and Oludah Equiano who lived in Britain in the eighteenth century. I also learned about the Black children who lived as slaves in the houses of rich people in London, Bristol, Liverpool and other cities. I read about the enslaved people who were made to work on plantations in the West Indies and America﻿, and learned how the sugar and cotton they grew helped make Britain rich. I discovered that there had been Black sailors at the Battle of Trafalgar and that Black soldiers had fought in the trenches of the First World War. I read about the Black pilots and navigators who served in the Royal Air Force during the Second World War and about the people who had come to Britain on the Windrush in 1948 to start new lives.
A few years ago I wrote a book for grown-ups about Black British history. Ever since I finished that book﻿, young people and their parents have been asking me to write a 
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book like this one. A book for younger readers. This is the book I wish I had been given to read when I was at school. I have written it so that the history of Black people in Britain can be read by everybody, and not just grown-ups. This book is an introduction. It is a place to start learning about Black British history and it will introduce you to some of the thousands of Black people who made their homes in Britain in past centuries. 
One thing I was taught about in my schools was the Industrial Revolution. What I was taught is probably what you have bee﻿n taught. I learned about the huge factories that were built in the North of England, and parts of Scotland, Wales and Ireland. I learned about the rich men who owned them and I was taught about the new machines they invented, like the Water Frame, the Flying Shuttle and the Spinning Jenny. I was also taught about the children who had to work in the factories that made the new products of the Industrial Age and the mills that produced the clothes everyone wore. 







	
			

			


Two of the most important products of the Industrial Revolution were cotton cloth and cotton yarn (thread) made in the mills using the new machines. At my school I learned about how the cotton that had been picked from cotton plants was transformed into cloth and yarn. But what I was not told by my teachers, and what was not mentioned in my school textbooks or in any of the museums we visited on school trips﻿, was where the cotton come from before it arrived in the mills. 
Most of that cotton came from the Mississippi Valley, in the Deep South of the United States of America. It was grown on plantations by Africans, men and women who were enslaved. By the middle of the ﻿nineteenth ﻿century, when Queen Victoria was on the throne, 1.8 million African-Americans worked growing cotton in the United States. Much of that cotton was sent on ships across the Atlantic Ocean to Britain. The ships sailed up the River Mersey and into the docks of Liverpool. From there it was sent to the thousands of mills in Lancashire in the north of England – the part of the country around 
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Manchester. The Black people who were enslaved in America made the Mississippi Valley one of the richest places in the world. But ﻿they also made Manchester and Lancashire Valley wealthy. The cotton mills in and around Manchester made the city so rich that it was given a nickname – Cottonopolis. 
Today we remember the Industrial Revolution for the hard, difficult ﻿work of our ancestors who worked in the factories and mills. But we have forgotten the almost 1.8 million Black men and women of the American ﻿South who lived and died as slaves to grow the cotton. The enslaved people of the Deep South never set foot in Britain but they are part of British history. This is just one example of the ways in which the histories of Black people have often been missed out of the British history we learn at school. 
Since I wrote the grown-up version of this book﻿, new discoveries have been made and new Black Britons from earlier generations have been found in old documents 






	
			

			


stored in archives. Black British history is growing. We know more with each passing year. In recent years ﻿we ﻿have learned about Jacques Francis, the enslaved Black diver who ﻿led a diving expedition that attempted to salvage items from the Mary Rose, Henry VIII’s flag﻿ship, after it had s﻿unk. We have also learn﻿ed more about the lives of enslaved people living in Georgian Britain, thanks to a project at Glasgow University that has searched the archives to find more than 800 advertisements that were placed in British newspapers by slave owners offering rewards for the return of enslaved people who had run away. Through those advertisements we learned more about the ages, appearances, clothing and skills of enslaved Black people living in Britain more than 200 years ago. 
With each passing ﻿year, Black British history is not only ﻿expanding, it is also becoming ever more personal to increasing numbers of people. Britain’s population is changing. More of us than ever are members of families that include people of different skin colours and 
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ethnicities. Black history help﻿s explain﻿ how national history is intertwined with our family histories. It helps us make sense of the country we are today.







