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Dedication

This book is dedicated to my ancestors who were enslaved by the Sandbach Tinne dynasty. May this go some way to lifting the silence of their anguish, and ensure that future generations will never forget their immense sacrifice, so that we could exist.




‘The great force of history comes from the fact that we carry it within us, are unconsciously controlled by it in many ways, and history is literally present in all that we do.’

– James Baldwin




GLOSSARY OF NAMES

Adamay Patricia Bevaun (1953–2020), relative of the author; linked to family land

Adela Tinne, formerly enslaved; mother of Sophia

Agnes Maud Watson (b. 1880), daughter of Andrew Watson (footballer) and Jessie Nimmo Armour; Watson’s first wife

Andrew Watson (footballer) (1856–1921), son of Peter Miller Watson; marine engineer

Andrew Watson (uncle) (1803–1837), brother of Peter Miller Watson

Ann McKenzie Robertson (1772–1835), second wife of John Gladstone; mother of W. E. Gladstone

Ann Robertson, daughter of Eliza Thomas and Gilbert Robertson

Anne Robertson (née Forbes) (1748–1826), mother of Christian Watson (née Robertson); later Traill

Annetta Watson (c. 1850–1889), daughter of Peter Miller Watson; later Stevenson

Alexine Tinne (1835–1869), daughter of Philip Frederick Tinne; explorer and photographer; inherited wealth from firm’s activities

Ann Parker, née Sandbach (1803–1890), daughter of Samuel Sandbach; married Charles Stuart Parker (ii)

Banastre Tarleton (1754–1833), British general and politician; defender of the slave trade in parliament; neighbour of Samuel Sandbach in Everton

Beryl Watson, daughter of Frederick Adolphus Watson, ‘diamond seeker’

Camelle, member of staff at Guyana General Register Office

Catherine McInroy, free woman; mother of Grace Ann McInroy, the Black daughter of James McInroy

Charles Sandbach Parker (1864–1920), descendant of Sandbach and Parker families; partner in Sandbach, Tinne & Co.

Charles Parker Sandbach (d. 1869), botanist who the pteridophyte genus Parkeria is named after

Charles Stuart Parker (i) (1771–1828), founding partner in Robertson, Gordon & Parker, Robertson Parker & Co., Grenada; McInroy Parker & Co., Glasgow; McInroy Sandbach & Co., Demerara; and Sandbach, Tinne & Co. Liverpool.; married Margaret Rainy (1774–1844)

Charles Stuart Parker (ii) (1800–1868), son of Charles Stuart Parker (i) and Margaret Rainy

Charles Stuart Parker (iii) MP (1829–1910), son of Charles Stuart Parker (ii) and Ann Sandbach; Partner in McInroy Parker & Co., Glasgow; McInroy Sandbach & Co., Demerara and Sandbach, Tinne & Co. Liverpool; married Ann Sandbach, daughter of Samuel Sandbach and Elizabeth Sandbach, née Robertson

Chloe, enslaved person registered under Sandbach

Christian Douglas (b. c. 1665), wife of George Robertson; royal lineage to Plantagenets

Christian Robertson (1781–1842), daughter of Reverend Harry Robertson; married James Watson; mother of Henry Robertson Watson, Peter Miller Watson. Later married Thomas Stuart Traill

Christian (Chrétien) Théodore Tinne, brother of Philip Frederick Tinne; had a child with enslaved woman

Colin Robertson (1764–1863), brother-in-law of John Gladstone

Divie Robertson (1766–1850), of St Martin-in-the-Fields, Middlesex; married Jane Rowland; brother-in-law of John Gladstone; father of Rev. Divie Robertson

Eliza Thomas (1787 –c. 1850), daughter of Dorothy (Doll) Thomas and Captain Joseph Thomas (in Grenada); Eliza was the mother of Ann and Henry by Gilbert Robertson, brother of Christian Robertson

Elizabeth Moore (1782–1870), wife of James McInroy

Elizabeth Robertson Sandbach (1782–1859), wife of Samuel Sandbach; niece of George Robertson; sister of Christian

Elizabeth Sandbach (1806–1881), daughter of Samuel Sandbach and Elizabeth Robertson; cousin of W. E. Gladstone

Eric Phillips, deputy chair of CARICOM reparations commission; representative of Guyana to CARICOM

Evan Baillie, chaired government claims committee for slavery compensation

Evelyn Stuart Parker (1870–1936), descendant of Sandbach and Parker families; partner in Sandbach, Tinne & Co.

Florence Mary Watson, née Caldwell (Flo) (1920–), wife of Reginald Wilcox Watson; stepmother of the author

Frederick Adolphus Watson, a diamond seeker. Related ancestor of the author through Beryl Watson

George Baillie, Bristolian merchant in Grenada

George Garnett, colonial figure; Tinne family connection through Henry Tinne Garnett

George Rainy (1790–1863), nephew of George Robertson; partner in Sandbach Tinne & Co., and main representative in Demerara; involved in the Highland Clearances

George Robertson (1756–1799), slave merchant; partner in Robertson Parker & Co.; uncle to Elizabeth Sandbach, née Robertson and Ann Parker, née Robertson; founder of the Sandbach Tinne dynasty

Gilbert Robertson, brother of Christian; had mixed children

Gilbert Robertson Sandbach (1848–1907), son of Gilbert Sandbach and Margaret Maxwell; continued the family’s involvement in colonial enterprises

Gilbert Sandbach (Revd.) (1817–1882), son of Samuel and Elizabeth; father of Gilbert Robertson Sandbach

Grace, enslaved person registered under Sandbach

Grace Ann McInroy, daughter of Catherine McInroy

Henry Robertson, son of Eliza Thomas and Gilbert Robertson

Henry Robertson Sandbach (1807–1895), son of Samuel and Elizabeth; inherited the Hafodunos estate in North Wales; partner in Sandbach Tinne & Co.

Harry Robertson Watson (1801–1836), brother of Peter Miller Watson

Henry Tinne Garnett (c. 1828–1879), descendant of the Tinne family; partner agent of Sandbach Tinne in British Guiana

Helen Jane Gladstone, daughter of John; became a nun; opium addict

Hugh Munro Robertson (d. 1819), brother of Christian Robertson; twin with George; shipwrecked in The Demerara in 1819, all on board were lost

Isabella, enslaved person

Jack Gladstone (c. 1800– (after)1823), enslaved leader of 1823 rebellion; enslaved on John Gladstone’s plantation; suspected member of Gladstone family despite reputedly being the son of Quamina (which is suspect)

James Capellen Tinne	(1847–1914), son of John Abraham Tinne; partner in Sandbach, Tinne & Co.; married Margaret Louisa Huntson

James McInroy	(1759–1825), partner in Sandbach, Tinne & Co.; died 1825; his son, James Patrick McInroy, also partner

James Parker (Capt.) (1729–1815), father of Charles Stuart Parker (i) and Patrick Parker (c. 1802–1874)

James Watson (born 26 March 1770, at Dumfries; died 27 December 1808 Crantit, Orkney, factor to Lord Dundas; father of Peter
Miller Watson and William Robertson Watson). In 1799, he became chamberlain to Lord Dundas on the estates of the Earldom of Orkney.

