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INTRODUCTION 

A few years ago I wrote a book for grown-ups about 
Black British history. Since I finished writing that book, 
young people and their parents have been asking me to 
write a version for children. That is why I have written 
this book. It is the book I wish I had been given at school.

When I was at school there was no Black history� None of the Black people from the past  
who we know about today were ever mentioned by my teachers, and my textbooks contained 
nothing about the role Black people have played in the story of Britain� So what I presumed 
was that there must not have been any Black people in British history�

It was only when I became a teenager, and was able to read grown-up history books, that 
I learned that there had been Black people throughout much of British history, all the way 
back to the Roman conquest�  It was from then onwards that I learned about slavery and 
about the British Empire, about Black Tudors, like the trumpeter John Blanke,  
and Black people like Dido Elizabeth Belle and 
Olaudah Equiano who lived in Britain in the 
eighteenth century� I also learned 
about the Black children 
who lived as slaves in the 
houses of rich people 
in London, Bristol, 
Liverpool and other 
cities� I read about 
the enslaved people 
who were made to 
work on plantations 
in the West Indies 
and America, and 
learned how the 

sugar and cotton they grew helped make 
Britain rich� I discovered that there 
had been Black sailors at the Battle of 
Trafalgar and that Black soldiers had 
fought in the trenches of the First World 
War� I read about the Black pilots and 
navigators who served in the Royal Air 
Force during the Second World War 
and about the people who had come  
to Britain on the Windrush in 1948  
to start new lives� 

I wish I had been taught all of this as a child� And there are so many more stories 
to explore, so many other Black people who made their homes in Britain in past 
centuries whom historians have not yet discovered�

With each passing year, Black British history is becoming ever more personal to 
increasing numbers of people� Britain’s population is changing� More of us than ever 
are members of families that include people of different skin colours and ethnicities� 
Black history helps explain how national history is intertwined with our family 
histories� It helps us make sense of the country we are today�
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When we talk about the Romans who came to 
Britain, we don’t just mean people from Rome or 
Italy� Roman citizens could come from anywhere 
in the empire, and they moved around it like never 
before� People from all over the empire travelled 
huge distances to trade, work, and fight in the 
Roman army� This included people from Africa 
who came to Roman Britain� 

An empire is a 
large group of states or 
countries controlled by 

one powerful ruler 
or government.

THE ROMANS

Africans first came to Britain with the Roman Empire. Long 
before Britain began to build its own empire, it was invaded  
and conquered by the Romans. Britain became a part of the 
mighty empire of Rome, which stretched across Europe,  
North Africa, and the Middle East. 

8

Britannia

Africa
Mauretania

Cyrenaica
Aegyptus

Cyprus

Galatia

Asia
Lycia

Rome

Hadrian's Wall

Thracia

Dalmatia

Macedonia

Tarraconensis

Lusitania

Baetica

The Roman  
Empire 117 AD

Moesia

Belgica

Narbonensis

Raetia

Noricum

Pannonia
Dacia

Syria

Judaea

Mesopotamia

Assyria

Armenia

Cappadocia

Cilicia

Italia

Germania Superior

Aquitania

55 and 54 BC
Julius Caesar tries twice to invade 
Britain, but fails each time�

43 AD
Emperor Claudius successfully 
invades and begins Roman 
rule in Britain�

60 AD
Boudicca leads a rebellion 
against the Romans�

71 AD
The city of Eboracum 
(today’s York) is founded�

138 AD
Quintus Lollius Urbicus, 
from North Africa, is 
governor of the Roman 
province of Britannia�

211 AD
Emperor Septimus Severus, 
who was born in Africa, 
dies in York�

253–258 AD
An African unit of Roman 
soldiers is stationed on 
Hadrian’s Wall�

306 AD
Constantine I 
is proclaimed 
Emperor at York�

122 AD
The Emperor 
Hadrian visits 

Britain and orders 

a wall to be built 

across northern 

England� 
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About 409 AD
Roman rule over Britain 
ends� The pathways between 
Britain and Africa are wiped 
away� For the next thousand 
years, only a few Africans 
come to Britain�


