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Scene 1


A Narrator recounts the history of the Slave Trade.





Introduction:


There are always two sides to a story. So they say. Some would go further and say there are many sides to every story. No two witnesses see the same occurrence in the same way. Perspectives are influenced by character, background, education and culture - to mention a few obvious factors. One man’s meat is another woman’s poison. To some extent everyone personalises their experience of life in an individual point of view.





As with people, so with nations. The history of nations is written from a perspective of conquest and self-righteousness. There is an African saying that goes, “Tales of the hunt, as told by the hunter, never glorify the lion.”  In other words, if the lion were to tell the story of the hunt, we’d get a totally different picture.





So why dig up the past in search of some elusive truth? ‘Isn’t it better to wash our hands of this unseemly affair and move on. The Slave Trade is history and that’s where it should remain: in the history books! We’re not responsible for what happened centuries ago - and we can’t change the past anyway. Isn’t that right?





What is undeniably true is that we are all influenced by our common histories. Humanity has always been bound together by threads that have determined our destiny - right up to this day. Today those connections (like DNA) are much more traceable. Improved technology and access have allowed us to interface and interact with our common history - not merely as nations but as members of one human community. In commemorating the past we invoke a continuity that gives us pause for recollection and realisation. The revaluation of our common past is a key to both the present and the future.





There is nothing that can be swept under the carpet. Our times are ‘revelatory’ in a real sense. Today we are all forced to reassess the implications of opposing ideologies, international security and global conflict. We would do well to learn from the lessons of the past in addressing the problems of the present and the future. 





Today we ask ourselves, How is it possible that such a terrible traffic in human cargo was allowed to flourish for 400 years, before the heartstrings of humanity were tugged in sympathy to say: “No! Enough! This is an abomination before God and man.”





 It is important to remember that the Slave Trade grew with the active support of both Church and State, the primary powers that ruled Europe. The imperial visions of Henry the Navigator, (son of John 1 of Portugal), Henry VIII, Elizabeth 1, Charles II, Isabella and Ferdinand of Spain, were all focused on voyages of exploration, discovery, and dominion. Each ‘new’ territory was claimed by the explorer for his monarch. East and West, the Indies and the Americas, European expansion and conquest fulfilled the grandiose dreams of its blood-related royal families. 





The history of Greenwich affords us a base-line study of the evolution of the Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade. Henry the VIII, born in Greenwich, with its royal shipyards at Woolwich and Deptford, was a keen promoter of overseas expansion. In 1527 he sent two ships to the West Indies on a reconnaissance mission. They traded for hardwood in Puerto Rico but were repelled by gunfire as they approached St Domingo, and forced to retreat. The Spanish and the Portuguese had a head-start in the race for the riches of the Americas.





The royal presence and proximity to the dockyards signalled the beginning of a growing involvement by Greenwich’s in trade with the ‘New World’. Some twenty years later John Hawkins and Francis Drake - linked by blood and associated with Greenwich - became the first official slave traders. Their raids on the African Coast had the royal approval of Elizabeth I. Two of Her Majesty’s ships were used. Named the Jesus of Lubeck and the Minion, they chillingly echoed the twin aspects of Christianity and dominion in which the trade was rooted. 400 Africans were captured and sold as slaves in the West Indies. Both Drake and Hawkins were knighted for their exploits. In 1558, after netting Elizabeth a small fortune, Drake’s ship The Golden Hind stood at Deptford at the Queen’s request - as a showpiece to inspire the nation. In nearby Woolwich the Queen’s yard served as a storehouse for “ordnance of brasse” and other treasures brought back from the West Indies by Drake.





By then the royal initiative had the compliance of the aristocracy and the armed forces. A network of wealthy families, linked by marriage and connected to Greenwich, controlled the trade. Hawkins married Katherine, daughter of Sir Benjamin Gonson, Treasurer of the Navy, whose officials backed his slave-trading mission. 





