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CHAPTER ONE
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In 1766, a three-year-old boy was gifted to a wealthy family from
Wolverhampton, who grew up to be George John Scipio Africanus, a
successful businessman who lived in Nottingham in the late eighteenth and
early nineteenth centuries. The people of Nottingham, both now and in the
future, can be proud of George Africanus and his extraordinary life; he faced
many difficulties and overcame many challenges. We can admire and respect
George’s work ethic, his courage and his dignity.

It is impossible for us to know exactly the story of how George first came
to live with the Molineux family. What we know of his story starts in their
elegant mansion - built of bright red bricks and dotted with large windows
that allowed the sun to flood through its many rooms with light. When he
was older, George was told that he was born in a small village in a country
on the West Coast of Africa that is now called Sierra Leone.

However, due to the effects of displacement caused by enslavement and the
lack of records available, we cannot be sure if this was true. After all, the
separation of African families prior to boarding slave ships and on the slave
ships themselves makes it difficult to know who George’s mother and father
were, or his exact date of his birth, and moreover, his original African name
would have been changed to a more Western name. Researchers are still
searching for an image of what George might have looked like, information we
may still find out in the future. Not only do we not know what his parents first
named him, but we don’t even know what he looked like!

What we do know is that George was extremely valuable to the Molineux
family. During this period of English history, it was fashionable for rich
families to have African children working for them as domestic servants. In

fact, historians
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believe that the Molineux family already had another African black servant
called Pluto, who might have been one of George’s first friends. George and
Pluto may have enjoyed playing hide and seek in the small and secret spaces
of the vast Molineux house. They may have told jokes, or made up games to
pass the time in between their duties.

Incredibly, George and Pluto were just two of over eleven million people
taken by slave traders from Africa and sold to Europeans and Americans from the
late fifteenth century through to the seventeenth, eighteenth and nineteenth

centuries. Most of these people were enslaved and forced to labor on sugar,

cotton and tobacco plantations in the Caribbean and the Americas. However,
some, like George, were sent to England to work as servants. It is important for
us to realize that although George’s experiences in Wolverhampton were very
different to the lives of most enslaved African slaves living on plantations,
George too was not free. He was owned by the Molineux family and had to
obey their instructions. Towards the end of the eighteenth century when George
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GEORGE AFRICANUS

a young man, there were about fourteen
thousand Africans living in England.
Around four thousand of these people
were children who were given new
names and often raised as Christians by
the families who owned them.
How might George and other children like
him have felt? Being separated from his
mother at such a young age must have
made George feel very lonely and
frightened as any child might feel. If, as
many people believe, George was born in
Sierra Leone, England must have seemed a

very strange and confusing place to him at

first. Everything, from England’s climate,
food and language , would have been completely unfamiliar to George. If, like
many of the other African black children in England at this time, George was
first sold to traders at a noisy auction in a public coffee house, he must have felt
vulnerable. We must not forget that many English people in the late eighteenth
century would not have seen a black person before. It is therefore likely that
George was often stared and pointed at in the street as an object of people’s
curiosity; George may have felt exposed and uncomfortable. Upon finally
arriving at the Molineux family home, it is impossible for us to know exactly
how George felt, especially as he was such a young child. Would he have simply
been relieved that he had a warm place to stay? Did he feel scared of what might
happen next? Did he know that he would never have the chance to see his
parents again? Did he believe he would become a successful businessman and

property owner?




GEORGE AND THE MOLINEUXS

CHAPTER TWO
Maybe he selected ‘George” and

W W %@ NI ‘,' | . ‘John’ because these were

\ common names in the

George was baptized and given his new Molineux family and he

English name on 31st March 1766 at St.
Peter’s Collegiate Church in Wolverhampton.
Benjamin Molineux, the head of the
household, was responsible

wanted young George to feel

welcome and accepted in his new home. ‘Scipio
Africanus’ was the name of a famous Roman general

who won a heroic battle in the 374 century BCE, and in

for naming him George John choosing this name, perhaps Benjamin Molineux was

: ((_, was predicting that George would become the

Scipio Africanus.

strong and courageous man that the people

of Nottingham are proud of today!

As a servant, George had to follow all of the Molineux
family rules and instructions. If they had wanted to make
George’s life terrible, the Molineux family could have
time full only of tiresome and repetitive domestic

chores. However, the information we have from
George’s obituary in the local
newspaper, the Nottingham
Review, tells us that the

the Molineux family
chose to educate George.

