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Praise for the first edition

Empire Windrush: Fifty Years of Writing About Black Britain

‘Onyekachi Wambu’s edited volume anthologises a selection of some of the best writing about the Black British experience’

Financial Times

‘Quite simply the best anthology of writing about the Black British experience to have appeared to date’

Times Educational Supplement

‘Invaluable to anyone interested in understanding the phenomenon of West Indian immigration to Britain and the literature it has spawned. Through the eyes and words of those who “brought the sun in their blood” we are given a fascinating and informative panorama of the experiences of the people who came to England in 1948 and who paved the way for their many descendants. Here are examples of the best of Caribbean and Black literature … always perceptive and frequently brilliant’

Literary Review

‘A wonderful mixture of extracts; much of the rise is heartfelt and extraordinarily vibrant and the authors form a roll call of Black novelists and poets who have enriched the country’s literature’

Irish Independent

‘The writing is passionate, funny and moving’

Sunday Times

‘As an introduction to Black (and Asian) writing and other writing about Black Britain in the last half-century, this thoughtfully edited anthology could hardly be bettered’

The Spectator



For our grandchildren and their generations Felix/Amaechi, Anayah, Samuel, Adanna, Francesca, Camron
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‘It is not what you are called, but what you answer to’

African Proverb

‘Toussaint L’Ouverture and the Haitian slaves brought into the world more than the abolition of slavery’

C. L. R. James, The Black Jacobins



PREFACE

Beyond ‘Windrush’

I confess straight away to having conflicted feelings about labels of any kind that might seem attached to simplify identity. Undeniably, the ‘W word’ in recent times has increasingly been used distortedly to corral Caribbean twentieth-century travel to Britain into a pen of economic migrancy, which we know is no more true than the ship that docked at Tilbury in June 1948 brought only Jamaican migrants and a couple of stowaways – a description that erases other passengers such as the stellar singer Mona Baptiste,* who travelled on the ship first-class from Trinidad, as did the English heiress Nancy Cunard. Yet this book largely backgrounds, rather than foregrounds, that oceanic landmark.

So, this volume rightly expands expectations and is peopled by writers as engagingly individual as one might hope to find in a collection whose stated aim is to reflect on ‘75 Years & More of the Black British Experience’. The compilation that Onyekachi Wambu curated in 1998, to much acclaim, was assembled in sections with titles that at the time were signposts of significance (‘The Restless Urge’; ‘The Arrivants’; ‘The Others’; ‘Loving, Strifing and Pleasure’; ‘Tension, Crisis and Identity’; ‘Looking Back in Anger’; ‘Empire Revisited’; ‘The New Britain’). This present volume, a quarter-century later, reconsiders our historical presence here as people of colour in more topical, more enigmatic terms: ‘Reclaiming History’, ‘Fighting Empires, Writing Freedom’, ‘The Windrush Moment’, ‘Falling Statues, Rising Myths’.

Indeed, the times they are a-changing. For the focus to go far beyond that single 1948 event is as it should be. The first testimony to the reclamation of a centuries-old literary presence is Phillis Wheatley (who also featured in my 1992 work Daughters of Africa: An International Anthology of Words and Writings by Women of African Descent, as did Mary Prince and some 200 others). To have published her Poems on Various Subjects, Religious and Moral in London in 1773 was a truly remarkable feat – not merely because it made her the first Black woman (and second woman) to publish a book of poetry in Britain, aged barely twenty, but because she had been trafficked as a child from West Africa to North America, sold into enslavement and bought by a Bostonian family, learned to read (including Greek and Latin classics) and write, amazing everyone with her talent for poetry. Feted by aristocracy, and emancipated soon after the book’s publication, she was, sadly, to die in poverty and obscurity aged thirty-one. The deserving subject of a play and ongoing project by Ade Solanke entitled Phillis in London, Wheatley exemplifies intersectionality in so many ways, foreshadowing what lay ahead.

Equiano, too, embodies a triangular eighteenth-century story, which we know through his 1789 autobiography, The Interesting Narrative of the Life of Olaudah Equiano, necessarily excerpted in this volume. In 1831, publication in London of a narrative by Mary Prince, Bermudian-born, made her the first formerly enslaved Black woman to give a first-hand account of her life in The History of Mary Prince.

There have been many such journeyings – voluntary and involuntary – between Africa, the Americas and Europe, with unforeseen and unpredictable beginnings and ends, in addition to middle passages. Bringing together the contemporary and the Roman era is Bernardine Evaristo’s prose poem The Emperor’s Babe, forcing a reassessment of the early African presence in London.