	
			

			





	
			

			


Romans
27 BC–476 ad
Africans first came to Britain with the Roman  Empire. Long before Britain began to build its own empire, it was invaded and conquered by the Romans in the year 43 ad. Britain became a region on the edge of the mighty empire of Rome, which stretched across Europe, North Africa﻿ and the Middle East. 
When we talk about Romans, we don’t just mean people from Rome or Italy. Roman citizens could come from anywhere in the empire. People from all over the empire and even beyond travelled 



Roman citizens could come from anywhere in the empire






	
			

			


huge distances to ﻿trade, work, and fight in the Roman army. We know that Africans lived and settled in Roman Britain. By the time the Romans had been here for ﻿200 years, some places in Britain may even have had a more diverse population than they do today. 
Who were the Aurelian Moors?
The first recorded group of Africans living in Britain were soldiers in the Roman army. They came to defend the edge of the empire at Hadrian’s Wall. 
The wall stretched for more than ﻿seventy miles, right across what is now northern England. It was built in the years after 120 ad by order of the Emperor Hadrian. He wanted a border for the empire in Britain, to control who could come in from the north and to defend against tribes who might attack. Soldiers were stationed in forts and watchtowers along the wall. Those soldiers came from all over the empire – and so did their families, their commanders, and traders who sold them whatever they needed. 
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In 1934, Latin words were found carved into a stone in a village in Cumbria, north-west England. They said that a group of soldiers called the ‘Aurelian Moors’ had been stationed at the nearby fortress of Aballava between the years 253 and 258 ad. The word ‘moors’ means ‘people 



There are still long stretches of Hadrian’s Wall  that you can walk along today.
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the roman empire, 117 ad



Dacia



Moesia



Thracia



Armenia



Macedonia



Galatia



Cappadocia



Asia



Lycia



Assyria



Cilicia



Mesopotamia



Syria



Cyprus



Iudaea



Cyrenaica



Aegyptus



13






	
			

			


from North Africa’, the part of the empire where the soldiers came from. They were named ‘Aurelian’ after  the Emperor Marcus Aurelius. There is another mention of the Aurelian Moors of Aballava in a list of Roman  officials’ travel, which confirms that they were there. 
Aballava wasn’t just a fort – it was a whole community. As well as soldiers and officers, other people from across  the empire would have lived in Aballava, including the soldiers’ families.
How do historians know what Romans looked like? 
Romans didn’t think and write about race and skin  colour in the same way we do today. But historians and archaeologists can piece together clues to show that the Romans in Britain were black and brown, as well as white. 
We can read what Romans wrote about where people came from﻿ in histories, records of the army, and carvings on tombs. We can also study the skeletons they left behind. Archaeologists today can use forensic science to 
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find new clues in skeletons, some of which were dug up more than a hundred years ago.
Isotope analysis means studying the chemicals left in bones and teeth by what a person ate and drank as a child. By matching levels of these chemicals in different places, archaeologists can find clues to where the person grew up. 
Craniometrics means measuring bones and skulls to find patterns which can be matched with skeletons from different parts of the world. It can help to work out if someone was probably from a European, African or mixed-race family.
Using chemical analysis and bone measurements, archaeologists are learning that Roman Britain was much more diverse than we used to think. We can’t know exactly how many people with dark or light skin lived in Roman Britain, but we can be 
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certain that people from Africa lived here more than 1,700 years ago. 
Archaeologists studying skeletons from Roman Britain have found many which appear to be African. The length of some Roman skeletons’ limb bones gave twentieth-century archaeologists a clue that they may have been ﻿Black Africans. When archaeologists in the twenty-first century studied over ﻿200 Roman skulls found in York, they found that hunch was right: in fact, more than one in ten of them had features similar to people with African ancestors. 
Ivory Bangle Lady
‘Ivory Bangle Lady’ is the name historians gave to one Roman African whose skeleton was found in York. She was a young woman who died in the third century. Ivory Bangle Lady was discovered buried in a stone coffin, called a sarcophagus. She had expensive luxuries buried with her: jewellery made from silver, bronze, bone and coloured glass, a mirror, and a perfume bottle. She also 
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had black and white bracelets. The black bangles were made of jet, which probably came from north-east England, and the white bangles were made of ivory, probably from Africa. Perhaps the ivory was a reminder of home. 
When archaeologists measured Ivory Bangle Lady’s skull, they found it was similar to skulls of people with Black 



