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PREFACE


When I was a child, growing up on a council estate in the North-East of England, I imbibed enough of the background racial tensions of the late 1970s and 1980s to feel profoundly unwelcome in Britain. My right, not just to regard myself as a British citizen, but even to be in Britain seemed contested. Despite our mother’s careful protection, the tenor of our times seeped through the concrete walls into our home and into my mind and my siblings’. Secretly I harboured fears that as part of the group identified by chanting neo-Nazis, hostile neighbours and even television comedians as ‘them’ we might be sent ‘back’. This, in our case, presumably meant ‘back’ to Nigeria, a country of which I had only infant memories, and a land upon which my youngest siblings had never set foot.


At the zenith of its swaggering confidence, the National Front – the NF – made enough noise and sparked enough debate within Britain to make the idea of sending ‘them’ ‘back’ seem vaguely plausible. The fact that in the 1970s and 1980s reputable, mainstream politicians openly discussed programmes for voluntary assisted repatriation that were aimed exclusively at non-white immigrants demonstrates the extent to which the political aether had been polluted by the politics of hate. In the year of my birth the Conservative Party’s General Election Manifesto contained a pledge to encourage voluntary repatriation of immigrants.1 Today we seem to have forgotten that Enoch Powell’s prediction of ‘Rivers of Blood’ was followed, many years later, by unsubtle calls for a mechanism to be found that might prevent the black British population from ‘doubling or trebling’. In 1981 Powell suggested that people from the ‘new commonwealth’ might be ‘happier outside of the UK’, and proposed a new British Nationality Act to redefine what British citizenship meant. In my childish fearfulness such discussions translated into a deep but unspoken anxiety that a process might, feasibly, be set in train that could lead to the separation and destruction of my family.


To thousands of younger black and mixed-race Britons who, thankfully, cannot remember those decades, the racism of the 1970s and 1980s and the insecurities it bred in the minds of black people are difficult to imagine or relate to.* But they are powerful memories for my generation. I was eight years old when the BBC finally cancelled The Black & White Minstrel Show. I have memories of my mother rushing across our living room to change television channels (in the days before remote controls) to avoid her mixed-race children being confronted by grotesque caricatures of themselves on prime-time television. I was seventeen when the last of the touring blackface minstrel shows finally disappeared, having clung on for a decade performing in fading ballrooms on the decaying piers of Britain’s seaside towns. I grew up in a Britain in which there were pictures of golliwogs on jam jars and golliwog dolls alongside the teddy bears in the toy shop windows. One of the worst moments of my unhappy schooling was when, during the run-up to a 1970s Christmas, we were allowed to bring in our favourite toys. The girl who innocently brought her golliwog doll into our classroom plunged me into a day of humiliation and pain that I still find hard to recall, decades later. When, in recent years, I have been assured that such dolls, and the words ‘golliwog’ and ‘wog’, are in fact harmless and that opposition to them is a symptom of rampant political correctness, I recall another incident. It is difficult to regard a word as benign when it has been scrawled onto a note, wrapped around a brick and thrown through one’s living-room window in the dead of night, as happened to my family when I was a boy of fourteen. That scribbled note reiterated the demand that me and my siblings be sent ‘back’.


In the early twenty-first century, politicians in Whitehall and researchers in think tanks fret about the failures of ethnic-minority communities to properly integrate into British society. In my childhood the resistance seemed, to me at least, to come from the opposite direction. Many non-white people felt that while it was possible to be in Britain it was much harder to be of Britain. They felt marked out and unwanted whenever they left the confines of family or community. It was a place and a time in which ‘black’ meant ‘other’, and ‘black’ was unquestionably the opposite of ‘British’. The phrase ‘Black British’, with which we are so familiar today, was little heard in those years. In the minds of some it spoke of an impossible duality. In the face of such hostility many black British people, and their white and mixed-race family members, slipped into a siege mentality, a state of mind from which it has been difficult to entirely escape. What drove us deeper into that citadel of self-reliance and watchful mistrust was not just racial prejudice but a wave of racial violence.


Almost every black or mixed-race person of my generation has a story of racial violence to tell. These stories range from humiliation to hospitalization. They are raw, visceral, highly personal and rarely shared beyond family circles. This oral history of twentieth-century racial violence has never been collected or collated, but it is there and it is shocking. Racial violence impacted most dramatically upon me and my family in the mid-1980s, when I was in my early teens. In 1984 my family – my mother, two sisters, younger brother and grandmother – were driven out of our home by a sustained campaign of almost nightly attacks. For what seemed like many months, but was in fact only a few weeks, we lived in darkness, as the windows of our home were broken one by one, smashed by bricks and rocks thrown from an old cemetery just across the street. As replacing the glass merely invited further attacks the windows were boarded up and we slowly disappeared into the gloom, quarantined together behind a screen of plywood. As the attacks came after dark, policemen working on a rota were dispatched to take up positions behind our front door, in the hope of catching our assailants in the act. When, after a week or so, this plan failed, no other strategy was put forward, and the barrage continued. The bricks bounced off the plywood screens with thuds that left me and my siblings shaking and screaming in our beds.


When the attacks became known at my school I was sat down one afternoon by a well-meaning but inexcusably naive teacher, who recounted to me what was evidently one of his favoured anecdotes. He told me how in the 1960s Louis Armstrong had overheard a white diner, a few tables away in a restaurant, loudly rebuking the waiters for allowing a ‘negro’ to eat in an establishment that served whites. At the end of his dinner, after he had presumably been mollified by the waiters, the white diner demanded his bill and was shocked to discover that it had already been paid by Armstrong. The meaning of the parable, I was informed, is that by rising above racial hatred Armstrong had won a sort of moral victory. That my teacher believed that this hackneyed yarn, of questionable provenance, was of some relevance to an embattled, angry mixed-race teenager, whose family were under regular attack, was to me – even at that age – a clear signal that we were on our own.


On a summer’s evening many months later, long after my family had been delivered from our tormentors and evacuated to emergency housing, I timorously ventured back to our former home after school. I stood across the street, never finding the courage to go any closer. Constantly and instinctively I kept turning my head towards the graveyard from which the bricks and stones had come.


The windows of our former home remained boarded up, as they had been on the day we had hastily loaded up our possessions into a removal van. But a black-gloss swastika had been painted on the white front door. Thick tendrils of paint had dripped down from each arm of that horrible cross. Above and below it had been scrawled the words ‘NF Won Here’. If, at that moment I had had the means to leave Britain I would have done so, immediately and with the intention of never returning. Thankfully, I was young, penniless and had nowhere to go. I stayed and life got slowly better.


Throughout those embattled years my mother, somehow, managed to maintain within our family a regime of self-education and self-improvement. It was this internal, familial micro-culture that slowly drew me to read history. I stumbled upon the subject that was to become my vocation out of a simple love of story, and because of a gung-ho fascination with the Second World War that was almost obligatory among boys of that period, whatever their racial background. Britain of the 1980s was a nation still saturated in the culture and paraphernalia of that conflict. For the white working-class community that I grew up in, the war was the most exciting and significant event ever to collide with our terraced streets and decaying factories. It had changed the lives of my white grandparents, whom I loved deeply, and I was intoxicated by the thought that German bombers had prowled the skies above my home town, and that my grandfather had scanned those skies while on watch on the roof of the Vickers Armstrong factory by the River Tyne, where he worked building tanks. I wandered into history looking for excitement. I never expected that there I would encounter black and brown people who were like me and my family. I was alerted to those stories of presence and participation by my white mother, and I stumbled across more and more stories of black British people as my interests took me further back, into the nineteenth and then the eighteenth century.


In 1986 I came across the book Staying Power by the British journalist Peter Fryer. It was, I believe, the first book I ever bought for myself with my own money. This history of the black presence in Britain was published in 1984, the year in which my family had been besieged in our home, and it set the racism that had so deeply affected our lives within a historical context. It allowed me to understand my own experiences as part of a longer story and to appreciate that in an age when black men were dying on the floors of police cells, my own encounters with British racism had been relatively mild. For me and for thousands of black and white people who read Fryer’s book its effect was transformative. Fryer took his readers back through the centuries and introduced us to an enormous pantheon of black historical characters, about whom we had previously known nothing. Those black Britons have been with me ever since. I have visited their graves and read their letters and memoirs. They have become part of British history and in some cases part of the national curriculum. Staying Power remains a uniquely important book and anyone who has ever written about black history has found themselves referencing it, quoting from it or seeking out some of the myriad of primary sources it drew together. Fryer’s eloquent chapters offer guidance and provide orientation through a complex and fractured history. Although not the first work of black British history its impact spread further than most, in part because its publication came at a crucial moment, three years after a wave of riots sparked by hostile policing set ablaze black neighbourhoods of London, Bristol and Liverpool.


Staying Power was part of a wider process of historical salvage. It was one of a number of pioneering books of black British history that recovered lost people, reclaimed lost events and reassessed the significance of racism in British history. Just as important were Black and White by James Walvin (1973) and Black People in Britain by Folarin Shyllon (1977). The books that came out of that wave of new research were in part an attempt to compensate for the failures and myopia of so-called mainstream history. When Fryer, Walvin and others were writing it was not unusual for books on the British eighteenth century to make no mention of slavery and the slave trade, or concentrate only on the abolition of those institutions. The presence and role of black people in the British story was all too often ignored completely or else reduced to footnotes. When black figures did appear they were often mute and passive, the victims of slavery or the beneficiaries of abolition. Black history was so poorly understood at that time that when James Walvin embarked upon his research he wrote to every county archivist in Britain asking them if they had come across any forgotten black figures in the documents they cared for. What this first wave of black history writing demonstrated was that while post-war migration had been unprecedented in scale it had not marked the beginnings of black British history. Thanks to their work it is today well understood that people of African descent have been present in Britain since the third century, and there have been black ‘communities’ of sorts since the 1500s.


This book and the BBC television series it accompanies are a modest attempt to build on the work of those earlier historians and to bring the histories they uncovered to new audiences. But it is also a tentative endeavour to reimagine what we mean by ‘black history’ and ask where its borders might be drawn. The black history of Britain is by its nature a global history. Yet too often it is seen as being only the history of migration, settlement and community formation in Britain itself. Black British history is as global as the empire. Like Britain’s triangular slave trade it is a triangular history, firmly planted in Britain, Africa and the Americas. On all three continents stand its ruins and relics. Black British history can be read in the crumbling stones of the forty slave fortresses that are peppered along the coast of West Africa and in the old plantations and former slave markets of the lost British empire of North America. Its imprint can be read in stately homes, street names, statues and memorials across Britain and is intertwined with the cultural and economic histories of the nation.


This book is an experiment. It is an attempt to see what new stories and approaches emerge if black British history is envisaged as a global history and – perhaps more controversially – as a history of more than just the black experience itself. As no single work spanning so large a time frame and painted across so broad a canvas can hope to address all the nuances and complexities of each subject or specialism, my hope is that the bibliography and endnotes will direct the reader to other volumes. To keep this book to a manageable size I have also chosen to dwell only briefly on the biographies of the key figures of black history. That a modern writer is in a position to merely sketch out these biographies is because they have been so effectively fleshed out elsewhere. For this I am grateful. I have also tried to avoid areas covered exhaustively in earlier books. As historians including Peter Fryer and Hakim Adi have so vividly explored the histories of Pan-Africanism and black radicalism, I have left those histories largely untouched here. Likewise the history and the workings of plantation slavery in the British Caribbean and North America are only touched upon. Certain problems inherent within black British history are insurmountable. The list of unknowns is as long as it is frustrating. Many most significant black figures are mute, silenced by a lack of written sources. There is also a problem relating to gender. A history largely shaped by migration – both forced and voluntary – is disproportionately male. In the Atlantic slave trade, male slaves were valued more than female. Slave-ship captains who transported black children to Britain to work as servants or be sold as exotic novelties to the households of the rich preferred black boys to black girls, and it was black men not women who were cast across the empire serving in the Royal Navy. Likewise African kings and chiefs sent their sons not their daughters to schools in Liverpool and London. This creates a challenge to the historian of black British history to locate and re-present the voices of the black women.


Like anyone writing on black British history I am indebted to the works, observations, research and insights of others before me. If this book has anything in common with the pioneering works of Fryer, Walvin and others it is that it is written in the firm belief that Britain is a nation capable of confronting all aspects of its past and becoming a better nation for doing so.




INTRODUCTION


‘Years of Distant Wandering’


About twenty miles upriver from Freetown, the hilly capital of Sierra Leone, is a small oval-shaped island which from a distance looks no different to any of the other small, oval-shaped islands that are irregularly dotted along the Sierra Leone River. When viewed from the water little can be seen of Bunce Island, covered as it is by a dense canopy of trees.* The shoreline is a narrow strip of coarse dark-orange sand, strewn with grey rocks, and it is only when approaching the island that any man-made structures become visible. Two small jetties, only a few metres apart, project from the western shore. One is made of concrete blocks, the other of square-cut blocks of local stone, blackened, barnacled and ancient, while on the northern tip of the island, standing at the crest of a low hill, are the ruins of a large and substantial structure, clearly visible from the shoreline despite the thick undergrowth.