James Watson Jr (b. 1809), brother of Peter Miller Watson; did not go to Demerara

Jeanne Marguerite Tinne, sister of Philip Frederick Tinne; died in Demerara

John Abraham Tinne MP (1807–1884), son of Philip Frederick Tinne; partner in Sandbach, Tinne & Co.; married Margaret Sandbach, daughter of Samuel Sandbach and Elizabeth Robertson; chair of the Royal Geographical Society

John Ernest Tinne (1845–1925), son of John Abraham Tinne; significant role in the firm in late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries; treasurer of Liverpool School of Tropical Medicine; treasurer of the Blue Coat School, Liverpool

John Gladstone (1764–1851), major slave owner; plantations in Demerara and Jamaica; architect of the slavery compensation scheme and its largest single recipient; chair of the Liverpool West India Association; involved in the founding of the Liverpool and Manchester Railway; father of Prime Minister W. E. Gladstone

John Waddell, involved in Sophia Tinne’s case

Judith, enslaved person

Karen Budhram, deputy archivist at the Walter Rodney Archives, Demerara

Lawrence Dundas (Sir) (1712–1781), 1st Baronet; landowner and investor; son of Thomas Dundas and Bethia Baillie

Margaret Roscoe (1812–1852), granddaughter of William Roscoe; married Henry Robertson Sandbach; resided at Hafodunos Hall; patron of the sculptor John Gibson

Margaret Sandbach (1811–1868), married John Abraham Tinne

Maria, enslaved person

Mary Elizabeth Traill (1841–1892), daughter of Thomas Stuart Traill; married Robert Ormond; half-sister of Peter Watson’s co-executrix of Peter Miller Watson’s estate

Mary Rosina Sandbach (1815–1882), one of the Miss Sandbachs

Matthijs (M. S.) Tinne, brother of Philip Frederick Tinne, merchant in Demerara

Mercurius, family member; husband of Adamay Bevan, author’s second cousin

Michael Gibbs, artist

Minkey (Mincky) Rose, manumitted enslaved woman

Miss Traills (group), teenagers in 1832. The Traill sisters who hosted their cousin W. E. Gladstone as a young man

Mr Euston, estate manager murdered on a Sandbach Tinne plantation

Patrick Parker (c. 1802–1874), brother of Charles Stuart Parker (i); son of Captain James Parker; timber merchant in Virginia

Peggy, enslaved person

Peter McLagan Jr MP (1823–1900), Scottish politician; first non-white MP in Scotland; son of Peter McLagan, partner in Sandbach, Tinne & Co.

Peter McLagan Sr (1774–1860), father of Peter McLagan MP; partner in Sandbach, Tinne & Co.

Peter Miller Watson (1805–1869), sugar planter in Demerara; father of footballer Andrew Watson; owned two plantations and hundreds of enslaved people. Managed entire British Guiana operation for Sandbach Tinne. Great-nephew of founder George Robertson

Philip Frederick Tinne (1772–1844), Dutch merchant; co-founder of Sandbach, Tinne & Co.; moved to Demerara in 1796 and became a full partner in 1813. Colonial official in Demerara; head of the Court of Policy

Philip Frederick Tinne (Jr) (1836–1869), son of John Abraham Tinne; continued the family’s involvement in the firm

Phyl Hall, modern descendant of William Sandbach

Reverend Harry Robertson (1748–1815), father of Christian Robertson, Elizabeth Robertson and Anne Robertson, a.k.a. the Three Fair Maids of Kiltearn; brother of George Robertson (Grenada) Doctor of Divinity; resided at the Manse of Kiltearn, Scotland

Reginald Daniel William Watson, half-brother of Reginald Wilcox Watson by George Edward Watson and Mable Rawlins; partner was Henrietta Smith; children were Sibyl Melvinna Boilers, née Watson and Whithyelene Amelia, née Watson

Robert Forrester, lawyer in Guyana who assisted the author with land issues

Robertson Gladstone (1805–1875), son of John Gladstone; active in Demerara

Roze Catharine Sandbach (1760–1824), Samuel Sandbach (of Grenada) bequeathed his slaves and £100 per year plus a plot of land in St George, Grenada, to ‘Roze Catherine Sandbach, my daughter, a free mulatess’

Rupert Andrew Watson, son of Andrew Watson (footballer); inherited shares in the East Kilbride Rail Road in New South Wales when he emigrated to Australia

Samuel Sandbach (1769–1851), co-founder of Sandbach, Tinne & Co.; mayor of Liverpool; high sheriff of Denbighshire; married Elizabeth Robertson; nephew of Samuel Sandbach (Grenada)

Samuel Sandbach (uncle) (1730–1800), early Grenada slaveholder; left three houses in Brompton Row, London, to his nephew Samuel Sandbach, co-founder of Sandbach Tinne

Sibyl Melvinna Boilers, née Watson, first cousin of the author; daughter of Reginald Daniel William Watson; sister of Whithyelene Amelia Watson

Solomon Marsham, doctor in Sophia Tinne sale

Sophia (possibly Oxley), enslaved daughter of Adela Tinne (property of P. F. Tinne) and Bass Oxley

Sophy McInroy, mother of Adela Tinne

Stephen Small, Professor Emeritus at Department of African American Studies, UC Berkeley; from Liverpool

Susey, enslaved person

Thomas Dundas (1741–1820), Baron Dundas of Aske in the county of York (1794), first Lord Dundas, son of Sir Lawrence Dundas of Kerse and chief landowner of Orkney

Thomas Stuart Traill (1781–1862), Scottish physician and professor; father of Mary Elizabeth Traill with Christian Traill, formerly Christian Watson, née Robertson; President of the Liverpool Athenaeum; editor of the Encyclopædia Britannica; President of the Royal Scottish Society of the Arts

Vanessa Joan Johnson (b. 1982), great-niece of the author; granddaughter of Whithyelene Watson

William Ewart Gladstone (1809–1898), prime minister; son of Sir John Gladstone

William Robertson Watson (1807–1876), brother of Peter Miller Watson; guardian of Annetta, ancestor of the author

William Sandbach, slaver owner and plantation owner; owned Banana Estate in Grenada

William Robertson Sandbach (1813–1891), son of Samuel and Elizabeth; partner in Sandbach, Tinne & Co.

William Roscoe (1753–1831), considered an abolitionist, historian and writer from Liverpool; grandfather of Margaret Roscoe, the wife of Henry Robertson Sandbach; co-founder of the Liverpool Athenaeum; banker; ship owner; botanist

William Walker, governor in estate correspondence

William Wilberforce, abolitionist MP

Whithyelene Amelia Watson (1926–2012), first cousin of the author; daughter of Reginald Daniel William Watson, the author’s uncle




PREFACE


‘Nigger! Nigger!

Pull the trigger.

Bang! Bang! Bang!’



‘Daddy, what’s a Nigger?’ I asked naively, as I walked home from my first day at Cross Farm County Primary School in Netherley, a new council estate on the outskirts of Liverpool. It was 1973 and I was six years old. My father, Reginald Wilcox Watson, was a towering figure of a man (six foot one tall), with a dark complexion derived of his Afro-Guyanese heritage. I heard him suck his teeth as he glanced down at me, with an awkward scowl on his face. ‘Skunt!’[1] he muttered under his breath. ‘Take no notice of that,’ he declared, with an air of utter contempt in his voice.

We walked on in silence for a few minutes, along the pristine, newly laid black tarmac path that extended from the site of the new school across the oller, towards our new home. The ‘oller’ was the term people in Liverpool used to describe an unkempt area of wasteland. As Netherley was only built in the late 1960s, there were still areas that were undeveloped, and others that were still under development. Indeed, the school itself had only opened in 1973, despite most of the new families moving into the surrounding council housing during 1969 and 1970 – as we ourselves had done.