That writers such as C. L. R. James claim a rightful place in this collection is not because Britain was central to their worldview. James had been living in the UK since 1932, where his Trinidad-based Minty Alley was the first novel by a Black West Indian to be published. However, his seminal work was The Black Jacobins, published in 1938. An appendix he wrote a quarter-century later, reprinted in these pages, still makes salient points, relevant to changing perspectives:

For the first century and a half of Haiti’s existence there was no international opinion jealous of the independence of small nations; no body of similar states, ready to raise a hue and cry at any threat to one of their number; no theory of aid from the wealthy countries to the poorer ones. Subsistence production resulted in economic decay and every variety of political disorder. Yet it has preserved the national independence, and out of this has come something new which has captured a continent and holds its place in the institutions of the world. (here)

James knows that ‘the role of Africa in the consciousness of the West Indies people had proved itself to be a stage in the development of the West Indian quest for a national identity’. (here) He speaks of how the movement for emancipating Africa is linked to movements led by West Indians such as Marcus Garvey. James also references George Padmore, a Pan-Africanist friend from Trinidad with whom he reconnected in London in the 1930s. Padmore’s first book, How Britain Rules Africa, was also published in 1936 by Lawrence & Wishart – thanks to a connection that came about through the auspices of former heiress (and Windrush passenger) Nancy Cunard, to whose 1934 Negro Anthology Padmore was a contributor.

Decades passed before an essay written in 1978 would give Jan Carew’s take on exile (here–here):

The Caribbean writer today is a creature balanced between limbo and nothingness, exile abroad and homelessness at home, between the people on the one hand and the colonizer on the other. Exile can be voluntary or it can be imposed by stress of circumstances; it can be a punishment or a pleasure. The exile can leave home for a short time or he can be expelled forever. The colonizing zeal of the European made indigenous peoples exiles in their own countries – Prospero made Caliban an exile in his. The Caribbean writer by going abroad is in fact searching for an end to exile.

Carew – an itinerant whose ‘endless journeyings’ took him from his native Guyana to the Netherlands, Mexico, England, France, Spain, Ghana, Canada and the United States – makes an interesting point about Christopher Columbus, who in the fifteenth century opened the way for the widespread European exploration and colonisation of the Americas, that he ‘led an early life that was very similar to the one that Caribbean artists, vagabonds, sailors, writers and immigrants would lead centuries later’.

Onyekachi Wambu’s selection is replete with many other notable names: Salman Rushdie, Sam Selvon, George Lamming, Stuart Hall, Andrea Levy, Grace Nichols, John Agard, Bernardine Evaristo, Mike Phillips, Zadie Smith, Diran Adebayo, Ben Okri … Arguably, almost all those in the earlier volume could have found a comfortable place here too (for instance, still defying all labels is Jamaica-born Lindsay Barrett, who followed sojourns in Europe by becoming based in Nigeria now for more than half a century, with African-born offspring – who have escaped the label and no longer fit the simple idea). There is a shared understanding of what it is to be both an emigrant and an arrivant, of what it means to travel away from home, whether in a spirit of adventure or desperation or optimism or internationalism. Often dissimilar in many other ways, they have in common a facility to express and explore emotions and realities about what they found, what they brought with them, what they took away.

Well before the Windrush docked, there were places where a sizeable Black community could be found. There were also ex-servicemen from the colonies who after taking part in the war and being demobbed in Britain were hastily repatriated to their respective countries so as to ‘Keep Britain White’. Some of those who were here pre-1948 can be read in their own uncensored words in the monumental tome The Frontline (June 2022).*

The blended culture inevitable in that journeying has enriched the world, while enabling what Louise Bennett memorably called ‘Colonization in Reverse’, her poem commenting on the shiploads of England-bound Jamaicans set to ‘tun history upside dung!’*

Wat a devilment a Englan!

Dem face war an brave de worse,

But me wonderin how dem gwine stan

Colonizin in reverse.

Writings emerging from and about Black Britain is something that has engaged my interest for most of my working life, in one way or another, and from the late 1960s, when I first became a publisher, I have found myself on a mission of sorts to amplify unheard voices wherever and however I can – whether by championing the works of such pioneers as C. L. R. James or George Lamming or Andrew Salkey or Ralph de Boissière, or by launching new work by, for example, Buchi Emecheta or Roy Heath or Nuruddin Farah or Ishmael Reed. Talk of centres and margins always raises the question: according to whom? To have edited two volumes devoted to words and writings by women of African descent was to retrieve and claim centrality for them, mindful of the words of African-American scholar and activist Anna J. Cooper, who in 1892 stated:

A stream cannot rise higher than its source. The atmosphere of homes is no rarer and purer and sweeter than are the mothers in those homes. A race is but a total of families. The nation is the aggregate of its homes. As the whole is sum of all its parts, so the character of the parts will determine the characteristics of the whole.

