An A-Z of Merton’s Black Heritage:
Part One.

JOHN ARCHER - London’s first black mayor.
Born in Liverpool, the son of a Barbardian father and an Irish mother, John worked as a
Seaman and lived in the USA for a time. He returned to the UK, married Bertha, his black
Canadian wife and trained as a photographer, working from a studio in Battersea.
John had a keen interest in politics and in 1900 became a delegate at the first Pan African
Congress at Westminster Town Hall. Delegates from Europe, Britain and the USA were
campaigning for world governments to introduce legislation ensuring racial equality.
John’s true political career began in 1906 when he was elected to Battersea council as a
member of the Progressive Alliance. In 1913 he made history when he was elected mayor of
Battersea. In his acceptance speech, he declared “You have made history tonight...Battersea
has done many things in the past, but the greatest thing it has done is to show that it has no
racial prejudice, and that it recognises a man for the work he has done.”

John Richard Arthur and his Canadian wife, Bertha, pictured c.1913

Archer became a Labour party councillor, helping to secure the election of Shapurji Saklatava
as Labour, then Communist MP for North Battersea in the 1920s. John served the people of
Wandsworth for over 20 years and was known as the “King’s Counsel of the unemployed.”
A member of the Wandsworth Board of Guardians, he campaigned for more poor relief,
Following the defeat of the General Strike in 1926, Archer sought to reform the Battersea
Labour party and to distance it from communism. He was also a strong campaigner against
vivisection.
During his service as councillor and mayor, Archer complained that the Press had enlarged
and spoiled his photograph, making him appear less black,
John Archer died in 1932 and is buried in Lower Morden cemetery, Garth Road - also known as
the Battersea Cemetery.

BLACK TOM - a 19th century Mitchamian.
One of the first documented black residents of Merton was Thomas Matthews, often referred to
as Black Tom. A former East Indies slave born in 1783, he was brought to England by Sir Henry Oakes, the
resident of Mitcham Hall - a large property in the Mitcham Park area between Cricket Green
and Mitcham Station ( now Tramstop. )
Having been granted his freedom, Tom continued to work for Oakes and lived over the
stableblock at Mitcham Hall. Even after Oakes’ tragic suicide, Tom’s loyalty to the family led
him to stay on at the house with his wife and children. He was a familiar sight in Mitcham for
Over 25 years, often attending church, carrying his prayer book, a collection of brightly
coloured bookmarks and a lantern to light his way. During the 1850s, he moved to Ireland to
live with his married son and died there in 1860.
During the last few years of Tom’s residence at Mitcham Hall, the property was under the
ownership of George Parker Bidder, the famous Victorian engineer responsible for the
Great Eastern Railway, the Indian Railway and London’s Victoria Dock.

Sadly we do not have any images of Thomas but the picture
( left ) shows a manservant dressed in clothing roughly
contemporary with his early service at Mitcham Hall during the
1820s.
( Right ) Mitcham Hall, Lower Mitcham c.1820
Picture: Surrey Archaeological Society

WILLIAM CECIL - politician, Royal adviser and one of the architects of the slave trade.
Known as Lord Burghley, Cecil was a high ranking Tudor politician during the reigns of
Edward VI and Mary I. However he reached the pinnacle of his power as Secretary of State
and Lord Treasurer to Elizabeth I.

During this period, the English first became involved in the trading of slaves captured in Africa
and sent to work in the Spanish colonies in the Caribbean. As the Queen’s chief adviser, Cecil
was one of those responsible for gaining her financial backing for the slave trading missions of
John Hawkins, uncle of Sir Francis Drake.
The Old Rectory on Church Road, Wimbledon, was built c.1500 for the wealthy
Pre-Reformation rectors of St. Mary’s Church. From 1550 it was home to William Cecil and his
family. The property then boasted bedrooms, a large hall, a withdrawing room, parlour,
kitchens, pantry, larder, meat room, buttery, dairy, brewhouse, bakehouse, warehouse and
granary. Its grounds also held a barn, stables, mews for hawks, dovecotes, henhouses,
an orchard and a fig walk. The Crown had profited from its initial inroads into slave trading, so
Cecil’s fortunes may also have increased - the money generated may have gone to expand his
estates.
By 1564 Cecil shifted his attention to his main property, Burghley House in Lincolnshire.
His presence had brought wealth and prosperity to Wimbledon and as Lord of the Manor,
his son, Thomas, drew other courtiers and businessmen to settle in the area. The estate
and its fine Tudor manor house remained in the Cecil family until 1638.