As the merchandise in human cargo increased finance houses were set up to bankroll its ventures. Families like the Barclays and the Barings became involved. The complex and long-term nature of the triangular trade between Britain, Africa and the Americas demanded capital financing. The Bank of England also featured prominently. Sir Richard Neave, its Director for 48 years,  was also Chairman of the Society of West India Merchants. His son-in-law Beeston Long followed in his footsteps - both as Governor of the Bank and Chairman of the Society of West India merchants. 





And this was characteristic of the conspiratorial and nature of the trade. Its hidden links connected sea captains, merchants and Naval officers - men of wealth and influence - in an operation that was both secretive and well publicised. Its atrocities were hidden. Its rich returns were celebrated. The Guinea coin, minted from gold taken from the Guinea (Slave) Coast, became the most important monetary unit in Britain. New exotic tastes - sugar from the West Indies, coffee from Brazil, tobacco from Virginia and spices from the East, helped to nurture public opinion on the side of enslavement. The wealth of the colonies gave rise to new industries, and spawned a breed of millionaires who were able to buy their way into political office. 





Moreover the trade was rubber-stamped by Christianity. A succession of Popes supported Portuguese and Spanish atrocities in the Americas in the 16th century. The indigenous peoples of the islands, and the Africans imported into the colonies, were considered ‘savages’ by Europeans, who needed to be brought to the light of Christianity. The scramble for souls merged conveniently with the scramble for slave labour. As Spain and Portugal contended for new ‘possessions’ in South America the Papacy intervened. A dividing line was drawn through the continent, granting Brazil to Portugal and the remainder to Spain (a policy that was refined in 1885 when European heads met in Brussels and carved up Africa between themselves). 





Africans were caricatured as ‘dark savages’ from a dark continent. Their inferiority stemmed from the Biblical curse on the children of Ham, who would forever be ‘hewers of wood and drawers of water’. Slavery was no more than their destiny. Scientific evidence would later be used to justify these claims. ‘Negroes’ were on a lower rung of the evolutionary ladder - just above the ape. It became easier to excuse the excesses of the trade if its victims were sub-human. An image was programmed in the European mind-set - a conditioning in racism that would affect relations between black and white for centuries to come.   





By the turn of the 19th century the activities and profits generated by the traffic in African lives permeated every level of European society - from Head of State to the unfortunate wretches at the bottom of society who were ‘pressed’ into service on Her Majesty’s ships. An industrial revolution was made possible. Europeans had experienced a 300-year-long excursion in global domination that changed their world status, expectations, attitudes and perspectives for generations. That upward mobility and general enrichment came as a direct result of the blood-sacrifice of millions of Black men, women and children.





Justice and truth were effectively stifled. Every aspect of the trade was riddled with deceit, trickery, fraud, and double-dealing - particularly the exchanges between European slavers and African chiefs on the Guinea coast. It took centuries of enforced migration and genocidal labour - the largest enterprise of its kind in human history - each year with the impact of a world war perpetrated against Africans - before the brutal ambivalence of slavery was exposed - mainly through the efforts of  ‘liberated’ Africans who survived this holocaust and exposed its terrible truths to an awakening European conscience. 


Two of them, connected by African blood, but very different in character and experience, were also linked to Greenwich in Britain, in the 18th century…Today we commemorate and celebrate their lives.


 


Scene 2  Ignatius Sancho


This scene depicts the family life of Ignatius Sancho in the eighteenth century. Sancho sits at a cluttered table writing. Anne Sancho, his wife, busies herself about the house. He tries to concentrate but her bustling is distracting.





Sancho: 	Cool it, na woman. Ah trying to write.


Anne:	(mimics him) Ah trying to write. You talking black-talk now yuh big friends gone. What happen to all the flowery expressions: the poetry, the extravagant wit? (She sweeps under his feet.)


Sancho: 	Woman! Woman!


Anne: 		Shut up! De children sleeping. 


Sancho: 	(endearingly) My little Sanchonettas!


Anne: 	Yes. All six of them - in the back room. And I had to leave the door open for them to breathe the liberal airs of your guests! (She wipes the table furiously, upsetting stuff onto his lap)


Sancho: 	Woman!


Anne: 		Shut up! (She threatens. Sancho cowers)


Sancho: 	Why you so contrary? Eh? You don’t understand? I’m trying -


Anne: 		- very trying!


