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Boris Johnson recently talked of the importance of Black History 

Month: "For countless generations people of African and Caribbean 

descent have been shaping our nation's story, making a huge differ-

ence to our national and cultural life and helping to make Britain a 

better place to be.” 

In this edition of Library News, we want to cast a light on the contribu-

tions made by black writers to literature. First, we look back in our  

feature article to the life of Ottobah Cugoano, who in 1787 wrote 

Thoughts and Sentiments on the Evil and Wicked Traffic of the Slav-

ery and Commerce of the Human Species. We hope that you are in-

terested in discovering his life story and reading the extract taken 

from that book. 

We have also selected some authors that we think you will enjoy and 

compiled a reading list of relevant books currently on the shelves of 

the pop-up library. Why not try one of them this month? It would be 

lovely to see some reviews of one of them in a future edition. In the 

meantime, we are delighted to publish Alice Robert’s excellent review 

of On Chesil Beach by Ian McEwan. 

We are always very grateful for reviews. Please send them in to li-

brary@cranbrook.kent.sch.uk.  

You may write a review in whatever format suits you but three-word, 

three-sentence, and three-paragraph reviews work well.  

Mr Case and Mrs Newman 

mailto:library@cranbrook.kent.sch.uk
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Black writers in history 

18th century   

Ottobah Cugoano  
 

 Ottobah Cugoano, also known as John Stuart (c. 
1757 – after 1791), was an abolitionist, political ac-
tivist, and natural rights philosopher from West Afri-
ca who was active in Britain in the latter half of the 
eighteenth century. Captured in the Gold Coast and 
sold into slavery at the age of 13, he was shipped to 
Grenada in the West Indies. In 1772, he was pur-
chased by a merchant who took him to England, 
where he learnt to read and write, and was freed. 
Later working for artists Richard and Maria Cosway, 
he became acquainted with several British political 
and cultural figures. He joined the Sons of Africa, a 
group of African abolitionists in Britain.  

He was born Quobna Ottobah Cugoano in 1757 in Agimaque (Ajumako) in the Gold Coast 
(modern-day Ghana).He was a Fanti and his family was close to the local chief.   

At the age of 13, Cugoano was seized with a group of children, sold into slavery and 
transported from Cape Coast on a slave ship to Grenada.  

He worked on a plantation in the Lesser Antilles until he was purchased in 1772 by  

Alexander Campbell, a British merchant, who took him to England where he was given his 
freedom. On 20 August 1773, he was baptised at St James's Church, Piccadilly as "John Stu-
art – a Black, aged 16 Years".  

In 1784, Cugoano was employed as a servant by the artists Richard Cosway and his wife, 
Maria. Through the Cosways, he came to the attention of leading British political and cul-
tural figures of the time, including the poet William Blake and the Prince of Wales. Togeth-
er with Olaudah Equiano and other educated Africans living in Britain, Cugoano became 
active in the Sons of Africa, an abolitionist group whose members wrote frequently to the 
newspapers of the day, condemning the practice of slavery.  

 



 

Richard and Maria Cosway, and Ottobah Cugoano, (1784) by Richard Cosway 

 

In 1786 Cugoano played a key role in the case of Henry Demane, a kidnapped black man 
who was to be shipped back to the West Indies. Cugoano contacted Granville Sharp, a well-
known abolitionist, who was able to have Demane removed from the ship before it sailed.  

 In 1787, possibly with the help of his friend Olaudah Equiano, Cugoano published an 
attack on slavery entitled Thoughts and Sentiments on the Evil and Wicked Traffic of the 
Slavery and Commerce of the Human Species (1787). By now a devout Christian, he wrote 
work informed by that religion.   

His writing called for the abolition of slavery and immediate emanci-
pation of all enslaved people. It argues that an enslaved person's du-
ty is to escape from slavery, and that force should be used to prevent 
further enslavement.   

The narrative was sent to King George III, the Prince of Wales and to Edmund Burke, a lead-
ing politician. George III, along with much of the royal family, remained opposed to aboli-
tion of the slave trade.  

Four years later, in 1791, Cugoano published a shorter version of his book, addressed to 
the "Sons of Africa". In it, he expressed qualified support for the failed British efforts to es-
tablish a colony in Sierra Leone for London's "Poor Blacks" (mostly freed African-American 
slaves who had been relocated to London after the American Revolutionary War. Other 
early settlers were the Nova Scotian Settlers, that is Black Loyalists, also former American 
slaves, from Nova Scotia, who chose to move to Sierra Leone.) Cugoano called for the es-
tablishment of schools in Britain especially for African students.  

 



Cugoano’s last known letter, written in 1791, mentions travelling to ‘upwards 
of fifty places’ to promote the book and that he found that ‘complexion is a 
predominant prejudice’.   

 

Cugoano wished to travel to Nova Scotia to recruit settlers for the proposed free colony of 
African Britons in Sierra Leone but it is not known if he did so. After 1791, Cugoano disap-
pears from the historical record and it is likely that he died in 1791 or 1792.  

 

Extract from Thoughts and Sentiments on the Evil and Wicked Traffic of the 
Slavery and Commerce of the Human Species (1787): 

And let me now hope that you will pardon me in all that I have been thus telling 
you, O ye inhabitants of Great-Britain! to whom I owe the greatest respect; to 
your king! to yourselves! and to your government! And tho' many things which I 
have written may seem harsh, it cannot be otherwise evaded when such horri-
ble iniquity is transacted: and tho' to some what I have said may appear as the 
rattling leaves of autumn, that may soon be blown away and whirled in a vortex 
where few can hear and know: I must yet say, although it is not for me to deter-
mine the manner, that the voice of our complaint implies a vengeance, because 
of the great iniquity that you have done, and because of the cruel injustice done 
unto us Africans; and it ought to sound in your ears as the rolling waves around 
your circum-ambient shores; and if it is not hearkened unto, it may yet arise 
with a louder voice, as the rolling thunder, and it may increase in the force of its 
volubility, not only to shake the leaves of the most stout in heart, but to rend 
the mountains before them, and to cleave in pieces the rocks under them, and 
to go on with fury to smite the stoutest oaks in the forest; and even to make 
that which is strong, and wherein you think that your strength lieth, to become 
as stubble, and as the fibres of rotten wood, that will do you no good, and your 
trust in it will become a snare of infatuation to you!  



