
“Awake, oh Afro-Guianese,
this land is not thine
own...”
The transatlantic slave trade has affected all our histories. Its legacy is with us today. 

The impact of that legacy continues to be discussed from different viewpoints. 

In 1933, Joshua La Rose, of British Guiana (now Guyana), wrote these words (above) 

in a poem to commemorate the centenary of Emancipation Day on 1st August. 

His poem highlights the legacy for millions of people of African descent throughout 

the world. His ancestors - like himself and his fellow British Guianese – lived in a 

foreign country, having been removed by force from their original homeland because 

of the slave trade.

United By Language
Forced migration led to the rich cultural traditions of Africa being transferred across 

the globe. In the Caribbean, amongst the descendants of enslaved Africans, new identities 

and traditions have evolved and adapted over the centuries. The Creole languages were developed alongside 

- a secret language that plantation owners did not understand. 

Enslaved people found this new way to communicate, helping them survive and to resist their owners.

Knowing Your Roots
Capture, transportation and enslavement meant separation from families, homeland, language and heritage. 

Individuals were given European names and had few legal rights. Knowing who you are and where you come from is an

important part of one’s identity. This loss of identity and the lack of official records about individuals has presented great

challenges for those trying to establish their own roots.

Kwame Kwei-Armah, the actor and writer, lives in Haringey. He was born Ian Roberts in 1967 to West

Indian parents who come to this country from Grenada. 

He changed his name after researching his genealogy and discovering that ‘Roberts’ was the name of

a Scottish slave-master. This name had been given to the family after the Abolition of Slavery in 1833.

Kwame traced his ancestors back to Ghana and he reclaimed the family name. He says he was an

angry young man at the time and this decision upset his parents. It was an important decision for him as

he did not want to pass on a heritage of slavery to his own children by giving them the name ‘Roberts’. 

Once he had changed his name Kwame felt he was able to focus his energies on a positive future rather

than a negative past.


