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AUTHOR’S NOTE

In writing about this period of slavery, I have tried to include words that maximise comprehension and authenticity whilst minimising offence. I have therefore replaced the use of the N-word with ‘slave’. I kept the word ‘Negro’ only if quoting someone else, say a newspaper, for the sake of historical authenticity. If the word was not included within a quote, I replaced it, even it was the contemporary usage; so ‘negro house’ became ‘slave house’. In general, I have tended to use ‘enslaved men and women’ rather than ‘slaves’, because slavery was a situation not a trait. I have also translated quotes that have been written in the local creole, to assist those unfamiliar with the vernacular, and I have used the names of streets, towns and plantations from 1823, although some of the spellings have now changed.



What is the impact of racism on those who perpetuate it?

Toni Morrison

Abolitionist: Applied specifically, and probably originally, to persons seeking the abolition of negro slavery.

Concise Oxford English Dictionary, 1973



INTRODUCTION

In June 2020, hundreds of protesters gathered around the statue of Edward Colston in Bristol, England. The statue was made of bronze and stood eight feet high on top of a white Portland stone plinth. Colston was a British slaver. He sat on the board of the Royal African Company for twelve years, during which time the company transported over 84,000 kidnapped women, men and children from West Africa to the Americas and the Caribbean, of whom it is estimated over 18,000 died en route. The protesters did not believe that this man should be venerated. Two men climbed up the statue and tied a rope around its head, and to much cheering and applauding, the figure was pulled down. The crowd then dragged the statue through the streets and dumped it in Bristol Harbour.

Over the next few days, the media was full of stories about the tearing down of the Colston statue. It kicked off a fierce debate in Britain about empire and slavery. About history and memory. About accountability and responsibility. Some said that the removal of Colston was ‘erasing history’. Prime Minister Boris Johnson was one of these. ‘We cannot now try to edit or censor our past,’ he declared. ‘Statues teach us about our past, with all its faults. To tear them down would be to lie about our history, and impoverish the education of generations to come.’ Others, such as the historian and broadcaster David Olusoga, argued differently. ‘The toppling of Edward Colston’s statue is not an attack on history,’ he remarked, ‘it is history.’

The demonstration in Bristol was part of a wave of global protests that followed the police killing of George Floyd, an unarmed Black man in Minneapolis, Minnesota. Around the world, people marched in the streets, chanting slogans and carrying signs declaring ‘Black Lives Matter’ and ‘No Justice No Peace’. Strikingly, those taking part were not only Black and Brown, but also White. It felt to many that we were at a moment of profound historic reckoning.

The pulling down of Colston’s statue and the global protests triggered something in me. An urge to find out more about Britain’s role in slavery. Recently, while researching the book Legacy, I had learned that my mother’s family had made money from the slave system. In the nineteenth century, they had sold tobacco from plantations worked by enslaved people of African descent. They were not themselves slaveholders, but like millions of others – bankers, insurance brokers, sugar dealers, shipbuilders, cotton mill workers – they were part of a broader economy that profited from slavery. I began to feel increasingly uncomfortable about the choices made by my ancestors.

Over the past eight years, the shoe had been firmly on the other foot. I had been working in Germany to restore a lake house that the Nazis had stolen from my father’s Jewish family, who had fled Berlin in 1936. Some had found refuge in England, but others were killed during the Holocaust. I had received money from the German government as a token of restitution. It was not only an official admission of guilt; it was something material. This was part of the process of reconciliation. So if I was willing to identify as a victim in my father’s family, to receive reparations from the German government, then surely I had better understand Britain’s role in slavery.

As a child, I was taught that Britain had been the first nation to abolish slavery, that the effort had been led by the politician William Wilberforce, that we were the ‘good guys’, the great emancipators. I began reading articles and books and was quickly shocked at how little I knew. That it had been British captains commanding British boats operated by British sailors who had transported around 2.8 million captive Africans to the British Caribbean. That it was British families who owned plantations in the Caribbean run by British managers and overseers where hundreds of thousands of enslaved men, women and children were forced to work and die. That it had been British businesses that had transported the cotton, tobacco, sugar and other crops cultivated by the enslaved people to the consumers back in Britain

How was it possible I didn’t know any of this? It was like a national amnesia. In my experience, if White British people spoke about slavery, which was rare, it was about the plantations of the southern states of the USA. The world captured in the films Gone with the Wind, 12 Years a Slave and Django Unchained. And we tut-tutted about how evil they were, those American slavers, those American plantation owners. As for the Caribbean, it was treated as ‘over there’, not our responsibility. Even though in the next breath, we proudly talked about the British Empire and all that we had accomplished.

