
SHORT NOTE
GEORGE WILLIAM CHRISTIAN: A LIVERPOOL 

'BLACK' IN AFRICA

Jeffrey P. Green

Relations between Britain and tropical West Africa have always been 
primarily commercial. In the late nineteenth century, as trade 
diversified into such export products as palm-oil, timber, tin, rubber 
and cocoa, an increasing number of British businesses dealt with the 
sub-continent and an increasing number of British traders lived and 
worked on the coast. Inevitably these resident traders included many 
men from Merseyside, as Dr. Davies has recently shown.' But 
among these men the subject of the present note, George William 
Christian, was probably unique in that he was not wholly of British 
extraction but was partly of African ancestry, that is, he was in 1980s 
terminology, a Black.

His father, Jacob Christian, came to Britain from Antigua in the 
West Indies at the age of fifteen, and eventually became a ship's 
steward, working out of Liverpool. Like most West Indians, he was 
of mixed ancestry and would nowadays be termed an Afro- 
Caribbean. He married a Liverpool woman, OctaviaCaulfield, by 
whom he had three sons and a daughter. George William was born 
in 1872, in the Toxteth district. Jacob later gave up the sea and 
became a timber merchant." It was perhaps his business 
connections which enabled him to place two of his sons with the 
prosperous Liverpool merchant house of John Holt. Holt traded 
extensively with West Africa, where the founder of the firm had 
himself resided and worked thirty years earlier. George William and 
his brother Arthur were sent out to West Africa to work as clerks for 
Holt; and George William, who left England at the age of fifteen, 
remained in Africa for all, or nearly all, of the rest of his life. However, 
like any other British clerk, he kept in contact with his relatives at 
home; and eventually, in 1911, he married, at St. Luke's in 
Liverpool, Isabella Stanbury, a nurse in her early thirties, who had 
tendered him in the Hope Street hospital when he was recovering 
from an illness. The Stanburys were a family of substance in
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Wallasey, Isabella's father being a builder and estate agent. 3 Mrs. 
Christian joined her husband in the part of West Africa by then 
known as Nigeria. But she returned to England for the birth of each 
of her three children, who were then left in the care of her unmarried 
sister, Alice.

George William Christian worked for Holt for some years. In the 
1930s the Nigerian Daily Times published the recollections of an 'Old 
Coaster', and these included the following reference to the Christians.

When the brothers were still clerks for Holts, George had a mud-walled and 
mat-roofed shanty at the back of the compound; and he used to welcome white 
callers to alleviate his somewhat melancholy temperament. I got very much 
to admire him   and this, remember, was long before he was in a financial 
position to employ European assistants. 4

This memoir also noted that George Christian not only was unafraid 
of the reptilia of the bush, but had three or four toads as pets.

When he sat with guests on the verandah; or came out alone to read by the 
light of a kerosine-lamp, they would gather fearlessly about his deck-chair.

Intheearly 1900s, George William established a business of his own. 
By 1906, he was trading in the German colony of Cameroons, where 
the authorities accused him of not registering a title to land, and fined 
him before expellinghim. Through the M.P. for Toxteth, Christian 
sought and obtained Foreign Office support for an appeal to Berlin. 
The official papers stated that' Mr Christian is a mulatto but a British 
subject, who has been treated as a native by the German authorities'. 
The matter dragged on until 1922 and the eventual outcome is not 
clear.' However, Christian's firm prospered in Nigeria, where by 
1914 it had at least six branches. In 1911 the firm was incorporated 
as 'G. W. Christian and Co. Ltd'. The registered head office was 
in Canning Place, Liverpool, and was in the charge of George 
William' s brother, Alexander, who was also active locally as a timber 
merchant, perhaps taking up their father's business.

In Nigeria, George William befriended and assisted a journalist, 
Alfred F. Calvert, who was preparing a book on tin-extraction in 
West Africa, a book published in London in 1910 as Nigeria and its 
Tin Fields. In Calvert's introduction to his book, George William 
Christian is one of a handful of informants thanked, and among the 
illustrations to the book are a portrait photograph of Christian and 
photographs of two of his stores. The text refers to the business starting 
in 1904 at the village of Proropro, on the eastern bank of the river 
Niger, and now having six branches where  

they not only conduct a large cash and barter trade, but undertake equipments 
and accept commissions, and cater in every way for the requirements of both
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Europeans and natives. The extraordinary rise and progress of this firm is 
almost entirely due to the exceptional qualifications for the trade possessed 
by the principal, MrGeorge William Christian . . . (who) in twenty-five yars 
has acquired a thorough experience and first-hand knowledge of the British 
and native needs of the Protectorate.