Sancho : 	- to bring some meaning into our lives.


Anne: 	(affected) “Oh Neville, I fear even the Globe would be far too cramped for your Macbeth.” Where do you get it, Sancho?  


Sancho: 	The man is only the greatest actor in Britain. He graces our house with…


Anne: 	Greatest actor?!?! The man’s a wimp. Couldn’t act his way out of a sugar-bag. You’re much better than him, Sancho. You act the fool, the gentleman, the critic, and they lap it up. That’s why they come here with their fake smiles and their smug generosity: to learn from your performances. Garrick’s working on Othello.


Sancho: 	They come out of respect. It is important. For us, for the Sanchonettas, for the Black poor in London - for the -


Anne: 	Enslaved African masses. Save it, Sancho. I’m your hired audience remember?


Sancho: 	I will say it to my dying day, Anne…


Anne: 		Yeah, yeah, yeah.


Sancho: 	That one Black man should show himself equal to the best of them in civilisation and intelligence. My correspondence…


Anne: 	(sits down) Hello. (She taps her head) Anybody home? Wake up, Sancho. You think they care about you. I mean really? You’re a curio to them. A ‘live’ museum piece. They’re having a laugh behind your back. Don’t look round now. You get it? And your famous ‘correspondence’ isn’t going to change one muscle in their cold, cold hearts. Okay Sancho?


Sancho: 	(Gets up, agitated) You’re a one to talk Anne. You’re a one to talk.


Anne: 		Oh yeah. Now for the part about how you saved me from the streets. 


Sancho: 	Damn right, woman! Damn right.


Anne: 		Keep yuh voice down. Jesus! 


Sancho: 	Blasphemer!


Anne: 		I was addressing you: my lord and master. 


Sancho: 	Ha! Ha! Ha! Very funny. 


Anne:			What’s this? (She finds a coin)


Sancho: 	Now who’s laughing behind your back? That’s a five guinea piece they left there. A five guinea piece! Enough to keep you and the Sanchonettas in food and warmth for a month.


Anne: 		(Bows and curtsies mockingly to each side of the table) Thank you Massa Sterne. Thank you Massa Garrick. (mutters) Crap actor!


Sancho: 	You’re not out there in St Giles, Anne. You’re not some…hungry blackbird pecking crumbs from the gutters by the wayside.


Anne: 		Now you’re waxing poetic. Mind the gout. The doctor said -


Sanch: 	You’ve got status.


Anne: 		Indeed! (She preens herself). 


Sancho: 	People respect you. You own a shop - or at least part-own it. 


Anne: 		They shout after us in the streets.


Sancho: 	Once or twice. The ignorant among them.


Anne: 		Five times last week alone.


Sancho: 	Look at me Anne. I vote. A black man in Westminster. 


Anne: 		You’ve come a long way since Greenwich, sir.


Sancho: 	I vote, for Christ’s sake!


Anne: 		Blasphemer!


Sancho: 	No. I really vote for Christ’s sake. To end this misery of our people. You don’t get it, do you? We’re a family in a million, Anne. A black family with status in London. The other nine hundred and ninety-nine thousand, nine hundred and ninety nine are out there. In St Giles, in hovels and poor houses and asylums, in chains in the Caribbean and in America and Brazil. You think I like playing the clown? Being everything to every man and woman, every master and mistress? That’s what I’m good at. 


Anne: 		Mind the gout!


Sancho: 	That’s what I’ve always been good at. Understanding them. Aping them. Till I could escape into them, become one of them, and make them realise that their preconceptions and prejudices about our race were wrong. Can’t you understand that, Anne?


Anne: 		You could never become one of them, Sancho.


Sancho: 	Yes, sir. No, sir. Three bags full, sir. Your every will and whim and wish, sir, madam, before it’s even uttered. I know what you need, sir. And I’m the man to provide it. Just call me Sancho, the genii at your service. Ever smiling, ever clever, witty and bubbling, ever babbling, ever effervescent…


Anne: 		Stop it, Sancho. Stop it!


