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Welcome to the 18th issue of Retrospect Magazine, 
celebrating Black History Month.  

 

Black History Month was first established in the UK in 
1987 through the organisation of  Ghanaian analyst 
Akyaaba Addai-Sebo, to encourage the exploration of 
black historical stories and achievements, which too 

often go unheralded.  
 

A group of SGS students chose the topics that they 
wanted to see represented in this magazine. Students 
from across the school researched and wrote articles to 
shine a light on these people, places and events. This 

edition encompasses black history from Britain, America 
and Africa, as well as spanning from ancient times to the 

modern day. 
 

Happy reading! 
 

With special thanks to Elijah Angus, Ben Farodoye, Tobi 
Lawanson and Stefan Titus Glover. 

 
 

Follow us on Twitter @SGS_History 

EDITORIAL 

https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Akyaaba_Addai-Sebo&action=edit&redlink=1
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 Retrospect 

The windrush scandal:  

who is to blame? 

By Sean Brittain, Year 12 

2 
1st June 1948, The glaring white lights of the 

HMT Empire Windrush broke through the 

dense fog at Tilbury Docks allowing the 1027 

passengers to catch their first glimpse of their 

new home. The previous 30 days and near 8,000km had 

been filled with upbeat calypso music, and stories of the 

so-called ‘motherland’. Few were concerned about harsh 

immigration policy- after all they did travel across the 

ocean to help rebuild Britain after World War two; none 

would have thought that they were going to be 

embroiled in a scandalous display of racism seven 

decades later. Without them, Britain would likely not be 

the 5th largest economy today; without them, the scars 

of the Second World War would probably have lasted far 

longer; without them, Britain would not be so ‘great’. 

And yet, over 100 of these legal Caribbean settlers were 

wrongfully deported in 2018. Who, or what is to blame? 

World War Two left Britain in disarray: over 2 million 

houses decimated; over 450,000 dead; billions of dollars 

of debt. Britain knew it needed help and so The British 

Nationality Act 1948 was passed which gave the right to 

live and work in Britain to all citizens of the 

commonwealth nations. This law meant that those 

aboard the Empire Windrush and the estimated 500,000 

Caribbean immigrants who settled in the UK between 

1948 and 1971 were able to come rather freely and help 

rebuild Britain in her time of crisis. These people became 

known as the ‘Windrush Generation’. They came 

unburdened with additional paperwork, only their 

passports were needed to prove their place of birth.  

Successive post-war governments attempted to reverse 

some of the progress made in the British Nationality Act 

1948 by intentionally making it harder for Black and 

Asian people to settle in the UK. These damaging 

reforms, resulted in many in the Afro-Caribbean 

community to lose their British nationality, firmly 

placing a large portion of the blame for the scandal on 

the post war governments, which enacted them. 

Margaret Thatcher attempted to mitigate the harmful 

effects of these policies with the British Nationality Act 

1981. This legislation allowed those in the Windrush 

generation who had their nationality revoked to once 

again be entitled to register for citizenship. 

However, Thatcher’s attempts to help the Windrush 

Generation does not fully exonerate her in relation to the 

Windrush scandal. This is due to the Immigration Act of 

1988 which ended the Windrush Generation’s right to 

return to the UK if they had been abroad for 2 years or 

more. Despite the huge consequences, those whom it 

would affect were not adequately notified. This issue was 

a major part of Amnesty International’s ‘Windrush 

lessons learned review’; this is why Margaret Thatcher is 

arguably to blame for the later Windrush Scandal.  

Possibly the politician deemed most to blame for the 

2018 scandal was Theresa May. She implemented the 

Hostile Environment Policy which in her own words 

changed the deportation protocol to “deport first and 

hear appeals later." This legislation omitted the clause 

from the 1999 Immigration Act which prevented long 

standing residents who were part of the Windrush 
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Generation from being deported. The reason given for 

this omission? They were already “adequately protected 

from removal.” In retrospect, it is easy to see this irony 

as despite this claim, over 100 members of the Windrush 

generation were wrongfully deported from the UK.  

The blame for the Hostile Environments Policy cannot 

only be placed on Theresa May however, the 

Conservative party, led by David Cameron, had pledged 

for harsher immigration laws in the 2010 election and 

the policy did gain approval in parliament, arguably 

placing considerable blame on any politician that voted 

the policy through parliament. 

With all these aforementioned politicians being blamed 

for this scandal, I believe we are missing the bigger 

picture. In my opinion, the human need to find human 

perpetrators as a way of simplifying scandals has created 

a smoke screen which hides the real cause: 

institutionalised racism. Systemic xenophobia with 

which we are all unconsciously complicit. Biases formed 

through years of othering and alienating others, 

including in this case, the Windrush Generation. We, as a 

population, are to blame and unless we do something 

about it, admit to our unconscious biases and do 

something about them, a similar crisis is on the horizon 

Protestors against the Windrush Scandal in 2018 

Issue 18 

PM Theresa May was widely blamed for the 2018 scandal 
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By Harel Brock, Year 10 

N 
otting Hill Carnival is still proudly a very 

community-led event, but its ever-increasing 

popularity over the last fifty years has seen it 

swell to become the huge, wonderfully 

diverse and electrifying event it is today. It is second only 

to Brazil's Rio Carnival in size, and one of the globe's 

largest annual arts events.  

Whilst Notting Hill Carnival is rooted in Caribbean 

culture, with its Windrush-generation influence 

remaining strongly evident, it is at the same time 

uniquely London. 

So, how did this incredible celebration come about?  

Allow me to take you to Latimer Road Underground 

Station on 29th August 1958. Majbritt Morrison (a 

Swedish woman) and her husband Raymond Morrison (a 

Jamaican man) were heard having an argument and a 

group intervened to avoid anything serious occurring. 

However, the situation took a turn for the worse when 

the group intervening only made a fight break 

out between  Morrison, his friends and a group of white 

teens. Following this small argument Majbritt Morrison 

was spotted by the same group the next day and was 

abused maliciously while being verbally attacked. One 

called her a ‘Black Mans Trollop’ while others urged for 

her to be killed. She was beaten with iron bars and 

milk bottles. No, they did not stop there, the terror 

continued through the day and 300 to 400 white people 

were seen on Bramley Road attacking the houses of West 

Indian residents. The disturbances, rioting and attacks 

continued every night until 5 September.  

This tension was caused by long term racial unrest 

across Britain. The end of the Second World War had 

seen a marked increase in Afro-Caribbean migration to 

Britain. By the 1950s, white working-class ‘Teddy Boys’ 

were displaying hostility to black families, fuelled by the 

rhetoric of prominent racists such as Oswald Moseley.  

For a whole week the Windrush generation were 

Notting hill carnival 

Protestors against violence in Notting Hill in the 1950s 
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trapped indoors due to fears of being attacked. To add to 

the madness, the group responsible for the riots only 

received 5 years in prison and a puny fine of £500. While 

in court, the group looked far and wide for excuses to 

condone their actions which left five black men lying 

unconscious on the pavements of Notting Hill on the first 

day alone. They eventually settled for the idea they 

were just going ‘ni**er hunting’. However with every 

cloud there is a silver lining and there certainly was 

here.  

The roots of the Notting Hill Carnival that took shape in 

the mid-1960s had two separate but connected strands. 

"Caribbean Carnival" was held on 30th January 1959 in 

St Pancras Town Hall as a response to the problematic 

state of race relations at the time; the UK's first 

widespread racial attacks, the Notting Hill Race Riots in 

which 108 people were charged, had occurred the 

previous year. The 1959 event, held indoors and 

televised by the BBC, was organised by the Trinidadian 

journalist and activist Claudia Jones (often described as 

"the mother of the Notting Hill Carnival"). The other 

strand was led by Rhaune Laslett who proposed a 

festival in Notting Hill in 1966. Despite the racially 

motivated riots she yearned for racial unity through her 

creation.  

Leslie Palmer, who was director 1973- 1975, is credited 

with "getting sponsorship, recruiting more steel bands, 

reggae groups and sound systems, introducing 

generators and extending the route." He encouraged 

traditional masquerade, and for the first time in 1973 

costume bands and steel bands from the various islands 

took part in the street parade, alongside the 

introduction of stationary sound systems, as distinct 

from those on moving floats, which, as Alex Pascall has 

explained, "created a bridge between the cultures of 

carnival, reggae and calypso." The carnival was also 

popularised by live radio broadcasts by Pascall on his 

daily Black Londoners programme for BBC London 

Radio.  

By 1976, the event had become definitely Caribbean in 

flavour, with around 150,000 people attending. 

However, in that year and several subsequent years, the 

carnival was marred by riots, in which predominantly 

Caribbean youths fought with police – a target due to the 

continuous harassment the population felt they were 

under. During this period, there was press coverage of 

the disorder, which some felt took an unfairly negative 

and one-sided view of the carnival. For a while it 

looked as if the event would be banned. Prince Charles 

was one of the few establishment figures who supported 

the event. This would prove to only be a bump in a long 

and prosperous road to a glorious event which exists to 

this day with a diverse abundance of people attending  

Carnival  

Issue 18 

The ‘Caribbean Carnival’ in 1959 
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Three generations of the 

windrush 
By Finn Tatham, Year 10 

J 
amaica, 1948. The Empire Windrush, an old German 

war ship, docked in Tilbury Docks on the South 

Coast of England, carrying 500 workers, engineers, 

doctors, seamstresses. But the boat really brought 

more than that. Over the next 20 years, two generations 

flew and sailed to repair the British economy, a 

migration that would result in now 60 years later 

800,000 Brits with Jamaican heritage. The “Windrush” 

generation as it were, also brought my Great 

Grandmother Renee, a lethal seamstress. She went to 

England by plane in 1962, 3 years after her husband 

Donald left for the Midlands to find work. She, like many 

Jamaican parents of that time, left their children back 

home to finish their education with uncles, aunts, 

cousins. But let’s focus on my great-grandmother for 

now. 