That structure was built there because for a century and a half Bunce Island’s location made it a perfect meeting place. The island is situated close enough to the mouth of the Sierra Leone River for the channel to still be deep enough for ocean-going ships to navigate, but is far enough upstream for the island to be easily accessible by small river craft. As Bunce also sits near the confluence with the Rokel River, it can be reached by river traffic from across a wide hinterland. This position, and the island’s natural defensive qualities, made it the ideal location in the seventeenth century for English traders to establish a slave fortress. Three and a half centuries after it was built the ruins of the citadel remain impressive. Attacked and destroyed on six different occasions – four times by the French (1695, 1704, 1779, and 1794) and twice by pirates (1719, 1720) – the ruins are the remains of the seventh Bunce Island fortress. This litany of destruction and reconstruction is testimony to the importance of the island to the British and evidence of the outrageous profits generated by the trade in enslaved Africans.


The trees of Bunce Island, and the thick vegetation beneath them, make it difficult to imagine what the fortress looked like during its heyday. Believing that malaria was caused by miasmas that emanated from vegetation, rather than by mosquitoes, the European agents who ran commercial operations at Bunce Island had the undergrowth cut back regularly and saplings hacked down. In their day the island was a largely open space over which the great outer walls of the fortress loomed formidably. There was ‘little else but iron, rock & gravel’, claimed a 1773 visitor to the island.1 The first fortress was built by the British around 1670. It was what in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries was called a slave factory, and was one of around forty slave-trading outposts constructed along the coast of West Africa, most of them on islands in the mouths of rivers, or on promontories jutting out to sea. More than some comparable fortresses Bunce operated like a factory in the industrial sense. It was, in a way, a proto-industrial production line, along which captive Africans were bought and sold, sorted, processed, warehoused and literally branded – marking them out as human commodities, at least in the eyes of their captors. These processes were part of an organized and globalized system designed to turn captive Africans into New World slaves, a process that was completed – for those who survived the Atlantic crossing – on the plantations of the Americas during the ‘seasoning’, a brutal period of punishments, beatings, cultural deracination and instruction designed to break the spirit.


The ‘production line’ at Bunce Island moved from east to west. African captives arrived on a beach on the eastern side of the island. They were landed there by inland slave-traders who had brought them on river canoes. Some of these traders were Africans, others were from mixed-race Afro-Portuguese or Afro-English peoples, powerful coastal communities that were the offspring of European slave-traders and local women. By the time the captives arrived on the ‘slave beach’ they were already profoundly traumatized. Most had been seized in slave raids against their home villages. These typically took place in the early hours of the morning in order to capture people at their most disorientated. The old and very young, whose economic value was negligible and who might slow down the caravan, were murdered in front of their relatives. These killings were intended to shock those taken captive into meek submission. So effective was this tactic that European slave-traders on Bunce Island and elsewhere complained that the captives arrived in a stupor, a condition that was called ‘the lethargy’, but which modern psychologists would recognize as PTSD – post-traumatic stress disorder. From the slave beach the silent, sullen captives were marched up a short pathway to the Sorting Yard, an open area located directly in front of the main defensive walls of the fortress, not far from the main gate.


This clearing was where the buying and selling was done. Here the slave-traders displayed their wares – captive human beings, but also ivory, gold and camwood, from which a coloured dye was extracted. The British agents came out to meet their trading partners, bringing with them bottles of wine and rum to help lubricate the coming negotiations. In exchange for slaves and other valuable commodities the British offered glass beads, bundles of cloth, gunpowder, European metal goods, tobacco pipes, bottles of liquor and European weapons. Until a few years ago the ground of the Sorting Yard was littered with tiny glass beads and fragments of pottery that had been dropped and discarded by both buyers and sellers centuries earlier. Most of these grim souvenirs have been hoovered up by tourists who travel out to Bunce Island from Freetown, but many more relics of the trade lie beneath the soil, along with iron nails used to attach shackles and chains to African arms and legs, and broken wine bottles. It was in the Sorting Yard, during the early decades of Bunce Island’s history, that the captives, once purchased, were branded with hot irons, and marked indelibly with the initials of the companies that now owned them.


When negotiations were over and sales concluded, the river canoes were loaded up with their newly acquired goods and paddled away. The captives who had been rejected by the agents were taken downstream and offered to rival traders; Bunce Island’s location meant that its agents had first pick of the tens of thousands of Africans who were shipped down the Sierra Leone River during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. The non-human commodities bought by the traders were deposited in a large storeroom and the captives were brought up through the main gate and into the fortress itself. In a large and open space, in front of the agents’ house where the Europeans lived, the men were separated from the women and children, tearing families apart, and all were marched off to special holding yards. Accessed through secure double doors, these yards were large open spaces behind walls more than three metres high. Inside were simple wooden shelters. As the slaves were now the property of the companies for whom the agents worked, it was in their economic interests to protect them from the elements. The agents understood that the longer slaves were warehoused in the holding yards the more of them became sick and died, lowering profits. They also knew that once the initial trauma of their capture subsided there was a greater risk that they might recover and combine in violent resistance. Yet the duration of their stay depended upon the arrival of slave ships seeking to make purchases.


The northern wall of the men’s holding yard was also the outer wall of the agents’ house. It was by all accounts a two-storey building in which the agents attempted an approximation of a genteel existence. One visitor described it as being of a ‘respectable and formidable appearance . . . about one hundred feet in length, and thirty in breadth, and contains nine rooms, on one floor, under which are commodious large cellars and store rooms’.2 The front had a full-length veranda and the main entrance was an arched doorway that opened up into a hallway in which had been built a fireplace. In a country in which temperatures almost never drop below 20 °C this was a purely decorative flourish. The faux gentility of the agents’ house was undermined by the fact that the windows of the room in which they and their guests dined and drank looked directly into the men’s holding yard. Today the ruins of this strange villa, far higher than the other structures on the island, look like they could come crashing down at any moment. Fallen bricks and lumps of local stone litter the ground and there are sections of wall that remain upright more out of habit than structural integrity.


The holding yard in which the women and children were imprisoned lies to the south of the men’s yard and is much smaller, a reflection of the fact that the majority of the captives were men as they attracted higher prices in the slave markets of the Americas. Built into the western-facing wall of the women’s holding yard is a small structure. The remains are held together by a row of three trees. Tall and thin, their finger-like roots have colonized the stonework, but the door that once opened out into the holding yard can still be passed through, and on each side of it are two small square windows. The room inside is only a few square metres in size. No similar structure was built in the men’s holding yard. On the right-hand side of the door, when entered from the women’s holding yard, there was, it appears, a rudimentary bathroom and to the left some sort of chamber. The historians and archaeologists who have explored Bunce Island have speculated over what its function might have been. The appalling conclusion that some of them have reached is that it was what Miss Isatu Smith, the formidable Director of the Sierra Leonean Monuments and Relics Committee, calls the ‘rape house’ of Bunce Island. It was one grim feature in a section of the fortress dedicated to ‘recreation’. Behind the ‘rape house’ was an orchard which, as one late-eighteenth-century visitor to the island tells us, was planted with orange trees. This little heaven, just metres from where slave women were assaulted, was where the agents met to relax and drink. The island is strewn with broken eighteenth-century wine bottles, and written accounts of life on the island describe sumptuous dinners and heavy drinking. The agents were able to enjoy their drinks chilled as this most luxurious of slave fortresses had its own ice store. Henry Smeathman, a British botanist, whom we shall meet again in later chapters, came to Bunce Island in the 1770s. The account he left us speaks more about recreation than any other subject. While on the island as a guest of the slave agents, Smeathman spent a day playing golf on the island’s two-hole golf course, the first ever built on the African continent. The players wore white cotton and were accompanied by African caddies clad in tartan loincloths made from woollen cloth imported from Glasgow. After a day’s golf Smeathman joined the slave-traders for a game of backgammon, then it was time for dinner. This consisted of antelope, wild boar, river fish and ape.3 The feast was accompanied by Madeira wine and Virginia tobacco. Another guest of the agents, who came to the island in 1791, described spending a ‘day in comfort and pleasantry, under the hospitable roof of Bance Island house’ and on several occasions noted how much drinking went on there.4


In the final hours of their captivity on Bunce Island the Africans were marched out of the holding yards, through the main gates and down a stone pathway towards the jetty. Without knowing it they were already heading westwards in the direction of the Americas, where those who survived the Middle Passage were to spend the rest of their lives. On their way to the water’s edge, on a bend in the pathway, it appears that a blacksmith was stationed. There shackles were fixed to the legs of the ‘slaves’ – as they now unquestionably were. At the jetty they were loaded into small boats and ferried out to the ocean-going slave ships assembled in the deeper waters of the river channel. The whole operation was carried out under the gaze of a huge cannon. It is still there, blackened and encrusted to the stonework of the jetty. It was on those stone blocks that between thirty and fifty thousand Africans took their last step on the continent of their birth.


In 1808, when the slave trade was abandoned, Bunce Island’s location, which had been so important and so advantageous for so many years, became a liability. The centre of British activity in Sierra Leone shifted to Freetown at the mouth of the river and although the British colonial authorities were reluctant to abandon the collection of expensive and extensive buildings, no long-term use for them could be found. The fortress was briefly converted into a barracks and training ground for locally recruited African regiments, and after that became a sawmill, where valuable African teak wood was cut and planed for use in ship-building. But in the early 1840s, with the main fortifications and the walls of the agents’ house already crumbling into disrepair, the whole island was abandoned. The vegetation that had been for so long tamed now rioted across the holding yards; great trees pushed their roots into the foundations and vines and creepers spread their tendrils across the old walls.


As the island now had no economic raison d’être there was no reason to visit and few people did. Slowly consumed and concealed by the trees, the fortress was forgotten. Generations later the rumour emerged that the ruins were of a Portuguese slave factory – as the Portuguese were the first Europeans to arrive on the Guinea Coast anything conspicuously old in Sierra Leone tended to be described as Portuguese. When, in the 1970s, American archaeologists arrived on Bunce Island they were able to instantly establish the true nationality of the ruins. On the battlements that defended the northern and western edges of the fortress they came across several abandoned cannon on which, beneath the symbol of a crown, were initials ‘G R’ – George Rex, the cipher of the British King George III.5


The most dedicated of archaeologists who have worked on Bunce Island is Joseph Opala. He once described the island as the ‘Pompeii’ of the Atlantic slave trade. Opala linked Bunce Island to the history of the United States in a way that was both remarkable and unique. It regarded the story of the Gullah people, sometimes called the Geechee. These African American communities were formed in isolated coastal settlements in South Carolina and Georgia. Thanks to genealogical research and well-preserved records of the transportation and sale of enslaved Africans in that part of colonial North America, members of the Gullah communities are among the tiny number of African Americans who can know with some certainty which parts of Africa their ancestors came from. A handful have even been able to trace the names of their ancestors.6 Many were people who had been sold to the owners of rice plantations in South Carolina and Georgia from the infamous slave market at Charleston in South Carolina, to which the ships that left the jetty at Bunce Island regularly travelled. After the abolition of American slavery in the 1860s, the Gullah were largely left to their own devices and were able to preserve aspects of their original African languages and cultures. When historians and archaeologists like Joseph Opala began to trace the lineage of these communities, the branches of their family trees led, time and again, to Bunce Island.


Since 1989 Bunce Island has witnessed several Gullah ‘homecomings’, in which members of Gullah families from South Carolina and Georgia travelled to Sierra Leone and visited the slave fortress. These visits have been raw, emotional and visceral – as well as unique. During the 1989 homecoming some Gullah people reported being so overcome they said they could ‘see’, not merely ‘feel’, their ancestors when they entered the holding yards. Most of the people who travel upriver to Bunce Island today are from the United States. Despite interruptions caused by Sierra Leone’s disastrous civil war of the 1990s and more recently by the 2015 Ebola epidemic, Bunce Island has become a place of pilgrimage for African Americans. Some visitors have carved their names, the names of their home towns or simply the word ‘Gullah’ into the bark of the trees that have grown up around the former agents’ house.


Most people who come to Bunce Island, even those with no family connection, find it an eerie and disturbing place. A few years ago a caretaker was hired to maintain the ruins, and a concrete house was built for him on the island. He found himself unable to be alone on Bunce Island at night, and took to leaving each evening and commuting to work by boat. As dusk falls and the trees begin to cast long shadows over the walls of the holding yards and the ‘rape house’, the urge to get on a boat and leave Bunce Island is almost irresistible. Too much has happened here for this island ever to be inhabited again, even by a solitary caretaker.


If the ghosts of the slaves perhaps linger on Bunce Island then they are not alone. The presence of the agents and the slave-traders is just as strongly imprinted. Many of what look like rocks on the beaches are in fact the heavy, concave bases of eighteenth-century wine bottles. The glass is a dark brown, its surface opaque having been ground down by two centuries of daily tides and ceaseless currents. They are in their greatest abundance on the far northern tip, directly under the fortifications, in front of the agents’ house. There it is possible to pick up the remnants of a bottle that was, perhaps, thrown into the sea two centuries earlier, by a man who traded in enslaved human beings.