As the estate had no primary school at first, the local comprehensive secondary school, Netherley Comp, was used to house infants, juniors and seniors for the first few years, and I had attended the infants’ there from 1971 to 1972.

When Cross Farm finally opened, I recall my excitement at the thought of going to a brand-new school along with my three siblings, all of whom – like myself – are of mixed racial heritage. On our first day, we were all led into the school assembly hall and the headmaster, Mr Talbot, welcomed us and introduced himself and the other new teachers. He had brought in a reel-to-reel tape machine, rigged up to a PA system, to broadcast a story across the hall to the hundred or so school children, who by now were all sitting in their respective year groups, cross-legged on the wooden floor. As my siblings and I were each a year apart in age, we were all separated from one another but at first it didn’t occur to me, as I was so excited to be in my new school. Mr Talbot pressed the button, the music started and then horror struck. ‘Black Sambo! Black Sambo! Living in the jungle all alone. Except for big black Mumbo and big black Jumbo.’ I was immediately distraught. I turned to look for my siblings and caught sight of my little sister Michelle a few rows back, who looked like she was about to burst into tears. All the white kids were laughing, and I saw several of them pointing at us and saying, ‘Black Sambo!’ It was a baptism of fire, our innocence was gone, and we were at the start of what was to be a childhood characterised by racist slurs, aggression and trauma.

My eldest sister Jacqueline’s dad – Kermit Lewis – was a Jamaican, but at that time, I didn’t know that she had a different father. We’d never met him – and neither had she. We only found out in our teens some years later when the subject came up. At that time, we assumed that we were all my dad’s kids. The other three of us – my elder brother Reynold, my younger sister Michelle, and myself, Mark – are all Reg’s kids and our mother is Sonia Parry, a Welsh woman from a small village in North Wales called Dyserth, in the parish of Saint Asaph. Her father was Elvin Parry from Holywell in North Wales, whom we also never met and her own mother, who’d died when my mother herself was still a child, was Elsie Knight, from Chorlton-cum-Hardy in Manchester, England. My mother came to Liverpool at the age of seventeen and soon fell pregnant with Jacqueline. We later discovered that Kermit had gone to prison and left my mum as a young single white woman, with a black child. My mother took up lodging in my father’s house and that’s where our family – as I knew it – began. Kermit never reappeared and no one mentioned it, which is why we assumed we all had the same father. It had also never occurred to me that having a white mother and a Black father was something unusual, until we moved from my birthplace in the more cosmopolitan area of Toxteth in south Liverpool, to Netherley on its outskirts.

Toxteth was close to the River Mersey, and as Liverpool was a seaport with a substantial coastline, peppered from one end to the other with docks and shipyards, it had always been a place where seamen from around the world had visited, settled, and formed communities – and intermingled with the local white women. Historically, Toxteth had been a very affluent area, boasting some of Liverpool’s most exquisite merchant houses from the Georgian and Victorian periods, when the city had been at the epicentre of the British Empire and the most prolific port in the abhorrent transatlantic trade in enslaved Africans. But as Liverpool’s significance as a port began to wane in the post-World War II era, Toxteth had gone into a state of decline, along with the rest of the city, and had now become synonymous with the Black ghetto that had evolved, as the mercantile classes moved down south to London and the Home Counties, and more Black and foreign immigrants moved in.

Many of the Black seamen took advantage of the economic decline and bought up these old merchant houses, as they were relatively cheap. Seamen usually came home with cash they had been unable to spend, due to the long voyages they undertook. This resulted in the emergence of Black communities with a degree of relative economic independence, as they were usually excluded from white society in all but the most menial of employment roles – with few exceptions. Many went away to sea and had Liverpool as a base, buying their houses and having kids with local white women, as there were few Black women in those days in Liverpool. Others worked in or around the docks in shipping-related roles, as ropemakers, carpenters, dockers or security guards. In the post-war era, boarding houses in many UK towns would have signs in the windows stating ‘No dogs, no Irish, no Blacks’, and Liverpool was no exception.

When the post-World War II economy started to move again, there were massive labour shortages in Britain, due to the sheer levels of casualties during the preceding wars. A call had been sounded in the Caribbean for post-war labourers to come and work in the British factories, on the docks etc., and Black workers came on ships such as the Empire Windrush, which docked at Tilbury in 1948 with hundreds of West Indians who’d answered the call, and who are now referred to as ‘the Windrush generation’. These Caribbean men would often walk from city to city, stopping off in doss houses along the way for food and overnight shelter, before carrying on the next day. My father, who’d come over long before the Windrush generation, was one such man. He’d reputedly walked the 200 miles from London to Liverpool, and when he arrived in Toxteth and connected with others from the Caribbean, one of them remarked: ‘Look ’pon de slow train comin’.’ That was how my father got his Liverpool nickname, ‘Slow Train’.

There was also a post-war baby boom, as British people were encouraged to have children in order to replenish the population decimated by two world wars in the preceding three decades. And for that, they needed midwives. Enoch Powell, a British Tory politician – and in the opinion of many immigrants an absolutely loathsome man – was health minister from 1960 to 1963. During his tenure, he’d invited nurses from the Caribbean colonies to come to Britain, pushing the narrative of Britain as the ‘mother country’, a ‘land of plenty’, where immigrants could find work in the National Health Service.[2] This time, many West Indian women embarked upon journeys to Britain to take up these vacant posts, and Caribbean nurses populated the nascent NHS as midwives, while many unskilled labourers became hospital orderlies. But just five years later, the same Enoch Powell was calling for them all to be sent back to the Caribbean, decrying the concept of ‘multi-culturalism’ and making his now infamous and menacing, racially charged tirade, often referred to as the rivers of blood speech,[3] (a reference to a Roman poem about war) about the effects of uncontrolled immigration, and also in response to the passing of the Race Relations Act 1968.

There were many Black people in Britain before the Windrush generation. My father was born in 1918 in what was then the colony of British Guiana, on the Caribbean coast of South America. It was a plantation-based colony with strategic waterways such as the Demerara River, which became famous for ‘Demerara sugar’ and its rum. What was not generally alluded to, however, when talking about Demerara, was its pre-eminence as one of the most prolific slave-based sugar economies in the Caribbean during the preceding centuries. My father, like many others, grew up in the cane fields, doing the gruelling and dangerous work of cutting sugar cane and wading through the flooded fields, wielding his cutlass to both harvest the cane and fight off the poisonous snakes that resided there.

His father – George Edward Watson – was a school master of African origin, with some Scottish ancestral genes in him. George was from the rural province of Berbice on the eastern side of British Guiana, in what was formerly a Dutch colony, where many of the villages had either Scottish or Dutch names. The regional capital of Berbice, called New Amsterdam, is situated on the eastern side of the Berbice River. Just across the river, on the western bank, is the infamous Blairmont sugar refinery.

My father’s mother was called Olivia July, a woman of mixed African and Amerindian heritage from Meadowbank in Demerara.

British Guiana adopted a new name in 1966, the year I was born and the year of its own independence from British colonial rule. It ceased to be British Guiana and became the Republic of Guyana. Having left the capital Georgetown (named after King George III) in 1936 at the age of eighteen, my father had spent the next three years as a colonial merchant seaman, travelling the globe, before World War II broke out.