Sancho: 	Shh! The children. That’s just it, Anne, I couldn’t stop. From servicing their needs I learned the intricate contours of their minds. I read their books. I became privy to their fantasies. I searched out their treachery and their depraved desires. I became both confidente and consultant, critic and appraiser. I saw the flaw in all their characters, and I satisfied their deep need to be appreciated. And that power of my mind, my African mind, got me freedom.


Anne: 		What did those women do to you?


Sancho: 	Who?


Anne: 	You know who. That’s the only thing you never talk or write about. When you came to Greenwich at the age of two. What did they do to you?


Sancho: 	I was a child, Anne. I don’t remember. They didn’t want me to learn anything. That’s why I ran away. They owned me, you know? Like you were owned?


Anne: 	You were 20 when you ran away to the Montagues, Sancho. I remember my past. You must remember yours.


Sancho: 	No, Anne. Some things you don’t remember. Fear and ignorance make it all jumbled. Days, events, memories are blurred. All the terrible stories become yours when the mind has no place to store them and label them. Sometimes there is no sense of self. A human being can be reduced to the level of an animal, shackled in darkness, remembering only the need to survive from day to day. I was a dog, responding to the desires and fancies of my owners. But I yearned for something more. I knew I was worth more. Much more. The Montagues gave me the chance to prove it. I don’t remember what those women did to me, Anne. I don’t want to remember.


Anne: 	Sometimes….sometimes you like a free man still running, Sancho. That’s the worst part of it, you know. How we never find peace. We either acting up to them or fightin’ each other. Always fightin’ each other.


Sancho: 	You started it, woman.


Anne: 		All you know ‘bout Africa come out of a book, Sancho.


Sancho: 	(playfully) I know you come outa Africa, Anne. And you ain’t out of no book either.


Anne: 		I’m from the West Indies, Sancho, remember?


Sancho: 	No, you remember, Anne. We’re from Africa. That’s where we all come from.


Anne: 	(pause) I don’t just mean us fighting, Sancho. I mean all the others you talked about - those who don’t have the little we have. They fighting each other worse than us. Day and night. Like we not satisfied with being genocided. We programmed to destroy each other too. Sometimes I feel like we acting out their play and they just standing round …watching us die. We got to go home. 


Sancho: 	Home? There’s no way home, Anne. I know we are only lodgers here - and hardly that. But Africa is sick with slavery. We have no future there. Our presence here is important. One black man must show himself - 


Anne: 	Please! (pause). I’m glad you don’t write about our fights in your letters.


Sancho: 	How do you know? You can’t read…can you?


Anne: 	I can read a man in any disguise a mile off. I can hold a paper right side up and move my eyes across the page. You taught me that.


Sancho: 	Parlour trick.


Anne: 		Freaks out everybody.


Sancho: 	The purr-fect Black family. 


Anne: 		Great for the liberals!


Sancho: 	The broad-minded. 


Anne: 		For posterity.


Sancho: 	For prosperity!


Anne: 		The guilt-ridden? I swoon (she ‘faints’ and falls on him)


Sancho: 	Oh my leg!


Anne: 		Shhh! The kids.


Sancho: 	Jesus Christ, woman! Forget the kids! You’ve done me leg in.


Anne: 	Oh! Oh! Poor Sancho Pancho. My hero. My man of letters….many letters… …many, many letters. Let me make it better...


Sancho: 	It was higher up.


Anne: 		Liar!


Sancho: 	It was. It was. Fair maid… Ahm…dark maid, I jest thee not. The gout hath got me…there!


Anne: 		You see that? I am going to bed right now.


Sancho: 	Indeed! That was my self-same thought.


Anne: 	No. No. No, Sancho. You don’t want to exert that leg by moving around too much. And since it’s a little crowded back there, you’ll just have to rest in the shop-front tonight. (Prepares his bed)


Sancho: 	‘Tis not fair, wench. I’ll have none of it.


Anne: 	Damn right twice. ‘Tis dark. And you’ll have none of it. And it’s getting just a little chilly. So keep that…leg of yours well wrapped.


Sancho: 	Gee…thanks!


Anne: 		Now is the winter of our discontent…


Sancho: 	What?!!