Bunce Island has been dramatically rediscovered. It is studied by historians, examined by archaeologists and now sacred to the Gullah people. But, at the very moment of its exhumation, it is at terrible risk. The tides and currents of the Sierra Leone River that thousands of years ago created Bunce Island are slowly destroying it. The island is being eroded away, year by year. In 2008 the fortress was placed on the World Monuments Fund’s list of the world’s ‘100 Most Endangered Sites’. It is almost as if the Sierra Leone River, a waterway on which so many thousands of Africans were transported into slavery, is trying to wipe Bunce Island off the map and wash away its own dark past. As the river eats away at its foundations, the trees continue their long offensive against the stonework. Great cracks have wrenched apart whole sections of the main defensive walls; doorways and windows are being held up only by temporary wooden supports. Sierra Leone’s Monuments and Relics Commission is energetically gathering funds and securing partnership to save Bunce Island, and if that money is found it seems probable that much of it will come from the United States.


Each year more African Americans learn of Bunce Island, and more arrive to commune with their ancestors. When, in 1992, General Colin Powell visited the island he stated that there he came to see himself as an African as well as an American. ‘I feel my roots here in this continent,’ he told his hosts. More recently a team from the US National Park Service have carried out a survey of the island and generated a 3D model of the fortress. There have been books written and documentaries filmed about the island, and about what is known as the Gullah Connection. Bunce Island has come to be regarded as the most significant site on the African continent for the study of African American history. Yet, through all the stages of its bleak history, Bunce Island was linked umbilically to another island three thousand miles to the north.


All four of the companies that managed the fortress were British. The money made there flowed back to British investors. Even the bricks that were used to build the walls of the fortress were fired in Britain and carried to Africa in the bellies of British slave ships as ballast. Most of the men whose bones lie crumbling in the European graveyard were British-born and most of the ships that dropped anchor off Bunce Island, firing their cannon in a seven-gun salute to the agents in the fortress, had set sail from British cities: Bristol, Liverpool and London. Other ships arrived from ports in Britain’s North American colonies.


Bunce Island, hidden for so many years behind a screen of trees, is an extreme example of a wider phenomenon. The history of Britain’s long, complex and traumatic relationship with Africa and her peoples has been and remains largely obscured. The most difficult chapters in that history, those that record the age of slavery, were largely expunged after the 1830s. When the moral climate changed and slavery was abolished, the families and dynasties who had grown wealthy from it airbrushed it out of their family histories. Likewise the worst crimes of the age of empire, of which Africans were not the only victims, are little discussed, as the empire itself has become reduced to little more than images of explorers in pith helmets, romantic ideas of railways and the Raj and some vague notions of the spread of English values and language. But there is more to it. This is not simply a case of historical amnesia. The parts of British history in which black people were active participants, as well as those in which they were the exploited victims, have been erased and the story of the black presence in Britain remains obscure and even disputed despite more than fifty years of archival discovery and historical scholarship. In the 1990s the African American historian Gretchen Gerzina was informed by an assistant in a London bookshop that there ‘were no black people in England before 1945’.7 Around the same time a correspondent writing to the Independent newspaper complained of ‘20th-century multi-culturalists’ who ‘invent a spurious history for black settlement in Britain before the Fifties and Sixties.’8 The denial and avowal of black British history, even in the face of mounting documentary and archaeological evidence, is not just a consequence of racism but a feature of racism.


On St George’s Day 1961 a man who is to play a significant role in our story gave a speech that never attained the notoriety of one of his later sermons.9 Seven years, almost to the day, before his ‘Rivers of Blood’ speech, the Conservative MP Enoch Powell, the former Health Minister, gave a lecture to the members of the Royal Society of St George. Formed in the 1890s and dedicated to the promotion of English history and traditions, the society still exists today and every British monarch since Queen Victoria has accepted the role of patron. Speaking a little over a year after Harold Macmillan’s ‘Wind of Change’ speech, Powell’s subject was the loss of empire and what it meant for Britain, though it was England rather than Britain that really interested him. In his own contrarian way Enoch Powell had once been an enthusiastic advocate of the British Empire. But by 1961 the Wind of Change had blown much of it away. India was gone and in Africa Ghana, Nigeria, Somalia and Sudan had followed. By the end of the year Tanganyika had become a nation rather than a colonial ‘Territory’ and British Cameroon and French Cameroon had been amalgamated to create the independent Republic of Cameroon. Even as Powell was delivering his speech, Queen Elizabeth II was on board the royal yacht travelling to Sierra Leone. Five days later she was in Freetown to witness the lowering of the Union flag and the birth of the Republic of Sierra Leone, marking the end of the Sierra Leone Protectorate, the territory that had been Britain’s very first West African colony.


In a remarkable speech that has been largely forgotten, Enoch Powell asked what all this meant for Britain. He began by making a startling claim. He suggested that the British Empire had been unique in a way that few commentators had noted. ‘There was this deep, this providential difference between our empire and those others’, he suggested. What was special was ‘that the nationhood of the mother country’ had, according to him, ‘remained unaltered through it all, almost unconscious of the strange fantastic structure built around her’. Despite having assembled the greatest empire the world had ever known, Britain had somehow remained, in Powell’s word, ‘uninvolved’ in the whole enterprise.10 During the colonial period a ‘brief conjunction of cheap and invincible sea power with industrial potential’ had allowed much of the world to be brought ‘under the spell of England’.11 But the experience had not been reciprocal. The conquered territories had not cast any similar spell over the English, and the deep, inner core of the English character and essential nature of England’s national institutions had passed through four centuries of empire-building largely unchanged and unaffected.


To England, the empire had been a dream from which the nation was only now, in the post-war era, awakening. At this historic juncture, with the colonies breaking away one by one and at a disconcerting rate, England had the opportunity to rediscover her true, inner self; ‘our generation’, Powell claimed, ‘is one which comes home again from years of distant wandering. We discover affinities with earlier generations of English who felt no country but this to be their own.’12 Awoken from the colonial dream and home once again, the English could now commune with their distant ancestors and perhaps even revert to being the people they had been before the ships of Elizabethan and Stuart England had set off to forge the foundations of the first British Empire in the Americas and on the shores of Africa. In his most romantic passage Powell said, ‘backward travels our gaze, beyond the grenadiers and the philosophers of the eighteenth century, beyond the pikemen and the preachers of the seventeenth, back through the brash adventurous days of the first Elizabeth and the hard materialism of the Tudors and there at last we find them [our English ancestors].’


Powell spoke in beautiful, elegiac prose that conjured up evocative myths of Britishness, continuity and belonging and did so with as much lyricism and eloquence as any of the famous speeches of Winston Churchill; although even Powell’s most thorough biographer concedes that it was a moment in which ‘the romantic took over’.13 To thousands of colonial administrators, soldiers and their families, who were returning from former colonies and arriving ‘home’ to a Britain they hardly knew, it was stirring stuff; a deeply emotional appeal to romantic ethnic nationalism. But it was also a vision of England that did not match the realities of the nation as it was in the early 1960s, and a vision that required much of the history of the past four hundred years to be set aside.


At the heart of Powell’s theory was the idea that despite having been for so long an imperial power, in the case of England, ‘the continuity of her existence was unbroken’. This continuity had been preserved by Britain’s unique and uniquely ancient institutions: the law, the monarchy and particularly Parliament. These great constants had forged what he called the ‘homogeneity of England’, which he believed had survived the Age of Empire essentially unaltered. This sense of continuity was sacred to Powell and he believed that in the post-colonial moment, as the ‘looser connections which had linked her with distant continents and strange races fell away’, it was essential to the forging of a new post-imperial nation.


By the early 1960s Powell’s gaze had resolutely turned inwards, towards his ideas of English ‘continuity’ and ‘homogeneity’. Powell was not one of those Conservatives who nursed delusions that the Wind of Change might abate, or that any significant scraps of the empire could be retained. While there were some in his nation and in his party who reconciled themselves to the loss of empire by boasting that Britain had introduced her ancient institutions to previously backward peoples, bestowing them as wondrous gifts, Powell spoke of the need for a ‘clean break’ from the colonial past. He regarded the invention of the Commonwealth as an institution that complicated and delayed the severing of links between the former colonizer and formerly colonized that was urgently necessary.


In a section of the speech heavy with allusions to classical antiquity – as was Powell’s habit – he compared the English, as they abandoned their colonies and returned to their home islands, to the people of Athens who returned to their city in the fifth century BC after it had been sacked by the Persians. There they supposedly found, within the city, ‘alive and flourishing in the midst of the blackened ruins, the sacred olive tree, the native symbol of their country’. ‘So we today,’ said Powell, ‘at the heart of a vanished empire, amid the fragments of demolished glory, seem to find, like one of her own oak trees, standing and growing, the sap still rising from her ancient roots to meet the spring, England herself.’


Among the many problems with this analogy was that in post-war, post-colonial Britain – as opposed to fifth-century Athens – not all of the ‘Persians’ had gone home. The ‘strange races’ from ‘distant continents’ who had been drawn into Britain’s empire over the preceding four centuries did not ‘fall away’. Powell’s St George’s Day speech was delivered near the peak of Caribbean migration to Britain. Around sixty thousand Caribbean immigrants arrived in Britain that year and these newest arrivals joined the estimated two hundred thousand already here. By the end of the decade that community would number more than half a million.14 While these waves of post-war migration were unprecedented in scale, they were not an historical aberration. At the end of the previous war there had been around twenty thousand black people in Britain. Before that Britain had been home to small communities of black Edwardians, black Victorians and a larger population of black Georgians. There had been black Stuarts and black Tudors and in the 1960s, across the Americas and the Caribbean, lived millions of people of African descent whose ancestors had been transplanted into the New World from their home continent by British traders. In the middle of the twentieth century, millions of Africans spoke English and twenty-three of the independent nations that were to emerge on that continent from the ruins of the British Empire chose English as their official national language. The economic, commercial, linguistic, cultural and familial links between Britain, Africa and the West Indies that had been forged over four centuries did not simply ‘fall away’. But the existence of these interconnections, and the presence in Britain of thousands of black people who claimed British citizenship, like the existence of a similar Asian community, was profoundly at odds with Powell’s vision of a return to some pre-colonial England of village churches and Norman architecture.


Black Britons were to Powell and those like him a constant reminder of the lost empire and the connections and interconnections that had made Britain powerful. But more than that they profoundly undermined another idea that was sacred to Powell; that whiteness and Britishness were interchangeable, and always had been.15 The idea, already current in the early 1960s, that the nation should change, adapt to the presence of black and brown Britons, denounce racism and pass anti-discrimination laws, was counter to Powell’s conception of England. These ethnic outsiders, as he saw them, should not be accommodated but marginalized and ideally expelled; he called it ‘re-emigration’, and described them as the ‘immigrant-descended population’. If this was not possible then a new definition of Britishness and British citizenship had to be established, one that viewed Britishness in racial terms, something that English law had rarely done. With the exception of a couple of minor inter-war ordinances, the English common law had – in letter if not always in practice – been colour-blind. In one of his most emphatic and disturbing statements, made late in 1968 and several months after he had predicted that ‘rivers of blood’ would flow in British streets, Powell dismissed utterly the concept of integration and rejected the notion that it was ever possible for a non-white person born in Britain to become British in a true or meaningful sense. ‘The West Indian or Indian does not, by being born in England, become an Englishman. In law he becomes a United Kingdom citizen by birth; in fact he is a West Indian or an Asian still . . . he will by the very nature of things lose one nationality without acquiring a new one. Time is running against us and them.’16


Powell’s vision of a Britain purged of the empire, freed from the past and re-energized by a new national and racial self-consciousness was a fantasy and a dangerous one. In order to save the imagined homogeneity and continuity of England, the non-white Britons who had emigrated from what was then called the ‘New Commonwealth’ had to be treated differently, denied full British citizenship and ideally expelled. It was a strain of what has been called ‘insular and defensive racism’.17 A less confident credo than the racism of the high imperial period, but one that disfigured the lives of thousands of black and Asian Britons. Ultimately these beliefs led Powell throughout the 1960s and 1970s to ratchet up his rhetoric, which led ultimately to his predictions of ‘rivers of blood’ and ‘civil war’.


Enoch Powell is remembered as the man who signed the political warrant for the racial prejudice and wave of racial violence that were unleashed against Britain’s post-war black and Asian populations. What is less well remembered is that what became known as ‘Powellism’ was also a call – made by a scholar of the classical past – for the denial and disavowal of parts of four hundred years of history. The loss of the empire, in Powell’s view, made jettisoning imperial history necessary, as only through this amputation could his vision of England as an ethnic and racial state be realized and continuity with the past ensured. Counter-intuitively it was only by turning their back on English history could the English save themselves. Yet the history that was to be jettisoned was the very history that explained where the ‘immigrant-descended population’ had come from, who they were, what they had been through and why they were here. When in later decades the Jamaican-born British intellectual Stuart Hall explained to his British readers that the immigrants ‘are here because you were there’, he was seeking to remake the connections that Powell and others had sought to break. There had been and still existed what Professor Hall called ‘an umbilical connection’ between Britain and the empire, and there could be ‘no understanding Englishness without understanding its imperial and colonial dimensions’.18


Whatever else can be said about him, Enoch Powell was certainly a man who knew his history. Consequently he understood just how far backwards our collective gaze had to be directed in order to fall upon the sort of England he was looking for. But the further back that journey took him the more preposterous became his notion that people of mid-twentieth-century Britain could commune with ancestors so distant. Furthermore, each phase of the British past through which Powell asked his St George’s Day audience to time-travel had the effect of reinforcing the opposite view – that the Age of Empire had been so significant and so transformative that it could not simply be excised from memory or the national story. In each of those epochs Britain’s relationship with the outside world had expanded and deepened. And throughout the four imperial centuries, whose memory Powell now regarded as toxic, Africa and her people had been part of the British experience and imagination.