(Left ) William Cecil, 1520 – 1598. Courtier and high ranking politician.
( Right ) The Old Rectory, Wimbledon.
One of the finest properties in Tudor Wimbledon, this was home to William Cecil

( Left ) Sir John Hawkins, Adventurer and early English slave trader.
( Right ) The Jesus of Lubeck, c.1546.
Hawkins hired the ship for commercial purposes, including the early slave trade

DESMOND DEKKER - Ska and Reggae legend.
Born in Kingston, Jamaica in 1941, Desmond Dacres started his working life as a welder.
Known for his fine voice, his workmate encouraged him to follow a singing career and he was
eventually signed by the major Beverley record label.
Having changed his surname to Dekker ( which was more marketable, ) he and his backing
Group, The Aces ( Wilson James and Easton Barrington Howard, ) had one of the first
internationally recognised Jamaican hits with “The Israelites” in 1969. They also enjoyed chart
success with “007 (Shanty Town)” and “It Miek”.
Hugely popular in his home country, Dekker was also one of the best known Jamaica
musicians around the world. During the 1970s he spent much of his time touring Britain and
enjoyed another huge hit with “You Can Get it if You Really Want” written by Jimmy Cliff.
During the 1980s Desmond played an important part in the Ska revival, working alongside
groups such as The Specials. His professional fortunes varied and he was eventually declared
bankrupt.
Aged 64, Desmond died of a heart attack on 25 May 2006 at his home in Thornton Heath.
He is buried at Rowan Road Cemetery, Mitcham.

EATON SWABY - Jamaican fast-bowler and star of Mitcham Cricket Club

Eaton Ohio Swaby was born in Craighead, Jamaica in 1929. He began developing his cricket
skills from the age of seven, accompanying his father ( a talented player ) to matches and
practicing at the edge of the pitch with other local children.
At the age of 14 he was introduced to adult cricket, playing alongside his father to win a local
derby. His cricket talent was nurtured by his headmaster and he later played
successful league cricket in Jamaica.
After a brief stint in the Jamaican police force, Eaton moved to the UK in 1956 to join his girl
friend. He found work at the Fry’s Metal Works in Colliers Wood, which
already had a small number of Jamaican employees. His colleagues introduced him to the
Carnegie ( Caribbean) Cricket Club near Brixton and Eaton was a regular player from 1957.

Eaton in action c.1960 and crossing the pavilion with
his team-mates from Mitcham Cricket Club, 1958

In 1958 Eaton Swaby started working at the psychiatric hospital in Banstead. This employed a
number of West Indian staff and soon developed a successful cricket team. Eaton played for
the London Mental Hospital Sports Association which staged a number of matches against
teams from other hospitals.
During his years with Mitcham CC Eaton also formed the talented “Eaton Swaby All Stars XI”.
During the late 1960s and early ‘70s, this team consisted of young Players from Guyana,
Jamaica and Barbados. In addition to local teams, the Mitcham XI also played against visiting
National sides, including India.
After retiring from the Mitcham XI in 1978, Eaton moved to Sutton Cricket Club and spent many
years training the Colts. He died in 2012 but is remembered with huge affection by fans and
players alike.

Mitcham Cricket Club, 1st team - pictured as Surrey Cricket Clubs C A Champions, 1970
This successful team included several Caribbean players: Winston Stafford ( standing 3rd from left ) and
Dennis Marriott ( standing 2nd from right, ) with Eaton Swaby, front row, far right.

Dennis Marriott.
Dennis was born in Saint Thomas, Jamaica in
1939.He came to the UK in 1957 as a 14 year old.
After leaving college, he worked as a lab technician
at a Mitcham paint company.
Dennis was introduced to Mitcham Cricket Club in
1961 and took six wickets on his first game!
A regular for the Mitcham Sunday XI between 1962
and ‘63, he was then played for the Surrey 2nd XI,
taking 140 wickets in four seasons.
A medium pace bowler, Dennis played first class
Cricket for Surrey from 1965 to 1967 but his
progress was hampered by a persistent ankle
injury. He returned to Club cricket for Mitcham
when his Surrey contract ended. In the Surrey Club
Championship 1971 he broke all Club records
claiming more than 160 wickets in Saturday and
Sunday games. His 65 wickets in the
championship was a record at that time.