After serving on the supply ships from the outbreak of the war in 1939 – when he was just twenty-one years old – until 1942, my father decided to voluntarily enlist in the Royal Navy, reputedly joining his first fighting ship that same year in Greece. He continued his national service for the next three years, until the end of the war in 1945.

After the war, like many British colonial seamen, my father decided to reside in the UK and after moving around between Tiger Bay in Cardiff, London and Manchester, he settled and bought a house at 53 Upper Warwick Street in Toxteth, Liverpool. This is where the family lived when I was born in 1966. I was three years of age in 1969, when Liverpool Corporation (forerunner to Liverpool City Council) decided to place a compulsory purchase order on my father’s house and forced him to sell it to them, so they could demolish it to build Toxteth sports centre. It was this action that took my father, and many other black seamen, from being independent homeowners in multi-racial communities to being dependent on Corporation housing as tenants in poor white communities, precipitating the situation in which we now found ourselves in Netherley.

As we continued along the black tarmac path, my father, having taken some time to absorb the shock of my disturbing question about what a ‘Nigger’ was, declared, ‘Spartacus, don’t you ever be an Uncle Tom!’ (When I was a kid, my dad and his Guyanese friends used to call me Spartacus, after the revolutionary Thracian slave who took on the Romans. All Guyanese people had nicknames, and sometimes you’d only learn their real names at their funerals.) ‘Daddy, what’s an Uncle Tom?’ I asked. ‘A white man’s bootlicker,’ he retorted.

The black path – as we called it – was to take on new significance as the months went by and people settled into the new Cross Farm County Primary School. Gangs had already begun to form on the council estate and there was always trouble, which would often make its way into the school. Netherley was fast becoming a violent place, even the smallest of kids on the street were getting involved. When a fight happened in school – usually at break time in the school yard – kids would gather and start making a kind of tribal monkey chant: ‘Ooh, ooh, ooh, ooh, ooh, ooh.’ Whenever you heard that noise, you’d stop what you were doing and run over to see who was fighting. It was very primal behaviour that had somehow woven itself into schoolyard lore, and as such, everyone adopted it and participated. Sometimes it would continue after school, and the black path was usually where it took place. Regardless of what happened in the week, Fridays were always fight days, and after school, kids would gather on the black path, according to their territorial groupings. These weren’t gangs in the formal sense, but you fought according to your territory.

We lived in Peckmill Green, and our two neighbouring streets were Brittage Brow and Glebe Hey. They were at one end of the black path. At the other end was Tothail Turn, Moxen Dale and Langshaw Lea. The school was opposite Tothail Turn on one side, and as the black path went past the school, it extended across the oller, which was strewn with rubble and was about the size of a large football pitch. If you crossed the oller diagonally you’d arrive at Brittage Brow, and that’s where my mate Steph Taylor lived. Steph lived with his dad and two older brothers. We had become mates in school. I’d been getting bullied after school by an older kid, who’d wait for me every day at the end of the school yard on the black path. When he saw me, he’d punch me in the stomach, wind me, and as I curled over gasping for breath, he’d run off laughing. One night, the same kid asked me to hide in a small coat locker, about a foot wide and perhaps four foot tall. Naively I got in and he closed and locked the door. I was trapped and the school emptied. My mum came looking for me and the cleaner heard me banging and let me out after about half an hour. I was traumatised by the experience. Steph invited me to join his gang, and I did. After that, I never got touched. We did, however, join forces with our streets for the Friday night after-school fight, on the black path.

For the fight we had to gather our ‘ammo’, which consisted of stones, sticks, bricks and bottles – anything that could be thrown at the enemy. Steph gave me a nickname, ‘Parro’, after my mum’s surname, Parry. Scousers – as they call people from Liverpool – had a thing about putting an ‘o’ on the end of everything and shortening it. So, Robert would become Robbo, Thomas would be Tommo and so on. One Friday, Steph and I came out of school and were walking up the black path, ‘Come ’ead, Parro,’ he said – which in Scouse vernacular means ‘come on’ – ‘let’s get our ammo for the fight.’ Steph and I cut diagonally across the oller towards Brittage Brow. We came across a rubble heap with some building debris and crates from the shops’ rubbish that had been dumped there. I grabbed a crate and started sifting through the rubble for good ammo. I gathered a few ‘halfies’ (half a brick) and saw some bottles on top of the rubble. I started to climb the heap to get to them and felt something stab me in the foot. I jumped back, dropped my ammo and realised that I’d stood on a broken milk bottle. As my foot pressed down on the curved sliver of the broken bottle, the thick glass under the sole of my shoe, forced by my body weight, pivoted the upper sliver downwards, through the side of my shoe and straight into my foot. ‘Oww!’ I shouted as I jumped back. Steph was startled. ‘Are you okay?’ he asked. ‘Steph, get it out!’ I squealed. Steph knelt down, grabbed the bottleneck and wrenched it out. A few of the other kids came to see what the fuss was. ‘Parro’s wounded!’ declared Steph. ‘Are you still gonna fight, Parro?’ one of the other kids asked. In that moment, I gathered myself, I felt a sense of courage coming over me, a chance to show my boys that I wasn’t scared, I was wounded but I had to represent for my streets. The blood was filling up my socks and I could feel it squelching in my toes. ‘Yeah, I’m still gonna fight. Get me my ammo!’

We grabbed the crate and made it back across the oller to the black path, where the streets were already gathering at either end. I saw my brother Reynold there. He was with some older kids from his year group. ‘Steph, we need a plan!’ I said. ‘This is what we should do. I can’t run ’cause I’m wounded, but I can still fight. Give me the ammo and a few kids. We’ll hide behind the bin shed on that house in Tothail Turn. When the fight starts, you all retreat so they think they’ve got you on the run. When they chase, we’ll come out from the side and ambush them, then you all run back.’ And that’s exactly what we did. In the commotion a kid called John Murphy threw a halfie and it hit my brother Reynold on the forehead, cutting his head.

My ambush, however, was a success and made me a bit of a hero the next week in school. The wounded warrior who masterminded the ambush, that won the battle on the black path. I was to become somewhat notorious after that, but not necessarily in a good way. I was only eight years old. School had got wind of it, and we were hauled in for questioning by Mr Talbot. Both myself and Reynold being wounded was all he needed to conclude that we were the instigators. That was to be the start of a campaign by Mr Talbot to get us out of the school, which eventually – in my case – succeeded.

At Christmas 1974, my father was working for Netherley Property Guards. No one else had wanted to work, but he’d volunteered. His job was to guard the cargo sheds at the docks. He’d got up and put on his brown uniform with his peaked top hat and left at 5 a.m. to await the bus that was due to take him to work. It was a horrendous winter that year, and the snow was at least a foot deep. As kids we loved it. A white Christmas was always a source of celebration for us, but for my father, standing for hours knee-deep in snow, waiting for that bus was to prove fatal.

My mum had been working at the Meccano factory which made toys, so that year, we had a lot of presents to open. You could build things with a Meccano set. We got Raving Bonkers Fighting Robots and Dinky Toys, like the Pink Panther cars with a ripcord that made them speed across the lino on the floor. On the fighting robots, I was Muhammad Ali. It seemed like a happy day until my father came in looking utterly freezing. I thought he’d been to work and come home early for Christmas, but in fact he never got there, because despite those hours waiting in the freezing snow, the bus never came. I recall he went straight to bed without opening his presents and that day he had a stroke in his sleep. When he awoke, he couldn’t move. An ambulance was called but the damage was already done. My father was paralysed from the neck downwards. He was now a quadriplegic, and he would never walk again.