When I told people I was looking into the history of British slavery, some responded negatively. A few questioned why I was focusing on events that took place two hundred years ago. Others were more direct. ‘You are a White person,’ they said. ‘How is this your story to tell?’ I thought hard about this, wondering if they were right. But the more I researched the subject, the more I realised that Britain’s role in slavery is not only Black history, it is also White history – all of our history. More than this, as a member of a family that profited from slavery, I felt I had an additional responsibility to explore the period. So I went back to the archives and continued my reading.

I wanted to find an example that captured what British slavery was like in a microcosm. An event that could reveal the complexities of a British slave society in granular detail, the ambiguities involved. A set of characters who reflected different points of view. A colony in the Caribbean was the obvious place to start, the heart of the British plantocracy, one that could shed light on the trade links with the mother country. Preferably somewhere that could explore whether the abolition of slavery was brought about not just by humanitarians in Britain but also – through information-gathering, organising, protest and rebellion – by the enslaved people themselves.

Which is how I learned about the insurrection that broke out in Demerara in 1823. I had never heard of Demerara. That is, beyond the brown crystallised sugar that I sometimes spooned into my tea. I soon learned that back in the early nineteenth century, it was a British colony, located above Brazil in South America. Today it is called Guyana. In the National Archives in London and online, I found enormous amounts of primary source material about the 1823 insurrection. Most importantly, and quite exceptionally, the records included the voices of enslaved women and men, contributing tone and texture to the story. I was gripped.

To tell this story, a story of non-fiction, I have relied on archival records, including court testimonies, judicial complaints, journals, memoirs, photographs and letters. Many of these documents were collected during the trials and inquiries that took place soon after the incidents described in this book. In addition, as part of my effort to find out how Britain’s legacy of slavery impacts society today, I spoke with academics, researchers, writers, campaigners and the descendants of both enslaved people and slaveholders. All quotes included in this story are taken verbatim from sources such as letters, diaries, newspaper articles, court testimony and my own interviews.

A brief note about this book’s title. I hope that by the final chapters you will agree that considerable harm has been done, that a debt is indeed owed. The question then becomes, who caused this harm and who should bear the cost of restitution? For a long time, I danced around this question and when I found the answer, it made me a little nervous. I am someone who until recently did not enter ‘White’ on the census form because it made me feel uncomfortable. I didn’t want the label. It wasn’t the government’s business. But then, having spent two years researching Britain’s role in slavery – which was built on the classification and brutalisation of people according to their skin colour – and after the murder of George Floyd, it became obvious to me that I had to give a name to those primarily responsible: White people.

After all, the vast majority of those who transported the captured Africans to the Caribbean were White. Similarly, the vast majority of those who ‘purchased’ these enslaved men, women and children and made them work on the appalling sugar, cotton and coffee plantations were White. The same is true of the shipowners and sailors, bankers and insurance officers, traders, dock-workers, shopkeepers and countless others including my family who were employed transporting, processing and selling the commodities back in Britain. As to the general population who gained from the enormous wealth that poured into Britain on the back of slavery, again the vast majority were White. 

Of course, there were some Black and mixed-race people who helped capture the African men and women who became enslaved by the British. Indeed, the presidents of Benin and Ghana have both acknowledged and apologised for their ancestors’ culpability in the slave trade. There were also some Black and mixed-race sailors, traders, plantation owners, even slaveholders. But this was on a small scale compared to the systematic brutality of the White-supervised Caribbean slave societies. 

More than this, from my conversations with people descended from those enslaved, it is clear that the legacy of slavery is very much alive in Britain today. You can see it in the higher arrest rates for Black British people, the differentials of economic opportunity and health outcomes, the widespread racism. Clearly, other groups experience social and economic hardships in Britain, including members of the White working class, but this does not preclude the specific challenges facing those of African and Caribbean descent. So while Britain today is a far more diverse society than it was in the 1820s and 1830s, surely it is reasonable to say that the White population has an additional responsibility when it comes to the legacy of slavery. In an article entitled ‘White Debt’ for the New York Times magazine in 2015, the writer Eula Biss pointed out that the German word for debt, Schuld, is the same word for guilt. Not ‘guilt’ in the sense of emotional burden, of self-indulgent introspection. But ‘guilt’ in the sense of acknowledged wrong-doing, an obligation to redress an offence, of something owed.

