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Prologue

Volta River, Gold Coast 1895



Captain Sorrel had been having long, strange dreams for the past few nights. His mother, his long dead father, even his wife had all featured in different ways. The dreams had started since his ship, The Isis, had become stuck on mudflats after delivering the British soldiers as far upriver as he dared. Now they were nothing but sitting ducks. Every day there were fewer of his men as they lost their nerve and slipped away. The Kroomen had not lasted the first night, not after the drums had started.

He found himself patrolling restlessly about the deck after darkness fell. When he noticed a native canoe tied up to the gunwale, he knew instinctively his own time had come. Sorrel waited in hiding for the return of the man who had left the canoe, and when the man re-appeared, it proved to be one of his own crew, a Bristol man. There followed a short, muted confrontation at pistol point. Then the man had dived into the river and escaped. Not that shooting him dead would have weighed much on the captain’s conscience at this point.

Sorrel carried to the canoe the things he valued most, things he could carry and conceal easily, for he had a tricky road ahead. He knew he could only go back to England if there were no survivors left to tell the tale of what had happened to his ship. He had to leave behind the masks and the other bloodied artifacts he had collected, and more that was well hidden. These things did not seem so amusing now, and he was sure he would not want to remember this steaming, diseased land if he did get home.

He listened for a few minutes to check for any remaining crewmen. Then he untied the canoe and slipped downstream into the darkness. When he had drifted a few minutes away from the ship he heard the soft voices and efficient paddle strokes of some native canoes going back upstream. When he thought he was safe he fired his revolver in the air as a warning of sorts to any of his men left on The Isis.

He did not have long to wait to see if his luck was in.





 


Chapter One

Bristol, present day



Larh had arrived in Bristol in the middle of the afternoon and had strolled for a while along the docks in the late October rain, before returning to her hotel when it got dark. Though she had not been to the city for a few years, she remembered well the way the city was laid around the floating dock, the hollow heart of the city. 

While walking on the empty quayside, she had looked for the dockside premises occupied by the Gold Coast Steamer project. It proved to be just as she had seen it in the press photos, plastered with fresh graffiti, with its broken windows boarded after a recent spate of attacks. Back in her hotel, she settled on her bed and played the video link she had been sent, as preparation for tomorrow’s meeting with the project leader. 

The self-styled ‘Captain’ Hastings was an enthusiastic local man with a thin face and straggly beard, possibly in his late forties. Beside him was a younger black woman with short dreadlocks, who the caption labelled Janet Goodhaul, PhD student. In the video Hastings was standing outside the brick warehouse occupied by the project. The wind was blowing his thinning hair around his head as he spoke earnestly, his hands active in front of him, grabbing at imaginary ideas.

What are we really trying to achieve with history at this point? Let me tell you my point of view. We are trying to understand how the world developed into what it is now, why all the major cities in the world are port cities, why some races have spread around the world and others haven’t, how empires rise and fall. Closer to home, how a great city like Bristol now has this huge empty dock at its heart.

We are also trying to understand, at a more human level, the experience of some of the men and women from Bristol, who walked the same paving stones and steps as you do, who looked at the same buildings, over one hundred years ago. People your grandparents could have met when they were children. 

John Langdon for example, who went to sea at the tender age of 18 to trade in some of the last sailing ships along the West African coast. How he went down the river Avon, out into storms and wild seas, to the terrible heat and disease, to trade with people who were completely different to him, people who believed different things, who had completely different ideas about what being alive meant.

There are problems here in trying to make this connection, of course there are. Slavery was and is an abhorrent trade, and though it was outlawed in 1834 in the British Empire, It was to go on in different forms for many decades after that. Then there is the question of how Britain went from informal trading arrangements, and a loose collection of forts to getting involved in the tribal wars on the Gold Coast. 

There were seven different, brutal Ashanti wars, the sacking and looting of the palaces of the tribal kings, and finally the setting up of British administrations to run these countries, backed by their greatly superior military technology. 1889 the British Army acquired the Maxim gun, the first automatic machine gun. Steamboats had started to replace sail from the 40s and 50s, but both coexisted into the following century as the shipping companies kept their old ships going as long as they could.