Renee is almost famous in Redditch, a village in 

Worcestershire, where she has lived since 1962. In her 

own words, she had “nuh problem whatsoever” with the 

people of Redditch, despite her being part of a wave of 

the first blacks some Brits had ever seen. But she was 

always tough like granite, and any discrimination she 

faced she would march right through, and for that 

reason, I sought out my nan to better understand the 

difficulties of living as a black person in a new country. 

But my family were not the only ones who crossed the 

pond to find work. You can ask most Jamaicans living in 

this country and they will have a family member who 

made that journey in the ‘50s and ‘60s. My great-

grandmother was lucky choosing Redditch, a friendly 

close-knit community with a few Caribbean families that 

were mostly accepted, some were not so lucky. 

Jamaicans who moved to London were met with 

frequent, racist and violent abuse. So those Jamaicans 

who moved to the bigger cities soon formed their own 

sub-communities in places such as Brixton, Hackney, 

Croydon, Tottenham, Lewisham and Harlesden. It was in 

these places that Black British history and Jamaican and 

Caribbean culture was appreciated and celebrated. As 

someone who lives in Croydon, it is easier for me to feel 

very connected with that rich history, and such is the 

same for all Jamaicans that are lucky enough to visit 

these places. 

My Nanny Audrey is a superhero, a true British 

superhero. One of the most loving and passionate people 

I have ever met. She is from a Parish in Jamaica called 

Saint Elizabeth, a large parish surrounded by the Santa 

Cruz mountain range. Like all of Jamaica, African slaves 

laboured here under the rule of the British, but this story 

is not about slavery so we will move on. Something that 

was standard for all of those Jamaicans who went over to 

Britain was that the parents would go there first, find 

work, find a home, and then bring the children over. My 

nan was 8 when her mother first flew out to Redditch, 

leaving my nan on a “6 year holiday” as she puts it. The 

Caribbean lifestyle is one of ease, and coming from 

relative wealth on the island, she was able to go to a prep 

school in Kingston, where she was very well educated. In 

Retrospect 

My great grandma Renee and her husband 

Donald  at their wedding in Redditch  
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1968, when she was a teenager, she flew out to Britain to 

join her parents, where apparently she found the English 

schoolgirls “miles behind her”. But I knew from her I 

could understand the hardships of moving to England 

from Jamaica.  

The first thing she 

said? The cold, which 

is fair enough when 

you are coming from 

Jamaica. But she 

spoke to me about 

some of the 

discrimination she 

suffered while she 

was at school, and it 

was subtle. She was 

never attacked or 

abused, but when it 

came to being her 

school’s first and only 

black student, she 

received looks all the 

time. Not necessarily 

racist ones, but ones 

of genuine curiosity 

and ignorance, which 

doesn’t lessen the 

discomfort my Nan 

felt, and such was the 

case for thousands of 

the children of the first migraters. Some Brits had only 

seen blacks in paintings or photos, so it makes sense why 

there was a level of curiosity, albeit ignorant. But the 

worst of it came when MP Enoch Powell delivered his 

infamous “Rivers of “Blood” speech to parliament, where 

he addressed the immigration of Indians and 

Carribbeans to the country and compared the influx to 

the country as a swarm, and a threat to a “British 

Britain”.  

My nan found it hard to ignore the looks after he gave 

that speech in Birmingham no less, where the speech 

resonated with so many whites in the area at the time. 

Both my nan and my great-grandmother (who I will just 

refer to as grandma from now on as that is what 

everyone that knows her calls her) were born before 

Jamaica gained independence from the British, meaning 

they were born as British citizens. Once Jamaica gained 

independence, those born before could either be 

Jamaican nationals or British citizens. 

By the time my nan had finished her time at university 

and given birth to her second son, my very own father, 

Black History Month was something that was not even 

fathomed of yet. But Jamaican culture had solidified its 

impact on British society, with ska music being 

celebrated by British Mods, who in turn created an entire 

subculture of British punk, mod-rockers. Ska music uses 

features of jazz and reggae, and was created in Jamaica in 

the 50’s, and British bands such as the Specials helped 

popularize that genre 

of music in this 

country. At the time 

my dad was born, the 

summer of 1976, 

apartheid was 14 

years away from 

ending, the Black 

Panther movement 

was in full swing, and 

the Vietnam war had 

ended just one year 

prior. In London, the 

Notting Hill carnival, 

an annual celebration 

of Caribbean culture 

was in its tenth year 

of procession. In the 

summer of 1976, a 

larger than life, 2-

pound baby was born, 

Tunde Tatham, was 

born. 

With my father began 

the first generation of 

“Windrush” descendants that were born in Britain, with 

my father being born in Bromsgrove Hospital, Redditch. 

And thus, the relative peace of this tranquil British 

village was interrupted by three Tatham brothers who 

would eventually find that Redditch was not big enough 

for them, but that was later.  

My dad was born to my grandfather Lloyd Tatham, and 

my nan Audrey. Lloyd’s grandmother, Georgina Campbell 

was one of the first few hundred Jamaicans to land in 

England in the very early ‘50s. My dad, along with his 

brothers overall had a “lovely” childhood in Redditch. 

There were, by the early eighties, many Caribbean 

families that lived in the town, and it was with many of 

these people that my dad and his brothers made their 

friends. In his formative years, life was full of many 

opportunities that his grandmother and mother didn’t 

enjoy in Britain as a child, but it was also in his 

adolescent years that he suffered verbal and physical 

racial abuse, and often gave it back. 

During the ‘50s and ‘60s the idea of mass immigration 

from India and Jamaica was a new concept, and the 

people that came over on these boats and planes were 

new and strange to many of the native Brits. For the first 

Issue 18 

My dad Tunde (left), his brother Kaidi and  my great 

grandmother Renee 
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few years they were generally well received, but this was 

not an equilibrium of unity and love unfortunately. When 

the grandchildren of those first immigrants and the 

grandchildren of those who were first to see this wave of 

immigrants met in the streets and cities, the results 

could often be bloody and violent.  

The most saddening example of this was the murder of 

19 year-old Stephen Lawrence, who was brutally 

murdered in a racially motivated attack while waiting at 

a bus stop. But perhaps what is more saddening about 

this story is how the parents of the victim, Doreen and 

Stuart, were treated by the Metropolitan Police after the 

murder of their son. For a long time, there was no justice 

for Stephen Lawrence, but in 2012, nearly 20 years after 

the attack, two of his murderers were sentenced to life 

imprisonment. The difficult relationship with the 

Jamaican community and the Metropolitan Police in 

London was always tenuous, before Stephen Lawrence’s 

murder and after, and these difficulties were further 

provoked with the 2011 killing of Mark Duggan, which 

sparked the London riots. 

To not nearly the same awful extent as these killings, 

racism, systematic and personal was felt by thousands of 

black teenagers growing up in the ‘80s and ‘90s, my 

father being one of them. My father recounted to me 

many times where he got into fights and confrontations 

with those who harboured racist and ignorant views, and 

told me of times when he was asked questions such as 

“how many bananas do you eat a day?” and “if I rubbed 

your face would the colour rub off?”. Remember, the 

teenagers making these comments were the children of 

those who had heard Enoch Powell’s speech on 

immigration, and those views had been fed down to 
a new generation of British people. My own father would 

spend much of his time with his grandmother and her 

friends, and that is where his deep appreciation of the 

culture of his country was nurtured. His grandmother 

will still have curry goat or ackee and rice cooking, and 

Jamaican proverbs posted around the house.  

The same can be said of all of our family, where reggae 

music is blasted, good food is eaten and family is visited. 

Perhaps the most beautiful part of the Windrush story is 

how much of the island they called home that they took 

with them in the form of food, dance, religion and song. 

And how even now, 60 years after the first Jamaicans 

called Britain their home, I can still see personally just 

how far my family has travelled, and how far all those 

families have travelled. 

Thank you Renee, my great-grandmother, for telling me 

your story 

My nan Audrey, who has worked so hard for me and all 

her family 

And my father, for raising me to be a hard working Brit, 

and retain my Jamaican values all the same. 

I would like to end this piece with a Jamaican proverb, 

long chanted in schools across the island: 

From a pot of many, we are one! 

Retrospect 

Four generations of my Windrush family—(from l-r) my great grandmother Renee, my father 

Tunde, my grandmother Audrey and me 
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The Press of Advocacy:  

History of the Black Press in America  

By Ben Farodoye, Year 12 

1 
92 years ago in 1827, “Freedom’s Journal” was 

published, which was the first newspaper to be 

produced by an African-American in the United 

States. Since then, the clear impact of the black 

press and its position as a linchpin for the black 

community has been recognised Americans nationwide. 

The black press is credited with; helping to stabilize 

communities, providing a forum for debate among 

African Americans and promoting education and literacy. 

Freedom’s Journal was created by Samuel Cornish, who 

is well-regarded as an important figure in endorsing 

black people’s right to speak out about issues that affect 

minorities across America. In the first issue, he 

proclaimed that, “Too long have others spoken for us .. . 

We wish to plead our own cause.” An integral issue for 

the paper based in New York was the colonization 

movement, which aimed to “free the slaves and offer 

them transport back to Africa”. The newspapers decision 

to support this movement was extremely unpopular with 

its readers, which led to a sharp decline in subscriptions. 

This meant that the newspaper was forced to shut down 

just two years after its first issue. Despite this, the 

significance of the Journal can be clearly seen through 

the legacy that it left behind. The precedent that it set 

meant that 40 years after it ceased publication, at the 

end of the antebellum period, there were 40 more black 

owned newspapers operating in the United States. In its 

two-year lifespan, the Freedom’s Journal was able to 

begin to provide black people with a sense of identity 

that they had never experienced before. 

During the Civil War in America, all of the black owned 

newspapers were based in the north, because the pro-

slavery south prohibited the distribution of newspapers 

owned by African Americans. The influential press in the 

north managed to solidify their position as a reputable 

source on the feelings and movements of blacks across 

the country, and some of the most prominent black 

newspapers, such as the North Star by Frederick 

Douglass, were read by congressmen and the President 

who wanted to be continually informed on the anti-

slavery . movement in the black community.  