At eight years old, I was too young to understand what all that meant, but the ambulance took him away and we only saw him occasionally after that, mostly at weekends. He would arrive in an ambulance from Broadgreen hospital, and they would push him into the house in a wheelchair. They had put a special hospital bed with a hoist in our living room and that had now become a permanent fixture of our new corporation house in Netherley. My father would sit almost motionless in the chair watching TV, and we would carry on playing, as if nothing had changed, occasionally disturbed only by his need to go to the toilet, or to be hoisted in and out of the bed. Putting him on the toilet took three of us, one under each arm and one to move his legs. Looking back, it was quite traumatic to see him like that but at the time we all adjusted and just got on with it. He would occasionally say to me, ‘Spartacus, I still gwan take ya back to de sugar cane, when I get me legs back.’ Of course, he never did, but that seed grew inside me over the years to come, and the desire to one day go to Guyana was rooted firmly in my soul.

After my father got sick, things took a downward turn for us. Netherley was by now an extremely hostile place. The council had built these sprawling new estates, with a mixture of houses and enormous flats, similar to what they call the ‘projects’ in America. The flats extended from the top of the estate to the bottom and housed literally thousands of families, stacked on top of each other. There were very few recreational facilities, and no thought on the part of the urban planners of that era as to what the social impact of creating brand-new communities with tens of thousands of complete strangers might be. They emptied all the post-war tenements and Victorian slums from the city centre into these new estates. Communities that had evolved over generations were ripped apart. No one knew anyone else, and neighbours had no idea who was moving in next door. The one thing that they all had in common – with a handful of exceptions – was that everyone else was white. That year, of the 100,000 people that were moved in, we were one of about six black families, four on our side of the estate and two on the other side.

During that era, people put their kids on the streets to ‘play out’ and we were no exception. The kids got up to all kinds of skulduggery and that’s how the gangs had started to form on the estate. Territories got carved out, and fights had begun to break out everywhere. The place was becoming a hotbed of violence and crime. I don’t recall how many times I heard the word ‘Nigger’ on the streets, as it was a daily occurrence. This was the era of ‘Golliwogs’ on Robertson’s jam jars and their adverts were on the TV. ‘We’re off to Robertson’s land. See you at tea-time’ was the strapline, as the ridiculous trope of the happy Negro ‘Golliwog’, prancing merrily over Robertson land to bring jam to white kids, was displayed to the masses. People would see us in the street and start singing ‘See you at tea-time’. I recall coming home from school with another kid and his father was walking with us. His father jokes, ‘You’ve got a disease, haven’t you?’ I looked at him wondering what he meant. He turned to his son, motioning his head towards me, and said, ‘He’s suffering from a case of jam-jar-jir-itis,’ at which point both he and his son burst out laughing at me. I was in shock, but I just dropped my head and carried on walking, as if nothing had happened. I really didn’t know what to say. His father wasn’t finished though. ‘You need to go back to where you came from,’ he said, ‘Robertson’s Land!’ They again burst out laughing at me. At this point, I just wanted to shrink out of sight and be forgotten, it was so demeaning. What’s worse, not only did they think they had the right to humiliate me (an eight-year-old child) like that, but they also really didn’t see the problem with it.

That was typical of most white working-class people I encountered in those days, and as such, their racism began to shape our lives in ways over which we had absolutely no control. Being told to ‘go back to where you came from’ had a profound effect upon me as a child. Not only did it make me feel that I didn’t belong where I was, that I was not welcome on this estate, in this city, or even in this country, but it also made me ask myself, ‘Where did I come from?’ A question that would dog me for the rest of my life.




CHAPTER 1

ANDREW WATSON


If you are on the road to nowhere, find another road.

 – African proverb



It is hard to imagine how I found myself standing in Richmond cemetery, on a bright spring Saturday in April 2021, looking at the clean white surface of a refurbished marble gravestone. The inscription, inlaid with new lead lettering, bore the name of a man who had unknowingly changed my life. A man I hadn’t even known existed until I watched a 2003 BBC Scotland documentary some eighteen years before. That documentary was entitled ‘Andrew Watson, Scotland’s Lost Captain’.

Previously forgotten to history, Watson has since been recognised as the world’s first international Black footballer, a trailblazer in both Scottish and English football in the late nineteenth century. His grave was only discovered in 2021, after the UK government’s public release of the 1921 population census, putting an end to speculation as to his final resting place, which had previously been thought to have been in India or Australia. At the time of his death, he’d been living at 88 Forest Road in Kew, on the outskirts of London, not far from the cemetery where he found his final resting place.

I had long been frustrated by the misinformation that had been circulating about Watson, much of which was predicated upon speculation in the documentary about his family origins in Demerara and his mixed heritage. Born at a time just after Britain emancipated the enslaved Africans in its Caribbean colonies, but while slavery was still rife in America, Brazil and many Spanish colonies, Watson’s familial origins were enshrouded in mystery.

Having researched Watson’s family extensively since seeing that first documentary in 2003, I wrote a few articles in 2019 which expanded on Watson’s origins, bringing me to the attention of a Black film producer in Scotland called David Donald. David had also become fascinated with Watson’s story and he was keen to revisit the subject, as the hundredth anniversary of Watson’s death was nearing in 2021. He reached out to my literary agent, and we started talking about what a follow-up documentary about Watson might look like. David soon discovered how frustrated I was by the misinformation that had been stirred by the first documentary when he informed me that BBC Scotland were planning on re-screening it, complete with details that we now knew conclusively to be inaccurate and misleading. I implored him to go back to BBC Scotland and convince them that a new documentary should be commissioned, and offered to act as a consultant, sharing my contacts and much of my own research with them. David did just that, and BBC Scotland commissioned his Glasgow-based company (14th Floor Productions) to make it.

It was a huge triumph to finally get an outlet to redress the historical inaccuracies around Watson. Not only had he quickly become a major find in the annals of football history, even Scottish history, but he’d become a central figure in my own history.

David enlisted the Black football icon Mark Walters, who had over 600 professional games under his belt, plus eleven England caps, in his twenty-year career. His professional pedigree included a four-year stint in Scotland at Glasgow Rangers under manager Graeme Souness, who was also to feature in the newly commissioned documentary, entitled ‘Mark Walters in the Footsteps of Andrew Watson’.

Finding myself behind the lens, when David brought Mark to Liverpool in March of 2021 to shoot one of the film segments, was a watershed moment for me. Filming on the Liverpool docks, built from the proceeds of the enslavement of Africans and at the very epicentre of the transatlantic slave trade, was quite profound. I felt rather emotive talking about this historic figure, who was something of an enigma, but one whom I’d spent years trying to get to know – delving into dusty archives, travelling around the world, and carefully piecing together documents and fragments of oral history.

In April 2021 I travelled from my hometown of Liverpool by train to London Euston, where a driver was waiting to taxi me to Richmond for the unveiling. I was filled with a mixture of excitement and trepidation throughout the whole trip. This had been the culmination of a long search, not only to find the truth about Andrew Watson, but more so, to find the truth about myself.

