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Community cohesion in a divided city
As part of Black History Month, Epigram investigates the real nature of Bristol’s diversity and looks back at the city’s unique history

People come to Bristol from 
all over the world for many 
different reasons. Most reading 
this paper have come to Bristol 
in the hope of getting a good 
education. Some arrive here in 
the hope of finding a relaxed 
yet vibrant city in which to 
raise a family. Others arrive in 
the hope of starting new lives 
entirely, escaping from war or 
oppression elsewhere. There are 
many more reasons etched into 
the city’s past; slavery and the 
collapse of an empire, to name 
just two. 

Bristol today is a product 
of that past, and a continuous 
project in attempting to come 
to terms with it. In 2007 the 
city marked the bicentenary of 
the Abolition of the Slave Trade 
Act with a series of exhibitions, 
educational projects and 
community events. And 
looking to the future, rather 
than the past, Bristol was last 
year named a City of Sanctuary: 
a place proud to offer refuge for 
those who are no longer safe in 
their own country. 

What we have now is a city 
that is by many measures an 
incredibly diverse place to 
live. Every summer since 1967 
has seen tens of thousands of 
people turn out for St. Paul’s 

Carnival: a testament to the 
enduring spirit of the African 
Caribbean community there. 
It is also thought that there 
are now around 110 different 
languages spoken in the city’s 
primary schools. This is a city 
changing at an incredible rate. 
But the story of diversity in 
Bristol is not a simple one. 

At a conference earlier this 
month, Annie Hudson, director 
of Children and Young People’s 
Services for Bristol, told an 
audience, 

‘We need to be un-defensive 
about what must be done... The 
gaps between social groups 
in this city are unacceptably 
huge.’

Harris Joshua delivered the 
findings of a new Institute of 
Community Cohesion report 
on the changing nature of 
Bristol’s communities. As well 
as increases in segregation 
and cultural isolation in 
certain areas, he spoke of the 
difficulties faced by less well-
established communities. The 

Roma population being the 
newest ethnic group to settle 
in the city, there was evidence 
of their marginalisation by 
almost all other communities, 
leading to some of the worst 
deprivation in the city. 

Through an incredibly 
complex and changing picture 
of tension, one comment rang 
clear, that ‘long standing issues 
of inequalities are still not 
completely resolved.’

One man intimately involved 
in the state of equalities in 

Bristol is Public Health Manager 
Marvin Rees. He grew up 
‘essentially in the poor areas of 
Lawrence Weston and Easton… 
[as a] kid with brown skin, 
watching a white mum trying 
to bring up two brown skinned 
children… I was very aware of 
issues of inequality and race, 
even before I had the language 
to express it.’

Marvin currently sits on the 
board of the Bristol Legacy 
Commission, which was set up 
to find ways to improve the 
education, health and cultural 
representation of Bristol’s  
black and minority ethnic 
communities. His experience 
as both a resident and a health 
professional have lead him to 
some fairly stark conclusions,

‘The way I’ve come to term it 
is that Bristol is a city fractured 
by race and class. There are 
very distinct boundaries. Some 
people can cross them, but on 
the whole they characterise life 
in the city… You scratch the 
surface and you find it’s quite 
a divided city, and the ultimate 
expression of that division is the 
incredibly wide variety of life 
expectancies across the city.’

The statistics ring clear on 
this point: life expectancy for 
men in the most deprived areas 
of Bristol is 7 years less than 
in the least deprived areas. 
The picture of a superficially 
cosmopolitan city is also 
supported by a 2006 Joseph 

Rowntree Foundation report 
that found there to be ‘complex 
networks of settlements based 
on income or ethnicity that 
have little to do with each 
other. Thus there are a series of 
different Bristols.’ 

As Marvin makes clear, the 
results of such entrenched 
social boundaries are a serious 
matter for concern, 

‘We have very low levels of 
social mobility in the city… 
as long as this situation 
remains, that people are born 
with lower life expectancy, a 
greater likelihood of going to 
prison and a lower likelihood 
of going to a good university, 
just by virtue of where they are 
born, the legacy and history of 
inequality is going to stay with 
us.’