Scene 3  Olaudah Equiano


A solitary figure sits at a desk across the lawn. It is Olaudah Equiano (or Gustavus Vassa). Papers are weighted down. Pen in hand, pensive, he is about to write when he is approached by an over-enthusiastic journalist.   





J:  	Mr Vassa? Gustavus Vassa? This is indeed a pleasure. (They shake hands). Glad you could make it. Sorry we’re late. We had to look in on another writer, someone who - like yourself - had a long association with Greenwich.


OE: 	Ignatious Sancho?


J: 	(surprised) You knew him?


OE: 	We never met. But yes, I knew of him. You could say I met him through his published letters. His humanity shines through them.


J: 	He led a very different sort of life from yours, wouldn’t you say?


OE: 	How do you mean?


J:	Well obviously ...I mean…you’ve travelled the world Mr Vassa. Africa, Turkey, Canada, The West Indies, Central America, the North Pole! Hell! Very few Europeans have made even one voyage such as yours. And as for Mr Sancho, I doubt whether he ever set foot outside London from the time he arrived here at the age of 2!


OE: 	Everywhere I went on those many voyages I served European masters. And when at last I was able to buy my freedom I found myself still at risk, still enslaved by law, still without redress against those who openly robbed and ill-


used me. No, sir. My life was not that much different from Sancho’s and a million others. The same blood flows in our veins. African blood. That blood was spilt, one way and another, one place and another, between Africa the Americas and Europe. Our stories are the same.


J: 	There’s no disputing that slavery was…is…what it was: terrible, dehumanising, horrifically brutal. Your very interesting narrative brings us face to face with the cruel excesses of the white masters, the stark brutality of the plantation system. But you must admit that’s a very different picture from the one we get from Sancho’s letters. Here’s a family man talking about his children’s teething problems! He’s humorous, stylish, self-mocking. His famous plea for abolition in the letter to Sterne is a far cry from your polemic.


OE: 	Every warrior uses the weapons at his disposal. The battlefronts of slavery are global. In an age of powerful images Sancho broke a hallowed mould. He portrayed himself as the dignified, articulate Englishman in ‘black-face’. He shocked and shamed his associates as their social and intellectual equal. His impact on pervading attitudes towards Africans may have been much more far-reaching than all the harangues and lecture-tours I could muster up and down this country. I spoke from the fringes of their experience. But he was groomed as a servant in their stately homes. We both achieved a measure of freedom through expression and commitment.


J: 	You mean like you were the field slave while he was in da house?


OE: 	No. What I’m saying is that we arrived at the same point because of a determination to change the circumstances of our lives. Few returned from the front-line of slavery to tell the tale. I witnessed the suffering of thousands. By comparison one could say I suffered little. But the bond of blood made me feel every lash of the whip, each cruel separation. Each unmourned death I saw became my experience. In many ways Sancho’s isolation was more than my own. At least I was taken from Africa in my formative years. I was twelve years old when I was kidnapped by African slavers. I had a past I could recall. The terrors of his birth at sea were written from the womb, perhaps in the holds of a British slave-ship at anchor off the Guinea Coast in foul conditions for months, amassing its ‘live’ cargo - one of whom was a pregnant African woman - who no-one noticed - doomed to die in childbirth on the treacherous Atlantic crossing. What were his memories of slavery? Who visited his dreams? Who saw behind his public mask? In time I came to understand both my name and my destiny. I am Equiano. My service is through speaking out.


J: 		Olaudah?


OE: 	Why? You can’t hear me?


J: 	Ha! Ha! You can’t hear me. Nice one. This is great! (He scribbles feverishly) What does Olaudah mean?


OE: 	I think it means…well favoured, blessed by God. I’m not sure. I have made it mean that. Providence has played a strong role in my life.


J: 	Yes! I mean…Whew! It’s kind of mind-blowing the number of near-death experiences you’ve had, Mr Vassa…


OE: 	Equiano.


J: 	Equiano. You’ve escaped drowning several times, shipwrecks, bombardment while in action in the Mediterranean, stranded at the North Pole. 