Upon arrival at the cemetery, I called the producers, and they guided me to the grave. When I arrived at the graveside, I noticed it was covered with a tartan blanket and surrounded by film crew and other participants. I caught sight of Mark Walters, the presenter of the documentary, and made a beeline to greet him, having not spoken since the Liverpool shoot a few weeks before. I saw several Scottish flags and a group of people wearing Scottish national team colours. These turned out to be representatives from the London branch of the infamous Scottish football fans, known as the Tartan Army.

Representatives of King’s College School in London – where Watson had once studied – and other organisations with historic links to his academic and sporting career, such as the Corinthians from London, had also arrived with wreaths to lay on his grave. When it was time to lift the tartan tarpaulin, a lone piper in full regalia, kilt, sporran and dagger, stepped forth and delivered a superb rendition of the hymn ‘Amazing Grace’. Though it had evolved into one of the most famous Black gospel songs, its lyrics were actually written in 1772 by a repentant former slave owner, Revd. John Newton – an historical fact lost on most Black people, who sing it with such fervour to this day.

With one of the many Black footballers to have followed in Watson’s wake standing beside me, I saw for the first time Watson’s grave, refurbished thanks to a fan-based crowdfunding campaign. Mark Walters was visibly enthused, having only discovered this remarkable Black Victorian football pioneer in the process of making the film. Walters would later recount his own career playing in Scotland, contrasting his experiences with those of Watson; the latter had also played in Glasgow at Parkgrove between 1874 and 1880, close to where Rangers now play and where Walters himself played from 1987 to 1991.

In an emotive testimony in the film, Walters reminds his former manager, Graeme Souness, of the racial slurs he’d endured both on and off the pitch, along with the regular hail of bananas, darts and coins that would be hurled at him whenever he got the ball. By contrast, there was little evidence that Watson faced anything like the racial abuse that the Black players of the 1980s suffered; that might have had something to do with Watson’s social standing, during an era when football was largely ‘a gentleman’s sport’ and Watson, despite being Black, was very much a part of the Victorian upper middle class.

I read the epitaph once more to myself: In Memory of Andrew Watson. Born May 24th 1856, Died Mar. 8th, 1921. ‘Resting.’ It is a simple inscription for a truly remarkable man. Not only was Watson a sporting legend, but he was also the key to an astonishing family history that criss-crosses Scotland, England, Australia, India, the Americas, the Caribbean and beyond, encapsulating the complexity, cunning and callousness of the British Empire and its chief source of income: slavery.

However, what began as a quest to unravel his family history also became a search to find my own.

My journey had begun nearly two decades before, in Aigburth, Liverpool. I was watching TV at home late one night when a documentary came on, ‘Black Flash: A Century of Black Footballers in Britain’. Though I wasn’t particularly interested in football at that time, the opening sequence included Liverpool FC’s Emile Heskey, one of the club’s prominent Black footballers. I was intrigued, so I watched on. As the documentary progressed, historical black figures such as the footballer Arthur Wharton, who played for Preston North End at the end of the nineteenth century, and Walter Tull, who signed for Tottenham Hotspur at the beginning of the twentieth century, fascinated me. I’d had no idea that there were black players during the Victorian era. This was a revelation. Contextualising the Black experience in football revealed just how deep racism runs in the veins of British society. Hearing about the experience of Walter Tull on the field, not being able to play for England because he was Black but being able to do military service in World War I, where he gave his life for Britain – despite being Black – was a bitter pill to swallow.

There are no commercial adverts on the BBC, but they do showcase their own content in between programmes, so as soon as ‘Black Flash’ ended, the BBC announced that there was a further documentary airing straight afterwards that would show another Victorian Black footballer, one who’d preceded Arthur Wharton (long thought to be the first black footballer) by at least a decade. That man was Andrew Watson. By this time, they had my full attention.

I watched the subsequent documentary, ‘Scotland’s Lost Captain’, with awe, and when the screen filled up with an old sepia-tone photo of Watson standing, surrounded by his white teammates, gazing straight into the camera, I thought, ‘he looks like a boss’. And lo and behold, he was a boss – the captain of the team, no less. I immediately noticed the wavy loose Afro-style hair peeking out of the sides of his floppy Victorian football cap, the eye line, nose and chin, the way the shoulders slope down and the chest rises up. This man looked just like me – and not only that, we also shared the same surname. My name is Malik Al Nasir now – I changed it when I became a Muslim in 1992 – but prior to that, it was Mark Trevor Watson. I’d adopted my father’s name at the age of eighteen having been born with my mother’s name.

As I was watching the documentary, thinking this guy looked like my double, the phone rang. It was my mum. ‘There’s a documentary on the BBC!’ she declared. ‘I know, I’m watching it,’ I retorted, somewhat in a state of shock, while glued to the screen and my seat. ‘He looks just like you,’ she said.

‘I know. It is freaking me out, there is so much similarity.’

My mum went on, ‘I’m looking at the picture on top of the telly of you as a kid, and the picture of him underneath, and it’s like looking at the twin of someone from a hundred years ago.’ My mum had a picture of myself and my siblings as infants and there was a picture of Watson, in what the BBC described as an ‘orphanage in Halifax’. I was later to discover that it was not in fact an orphanage but an elite boarding school, where rich merchants sent their children to be educated. It was one of many misrepresentations in that first BBC documentary, which purported to support a narrative of Watson being ‘hidden away’ due to the supposed ‘shame’ of his white merchant father, having an ‘illegitimate black child’ at a time when such unions were frowned upon. The fact that his education was paid for by his white father’s accountant – on Bentley Road in Liverpool – was also used as supposed evidence of the need for discretion, to hide the shame of his Black child. I was later to discover that this whole narrative was nothing more than an attempt to perpetuate tropes that were diametrically opposed to the truth of the matter.

We were both astonished. At first I was wondering, could there be a connection? I’d never been to Guyana, and my father had long since passed away, but my own mum was telling me we were ‘identical’, so I couldn’t be imagining this. I knew at that moment that I had to find some answers, to dig deeper into the life of this astonishing historic Black footballer. Little did I imagine on that fateful night that the search for Andrew Watson would go on for the next twenty years of my life, and that the discoveries I would make while on his trail would not only inform both his history and my own, but would be a catalyst for a whole new field of study, whose ramifications would go way beyond football to the very heart of the British establishment and its global empire.

Ironically, I had spent the previous two decades trying to escape football and anything to do with it. Watching ‘Black Flash’, and hearing of the racism experienced by Black footballers John Barnes and John Fashanu, had only reinforced my views as to why, at that time, I hated football. I’d played football as a child. In Liverpool, it’s like a religion. Though I’d never wanted to be a footballer – I didn’t think I had the skill – you can’t live in Liverpool and not at least follow the football. It comes with the territory. As a young kid, I was a football fanatic, I loved to play the game, I used to collect the Panini football stickers, I knew every player and every team. But one day when I was about eleven, everything changed.

It was 27 August 1977, and Liverpool were going head-to-head with West Bromwich Albion at Anfield. Back then I was living at Greystone Heath Community Home in Great Sankey, Warrington, the care home I’d been put into at the age of nine after my father’s tragic paralysis. At the weekend, when they let us out for home leave, me, my friend Colin and a couple of other kids from Greystone would go to a match, if Liverpool had a home game. We preferred to go in the Kop end. Only Liverpool supporters were allowed in the Kop, but in the Anfield Road Stand – ‘the Annie Road end’, as we called it – visiting supporters mixed freely with home fans.