After the Civil War, there was a new wave of black-

operated press due to the fact that Lincoln had declared 

all of the slaves free with his Emancipation Proclamation 

(1863). Under slavery, black people had no access to 

education, so the black press was able to greatly improve 

the literacy rates of these people, and it empowered 

them to go forth and seek to open their own businesses. 

In fact, it is constantly asserted by black scholars such as 

Booker T Washington, that the decade after the Civil War 

was a time when black enterprise was booming as black 

craftsmen and other skilled workers could start to offer 

their services at a cost.  

Freedom’s Journal, Vol 1 No. 1, from 1827 

Retrospect 
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Eventually, after the civil war the federal troops were 

withdrawn from contested areas in the south, meaning 

that black people were not well protected from malicious 

attacks from the southern whites. Between 1876 and 

1919, approximately 3,000 black men were lynched. The 

white southern press often refused to write about these 

incidents, citing old laws which still implied that blacks 

were and 

should be 

treated like 

second class 

citizens. This 

meant that the 

black press, 

especially the 

newly formed 

news outlets in 

the south, had 

to support the 

oppressed 

communities 

and make sure 

that they felt 

like they were 

getting media 

attention.  

Ida B. Wells 

was the editor of the Memphis Free Speech and felt like 

she had a duty to report on the lynchings, because she 

had witnessed the lynchings of 3 of her friends accused 

of rape. She was forced out of town and her newspaper 

was destroyed. Her story is similar to a lot of black 

editors brave enough to report on sensitive topics. 

However, Wells went on to co-found the NAACP 

(National Association for the Advancement of Coloured 

People) which is a powerful organisation that calls for 

the implementation of legislation which will positively 

affect black people across America.  

At the start of the 20th century, the Chicago Defender 

was established by Robert Abbot and was used 

effectively as a way to continue the work of black 

activists in the US. After an initial investment of just 25 

cents, Abbot turned the Chicago Defender into a national 

newspaper, with a circulation of 250,000 at the end of 

the 1920’s. The newspaper kept its readers up to date 

with topical events, called for anti-lynching legislation 

and protested segregation in sports. The influence of this 

newspaper can be seen by the fact that it was one of the 

main supporters of a movement called the ‘great 

migration’, which saw 1.5 million southern black people 

relocate to the north. Abbot was constantly advertising 

jobs and communities for the southern blacks to move 

into. He was also a great advocate for changing the way 

that African-Americans were identified and therefore 

refused to use the word ‘negro,’ instead he referred to 

black people as ‘the race’ with ‘race men’ and ‘race 

women’. After Abbot passed, his nephew was able to 

make the paper into the largest black-owned daily in the 

world. 

To conclude, there are still black owned newspapers 

trying to maintain the legacy of the historically 

prominent 

trailblazers 

who started the 

movement just 

under two 

centuries ago. 

The biggest 

current 

newspaper is 

the Los Angeles 

Wave with 

92,000 

subscribers. 

However, due 

to the digital 

transformation, 

the rise of 

social media 

has reduced the 

numbers who 

are choosing to read their news with traditional print 

press  

Booker T. Washington 

The Chicago Defender from 1919 

Issue 18 
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Frederick douglass 

By Ben Roberts, Year 9  

B 
orn into slavery in February 1818, Frederick 

Douglass is one of the most inspirational 

abolitionists and his words continue to 

inspire people to this day to think about race, 

democracy and the meaning of freedom.  

Frederick (birth name: Frederick Augustus Washington 

Bailey) was born in Talbot, Maryland and worked as a 

slave on a plantation field. He barely knew his mother, 

who worked on a different plantation, and never 

discovered the identity of his father, although it is 

suspected that his father might have been his white 

master.  

At the age of 8 years old, he was sent to Baltimore to 

become the servant in the home of a man called Hugh 

Auld. In defiance of the laws that forbade the teaching of 

slaves how to read and write, Hugh Auld’s wife taught 

Frederick the alphabet and the basics of reading and 

writing. Eventually her husband found out and Frederick 

was beaten and forbidden from having any further 

lessons. However, this did not stop him from continuing 

to read and write in secret as Frederick had by now 

realised that, “knowledge is the pathway from slavery to 

freedom”. As Frederick began to read more widely, he 

began to form his views on freedom, human rights and 

his opposition towards slavery. 

In the early 1830s, at the age of 15, Frederick was 

shipped to the plantation of Auld’s brother. There, he 

taught other slaves how to read and write and ran bible 

classes. These classes became so popular that more than 

40 slaves would congregate together to listen and learn 

how to read. Fearing that these meetings might lead to 

conspiracy and escape plans, the plantation owners 

burst in one Sunday armed with clubs and stones and 

put a permanent end to Frederick’s teaching.  

In 1833, Frederick aged 16, was next rented to Edward 

Retrospect 

Frederick Douglass 
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Covey, a slave-owner who had a reputation for cruelty 

and the nickname of the “slave-breaker”. Covey abused 

Frederick relentlessly, whipping him and driving him 

towards a psychological breakdown, until one day, 

Frederick defended himself, knocking Covey to the 

ground. This was to be a major turning point in 

Frederick’s life as it inspired in him “a determination to 

be free”. 

At the age of 20 and after two failed escape attempts, 

Frederick, disguised as a sailor and with the help from a 

young free woman called Anna Murray, finally escaped to 

New York where he declared himself a freeman. Once 

there, he married 

Murray and to 

avoid being 

discovered and 

returned to slavery, 

he changed his last 

name to “Douglass”. 

In search of a new job, Frederick read the leading 

abolitionist newspaper The Liberator and it was here 

that he found out about the Massachusetts Anti-Slavery 

Society. He attended their convention where a passer-by, 

who worked for the society, overheard Frederick talking 

and was moved by what he was saying. So he invited 

Frederick to make a speech at the convention. The 

speech had a remarkable effect on the audience and 

Frederick was immediately employed at the 

Massachusetts Anti-Slavery Society and his new career 

was born.  

In his new position, Frederick took part in many 

important campaigns, including the “Rhode Island 

Campaign”, where he fought to give black people the 

vote. He was also the main orator in “The One-Hundred 

Conventions” of the New England Anti-Slavery Society. 

However, public speaking on the subject of anti-slavery 

was a risky business and he was often subject to verbal 

and physical abuse.  

As Frederick gave evermore effective and powerful 

speeches, certain people began to question his credibility 

and whether he had actually ever been a slave. As an 

answer to this, Frederick released the biography of his 

life, detailing his life as a child on a plantation and the 

hardships that he had had to suffer. However, as a 

fugitive slave, this was incredibly dangerous and forced 

Frederick to flee to England to avoid recapture. 

Douglass lived in England for 20 months, where he 

expertly lectured to enthusiastic audiences. These anti-

slavery friends raised the funds to finally purchase his 

freedom from the Aulds, which allowed him to return 

home to America a free man. 

On return to America in 1847, Frederick launched a 

weekly newspaper called the North Star that was 

dedicated to abolitionism, African-American rights and 

women’s rights. Frederick increasingly encouraged the 

use of violence in order to bring an end to slavery and 

became active in the Underground Railroad, hiding 

fugitives from slavery in his home and helping them to 

escape to freedom in Canada.  

With the coming of the American Civil War, Frederick 

saw an opportunity to bring black people greater 

equality and an end to slavery. He encouraged President 

Abraham Lincoln to allow black men to be able to show 

their patriotism by enlisting in the Union Army.  

Following the war, 

the Thirteenth 

Amendment was 

passed and slavery 

was finally 

abolished.  

However, 

Frederick’s work did not end here. He continued to speak 

and write on behalf of women’s rights, the need for free 

public education, the abolition of capital punishment and 

most close to his heart, the gaining of equal rights for 

African-Americans. This is the reason why Frederick 

Douglass is viewed as being one of the most influential 

African Americans of the nineteenth century 

Issue 18 

He encouraged President Abraham Lincoln to allow 

black men to be able to show their patriotism by 

enlisting in the Union Army  



16 

 

Ida B. Wells 
By Ibrahim Mohamed, Year 10 

I 
da Bell Wells-Barnett (16 July 1862 - 25 March 

1931), more commonly known as Ida B. Wells, was 

an African-American journalist and one of the 

founders of The National Association for the 

Advancement of Colored People (NAACP). She fought for 

the equality of African-Americans during a time when 

racial discrimination in America was at an all-time high. 

Wells was born in Holly Springs, Mississippi on 16 July 

1862, to James Wells and Elizabeth Warrenton. She was 

one of seven siblings. Both her parents had been slaves, 

freed by the Emancipation 

Proclamation of 1863.  

James Wells became a 

trustee of the Shaw College 

(now called the Rust 

College), joined the Loyal 

League and became known as a “race man” for always 

refusing to vote for the Democratic party, opting for the 

Republicans instead. He also founded a carpentry 

business in 1867. His wife Elizabeth also became known 

for being a famous cook. 

In September 1878, tragedy struck the Wells family. Both 

of her parents and her infant brother Stanley died of 

yellow fever (a viral disease spread by infected 

mosquitoes). After their funerals had happened, relatives 

decided to send the five remaining Wells children to 

separate foster homes. However, Ida Wells did not want 

the family to be split up, so she found a job teaching at a 

black elementary school in Holly Springs. Her paternal 

grandmother Peggy and Wells’ sister Eugenia would look 

after the younger children during the week while she 

was teaching. However, a few years later, Peggy and 

Eugenia both died. Wells 

then took her remaining 

siblings to Memphis to live 

with their aunt Fanny in 

1883. 

While she was in Memphis, Wells took a job teaching in 

the Shelby County elementary school. In the summer, she 

would attend sessions at Fisk University, which was a 

black college based in Nashville. She irritated many 

people with her strong opinions on women’s rights. 