As far as Marvin is concerned, 
real change will only come from 
the top,

‘As a city we need to look at 
diversifying the leadership. If 
you just come at it from one 
culture, or a narrow range, 
you’re going to come up with 
the same old solutions to the 
same old problems that have 
been with us forever. So it’s for 
the good of the city to diversify 
the thinking that’s available to 
it on how it wants to shape the 
city, and where it wants to go.’ 

It seems that bold steps 
must be taken to avoid the 
entrenchment of what are 
already sizeable inequalities.  

St Paul’s Carnival is 
enjoyed every year by 
people from all walks of life
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According to records, Bristolian 
black history takes root towards 
the end of the 1500s in the 
form of an un-named gardener 
employed by the lavish 
residence occupying the site of 
Bristol’s Colston Hall. He was to 
be the pioneer for what is now 
a population of an estimated 
16,000 Bristolian inhabitants of 
African or Caribean heritage.
 Although Bristol is somewhat 
uncomfortably remembered for 
its prolific participation in the 
slave trade, slaves themselves 
were never brought to Bristol 
in large numbers. As a result, 
Bristol’s black population 
remained relatively sparse 
until 1947 and the advent of 
post-war reconstruction. The 
same cannot be said of African 
influence, which etched itself 
prominently onto the surface 
of the city during this period, 
albeit through a Western 
medium. Guinea Street, the 
thoroughfare encircling the 
Bristol General Hospital in 
Redcliffe, was so-called after the 
name given by traders to the 
western coast of Africa. It was 

also these Bristolian traders 
who later produced gold coins 
called ‘guineas’, forged from 
gold mined in this west African 
region.

So if Bristol represented a 
major corner of the triangle 
between Britain, Africa and 
the West Indies, why did it not 
take advantage of the situation 
to import slaves for its own 
economic enhancement? In 
truth, it was commodities 
such as sugar and coffee that 
Bristol sought, merchandise 
that could only be produced 
in the climate of the colonial 
Caribbean. It was for this reason 
that over 2,000 slave ships left 
Bristol to trade for the enslaved 
Africans that were later to 
make up the demographic 
of Caribbean islands such as 
Barbados, St. Kitts, Jamaica 
and the Dominican Republic. 
So despite the prominence 
of modern Bristol’s Afro-
Caribbean populace, black 
slaves only featured in 18th 
and 19th century Bristol as 
personal servants to wealthy 
plantation owners or to the 

captains commandeering their 
slave vessels. Merchants such 
as the DeWolf family, which was 
responsible for almost half of 
all slaving voyages originating 
in Bristol, continued to approve 
the exchange with Rhode Island 
state long after the slave trade 
was outlawed by federal law in 
1808. 

But it was not just slaves 
that made up Bristol’s pre-
20th century black population. 
Free blacks, usually in the 
form of soldiers, servants, 
actors or seamen frequented 
or inhabited Bristol during this 
period but again, their numbers 
were few and far between. 
When the Second World War 
broke out, blacks from Western 
colonies arrived in Europe by 
the thousands to defend their 
respective ‘motherlands’ – a 
remarkably sensitive term for 
the states that had engineered 
and institutionalised their 
exploitation. In the aftermath 
of war, the British government 
invited their colonised peoples 
to come and rebuild the 
fractured settlements of Britain 

and help the impoverished 
economy. Bristol became a focal 
point of this mass immigration, 
not just from the Caribbean, but 
also from places such as Ghana 
and Nigeria. 