Whenever I am asked how long it took me to compile my anthologies, each containing more than 200 different contributors,* I often reply: ‘All my life.’

I never tire of mapping the peregrinations of my own family, which always gives me pause for thought, and perennial appreciation of the unique worldview I have thus been fortunate enough to gain. My mother’s father, G. J. Christian, was born on the West Indian island of Dominica, and, in the pursuit of a legal education, in 1899 travelled to Britain, becoming a delegate at the 1900 first Pan-African Conference in London. In 1902, he completed his triangular journey by returning to Africa, establishing himself in the Gold Coast as the senior member of Caribbean returnees there. My father, born at the end of the nineteenth century in Barbados and schooled in Trinidad, alongside C. L. R. James, won scholarships that enabled him to leave the Caribbean in 1919 after World War I, studying medicine in Ireland, serving as a doctor in East London in the pre-NHS 1920s, then relocating in 1929 to West Africa, where he dedicated his life to medical practice in the rural Gold Coast, reconnecting with childhood friend George Padmore, who having moved to Ghana was helping to shape the politics of Kwame Nkrumah, who led the country to independence. My mother’s connection with Britain began with leaving the Gold Coast, land of her (and my) birth, and training as a nurse in London, being a midwife in 1930s Scotland, before returning to her homeland and marrying, and joining forces with my father.

What was a point of arrival now seems a point of departure, spanning the reigns of two monarchs called Elizabeth. Barbados, once dubbed ‘little England’ and an overseas British colony since the 1600s, left the Commonwealth, to become a republic in 2021 (in the wake of Dominica, Guyana and Trinidad and Tobago decades earlier), leading the way for other Caribbean countries to follow suit. ‘The End of Britain?’ is a pertinent question asked by Onyekachi Wambu in this book’s closing pages.

In terms of literary output, a post-imperial era provides revolutionary new subject matter. In fewer than a handful of years, the Black Lives Matter movement has raised awareness, challenging outdated values and privileges. The purpose this volume must surely serve is to encourage a continuing re-evaluation, a conscious reinterpretation of a timeline that holds a retrospective construction with the potential to lead us astray. The point is not to be marginal but to be central to the story, to validate ourselves, our own lives, while holding on to the ‘love and recognition of history’ that Zadie Smith mentions.

So let us rejoice in the excuse that this or any arbitrary anniversary gives us, to revisit so many key voices that refused and still resist to be constrained by any manufactured or forgotten history.

MARGARET BUSBY

London, September 2022

Margaret Busby, CBE, Hon. FRSL, is a major cultural figure in Britain and around the world. She was born in Ghana and educated in the UK, graduating from London University’s Bedford College. She became Britain’s then youngest and first Black African woman publisher when she co-founded Allison & Busby in the late 1960s, producing an international list of fiction, non-fiction and poetry (notable authors included Sam Greenlee, Buchi Emecheta, C. L. R. James, Nuruddin Farah, Val Wilmer, Roy Heath and Jill Murphy). She was subsequently Editorial Director of Earthscan Publications, before pursuing a freelance career as writer, editor, critic and broadcaster. She compiled the pioneering Daughters of Africa: An International Anthology of Words and Writings by Women of African Descent (1992) and its 2019 follow-up New Daughters of Africa.

She has interviewed high-profile writers (among them Toni Morrison, Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o, Nawal El Saadawi and Ben Okri), judged prestigious literary prizes (including the Booker Prize, the Caine Prize for African Writing and the Commonwealth Book Prize) and served on the boards of such organisations as the Royal Literary Fund, Wasafiri magazine, the Africa Centre, the Nubian Jak Community Trust, and Tomorrow’s Warriors.

She is a Fellow of the Royal Society of Literature and the recipient of several honorary doctorates, as well as recognition that includes the Benson Medal, the Bocas Henry Swanzy Award, the Royal African Society’s inaugural Africa Writes Lifetime Achievement Award and the London Book Fair Lifetime Achievement Award.



* Now the subject of a full-length biography, ‘What about the Princess?’ The Life and Times of Mona Baptiste, by Bill Hern and David Gleave (2022).

* Ishmahil Blagrove, Jr (ed.), The Frontline: A Story of Struggle, Resistance and Black Identity in Notting Hill; Foreword by Gus John (London: Rice N Peas, 2022).

* ‘Colonization in Reverse’ (1966) by Louise Bennett-Coverley. Available at: www.poetrybyheart.org.uk/poems/colonization-in-reverse-2/

* Daughters of Africa: An International Anthology of Words and Writings by Women of African descent from the Ancient Egyptian to the Present (1992) and New Daughters of Africa: An International Anthology of Writing by Women of African Descent (2019).
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