JOHN FASHANU - Professional footballer
Born in Kensington in 1962, John was the son of a Guyanese nurse and a Nigerian barrister
who settled in the UK. His early life was hard, as his parents split up and he was sent to live at
a Barnardo’s children’s home, together with his older brother, Justin. In 1967 the boys were
fostered by Alf and Betty Jackson of Shropham, Norfolk.
Both the Fashanus showed a talent for football. John’s career began as a schoolboy, playing at
Cambridge United. His adult career started at Norwich City in 1979 and he turned professional
two years later. His league was in 1981 and he later transferred to Lincoln City.
John’s talent was quickly recognised and he was soon signed by Milwall, forming a strong
scoring partnership with Steve Lovell. In 1986, Wimbledon F C manager, Dave Bassett, signed
Fashanu for £125,000 - John went on to score 4 goals during the Club’s last matches of the
season.
A popular player, John suffered a number of injuries but remained Wimbledon’s leading scorer
between 1986 and 1992. He scored 126 goals in 328 matches and was part of the Don’s
victorious 1988 F A Cup winning side. In 1989 he also became the first Wimbledon player to
serve as a full England international.
Fashanu’s football career was ended by injury in 1992. He has since enjoyed a television
career, including sports commentary and the hit game show “Gladiators,” as well as doing a
lot of charity work to support underprivileged children in the UK and Africa.

( Left ) John Fashanu rises above his Portsmouth opponents during his debut match for
Wimbledon F C, 1986.
( Right ) Just two years later he was employing the same tactics in the F A Cup final against
Liverpool. Wimbledon secured a 1:0 victory to win the championship trophy.

From player to pundit:
( left ) “Fash” becomes the first full England
international in Dons history, 1989.
( right ) John now has a successful career as a
television presenter and commentator.

GHANAIAN COMMUNITY
Merton boasts the largest Ghanaian community in the UK - based in Pollards Hill.
The last UK census ( 2011 ) showed that 6% of the ward population ( over 600 people ) were
born in Ghana. The Ghanaian community are extremely proud of their African heritage, which
is reflected in their business interests and community organisations such as the Ghanaian
Parents Association. This was founded in 2011 by Figges Marsh councillor, Agatha Akyigyina
and a group of Merton associates, to develop educational programmes and support the
personal development of local children.
The diverse Merton population includes residents born in 30 different African countries.
In addition to Ghanaians, the largest communities are those from Kenya, Nigeria, South Africa,
Uganda and Zimbabwe. These residents have added to the rich cultural, social and economic
wealth of our modern borough.

Councillor Stephen Alambritis,
Leader of Merton Council, pictured
at the opening of a new
Ghanaian business in Mitcham.

Amongst the dignitaries were
the chief of Bobikuma,
Nana Nyarko II, church elders,
customers, as well as friends and
family of the C.E.O Mr. Emmanuel.

Staff and students of St. Thomas of Canterbury
school, Mitcham, celebrating the 60th anniversary
of Ghanaian independence, 2017.

Just some of the larger African communities represented in the modern diverse borough of Merton:
( Top row: Ghana, Kenya, Nigeria; 2nd row: South Africa, Uganda and Zimbabwe.)
Other African nations represented locally include Botswana, Malawi, Zambia and Sierra Leone.

HAILE SELASSIE - Emperor of Ethiopia and Rastafarian icon.
Born in 1892, Lij Tafari Makonnen was part of the Ethiopian elite. As Governor of Harar, he
became known as Ras Tafari Makonnen - Ras meaning “Head” - a noble rank similar to Duke.
In 1916 Empress Zewditu appointed him as her regent and following her death in 1930,
he was declared Emperor of Ethiopia and assumed his baptismal name, Haile Selassie
( meaning Power of the Trinity. )
In 1936 Selassie stayed with Dr. Richard Seligman and his wife, Hilda, at their Wimbledon
home, Lincoln House on Parkside. He had been forced into temporary exile when the Fascist
dictator, Mussolini’s Italian troops had invaded Ethiopia. The Seligman’s were happy to
accommodate the imperial retinue at their home with its five acre grounds. (He later transferred
to the Abbey Hotel in Malvern. ) Seligman was a metallurgist and entrepreneur; his wife was a
friend of suffragette Sylvia Pankhurst and campaigned against Britain’s pre-war appeasement
of Mussolini and Adolf Hitler.

It was not until 1941 that Selassie was able to return to Ethiopia, supported by British forces.
Although his regime was still fairly authoritarian and influenced by the ancient traditions
of the ruling elite, he did try to introduce social and political changes, including greater
democracy, the end of slavery, tax reforms, improved education and membership of the
United Nations.

( Left ) Haile Selassie, Emperor of Abyssinia ( now Ethiopia, ) pictured c.1920
( Right ) Italian forces invade Abyssinia by force on the orders of the Fascist General Mussolini, 1936

Members of the Seligman family welcome Emperor Haile Selassie and his entourage during
their exile in Wimbledon, c.1936.