To take what Powell described as ‘the brash adventurous days of the first Elizabeth’, this was an age in which the Elizabethan imagination was fired by the idea of Africa, her supposed youth, her potential wealth and the gold that for centuries had trickled across the Sahara. But Africa’s people too were a fascination. In those Tudor years, some of them – both North Africans and people from the regions below the Sahara – appeared in the midst of Elizabeth’s subjects. In the same years some of the ships on which England’s brash adventurers set sail headed for the coasts of Guinea and Sierra Leone, where they traded in gold, pepper, ivory and captured slaves. In 1590, one hundred and thirty-five Africans were brought to Bristol aboard a single English privateering ship. But England’s explosion onto the stage of global power politics did not just lead to the arrival and settlement of Africans in England; some of these Africans became themselves players and pawns within that Age of Discovery.


There were black men on the English ships that encountered new peoples and new lands. Sir Francis Drake’s mission to circumnavigate the globe in 1577 was achieved with a crew that was what we today would call inter-racial. Drake was – in fits and starts – a slave-trader, inspired by his cousin Sir John Hawkins, the infamous pioneer of the English trade. But in a way we find difficult to relate to he was capable of enslaving black people while seeing other black men as his comrades-in-arms. Among Drake’s crew in 1577 were four Africans. In an earlier expedition to Panama, Drake had formed an alliance with the ‘Cimaroons’, mixed-race Africans who had escaped from the Spanish and intermarried with local peoples. Their local knowledge was invaluable and helped ‘El Draco’ capture a fleet of Spanish ships carrying silver back to Spain. A few of the Cimaroons chose to join Drake and return with him to England as part of the crew; one of them was named Diego. As is the case repeatedly throughout our story, moments like this in which African people and white Englishmen found common cause are interspersed with more tragic events. Diego died during the circumnavigation and another of the Cimaroons, a woman, was abandoned on an Indonesian island mid-voyage, while heavily pregnant.19 While Drake was at sea, Queen Elizabeth herself was seeking to cultivate relationships with Africa. Seeking allies against Spain she entered into correspondence and traded arms with the Moroccan leader Mulay Ahmad al-Mansur. In all sorts of ways relationships with Africa and Africans appeared critical to England’s survival in her existential struggle against the Catholic superpower that was Spain under Philip II.


Drake’s alliance with black former slaves, who became ‘black Englishmen’ of sorts, and England’s ambitions in the Atlantic world are perhaps hinted at in the ‘Drake Jewel’, which was presented to him by Queen Elizabeth in 1588. It shows the head of a black African man, carved in ivory and superimposed over that of a white European woman. Inside is a miniature of Queen Elizabeth herself. Although the jewel had many meanings it shows how the black African, perhaps in this case a black emperor, had become part of the visual culture of the age, a figure in the English imagination.20 Drake is depicted in his most famous portrait wearing the jewel. In that image he stands beside a globe, on which the continent of Africa has been turned to face the viewer, indicating perhaps the focus of future English ambitions. Without understanding the presence and the impact of people of African descent it is impossible to fully understand the character and mindset of the Elizabethan age. Africa and her people were not only the focus of enormous excitement and curiosity, the continent came to represent a sense of limitless possibility and perhaps destiny to that expansive, mercantile, piratical, heretical England, as it exploded across the oceans during the reign of the Virgin Queen. The black face on the Drake Jewel was in that sense a perfect symbol of the age.


Even when Enoch Powell’s gaze had taken him all the way back to his lost England, his imagined pre-colonial ‘year zero’, the isolation he sought could not be found. Sixty years before Powell spoke, a number of skeletons had been discovered near Sycamore Terrace, a nondescript street in Bootham, near York – one of Britain’s most ancient settlements. As Powell gave his lecture, peppered as it was with references to classical antiquity, those skeletons were lying in anonymous storage. In 1961 the stamp of their racial origin was invisible to the archaeologists but modern isotope testing reveals to us in the early twenty-first century that some of these citizens of Roman Britain were mixed-race people of African heritage, whose families had come from the warm southern limits of that intercontinental empire. Among them was the now famed Ivory Bangle Lady.


Enoch Powell was right, there is some continuity in British history, but it is in large part the continuity of contact, globalism, empire, interaction, migration, alliance-building, travel, exploration, exploitation, slavery, trade and intermarriage. This is not to deny that the era through which he lived, the post-war age, was one in which the levels of immigration and integration were unprecedented, but the England he cast his gaze backwards to find had never truly existed.


Powell’s appeal to an imagined past was only possible because when he gave his speech in the early 1960s two distinct processes of historical forgetting had largely removed black people from the ‘island story’ version of British history. In the first of those processes the chapters of British history in which the fates, status and humanity of black people had been critical and central – those dealing with British slavery and empire in Africa – had been marginalized and quarantined into historical specialisms. In the second process the story of the long presence of black people within Britain itself had been rendered almost invisible.


The most effective and remarkable of these had been the almost surgical excision of slavery and the slave trade from the histories of Britain of the seventeenth, eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Here geography, coupled with a strong urge to focus on abolition rather than slavery, had made the process easier. The cotton plantations of the American South existed on the soil of the United States itself; British slavery took place an ocean away on the islands of the Caribbean or the plantations of the North American colonies. As a result even today many people in Britain have a more vivid image of American slavery than they do of life as it was for enslaved Africans on the British plantations of the Caribbean. Slavery for them conjures up images of cotton fields and whitewashed plantation houses at the end of long avenues of tall trees – the imagery of Roots, Gone With the Wind and 12 Years a Slave. Fewer people find their mind’s eye drawn to images of the semi-industrial process of sugar cultivation in Jamaica, Guyana or Barbados in the eighteenth century, and fewer still think of the British slave fortresses like Bunce Island through which the Africans who worked those plantations were channelled.


The second process cannot, of course, be explained by geographic distance. That process concealed not only the reality that black people were not only continually present in Britain from the sixteenth century onwards but also the fact that they played a role in many of the pivotal moments of British history. The black history of Britain and the biographies of notable black Britons run through mainstream British history like a rich but underworked seam. At times it is close to the surface, at others deeply buried. Black history is everywhere but repeatedly and often intentionally it has been misfiled, recategorized or sidelined. At times black British history is hidden in plain view.


At the very centre of our capital city stands one of the most sympathetic, humane and heroic depictions of a black Briton. The memorial in question is situated on a London intersection from which can be seen the Houses of Parliament, the Cenotaph, the National Gallery, Admiralty Arch and Buckingham Palace which is just visible through the trees at the end of the Mall. Yet the black Briton represented in this famous work of public art is almost entirely unknown and rarely commented upon, despite having been on public display for well over one and a half centuries. He can be found within one of the great brass reliefs that adorn the base of Nelson’s column, four huge panels of bronze that were forged from captured French cannon. The south-facing relief is entitled The Death of Nelson. It freeze-frames the moment just after Nelson has been struck down by a French sniper. The admiral lies mortally wounded in the arms of his men and fellow officers. To the left of them stands a black sailor holding a musket. His head is tilted upwards as he scans the rigging of the enemy ships. The man’s features are unmistakably and unambiguously African. Not only was this black seaman included in the relief, which was cast thirty-five years after the battle, he was both acknowledged and celebrated. When the reliefs were unveiled one contemporary reviewer was particularly drawn to what he called ‘the figure of the negro’, whom he described as ‘a perfect work of art, full of character – the distended nostrils, strained eye-balls, and the firm manner in which the gun he has is clasped in his hand, clearly tell the emotions which might be supposed to occupy the mind under such circumstances’.21 There was no suggestion in this effusive review, written near the high-water mark of British anti-slavery sentiment, that the mind of this black sailor might be inferior to that of his white comrades, or that the emotions that surged in his heart during the heat of battle might be less noble than those of Europeans.


The artist who cast the brass relief was the Irish sculptor John Edward Carew. He included this depiction of a young black sailor not out of some nineteenth-century sense of ‘political correctness’ or as some gesture of ethnic tokenism. The black sailor is there in bronze because men just like him were there in flesh and bone, on the ships that fought at Trafalgar. The evidence for their presence can be found in the muster books of the ships of Nelson’s fleet held at the National Archives in London. These documents list the names, pay-book numbers, ages and places of birth of every man who did his duty under Admiral Nelson that day.22 Among them are men from across Britain but also others from India, Malta, Italy and the former American colonies. There are also eighteen men listed as having been born in Africa and another hundred and twenty-three in the West Indies. One African and six West Indians are listed as serving under Nelson on HMS Victory. Among the Africans at Trafalgar were John Amboyne, who was twenty-seven years old and had been born in Guinea. He served as a landsman on HMS Defiance. George Brown, also born in Guinea, was a boy of just thirteen at the time of the battle. He fought on HMS Colossus alongside two other African-born shipmates, the twenty-year-old William Cully and thirty-five-year-old Jean Moncier, who had been born in Sallee in Morocco. Ordinary Seaman George Butler was twenty-six in 1805 and fought on HMS Orion. John Ephraim, who had been born in Africa’s Calabar Coast, in what is today Nigeria, served on board HMS Temeraire, the 98-gun ship of the line immortalized thirty-three years later by J. M. W. Turner, who painted her being solemnly towed up the Thames by a steam-powered tug on her way to the breaker’s yard. Ordinary Seaman John Cupide was a twenty-year-old African who served on HMS Minotaur while twenty-three-year-old African William Hughes faced the French fleet from the decks of a British warship fittingly named HMS Africa, which had served in the American Revolution, another war in which black men fought for Britain. We know from his service records that William Hughes was discharged from the Royal Navy’s Haslar Hospital in Portsmouth on 14 January 1806, three months after the battle in which he presumably received his wounds. As far as we can tell it seems that against the odds all the Africans identified in the muster books survived the Battle of Trafalgar. After that, and like so many of the black people in our story, they fade from the official record and disappear. The sculptor John Carew might have reasonably presumed that this depiction of a black sailor, the young black man whom he had cast in bronze and affixed to a national memorial at the very centre of the imperial capital, would become similarly fixed within British historical memory. But that was to underestimate our capacity to forget and our ability to unlearn.


If the presence of black people within some of the most celebrated events of the British past can be forgotten, then it is perhaps little surprising that their involvement in other aspects of the national story has been lost or expunged. Time and again events and phenomena that we think we know and understand contain within them lost or camouflaged connections to Africa, slavery and black history.


Each year two of the most prestigious horse races in the British calendar take place at Newmarket. The Two Thousand Guinea Stakes and the One Thousand Guinea Stakes have been run each year since 1809 and 1814 respectively. The prize money paid to the winners is today far in excess of the titular sums but Newmarket’s strong sense of tradition and continuity has made it perhaps the last place in twenty-first-century Britain where the guinea is still used. The guinea was a gold coin officially worth twenty-one shillings, or one pound sterling and five pence, although its value fluctuated with the price of gold. Despite being replaced by the pound in 1816 the guinea has remained a part of British national culture and business long after that date. Throughout much of the nineteenth century and even into the twentieth it was the favoured denomination for companies and professionals who provided upmarket services to the wealthy – lawyers, doctors, accountants and hoteliers. It retained strong aristocratic overtones and was widely regarded as an indicator of exclusivity and quality. It was also traditionally used in buying and selling horses, hence its continuing association with the world of horse-racing. The Newmarket bloodstock auctioneers Tattersalls still conduct their business in guineas, as they have done since their foundation in 1766. Yet the origins of the guinea and the source of the gold from which the original coins were minted have been largely forgotten. The guinea was so named because it was made from gold bought on Africa’s Guinea Coast. On one side of the coins was the head of the King and on the other the symbol of an elephant and castle – the trademark of the Royal African Company.


In the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries the Royal African Company traded off the coast of West Africa predominantly in gold, ivory and slaves. The Royal African Company transported more Africans into slavery than any other British company in the whole history of the Atlantic slave trade. Between the 1670s and the 1730s around a hundred and fifty thousand men, women and children passed through the company’s coastal fortresses on their way to lives of miserable slavery. Among those fortresses was Bunce Island. The Royal African Company was a royal chartered monopoly and as such was able to call upon the services of the Royal Navy to protect its monopoly, defend its fortresses and intercept the ships of so-called interlopers who attempted to muscle in on its trade. Protected from competition, the company was able to freely trade and thereby generate large profits for its investors. The ‘Royal’ in the company’s title was not a mere honorific. Among the company founders were King Charles II and his brother James Duke of York, the future King James II (the man after whom New York was named), who was actively involved in its administration. His name appears among shareholders who attended company meetings and on lists of those who drew profits and dividends. Among the other shareholders was the philosopher John Locke, whose sixteenth-century ancestor had been among the very first English traders to reach the coast of West Africa. So profitable were the activities of the Royal African Company that when in 1689, after he had been deposed in the Glorious Revolution and replaced with William of Orange and his wife Queen Mary, James II dispatched a representative to London to liquidate his shares, the former king’s profits amounted to £5,730,23 and were used to help fund his comfortable exile in Paris.