By the 1960s, Bristol was one 
of the most ethnically diverse 
cities in Britain, but the city’s 
topography continued to define 
socio-racial stratification and 
black and white racial mixing 

was confined to the low-lying 
districts of St. Pauls, Easton and 
Southville, seldom gracing the 
affluence of Redland, Cotham 
and Clifton. Though poorer 
by society’s standards, it was 
these former, Afro-Caribbean-
influenced areas that were the 
cradle of Bristol’s musical wealth. 
The blending of individuals so 
far removed in terms of their 
social backgrounds on a day-

to-day basis in venues such as 
the Dug Out Club in the 1980s 
was to ensure the moulding 
of a unique ‘Bristol Sound’. In 
this way, artists such as Massive 
Attack, Portishead and Roni 
Size were not just pioneers in 
their respective genres, but also 
living proof of a black heritage 
finally celebrated after centuries 
of repression.

Tom Upton

Bristol’s Black History: from sea-faring to music-making

Dutty Ken, proprietor of the notorious  
Star & Garter, one of Bristol’s longest 

running Reggae institutions
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Bridging the gap: Widening Participation
Epigram speaks to head teachers and academics about the need for universities to involve themselves with local communities

Education plays a pivotal role in 
bringing communities together 
in any city with high levels of 
both diversity and inequality. 

In Bristol, there are a number 
of schemes run through both 
the University of Bristol and 
the University of West England 
that see hundreds of students 
volunteering as mentors. One 
particular program is UWE’s 
Schools Link, which involves 
taking undergraduates from 
ethnic minority backgrounds 
to work as role models 
for year seven and eight 
secondary school students. 
The undergraduates talk about 
university and their personal 
journey in getting there. 
Through Schools Link, the 
students would then be invited 
to come to the university and 
put into context what the 
undergraduates had talked to 
them about. Under UWE’s head 
of Widening Participation, 
Dr Marrie-Annick Gournet, 
numbers of students enrolled 
in the program have seen 
substantial rises from 60 to 
400. Perhaps projects like this 
support her claim that despite 
previous ‘strong divisions 
among the young people 
coming from different ethnic 
groups… [due to] language, 
culture, and religion…I have 
seen a lot more integration, a 
lot more mixing’.

Sir Keith Ajegbo, who 
has received an OBE and 
been knighted for his work 
improving a failing school in 
Lewisham, feels that education 
is a key forum for families to 
communicate together, ‘If you 

have a segregated community 
within your school then the 
school has an absolute duty 
to work with those parents: to 
bring those parents into the 
school and let them see that 
it is a place for learning and 
cohesion.’ Equally however, he 
makes the point that cultural 
segregation is just one of many 
problems that can hinder 
achievement: ‘It’s just that your 
journey, if you come from an 
inner city school with working 
class parents, is inevitably 
going to be harder’. Perhaps 
the point is not what divisions 
there are and why, but how to 
go about solving them for a 
more harmonious community.

St Werburgh’s Primary in 
Bristol is one school where 
steps are being taken in the 

right direction. With around 
70% black and ethnic minority 
pupils and 50% on free school 
meals, it is truly representative 
of the diverse communities 
in its catchment area. One of 
the school’s initiatives was to 

celebrate Pakistan Resolution 
Day with the performance of 
a poem set to music, with the 
children acting out the story 
in traditional dress. The school 

participation activities and 
failed to meet fair access targets 
for this year. Add to this the 
fact that government widening 
participation body Aim Higher 
has been axed; the situation is 
looking particularly bleak. 

One of the University’s 
outreach officers, Alex 
O’Driscoll, admitted that the 
University has not been as 
successful as had been hoped. 
He suggested that previous 
targets had been somewhat 
ambitious. The Widening 
Participation office has also 
made clear that with the ceasing 
of government spending on 
widening participation, the 
University will be more than 
doubling its own investment in 
outreach activity for 2012-13.

Despite the loss of Aim 

Higher, and the overwhelmingly 
negative figures, widening 
participation at the University of 
Bristol has not yet breathed its 
last breath. The University has 
agreed to cover the gap left by 
Aim Higher this year, allowing 
the Widening Participation 
team to continue their work in 
over 30 local schools. 

The Students’ Union also 
runs a volunteering in schools 
programme, putting students 
into the local community as 
classroom assistants, one-to-
one mentors and reading aides. 
There are also opportunities 
through societies, such as STAR 
(Student Action for Refugees), 
who provide mentors for 
children who are new to the UK 
or do not have English as their 
first language. 

