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This is a slim volume with a huge content. 
In a poetic chorale of individual, distinc-
tive female voices, Jackie Kay’s first play 

creates the world of the slave from capture in 
the African village through the appalling sea 
journeys to the markets and then to the sugar 
plantations of the West Indies. The style is de-
liberately non-naturalistic, and is aural rather 
than visual, the impact of the voices allowing 
the reader or listener to create the appalling 
images in his/her own imagination.

Anniwaa, an African girl ‘eleven, nearly 
twelve’, opens the play in Cape Coast Castle 
where the captured Africans await the ship to 
carry them to Britain. She is trying to under-
stand what has happened to her, since men 
with ‘the marks on the face of the enemy’ cap-
tured her and her brother, and dragged them 
through the forest to the fort. The horrors of 
the voyage are highlighted in the periodic reci-
tation of the shipping forecasts and the deaths 
of slaves:

New Low, moving rapidly North-east and deepening.
Occasionally moderate or poor.
Buryed two slaves – 
A man (no. 140) and a boy (no. 170)
Of the gravel and stoppage of urine.
A boy, no. 158, then a girl no. 172.
No. 2 died of a flux. No. 36 died of a flux.
Decreasing 4 for a time.
Biscay. Southwesterly veering westerly. Very rough 
or High.

MacBean, the speaker of these lines, ap-
pears to represent the slaver, the plantation 
owner, and the other voices of authority influ-
encing the slaves’ life.

The slaves are a commodity like the malt, 
flour, biscuits, corn or rum also carried in the 
ships, presented for sale in the markets:

When I arrived off the ship,
I was polished with palm oil
To make my dusty skin shine.
My anus was plugged with wadding …
And men rushing toward us
Wanting to buy us, turning us roughly round …
Torn, yanked, pulled, pushed, kicked, stamped, 
branded.

Their humanity is denied, as is their his-
tory, and their names – the slaves are given 
new names: Mary MacDonald, Constance (to 
be a virtue/Like my sisters Faith, Patience and 
Charity), Black Harriot (to distinguish her from 
a previous white Harriot), Lamplighter (the 
new name of Anniwaa).

The story is told by Lamplighter, with a 
chorus comprising the other three women, a 
story which is common to them all, but where 
each has her own distinctive element. Lamp-
lighter is ‘Herself’, at once her own person, 
her own identity, and a representative of all 
enslaved womankind. Her experience is typi-
cal of that of the other women, but is her own 
experience, as each of them has her own ex-
perience:

Lamplighter: […] I lived to tell this story. I have for-
gotten what I have not remembered. I am jumbled 
with the span of years, and the weight of things. The 
weight of a horse bit in my mouth.
Black Harriot: The weight of a chain on my arm.
Mary: The weight of my body on the scales before 
I was sold.
Constance: The weight of my heavy heart.

The women use the language of their own-
ers and exploiters in the way that they describe 
their lives, but their poetic articulacy denies 
the words they use:

Mary: I was a field hand all my days.
Constance: I was a hand in the house.
Black Harriot: I was a hand in the street.
Lamplighter: I was a kitchen hand.

Sexual exploitation and punishment was the 
experience of the female slaves, with no right 
to complain or fight back. All the women suf-
fered beatings and whippings such that their 
backs were scarred with the lash, as Lamp-
lighter described: 

My back was all corruption, as if it would rot. After 
the lashes
They’d wash my back with salt water,
Rub it with rags, and then send me straight back to 
work again in the kitchen.
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A kind of comfort is gained through com-
munal singing, of what we now call ‘Negro 
spirituals’, songs which compare their suffer-
ing to that of the biblical prophets, sending a 
plea to God to hear them and send deliver-
ance. But the deliverance, the freedom from 
slavery, came most often through death from 
a variety of horrible ‘sugar deaths’: yaws or 
dysentery or heat … leprosy, TB, pneumonia 
or yellow fever.

The reader is invited to admit a complic-
ity with the slavers, as Lamplighter’s story is 
‘the story of sugar’. The British sweet tooth 
and liking for ‘hot puddings, cold puddings, 
steamed pudding, baked puddings, pies, tarts 
… creams, moulds, charlottes, bettys, tri-
fles, fools’ drove the slave trade. As the play 
progresses, the slave trade is seen to grow 
exponentially, the port cities integral to the 
trade – ‘Liverpool, Bristol, London, Manchester,  
Lancaster, Glasgow’ – growing and expanding 
into huge centres of manufacturing. As Lamp-
lighter says, ‘I put those cities on the map’:

Black Harriot: Bristol, London, Liverpool, Glasgow
Mary: There is not a brick in this city
Lamplighter: But what is cemented with the blood 
of a slave
Constance (sings): Bristol belongs to me …
Black Harriot (sings): I belong to Glasgow and 
Glasgow belongs to me!

On the positive side, as MacBean states, 
in Glasgow, 1792, ‘13,000 residents put their 
name to a petition drawn from a non-Conform-
ist movement to abolish slavery … the first hu-
man rights campaign in history.’ The chain of 
rebellions on the islands by the slaves them-
selves, culminating in the 1804 rebellion on 
Saint Dominique which became the Republic of 
Haiti was the impetus to George III’s signing 
of the Bill to abolish the British slave trade, al-
though the Bill for the Abolition of Slavery was 
not passed until July 1833.

The play ends, as it began, with Aniwaa, us-
ing virtually the same words she used at the 
opening. The reader has been taken through 
the history of slavery from the villages of Af-
rica via the plantations of the Caribbean to 
abolition and the formation of the independ-
ent states. With the CDs of the play included, 
and a long list of useful sources and further 
reading, including electronic sources, this is a 
vital resource for teachers of English to work 
with their colleagues in history, geography and 
modern studies departments on an interdisci-
plinary study which could seriously penetrate 
one of the blackest episodes in British colonial-

ism, and bring a greater understanding of the 
contemporary legacy of the trade both in mul-
tiracial Britain and in the racist tendencies we 
see amongst sections of our population. 

Morna R Fleming


