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In my presentation of 16 September 2009 at Senate House, University of London “Uncle Tom, the Chinese laundry man, and ‘Justice’ in England and Wales 1888-1905”
 I raised the question how did the officials of the Home Office know where to obtain the details in their investigation of 1905 into “Executions: Coloured Men Sentenced to Death – Memo of cases of Negroes and other foreigners sentenced to death” (National Archives ref HO 144/803/134036). Was race or ethnicity recorded by this office of state?

197,745 trials held from 1674 to 1913 have been copied from printed pages of the central criminal court proceedings (The Old Bailey Sessions Papers) and placed on the site oldbaileyonline.org. I had checked their record of the trial of Annie Gross on a charge of murder in 1913, and now looked for the report of the trial in 1903 of Benjamin Curgerpersong, the actor playing Uncle Tom who made up part of the title of my talk. Spellings of his name varied so I located the report by entering the surname of the man he had stabbed (that was a different spelling to the newspaper reports too). I noticed that the Old Bailey report had “a negro” after his name, so I later entered “negro” : and called up quite a number of entries.
The site allows you to look at the original text too.

Examining some twenty entries, dated to trials between January 1868 and 1913 I read about the following

The manslaughter by John Henville, a black sailor from St Kitts and of the ship Punjab 
by Johann Morelli – 1868

An un-named black man in a pub in Poplar – September 1869

Edward Curtain “a negro” found guilty of stealing a walking stick (and two other 
indictments) in Regent Street sentenced to six months – March 1886

Charles Higgins charged with shooting with intent to murder in Southwark, not guilty as 
no intention. January 1890

John Davis “a negro” accused of firing seven shots from two revolvers at a police officer 
in Limehouse, and found guilty & sentenced to six months. Trial January 1894

Jack de Valentine a 22 year old steward charged with larceny but not guilty as believed  
his explanation he had found the bag, flask, cheque book etc.  June 1897

James Goddard charged with wounding Mathew Pascal During the trial he said he was 
guilty.   March 1898

William Harrison found guilty of the rape of Louise Young. Sentenced to 3 years April 
1899.

Jim Mitchell confessed to wounding and received two months hard labour July 1899
John Roberts a coal heaver on ship Wildcroft who had been “treated like a dog” and 
due to that “great provocation” received 12 months.

George Bunting discharged a pistol at a woman in Limehouse but was found not guilty.


January 1901.

James Emanuel Shepherd (aged 23) found guilty by a coroner’s inquest of the murder of 
Richard Foster Pezer but there was no evidence submitted so a verdict of not 
guilty was brought in – then read the original text and you will see Shepherd 
pleaded guilty to manslaughter and was sentenced to 3 months. The Times 3 
August 1901 had his middle name as Emmanuel and noted both were “coloured”. 
On 12 Sept 1901 it reported he was a ship’s cook and had been provoked. The 
incident was in Barking Road.
David Paul was tried for wounding John Hunt in Limehouse. Detectives “placed [him] 
with eight other black men and [he was] identified”. Sentenced to 6 months for 
unlawful wounding. April 1902

William Jones was accused of murder but no evidence was offered and so not guilty. 
September 1902.

Charles McWilliam a black sailor was robbed of two shillings [£-.10p] by two men on 1   
Oct 1903 and one pleaded guilty (10 months) and the other was found not guilty. 
19 October 1903.

John Marsh, a boatswain on the Turquoise was sentenced for wounding on the high seas 
and got 9 months.  July 1904

Charleston Harrison was a 28 year old American (sailor) who attacked two courting 
couples in Highgate Woods at the beginning of August 1904. Property was stolen 
and one woman had a 4 inch gash to the back of her head.  The Times of 4 August 
1904 reported he was a ship’s fireman from Buffalo. Ten years in prison. 
October 1904

Frederick Tindling, aged 21 who lived with his mother and aunt at 76 Burnham Street 
next to Victoria Dock Road was accused of robbery with violence but the case 
was halted and he was found no guilty. “There are a good many black men in the 
neighbourhood”. June 1905.

John Henry Hill a 28 year old “artist” was charged with breaking and entering at court on 
11 Oct 1910, was found guilty and as he had 5 previous convictions, received 12 
months.

---o---

I then sought entries with “Jamaica” and found this:

Rupert Burton Smith, aged 35, a phrenologist “man of colour” pleased guilty of false pretences renting property in both Acton and Chelsea with references from Jamaica, turning them into brothels, and vacating before the rent was due. He had previous convictions and was sentenced to 18 months.   March 1909.

---o---
I then keyed in “Somali” (with a time period 1877-1912) and found a report of a trial June 1890 when two coal trimmers working on a ship in the Royal Albert Docks wounded an officer (who spoke to them in Hindi). One was Somali, one from Zanzibar. Both were sentenced to 12 months.

---o---

Fascinated I entered “Chinaman” and found a May 1912 trial of 4 Chinese firemen (ship stokers) who had wounded a fifth Chinamen in London.

---o---
When I entered “Africa” I came across servant John Prince (I knew about him – see my Black Edwardians. p 45) and the trial of 8 December 1908 which makes no note of his colour only a comment by a witness that the conversation was in English not in “the West African dialect”. There was the 19 July 1909 trial of Payola George Oshoba, a 30 year old engineer student from Lagos on a charge of forgery, and the uncertain “native of South Africa” Maud Kehler who was living with a South African farmer in Worthing – trial for forgery 7 September 1909 ended when their relationship was revealed.

Adding “Barbadoes” (sic) I found the trial of a Mexican sailor on 8 Sept 1903 accused of wounding Preston Thorne from Barbados on the Scottish Prince bound for London. I had seen the newspaper report years ago. Witnesses were from Jamaica and Trinidad.
By chance I cam across a witness “a coloured man” John Campbell of Finsbury Park who had worked for 3 months for a bankrupt accused of deception on 11 January 1904.
Conclusions

The authorities sometimes entered the word “negro” to describe an individual but not every time. In the Shepherd-Pezer trial the African descent of the latter (the victim) was not noted (I got that from the press report). In Campbell’s case there was no need to state that this witness was coloured. 
If you look as I am sure Kathy Chater has done under “negro” from the first entry of 1684 you will see that two of the five cases had blacks as accused, two as victims, and one as a witness.
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