Calvert published a second enlarged edition in 1912 and in this he 
was even more generous in his praise of Christian, a 'pioneer trader' 
  the success of the firm being now' entirely' due to his qualifications. 
The book significantly contains no reference to the misadventure 
in the Cameroons, and perhaps more significantly, no reference to 
Christian's non-British ancestry.

Up to about 1920, Christian andhis wife lived, for periods at least, 
at Onitsha, a palm-oil trading centre on the Niger; and when in 1919 
they bought a new house for Aunt Alice and their children, and for 
their own visits to England, a house in Penkett Road, Wallasey, they 
called the house 'Onitsha'. 6 During the first World War, Mrs. 
Christian was the only white women in Onitsha   or so in old age 
she told her Wallasey family. The recollections of an 'Old Coaster' 
described Isabella Christian as  

a charming Englishwoman, with great musical gifts, both as a player of the 
piano and as a singer. We used to have glorious Sabbath evenings, when quite 
a crowd of both Colours would assemble at their bungalow (one of the oldest 
houses in Onitsha and now handed over to the R.C. Sisters and known as Holy 
Rosary College for Girls) for music.

The same article included anecdotes about Onitsha trade, about the 
famous 'market mamas' (still outstanding African traders), and 
about the risks of the trade. One anecdote concerned Christian's 
assistant at Onitsha, a Manchester man called Jackson. Jackson 
secured a loan of £1,500 from two market women at 10% interest 
per day; but obtained merchandise with the money and paid the loan 
back the next day with only £ 150 interest   a deal for which he was 
awarded a bonus of £100 by Christian.

According to Mrs. Christian, the first World War brought extra 
risks to the palm-oil trade, for consignments lost in ships sunk by 
enemy action were not insured. Nevertheless, the Christian business 
appears to have continued to flourish, for in 1919 the brothers were 
bought out by a leading firm, the Niger Company (which in turn 
became part of Lever Brothers). The Christians retained a connection 
with the business: they received a bonus on the profits, and up to 
the mid-1930s, the new owners used the name of the firm in its former 
branches, testimony to the goodwill the firm had built up. George 
William invested some of the proceeds of the sale of the business in 
an estate in Cameroons, in the part administered after 1919 by 
Britain, in practice from Nigeria. A new firm was established, again
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with a Liverpool base, and in 1923 George and Isabella Christian 
went out to Cameroons. 7 But before the estate could be properly 
developed, George William Christian died there in January 1924. 
The firm continued in business under George William' s Liverpool 
partner, Ernest Felling, but was finally sold to a German concern 
in the 1930s.

Two aspects of the life of George William Christian are significant. 
Mementos of the Liverpool involvement in the export trade of the 
British colonies in West Africa, in the form of brass ornaments, 
wooden carvings, old photographs and musty papers are increasingly 
finding their way into Merseyside libraries and archives, as the homes 
of 'Old Coasters' are broken up by deaths. The contribution of 
Liverpool men and Liverpool capital to the economic development 
of present-day West Africa has been considerable, and George 
William Christian deserves to be remembered as one of the more 
successful entrepreneurs. The second aspect relates to the attention 
paid by his contemporaries to his skin-colour   or rather, to their 
apparent lack of attention.

It is reasonably certain that by Africans he was regarded as just 
another European. It is less certain that his ancestry was disregarded 
by the whites among whom he lived and worked, but such evidence 
as there is does not support the view currently expressed in black 
circles, that in British society non-whites have invariably been set 
apart and discriminated against. Born and bred in Liverpool, George 
Christian and his brothers married local woman, as their father had 
done. George and one of his brothers played cricket for Aigburth 
in the 1880s. The children of George and Isabella were brought up 
on Merseyside and their eldest son trained as an engineer with the 
Mersey Docks and Harbour Board having first worked on his father's 
estate in the Cameroons. Helater worked injos, Northern Nigeria, 
where he died in a swimming accident in 1947 when working for the 
NaragutaTin Mines. The reminiscences of'Old Coaster' do not 
suggest that among the British trading community in Nigeria, 
George William was treated other than as a Englishman, despite his 
dark complexion. (His 'melancholy disposition' was a characteristic 
shared by many other young British bachelors living in difficult and 
lonely conditions on the Coast.) On the other hand, the German 
authorities in Cameroons took more notice of his skin-colour and 
apparently attempted to treat him as a 'native'. 8