Were the men going out to these places benign, curious, ambitious individuals? Were they buccaneers and adventurers? Had they failed at home and hoped to succeed in the colonies, was the Gold Coast where the B or C teams were sent? Certainly the chance of death was enormous, mainly from disease. Were they brave or foolhardy? Did they realise how impossible their job might be? 

Why were West Indian troops from Jamaica sent to quell tribal problems in Ghana? Most of the lower ranked troops the British Empire used were commonly local natives, but it was much rarer to use natives from another colony. But also, there are wider questions about who was really in charge, the military or the merchants. For example why were we selling muskets and gunpowder to both sides, a practice which incidentally exists to this day in the arms industry.

Captain Hastings paused dramatically.

Our contention is that whatever the difficulties, we should try and investigate some of these experiences. We believe the best way to do that is to tell the stories of real humans, and to tell them in the actual environment those humans lived and worked in. In short, we wish to try and acquire a tramp steamer of the period, which worked the West African coastline, and bring it back to Bristol and restore it. Have it sitting right here permanently, moored up in the heart of the city. To be a physical reminder to the city of the rich history of trade that continued after the abolition of slavery.

So many things are against us, wooden ships were often worn out, used until they rotted and fell apart. Very few steam engines survive in working condition. But we do think we have an opportunity. The hull of an 80 ton iron steam vessel, The Isis, has been found in the Volta river in Ghana. We know the vessel was abandoned in the eighteen nighties, and then later used on the river for many decades by a local crew, before being abandoned again in the nineteen nineties. That is why it is in such good condition, or the hull at least is. We have had contact with the University of Accra, and they have undertaken a preliminary investigation, and say it is possible the hull is sound enough to be towed back here, though the engine is probably beyond repair.

Stepping into the frame Janet Goodhaul took over.

We also have a few letters and journals written by men aboard this ship. We have some personal memorials from sail powered ships, such as John Langon, and we have the records of R & W King and other Bristol based ship companies. Our knowledge of the African tribes is very much limited to the accounts of the British soldiers and missionaries. What is called the Colonian Gaze. All of this is problematic, we cannot just pretend most of these accounts were by people who had attitudes we would today call racist. We have to examine these attitudes face to face, because they shaped so much of this island’s history.

There was a deeply held belief in Victorian society, from the top down, that Britain had a duty to stamp out what they saw as uncivilised behaviour, not just the trading of slaves, but cannibalism, human sacrifice, fetish worship and so on. The Victorians were very sure of themselves and their beliefs, but they were also capable of a high degree of hypocrisy. So, we will have to decide what approach we use to these memoirs and letters, because the language they are written in reflects those beliefs. We have to confront our past to move forward, question it and engage in dialogue with it, we cannot just ignore it.

Hastings followed her.

The immediate problem is funding, but I am pleased to say Bristol Council has agreed a provisional berth for the ship, just up from the SS Britannia, and we have been allocated some warehouse space here, next to the proposed berth, which we can use to inform the public about the project. We want an open and healthy debate about how this history is to be represented. This is not an attempt to sidestep the issue of slavery, or to make colonialisation sit more comfortably in our minds, or to do anything other than try and tell this city’s history as honestly as we can and let people make up their own minds.

Larh thought for a moment. There was something about the way Hastings dominated the video that put Larh on edge. She was being funded indirectly by Bristol Council to review the project, so they clearly had their doubts as well. They had contacted the professor at Birkbeck University in London, and he had recommended her. However, this approach seemed a little questionable, a deliberately long chain, just in case the council needed to ignore her recommendations, or even deny they had commissioned a review.

The Steamer Project team could of course refuse to cooperate with her. Local press reaction had been mixed, to say the least. Captain Hastings was possibly a rather stubborn man, he had had to be to get so far. She had found videos of protests outside the warehouse, live graffiti attacks, but it was not clear what the crowd were shouting. 

Bristol prided itself on being at the forefront of questioning what figures from the past should be revered, which was in itself a cultural movement with its own issues, but one of the things that interested her about the project was that it was clearly facing the problems head on. 