In May 1884, Wells was on a train, heading from 

Memphis to Nashville on the Cheapskate and Ohio 

Railroad when the train conductor ordered her to give 

up her seat in the first-class women’s car and move to 

the crowded smoking car. Wells refused to move, so the 

conductor and two other white men dragged her out of 

the car. Wells proceeded to write an article for The 

Living Way, a church newspaper, about her appalling 

treatment on the train, a move which gained her much 

publicity in Memphis. She hired a black attorney and 

sued the railroad company, but they paid the attorney 

not to take the case. Wells then hired a white attorney 

and won the case on December 24th , 1884 and the local 

court gave her a $500 reward. However, the railroad 

company appealed to the Tennessee Supreme Court. The 

original statement was overruled and Wells was forced 

to pay court costs (cost of handling a case). She wrote 

afterwards: “I felt so disappointed because I had hoped 

such great things from my suit for my people. O God, is 

there no justice in this land for us?” 

While she was still teaching at elementary school, Wells 

accepted the offer of becoming the editor for The 

Evening Star, an afternoon newspaper in Washington DC. 
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Under the pen name “Iola”, she wrote many articles for 

The Living Way slating the Jim Crow Laws, the state and 

local laws which promoted racial segregation. In 1889, 

alongside J.L Fleming, Wells became the co-owner of The 

Free Speech and Headlight, a black newspaper based at 

the Beale Street Baptist Church in Memphis. 

In 1891, Wells was fired by the Memphis Board of 

Education due to her articles which criticised the 

conditions of the black schools in the area. After this, she 

made writing articles for The Living Way and The Free 

Speech and Headlight her primary focus. Wells garnered a 

great amount of respect from the community of Memphis 

and belonged to the middle class. Back then, a black 

woman belonging to the middle class was almost 

unheard of. 

In 1889, a black proprietor called Thomas Moss opened 

his grocer’s shop, The People’s Grocery, in south 

Memphis. Wells was close to Moss as she was the 

godmother of his first child. Moss’s business competed 

against a white greengrocer, William Barrett, and did 

well. In March 1892, a black boy called Armour Harris 

was playing marbles with his white friend Cornelius 

Hurst near the People’s Grocery. They began to argue 

during the game and started to fight. As Harris was 

winning, Hurst’s father interfered and began to beat 

Harris. Two African American employees from the 

People’s Grocery, Stewart and McDowell, charged out of 

the shop to defend Harris from Hurst. Eventually, a large 

mob of people came out to drive Hurst away. 

Two days later, a group of white men in electric 

streetcars attempted to attack the People’s Grocery, but 

the employees used guns to defend themselves. For this, 

Moss, Stewart and McDowell were arrested. On March 

9th, 75 armed men took Moss, Stewart and McDowell out 

of their jail cells, dragged them to a rail yard a mile north 

and then shot them dead. 

After the outrageous incident, Wells wrote in The Free 

Speech and Headlight telling all blacks to leave Memphis: 

“There is, therefore, only one thing left to do; save our 

money and leave a town which will neither protect our 

lives and property, nor give us a fair trial in the courts, 

but takes us out and murders us in cold blood when 

accused by white persons.” In response to her 

investigations, her newspaper office was burned to the 

ground, prompting her to leave Memphis forever. 

On October 29th , 1892, Wells published her lynching 

research in a pamphlet called Southern Horrors: Lynch 

Law in All Its Phases. She studied of accounts of lynching 

due to alleged rape, and she stated in the pamphlet that 

many whites used rape as an excuse to mask their real 

reason for lynching and that they were really trying to 

stop blacks from progressing socially and economically. 

In 1895, she published the Red Record: an 100-page 

pamphlet which examined lynching in even greater 

detail. 

In 1895, Wells married attorney Ferdinand L Barrett, a 

widower who had two sons, Ferdinand and Albert. They 

were both journalists and both continue their work 

whilst being married, which was rather abnormal at the 

time because the woman taking a more domestic role 

was the norm back then. 

In 1909, Wells was part of a group of black and white 

activists who established the National Association for the 

Advancement of Coloured People (NAACP) which works 

to this day to advance justice for African Americans. 

Wells also fought for women’s rights by starting the 

Alpha Suffrage Club.  

On 25 March, 1931, at the age of 68, Wells died of kidney 

failure and was buried at the Oak Woods Cemetery in 

Chicago 

 

“The way to right wrongs is to turn the 
light of truth upon them.”  

Ida B. Wells 
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W.E.B. Dubois 
By Joel Adu-Gyamfi, Year 10 

“The cost of liberty is less than the price of 
repression”  

W. E. B. DuBois, 1909  

 
William Edward Burghardt DuBois was an American 

abolitionist, sociologist, and black rights activist, active 

around the very late 19th century onwards. His ideology 

spread through his publications and he was a leader of 

the Niagara Movement; his work as an author and editor 

of print helped to solidify his prowess in African-

American literature, and as a prominent protest leader. 

Despite growing up in a relatively integrated area of 

America at the time – Massachusetts – he felt obligated 

to address and combat the segregation and tribulation of 

the time; in his early life, born into a Christian household 

with an absent father, experiences and memories would 

later inspire him to write about his personal stories as a 

minority. Despite his circumstances, his teachers 

acknowledged his 

intellectual and scholarly 

skills, which inclined him 

to use his writing to 

empower and inspire other 

African-Americans, young 

and old. His cause was funded by his neighbours and 

friends into Fisk University from 1885-1888, and 

eventually progressed to Harvard under the tutelage of 

William James, an American philosopher,  paying via 

summer jobs, his inheritance and a scholarship. He owns 

such honours as being the first African-American to 

receive  Ph.D. at Harvard, and writing the first book 

published by Harvard University Press. This all led to 

him accepting research and teaching jobs in Sociology, 

Greek and Latin. Around this time was when he 

published ‘The Philadelphia Negro’, a case study on black 

communities of America, in 1899, outlining the barriers 

to racial equality and prosperity as housing and 

discrimination in employment. 

‘The Souls of The Black Folk’, was a collection of essays 

broadly expressing his views on his fellow black rights 

activists, and showed his dream of equality and peaceful 

coexistence as opposed to spite and hate towards the 

oppressors in hopes of superiority in the future. DuBois 

was also a pioneering advocate of Pan-Africanism – a 

concept in which the indigenous people of Africa unite 

and empower themselves in society – and led the first 

conference in London, 1900. Its main value was freedom 

and elevation of black communities. 

In 1905, he became a founder of the Niagara Movement, 

along with several other black leaders; they met near 

Niagara Falls to discuss and create a declaration of 

principles, and later when the movement slowed, he 

became co-founder of the National Association for the 

Advancement of Coloured People (NAACP), where he 

edited for their magazine ‘The Crisis’, until he was fired 

in 1934. 

Despite some failures, he continued with his philosophy 

that his scholarship and writing could encourage racial 

equality, and wrote ‘Black Reconstruction in America’, 

which was reprised and acknowledged around the time 

of his death in 1963.  

By the early 1950s, Dubois’s efforts had slightly shifted 

to calming tensions 

between the USSR and USA 

during the Cold War, in 

which he eventually 

adopted the values of 

communism, due to the 

assurance of equality and endorsement of the working 

class. 

By 1961, he was stripped of his passport, and willingly 

left America to reside in Ghana – my personal home 

nation – under the presidency of Kwame Nkrumah, a Pan

-Africanism advocate he had previously worked with. 

Kwame Nkrumah was also a big figure of African history, 

leading Ghana to be the first country to break free from 

Britain’s colonial rule in 1947. With Nkrumah’s support, 

DuBois was about to complete the editing of a new 

project, the ‘Africana Encyclopaedia’, but unfortunately 

passed away in Accra before he could finish it, and just 

before the historic March on Washington.  

Now, his publications and contribution to the cause of 

social equality continue to inspire people, and though his 

teachings may not necessarily have reached the youngest 

generations yet, he is still a valued civil rights leader and 

eminent scholar  
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John Richard Archer 

The First Black Mayor in London 

By Joel Sparks, Year 10 

L 
ondon in the early 1900s was a place of 

prejudice. It heavily benefitted upper-class 

white males and almost disregarded Black and 

Asian populations. Peter Fryer wrote, "From 

the 1840s to the 1940s Britain's ‘native policy' was 

dominated by racism. The golden age of the British 

Empire was the golden age of British racism too".  

Despite this, John Richard Archer managed to overcome 

not only his political opponents but also social and racial 

injustice to fight his way to a high ranking political 

position as the mayor of 

Battersea.  

Archer was born in Liverpool in 

1863 to Richard Archer, from 

Barbados, and Mary Theresa 

Burns, from Ireland. In his early 

life, he travelled the world. He lived for a while in 

Northern America and Canada –where he met his wife 

Bertha. In 1890, he returned home and settled in 

Battersea.  He had many talents and many jobs, 

practicing (and mastering) photography and medicine, 

and even becoming a professional singer for a short 

period of his life. He soon realised his true ambition, 

though, after attending the Pan-African conference held 

in 1900 in London. He entered local politics almost 

immediately, and progressed through its ranks with 

flying colours, being elected to Battersea council as a 

Liberal in 1906. 

But Archer's journey did not end here. A change in views 

towards local politics meant that he lost his seat in 1909. 

The Conservative Municipal 

Reformers won control of the 

Council for three years, and John 

was one of the progressives who 

failed to get re-elected. This event 

was such a shock to the local 

political landscape that it forced opposition parties to set 

aside their differences and form the Progressive Alliance 

-inside of which Archer played a key role. This makeshift 

party regained control in 1912, and John was once again 

put into an important position –as the council member 

for Latchmere Ward, in Wandsworth. Unfortunately, it 

was while he was in this position that Archer faced most 

of his racial prejudice.  

Important political figures and the press alike started to 

question his Liverpudlian origins, claiming he had the 

hair and complexion of a native Indian; claiming that his 

seemingly apparent lack of British origin should restrict 

his ability to play an important political role. Despite 

these comments, he continued to play a vital role in the 

Battersea community and quickly gained popularity as a 

result. Seeing this, the Progressive group elected John 

Archer as Mayor f Battersea for the period November 

1913 to November 1914. John Richard Archer was now 

the first black mayor in London. 

Upon his election, Archer gave an uplifting speech of 

defiance: "my election tonight marks a new era. You have 

made history tonight. For the first time in the history of 

the English nation, a man of colour has been elected as 

mayor of an English borough. This news will go forth to 

all the coloured nations of the world and they will look at 

Battersea, and say it is the greatest thing you have done. 