Just before the Africans purchased by the agents of Bunce Island were herded into the male and female holding yards, they were taken to an area in front of the agents’ house. There the company initials – ‘RAC’ – were branded onto their chests. At other times the company preferred to brand Africans with the letters ‘DY’ – for Duke of York. Literally and figuratively these were the company’s ‘brands’ and they were intended to be indicators of quality. It was with the same intent that two centuries later Victorian lawyers and doctors issued bills to their wealthy and aristocratic clients in guineas rather than pounds sterling. The involvement of the British monarchy in the slave trade is little known today yet the Stuarts were not unique in this respect. Queen Elizabeth I had invested in the early English slave-trading expeditions of Sir John Hawkins in the 1560s, and both the pirate Hawkins and his queen profited greatly from his successful slaving missions to the coast of West Africa.


The origin of the guinea is one of numerous aspects of our collective past that have been de-tethered from their links to black history and Africa. The story of the South Sea Company and the speculative bubble that brought it down has been similarly sanitized. The South Sea Bubble is remembered today as one of the great cautionary tales of British history, an economic parable that warns of the perils of financial mismanagement and uncontrolled speculation. Reduced to historical colour, it is dutifully wheeled out by journalists and economic commentators in the aftermath of every economic crash, acting as a reminder that market crashes, booms, busts and speculative bubbles are nothing new. Few retellings of the history of the South Sea Bubble however mention the chief commodity the South Sea Company failed to profitably trade. In 1713, under a clause of the Treaty of Utrecht, Britain was awarded the ‘Asiento’, the right to supply slaves to the Spanish colonies in the Americas. This valuable concession was handed over to the South Sea Company. Although the causes of the company’s spectacular and ruinous crash are complex and multiple, its rise and fall are rarely acknowledged or understood as part of the history of Britain’s slave trade. To complete the disconnect it has also been forgotten that in the year of its implosion the honorary governor of this inept slave-trading company was another British monarch, King George I.


A different story from the same era has, in a very similar way, been stripped of its connections to Africa and slavery. The War of Jenkins’ Ear is certainly the most bizarrely named of Britain’s many eighteenth-century wars. It raged intermittently from 1738 to 1749, but its name is derived from a gruesome incident in 1731 which occurred when the British brig Rebecca was intercepted by the Spanish ship La Isabela off the coast of Cuba. The captain of the Rebecca, the English smuggler Robert Jenkins, was accused of piracy by Julio León Fandiño, the captain of the Isabela, who emphasized his point by cutting off Robert Jenkins’ left ear. The British later added Fandiño’s impromptu auriculectomy to a dodgy dossier of excuses and pretexts that was used to justify a declaration of war against Spain. It was a century later that the conflict was named by the Victorian writer and apologist for slavery Thomas Carlyle. In Spain it is known more soberly as ‘La Guerra del Asiento’ – the war of the Asiento, as it was fought not to avenge Robert Jenkins for the loss of an ear but over the contract to sell slaves to the Spanish colonies that had been agreed at the Treaty of Utrecht. On the eve of war in 1738, Robert Jenkins testified before Parliament and recounted the incident. In an engraving made of his day in parliament he is shown standing before the seated figure of the Prime Minister, Robert Walpole. The captain’s wig is being removed to reveal his left ear, or rather its conspicuous absence. The man removing Jenkins’ wig in the engraving is a black man. He wears a liveried coat, the uniform of the enslaved black servant of the mid-eighteenth century.


Thomas Carlyle, the man who gave the War of Jenkins’ Ear its strange name, was the author of a common phrase which has become similarly de-tethered from its origins. Like the story of the South Sea Bubble, Carlyle’s description of economics as ‘the dismal science’ is deployed with obvious relish by journalists and celebrity economists in times of economic turbulence. Carlyle coined that term in his 1849 essay ‘Occasional Discourse on the Negro Question’, a near-hysterical denunciation of the humanity of black people which became an influential assault upon British anti-slavery politics. The phrase is often reused without remembering the essay from which it came. So complete was the decoupling of the phrase from Carlyle’s toxic writing on race that over time an alternative genesis myth emerged. This suggested that the phrase arose from Carlyle’s essays on the great eighteenth-century political demographer Thomas Malthus. This alternative origin story, being conveniently free from any association with the history of slavery and racism, has often been favoured.24


With black history and black people largely expunged from the mainstream narrative of British history, we have been left with a distorted and diminished vision of our national past. Black history, in one sense, is a series of unwritten chapters that together make sense of the wider history of Britain. Our understanding of Victorian Britain, for example, is incomplete without a chapter explaining how slavery – both British and American – impacted upon the Victorian imagination and shaped the national economy. Take the history of the Industrial Revolution. It is constantly replayed in our national imagination as a history of coal and iron, of factory towns and mines, and has rightly become a central feature of our national self-image. It is commemorated and perpetuated by a huge industry of working mills, heritage sites and recreated model communities, often replete with re-enactors and working steam trains and traction engines. At these sites and in our classrooms generations of Britons are transported back to those frenetic, dynamic and inventive decades when this small island became the ‘workshop of the world’. Central to this history is the story of the mills of Lancashire, and the great industrial rivalry that was fought between Liverpool, the great port of the Atlantic-facing empire, and Manchester, the world’s first industrial mega-city. Between them these two industrial giants dominated the global production of cotton cloth and cotton clothes and by the middle of Queen Victoria’s reign the cotton industry employed almost one and a half million people. Millions more worked in ancillary industries or were dependent upon the cotton economy. What is remembered today are not these startling employment figures, or the wealth generated by cotton, but the social history of Factory Acts, child labour, spinning jennies and water-frames. Yet this is a history that is usually silent about the source of the cotton that was processed in Lancashire’s 4,500 mills. The great bulk of that essential raw material came from the Mississippi Valley and the ‘white gold’ of the Deep South was harvested by the black hands of enslaved Africans. In the first half of the nineteenth century it was possible for slaves in the Southern states to spend most of their stolen lives producing the cotton that stoked Britain’s Industrial Revolution. By the time of America’s Civil War in 1861 almost two million slaves laboured in the cotton fields, and New Orleans was linked to Liverpool by a ceaseless flow of slave-produced cotton. The black men and women of the American South are the missing persons in the popular retelling of our industrial heritage. As we today lament the suffering of the Victorian mill workers we forget that many of them felt a comparable sense of sympathy for the slaves of the United States. The more educated and radical of the Lancashire mill workers were well aware that the hands which had tied the bales of cotton that arrived in their mills were those of black men and women who were the legal property of others. Any honest, comprehensive and full-blooded retelling of the history of the Industrial Revolution cannot fail to acknowledge their plight.


The list of lost connections continues and unwritten chapters goes on. The hymn ‘Amazing Grace’, beloved by generations of Britons, was written by the British slave-trader John Newton, whose religious conversion eventually led him to condemn the trade in which he was once enthusiastically engaged. Our alternative national anthem, ‘Land of Hope and Glory’, with its declaration that ‘Britons never shall be slaves’, has links to black history and slavery that are glaringly obvious and yet hardly noticed. Across the country, on heritage plaques and in guidebooks, the grim careers of Britain’s slave-traders and slave owners are disguised behind the sanitizing euphemisms ‘West India Merchant’ and ‘West India Planter’.


The whitewashing of British history and the wilful forgetting of slavery has now lasted almost as long as British slavery itself. We have developed what amounts to a cultural blind spot about these chapters of our past, and our collective squeamishness that prevents us from openly discussing British slavery and the darker aspects of British imperialism has rendered us unable to properly appreciate the place of black people and Africa in our national story. The importance of Africa at various junctures in British history is little examined and the presence of black people in Britain although increasingly accepted has been partially obscured by a celebration of the post-war immigration that, although welcome and positive, tends to drown out the longer more complex story.


Black history is too often regarded as a segregated, ghettoized narrative that runs in its own shallow channel alongside the mainstream, only very occasionally becoming a tributary into that broader narrative. But black British history is not an optional extra. Nor is it a bolt-on addition to mainstream British history deployed only occasionally in order to add – literally – a splash of colour to favoured epochs of the national story. It is an integral and essential aspect of mainstream British history. Britain’s interactions with Africa, the role of black people within British history and the history of the empire are too significant to be marginalized, brushed under the carpet or corralled into some historical annexe.


More than any other factor it is the new demographics of Britain in the early twenty-first century that make the call for a new appreciation of black British history more pertinent. The 2011 census revealed that the fastest-growing ethnic group in Britain is people who are racially mixed, and Britain has higher levels of mixing than any nation in Europe. America’s melting pot – predicted by liberal optimists in the 1960s – has failed to emerge: London, more than New York or Chicago, has become the model of an ethnically diverse and inter-mixed city. More than any other ethnic group, it is the black British population who are mixing. Today, 48 per cent of black Caribbean men and 34 per cent of black Caribbean women are in relationships with partners of a different ethnic group. We are moving to an age in which the ‘black community’ could end up being smaller than the mixed-race community. We might, in decades to come, be a country in which black families in which all the faces are black will be rare, or they will be the families of recent immigrants. It is too easy to be over-comforted by these statistics and there are worrying signs that testify to the resilience and persistence of racism but the change in attitudes is profound. Black and white couples, with brown babies, whose presence sparked race riots on the streets during the 1950s and were the stuff of scandal in the newspapers of the 1960s, have become one of the defining features of twenty-first-century Britain. Mixed-race Britons are a new normal, an integral part of Britain’s self-image. Racial mixing is one of the great constants of this history.


The current patterns of racial mixing are different in scale but are not out of step with our longer history. The modern black populations are doing what their Elizabethan, Georgian, Victorian and Edwardian predecessors did – amalgamating and integrating. That longer, wider and deeper history helps explain the present. It sets modern trends within context and discredits the notion that the history of ‘black Britain’ can be understood as a separate or marginal one. Most of the black Britons whose stories were exhumed by the pioneers of black British history were men who married white women. Olaudah Equiano, James Gronniosaw, Ira Aldridge, John Blanke the trumpeter at the court of Henry VIII, Francis Barber the servant and surrogate son of Samuel Johnson, George Africanus the eighteenth-century black entrepreneur – all of them intermarried. Knowingly or unknowingly their mixed-race ancestors carry on their blood-lines.


For them and for Britain today racial mixing is not just a story of inter-racial couples and mixed-race children but of their families and extended families. Mixed-race children have cousins, grandparents, aunts and uncles. Through intermarriage and racial mixing, millions of white Britons have become part of the black British story. As the barriers between black and white break down, the divisions between so-called black history and so-called mainstream British history become unstable and unhelpful. For me there has never been a separate history exclusively about and for black people in Britain. Black British history cannot be understood solely as the history of the black experience. It has always also been the story of encounter. It is a history populated by the black Britons whose lives were recovered by the first writers of black British history, but also a history of white people, both the notorious architects of racism and slavery and of the millions of ordinary British people who, despite the ebb and flow of race and racial theory, welcomed people of African descent into their lives and their families. Black British history is everyone’s history and is all the stronger for it.



ONE


‘Sons of Ham’


The people of the British Isles and the people of Africa met for the first time when Britain was a cold province on the northern fringe of Rome’s intercontinental, multi-ethnic and multi-racial empire. We were colonized long before we became colonizers. Among the Roman citizens who settled in Britain, and serving in its Roman garrison, were people from the empire’s African provinces, as well as men and women from sub-Saharan Africa who had passed through the empire’s porous borders. Imperialism was the force that brought the first Africans to Britain, just as centuries later it would take thousands of Britons to Africa. Those Afro-Romans arrived in the British Isles during the third century ad, well over a thousand years before the first English sailors reached the shores of sub-Saharan Africa in the middle years of the sixteenth century.


We know about one group of Afro-Romans who were stationed in the North of England due to two pieces of evidence. The first appeared in 1934 in the little village of Beaumont, on the banks of the River Eden in Cumbria, when an altar stone was found in the foundations of an old cottage during its demolition. Carved into it was an inscription dedicated to the god Jupiter. It was written in the stylized and abbreviated Latin that was favoured by the Roman legions, and it recorded that in the middle of the third century, at the nearby Roman fortress of Aballava, a unit ‘of Aurelian Moors’ had been stationed.1


The Aurelian Moors, probably named in honour of Emperor Marcus Aurelius, had been raised in the North African provinces of the Roman Empire, which consisted of parts of what are today the states of Libya, Tunisia and Algeria – regions that were particularly racially diverse. Their base at the fortress of Aballava was one of the strongpoints sited at the western end of Hadrian’s Wall, which is occupied today by the little Cumbrian village of Burgh-by-Sands. At its centre stands the church of St Michael, the oldest parts of which were constructed from stone blocks harvested from Hadrian’s Wall itself, their origins betrayed by the telltale marks and striations left by the tools of Roman masons. The inscription found in Beaumont referenced the names of two Roman emperors, Valerian and Gallienus, which allows historians to establish the approximate date of the inscription, and therefore the presence of the Roman Africans in Britain, as lying between ad 253 and ad 258. The second piece of evidence that connects the Aurelian Moors to Hadrian’s Wall and the fortress of Aballava is a Notitia Dignitatum, a Roman register that lists the officials and dignitaries who visited the region, including a visit by the ‘prefect of the numerus [unit] of Aurelian Moors, at Aballava’.