You must admit, Mr Vas - Equiano - this is …sensational stuff. Tell me, is that 


why you embraced Calvinism, this predestination thing? You know what I’m saying? God’s in charge. It’s His will anyway - whatever happens. It’s cool. 


Was this how you reconciled yourself to the amazing… trials of your life? (Our readers gonna love this!)


OE: 	This predestination thing - as you call it - was already part of my culture. It wasn’t hard for Africans to embrace Christianity. Not really. The same virtues of charity, love, care had long been stamped on all our cultures. When I read the Old Testament I was shocked to find so many references to law, practices, rituals that reflected our culture, our purifications, our ceremonies. We Africans often believe that our destinies are written from birth. That doesn’t make us complacent. If anything it makes us all the more diligent in fulfilling our life’s purpose and mission.


J: 	To abolish slavery.


OE: 	It is the most shameful chapter in the history of men on earth. It cannot be undone. It can and must be stopped.


J: 	How?


OE: 	By exposing its true nature. That is what has not been done before.


J: 	Mr Equiano, even your friend and fellow abolitionist Ottobah Cugoano admits that if there were no sellers there would be no buyers. Slavery was an established practice in Africa long before Europeans got there. You yourself -


OE:	That’s true. My life bear witness to that. And having had first-hand experience of slavery in Africa I can vouch that it compares little with the conditions of enforced labour we endure in the West. In Africa I ate at the same table with my master’s children. I was shown humanity and kindness as any other member of the community. They spoke languages I understood. Their faces were like my own. I was saddened by being torn from my family, yes, but compared with the terrors and torments of the slave-ships and the plantations…I would have joyously submitted to seven lifetimes of slavery in Africa than one in the Americas.   The trade made savages of buyer and seller. Greed was the spur. Ottobah also testified, (I quote from memory) that “the poverty and misery that any of the inhabitants of Africa meet with among themselves is far inferior to the inhospitable regions of misery which they meet with in the West Indies, where their hard-hearted overseers have neither regard to the laws of God, nor the life of their fellow men.” The existence of forms of slavery in Africa is regrettable. The involvement of Africans who made the Atlantic trade possible is inexcusable. But Europe’s crime cannot be lessened by references to our culture that are out of context. This makes a nonsense of the truth.


J: 	What is the truth, Mr Equiano?


OE: 	The truth is that Africans have been taken into bondage by strangers and dehumanised through systems of oppression that beggar belief; that Europeans blinded themselves to the atrocities that made them rich. The trail that leads to your teacups and all your finery and possessions is caked with dark, dried, 


African blood. It enters into the secret places of your homes, your hearts, your 


thoughts. You become a slave to lies. You have learned so well not to hear the fluttering wings of conscience, the distant rattle of chains, manacles and iron 


fetters - some made for the feet of children, thumb-screws and muzzles I have seen on the faces of Black mothers in Virginia, manufactured in Greenwich and Birmingham for use on Africans. No smell, no hissss of burning flesh from the branding iron assails your senses. No howls of pain following each whip-lash trouble your dreams. Safe…safe in your houses, imprisoned by your comforts, far from the shrieks and moans of despairing multitudes who are shackled to your desires, you sleep…You sleep…You will abolish the trade. Oh yes. You will abolish this trade. Not through philanthropy or the moral stirrings of conscience. You will abandon the trade simply because it is no longer necessary; because its profits have revolutionised your industries, have allowed you to create machines which make the picking of cotton and tobacco and sugar-cane less labour intensive; have allowed you to create new empires of capital that will ensure the economic subjection of Africa for decades to come. You will use the halo of abolition as a saintly image to front your international designs in a new age. Granville Sharp, William Wilberforce, Clarkson, Buxton, Garrison - they will take the credit for abolition when names like Sancho, Equiano, Cugoano are buried and forgot. It will take Africa a long, long time to recover from the havoc wreaked upon her for centuries. But we, the sons and daughters of Africa, are assured that day will come, must come, in God’s own time. In the meantime, let the voices of enslavement be heard…





Scene 4 	Diaries of Enslavement - Proclamations and Practices


A series of statements about enslavement are read out from a variety of documents, manuscripts and newspapers:





Maryland 1664


	Be it enacted by the Rt. Hon. Lord Proprietary by the consent of the Upper and the Lower House of this present General Assembly that all negroes or other slaves within the Province shall serve durante vita, i.e. throughout their lives. And all children born of any negro or other slaves shall be slaves as their fathers were for the term of their lives. And foreasmuch as divers free-born Englishwomen, forgetful of their free condition, and to the disgrace of our nation, do intermarry with Negro slaves, by which also divers suits may arise, touching the issue (or children) of such women, and a great damage doth befall the masters of such Negroes, for prevention whereof, for deterring such free-born women from such shameful matches, be it further enacted by the authority, advice and consent aforesaid, that whatsoever free-born woman shall intermarry with any slave, from and after the last day of this present Assembly shall serve the master of such slave during the life of her husband. And that all the issue (or children) of such free-born women, so married, shall be slaves as their fathers were. And be it further enacted that all the children of English or other free-born women that have already married Negroes shall serve the masters of their parents till they are thirty years of age and no longer. 


	 	


Sir Hans Sloane 1686


For certain flagrant crimes slaves were nailed to the ground, with crooked sticks strapped to each limb. They were then slowly burnt alive, first the hands and the feet, then slowly up to the head. Lesser crimes were dealt with by castration, or chopping off part of the foot with an axe. In French territories, whipping, unauthorised under the Code Noir, was loosely restricted to between 39 and 50 lashes. English colonists had no such restrictions. Slaves were occasionally flogged to death, and often whipped till their bodies were raw, the more sadistic planters ordering salt, pepper or hot ashes to be rubbed into the wounds of their victims. Sometimes melting wax was applied or burning wood passed over affected parts.





The British Apoll, 13 Feb 1708


Runaway from his master on the 2nd instant, David Marat, a Black about 17 years of age, with short woolly hair. He had a whitish cloth livery, lined with blue and Princes-metal buttons, with a turban on his head. He sounds a trumpet. Whoever secures him and brings him to Edward Tyler, Esq, by King St near Soho, shall have 5 guineas reward.





Runaway from his master on the 24th Instant. One Thomas Jones, about 24 years of age, with pock-holes in his face, a dark brown wig, in a grey cloth livery lined with black. Stammers a little in his speech. Whoever brings him to Mr Dykes by the Horseshoe Tavern in Drury Lane shall have 2 Guineas reward.





Daily Courant, 29 March 1719


William Jacobs, a negro, aged 22, run away from his master on Tuesday last in the evening. He is a middle-sized man, with a stammering speech, hath the mark of a cut in his forehead and the Jerusalem Arms W.I. 1706 on his left arm. Whoever brings him to his master, Alexander King, surgeon of His Majesty’s ship Rye Galley, either on board the said ship at Woolwich or to his house in Lambeth Street in Goodman’s Fields, shall have a Guinea reward; or if he will voluntarily return, he will be pardoned.





The London Chronicle, March 1773


It is therefore humbly hoped the Parliament will provide such remedies as may be adequate to the occasion, by expelling the Negroes now here, who are not made free by their owners, and by prohibiting the introduction of them in this kingdom for the future; and save the natural beauty of Britons from the Morisco tint; and remove the envy of our native servants, who have some reason to complain that the Negroes enjoy the happiness of ease in domestic life, while many of those starve for want of places.





�
The Somerset Case 


In late 1769 Charles Stuart, a senior Customs official from Boston, arrived in London with one of his slaves, James Somerset. Two years later in 1771, Somerset fled from his master. On 26 November 1771, the master seized his ‘property’ and delivered him to the commander of the Ann and Mary, ‘to be safely and securely kept and carried and conveyed in the said vessel’ to Jamaica. Somerset’s friends moved quickly: two days later Lord Mansfield granted a writ of habeas corpus against the captain of the ship, John Knowles. Granville Sharp, the advocate of  abolition, was determined to make Somerset a cause celebre. After the serving of the writ Somerset could not be taken from England without the act being declared legal. In the end Lord Mansfield ruled in favour of Somerset, conceding that slavery was legal under colonial laws, but that this had no application to the laws of England.