You have shown that you have no racial prejudice, but 

recognise a man for what you think he has done."   

Retrospect 
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The blatant racism and opposition towards John Archer 

did not stop here though. Just one month into his period 

at the office, he gave a deeply saddening speech in which 

he talked about racist comments that he had been 

subjected to while being Mayor. The audience chimed in 

with chants of ‘shame' as he told them of the disturbing 

letters he had received. To quote Archer himself, they 

had called his mother ‘some of the foulest names that it is 

possible for a mother to be called.'  

He had fought his entire life for the respect of his peers, 

for them to see him in a way no different to how they 

saw each other, for equality among people of colour all 

over the world. Still, though, he could not escape the 

comments of a society that judged people on the colour 

of their skin, and not on their contributions. Archer 

never gave up though. 

Even after his one-year term had ended, he continued to 

fight for equality and stayed politically active, opposing 

cuts in unemployment relief as well as supporting Poplar 

councillors who had been imprisoned for their stance on 

the Poor Law. John Archer stayed politically active until 

his death in 1932. During the remainder of his life, he 

served as a governor of Battersea Polytechnic, president 

of the Nine Elms Swimming Club, chair of the Whitley 

Council Staff Committee and a member of the 

Wandsworth Board of Guardians. He died on 14th July 

1932, a few weeks after his 69th birthday. He was buried 

in the council cemetery at Morden. 

John Richard Archer's legacy carried on long after his 

death. In 2004, John Archer was chosen for the '100 

Great Black Britons' list, coming 72nd in a public vote. In 

November 2013 Archer was honoured by English 

Heritage with a blue plaque at his former home, 55 

Brynmawr Road, Battersea.  

He was one of the sparks that lit the flame fighting 

against social and racial injustice. A flame that, once lit, 

can never be extinguished 

John Richard Archer in his mayoral robes 
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The Haitian revolution 

By Elijah Angus, Year 13 

I 
n the late 1700s in Haiti, or St Domingue as it was 

known, a fragile peace existed. On the one hand 

there existed around 500,000 slaves, free black 

men (often Mulattoes) and runaway slaves who 

were determined to establish their freedom and on the 

other just 40,000 French colonists who maintained 

control through cruelty and harshness towards the 

slaves. By 1804 most of the French inhabitants were 

dead, every slave on the island was a free man and Haiti 

was the first free nation in the Caribbean.  

To understand the causes and eventual breakout of war 

in Haiti, it is crucial to first understand the dynamics of 

society on the island in 1790. Society in Haiti at this time 

was divided into a rigid 

caste system in which 

there was almost zero 

movement between tiers. 

The island was controlled 

by a tiny minority of around 40,000 colonists who lived 

in constant fear of slave rebellion, causing them to be 

extremely cruel even by the standards of slave owners 

during this time period. In the 2nd group of society was 

the Mulattoes (people of mixed European and African 

heritage) and other freed men known as the ‘affranchis’ 

by the French. This demographic saw themselves as 

equal to the Europeans and above the slaves on the 

island so were often slave owners and drivers. The 

colonists for their part treated them with as much 

contempt as they did the slaves. And lastly at the bottom 

of society were the slaves. They made up the vast 

majority of the population on the island with as many 

slaves being brought to the island annually as colonists 

lived there. Life for the slaves was unimaginably harsh 

with disobedience being punished with castration or 

being lit alight and the owners knowingly working them 

to death in order to maximise production before the 

slave inevitably died.  

This fractured society meant that an uprising was 

inevitable and as it turned out, all that was required to 

cause the breakout of open hostilities was the issuing of 

French citizenship to the wealthier affranchis on the 

island by the newly established French republic in May 

1791. This gave them equal rights to the colonists, an 

unacceptable situation for them. The colonists ignored 

this which led to fighting 

between the factions and 

by August the slaves were 

rising up in support of the 

affranchis. What followed 

was three years of fighting between the French and the 

slaves who were supported by Spanish and English 

forces. Despite their support for the rebels, both colonial 

powers had other designs for the country with the 

restoration of slavery and continued exploitation of the 

land planned.  

The island was the most profitable colony that France 

had at a tumultuous period for the nation, this meant 

that the prospect of losing control of the island was 

unacceptable and led to a series of desperate moves in 

order to try to regain control. In 1792 every affranchis 

on the island was granted citizenship in order to get 

them to try and help quell the revolt that by this time 

was being supported by foreign powers in  order to 

weaken the French economy and in 1793 slaves that 

joined the army were offered emancipation and by 1794 

slavery was abolished entirely.  

The emancipation of nearly 500,000 people had the 

desired effect of ending the revolution almost 

immediately and a former slave named Toussaint 

Louverture assumed power of the island as Governor-

general under nominal French control. Toussaint, was an 

educated slave before the revolution, meaning that he 

was much more sympathetic to the colonists than an 

African born Haitian would’ve been: he invited the 

planters back to the island and ordered the peasants 
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back to work in the field, although now they shared in 

the profits of their labour. After just a few years of his 

rule, he was almost universally loved amongst the black 

community on the island and widely appreciated by the 

Mulattoes and 

Europeans for 

the work he did 

in restoring the 

economy of the 

island. Even in 

the modern era 

he is revered by 

many as one of 

the greatest 

Haitians ever for 

his role in 

empowering 

former slaves 

into positions of 

leadership in 

the country as 

well as his 

negotiations 

that secured the 

emancipation of 

the slaves on the 

island.  

In 1801 the 

revolution 

expanded 

outwards, with 

Santo Domingo 

in what is 

present day 

Dominican 

Republic being 

conquered. 

Toussaint freed 

the remainder of the slaves on the island and declared 

himself governor of Hispaniola (the island on which Haiti 

and Dominican Republic is situated) for life, this showed 

his extreme ambition: following the model set by the 

Europeans he invaded foreign territory and made 

himself leader. 

In the early 1800s Napoleon set his sights on restoring 

French colonialism on the island and in 1802 he tried to 

re-establish French control of the island by sending his 

brother-in-law Charles Leclerc with a force made up of 

veterans from the previous conflict and Mulatto officers 

totalling 43,000 men. This led to conflict between the 

Haitians and the French which ended with an armistice 

in May 1802 before the French reneged on this 

agreement and imprisoned Toussaint, bringing him back 

to France where he eventually died in prison.  

This led to the outbreak of war in 1802, that this time 

would only end in the complete overthrow of all 

Europeans on the island, unlike Toussaint his successors 

didn’t see themselves as French and so fought to free 

themselves. The 

leader of the 

revolutionaries 

was now one 

Jean-Jacques 

Dessalines, one 

of Toussaint’s 

former generals 

and an 

emancipated 

slave himself. He 

was joined by 

the Mulattoes 

who were 

infuriated by the 

restoration of 

restrictions 

placed on them 

and by reports of 

the restoration 

of slavery in 

other French 

colonies in the 

region. This 

combined to 

unify the blacks 

and Mulattoes 

effectively and 

led to the 

struggle 

continuing with 

renewed 

desperation.  

The French for 

their part were dramatically weakened by a yellow fever 

endemic with Leclerc dying of it in November 1802. 

Napoleon recognised the  weakening of the French 

position of the region and the Louisiana Purchase in May 

1803 signalled the beginning of their withdrawal from 

North America. Once hostilities between France and 

Britain broke out again later that month the French 

position in Haiti became hopeless and Haitian victory 

became almost guaranteed. 

On November 18th 1803, the indigenous army under 

Dessalines defeated the French at the Battle of Vertieres 

which led to French surrender and retreat from the 

island, eventually as prisoners of the British royal navy. 

On January 1st 1804, the Island was declared fully 

independent and was renamed ‘Haiti’. Dessalines 

declared himself emperor and Hispaniola became the 
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first black independent republic worldwide. 

The impact of this revolution was felt far beyond the 

island with slave owners across the world scared for 

their lives and slaves inspired by stories of slaves freeing 

themselves using force. This led to the 1811 German 

Coast uprising in Louisiana, with around 350 slaves 

rising up. Unlike what happened in Haiti however this 

was an unqualified failure with 95 of them being killed to 

just 2 of the militiamen that opposed them. Ultimately 

this failed uprising best describes why the Haitian slave 

revolution was so successful. A perfect storm had to 

occur with the slaves outnumbering the colonists 11-1, 

the French were fighting a series of wars in Europe 

simultaneously thereby limiting their ability to fight in 

Haiti, and perhaps most significantly they had a 

figurehead to rally around that the Louisiana uprising 

didn’t in Toussaint L’Ouverture.  

The wider impact of the Haitian revolution is 

complicated. In some places it just lead to increased 

cruelty and harsher control of the slaves in other areas 

where the owners feared being overthrown. This was 

particularly evident in the South of the USA and led to 

the US government imposing a harsh trade embargo on 

the fledgling country that lasted from 1804 to 1863 as 

they feared the uprising of the millions of slaves in the 

country. Furthermore, Haiti itself was plunged into chaos 

with Dessalines proving to be a harsh and ineffective 

leader, this led to widespread discontent and eventually 

his assassination. This caused a split of Haiti into two 

countries each ruled by one of Dessalines’ generals from 

the conflict and the country wasn’t unified again until 

1820. Moreover the country’s economy was further 

destroyed by having to pay 150 million Francs in 

reparations to the slaves, almost double the 80 million 

that the French received for Louisiana. 

However, despite this the revolution itself can only be 

seen as an unqualified success, Haiti became the first 

country to be free of European control in the region, 179 

years before Britain granted the last island 

independence. Furthermore, despite the crippling debt, 

trade embargo from the US and the tumultuous period 

that followed , Haiti managed to survive and the creole 

people have been self-governing ever since 
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Ethiopian Resistance:  

the First Italo-Ethiopian War 
By Joe Wright, Year 10 

E 
thiopia is a country in the Horn of Africa which 

is well renowned as the very place humanity 

itself originated from around 200,000 years 

ago. It has a long and prestigious history, 

dating back to Menelik I, who is said to have established 

the first kingdom, as well as the Solomonic dynasty, 

around the first century BC, according to the ‘Kebra 

Nagast’ or ‘The Glory of the Kings’. This is a national epic, 

written in the 14th century by Is'haq Nebura  -Id. 

