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For a week in August 2021, a group of five young
people connected online to take part in a project using
archive documents to inspire a graphic novel.
Documents at The National Archives tell the stories
of seafarers from Mirpur, Bengal and the Panjab, who
travelled to Britain working on board merchant ships
in the 1920s-30s.
The project explored themes of identity, journeys and
racial discrimination in the context of the Special
Restriction (Coloured Alien Seaman’s) Order 1925. This
legislation required seamen from the empire to carry
documentary proof of their status as British.
Historian Laura Tabili describes it as ‘the first instance
of state-sanctioned race discrimination inside Britain
to come to widespread notice’.1 The documents reveal
the challenges of obtaining this proof, and the men’s
stories are surprising and poignant.
In creative workshops led by acclaimed illustrator
Serena Katt, the young people learned how to script
and illustrate a graphic story, conveying their
interpretations of the seafarer’s lives. They learned
about the historical context of the period from
pioneering historian Rozina Visram, whose book
Asians in Britain: 400 Years of History covers the legal
and social implications of the Order.
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The project was inspired by the work of Iqbal Singh,
Regional Community Partnerships Manager at The
National Archives, whose creative projects have
consistently aimed to bring lesser known histories to
a wider audience. His detailed research and
knowledge of the seafarers’ records was essential.
Seafarers’ Stories is the result of the talented young
people’s hard work, enthusiasm and empathy for the
men’s stories they interpreted. Although their work
is rooted in The National Archives’ collection, these
young illustrators have creatively imagined the gaps
between the official records and the seafarers’
personal worlds. We hope that you enjoy reading
the e-book and that it makes you want to learn more
about this important period in British history.
For accompanying teaching resources visit this
webpage.
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Emily Morris and Hannah Carter
The National Archives, February 2022

Everyone back at
home has the dream
of one day stepping
onto the docks of
Great Britain: The
Crown Kingdom. All
of our lives we in
India have been fed
stories of streets
paved with gold and
dreams.

But as I feel the rain-sodden stone beneath
my half-patched shoe, as I stand in the
famous ‘heart of the world’ - all I feel is
coldness.

The sensation is as overbearing
as the buildings all around, as
unwelcoming as the mass of
lowered faces bustling
like ants in the roads.

8

‘Alien’ is the word that follows me around for
months, as persistent as a shadow but oh so
much heavier to carry. When my cousin
came to Britain he was a pedlar for a
living: tramping the nation and selling
wares. That is the path I have attempted
to follow…

Pushing away memories of the heat of Bombay
where I worked as a trimmer on a boat for five
months, I make the resolution to make something of my life here. If only to pave the way for
my sister and her children, back in Kashmir.

Needle and thread!
Come and get
your hands on
some needle and
thread, in the
colours of India,
Jewel of the
Great
Empire!
I know I
have to hurry
from these docks
before the captain of
the German ship I gained
free passage on realises I
am nothing but a stow-away…

The cities that I once dreamed of in
technicolour blur into an endless line of black
and grey; of rain and ice, both in the skies
and in the faces of those I meet. Here, I
huddle from the rain of Kirkcaldy. Here, I
keep my head bowed in Edinburgh. Here, I
shelter from the storms of South Shields.

Hey! Get
back here!

Never trust an
alien, Jim.
Seamstresses and
imps, the dirty lot
of them.

Hush,
Oscar.
Mother, why
is that man
talking like
that? He
speaks funny.
…but days are often a gamble of whether
I will face one of three attitudes from the
citizens of the Crown Kingdom: pity,
clueless curiosity, or scorn.

It takes being robbed by a gang of
South Shield troublemakers for me to
realise that the Crown Kingdom dream
that was sold to me was always a lie.
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But we don’t
want him
either! Give
him another
job!
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Get back to
where you
came from!

It seem
s
there a that
re no
loopho
les.

He’s persistent,
let’s give him
that.

So… what did they
do to you?
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Antwerp 1925
Beat
you?!

Did you…

Call you… slurs?!

Run away like
the rest of us?!

NO!
That’s
not
what
happened.

Listen close,
and I’ll tell
my story…
It all started
in Antwerp.