It is vital that universities 
encourage applications from 
a much wider talent-pool, 
but Dr. Gournet is careful to 
point out that this cannot be 
allowed to veer into positive 
discrimination. What is 
needed, she insists, is more 
appropriately termed positive 
action, ‘that the people who 
have the skills, have the right 
qualifications, succeed in 
the process of selection’ and 
should not be ‘discriminated 
against, on the basis of their 
sex, disability or ethnicity.’ 

Much of the onus lies on the 
schooling system to provide 
those qualified applicants from 
all different backgrounds, but 
it is equally a responsibility 
of universities to support that 
process as best they can. All 
higher education institutes 
have a duty to encourage people 
from all walks of life into their 
campuses and work continually 
with the community, as many 
primary and secondary schools 

Why did you decide to start a 
radio show? 

Sagal 
It is to improve awareness, 

talk about education, talk about 
how the system works. So we 
invite people who are experts in 
education, welfare, health. So the 
listeners can be educated through 
the radio. 

The Somali language has been 
written not long ago, so we don’t 
read much. There is a Somali 
language, but one written just 30 
or 40 years ago. So we are a very 
verbal people, so we listen to the 
radio. So we thought this would be 
useful for the community 

Mona
We talk a lot. If you talk through 

the radio station, they will listen!

How well does the Somali 
community fit in with other 
communities in the city?

Sagal
We do have, as Somalians, two 

big issues to tell you the truth. 
We’re black, and we’re Muslim. 
None of them are loved by many 
cultures! So I think that is one 
thing that makes a big difference 
to begin with. When I was young, 
and I went to America, that was the 
first time I heard “you’re black”. I 
never heard people call you black, 
white, or red! So it was shocking 
when they called me that. 

Mona
I think we are actually very 

conservative, as Somalis. We don’t 
let people in. It takes us a while. 
But now, I think, it’s getting better. 
It’s getting there. Really something 
I want to tackle with the younger 
generation, because if you’re 
never involved in someone else’s 
life you don’t know what’s going 
on around you. 

So education and child-raising 

can present difficulties?

Sagal
The most difficult thing for the 

mother and children is cultural. 
They grow up here, they have this 
culture, but the mother grew up 
home, and wants her children to 
behave the way she was taught by 
here parents, in Somalia. I think 
the biggest problem is the cultural 
clash between parents, and the 
youngsters. 

Mona
We want them to maintain their 

values, but I know that people can 
learn a lot from them, and they 
can learn a lot from other people. 
So you have to be open minded; 
you have to say to your children… 
‘Yes, this is who you are, this is your 
religion, which is very valuable, this 
is your culture, which is brilliant, 
now you have to let other people 
know who you are.’ Not be locked 
out and isolated. 

Andrew White
Deputy Features Editor

has also organised cookery 
workshops, with parents 
coming in to teach the culinary 
traditions of Bangladesh, China, 
Somalia, Pakistan and England. 

But as well as fostering 
links within the community, 
headteacher Claire Smith is 
conscious of the need to look to 
the children’s futures, ‘In terms 
of widening participation, 
secondary school is often too 
late. Genuinely intervening to 
raise attainment has to be at 
primary level. By secondary 
school, many pupils just have 
too much ground to catch up.’ 
Links with local universities 
can prove vital in such efforts.

As was revealed by Epigram 
last fortnight, the University 
of Bristol has reduced 
overall spending in widening 

“ 
If you have a 

segregated community 
within your school then 
there is a duty to let the 
parents see that it is a 
place for learning and 
cohesion.  ”

Somali 
Women’s 

Voice

Sagal and Mona, who 
present a weekly show on 
Bristol Community Radio, 
tell Epigram about how 
they use the radio to help 
new Somalis arriving in the 
city, and the issues they 
face trying to bring up their 
children in a culture so far 
removed from their own.

Children at St Werburgh’s 
Primary in costume for a 

cultural performance.

Insight
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are already doing. 
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