Ethiopia spent most of the time from the late 1st century 

onwards fracturing and uniting into many different 

kingdoms with many dynasties, such as the Zagwe 

dynasty, growing in strength, and then dissipating into 

nothingness. Then, in 1270, a king came to power by the 

name of Yekuno Amlak who 

claimed he descended from the 

old emperors of the Axumite 

Empire, and thus the 

Solomonic dynasty, reigniting 

their hold over Ethiopia. 

Yohannes IV (known in English as John), of the Tigray 

region emerged as the dominant power and he then 

became emperor. In his reign, he greatly expanded the 

kingdom, conquering southern lands, as well as some 

Eritrean lands. This caused particular complication, as 

the newly formed Italian Kingdom sought to increase its 

colonial empire and attempted to occupy all of Eritrea. 

This two year conflict resulted in the death of Yohannes 

in battle, and the Treaty of Wuchale. 

Most of the treaty is very clear; Ethiopia would recognise 

all of Eritrea as part of the Italian colony, in return for 

modern, western military supplies and economic aid. 

However, article 17, the article regarding the conduct of 

Ethiopian foreign affairs, is extremely dubious, as the 

Italian translation said that all foreign communication 

must be conducted through Italian officials, effectively 

making them a protectorate, whereas the Amharic (the 

official “working language” of Ethiopia) version stated 

that while communications could take place through the 

Italians, the Ethiopian government had the option to 

independently hold talks. According to the Italians, this 

error derived from the translation of one single verb. 

In spite of this, the treaty was adhered to, albeit fairly 

unwillingly, until 1893, when Menelik II, Yohannes’ 

successor, sure his power over the region was secure, 

decided the time was right to rip up the treaty. In 

response, the Italians annexed small border territories 

and even engaged in a military campaign over the Mareb 

river. The Italians had hoped that some disgruntled 

princes may aid them in their war, however, this was far 

from the case. In a display of nationalism and defiance, 

Ras Mengesha, governor of Tigray, and his generals came 

to the palace of Menelik II and dropped heavy stones 

before him, in a symbol of submission. The main reason 

for this was Menelik’s insistence that unlike other 

African nations that had been easily overrun by 

Europeans, he could resist the colonisers and ensure 

Ethiopia remained a strong bastion of African culture. He 

believed that, with his stockpile of weapons he had 

received from many European 

nations looking to counter 

their rivals, he had the 

capabilities to surprise the 

Italians, who believed their 

campaign would be as simple as any other European 

power. 

In late 1894, a rebellion against Italian rule broke out in 

Akkele Guzay in Eritrea, however, Italian General Oreste 

Baratieri's army brutally crushed the revolt at the Battle 

of Halai. Baratieri then occupied the city of Adwa, before 

meeting the Ethiopian army at the Battle of Coatit. This 

battle was a major Italian victory, which proved to be a 

very important event, as it lulled Baratieri into 

underthinking the many difficulties of a long campaign 

invading the mountainous country. 

As a result of this battle, Menelik pleaded to the French, 

offering a treaty of alliance, however, they were rejected 

on the grounds that France wished to secure Italian 

approval over their consolidation of power in Tunisia. 

This made Menelik very aware that he would have to 

fight this long, brutal struggle on his own. He gave the 

call, for all men across his nation, to come to arms in 

order to save their great kingdom and preserve their 

rights. The people answered in droves, with an army of 

just less than 200,000 men, half of whom were equipped 

in the Ethiopian capital of Addis Ababa with one common 

goal: to ensure that their country did not fall to yet 

another European power. 
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The next clash came at Amba Alagi, in the mountains of 

the northern country on the 7th December 1895, with 

the battle finishing with Ethiopian soldiers overrunning 

the Italian positions and forcing them into a retreat into 

Eritrea. The remaining Italian soldiers who were not 

involved in that battle, under the command of Major 

Giuseppe Galliano, were isolated at an unfinished fort 

being built at Makelle. Galliano decided to mostly 

evacuate the fort, leaving a small garrison of less than 

1500 men, taking the rest of his army to Adigrat, right on 

the Eritrean border. The first Ethiopian units arrived 

within the next few days and began a siege. In order to 

delay an all out assault, the Italian commander cleverly 

made promises of a negotiated surrender, however, this 

did not happen until 

late January, after the 

Ethiopians nearly took 

the fort by force 

following a few 

unsuccessful attempts 

over the course of the 

month. In what seemed 

to be an act of extreme 

kindness, Menelik 

allowed the men to 

leave the castle with 

their weapons, even 

going so far as to 

provide animals as 

transportation to allow 

the men to rejoin the 

main army; however, it 

allowed Menelik to set 

up his army at the town 

of Hawzien, where the 

mountain passes were 

not covered by Italian 

defensive positions. 

Baratieri was not a 

stupid man, he knew 

that he was heavily 

outnumbered, and as a 

result he attempted to avoid a decisive engagement as he 

knew that due to severe lack of infrastructure, Menelik’s 

army would not be able to maintain the sheer amount of 

men in it for very long. The Italian government was not 

so understanding. Francesco Crispi, the prime minister of 

the time, has often been accused of being very 

authoritarian, some may even go as far as to say he was 

the precursor to Benito Mussolini. He was sure that the 

Italian army was far superior and that no matter the 

numerical deficit, they would come out on top. Crispi 

even went as far as to dismiss Baratieri as commander of 

the army on February 22nd, however he was to remain 

in command until his successor arrived. In 3 days time, 

he sent him a telegram accusing him of “cowardice and 

incompetence” as well as demanding an immediate 

attack on the Ethiopians, “whatever the cost to save the 

honour of the army and the prestige of the monarchy”. 

Baratieri’s response to this was to engage in what would 

turn out to be the defining moment in the war, the Battle 

of Adwa. The Italian forces comprised of four brigades, 

totalling to nearly 18000 men supported by 56 artillery 

pieces, whereas their Ethiopian counterparts numbered 

around 100,000, almost all of whom were equipped with 

rifles, half of which were quick firing. They were 

supported by around 40 artillery pieces. The Italian plan 

was to surprise 

Menelik’s army with an 

attack early in the 

morning, hoping that 

large parts of the 

opposing army would 

be asleep and unable to 

prepare quickly 

enough. 

Despite their huge 

numerical advantage, 

the battle would not be 

simple. Crispi’s 

mentality of Ethiopian 

inadequacy was not 

entirely misplaced. 

Most of the rifles used 

were not of great 

quality, as the imports 

of Russian Mosins and 

Berdans could be 

stopped by the British 

and Italian authorities 

before they even 

reached the landlocked 

country. Another 

problem was the feudal 

organisation system the 

army used; it meant that 

the army was mostly comprised of peasant militias with 

no real battlefield training, however, their devotion to 

their country meant that they would likely follow any 

order. 

On the night of February 29th and the morning of March 

1st, the Italian army was organised into 3 columns, and 

advanced separately towards the Ethiopians over 

narrow mountain tracks. The maps they had of the area 

were not accurate at all, which resulted in 3 brigades 

getting lost and wandering into the view of some enemy 

scouts. These scouts reported back to Menelik, who gave 
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the order for his army, who, contrary to Italian plans, had 

woken early for religious services, to attack. The first 

engagement came at 06:00, under the cover of Ethiopian 

mountain artillery. The main tactic used by Menelik was 

to simply use wave formations to utilise the strong 

numerical advantage. The defenders were subject to 

wave after wave of men, holding their position for 

around 2 hours, as the strength of the attackers faded. 

Then, Menelik decided to release his reserve of 25000 

more men, which ultimately led to the complete 

destruction of one of the four Italian brigades. One of the 

other brigades had begun moving to support it, but had 

not reached its location in time; as a result, they were cut 

off from the rest of the army and tried to organise a 

fighting retreat. In doing so, his army found itself in a 

narrow valley, where the entire brigade was cut down by 

the “Wollo Oromo” cavalry, thus reducing the Italian 

fighting strength to just 2 brigades. These men fought 

bravely, but they were outflanked and slowly chipped 

away at on the slopes of Mount Belah. By noon, the main 

battle was over and the shattered remains of the army 

was in full retreat to Eritrea. 

The Italians had suffered around 7000 losses, taken 1500 

men wounded and lost 3000 men as prisoners of war, 

equating to around 64% of their original army, while the 

rest was disorganised and at risk of destruction. On the 

other side of the battle, Menelik’s men had seen between 

four and five thousand men killed and taken a further 

eight thousand men wounded. The Italian public’s 

reaction to the battle was that of outrage, with riots in 

major cities. Within 2 weeks, the Crispi government was 

no more and in October of that year the Treaty of Addis 

Ababa was signed. This explicitly defined the borders 

between Italian Eritrea and Ethiopia and forced Italy into 

recognition of Ethiopian independence, ending the 

conflict. 

In conclusion, I believe that this conflict is very 

important as it shows that some African nations fought 

tooth and nail to resist European domination and 

showed real fighting spirit in the face of terrible odds. 

The Ethiopian soldiers that lay down their lives in the 

course of this war should be remembered for making the 

ultimate sacrifice in order to preserve the culture of their 

great nation 
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T 
he early 14th century saw the rise of what was 

to be one of the greatest imperial 

powerhouses to ever grace the world on the 

west coast of the African continent. The Mali 

empire was founded in 1235 by Sundiata Keita as a small 

state along the Niger River centered around the village of 

Niani, Guinea. The state was to rapidly develop into a 

formidable empire that would dominate the majority of 

West Africa and hold ownership to a King who was 

potentially the richest man to ever live. 

The early Mali Empire underwent meteoric growth in the 

1200s to become the world’s second largest empire at 

the time, only smaller than the Mongol empire. During 

the early 1300s, when the empire was at its peak it 

covered nearly 500,000 square miles across the  modern

-day countries of Senegal, southern Mauritania, Mali, 

northern Burkina Faso, western Niger, the Gambia, 

Guinea-Bissau, Guinea, the Ivory Coast and northern 

Ghana. This was a golden period for the Mali Empire and 

started with the appointment of Musa “Emperor” Keita I 

in 1312. 