Being knowledgeable and

well educated was absolutelv crucial
to George’s success as a businessman
when he grew older, so it is likely that
George made good use of his ability
and opportunity to read and write.
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He was grateful to his owners for encouraging him to learn to read and
write. In 1772, Benjamin Molineux died. His eldest son George Molineux
was now responsible for the education and work of nine-year-old George
Africanus. George learned a number of different skills during these years.
He was taught to ‘dress hair’, which probably meant that he was responsible
for taking care of the family’s extravagant wigs. At the lavish parties that
families like the Molineux family attended in this period, having a
beautifully curly wig was a well-known symbol of being rich and

fashionable. In looking after these wigs, George was therefore doing a very

important job for the family, his owners. He may have worn
a similar wig himself when he grew older, so this was a
valuable skill for him to have! It is also likely that George

helped to tend the horses and the hunting dogs that the
Molineux family owned, which is likely because an artist
called Philip Reinagle painted a picture of Benjamin

Molineaux just before he died. In this painting

Benjamin is shown on a hunting trip with a young
African servant in the background, which some
historians believe to be George Africanus. If it
Is George in the painting, this is the only

we have of him! When he was older

GEORGE AND THE MOLINEUX’s

George was sent to work in the
Molineux family business

as an apprentice at a brass

foundry. Foundries were
suffocating and hot places
where workers melted big \
pieces of brass at astonishingly ‘
high temperatures. They then
poured the liquid metal into
small moulds. After that they
let it cool down so that it
turned back into solid metal.
In this way, the workers made
brass buttons, belt buckles,
cutlery, pots and pans, and

many other everyday items
that families used in the late
eighteenth century. George was
an apprentice at the foundry, which 75 % RO
meant that he may have worked in exciange for pay, food and a bed atithe
Molineux family home. Apprentices in the late eighteenth century had to work
for their masters for a set period of time, perhaps for four or five years.
When they finished the apprenticeship, they were allowed to leave to look
for work. It was a hard life for many young men. Many poor children were

forced to become apprentices by the local councils. The local councils thought
that this was a good way to reduce poverty.
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CHAPTER THREE

@m/ye an the road

In 1784, at the age of 21, George finished his apprenticeship and therefore,
crucially, was now a free man in charge of his destiny and the choices he made.
Thankfully, George decided to leave the Molineux family and Wolverhampton
behind in order to search out his own life and fortune further afield, in
Nottingham, to be precise! This is one of the most extraordinary parts of

George’s story.
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It was extremely unusual for Africans at this time to have the freedom that
George did. Whether they were domestic servants, apprentices, or slaves on a
plantation, it was impossible for most Africans living in late eighteenth century
England and the Americas to move away from their owners and decide their
own future. While more and more people, Africans and non-Africans, were
tighting against slavery, very little changed until the year before George died,
when the British Parliament passed the 1807 Abolition of the Slave Trade Act.

Perhaps George left Wolverhampton riding on one of the Molineux family
horses or sitting in a cramped, smelly coach. He probably had little money in
his pocket and was carrying his few possessions on his back. So, why did 21-
year-old George Africanus choose Nottingham as the city to make his home?
One reason may have been that George felt confident that he would be able to
find work without difficulty in Nottingham. This was because the Molineux
family had good connections in the Nottingham area, with another side of the
family relatives living near Mansfield. The Molyneux family that lived in
Mansfield were extremely important landowners at this time. In fact, one
member of the family held the noble position of High Sheriff of
Nottinghamshire. The King or Queen of England personally chose the
Molyneux family for this job, so they must have been a very important family!
George probably felt reassured to know that he could rely on these influential
people for help if he needed it.

Nottingham was a very different place in 1784 to the place that we know
now. Nottingham today has a busy city center full of shops, offices and people.
However, at that time Nottingham was considered to be ‘a garden city’. This
meant that, in the late eighteenth century, Nottingham had delightful parks full
of beautiful wildlife and orchards brimming with ripe fruit. Nottingham felt

airy and spacious and was a very enticing place. One German visitor in 1782
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described the city in a very admiring way. He said, ‘Of all the towns I have seen
outside London, Nottingham is the loveliest and neatest.” It is possible that when
he was a young boy, George Africanus may have attended a funeral with the
Molyneux family in Mansfield. If this is true, it is likely that George, on his way to
Mansfield, was impressed by the beauty of Nottingham and the magnificent
Sherwood Forest. This could have been the inspiration for his decision to move to
Nottingham as an adult. Perhaps he thought that Nottingham was the perfect
spot to embark upon his new life of independence freedom and opportunity.