This is the White Debt. A cultural debt, acknowledging and apologising for the horror that was British slavery. A financial debt, compensating for the economic losses endured by the men, women and children enslaved and the generations of their descendants. And a debt of gratitude, to the freedom fighters, who not only won liberty for themselves, through bravery, courage and organisation, but for everyone, all humanity, including White people. To be clear, I am not saying that White people alone have a debt, I am saying that White people have an additional or special responsibility. In the same way that by affirming that Black Lives Matter it does not mean that everyone else’s lives don’t matter, but that special attention needs to be paid to Black lives as they are disproportionately suffering inequality and abuse.

This, then, is the story of everyday industrialised cruelty and damaging legacies that still devastate the lives of the descendants of enslaved Africans, despite the ending of slavery almost two hundred years ago. It is the story of a group of people, almost entirely White, who benefited from this system of slavery and whose wealth, both economic and cultural, continues to be enjoyed today. It is the story of courage, of a small group of people who, out of sight of empire, increased freedom not just for themselves, but for all humanity. And it is an attempt to answer the question: what is the impact today of Britain’s historical involvement in slavery and what, if anything, should we do about it?



PROLOGUE

The Vendue Office was located off the main street in Georgetown, the capital of Demerara. It was an immense two-storey stone building that had been built by the Dutch when they ran the colony. Today was auction day, and around its entrance milled a large crowd of Black, White and mixed-race people. Some were customers on their way inside. Others were hawkers and street pedlars, trying to make a few guilders in the hubbub. Still more were simply curious, with little else to do on this balmy tropical spring morning than sit on a wall and watch what was going on.

It was easy to find the sale; all one had to do was follow the noise. A great heaving cacophony of auctioneer babble, shouted bids and, for those victorious, raucous cheering. There were also, if you listened hard, cries of anguish and fear, but these were easily lost in the hullabaloo. Through the two large wooden doors and along a shadowed passageway was an expansive inner courtyard crowded with buyers and sellers, their agents and lawyers. For this was an auction of enslaved people, where men, women and children were sold and bought, where money changed hands in return for human ‘property’.

Up on a platform stood a man with black skin, nearly naked except for a cloth cast about his loins. Half a dozen White men were examining his torso and limbs. A few steps back, standing in a semicircle, were another fifty pink-faced men. Some were dressed in linen suits, others in cotton trousers and jackets. Most wore panama or other straw hats to keep the blazing sun off their fragile heads. To lighten the atmosphere, ham sandwiches were handed out, along with glasses of rum or sangaree, a strong liquor made from brandy and nutmeg.

On one side of the platform stood the auctioneer, hammer in hand. ‘Capital slave, gentlemen, named Joe, good carpenter, age twenty-eight,’ he yelled. ‘Oh, you needn’t look there, hasn’t had the whip often. Now who bids?’ The auctioneer now looked at the enslaved man: ‘Walk about, you, and show yourself.’ After a brief flurry of raised hands, Joe was ‘purchased’ for 600 guilders.

A woman and her three children were next. ‘Here’s a good lot, gentlemen. Capital washer, Polly,’ shouted the auctioneer to the crowd. ‘Stand up, girl, and show your legs, let people see what you are made of.’ The crowd laughed and the auctioneer continued. ‘Three handy boys, gentlemen, must be sold with the other, six, eight and ten, grow bigger and better every day, will make capital fellows by and by. Look smart, you young rascals. You, Sam, mind yourself. If you look sulky, you catch licks. Come, gentlemen, we can’t wait, what do you say? Knock ’em off, there’s plenty more to come.’ This ‘lot’ went for 1,000 guilders.

For the enslaved women and men, being sold at the Vendue was brutalising, terrifying, humiliating, heartbreaking. It meant a lifetime of servitude, unrelenting years in which they would have to perform back-breaking work and receive punishment for even the smallest of transgressions. For the slaveholders and the people who supported them, it meant profit and luxury and power. In other words, business as usual.
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