Musa Keita I, commonly known as Mansa Musa, was the 

10th emperor of the Mali Empire. He inherited an 

already prospering empire but under his rule the empire 

became known across the world. To push his empire 

forward Mansa Musa conquered vast areas of foreign 

land, tripling the empire. He captured 24 cities, 

accompanied by their surrounding districts and villages, 

in his 25 year reign. The two most significant cities that 

he annexed were Timbuktu and the prestigious Songhai 

capital of Gao on the Niger river, one of the oldest trading 

centres in western Africa. They offered him strategic 

trade routes between the Mediterranean, Arabian 

Peninsula and the West African coast. He generated 

enormous revenue off the tax of goods that flowed in and 

out of the empire particularly via European and Arabian 
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merchants. 

The main sources of capital for Mansa Musa were the 

natural resources of gold and salt that were abundant in 

the Mali Empire. There were numerous immense gold 

mines across the empire which became the world’s 

leading producer of gold and was the source of nearly 

half the Old World’s gold at the time. The unrivalled scale 

of gold production and trade, as well as the production 

and trade of salt, which was just as valuable as gold in 

certain areas, caused the wealth of the Mansa to surge. 

Many historians and economists believe that Mansa 

Musa is the richest person to have ever lived with an 

outrageous inflation adjusted fortune of $400 billion. 

The greatest symbol of the Mansa’s immense wealth was 

his pilgrimage to Mecca in 1325. It was an extravagant 

procession across Africa that included 60,000 men, all 

wearing decorative fabrics and Persian silk, 12,000 

workers who each carried 1.8 kg of gold bars, and 

heralds (royal messengers) dressed in silks, who bore 

gold staffs, organized horses, and handled bags. Mansa 

Musa provided all the necessities for the procession, 

feeding the entire company of men and animals. Those 

animals included 80 camels which each carried 23 to 136 

kg of gold dust. Musa generously gave the gold to the 

poor he met along his route, traded it for souvenirs and 

paid for the erection of mosques as he travelled. It is said 

that he spent so much money in some of the cities he 

visited like Cairo that he destabilised their economies. 

The journey was recorded by several eyewitness 

accounts and word of Mansa Musa’s procession to Mecca 

spread far and wide across the world, elevating the 

emperor and his empire to a legendary status. This 

earned the Mali Empire a spot on the Catalan Atlas of 

1375 which was one of the most important medieval 

maps and he was depicted with a gleaming gold nugget 

and sceptre. 

Mansa Musa was not just a covetous emperor; he had a 

deep interest in religion and education. Prior to its 

annexation Timbuktu was a centre for religion and 

education. He ordered the construction of the great 

Djinguereber Mosque, designed by Andalusian 

architects. The Mosque soon became a famous learning 

centre that both attracted scholars from across the 

Muslim World and became home to over a million 

manuscripts. More scholars were attracted to 

Timbuktu’s University of Sankore. It was progressively 

restaffed under Musa's reign with jurists, astronomers, 

and mathematicians and by the end of his reign it 

boasted the largest collection of books that Africa had 

seen since the Library of Alexandria. Urbanisation also 

occurred under the reign of Mansa Keita I, for one of the 

first times in world history with many schools and 

mosques in many densely populated towns. 

Mansa Musa is speculated to have died around 1337, 

leaving a prosperous and formidable empire that would 

enjoy a golden period for another 100 years before a 

slow but steady decline that led to its collapse in 1600. 

Whilst rarely looked at or studied, Mansa Keita I’s 

tireless work to improve his empire and the lives of his 

people is immortalised in the many monuments, 

libraries, mosques sprawled across West Africa. They 

stand as part of a wider legacy which has his immense 

wealth and the title “World’s richest man” as its 

figurehead. 

The overwhelming majority of African and black history 

before the 20th century has either been lost or has faded 

away into obscurity over the centuries, leaving many 

questions over what Africa was like far before European 

colonisation and usually negative assumptions. However, 

Mansa Musa and his prestigious Mali Empire serve as a 

testament to the beauty, intelligence and prosperity of 

the forgotten medieval African societies 
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Rethinking the black presence 

in the roman empire 

By Jed Heffernan, Year 12 

G 
iven the limited rights available to black 

people just fifty years ago, within such clearly 

defined democracies as those in both the 

United States and United Kingdom, it is highly 

interesting to note that, whilst advanced for its time, a 

Roman system almost two millennia older offered better 

rights and more opportunities for black people in its 

society. Though it has long been known that the Roman 

Empire was greatly ethnically diverse, modern 

technology, such as the chemical analysis of certain 

isotopes in bodies carbon dated back to the Roman era, 

and the facial reconstruction of the said bodies, has 

allowed us to fully appreciate the significant role certain 

people of colour played in Roman society. 

Before such discoveries, many put forward a case for the 

racist treatment of black people based on translations of 

ancient Roman texts, such as Juvenal’s ‘Loripedem rectus 

derideat, Aethiopem albus’, yet historians such as Peter 

Green have suggested that the alleged undermining of 

black people in these texts stems not from the texts 

themselves, but from the racist contexts of those 

translating them. For example, the title of the 

aforementioned poem has previously been translated as ‘ 

'It takes a hale man to mock a cripple, / And you can't 

bait n***ers when you're tarred with the same brush’, 

with the translation of ‘Aethiop’ being taken to be 

Retrospect 

Grave goods of the ‘ivory bangle lady’ 



33 

 

‘n***er’, rather than the literal ‘Ethiopian’, seemingly 

contradicting the now known fact that people’s 

physiognomy did not influence their position in the 

Roman system of stratification.  

This acts as an 

example of how 

historians may 

interpret a source by 

assuming an alien 

cultural situation to 

reflect their own. This 

may act as an 

explanation, before 

reviewing the high 

statuses of multiple 

black people in the 

Roman Empire, for 

the past 

misconceptions of 

racism in Roman 

Britain – it was the 

racist contexts of the 

translator, not of the 

writer. Nowadays, 

however, unconscious 

bias is mitigated by 

the use of modern 

technology to make most of the analysis of any new 

artefacts found much more objective. 

Perhaps the most talked about discovery showing the 

status of certain black people in the Roman Empire was 

the discovery of an ornate sarcophagus, originating from 

Roman York, 

filled with a 

mirror, ivory 

jewellery, and a 

blue glass 

perfume jar 

that is believed to belong to a black African woman, now 

labelled the ‘ivory bangle lady.’ She is thought to have 

migrated from Africa to the British Isles, as was the case 

for 20% of black inhabitants in Roman Britain. Though 

the origins of this woman’s wealth are unknown, be it 

from independent works or inheritance and marriage,  it 

is striking to know that it was possible for there to be 

wealthy, and thus by default influential, black women 

around 350 AD, but not in America in the 1800s and 

early 1900s. It also seems that the ‘ivory bangle lady’ was 

a perfect representation, and combination, of the 

different cultural aspects in Roman Britain: she was 

buried with bracelets of both African ivory and Yorkshire 

jet alongside an ivory slab, upon which was inscribed, 

‘Hail sister, may you live in God,’, implying Christian 

origins – which would have only recently been made 

acceptable by the Edict of Milan being issued in 313 AD 

by Emperor Constantine. 

Furthermore, there have also been lots of indicators of 

many military roles in 

the Empire being filled 

by black soldiers, with 

Hadrian’s Wall being 

garrisoned by soldiers 

from across the 

Roman Empire, 

including North 

Africans, from its 

completion in 128 AD 

(as shown by an 

inscription 

mentioning a unit of 

‘Aurelian Moors’ 

which was made up of 

men from what would 

now be Morocco). In 

spite of this, arguably, 

the presence of an 

African emperor, in 

the form of Septimius 

Severus, is the most 

important example of 

black people’s 

militaristic influence in the Roman Empire, bringing in 

more black troops for the rebuilding and strengthening 

of Hadrian’s wall and largely changing the nature of the 

Empire as a whole by concentrating much of the 

governments powers into his own hands.  

Septimius 

Severus 

ingeniously 

restructured 

the Empire to 

favour military 

strength, acknowledging their necessity in his rise to 

power after dethroning the insane Emperor 

Commodus,  by gaining the favour of his troops with pay 

rises whilst consolidating his power by limiting the 

number of legions led by each general; the position of 

this African Emperor was largely unchallenged. 

In summary, the role of black people in the Roman 

Empire, though often overlooked and assumed to be 

minor due to their terrible mistreatment in the past 

centuries, cannot be understated, with positions ranging 

from professional soldiers to governors and socialites 

and a Libyan becoming the leader of one of the most 

successful empires the planet has ever seen two 

millennia before we reached an African-American 

President in the US 
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The sao Civilisation  

By Zack Foreman, Year 9 

T 
he Sao civilisation flourished in Central Africa 

from the sixth century BC to as late as the 

sixteenth century AD. Yet, despite this 

longevity, very little is known about them. The 

Sao people lived by the Chari River and around Lake 

Chad called the Chadiu in what is today Chad and 

Cameroon. They are the 

earliest people to have left 

clear traces of their 

presence in the territory of 

what is modern Cameroon. 

The biggest piece of 

evidence to show they 

existed is written in a book 

by the Islamic Ibn Furtu 

where the the changing 

cultural identity of the Sao 

is recorded as they 

converted to Islam.  

Origins of the people 

The Sao left no written 

records and are known 

only through 

archaeological finds and 

the oral history of their 

successors in the territory. 

One theory of the origin of 

the Sao states that they 

descended from the 

Hyksos, who conquered 

Ancient Egypt and later 

moved south, from the Nile 

valley to mid-Africa, after 

fleeing invaders. 