It appears that George was an intelligent man who was ambitious and
wanted to be a successful businessman. This too might have influenced his
decision to move to Nottingham as the city was changing. It was on the verge
of undergoing a massive economic transformation. New businesses, such as
mills, workshops, markets and iron foundries were opening up at a rapid rate.
Nottingham became famous for manufacturing textiles, particularly lace. This
meant that many people, like George, moved to the city in search of the

opportunity to work hard, become wealthy and live a better life.

O O
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CHAPTER FOUR
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Nottingham had much more to offer George than simply business
opportunities. Like many young men enjoying the first taste of the freedoms of
adulthood, George fell in love! In 1788, four years after he had first arrived in
the city, George married a local girl, Esther Shaw, at St. Peter’s Church. George
and Esther's wedding was a very different day to the celebrations that we
attend now. They were married by license, which was quick, easy and,
importantly, symbolic of social status. We do not know how formal the
ceremony was, but Esther may have made use of contacts in Nottingham’s
famous lace industry to have a delicate wedding dress crafted of the material.
Now aged 25 years old, George decided to marry a local woman named Esther
Shaw at St Peter’s Church Nottingham on the 3rd August 1788. They lived in a
rented house in the parish of St. Peter for a little while before settling
permanently in Chandler’s Lane, now called Victoria Street, very near to where
the Market Square is today.

Two years later, on 15th May 1790, George and Esther’s first child was born
and several weeks later the baby was baptized. They named their baby boy
George and baptized him at the church where they had been married. The
couple went on to have six more children. Esther gave birth to two more boys,
both named Samuel, and four girls; Elizabeth, Sarah, Hannah and Ann.

Tragically, Six of George’s seven children died when they were young. Only
Hannah grew up to become an adult. Both of George’s sons named Samuel,
along with his daughters Elizabeth and Sarah, died before they were three years
old. While this would have been extremely hard for George and Esther, it was
not uncommon to lose so many children in the 18th century. Lots of babies and

toddlers died due to the terrible living conditions of families in cities across
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England. Dirty drinking water often led to outbreaks

of a fatal infection called cholera, which could
cause death just twelve hours after a victim
first caught the disease. Many other
children died from smallpox,
which spread so quickly that
it killed nearly 400,000
Europeans every year at
this time. Even though
George and his family
may have had more
money and space in
their home than
lots of poorer
families, it seems
that even they,
like many other
families, could
not escape the
deadly diseases
of the late
eighteenth and
early nineteenth

centuries




CHAPTER FIVE

@6@76 at home

As an aspiring businessman, it was important for George to make his home
in the center of the city. In the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, it
was not unusual for people to run their businesses from home, and George and
Esther were no exception in this respect. George chose Chandler’s Lane as the
site of both his home and business empire. Chandler’s Lane was a very narrow
and crowded street in the heart of Nottingham. Living so centrally, George,
Esther and their children would have been constantly bombarded by the
clashing and rattling sounds of a city at work. Each time they stepped outdoors,
they risked being stricken by the putrid stink of sewage, dirty animals and
rotting food which overpowered Nottingham at the time.

Chandler’s Lane was knocked down and reconstructed in the 1860s to
make room for Victoria Street, which was wider and therefore safer for
horses and carts. This road was renamed in honor of a visit by Queen
Victoria to Nottingham. Today, trams leaving the Old Market Square travel
up Victoria Street on their way out of the city.

It appears that George and his family felt comfortable and settled in
Chandler’s Lane. As he grew more and more successful, George was able to
rent additional buildings on the street, which he may have used for his business
purposes. By 1829, at the age of 66, George had earned enough money to
buy the properties he had previously been renting.

It is important for us to realize that it was extremely unusual
for African people in the nineteenth century to have the
opportunity to own their homes. George Africanus may

have been the only African man in Nottingham to do
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s0. On 23rd March 1829, George attended an auction at the Black’s Head Inn
where he paid £380 for his houses. This was a huge amount of money in the
early nineteenth century. In today’s currency, George could well have been a

millionaire!