Public Advertiser, June 27 1772


On Monday near 200 Blacks with their ladies had an entertainment at a public-house in Westminster, to celebrate the triumph which their brother Somerset had obtained over Mr Stuart, his master. Lord Mansfield’s health was echoed round the room; and the evening was concluded with a ball. The tickets for admission to this Black assembly were 5s. each





The Repatriation affair


Throughout the 18th century the Black population of Britain increased. The to and fro of the triangular trade meant that many Africans one way or another, were brought to Britain. Young slaves were highly prized. They were a fashion accessory and added to the status of their wealthy owners. Towards the end of the century the ranks of the Black Poor in London were swollen by loyal Blacks who had fought alongside the British in America. All were disbarred from trading. Many were reduced to street performance, vagrancy or begging. A sizeable 


community could be found in the St Giles area of London, gathered with other social outcasts and misfits. They were known as the St Giles Blackbirds. In 1786 a Committee of the Black Poor was set up to relieve these destitutes. Among its founding members were merchant banker John Julius Angerstein of Blackheath, whose financial empire, raised on the profits of slavery, came to be known as Lloyds. Abolition was in the wind. British-based Blacks were publicising the 


evils of slavery. The Black Poor were an embarrassment, a running sore, an in-your-face reminder of terrible injustices perpetrated in far-off lands. The notion of repatriating them to Africa gained momentum. In 1787, 3 ships were fitted and docked at Deptford for a planned resettlement to Sierra Leone. Olaudah Equiano was appointed Commissary for the expedition, but his complaints regarding corruption, under-provision and mismanagement earned him an early discharge from the post and the vilification of its organisers - though he was later exonerated.








�


�
Public Advertiser, March 24 1787


The 400 blacks and 60 Europeans who sailed for the colony on 8th April 1787 arrived at the start of the rainy season, and were almost immediately overtaken by hunger, fever and dysentery. Half of them died within a year, or fled to more hospitable regions. Those that remained struggled to survive without sufficient money, livestock, and with no arms with which to protect themselves. Granville Sharp, far from feeling any twinges of conscience at his lack of foresight, wrote: “The greatest blame of all is to be charged to the intemperance of the people 


themselves; for the most of them became so besotted during the voyage that they were totally unfit for business when they landed and could hardly be prevailed upon to assist in erecting their huts.”





The Slave Ship Zong


In 1781 the master of the Slave Ship Zong, Luke Collingwood, threw 132 slaves overboard as a ruse to collect insurance. Two years later the case was brought to the attention of Granville Sharp by Olaudah Equiano, and became a test case for the humanity of English law. The master of the slaving ship trading from Africa to Jamaica with 440 slaves on board, fearing his supplies might be insufficient, saw fit to lessen consumption of water by throwing the most sickly slaves overboard. This he did daily over a 3-day period in which ‘parcels’ (or groups) averaging 40-50 slaves were gathered on deck and flung into the ocean. The last ten were reported to have leapt disdainfully from their captors in a moment of defiance and deliberately jumped into the raging sea. The circumstances of the case excited great public interest. What horrified Sharp was that the law concerned itself only with the narrow question of whether Collingwood had acted out of necessity or not. As the Solicitor-General, John Lee, for the owners bluntly put it: “What is this vast declamation of human people being thrown overboard? The question after all is, Was it voluntary or an act of necessity? This is a case of chattels or goods. It is really so: it is the case of throwing over goods; for to this purpose and the purpose of the insurance, they are goods and property: whether right or wrong we have nothing to do with it.” Although the owners won the case the judgement was overturned on appeal.





Finally, in 1907, Lord Grenville introduced into the Lords the first clause of a bill, which proposed that all manner of dealing and trading in slaves should be utterly abolished, prohibited and declared to be unlawful. It reached the Commons on 23rd February and when it became certain the motion would be carried, the Solicitor-General rose and paid a moving tribute ‘of incomparable elegance and beauty’ to Wilberforce. the House ‘burst out into deafening applause’, and Wilberforce, overcome with emotion, collapsed in tears. It would take another quarter of a century - 29th August 1833 - before a bill for the Abolition of Slavery passed its second reading in the Commons and became law.
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