 

Featured author: Malorie Blackman 

 

Malorie Blackman OBE (born 8 February 1962) is a British writer who held the position of 
Children's Laureate from 2013 to 2015. She primarily writes literature and television drama 
for children and young adults. She has used science fiction to explore social and ethical is-
sues. Her critically and popularly acclaimed Noughts and Crosses series uses the setting of 
a fictional dystopia to explore racism.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Zadie Smith is an English novelist, 
essayist, and short-story writer. Her 
debut novel, White Teeth (2000), 
immediately became a best-seller 
and won a number of awards. On 
Beauty (2005) was shortlisted for 
the Man Booker Prize. She has 
been a tenured professor in the 
Creative Writing faculty of New 
York University since September 
2010. 

Featured author: Zadie Smith  



Alex Alphonso Wheatle MBE (born 3 January 

1963) is a British novelist, who was sentenced 

to a term of imprisonment after the 1981 Brix-

ton riot in London. His young-adult novel Liccle 

Bit was longlisted for the Carnegie Medal in 

2016, and his 2016 book Crongton Knights won 

the 50th Guardian Children's Fiction Prize 

Featured author: Alex Wheatle 



 

Featured author: Benjamin Zephaniah  

Benjamin Obadiah Iqbal Zephaniah 
(born 15 April 1958) is a British 
writer and dub poet. He was in-
cluded in The Times list of Britain's 
top 50 post-war writers in 2008. 
He writes that his poetry is strong-
ly influenced by the music and po-
etry of Jamaica and what he calls 
"street politics".  

Zephaniah has said that his mis-
sion is to fight the dead image of 
poetry in academia, and to "take 
[it] everywhere" to people who do 
not read books, so he turned poet-
ry readings into concert-like per-
formances.  

  



Reading suggestions  

for Black History Month 

Noughts and Crosses The Color Purple – Alice Walker  

A Song Flung Up to Heaven – Maya Angelou  

Gather Together in My Name – Maya Angelou  

The Heart of a Woman – Maya Angelou  

Swingin’ & Swingin’ & Getting’ Merry Like Christmas – Maya Angelou  

All God’s Children Need Travelling Shoes – Maya Angelou  

Ghost Boys – Jewell Parker Rhodes  

Why I’m no longer talking to white people about race – Reni Eddo-Lodge  

How to argue with a racist – Adam Rutherford  

Slaves & Slavery – Duncan Clarke  



On Chesil Beach by Ian McEwan – Book Review  

 

I was fortunate enough to first discover this book during the first 

National Lockdown; my GCSEs had been cancelled and as part 

of my English Literature ‘transition work,’ we were set to study 

this book in as much or as little detail as we would like. After 

reading the first page, it was clear that my option would be the 

latter.  

Although this book is far and away my favourite ever written (big 

claims, I know!) and there are hardly the correct words that 

demonstrate fully just how magnificent I believe it to be, I shall try 

to summarise for you and do my best to persuade you to read it.  

Firstly, and fairly trivially, it is short. I have a beautiful Vintage Fic-

tion copy that my grandma lent to me and it is 163 pages. For 

some, I know that this offers a huge bonus to reading it, and I 

have to admit I am fairly similar; I love reading (of course) but I definitely favour a shorter nov-

el, mainly because I am so impressed by an author who can convey such glory in a reduced 

way, and McEwan is arguably the master of this trait. He writes On Chesil Beach using om-

niscient narration which is therefore void of floridity. In some books, perhaps this would be a 

disadvantage, and yet in this masterpiece it offers the reader respect, information and a pres-

ence to the characters that I have not experienced before, there is no unnecessary descrip-

tion, only realism in the relationship between Florence and Edward.  

Furthermore, I do not believe I have read a novel as honest as this. It is undeniably trium-

phant in its ability to discuss with such delicacy and poignancy the topic it has chosen: the 

wedding night. Crucially, McEwan draws his protagonists with an artistry that allows such 

honesty. Florence is fairly affluent and from a middle/upper-middle class family that is 

in accordance with the traditional ‘nuclear’ family structure that was praised and encouraged 

at the time of the novel (1962.) She is an excellent violinist and plays in a quartette. She is 

typically clumsy and shy, but flourishes and takes intricate control when she is playing music. 

Practically entirely opposite to his new wife, Edward is the son of a working/middle 

class family and his mother suffers from a psychological disorder. He is intelligent and a fa-

natic for history. His family seem closer than Flo’s, but he is more self-assured and extrovert-

ed than her. Though he does not seem particularly funny as such, he holds an allure that his 

wife loves and is drawn to. The novel subsequently follows the events of their wedding night 

as well as recounting their courtship and elements of their respective childhoods. The novel is 

not exactly political, but opinionated and cohesive enough to address the reader’s under-

standing of what it means to be human and intimate with another, it is immersive and wonder-

ful and vivid and I cannot recommend it highly enough.  

On Chesil Beach is not a challenging read per se, but it does cover some more adult themes 

to be aware of.  

If you do read it (which you absolutely 100% should) then I would love to hear what you 

thought of it, it has changed my perception on a myriad of topics, and I know that I shall hold 
it in my heart forever.  