The Beaumont inscription and the Notitia Dignitatum are among the small number of artefacts and inscriptions that between them record the presence of Africans at various Roman sites in Britain. Most are clustered along Hadrian’s Wall, the most strongly garrisoned region.2 Much of this evidence and most of these artefacts were available to historians writing on the black presence in Britain half a century ago, and new finds are extremely rare. However, in recent years a revolution in archaeology and forensic science has brought a remarkable and unexpected expansion in what is known about the presence of people of African descent in Roman Britain.


Key discoveries relate to some two hundred human remains that were discovered in York in finds made by chance over the course of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. When the historian Peter Fryer wrote his book Staying Power in 1984 he noted that among the skeletons exhumed were several ‘whose limb proportions suggest that they were black Africans’.3 Thirty years later and forensic science has confirmed what in the 1980s was a mere suspicion. The innovation that is transforming our understanding of the presence of African peoples in Roman Britain is the process of radioisotope analysis, a technique that uses oxygen and strontium isotopes to detect chemical signatures in bones and teeth. This allows archaeologists to determine where individuals originated and where they spent their childhood years. By means of these techniques, we can distinguish individuals born and brought up in hot climates from those who come from colder regions, and establish whether remains unearthed in Britain belong to locals or outsiders. This powerful new tool has enabled archaeologists to identify the patterns of mobility and migration within ancient populations; skeletons excavated decades ago are suddenly able to tell their stories. When applied to Roman remains, long ago excavated and stored in the vaults and basements of British museums and universities, isotope analysis continues to reveal new evidence for the settlement in Britain of people from Roman North Africa and beyond.


Isotope analysis has worked best when combined with craniometrics, the measuring of tiny details and proportions in the human skull. When cranial analysis was carried out by the University of Reading’s Department of Archaeology a number of the two hundred or so skulls excavated in York were found to be of mixed ethnic ancestry. The remains of these citizens of Roman York were also subjected to isotope analysis, and while most of those examined displayed European ancestry, some 11 to 12 per cent proved to have been of African descent. That the remains studied came from two different burial sites, one of them used to bury poorer people and the other reserved for York’s wealthier residents, suggests not only that there were significant numbers of people of North African ancestry living in Roman York, but that they moved in all levels of society.


The now famous Ivory Bangle Lady is perhaps the most significant individual to have emerged from the work on third-century York’s citizens. She was discovered in 1901 in a stone sarcophagus buried in a site near to Sycamore Terrace, an everyday street in the city. On one of the shards of bone had been carved the inscription SOROR AVE VIVAS IN DEO, which translates as ‘Hail sister, may you live in God’, and suggests that she may have been a Christian. In her sarcophagus were a number of luxury grave goods: some blue glass beads, fragments of five bone bracelets, silver and bronze lockets, two yellow glass earrings, two marbled glass beads, a small round glass mirror and a blue glass perfume bottle.4 The presence of these objects suggests that she was a woman of high social status, from the upper strata of Roman York, a settlement then known as Eboracum. The most telling of her grave goods were two bracelets, one made of jet stone, which probably came from Whitby on the north-east coast of England, the other made of African ivory.


The geographic range from which her grave goods had been drawn was, it later proved, reflective of her own ancestry. In 2009, sixteen centuries after her death, the remains of the Ivory Bangle Lady were subjected to radioisotope analysis, and precise measurements taken of her skull and skeleton. The chemical signature deposited by the food and drink she had consumed in her childhood, and the measurements of her skeleton, suggest that this high-status citizen of Roman York is likely to have been a mixed-race woman of North African descent, and that either she, or her parents or grandparents, had come from Mediterranean North Africa. She had been between eighteen and twenty-three years old when she died, although the cause of death was unclear. Her mobility across the empire is suggestive of a woman who was connected to the Roman army, as whole families moved to accompany men posted in distant provinces and York was a significant military settlement. Relocations from the provinces in North Africa to those of northern England were not unknown, and others have been recorded. Subsequent work on other remains is now demonstrating that Roman Britain was a society of far greater racial diversity than had been presumed.5 The mobility that was a feature of the late Roman Empire may well have meant that parts of third-century Eboracum may well have been more ethnically and racially diverse than parts of York today in the twenty-first century.


From the fall of the Western Roman Empire in the fifth century ad to the beginning of Europe’s Age of Exploration a millennium later, the British Isles, like the rest of Europe, were largely cut off from Africa and her people. The collapse of Rome marked the end of an era of extraordinary connectivity and mobility. The intercontinental pathways that had made it possible for the Ivory Bangle Lady to settle in the British Isles were wiped away. In the seventh century the rise of Islam further broadened the gulf between Africa and Europe. As the Arabs expanded along the coast of North Africa the new states they created became a political, religious, military and cultural barrier spreading northward of the physical barrier of the Sahara.6 For the next millennium contact and interchange between Africans and Europeans was mediated by the Arab traders who controlled the caravan routes across the Sahara.


Despite this, the archaeological record and a handful of archival sources reveal that there were tiny numbers of people of African heritage travelling to and living in Britain in the medieval age. Yet while, for most Britons, Africans were no longer encountered face to face as individuals, as they had been during the Roman era, this did not mean that Africans vanished beneath their mental horizon. Both the people and their continent continued to reside within the realms of myth, legend and scripture. Africa was, after all, a land of the Bible, and through the books of the Old Testament, the African continent – the Nile Valley and the land of Ethiopia in particular – remained present in the minds of medieval scholars and was discussed by the priests and monks whose cathedrals and monasteries were the great centres of learning. Just as important were the texts of the classical world, as it was through these ancient writings that medieval Europe’s tiny educated elite were able to read travel accounts that described the geography of Africa and portrayals of the nature and reputed habits of her people. Medieval Europe knew that not only had the Greeks and Romans reached sub-Saharan Africa, but black people from those regions had moved north and been part of Greek and Roman societies, as both free and enslaved people.


Africans and their homelands were chronicled in the works of Homer, Herodotus, Ptolemy and Pliny, among others, as well as in pictorial form on pottery and in sculpture. The picture of Africa that educated Europeans drew from the classical texts contained much that was later demonstrated to be accurate. The first-century-BC writer Diodorus Siculus, for example, informed medieval readers that the people of Africa were ‘black of colour’, with ‘flat noses and woolly hair’.7 Other ancient scholars had worked out the rough shape of the continent. Yet classical texts were also prone to misdescribe both the people and the continent itself. Africa was repeatedly conflated with and confused for other poorly understood regions of the world, and there was a strong tendency within the works of the Greek and Roman writers for conjecture and myth to be given the same weight as verifiable facts. The Greek historian Herodotus offered his readers an accurate description of the people who lived to the south of the Nile, a region he himself had visited, but then went on to speculate that somewhere in Africa was a race of men who had the heads of dogs.


Of all the classical authors, it was perhaps the Roman writer Pliny the Elder who contributed most to the mystification of Africa. In the 1550s, just as the first English traders began to reach West Africa, a new popular edition of Pliny’s Summary of the Antique Wonders of the World was published in England.8 In one remarkable passage Pliny catalogued the many bizarre and monstrous races of mankind who resided in Africa:




Of the Ethiopians there are diverse forms and kinds of men. Some there are towards the East, that have neither nose nor nostrils, but the face all full. Others that have no upper lip, they are without tongues, and they speak by signs, and they have but a little hole to take their breath at, by which they drink with an oaten straw . . . In a part of Africa be people called Ptoemphane, for their king they have a dog, at whose fancy they are governed . . . Towards the west there is a people called Arimaspi, that hath but one eye in their foreheads, they are in the desert and wild country. The people called Agriphagi live with the flesh of panthers and lions; and the people called Anthropophagi, which we call Cannibals, live with human flesh. The Cinamolgi, their heads are almost like to the heads of dogs.9




Pliny also informed his readers of the existence in Africa of the Garamantes, a people who eschewed the institution of marriage and whose men held all women in common. Just as fascinating were the Gamphasantes, who were said to never wear clothes, the Troglodytes, who lived in caves, and a race of people who walked on their hands.


Not content with the considerable assortment of bizarre peoples and array of natural wonders bequeathed to them by the classical authors, medieval European writers added their own layers of mythology, fantastical conjecture and geographic confusion. Some of these authors were men who claimed to have travelled out into the world beyond Europe. Others had stayed at home and were merely the compilers of the accounts of others. The most influential of these works tells the story of an epic journey claimed to have been undertaken by the book’s supposed author. The Travels of Sir John Mandeville – Mandeville’s Travels, as it is more commonly known – was originally written in French, sometime in the mid-fourteenth century (some sources suggest 1356 or 1357). It has undergone a vast amount of scholarly detective work, yet many questions remain unanswered and probably always will. The book describes a journey across central Asia, Arabia, India, the Far East and Northern Africa, and was assembled from around two dozen separate texts, variously either consulted, quoted or plagiarized (if plagiarism is the appropriate word for the way that medieval authors habitually took liberties with one another’s texts when compiling their own).10 The author of the book was said to have been a certain Sir John Mandeville, an English knight of St Albans, but modern scholars suggest that the author was in fact a Frenchman, and a number of possible candidates have been identified. More than any other book, Mandeville’s Travels offered, or appeared to offer, answers to burning questions about the nature of the known but unreachable continents outside of Europe. The marvels of other civilizations and the wonders of the natural and supernatural worlds were laid bare. As in the writings of the classical authors, the book freely mixed elements of genuine travel writing with what to the modern eye is evidently the fantastical and the mythological. One of its interesting claims is that the world is round.


Mandeville’s Travels was one of the most widely translated books of the later Middle Ages; editions appeared in several languages as it spread rapidly and widely across Latin Christendom. It is believed that alongside Marco Polo’s travels, Christopher Columbus took a copy of Mandeville with him on his journey to find the Indies in 1492. The book told its readers that: ‘In Ethiopia men and women, in the summertime, go together to streams and lie therein from morning till noon, all naked, because of the great heat of the sun.’ In other parts of Ethiopia ‘the air is so cold that . . . there is a continual frost which freezes the water so that it turns to crystals’.11 Africa was also a region, Mandeville explains, in which diamonds littered the earth and grew to enormous sizes, yet despite these treasures the people of Africa lived in a state of almost communist equality, as ‘the goods of the country are common to every man, and none of them is allowed to be richer than the others, nor does any desire to be’. Such utopian egalitarianism was possible in Mandeville’s Africa because there was a limitless supply of food that could be effortlessly gathered. Even more fortunately, the rivers and streams that cut across Africa flowed with waters that were flavoured and spiced. Other natural springs were capable of curing the sick of their maladies. The Mandeville author himself claimed to have drunk from a well that was the source of eternal youth. Those who lived near it, he wrote, ‘never get sick, and their appearance is always youthful’.


Something of the sense of wonder at Africa that emanates from the pages of Mandeville’s Travels can also be seen in medieval maps. Hereford Cathedral’s Mappa Mundi – literally, Map of the World – was produced around 1300, about fifty years before Mandeville’s Travels appeared, and is the largest surviving medieval map of the world. Little about it corresponds to our modern understanding of geography or the conventions of cartography. Instead, it is an orbisculum, a map of the known earth shown in the form of a sphere, and its orientation is profoundly confusing to the twenty-first-century viewer, with Asia placed at the top of the map, rather than Europe in the north. On the Mappa Mundi, as in other medieval maps, Africa is shown as one of three known continents, a tripartite division that was an essential feature of the medieval world-view. The map depicts time as well as physical space, showing events from the Bible as well as the locations of nations. At the top, Adam and Eve are shown being expelled from the Garden of Eden, and above them the Day of Judgement has arrived: the saved are being welcomed into heaven and the damned driven en masse towards the mouth of hell. At the centre of the map – both literally and conceptually – is the city of Jerusalem, above which can be seen the crucifixion.


Whereas Europe is shown on the Mappa Mundi with its rivers and cities clearly marked and illustrated, the continents of Asia and Africa, which lay beyond the knowledge of the map’s creator, are depicted as the realms of the monstrous races that Mandeville described. The monopods, a race of men with only one foot, whom Mandeville claimed to have seen in Ethiopia, are depicted in Asia. An illustration of that race shows a man sheltering from the sun beneath the shade of his single enormous foot. As well as presenting Africa as the realm of monstrous peoples, the Mappa Mundi reinforces the ancient idea that Africa was a land of such excessive heat that its residents are forced to seek shelter from the sun or have become adapted to its burning rays.


At the fringes of Africa, right on the very edge of the map and therefore of the known world, are the strangest of all the monstrous races, the Blemmyes, a people who have no heads, but faces upon their chests. On the coast of Ethiopia can be found the Marmini people, who each have four eyes with which they can gaze in four different directions simultaneously. Near them in Ethiopia are the Agriophagi of whom Pliny had spoken and whom Shakespeare would later mention in Othello and The Merry Wives of Windsor. The Agriophagi apparently lived under the rule of a cyclops king who is shown on the Mappa Mundi wearing a crown and carrying a sceptre.12


Both the author of Mandeville’s Travels and the creator of the Mappa Mundi presented Africa as a land that was wondrous and profoundly different from late medieval Europe. Yet despite its riches and many natural marvels the continent was occupied by peoples that both considered savage. The cultural practices of the Africans were strange and at times unnatural. Their sexual habits ran counter to European norms and their religions were false and troubling. Yet of all the many astounding and disconcerting possibilities that Mandeville’s Travels presented to late medieval Europeans, nothing was more startling and enticing than his claim that somewhere within Africa there lay a black Christian kingdom. The author was embellishing an already established legend that had first emerged in the twelfth century. The myth had probably begun when the crusaders, whose conquests in Palestine were being threatened by the rising power of the Saracens, heard rumours of a Christian kingdom beyond their reach in Eastern Africa, and may have encountered Christian Africans in the Holy Lands. This lost Christian kingdom was ruled over by an African king known as Prester John. Both he and his people were said to be fabulously wealthy, and within his kingdom lay many natural wonders, including the aforementioned fountain of youth.