Now, we know that George was not the type of man to sit back and
Relax. His work was never done! Straight away, George set about,
rebuilding two of the buildings he had bought so that he |
could rent them out to other families. George Africanus
was now a landlord, an important occupation which
would have earned him a great deal of respect from
other members of the community. It is likely that
George could have been the only \ B
African landlord in Nottingham N
at this time; an amazing 7|
achievement and one
we should honor
George’s memory

for.



GEORGE THE BUSINESSMAN
CHAPTER SIX

gewiye the businessman

George Africanus is celebrated today as Nottingham'’s first black businessman
that we know of. Like all successful entrepreneurs in the past and present,
George didn’t just have one business. Rather, he and Esther worked extremely
hard to build up a number of different enterprises. These included a millinery
business, with Esther responsible for making fashionable hats for the ladies of
Nottingham, and an employment agency for servants.

When George first moved to the city it is likely that he had many different jobs
so that he could build up his savings and start a family. We know that at one
time he was a waiter; at another time he looked after horses. During his brass
foundry apprenticeship George learned important skills that he could put to
good use as a free man. In the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries
there were several foundries close to Chandler’s Lane that would have been
happy to take George on as an experienced brass

founder. As George grew older and had more

v
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"" { money of his own, perhaps he established a

small brass foundry in the basement of one of his
properties and employed an apprentice himself. Of
course, we can never know this for certain. Perhaps
more research in the future may uncover more to

George’s unique life story.

It would seem that George’s early experiences as
a servant had a lasting effect on him because in
1793 George and Esther opened the “Africanus’
Register of Servants’, which they ran from their

home on Chandler’s Lane. The business

21

involved finding work for servants in the homes of wealthy families across
Nottingham. Having worked in a grand household himself, George knew exactly
the qualities that a good servant needed. He also knew how best to interact and
build business relationships with people who were rich and influential. George
would have made many important contacts in Nottingham through his work.
Having grown up in the Molineux household, George probably felt no fear
approaching the handsome homes of Nottingham’s merchants or attending
lavish parties where rich citizens ate and drank wonderful and exotic food and
drink. The Africanus’ Register of Servants

was in business for over sixty
years: a testament
to George and
Esther’s hard

work and

intelligence.






CHAPTER SEVEN

A respansible cili en

By the 1810s, Nottingham had begun to change
drastically from the pleasant and spacious town
that George had first set eyes upon thirty years
_earlier. Nottingham was becoming notorious for
its crowded and filthy streets where families
lived in slums, piled on top of one another in
ramshackle houses. Rats scurried unbidden
along the city’s gutters and feral dogs
o may have roamed the streets in
search of food. Many men,
women and children had to

work in horrible conditions,
where they regularly lost their
hands and arms to formidable
pieces of machinery or developed
agonizing lung conditions because

of all the dust and smoke in the air.

The terrible conditions of Nottingham’s workers led to fearsome riots which
turned the city into a very dangerous place to be. The worst of the rioting was in
1831. Many people were angry because Parliament had refused to pass the
Reform Act, a new law which would have made the British political system
fairer to people living in cities. On the night of 10th October 1831, rioters forced
their way into Nottingham Castle and after looting all of the precious furniture

and artwork that was held there, they set fire to the building. Flames engulfed
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the Castle for days until all that was left was the shell of the mansion. The
damage would have cost millions of pounds in today’s money. Living just
ten minutes” walk away, the sight of the derelict palace on the hill would
have soon become a familiar one to George in his final years.

While we cannot know for certain how George felt about the Reform Act, we
can guess that he would have disapproved of the actions of the rioters. As a well-
respected and responsible businessman, the local council relied on George for
help with keeping the peace in Nottingham. In 1816, aged 53, George took part in
a special force that helped to keep the streets of Nottingham safe. This force was
called the Watch and Ward. In early nineteenth century Nottingham, there was
no professional police force as we have today. The Watch and Ward was a group
of respectable citizens who took it in turns to patrol the streets and catch
criminals. This could have been quite a terrifying experience! Wandering around
the city’s narrow streets in the middle of the night, with no police training and
guided only by the light of the moon and a single flickering candle, anything
could have happened to George. However, George put his community duties
above his own needs.