The whole history of industry in England was in some kind of crisis about how to present the past, after decades of debate over abstract theoretical models. For some it had come down to whether the men who had shaped England’s past were essentially criminals by today’s standards. For others it was a weird fetishism of the artifacts of a time of industrial strength, a nostalgia for an England which made ships and railways and mined the earth, and the working men who did such real and visceral jobs. That was just as problematic in some other people’s eyes, because the past had not been safe or comfortable for everyone. 

She closed her laptop and started out of the window at the empty harbour for a few minutes, before having a shower and going to bed.



 




Chapter Two



The next morning, Larh found herself outside the warehouse on the dockside a few minutes early for her meeting with the project team. Up close she could see that the Victorian brickwork had acquired some new graffiti, at least since the video was shot. She knocked on the door, and Janet Goodhaul let her in.

Captain Hastings was sitting on a plastic chair at a table by the window, he was looking at an ancient laptop. Janet Goodhaul made Larh a coffee and they went to join him.

“Already getting a strong reaction to your latest video, I see. I am Larh Thomas, a historical consultant. I have been working with Bristol Council on various projects.”

“I’ve been looking at your website. You do get around.” He replied.

“Don’t worry. I won’t talk publicly about this project.”

“But we need publicity, for funding.” Janet Goodhaul put in. 

Hastings glanced at her.

“We were just told by Bristol Council, yesterday, that you would be coming.” He said. “They did not say why. We have already been meeting regularly for several months with Mr Stanley Hope, the head of race relations for the Council. He did not say there was a problem.”

“Excellent name for the job. Stanley Hope.” Larh said. “To be clear with you, my position is that I have been commissioned for ten days’ work to write a short, independent report on this project, as part of their due diligence, if you like. It is quite normal at this stage.”

“From what angle?”

“Will the project be a success or an embarrassment, to be blunt. Is this project the best way to spend their money, though of course I am not reviewing all the alternatives.”

“We already have their approval for an exhibition here.”

“I would say that a key issue was that the Bristol merchants and sailors were mainly white, and I dare say their opinions of the natives were mostly unprintable. How are you going to tell their story without changing it to meet today’s standards?”

“With respect, that is exactly our problem, Ms Thomas, and we are not suggesting we have some magic answer. We have never shied away from the difficulties. We say so repeatedly in the videos on our website and when we do talks in schools. Dealing with the difficulties is the whole point of this project, we are creating a discussion, not telling people the answer.”

Larh opened her notebook and started taking notes.

“Do you have a budget for the return of a ship from Ghana? That is assuming she is seaworthy?”

“Look, there have always been two clear stages to the project, the first is setting up the exhibition here by next spring, and the second is to recover the steamer. The first stage is to raise money for the second.”

“Why do you need the steamer to tell the story?”

“I have lived here most of my life, within eyesight of the docks. It is a scandal that they should be left by the council as empty as they are. This was for hundreds of years the place of arrival and departure of goods and people, more than that, ideas, stories, DNA from all around the world, that is what made Bristol special, a magical place, full of romance and intrigue. It was the ships and the men in them. We have space here for one of the largest collections in the world of historical ships, and the skills to maintain them, space for exhibitions.”

“I saw your video. You should have let Janet speak more, not just do the bit about the black troops.”

He was quiet for a moment. Their conversation had become a little tense.

“You are here to advise us on our publicity material?”

“Are you even a real Captain?”

“I served in the merchant navy. It is a nickname my friends use.”

“It will offend real sailors if you misuse it. I am just pointing this out to help you, I do not mean to be offensive.”

He produced an uncertain smile.

“You are certainly very free with your advice, Ms Thomas.”

“What is your current staffing?”

“Just us two.” Janet said quietly. “We have a web company which charges by the hour.”

“Budget for photos, printing? For the work needed to get this space ready. Staff to run it?”

“Not yet. Not all of it.”

“And you are both working for nothing, at this point?”

“We have set up a charity, we have an accountant, a lawyer.” Hastings said. “What everyone needs to realise is that the real enemy here is time. Every delay means more money, and the ship is deteriorating. Some of the mud has been cleared off the ship so it could be examined properly and now it is rusting faster as a result. Squatters are living on it.”

“Have you tried crowdfunding?”

“There is already some negative publicity about us, when you search online.” Janet replied. “That does not help.”