To get into the Kop in the mid-1970s cost 70 pence, but the Boys’ Pen was only 35 pence. The Boys’ Pen had the worst view in the whole stadium, right up in the far right-hand corner of the Kop (if you were facing the Kop with your back to the pitch), but we figured out that if you threw your coat over the barbed wire that caged you in the Boys’ Pen, you could climb over into the Kop and run down the open terraces to the front.

That day when West Brom came to Anfield, the stadium was packed with more than 48,000 supporters. Both the Kop and the Boys’ Pen were crammed full, so my friend Colin and I were forced to head to the Annie Road end, with the West Bromwich Albion supporters. It was to be a decision that I would regret for decades to come.

As we waited in the stands, I was already feeling apprehensive. Bottles were being thrown overhead, and grown men were shouting at each other and swearing. That was quite normal for the Annie Road end at that time, and that’s why we never usually went in there as kids. It was wild. The teams started filing out of the dressing rooms, through the tunnel and onto the pitch. The crowd started to roar, and the players began to warm up, jogging on the spot, tapping the practice balls around and stretching their limbs. The Liverpool manager at that time was Bob Paisley, successor to the legendary Bill Shankly, and the team seemed unbeatable. It was like Liverpool were winning everything and hardly ever lost a game at home. These were considered the footballing golden years for the club.

But that day in 1977 marked a turning point for me. In those days most teams in the league didn’t have any Black players – Liverpool had never had one – but West Brom had two, Cyrille Regis and Laurie Cunningham. As soon as Cunningham joined his teammates on the field, the monkey chants started, and bananas were being lobbed like yellow missiles through the air onto the field. Then a chant broke out in the crowd, ‘The National Front is a white man’s front! Join the National Front.’ I saw straight, white arms being raised high in Nazi ‘Sieg Heil’ salutes. My mum had told me about the National Front. ‘They don’t like Black people,’ she said. ‘If you ever see them, run! If they catch you, they’ll hurt you.’

I completely freaked out. I forced my way through the crowd to get to the back of the terraces. I’d lost Colin in the crush, as the opposing fans had already started fighting with the Liverpool fans. As there was no separation, it was complete chaos. I was an eleven-year-old Black kid, among thousands of angry grown-up white men who were throwing bottles, chanting racist Nazi propaganda and openly attacking one another, with no one on the terraces to control them. I was petrified. I managed to get to the exit gates. By that point I was frantic, hyperventilating, trying to explain to the security guard at the doors that I needed to leave immediately. ‘I’m not allowed to open these doors during the game,’ he insisted. ‘They stay closed until the match is over.’ I begged him, ‘Listen to them, listen to what they’re saying! You’ve got to let me out.’

He looked at me strangely, as if to imply, ‘What’s the big deal? They always shout that.’ Finally, perhaps seeing the extent of my distress, he opened the gates and let me go. I ran all the way to the number 27 bus stop and cried my eyes out on the journey home. When I got in the house, I headed straight for the bedroom, ripped up every single Panini sticker, every football book, all my treasured collection and threw them all away. I never willingly played football again. After I’d officially left local authority care in 1984, if anyone came to my house and turned on the football, I switched it over. If I went to someone else’s house and they put football on, I left. I never went to a football match again – not until many, many years later. It was like a switch in my head had just gone off. Everything to do with football seemed tied to racism. The beautiful game had showed me its ugly face, and I wanted nothing more to do with it.

Watching the documentary about Andrew Watson a quarter of a century later was a shock to the system, not just for the possibility of my personal connection to this iconic figure, but for his remarkable story itself. How did Watson, a Black man born in 1856, not just play football, but captain Scotland’s national team – three times? All while – at least according to the records – receiving hardly any racial abuse, and without much attention being given to his race or colour at all. It required more digging, and the more I dug, the more nuanced was the picture that emerged.

But I wasn’t the only one now digging into Watson. Ged O’Brien, founding director of the Scottish Football Museum, had first discovered Watson while looking through Scottish Football Association annuals dating back to 1881 and unmatched photos at the archives of the Scottish club Queen’s Park. During his research for the documentary ‘Black Flash’, he’d noticed something different about one member of Queen’s Park and Scotland’s team – that same team who had thrashed England’s national side 6–1 on 12 March 1881 at The Oval, hammered Wales two days later 5–1, and again triumphed over their English rivals on 11 March the following year – this player was Black. The name ‘Andrew Watson’ in the official line-up may not have said much about the player’s origins, but the Black man that O’Brien spotted in the official photographs spoke volumes.

This discovery brought into the spotlight not only a footballer, but an architect of the game itself, and a gentleman. I was determined to find out more and discover if we shared not just the same ancestral family name, place of origin, mixed heritage and looks, but the same bloodline.

As a young man, I’d briefly followed in my father’s footsteps and had a five-year stint at sea. I was semi-literate when I left the care system aged eighteen, but used my time at sea to learn to read properly and afterwards started to devour books at an ever-increasing rate. One such book was Alex Haley’s Roots, which had made a huge impression on me. But unlike Haley’s saga, tracing a familial line through slavery’s so-called ‘middle passage’ from West Africa to North America, I was to find that my story – and Andrew Watson’s – hinged on the legacy of European slavery and colonialism in the Caribbean and South America, specifically the British colonies of Grenada and Guiana.

From the first Watson documentary on BBC Scotland, I’d gained some initial clues. ‘Born in May 1856, Andrew was the son of a wealthy Scottish sugar planter, Peter Miller, and a local girl by the name of Rose Watson,’ explained journalist and presenter Stuart Cosgrove in his distinctive Scottish lilt, as the screen hovered over a map of the vast British empire and archive images of men hacking sugar cane, indigenous families outside a straw hut, and lines of Indian labourers. The film portrayed Watson as the product of an illegitimate, shameful liaison – but the story I was to uncover painted a very different, much more complex and nuanced picture.

Andrew Watson was born in British Guiana, which, while it is located on the northern coast of South America, was considered part of the Caribbean, or what was then known as the West Indies. People assumed it was an island like Trinidad, rather than being on the South American mainland. By 1856, the year Watson was born, enslaved Africans in the British Caribbean colonies had been officially ‘emancipated’ for twenty-two years – a date still celebrated annually in Guyana on 1 August as Emancipation Day.

Census records from British Guiana, dating back to 1851, give some further indication of the world Andrew was born into. In that year, the population numbered 127,695 – in addition to an estimated 7,000 ‘aborigines’ who were not included in the census. Of those who were included, the overwhelming majority (86,451) are described as ‘Natives of British Guiana’, with the remainder hailing from Barbados and other West Indian islands, from Africa, or from Madeira in Portugal; alongside them were ‘Coolies’ (a derogatory term for Asian indentured labourers)[fn1] mainly from Madras and Calcutta in India, or from Shanghai in China. Guiana also had a coloniser class of its own, consisting of ‘English, Scotch, Irish, Dutch, French and Americans’.

Interracial mixing had long been part of life in the colony, so Andrew’s mixed parentage would not have been at all unusual there. The 1851 census, in fact, records ‘mixed’ as the second largest ethnic group, behind the sizeable African population.

My first step, upon discovering Andrew Watson, was to go online and try to find any of his ancestors. As Watson was born in British Guiana, his birth records were not held in the UK, but by the time of the 1861 census, he was already in Britain – at Colwich Farm, Colwich, Staffordshire, to be exact, with his older sister, Annetta. The siblings are described as ‘visitors’ hailing from ‘Demerara’.