There were many versions of the legend. In some, the kingdom of Prester John was said to be located somewhere in Asia, in others it was to be found in Ethiopia, and in some in India – which did little to pin it down on the map, as there were believed to be two Indias, India inferior and India superior, as well as two distinct and separate Ethiopias.13 The tendency of the kingdom of Prester John to migrate around the known world over the course of innumerable retellings and reimaginings was a reflection of the medieval European tendency to conflate Africa with India, or to subsume Africa into a vague general notion of the ‘Saracen’ lands of Asia and the Middle East. By the fifteenth century, however, the locus of Prester John had come to rest more firmly in Africa, specifically in Abyssinia, modern Ethiopia.
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The mythical African king Prester John depicted on his throne in a detail from the Queen Mary Atlas, created by the Portuguese cartographer Diogo Homem in 1558.


 


The origins of this myth are obscure, but the reasons why it so appealed to the medieval mind are relatively simple. The idea that somewhere in Africa, beyond the barrier of the Islamic world, lay a black Christian kingdom raised the tantalizing prospect that an intercontinental Christian alliance might be forged. In this vision, Prester John and his African people were presented as a potential ally that could be roused to arms, perhaps thereby tipping the balance in Christendom’s centuries-long conflict with Islam. The myth was, in effect, a collective act of wishful thinking, born out of growing knowledge in Europe of the enormous military and cultural power of the Islamic world.


The myth of Prester John might well have stemmed in part from the cultural shadow cast across medieval Europe by the very real Coptic Christian kingdom that did exist in Ethiopia. Separated from Europe by Islamic North Africa, Ethiopia’s Christians gradually became known to Europeans during the late medieval period, and it seems possible that the reality of Coptic Ethiopia at some stage fused with the legend of Prester John. So convinced were Europeans of the existence of this African king that in 1400 King Henry VI of England dispatched a letter to him. By the fifteenth century Prester John had become firmly established as the name that Europeans ascribed to the emperors of Ethiopia, and which came as an utter surprise to them. In 1441, when a diplomatic delegation from the Ethiopian monastery in Jerusalem travelled to Italy to attend the Council of Florence, it shocked their European hosts to learn that the name Prester John meant nothing to their African co-religionists, and that the name had never been used in Ethiopia.


Yet even this was not enough to demolish the legend. When Portuguese explorers began to make their way around the coast of Africa in the fifteenth century, making contact with numerous African societies, they continued to enquire about the whereabouts of Prester John and his kingdom. The medieval myth and the tantalizing prospect of a grand pan-Christian alliance lingered on until the seventeenth century. Prester John’s mythical kingdom and the wondrous regions described in books such as Mandeville’s Travels may well have been the earliest origins of the persistent notion that somewhere in Africa lay a great and ancient ‘lost kingdom’. This trope survived well into the twentieth century, in novels by John Buchan and Rider Haggard.


At the start of the fifteenth century, around thirty human generations after the fall of Rome, the regions of Africa below the Sahara remained beyond the reach of European travellers and obscured behind a dense veil of classical and medieval mythology. So powerful were these ideas that when, in the early fifteenth century, European explorers did begin to inch their way around the coast of Africa, they did so with copies of Mandeville’s Travels in their hands, and in the genuine hope of finding Prester John. The first European traders and explorers were able to make those epic journeys because they also carried with them the fruits of Islamic learning: new instruments for navigation and books on astronomy, maths and trigonometry.


The people who led the way were the Portuguese, the great mariners of what became known as the Age of Discovery. Portugal’s cartographers and navigators had built upon Islamic learning and were far in advance of most of their competitors. Her shipbuilders had also risen to the challenge and crafted a vessel capable of taking Europeans further south than they had travelled since the age of Rome. This was the caravel, built around a rugged internal frame. Tiny by modern standards, it was in its day the most advanced ocean-going vessel Europeans had yet constructed, the fifteenth- and sixteenth-century equivalent of the space shuttle. Shallow-draughted, with two or three masts and lateen sails, it was uniquely suited to harnessing the poorly understood winds of the African coast and tackling its demanding shoreline. The journeys that took Europeans out of the familiar and navigable Mediterranean and around the Atlantic coast of Africa pushed the arts of navigation to their limits and required breath-taking courage. Mariners ventured into regions about which almost nothing was known and of which mythology offered ominous predictions of fatal climates and treacherous seas.


Portugal’s first base on African soil was the city of Ceuta, on the very tip of Northern Africa in modern-day Morocco, directly opposite Gibraltar. In 1419 King Henry of Portugal, known as ‘Henry the Navigator’, ordered his captains to venture around the North African coast. Progress was painfully slow, each expedition probing a little further than the last, testing whether the winds were capable of returning them to Lisbon. By 1434 they had ventured two hundred miles beyond the dreaded Cape Bojador on the coast of modern-day Morocco. This headland that juts out into the North Atlantic was known to the Arabs as Abu Khatar – The Father of Danger. By breaching that barrier the Portuguese had disproved the widely held belief that the seas to the south of Bojador were governed by winds and currents that would make any return to Europe impossible. In 1436 they travelled beyond Cape Blanco on the modern border between Western Sahara and Mauritania. A mission to the Bay of Arguin in Mauritania returned to Portugal with gold and African slaves, and in 1441 the Portuguese dispatched a mission to push on and find the legendary ‘river of gold’ that some late medieval maps located in the region of what is today Senegal. By the 1460s they had established a trading post on the island of Arguin, and from that bridgehead had begun to draw out the wealth of the African continent.


It was in many ways natural that Portugal would be the nation that first reached out towards Africa. Like Spain, she had been conquered by Muslim invaders from North Africa, and the legends of Africa’s gold mines and Prester John gripped imaginations in Lisbon. But geography also played a part. Comparatively isolated, on the far west of Europe, Portugal’s ports and harbours faced not the Mediterranean but the austere and seemingly endless Atlantic. The ocean almost summoned her sailors and traders out into its great expanse. But Portugal was also a nation in search of wealth, which was needed to build up her power and fend off the attentions of her larger neighbour, Spain. Trade with Africa might also fund further expeditions to discover a sea route to India and access to the spice trade monopolized till now by Muslim traders into the eastern Mediterranean. While Portugal’s kings and mariners were possessed by a spirit of adventure and human curiosity, her interest in Africa was motivated primarily by a clear-eyed and pragmatic search for trade. Economic considerations were always paramount.


The commodities that drew the Portuguese to Africa were dyewood, ivory (which English merchants were later to quaintly call ‘elephants’ teeth’), and a form of pepper from Sierra Leone, known then as ‘grains of paradise’. The trade in slaves did not count for much at this stage, although both African and Berber people were captured on some of these early ventures and enslaved in small numbers. The real lure of Africa was gold. Since the age of the Byzantine Empire, Europeans had been aware that somewhere in Africa lay the source of the gold that flowed across the Sahara and into their continent, carried by Arab and Berber caravans. By traversing down the coast of Africa in their caravels the Portuguese had outflanked the desert and travelled around Islamic North Africa. African gold could now be shipped directly to Europe without passing through the intermediary hands of desert traders and Muslim merchants. Portugal had cut out the middleman.


Even before it had been fully proved, the trade in African gold was given papal approval and protection. In the 1450s, Pope Nicholas V and his successor Callixtus III took it upon themselves to issue papal bulls, edicts confirming Portugal’s position as the exclusive trader along two thousand miles of African coastline. By the 1470s the mariners of Lisbon had reached the coast of modern Ghana, a land that up until its independence in 1957 retained the name it acquired in the Age of Discovery – the Gold Coast. In 1482 the Portuguese built a trade fortress there named São Jorge da Mina – Saint George of the Mine – because the Portuguese optimistically believed that their new outpost lay close to Africa’s legendary gold mines. From this enclave they hoped to tap the region’s prodigious wealth at source. Unbeknownst to the men who built the fortress of El Mina, the alluvial goldfields of West Africa lay many miles inland, through the then impenetrable forest belt. Neither the Portuguese nor any of their European rivals in the Age of Discovery were ever to gain access to those regions of the interior.* It would take Europeans another four centuries to finally break through the forests to the gold mines, and it was to be the British in the 1890s, rather than the Portuguese in the 1480s, who reached the mines around the city of Kumasi. Even then, and armed with the Maxim gun and the modern rifle, the British forces were decimated by disease and suffered serious losses in battle against the Ashanti people who vigorously defended their kingdom and its riches.


Nonetheless, by the end of the fifteenth century 25,000 ounces of African gold had been brought from the interior and sold to the Portuguese on the coast by African traders, thereby reaching Europe directly from Africa. In the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries the predecessors of the British colonialists who were to capture the gold mines of Ghana looked upon Portugal’s expansion into the African world with a mixture of wonder and envy. Reports of Portuguese discoveries and trade heightened interest in Africa and its new, exotic products. Coveted and desired in London as much as in Lisbon, these commodities became markers of social distinction and signifiers of wealth and status. English merchants who saw the enormous wealth that the Portuguese had acquired through the trade in African gold sought to find other distant regions of the world where they might set up similar trades. Some of them were sorely tempted to break into the Portuguese sphere of influence on the coast of West Africa itself and grab a share of the African gold trade. In the 1530s the English sea captain William Hawkins, of Tavistock in Devonshire, sailed in quest of trade to the Guinea coast of West Africa, but his was a one-off venture. No matter how strong the draw of African gold, there were sizeable obstacles (Portugal’s established relationships, the trade fortress at El Mina, and the power of the papal bulls) that deterred English mariners from ventures along the African coast.


However, the barrier imposed by the papal bull was suddenly and unexpectedly removed when Henry VIII married Anne Boleyn in 1534 and a year later passed the Act of Supremacy. This led, inevitably, to Henry’s excommunication by Pope Clement VII. Clement’s successor Paul III excommunicated the English king for a second time, and in the papal bull Eius qui immobilis made the judgement hereditary. With some irony it specifically mentioned Henry’s sons ‘born or to be born’ (the issue of sons having been the root cause of Henry’s break with Rome).14 Excommunication meant that England was a heretical state, one that in theory at least was no longer subject to papal bulls. But this in itself was not inducement enough for English mariners to rush headlong for the Guinea coast of West Africa. Further encouragement was required, and some of it may well have been provided by Anthony Anes Pinteado, a Portuguese captain who had sailed the routes between Africa and the Portuguese colonies in Brazil.15 Having fallen out of favour in Lisbon, Pinteado had travelled to England, and there offered his services.* His experience of the Guinea Coast, and the tales he may have told his English hosts of the riches to be obtained there, appear to have helped stiffen English resolve. Pinteado was appointed adviser and second-in-command in the first English expedition to the African coast that aimed to break into the Portuguese trade – that of Thomas Wyndham in 1553.


Wyndham left from Portsmouth with three ships: the Lion, the Moon and the Primrose. He had previously sailed with William Hawkins and was backed by a number of London merchants and, it seems, by King Edward VI, the son and heir that had finally been delivered to Henry VIII by Jane Seymour. There is some evidence to suggest that the Moon and the Primrose may have been royal vessels.16 Giving the Portuguese a taste of what was to come, Wyndham’s expedition sought plunder as well as trade. He attacked Portuguese shipping and raided their bases. As Wyndham was a seasoned pirate, such violence was part of his standard operating procedure; all that was unique about this aspect of his 1553 voyage was how far from home he had sailed to locate his prey.17 Tacking along the coast of West Africa, heading towards the Gold Coast, Wyndham and Pinteado took good care to skirt the Portuguese fortress at El Mina, and during their progress were able to trade for 150 pounds of African gold. Yet despite this success, at some point in the venture the two men appear to have quarrelled; Wyndham is reported as having denounced his second-in-command as a ‘whoreson Jew’.18


After trading on the Gold Coast, Wyndham ventured further east to the court of Benin, inland through the lagoons of modern-day Nigeria. There he traded his English goods for 80 tons of Malaguetta pepper. However, he was to be denied a glorious return to England with his cargo of gold and pepper. Ignoring the advice of the more experienced Pinteado, he extended the mission long enough for disease to sweep through the crew. He and Pinteado and around two-thirds of their men succumbed to tropical fevers and died. There were so few survivors that the Lion was abandoned, for lack of hands to sail her home. Only around forty of the original complement of 140 made it back to Plymouth. The expedition had been costly in lives but enormously profitable for its investors. Thomas Wyndham had demonstrated the potential of the African trade, albeit posthumously.