Archaeological Sites 

In total, there are more than 350 Sao archaeological sites 

thought to be present within Chad and Cameroon. Most 

of the sites that have been discovered are composed of 

artificial long or circular mounds. Sao Excavation sites 

have been categorized into three types. Those of Sao 1 

are said to be small, low mounds that were used as 

places of worship or rituals. Small figurines are found at 

these sites. Sao 2 sites consisted of large mounds that 

had walls. They were the burial sites and many figurines 

are associated with these locations. Finally, Sao 3 sites 

are thought to be the most recent and have produced 

few, if any, significant finds. 

Sao artifacts 

Sao artifacts suggest that they were skilled workers in 

bronze, copper, and iron. 

They made bronze 

sculptures and terracotta 

statues of human and 

animal figures, funerary 

urns, and highly decorated 

pottery. From 

archaeological finds, we can 

infer that the Sao society 

was patriarchal and were 

made up of several male 

dominated clans who were 

united into a single polity 

with one language, race, and 

religion. 

Decline  

There are two main 

theories explaining the 

decline of the Sao 

Civilization that happened 

around 1600 AD. The first 

theory links its downfall to 

its interactions with the 

Umayyad caliphate when 

they attempted to convert 

the Sao population to Islam. 

The second theory suggests 

that they were assumed by the Kare-Bornu Empire.  

 
Legacy today 

Today, several ethnic groups residing in northern 

Cameroon and southern Chad claim to be descendants of 

the Sao. One such of theses are the Sara, an ethnic group 

who reside in southern Chad and the Central African 

Republic. The Sara and other ethnic groups like them 

make up 27.7% of Chad’s total population. Other ethnic 

groups in the Lake Chad basin area, including the 

Buduma, Gamergu, Kanembu, Kotoko and Musgum, also 

claim to be descended from the Sao 
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W 
hen Miss Wain suggested I write about 

the Tottenham footballer, Walter Tull, I 

was bemused, mainly because as an 

Arsenal fan it’s a touchy subject, but 

when researching him, I realised he actually had an 

interesting and eventful life full of amazing achievement, 

but also hardship and 

discrimination. 

Walter Tull was born in 

Kent on 28th of April 

1888, he was of mixed 

race with his father 

Daniel Tull coming from 

Barbados with his 

grandfather being 

enslaved there. 

Unfortunately for 

Walter, he had an 

extremely tough start to 

life when at age seven 

he lost his mother Alice 

to cancer. His father 

remarried Alice’s cousin 

and had another child 

but sadly his father died 

from heart disease, 

leaving his step mother 

to care for six children 

which was financially 

impossible. Due to this, 

the two boys of school 

age, Walter and Edward, 

were sent to an 

orphanage. They were 

inseparable and the 

staff even encouraged 

Walter’s love of football, 

but unfortunately for 

Walter his brother was 

adopted, leaving Walter 

alone.  

From here he excelled 

in football and joined 

Clapton FC, he was 

reported to never be on 

the losing side and with Clapton he won a winners medal 

in the FA amateur cup, London Country amateur cup and 

London senior cup. In 1909 he was scouted by 

Totthenham Hotspur and  the Football Star called him 

the catch of the season. In the off season he went to 

Argentina and Uruguay to play, making him the first 

player of mixed race to 

play in Latin America.I n 

September of 1909 he 

made his debut at White 

Hart Lane and was the 

third player of mixed 

heritage to play in the 

top division. He was an 

excellent player for 

Spurs and labelled a 

future star. Despite his 

great form he was 

dropped to the reserves 

after only ten games due 

to extreme racial abuse 

by opposition fans, 

notably those of Bristol 

City. There was a report 

on the game titled 

‘football and colour 

prejudice’ and it is 

believed to be the first 

time racial abuse was 

headlined in football. He 

was commended for 

being professional in the 

situation but after only 

ten more first team 

appearances he was 

bought by Northampton 

Town of the Southern 

Football League. Here he 

made 111 appearances 

before the outbreak of 

World War One.  

At the start of the war he 

enlisted with the 

Middlesex Regiment 

which was part of a 
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footballers battalion that drew in professional players. In 

the war he fought extensively, he was sent home due to 

PTSD but returned and was made an officer. He served 

on the Italian front and it was here he was praised for 

‘gallantry and coolness’ by Major-General Sydney 

Lawford after he led 26 men on a night raid and brought 

them all back safely despite being behind enemy lines 

and coming under heavy fire.  

Unfortunately he did not make it back from the war- in 

March 1918 during the German offensive in France he 

was shot and killed. Private Tom Billingham tried to 

bring his body back  but he had to give up, leaving Walter 

Tull in the fields of Northern France.  

In a letter of condolence after his death Major Poole, the 

commanding officer of the 23rd Middlesex Regiment, and 

2nd Lieutenant Pickard said that Walter Tull had been 

put forward for a military cross but unfortunately his 

family have never received this. At the time his death 

wasn’t widely reported and it is only due to a historian 

called Phil Vasili who researched him that his story is 

now more widely known. He called for a statue to be 

erected in his honour and for him to be posthumously 

awarded the military cross, but this is not allowed and 

the law is yet to be changed, something people disagree 

with due to the fact the army illegally commissioned him, 

when they were short of officers, because people of non-

European descent weren’t allowed to fight. He is 

commemorated on Bay 7 of Arras Memorial which 

commemorates 34,785 soldiers with no known graves 

who died in the Arras sector. 

Walter Tull was not only a pioneer in football as one of 

the first prominent black players but he will also be 

remembered for his efforts and sacrifice in his service for 

Britain in the First World War  
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The nba 

By Tobi Lawanson, Year 13 

B 
asketball is a sport increasing in popularity 

across the world. The construction of race and 

ethnicity in the National Basketball 

Association of North America (NBA) has 

changed through the course of the League’s history. As 

stated by racial equality activist Richard Lapchick, in the 

year 2015 the NBA was composed of 74.4 percent black 

players, 23.3 percent white players, 1.8 percent Latino 

players of any race and 0.2 percent Asian.  The majority 

of the League’s great players are black. Due to an 

increase in black players in the NBA, many people 

believed incorrectly that teams were limited by an 

unofficial league quota of four black players per team. 

The association has the largest amount of black players 

out of any major professional sports league in the United 

States. As well as having the largest percent of black 

players, the viewership is primarily black, with 47 

percent of spectators being black, compared to 34 

percent being white and 19 percent being Hispanic and 

Asian. 

African Americans first arrived in the NBA in the year 

1950. Chuck Cooper was the first official black player to 

be drafted in the NBA. On April 26th 1950, Harold 

Hunter became the first African American to sign a 

contract with any NBA team in history by signing with 

the Washington Capitols. However he was cut from the 

team during training camp and did not play 

professionally. Nathaniel “Sweetwater” Clifton was the 

second African American to sign an NBA contract. Earl 

Lloyd made history by being the first African American 

to actually play in the NBA. Don Barksdale in 1953 

became the first African American to play in an NBA All-

Star Game.   

In 1926, Abe Saperstein formed an African- American 

basketball team that became known as the Harlem 

Globetrotters. After their first road game in Hinckley, 

Illinois on January 7th 1927, an evolution of basketball 

and the black athlete began. After Clifton was signed to 

the New York Knicks, NBA teams then started to draft 

more and more black players. Current players in the NBA 

including Lebron James and Steph Curry thank the 

Globetrotters for opening the door for black athletes and 

inspiring them to play the sport. 

These few players inspired many other black people to 

learn basketball and used them as their idols as 

motivation to get into the NBA which would later 

revolutionize the league. The emergence of African 

American players in the 1960s led to the game being 

played much faster and being played above the rim. Allen 

Iverson who was one of the smallest players in the 

league made a big impact on not just the NBA, but also 

the fans as he created his signature crossover in 1998 

which is still used today. Kobe Bryant is one of the most 

famous basketball players for his killer mentality on and 

off the court. He is known as the most hardworking 

basketball player to ever exist and his thought process is 

what has motivated many young people not only in 

sports. He also had a signature move called the 

fadeaway, which is dominantly used in today’s games as 

well.  

Lebron James, arguably the best player to ever touch a 

basketball is well known on and off the court for his 

actions. He recently opened a new school for 

underprivileged children which has motivated other 

black people to do the same and use their popularity to 

have a positive effect on children. His work ethic and 

dedication to the sport is what has inspired many people 

to play. 

Retired legend Bill Russell has a large impact on the NBA. 

He was known as the centrepiece of the Celtics dynasty 

Chuck Cooper 
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that won eleven NBA championships during his 13 year 

career. He was the NBA’s Most Valuable Player five times 

and was a twelve time All Star. He is tied with Henri 

Richard of the National Hockey League for the record of 

the most championships won by an athlete in a North 

American sports league. He is regarded as many as the 

greatest player of all time. Russell played in the wake of 

black pioneers such as Earl Lloyd, Chuck Cooper and 

Sweetwater Clifton, and he is recognised as the first 

black player who achieved superstar status in the NBA. 

He became the first black coach in North American 

professional sports and the first to win a championship 

when acting as a player-coach for the Celtics between 

1966-69. Barack Obama in 2011 awarded Russell the 

Presidential Medal of Freedom for his accomplishments 

on the court as well as his involvement in the Civil Rights 

Movement. The NBA renamed the NBA Finals Most 

Valuable Player Trophy in 2009 the Bill Russell NBA 

Finals Most Valuable Player Award, in honour of 

Russell’s achievements. His life was marked by an uphill 

battle against racism and controversial actions and 

statements in response to perceived racism. He was 

active in the Black Power movement and supported 

boxer Muhammad Ali’s decision to refuse the Vietnam 

draft. His efforts to reduce racism have been greatly 

acknowledged and for that reason he has gone down as a 

legend in the hall of fame. 

Black athletes have had a large effect on the NBA, as they 

changed the game from what it used to be 50 or so years 

ago, leading to an increase in popularity and also a focus 

on race relations. Many players have become positive 

role models for young black men and women, through 

both their work ethic, achievements and dedication to 

their communities. As time continues, the sport 

continues to evolve and is becoming more established as 

the greatest sport of all time, which people think is due 

to the black players constantly progressing the way the 

game is being played  

Issue 18 

Bill Russell—Five-time MVP, Twelve-time All Star and 

winner of 11 NBA Championships  
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