…Finally

The British
Consulate.

Mr
Mohamed,
we have
no
intention
or
obligation
to aid you
financially.

Get out.

Furthermore, you
were
refused
leave to land
under the
1920 Alien
Seaman’s
Order.

Strange, out
of all the Alien
seamen I have
encountered,
Mr
Mohamed
is definitely
the most
courageous.

Ha! Very well… I’ll
be back. Good day
to you, Sir.

After that I stowed away
on a ship and arrived
here, in Leith.

When that
man entered
the Consulate,
was
somewhat
enamoured
by his
mysterious
aura. That
fascination
soon turned
to disgust
when he
lowered his
hood and
revealed
himself to
be a Coloured
Alien Seaman.
No matter, I must
report this
incident for
further
reference.

Wow Jan, I can’t believe
you stood up to them!
That’s really impressive!

But...it wasn’t
always easy.

Thank
you!

Alien
Seaman’s
Order 1920

Jan? … Jan! A-re
you okay?!

Withdrawal of US Naturalisation

I had lost so much…

Leave.
And so

I did.

Ah… Ahem… Sorry,
I was reminiscing.
Losing my US
citizenship and
being refused to
work in England
despite being
raised under the
Empire has been
mentally troublesome, so to say.

I’m so
sorry, I had
no idea. So
where are
you headed
to next?

This might sound crazy,
but…

I’m travelling from Leith, all
the way to London, by foot.
Farewell
Jan!

I wonder who I’ll be…

by the end of this
journey.
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I haven’t seen him since the Asiatics
Home

You new around here?
Yes...my name is Paku Miah.

I heard he was staying with
someone in Shoreditch

Sir,
Sir,we’re
we’regoing
goingto
toneed
needyou
youto
tocome
comewith
with
us...
us...

You
Youcan’t
can’tmake
makeme.
me.I I
won’t.
won’t.

You’ve
You’vebeen
beenfound
foundguilty.
guilty.You
Youhave
have
to
toleave.
leave.

I refuse.

S. S. Majda
1918

As I stepped off the ship, the
contrast of the heat of the
boat compared to the cool
cascade of rainfall hit me
like a punch.

I watched the S. S. Majda
depart
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without me...

...an era of my life
departing with it.

The crowded third class train
reminded Hassan of the trains
back in India.

YOU DON’T
BELONG
HERE
ALIEN

GO BACK TO
YOUR OWN
COUNTRY

My wife was the only
thing keeping me
going since we were
betrothed...

Hassan knew he had to		
find a job...

I cannot help but wonder if she
has met another man a white man

Being a fireman
was all Hassan
knew.

DON’T SPEAK
TO US

Hassan’s colleagues never stopped
their racist comments. But
enough was enough. No more.

HM Prison
Walton

Suddenly the
shovel began
to look
different...

...perhaps even
menacing

Hassan knew he shouldn’t. But his arms
were not obeying his head. So he slammed
the shovel down onto the man with every
bit of force he had.

I was finally
released. But no one
was waiting
for me.
AGAIN...

...AND AGAIN

...AND AGAIN

I yearned for the comfort of the sea.

I feel hopeless. I must go back to sea.

We want you to stop
receiving our public
funds. You can
now leave
Britain.

Greenock, 1930

By stepping off that ship...

Never seeing his
family again.
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He knew what he was risking.

Never setting foot in
Bengal again.

I met her in Liverpool.

Glasgow, 1930

She
always
wore a
red
necklace.

WHY HAVEN’T YOU DONE SOMETHING WITH YOURSELF YET?

Just like
someone
I once
knew.

She taught
me how to
sew...
YOU’RE STILL YOUNG...

...I taught
her how
to play the
pungi...
GO OUT THERE AND TRY YOUR LUCK.
...We didn’t talk
much but we
both wanted to
get away.

Glasgow was never a home
for me, so I kept on walking,
door to door...

...until I reached Liverpool.

Liverpool, 1931

Manchester almost felt like home.

Alice was busy, sewing day and night.

Manchester, 1931

Latiffor’s charm was selling clothes
like never before.

Everything was finally falling into place.

Until the police came knocking again...

...And they had to disappear
again.

