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I seem to be on some kind of Africa trip, because this is the third book about Africa that I have reviewed this year.  However, I note that this is the first book written by a non-white author.  Hmmm.  That itself is a great segue into the content of the book.  It is the story of a slave, Aminata Diallo, from her birth in Africa to her death in London.  It is also the story of a crucial point in the slave trade, it's abolition in 1807.  But this is not the book you might think it is.  

I opened the pages of this book expecting to put it down.  I expected each page to read like a litany of pain, a tirade against the injustices of the white empire that profited from slavery.  I expected the pain of the story to be too much for me to endure voluntarily.  We, who continue to profit from the oppression of others, need to hear that story.  But this book gives us a courageous and gentle voice with which to hear it, and the story she tells us is not a simple, black and white story.  

Aminata is a narrator we come to trust as she journeys from the place of her capture, to the plantations, to New York, to Novia Scotia, back to her home and finally to London.  Each phase of her journey describes for us the varying relationships between black and white, slave and captor.  We learn of  honour and betrayal on all sides.  We are given a credible, and nuanced history which we can take into further reading.  

The centerpiece of the book is "the Book of Negroes" itself, a historical document written by the British at the end of the American Revolutionary War.  It contains the names and details of the "Black Loyalists".  These were black people who were to be liberated from America and given safe passage and assurance of support in various British Colonies, including Canada.  Of course those promises were rarely met.

There is no wonder that this book has won a range of prizes for it works as a novel, as a history, as catharsis. For me it was firstly an unputdownable read.  I followed the twists of the plot entranced, even though we know from the first page exactly how the book will end.  And when it did end I was left with two desires.  One was to know more, particularly about the history of Sierra Leone.  Secondly I was left with a strong sense that I like the other white and black folk in the book would have been complicit in the process of slavery... and I wondered in what similar injustices I am currently complicit.