Selassie returned to England in 1954 for an official visit and one again, spent time with the
Seligman family in Wimbledon. Hilda had by now become well known for her humanitarian
work in Ethiopia. An amateur sculptor, she took advantage of the Emperor’s presence and
created a stone bust depicting his face. This originally stood in the grounds of Lincoln House
but when the building was demolished in 1957, the sculpture was given to Wimbledon Council
and transferred to the rose garden at Cannizaro Park. During the 1980s it was moved to the
Rhododendron glade near the former Tennis garden.
Over the years the bust deteriorated and in 2004, Hilda’s daughter in law, Nancy, offered some
funding to Merton Council and the Friends of Cannizaro Park for its restoration.

Haile Selassie was assassinated during a coup in August 1975. However following his exile
during the 1930s, he had become an inspirational African leader. Said to be a direct
descendant of King Solomon and the Queen of Sheba, Selassie became known as the Lion of
Judah to followers of the Rastafarian faith and is regarded by them as a messiah who will lead
the peoples of Africa and their descendants throughout the world to freedom. For this reason
the 2005 unveiling of the restored Wimbledon bust was attended by a remarkable mix of
council officials, members of the Seligman and imperial families, plus a large contingent of
Rastafarians.
Sadly the Haile Selassie bust was destroyed on 30 June 2020, by a large group of protestors
from the Oromo community, who held the Ethiopian regime responsible for the murder of
anti-government singer, Hachalu Hundessa.

( Left ) Artist Hilda Seligman and her family enjoy a return visit from the Emperor c.1954
( Right ) Members of the Seligman family join the emperor’s great grand-daughter to celebrate the
installation of the restored Selassie bust at Cannizaro Park, 2005.

INSPIRATIONAL INDIVIDUAL - Raymond Garfield Dandridge
Throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries developers across Merton have been
naming local streets and facilities. Some roads have been named after civic dignitaries, or
members of the Royal family, others have commemorated local industries, geographical
features, regions of the UK or even the developer’s children.
The late 19th century witnessed the development of the “Poets area” of Wimbledon - six
streets named after literary figures, from Milton and Tennyson, to Cowper and Dryden.
Built during the 1880s, Garfield Road and the associated Garfield School ( built in 1951 ) are
said to commemorate a truly inspirational figure - the black American poet, Raymond Garfield
Dandridge.
Born in 1882 in Cincinnatti, Ohio, Raymond completed his elementary education, then attended
Hughes High School at night, so he could support his family by working as a porter at the local
YMCA during the day. ( This was at a time when educational opportunities for many black
Americans were still limited. ) A keen athlete during his schooldays, Dandridge maintained an
active life and worked as a painter and decorator until he was paralysed in 1911 ( the cause is
uncertain—he may have had polio, or suffered a stroke. )
Raymond’s legs and right arm were affected and he was bedridden but undaunted, he taught
himself to write with his left hand and supported himself and his mother by taking phone orders
for a coal company. He also wrote poetry and his works were published in newspapers and
magazines. He also acted as literary agent for the Cincinnati Journal.

Raymond Garfield Dandridge composing poetry from his bed.
Three volumes of Raymond’s poems were published - Pencilled Poems (1917), The Poet and Other
Poems (1920) and Zalka Peetruza and Other Poems ( 1928 ). He wrote in a mixture of American English
and slang or dialect, sometimes deliberately misspelling to reflect the speech and usage of words by the
people living around him.
Regarded as one of the first popular African American poets, in later life Raymond used his writing for the
social advancement of the black community and to improve their living conditions.
He died in 1930.

Time to Die
Black brother, think you life so sweet
That you would live at any price?
Does mere existence balance with
The weight of your great sacrifice?
Or can it be you fear the grave
Enough to live and die a slave?
O Brother! be it better said,
When you are gone and tears are shed,
That your death was the stepping stone
Your children’s children cross’d upon.
Men have died that men might live:
Look every foeman in the eye!
If necessary, your life give
For something, ere in vain you die.
Raymond Garfield Dandridge

JOKER - RICHARD BLACKWOOD, Comedian, actor and rapper.
Born in 1972, Richard was raised in Streatham. His parents stressed the importance of
education and hard work. At least part of his school career was in Merton and he completed a
degree course, before starting a career as a television presenter and stand-up comedian.
After a stint presenting “Singled Out” on Channel 5, he started is own series “The Richard
Blackwood Show” on Channel 4 in 1999. He also did a range of music presenting for MTV and
enjoyed some musical success on his own right, reaching No. 3 and No 10 n the charts with
“Mama, who da man” and “1, 2, 3, 4 Get With the Wicked.”