George’s status as an important resident

of Nottingham meant that he was able
to vote for local councilors and
for a Member of Parliament.
In early nineteenth century
England, very few people
were allowed to vote: in 1780,
less than 3% of the population
had this right! George was
therefore exceptional in this
respect. We know that he




GEORGE AFRICANUS




CHAPTER EIGHT

gm@@ S death

In 1833, at the age of 70, George must have sensed that he would not live for
much longer, perhaps due to his old age. He may have been feeling frail and
weak, uncertain of what the future would hold for him. Over his lifetime,
George had become a wealthy man, with his properties, money and business all
adding up to a considerable fortune. As the head of his family, George would
have been concerned about what would happen to his wife Esther and
daughter Hannah after he died. In order to make sure that they could survive
without him he wrote a will, in which he left his estate to them.

From his will, we learn that George had a granddaughter named Sarah Ann
who was disabled. As her grandfather, George felt it was his responsibility to
set up a special fund to look after her. We also find out from this document that
George had concerns about Hannah's husband, a man named Samuel Cropper
who she had separated from. It seems that George did not quite trust Samuel to
provide for Hannah and Sarah Ann. George stated very clearly that Samuel
‘shall never enjoy or possess any of my property” and that if Hannah decided to
live with her husband again, she would have to relinquish all of the money that
her father had left her.

George died on 19th April 1834, aged 71. This is yet another amazing part
of George’s story; on average, men lived only until they were around 40
years old at this time. So, even though George had probably experienced a
more difficult life than most people, he lived to a very good age! We do not
know how George died but we can guess that he might have been ill for
quite a long time beforehand, most likely from old age.

The poem on his gravestone tells us that George’s ‘latter days were full of

pain.” George would not have had the modern medicines we take today to
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give us comfort and relief, and so we can assume that he may have suffered
greatly in his final years. Right until the end, George was a well-respected and
admired citizen in Nottingham. We know this because he was buried in the
graveyard of St. Mary’s, a grand church in the Lace Market. Moreover, George’s
obituary featured prominently in the Nottingham Review, the city’s local
newspaper. It is from this document and others that we have learned a great deal
about the life and times of George Africanus.

We know that George’s wife Esther was, like her husband, strong and hard-
working, determined to always do her best. Esther ensured that the family
business continued to be successful until she died in 1853, aged 85 years old.
After this, Hannah and Samuel became the owners of the Africanus Register of
Servants. Despite George’s disapproval of Samuel, the couple remained together
and had two more children. Samuel and Hannah named their babies after the
admirable George and Esther. In 1862 Chandler’s Lane was demolished and
reconstructed to make way for the new Victoria Street. It was time for Hannah
and Samuel to move on! Records show that the couple did not move far, setting
up a new home on Broad Street. In 1868 it was recorded that Samuel was living
at Bromley Place, and working as a watchmaker a very intricate and time-
consuming occupation. This is the last we know of the Africanus family in
Nottingham. George’s granddaughter Esther married a wealthy toy maker
named Charles Turnbull and they moved to London, where they had four
children and created beautiful dolls houses that became popular with children

across the country.
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CHAPTER NINE
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Since George’s death in the mid-nineteenth century, we cannot know how
many people have heard the story of his amazing life. In the last twenty years, it
has been easier than ever before to piece together all the different fragments of
information which make up the story of George Africanus. A large number of
historians and volunteers, from all walks of life, have worked together towards
creating a history of George’s life. As a result, we have gained a great insight into
the challenges that George overcame and the importance of his achievements. It is
essential that the people of Nottingham come together to celebrate George
Africanus and pay tribute to his experiences.

There are many ways in which we can keep the memory of George
Africanus alive today. We can visit the place of his marriage to Esther Shaw, St
Peter’s Church, his grave and his son’s grave in St. Mary’s Churchyard, taking a
look at the green plaque that was placed on the spot in 2003 to remember
George by. We can also visit the site of his former home once Chandler’s Lane
now Victoria St, stopping to consider how different the spacious and modern
Victoria Street is compared to the cramped and congested road where George
spent most of his days. A blue plaque has been erected on this street to remind
us just how very important George Africanus is to our city. We can also respect
George’s memory through telling his story, sharing the details of his
extraordinary life with our family and friends. Finally, we can honor George’s
achievements in our own lives, taking inspiration from his dignity and courage

to be fulfilled, compassionate and determined citizens of Nottingham.
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George Africanus: Re-dedication of former slave’s grave

Photo taken by Alan Lodge
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