“That is why a physical presence on the dock here is so important.” Hastings said. “We have that guaranteed for a year, and we have a berth for a ship of up to 150 foot, guaranteed.”

Larh opened her satchel, and pulled out a letter. 

“I am sorry. You had better read this. I really want to be as open as possible with you both.”

“What is it?”

“My instructions from Bristol Council.”

Dear Ms Thomas,

It has come to our notice that the Gold Coast Steamer project on the Bristol docks has started to receive adverse publicity and the present team seem unable to control their image. The warehouse building has unattractive graffiti on it, which has not been cleaned off. The online comments on the project are very mixed, with little clear response from the Gold Coast Steamer charity.

We wish to appoint you as an independent consultant for a maximum of 10 days at your advertised daily rate. You will visit the project, interview the team, and write a short report giving your views on whether we should cancel the project by the end of this month. There is a council meeting on the 4th November, and I need to have a way forward by then - cancel, or explain what will change to improve the situation. 

I cannot overestimate how sensitive we have to be to the evolving race relations debate both locally, nationally and internationally. There is grave concern among the council members that this is in fact too difficult a project to do successfully at the present time.  

Stanley Hope,

Head of Race Relations, 

Bristol City Council.

Janet took out her phone to copy the letter, but Larh folded it quickly and put it away.

“Sorry, I am not supposed to show you that. But I prefer to be open about these things.”

“We have letters of support from him. I have seen the rent agreement he signed.” Hastings replied with narrowed eyes.

“You know these things work nowadays, how sensitive and connected everything is. A white policeman shoots a black man in Atlanta, and Bristol City Council suddenly gets wobbly about your project.”

Hastings held up a hand.

“Give us a minute, will you. I need to think about this. You are firing lots of questions at us.”

“Sorry, of course.” 

Larh nodded and went to the other end of the room and looked out over the grey waters of the dock. Terraced houses lined the slopes around the docks, where generations of sailors’ families had waited to see their men returning. Those that had families. For the rest it was the welcome of the Seaman’s Mission with its sermonising, or the brothels and pubs and cheap lodgings in the rough streets leading away from the docks.

Hastings came over after a few minutes.

“I have been having a bit of trouble recently getting Solomon to call me back. I thought something might be up. It is the nature of these projects, you have to keep all the plates spinning.” 

The charm was back and the hint of menace gone.

“Right.” Larh replied. “Let’s get down to it. What, to your mind, is the historical significance of this ship in particular?”

“It was a tramp steamer, one of the last surviving ones which went up and down the West African coast with a lot of British goods, cloth from Manchester, Birmingham goods, muskets, gunpowder, all sorts of things like a huge floating shop. There are few ports along the coast, so the natives would come out in canoes, trade palm oil, gold dust, ivory. Trading was a messy business, they would drink rum, haggle, agree credit, and the steamer might spend a month or more on the coast before it could fill up with enough African goods to be worth coming home.”

“So one of the things you wish to communicate is the two way trade with the Gold Coast. This messy, risky form of market driven capitalism, rather than simple exploitation?”

“There were different types of colonies, that is one thing people don’t realise about the Empire.” Janet put in. “They had completely different kinds of local economies. Previously, just decades earlier, the west coast of Africa was the centre of the Atlantic slave trade, and this trade was still being carried on illegally by the Portuguese and others. In fact the conditions for these slaves was even worse, as they had to be hidden from the British Navy ships of the African Squadron. But we want to talk specifically about the Bristol ships. The merchants and the sailors.”

“And Britain relied on trade like this,” Hastings added. “We had to sell our goods to someone, someone who had gold or palm oil to pay for it. Goods were manufactured in Birmingham specifically for his trade, not goods anyone today might be particularly proud of, I might add. But that is all part of the picture. Like shoddy plastic toys that come in shipping containers today from certain parts of the world.”

“But it is partly about these sailors, the things they saw, this meeting of cultures. These steamers connected the Empire together, they enabled it, trade was the sole point of some parts of the empire. When the trade failed, the British government lost interest.

