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Robert D
ay

Sancho: An Act of Remembrance was originally commissioned by the Oxford Playhouse in 2011. This production of 
Sancho: An Act of Remembrance had its first performance at the Oxford Playhouse on Thursday, September 17, 2015.

This production of Sancho is supported by the Arts Council of England under their Grants for the Arts Scheme. The 
producers wish to acknowledge the help and support of The October Gallery, London and Actors Equity Association.
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PROGRAM NOTES
I had never heard of the subject of my play until I discovered Thomas Gainsborough’s 
portrait of the extraordinary Charles Ignatius Sancho, in a book by historian Gretchen 
Gerzina, Black England. The most remarkable thing about this discovery is not that most 
people hadn’t a clue about such an amazing pioneer of multi-ethnic Britain, but that I, a 
Black Briton, had no clue either. Truth is, I had presumed that the presence of Black People 
in Britain began in 1948 with the 249 passengers (and 1 stowaway) on board the ship, HMT 
Empire Windrush, when it docked at Tilbury from Montego Bay, Jamaica. Any previous 
dealings blacks had with the U.K. would have been remote, I had imagined: African slavery, 
Caribbean plantations, etc. But was that right?

In the early 2000’s, I began a lengthy research period; hours, days, months, years trawling 
the archives for details about Black Britain. Most books I tackled were pretty dry. Heavy 
on facts, light on story. But with Ms. Gerzina’s book, I discovered the joy of research. Her 
stories took me much further back than I could have imagined. My knowledge of Black 
Britain was transformed by my three-fold discoveries about the man baptized in 1729 by the 
Bishop of Cartagena, Columbia: Charles Ignatius.

First, Sancho’s life was no Roots, nor was it a British version of 12 Years a Slave. Charles 
Ignatius’ journey was odder, more quirkily eccentric and subtle than the American models 
of slave life I’d been used to seeing and reading about. Second, Sancho was a ‘victim’ of 
the British gentry’s love of ‘exotica’. He was black, smart, humorous; he appealed to those 
who knew that Africans were not merely the ‘beasts of burden’ the slave traders portrayed 
them as. Third, he was an entertainer in a time of supreme entertainers; his best friends 
were the satirical, shaggy-dog tale author, Laurence Sterne; and the greatest actor of the 
18th Century, David Garrick. 

My final, pleasant shock of enlightenment was reading about the ‘black frolics’ and dances 
organized by the countless black servants, freemen and sailors all over London’s parks. 
A community of souls who all knew the dangers for Africans in the world beyond the UK. 
They trod a careful path within these Isles to maintain both their freedom, and that of their, 
oftentimes white, spouses and mixed-heritage children. They may have been seen but they 
were seldom heard. Still, for them, being ignored meant being relatively safe from attack. 
Like their white, working-class friends and neighbors, they were shut out of political life, 
because you had to be a proprietor to register to vote. And very rare, maybe non-existent, 
was that working class worker who could afford to buy property.

It may be hard for some of us today to imagine a world where one is treated as a second 
class citizen, with little or no say in the running of one’s own country. In England before the 
early 20th Century this was true for all women and the majority of men. Getting one’s vote 
registered would become a burning goal for the working men and women of the U.K. for 
much of the 18th and 19th Centuries, and beyond. And Sancho would have been amongst 
that disenfranchised and dissatisfied throng. All this, a sobering reminder, if ever one was 
needed, never to abstain from voting!

One of the most heartening details uncovered in my studies was the natural solidarity 
between the white working-class and their African brothers and sisters; the former often 
rescuing and hiding slaves who had run away from cruel masters. A wonderful picture: 
Struggling brother aiding struggling brother. A historical fact the likes of UKIP [UK 
Independence Party] seem to have cynically forgotten. 

Some of the stories I’ve come across are so domestic and modern they make me smile 
and shudder simultaneously. When Sancho’s rather sketchy, and frankly racist, biographer, 
Joseph Jekyll, wrote that Sancho could have made an actor if not for a speech impediment, 
it sounded like something an agent might say to a black actor today after they’d auditioned 
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for the new Mr. Darcy: “Great audition, they loved you…but they’re going another way…” 
The fact that Sancho’s black skin had no part to play in his stymied acting career seems 
pretty unlikely to me. But perhaps it truly was the only obstacle and that, in fact, there 
were, as in the courts of Henry VIII and his daughter, Elizabeth I, black musicians and 
performers whose color was of little or no consequence to the majority of Britons in their 
day.

Through these years of research my ideas of British life and Black British contributions to 
it have been revolutionized. What I thought about multi-ethnic Britain pre-Windrush and 
what I now know has, for me, changed forever the meaning of the words, Black British. I 
now write them confidently, but with awareness of their resonance on every form that begs 
the question: Who Do You Think You Are? My humble hope is that this play will contribute a 
little to an understanding of our shared British history. Whoever we are.

 - Paterson Joseph
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