Five years later, in August 1866, Andrew Watson was ‘admitted by Mr. Cox’[1] to the Grammar School of Queen Elizabeth at Heath, near Halifax – the type of school where the records list future graduates from 1845 to 1875 under the note ‘Cambridge is meant except where otherwise stated’. He is captured again in the 1871 census, aged fourteen.

There is only one photo of Andrew Watson as a child, when he’s boarding at Heath Grammar School. It is not the best of photos: a small, blurry image of a boy scowling under a large, peaked cap, his hair poking out of the side. I think about what life would have been like for him, surrounded by a sea of white faces, away from his mother and his home.

Growing up in care from the age of nine myself, albeit only miles from my family home, I knew how rough it could be. In September 2003, just months after the Andrew Watson documentary aired for the first time, I finally got compensation and a public apology from the Lord Mayor of Liverpool for what was for me a traumatic and horrific experience in the local authority care system. Back then, even things that should have been easy proved a challenge – like combing my loose afro hair. I remember my mum got me an afro comb, one of those ones with the long metal prongs, but the staff at the children’s home took it off me because they thought it was a weapon, despite calling me ‘scruffy’ for having unkempt hair.

This was in the 1970s, a century after Andrew Watson was at school, and yet he had a secret weapon that likely would have shielded him from many of the judgements about his hair and skin colour. It was his privilege, money and the patronage of one of Britain’s most powerful families.

From Halifax, Watson went on to King’s College School in London, where he stayed from 1871 to 1874. He then matriculated at the University of Glasgow in 1875 to study mathematics, civil engineering and natural philosophy under Professor William Thomson, the famous physicist, engineer and inventor who later became the 1st Baron Kelvin, better known simply as Lord Kelvin. But Watson never completed his graduate studies. Instead – in 1875 – he had a footballing stint at Maxwell FC in Glasgow and appointed himself vice-president of Parkgrove, a football club he’d invested in, and where he had been team captain since its founding in 1874.

At first glance, it looks as if Watson has thrown in the academic towel – and with it, his future career prospects. But at the same time as he is climbing the ranks of Scottish football, official documents show him pursuing his own business interests, and steadfastly working his way through the training necessary to become a chief engineer. In 1877, he marries Jesse Nimmo Armour, the daughter of a joiner, and on the marriage certificate he is recorded as an ‘apprentice mechanical engineer’ living at 97 Shields Road, Pollockshields, Glasgow. This is a man on the move, in more ways than one. In the space of four years, between 1877 and 1881, his address in Glasgow changes four times.

He co-establishes Watson, Miller & Baird – where he’s described in the Post Office Glasgow Directory of 1800–1801 (at 35 Mitchell Street and 54 Union Street) as a ‘wholesale warehouseman’. His wife Jessie gives birth to two children, Rupert Andrew Watson in 1878 and Agnes Maud Watson in 1880, when his address is 1 Rutland Crescent, Kinning Park, Glasgow. This time, his occupation is described as ‘Railway Shareholder’.

Watson was also invited to join Queen’s Park FC, who were at this time the biggest football club in the world. A glowing profile from the Scottish Athletic Journal of 1885 calls him ‘Courtesy and unostentation personified’ both on and off the field, praising how he plays the ball, as opposed to ‘charging his opponent’.

Unlike the English players, who would take the ball and run up the field, the Scots developed the passing and running game, with the idea that you’re only as good as your team. It’s in direct contrast to the English system, which was far more utilitarian in nature, and where it was very much a game of ‘every man for himself’. In the 1870s, the Scottish footballers who were the founders of this new passing system became known as the ‘Scotch Professors’. They were football’s elite, and Watson was one of a number of Scottish players paid by English clubs to teach their players how to play with their heads, using strategy, and not just their feet, relying solely on speed and power.

But money wasn’t the goal for Watson. In fact this paid work, along with his border-hopping to play in both Scotland and England, laid him open to criticism about where his priorities – and loyalties – lay. The amateur form of football that he played was seen as a gentleman’s game, and if you wanted to play, you were expected to have the money to support yourself – something Watson was clearly able to do. Amateur players financed their own kit and considered the idea of being paid to play the game somewhat reprehensible. Amateur clubs were for ‘men of substance’, and receiving wages for playing was considered beneath them. This is evident in the early days when Watson had put his own money into establishing Parkgrove FC.[2]

In 1882, Watson’s wife Jessie died. By this point, Watson was living in Tottenham, London, and was in the thick of the English game. As well as the London Swifts and the Pilgrims, he played for the Corinthians – considered by some at the time to be among the best teams, not just in the country but the entire world, and known for their famous ‘Corinthian spirit’, an ethos built on sportsmanship, fair play and love of the game. Watson, however, did still make appearances north of the border with Queen’s Park, perhaps to keep up his links with the club, or while visiting his children, who were now living with their grandparents, John and Agnes Armour, in Glasgow. In the next three census records, his children Rupert Andrew Watson and Agnes Maud Watson remain at the Armours’ residence at 75 Houston Street, Glasgow, on the site of what today is an industrial estate and a railway terminus. As Andrew was training as a steam engineer, and later became a ‘railway shareholder’, one wonders whether this was a convenient location for his training, or for his business when he was with Jessie before she died. In the later Scottish census records, Andrew Watson does not appear at all.

Looking deeper into the Armour family line, I discovered a document citing the death of John Armour, Andrew’s father-in-law. The record is signed by his widow, Agnes Armour, and refers to a ‘claim for aliment at the instance of the deceased against Andrew Watson’. It’s essentially a child-support demand for ‘the maintenance and education of his two children’ over a period of no less than fourteen years. What really caught my eye though was the details of the person the claim was addressed to: ‘Andrew Watson, Chief Engineer, S.S. Darién c/o West Indian Pacific Steamship Navigation Company, Liverpool’. The document is dated 2 April 1901. This is the same ship, Darién,[3] that four months later was forced to bring back forty passengers from Colón, Panama, where a battle was raging over the separation of Panama from Colombia. A New York Times article from 16 August 1901 (also in the St Louis Republic)[4] reported the British Consul protesting at ‘Jamaicans being conscripted by the Colombian Government to fight against the rebels’. Meanwhile, the passengers, docking in Liverpool, reported ‘atrocities on both sides’, including a government soldier who was ‘found, shot in the abdomen, and with both legs amputated … a reprisal for the torture by the Government of political prisoners’. The tensions on the isthmus of Panama persisted, and even ten years later we get a sense of the unease in the region. The presence of Jamaicans to build the ‘railways and canals’ is also noted, another factor that would take on greater significance as my research evolved.

The hostilities in Panama were to endure, and Watson must have witnessed these on his travels. The shifting demographic of the region was being impacted by colonial powers exploiting the prowess of both the indigenous people and the descendants of the enslaved to build canals and railroads. Their agenda to press their colonial power base, and of course to exploit the regional Black and indigenous labour force, is amply described in Stanford’s Compendium of 1911, just seven years before my father was born:


At present no group of Carib speech is known to inhabit any part of the isthmus, although there are traditions that some of the warlike tribes in the central districts south of San Bias came originally from the Goajira peninsula, which is still held by a powerful Carib nation. In recent years they have nearly all been absorbed in the general population – a mixture of Indians, whites, and Mulattos, in which the coloured element is most pronounced. It is due to the large number of Jamaicans who were attracted to Panama by the high rate of wages on the railway and canal works, and many of whom afterwards settled in the country. The movement, unless arrested, must eventually assimilate the isthmus to those parts
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