“After the Indian Rebellion you can argue it became more about imperialism, and competition, but not everywhere was strategically important. In the early days all the Europeans had trading forts along the coast, the Portuguese, the Dutch, the French and British. There weren’t even counties as we would know them, just small coastal forts, and the forts were all mixed up. To create the Gold Coast as a British colony they had to swap forts with the Dutch so they had a load of British forts in a row, along the coast, and the countries as they are today developed inland from there. It was quite haphazard, because the traders didn’t really care if it was a British colony or not, not at first.”

“I see.”

“The governors of the forts, the soldiers, the commercial agents on shore, they had a very short life expectancy, because of the diseases. The sailors stayed on their ships as it was healthier. The troops stayed inside the walls of the forts, for the most part.”

“OK. How is this personal history going to be told, through letters and memoirs?”

Janet took over from John Hastings.

“Yes. There are digital scanning projects all round the world, scanning the libraries of the American Universities for example. We can link some of these histories to this dock, to this ship. But.”

“But?”

“As we have discussed, the memoirs reveal that in general the author’s attitudes are appalling, they thought the natives were savages. It was a classic racist takedown of your enemy through the ages, the enemy is dirty, they commit atrocities, bayonet babies.”

“So?”

“So, my PhD is about creating some kind of theoretical structure where you can put what people said into the context of their times, so you can say such a person was in fact a moderate, even if you think his views are repellant. I am tying it to magic realism, which I show is how some of the South American authors tried to describe how they felt about their colonial past. It is like having a weird dream in the back of your mind all the time that your country was run by someone else. In the PhD I mean, not in the displays we are talking about here. But it is still about believing different things at the same time, opposing cultures overlapping and developing. It is like layers of wood, cross grained, glued together. It ends up very fixed.”

Janet ground to a halt. 

Larh gave her what she hoped was an encouraging smile.

“The Gold Coast was a tough place.” Hastings put in. “At one point the British only controlled the land within the range of cannon fire from their forts. Their attempts to send soldiers into the interior met with all sorts of disasters. One of the interesting things to my mind, was that the British used soldiers from the West Indies to try and control the squabbling tribes, so it was not a white on black situation, and anyway the different tribes in the region, the Fante, the Ashanti, they feared and hated each other much more than they hated the whites. Both sides saw each other as completely different. An Ashanti king saw himself as superior to some white government official.

“There are some interesting stories about how some white officers learned to work with their Jamaican soldiers, and negotiate with the tribal kings, who could be very petty and quick to take offense. There were many inconclusive conflicts. Battles where there was a standoff but no fighting. No one knew quite what was going to happen, you see. Other times of course, villages were burnt and there was indiscriminate firing. The Gatling gun arrived in 1861, the Maxim gun 1880s. The natives had muskets, but often didn’t have proper bullets. 

“And in the British papers the one really big, contentious issue which replaced slavery, was the supposed use of human sacrifice by the natives. All the legal agreements the British made included clauses which required the tribal kings to try and suppress human sacrifice and cannibalism. But, when the troops entered cities like Kumasi, they found terrible scenes, which they felt justified the army’s actions. We have copies of the agreements, you see.”

Larh took a moment to try and keep up with her notes.

“Africa has very little written history, we learn about it from European visitors. They were looking for examples of savagery, tribal practices, horrible details, fetishes, superstitions. I am not saying these things did not exist, it could be a brutal place, but from the British point of view, it was the climate which was by far the most deadly thing, the diseases. That is what most men died off, the ‘white man’s grave’, it was called.”

“No one forced them to go there,” Larh replied.

She held up her hand to finish writing, then she looked at them. 

“I get that you are both passionate, and well into the detail. But what do you say to the people who will just say that ‘Bristol council just wants us to think the racism and exploitation was not too bad.’ Shouldn’t we be thinking about how rich we are and how poor they are, after all these years of interaction.”

“Both societies were hierarchical.” Janet replied. “The Ashanti kings had stools made out of solid gold. The Benin bronzes are in museums all round the world, so there was an artisan class, if you like, but most native families were very poor and of course the average Bristol sailor also made very little and had a very hard life. The steamers were better in terms of the conditions the crew lived in than the sailing ships. For the men shovelling the coal, it was brutal, degrading work.”