The next English expedition to make an incursion into Portugal’s sphere of influence was supported by some of the same investors who had profitably backed Wyndham’s fatal voyage. The new venture was led by John Lok, a member of a significant London merchant family and the great-great-great-grandfather of the great Enlightenment philosopher John Locke (the spelling evolved over the centuries).19 Lok left for the coast of Africa in 1554 just four months after the survivors of Wyndham’s expedition had returned. His three ships headed to the Gold Coast, and like Wyndham avoided the Portuguese centre of power at El Mina. Returning to England faster than Wyndham had, Lok and his men did not suffer the death toll that befell the early expedition and arrived back in Britain with a cargo of pepper, 250 tusks of ivory and most importantly gold – more than 400 pounds of it. Lok’s expedition, coming so hard on the heels of Wyndham’s, reaffirmed to the London merchants that the so-called Guinea trade was viable. To the Portuguese the incursions of Wyndham and Lok showed that their African monopoly was under threat and that they were unable to defend their trading rights along so extensive a coastline. Official protestations were registered in London by the envoys of the Portuguese King John III, but further English and French interlopers were inspired to organize fresh expeditions.


An account describing the voyage of John Lok tells us that in addition to their haul of ivory, pepper and gold, Lok and his men also, ‘brought with them certaine blacke slaves’. These men, five in total, seem not to have been slaves, in fact, but Africans recruited to act as intermediaries and translators for future English expeditions in the hope that these would become more regular and increasingly profitable. While in London the five men were to learn English and then be returned to Africa. Here again the English were learning from the Portuguese, who as early as the 1440s had pioneered the practice of taking Africans – sometimes by force – and training them as translators. The men Lok brought to England were from Shama, a small and unremarkable fishing town that can still be found on the coast of Ghana. Their African names are not recorded, but the names that three of them adopted while in England were Anthonie, Binnie and George. We know little of their time in England, or what they made of the land from which their new trading partners had come. Richard Hakluyt, the author of The Principal Navigations, Voyages, Traffiques and Discoveries of the English Nation (1598), a compendium of sixteenth-century expeditions to Africa, describes them as ‘tall and strong men’, who were able to ‘wel agree with our meates and drinkes’. Hakluyt recorded that ‘The colde and moyst aire doth somewhat offend them’ and noted that these ‘men that are borne in hot Regions may better abide colde, then men that are borne in colde regions may abide heate’.20 By the nineteenth century the confident belief that Africans were able to easily tolerate the cold of Europe had evaporated. By the Victorian age the prevailing view in Britain was that the climate of Europe was injurious to the health of Africans, and those arriving in Britain were encouraged to remain in the country only for short periods.


The five men from Shama were returned to Africa after just a few months in London. Three were carried back to the Gold Coast by the London merchant William Towerson in 1556, while Anthonie and Binnie stayed on in London. A description of the return of the first three to Africa, written by an English mariner, describes how when the expedition landed in the town of Hanta, not far from Shama, they discovered that the three Africans ‘were well knowen, and the men of the towne wept for joy when they saw them, and demanded of them where Anthonie and Binne had bene: and they told them that they had bene at London in England, and should bee brought home the next voyage.’ When the English ships reached Shama itself the three men were returned to their families and similar scenes erupted: ‘wee sent our Negros on shore, and after them divers of us, and were very well received, and the people were very glad of our Negros, specially one of their brothers wives, and one of their aunts, which received them which much joy, and so did all the rest of the people . . .’21


The recruitment of the five men from Shama to act as translators was evidence that London merchants like Lok believed that the English might be able to permanently force their way into the Portuguese-dominated gold trade, but the English effort to train translators to work on their behalf on the coast of Africa also tells us something of the nature of the relationship that had developed between Europeans and their African trading partners. Our mental image of the British in Africa is so firmly fixed in the so-called Scramble for Africa of the late nineteenth century that we struggle to recall that when Englishmen first arrived in Africa they came not in pith helmets and khaki uniforms but in doublets and hose. The English traders who infiltrated the Portuguese trading zones in coastal West Africa in the sixteenth century did not come as colonizers but, like all other Europeans, as traders.


No other relationship would have been possible. The African peoples with whom they hoped to trade were members of societies that were neither inward-looking nor primitive. Centuries of contact with the Islamic states of North Africa and the Middle East had bound the region up with the wider world and trained its rulers in the profitable arts of long-distance trade and negotiation. The trans-Saharan trade routes had brought wealth to African societies, but also new ideas and knowledge. Islam had moved southwards with the trade caravans. There, in the lands below the Sahara, highly organized, administratively centralized empires had been formed. In modern-day Nigeria the Oyo empire had risen. To its west stood the empire of Dahomey, which dominated much of what is today the nation of Benin. The Akan peoples in whose territory lay the goldfields of the Gold Coast had taken control of much of the south and central region of what is today the state of Ghana, while the ancient empire of Benin had become the paramount power in the south of modern Nigeria. Centuries of trade and cultural contact meant that these states and empires were worldly enough to deal competently with their European trading partners in this first stage of contact. Some of the kingdoms of West Africa had, like Benin, constructed cities, and there was no question of all their populations living in straggling villages prone to seaborne incursion.


By the time the English arrived in the middle of the sixteenth century, West Africans had been trading with the Portuguese for several generations. The leaders of these kingdoms tended to welcome the English as new customers, and to such militarily powerful and administratively competent African societies the English, in these early decades, must at times have looked unimpressive – few in number, often sickly, and plainly inexperienced. Neither the English interlopers nor the Portuguese who were present in far greater numbers, and who had built permanent structures, offered a significant military threat. This is not to say that relationships between West Africans and Europeans were always peaceful. The English captain William Towerson made several expeditions to the coast of Africa in the 1550s. During his third voyage of 1558 he faced opposition from the Portuguese and found that some of the Africans he approached were openly hostile and unwilling to trade. In a portent of things to come, Towerson responded by attacking and burning an African town.22


Some sense of the overall balance of power between Europeans and their African trading partners comes from the accounts of the merchants themselves. The Dutch trader Pieter de Marees, who wrote of his trip to West Africa in 1602, noted that the Africans he encountered and entered into trade with had a clear understanding of the value of their commodities and very definite ideas about the types and qualities of the European goods which they were willing to accept in exchange. These were not people to be swindled, and they were quick to spot any attempt to cheat or defraud them. ‘When we have brought them things they did not like,’ de Marees reported, ‘they have mocked us in a scandalous way.’23 Another trader noted that the Africans he traded with used weights and measures to determine the exact value of the gold they traded and were ‘very ware in theyr bargenynge, and wyl not lose one sparke of golde of any value’.24 Thomas Wyndham had been surprised when, on meeting the Oba (King) of Benin in 1553, he discovered that the monarch ‘could speake the Portugall tongue, which he had learned of a child’.


It was Benin, of all the African kingdoms with which Europeans traded in the sixteenth century, that the traders and chroniclers found most impressive. This powerful kingdom refused to permit Europeans to build trading fortresses on its territory, and the value and scale of its trade in pepper, ivory, home-grown cotton goods and other commodities impressed all visitors. The Oba, who had dispatched an ambassador to Lisbon following the arrival of the very first Portuguese explorers, ruled from Benin City. Its enormous earthen-wall defences and wide boulevards awed European visitors, as did the palace of the Oba, with its long hallways decorated with brass reliefs. Centuries later, those brass reliefs were wrenched from the walls and doors of the palace and sold to defray the costs of the punitive British expedition launched against the city in 1897. They can today be found in museums across Europe and North America, with a large collection on display in the British Museum.


In the period before the rise of the Atlantic slave trade, the societies of West Africa were in some ways at an advantage in their dealings with Europeans. This was due not just to their own cultural and military power but also to the geography of their coastline and the natural barrier of the inland forest belt. The coast of West Africa might have been built to fend off potential colonizers. Three thousand miles long, it is armoured along much of its length with an array of deadly obstacles. Powerful surf tides and steeply rising beaches make dropping anchor difficult in many places and impossible in others. Treacherous sandbanks lurk under the waters, forcing travellers in sailing vessels to keep their distance. These natural defences include the deadly Bank of Arguin, off the coast of modern Mauritania, where in the nineteenth century the French frigate Méduse famously ran aground, her passengers resorting to cannibalism while adrift on a makeshift raft. Between the Sierra Leone River and the lagoons and inlets of the Niger River, the coast of West Africa is largely bereft of natural harbours. The few accessible anchorages that do exist are far from ideal. One of the striking features of the first age of contact between Europeans and West Africans is how few European structures were built, and how small and scattered they were. Much of the coastline remained impenetrable and unreachable. These geographic factors combined with the prevalence of tropical disease and the military capacities of the West African empires to effectively lay down the rules of engagement that Europeans and Africans were to follow until the advent of the Atlantic slave trade.


Although the voyages of John Lok and later of William Towerson might have proved the viability of an English trade with Africa, albeit one forbidden by the Papacy, the English remained only minor players in the gold trade of the sixteenth century. Seven years after John Lok had arrived in London with the five men from Shama, John Hawkins, a ship owner and trader from Plymouth, became the pioneer of the English triangular slave trade. Hawkins was the younger son of the trader William Hawkins, who had sailed to the West African coast in the 1530s. He was also the cousin of Sir Francis Drake and to some extent was Drake’s mentor. Like the other English traders, Hawkins was aware that Africans were being sold as slaves on the West African coast and shipped by Spain to her colonies in the New World. In October 1562 he set off for West Africa, arriving in the vast harbour of the Sierra Leone River, a region which, over the following centuries, Britain was to reshape and remake more than perhaps any other part of the continent. Richard Hakluyt in his Principal Navigations tells us that in Sierra Leone Hawkins ‘got into his possession, partly by the sword and partly by other means, 300 Negroes at the least, besides other merchandises which that country yieldeth’.


Hawkins had attacked and plundered a number of Portuguese vessels, seizing the enslaved Africans on board. With his ships loaded up ‘with that prey he sailed over the Ocean sea unto the island of Hispaniola’ (present-day Haiti and the Dominican Republic). Hawkins called at several Spanish colonies and sold his commodities, including the African captives. According to Hakluyt ‘he received, by way of exchange, hides, ginger, sugars, and some pearls’. When he arrived back in England in September 1563 he had, through this one expedition, made himself a fortune and proved that English ships could break into the Spanish trade in African slaves, even though English participation in the trade was prohibited under Spanish law. He had also shown that buying and selling human beings could be as profitable as the trade in gold.


In 1564 and again in 1567 Hawkins embarked upon further slave-trading missions to the West African coast, attracting investors from the political elite of the Elizabethan court. Among those who backed his later expeditions were William Cecil, then Secretary of State, the Earls of Leicester and Pembroke and Queen Elizabeth I herself. In the hope of boosting profits and increasing the chances of success, the Queen provided Hawkins’s second slave-trading mission with two of her own ships, the Minion and the 700-ton Jesus of Lübeck, a vessel that Henry VIII had bought from the German Hanseatic League – hence its Teutonic name. The second expedition was essentially a repeat of the first. Hawkins again headed for the Sierra Leone River and there went ashore ‘to take the inhabitants . . . burning and spoiling their towns’. Other Africans were seized from intercepted Portuguese ships. Again, Hawkins then set sail for the New World, there selling the enslaved Africans to Spanish colonists.


This second venture proved as profitable as his first. Hawkins claimed that his personal profit stood at 60 per cent.25 Queen Elizabeth was clearly pleased with the return on her investment, as soon afterwards Hawkins was knighted. The coat of arms he had designed for him in 1571 included an image of a female African slave.


Sir John Hawkins is often considered the initiator of the English triangular trade and the first English slave-trader. This is questionable in two ways. First, as the work of the historian Gustav Ungerer has demonstrated, other English slave-traders were active before Hawkins. As early as the 1480s Englishmen were operating from bases in Andalusia, trading in slaves and other commodities in close cooperation with their Spanish, Genoese, Florentine and Portuguese business partners.26 Some were slave owners as well as slave-traders. While England was a relative latecomer to the slave trade and was late to acquire New World slave colonies, English merchants, operating from abroad, were active in both trades generations earlier.

OEBPS/xhtml/toc.xhtml






    		Cover



    		Title page



    		Dedication page



    		Contents



    		List of Illustrations



    		Preface



    		INTRODUCTION ‘Years of Distant Wandering’



    		ONE ‘Sons of Ham’



    		TWO ‘Blackamoors’



    		THREE ‘For Blacks or Dogs’



    		FOUR ‘Too Pure an Air for Slaves’



    		FIVE ‘Province of Freedom’



    		SIX ‘The Monster is Dead’



    		SEVEN Moral Mission



    		EIGHT ‘Liberated Africans’



    		NINE ‘Cotton is King’



    		TEN ‘Mercy in a Massacre’



    		ELEVEN ‘Darkest Africa’



    		TWELVE ‘We are a Coloured Empire’



    		THIRTEEN ‘We Prefer their Company’



    		FOURTEEN ‘Swamped’



    		FIFTEEN ‘Swamped’



    		Coda



    		Acknowledgements



    		Bibliography



    		Notes



    		Index



    

    		Praise for Black and British



    		About the Author



			Also by David Olusoga



    		Copyright page











Guide





    		Cover



    		Title page



    		Contents



    		INTRODUCTION ‘Years of Distant Wandering’












OEBPS/xhtml/docimages/cover.jpg





OEBPS/xhtml/docimages/logo.jpg





OEBPS/xhtml/docimages/image01.jpg
lbelehrr.