The jet and ivory bracelets found in ﻿﻿York.
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and white ancestors. And when they studied the chemical isotopes in her bones, they found she hadn’t grown up in York. Instead, she could have spent her childhood somewhere like North Africa. Putting all the clues together, Ivory Bangle Lady was most likely a mixed-race woman with a North African background. She was also from a high social class. 
It wouldn’t have seemed odd to a Roman that Ivory Bangle Lady was both African and rich. The skeletons of ﻿Black Romans have been found in York in places where both rich and poor people were buried. For Romans, skin colour didn’t ﻿determine your place in society. 
The Roman Empire in Western Europe crumbled in the fifth century. When the Romans left Britain, the paths between Britain and Africa were wiped away. In the next thousand years, only tiny numbers of Africans came to Britain. For most British people, Africa lived on in stories 
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from the Bible and from Greek and Roman writers, with myths mixed in with truth. From the Greeks and Romans who had travelled to Africa, medieval Europeans knew that people from Africa had dark skin, and they knew the rough shape of the continent. But they could also read fantastic stories about places in Africa where there were diamonds lying on the ground for anyone to pick up; a fountain with water that kept people young forever; and strange people who had the heads of dogs, or had just one eye in the middle of their foreheads. This picture, of a headless man called a ‘Blemmye,’ is shown in Africa on the famous medieval map of the world, the Mappa Mundi. 
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Until new sea routes started to give Europeans a way to get to Africa directly, most of the continent would stay a mystery to them. 
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The location of the Blemmye on the Mappa Mundi. The map shows the world as it was understood in around 1300; Jerusalem at the centre, and Africa on the right. 
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Tudors
1485–1603
You hardly ever see Black people in films and pictures of Tudor England – but they were there. Historians have dug through the archives to find the names and stories of hundreds of ﻿Black Tudors. 
John Blanke – trumpeter at the court of Henry VIII
If you’ve learned about Henry VIII and his six wives at school, you’ll know how desperate he was to have a son. When his first wife, Catherine of Aragon, had a baby boy in 1511, Henry was delighted. He didn’t know that the baby prince would only live for a few weeks. The ﻿King threw a huge party to celebrate the birth. The Westminster 
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Tournament went on for two days, with processions and jousting, and Henry ordered artists to paint a picture of the whole event on a scroll known as the Westminster Tournament Roll. There are two parts which show trumpeters, playing at the opening and closing of the tournament. Both of them very clearly show the face of a black man among the uniformed musicians. We know from court accounts that there was a ‘blacke trumpeter’ 
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The royal trumpeter John Blanke depicted on the Westminster Tournament Roll, 1511.
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in the court of Henry VIII and his father Henry VII, and that his name was John Blanke. He is the earliest ﻿Black person in Britain whose name and face we know. 
We know other parts of John Blanke’s story, too. John played for the Tudor royal family for years, and was right at the centre of historic royal events. He played at King Henry VII’s funeral, and at his son Henry VIII’s coronation. John even wrote to Henry VIII to ask for a pay rise, so that he would be on the same level as the other trumpeters. When John got married, the ﻿King sent him a new outfit as a wedding present.
The Royal Household
John Blanke was one of several hundred ﻿Black Tudors historians have found in the records. Many of them probably came to Britain from Spain and Portugal, countries with more contact and trade with Africa than England had. Henry VIII’s first wife, Catherine of Aragon, was Spanish. When she first came to England in 1501, she brought a whole group of servants and followers with 



23






	
			

			


her, including Africans. Catherine wasn’t the only European royal to have Africans working for her. There was a fashion at the time for Africans in royal courts, especially as musicians. Having Africans as part of their households let rich Europeans show off their international connections, and let everyone know that they were part of the sophisticated modern world. 
Over the years when the Tudor kings and queens were on the throne, British merchants began to trade with Africa and even to take enslaved Africans across the Atlantic.  As those journeys increased, more and more Africans arrived in Britain. Most ﻿Black Tudors in Britain were not slaves. They had ordinary lives and jobs, often working as servants. They married local people, and had children. Later on, once Britain had built up its slave trade and its slave-owning colonies in America and the Caribbean, people began to assume that slaves were ﻿Black people but that idea did not exist in Tudor England and Stuart Scotland.
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