“So that is the central character of your story, the white Bristol sailor of the steam age?”

“And his experiences. Some black servants came back to Bristol of course, and they took on African crew members, but the ship is the key thing, that was the enabling technology through which all this information flowed through. The thread which created the empire. And they influenced us and we influenced them, until both societies had an element of hybrid culture.”

“But there was never equality.”

“No, not anywhere. Not here in Bristol or there. Equality and democracy are modern preoccupations, maybe nobody expected them at the time. England itself had a long way to go with reforms in areas like child labour, women’s rights, people forget that.”

“I guess so.”



 


Chapter Three



Larh spent the afternoon reading through the files of evidence and plans the project had accumulated to date. Hastings had gone off to some appointment or other, and when it was time to close up, Janet came over to where Larh was working.

“What do you think so far?” Janet asked.

“I think you need to summarise how you will handle the race issues, focus down on what your narrative is. It is just too broad at present. And don’t let it get too academic, your PhD is a separate thing. It is completely valid in its own terms, of course.” 

Janet nodded.

“Most of the black population in Bristol today comes from the 1950s,” she replied, “ the Windrush generation. Very few came over from the Gold Coast trade, although you can argue over generations they had been moved from West Africa to Jamaica and thence to here. Anyway, that is why they are possibly against us. They are always suspicious of the Council’s intentions.”

“There is a consensus that the wealth of places like this, London and Liverpool, came from slavery, and the cities celebrated that with impunity, at least until very recently”

“Don’t I know it? Colson and all that, but there are so many more stories to tell, and we need a way of telling them in a balanced way without it all blowing up. But some people just like to cause trouble.”

“I agree.” Larh replied.

“My friends call me a ‘coconut’. They hate it when I use academic terms. I worked really hard to get to a position where I was accepted for a PhD, but they say it has changed me.” 

“Of course it has changed you, that’s the point. We need more professors from different backgrounds. How do your friends think that is going to happen if they don’t support you?”

“I really need this project to go ahead.”

“You don’t need it for your PhD, though, you have enough for that already. There is evidence of lots of good research here already.”

“Hastings has worked so hard for it, he has taken no money to live off, out of the project. I have a bit of a grant.”

“You can’t do it without the support of the council, you must see that. Solid support across the political spectrum, or they will be constantly undermining you.”

“Of course, but we honestly thought we had their support. Where are you staying?”

“Just up from the docks, I can walk there easily.”

“OK. I usually open up at 9 or 9 30 in the morning.”

Larh followed Janet and watched her lock up.

Outside the wind had risen, and clouds had darkened the sky. 

“I am parked over there.” Janet indicated a small blue car on a side street. 

She suddenly noticed a couple of men were leaning against her car, another was crouching down. 

“What the fuck are you doing?” Janet shouted, running towards them, Larh followed.

“Here comes the history lady.” One of the men said.

“What are you doing to my car?”

“Jus writin your new name, love.”

“Stop that right now.”

The man stood up lazily. Another man came round from the back of the car.

“No.” He said, confronting her.

Janet launched herself at the first man, pushing him back against the car. The other man swung a punch at her, knocking her to the ground and started to kick her. Larh ran into him and knocked him over, and then scrambled back to her feet beside Janet. Then the two men were up and either side of her, and she was shouting back at them. Both men produced knives and were jabbing at her. She kicked out at them to keep them back. 

Then a car came around the corner flooding the scene with its headlights, and the men ran off. The shock was how fast it had become deadly, and how quickly and randomly it had finished. Larh felt herself buzzing from head to foot with the adrenaline, she looked around for more danger and there was none.

Larh went to help Janet on the ground, she was groaning and holding her stomach. Other people appeared from the darkness, and order was restored. Someone called the police. An ambulance arrived, and as soon as she was sure Janet was being looked after, Larh went a few yards off. She found herself shaking now that the adrenaline started to wear off. It took a while before she trusted herself to speak. 

A policewoman waited by them patiently for descriptions of the attackers, and Janet and Larh did their best. Luckily, some of the uneven fight had been captured by a woman on her mobile phone, and this was handed over to the police. Janet’s mother arrived to follow the ambulance to the hospital, and Larh walked back to her hotel.
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