On Merseyside his ancestry does not seem to have affected his 
business career, for while it is conceivable that Jacob Christian 
directed his sons towards the firm of John Holt and a career in Africa 
because they were 'black', it is more likely that he chose the firm 
merely because it was flourishing and offered jobs with good 
prospects. It must be remembered that Jacob Christian was not an 
African but a West Indian, and that if he had ever set foot in his
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ancestral continent it was only as a visiting sailor from a British ship. 
Nor by the 1890s was it any longer believed that a coloured person 
had a better chance of survival in an area which had formerly been 
'The Whiteman's Grave', since medical advance had checked the 
fatality of the area to whites. (And, for what it is worth, it will be noted 
that George William Christian had his share of tropical ill-health). 
Reminiscences of friends of Isabella Christian   she died only in 
the 1950s   do not seem to indicate that the Christians experienced, 
or at least felt that they had experienced, any colour prejudice on 
Merseyside. However, this may have been, as an elderly friend of 
the family told me in 1983, because 'there were so few such people 
at the time (i.e. blacks on Merseyside), so he (George William 
Christian) was regarded as more of a curiosity than anything else'. 
George William Christian's daughter, Margaret, well remembers 
suffering abuse from children   but not in her own school   and 
remarks about her 'nigger' father; but added 'by and large the 
neighbourhood was uninterested'.'1

NOTES

1 See P. N. Davies, The Trademakers (London, 1973), Peter Davies, Trading 
in West Africa, 1840-1920 (London, 1976), passim; R. G. Clough, Oil Rivers 
Trader, London, 1972, for recollections of trading in the Niger Delta from 
the 1920s; andT. Rex Young, West African Agent: a British Coaster's Anglo-French 
Log, for similar experiences on the Ivory Coast.

2 Birth certificates show that George Christian was born at 69 Beaufort Street 
on 12 November, 1872, his father being then described as a ship steward: 
by 1874 the family was living at 14 Robertson Street and Jacob was now 
described as a mariner. Other information about the family comes from living 
members and friends and West Africa (London, 1922).

3 A marriage certificate shows that the Christians were married on 15 April, 
1911, the witnesses being Alexander Christian and Helen Stanbury. Jacob 
Christian was described as a timber merchant, deceased., George William 
as an African merchant, resident in Aigburth. The Stanburys had a street 
in Bebington named after them, for it was built by George Stanbury, 
Isabella's brother. Thomas Mathew Stanbury built Burns Avenue in 
Wallasey. Isabella's many brothers became active in timber, building and 
insurance businesses.

4 Nigerian Daily Times (undated scrap in family papers).
5 FO 367/12/24751.
6 The obituary of George William Christian in the Liverpool Daily Post stated 

that he was in the Cameroons when war broke out in 1914, and that during 
the war he lived in Wallasey: the family state that this was wrong. George 
Christian's daughter paid her respects to her aunt Alice Stanbury when 
discussing her childhood, for her aunt nurtured the three Christian children, 
and their children in turn, all her life. 'I, my family and my late brother's 
daughter would like to include a tribute to her. I can quote honestly say that 
she devoted her whole life to us.'

7 The estate was at Idenau, near Mount Cameroon   it is possible that this 
was the same estate as the one whose purchase in 1904 had led to Christian' s
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clash with the German authorities. Because of the expulsion of the Germans 
from Cameroons in 1916, the estate was in poor condition by 1923. The 
intention of Idenau Estate Limited was to grow cocoa and palm-oil and the 
possibility of building a light railway to the sea at Bibundi was discussed. 
In 1922, Mount Cameroon erupted, and the firm wrote to the Foreign Office 
in 1923 to seek information as to whether in the vicinity of the estate there 
was 'a volcano, active or inactive' (Public Record Office, CO 740/5). 
The Germans were unable to distinguish between Africans and Creoles, the 
Anglicised Africans of Sierra Leone. The Creoles, British in style and 
nationality, dominated commercial activities in west Africa and one 
Liverpool veteran assumed George Christian's father to have been a West 
African Creole. Europeans regarded Creoles as 'natives'. 
I am grateful for suggestions and advice from Dr Peter Davies of Liverpool 
University; Mr Christopher Fyfe of Edinburgh University; Mr Geoffrey 
Pleydell of UAC Ltd., who allowed me access to the company archives; 
Liverpool Record Office; Liverpool Daily Post; MrDudley Swift; especially 
present and recently-deceased members of the Christian and Stanbury 
families; and to Professor Paul Hair of Liverpool University who edited this
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