Richard joined the satirical comedy show “Brass Eye” in 2001 and then focussed on his acting
career, with parts in “Holby City” and the lead role in “Ed Stone is Dead.” In 2010 he appeared
in a West End production of “Cat on a Hot Tin Roof,” before taking a major role in “Shrek the
Musical.” Since 2015 he has become a major soap star, appearing as Vincent Hubbard in
“Eastenders” and more recently joining the cast of “Hollyoaks.”
More recently a resident of Colliers Wood, in addition to his career as a performer, Richard
supports up and coming businesses, including work for the Streatham Business Awards.
A number of Richard’s relatives share his talent as a performer, including his uncle, singer
Junior Giscombe, his cousins actor/ comedian Vas Blackwood and actress Nadine Marshall.

( Left ) Richard Blackwood pictured during his early career as a stand-up comedian
( Right ) Blackwood in his role as Vincent Hubbard in the popular British soap “Eastenders.”

KNIFE CRIME PREVENTION - a Mitcham pioneer.
According to 2019 statistics, black people make up 13% of London’s population, however
44% of murder victims and 48% of murder suspects are black. The underlying reasons for this
are complex and have been linked to everything from racism and discrimination, to the effects
of poverty, lack of opportunity, family issues, drugs and the growth of gang culture. Young men
aged 18 - 24 are most at risk and knife attack related hospital admissions for the under 16s
have increased by 93% since 2012.
Positive action is needed to address this problem and this has been the key message of a
Pioneering campaign launched in Mitcham. In 2006, following the murder of his friend
Eugene Attram in a gang-brawl, 17 year old Alex Rose founded “S.T.O.P” or “Stop This
Ongoing Problem,” a campaign dedicated to ending gun and knife crime.
He started by designing a striking logo, for T-shirts that were sold to raise funds and spread the
messages on the streets. Alex then started giving talks to young people in schools and youth
centres, encouraging them to shy away from street violence and devote their energies to more
worthwhile activities.
STOP quickly gained momentum and really captured the public’s attention. It featured in the
Daily Mirror’s “Save Our Streets” campaign and was also at the heart of a Channel 4
documentary. A particularly significant development was a collaboration with the London police
knife tackling coalition. This led to 700 guns and knives being taken off the streets, melted
down and used to form “Education is the Key” pendants designed by Alex.

( Left ) Campaigner Alex Rose pictured in one of
the STOP T-shirts with its striking logo.
( Right ) one of the “Education is the Key”
Pendants, created using melted down guns and
knives, as part of the STOP campaign.

Alex’s work has been recognised with the Anne Frank Award 2008, the Body Shop Outstanding
Achievement Award 2008, and the London Peace Award 2009. His campaign is now endorsed
by Archbishop Desmond Tutu’s Foundation and he has also worked extensively with the
Damilola Taylor Trust, in addition to becoming an ambassador for the Spirit of London awards.
STOP has had a direct impact on the lives of many young people, particularly those living on
London estates where gang violence. Its campaign DVDs have been shown in schools and
youth centres; regular workshops encourage people to reject violence in favour of more
positive activities and training initiatives have been set up with organisations from the
Notting Hill Housing Trust, to Chelsea Football Club. Alex and his colleagues have also been
called upon to advise Government ministers and the London Mayor on issues involving gun
and knife crime.

LINES BROS - Providing ground-breaking job opportunities.
With its origins in a family firm founded in the late Victorian era, Lines Bros. became the world’s
largest and pre-eminent toy manufacturer. After the First World War, brothers William, Walter
and Arthur Lines decided to leave their father’s firm and set up on their own. They founded the
Triang toy brand, with its distinctive three sided logo ( representing the three-man partnership.)
In 1923 the brothers purchased a 20 acre site off Morden Road, Merton and built a vast factory
for the production of toys. Their products ranged from dolls houses and Pedigree dolls, to
model planes, toy prams, bicycles, pedal cars and walkers. During World War II, the Merton
works was converted to produce glider parts, machine guns and munitions.

During the 1950s, Lines Bros. began rapid expansion, including the buy out of other toy brands
and the creation of new factories overseas, from Canada and Australia, to New Zealand.
In a ground-breaking move, the firm also started production in South Africa, purchasing the
small Jabula production works in Johannesburg and later building a much larger factory on the
Mobeni Estate in Durban.
The South African Government had started introducing racial segregation and harsh treatment
of the native black population in 1948. However Lines showed the greatest respect for their
largely Zulu workforce, described in a company history as “upright, self-respecting people
[who] work well.” Working conditions were good, with clean air-conditioned factories offering
welfare packages not available from South African companies. Lines also invested heavily to
create a skilled workforce and were proud of the goods created by their African team.

