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INTRODUCTION

Think of something really, really big, and I bet that the
British Empire was bigger. Russia? Not a bad place to
start: it’s the largest country in the modern world. It
covers a staggering 6.3 million square miles and about
eleven per cent of the world’s land surface. But no, it isn’t
bigger than the British Empire was. The British Empire
covered nearly 14 million square miles, or a quarter of
the planet’s land surface, at its height in 1923 — this is
more than twice the area that Russia covers today.

What about Pluto? I assume you mean the dwarf
planet rather than the cartoon dog? Funny you should
suggest it, because Pluto’s surface area is roughly the
same size as Russia. So again, the British Empire, when
it reached its height, on Saturday 29 September 1923,
was more than twice as big as this entire dwarf planet.

The moon? OK, you might have got me there. But
only just. The surface area of the moon is about 14.6
million square miles, which is slightly bigger than the
British Empire at its height. BUT only just. AND if
you counted all the countries that had ever been part
of the British Empire, it would cover a larger area than
the surface of the moon.

In fact, the British Empire was involved with
countries beginning with nearly every letter of the

alphabet! The British Empire was massive! Bigger than
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a Big Mac. Bigger than Big Ben and Bigfoot. Bigger than
the Notorious B.I.G. By 1923, 460 million people were
living in the British Empire, or one fifth of the world’s
population at the time, and, covering some 14 million
square miles, it was 150 times the size of Great Britain!

Let’s face it, the British Empire is the biggest thing we
ever did as a country. Bigger than winning both world
wars, bigger than winning any number of World Cups
in any number of sports, bigger than inventing James
Bond, Harry Potter, Paddington Bear, Peppa Pig and
The Lord of the Rings combined. Yet we don’t talk about
it much. It only gets a small mention on the national
curriculum, which guides schools on what to teach. And
there aren’t many films and novels that tell us the story
of the British Empire, compared to all the films that have
been made about the First and Second World War (and
approximately twenty-seven James Bond films, eleven
Harry Potter films, six Lord of the Rings films, four
Peppa Pig films and three Paddington Bear films).

You might be thinking, I get it. The empire was big
and sounds pretty impressive. But what was it exactly?!
And why should we be talking about it? Well, an empire
is a collection of nations under the control of another
nation or government. Usually the more nations you

invade and conquer and ‘colonize’ (meaning taking over
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a place to control it), the more powerful you become.
Many leaders throughout history have wanted to create
an empire. The Roman Empire, which started in 27 BC
and lasted for approximately 500 years, was one of the
best known. During this time, the Romans conquered
Britain and many other regions in Europe and beyond.

Most people agree that Britain’s empire started in
about 1600 when Elizabeth I ruled. At the time, Britain
ruled over a large portion of Ireland, and lots of seafaring
explorers became interested in visiting other countries in
search of valuable goods and materials. Britain’s empire
lasted for some 400 years, and other European nations,
including France, Portugal, Spain and the Netherlands
(also known as Holland), too had empires around the
same time. However, Britain’s empire was the largest
in history. It was seven times larger than the powerful
Roman Empire.

The British ended up colonizing lots of different
countries, for lots of different reasons. Sometimes it
was to trade in food, spices, cloth and other goods;
at other times it was to take British prisoners abroad
and leave them in another country. The British also
gained control of these nations in lots of different
ways. There were times they got control through trade

and business, but there were also times they did this
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through violence. Sometimes they used both methods
at the same time.

The British Empire also benefited from the evils of
the transatlantic slave trade for a very long time (which
I discuss in Chapter 3). If you want to know more about
how this all happened, there is further information in
my first book on empire for children, Stolen History.

So why don’t we talk about it very much? Well, I’'ve
thought about it a lot, and I think one reason is because
the British Empire is now largely gone. Apart from
fourteen small British-run areas, including Gibraltar in
the Mediterranean, the Falkland Islands in the South
Atlantic Ocean, and Bermuda in the North Atlantic
Ocean, it doesn’t really exist. And it’s very easy to forget
about something that you can no longer see. Like the
socks I dropped behind my bed the other day. Or my old
collection of Paddington Bear toys.

It might also be because people who are teachers now
weren’t taught about the British Empire when they were
at school, so they don’t know how to teach it to children
today. I mean, you’d struggle to tell people about how
algebra and contour lines worked if you’d not studied
them in maths and geography, right?

But I think the main reason we don’t talk about the

British Empire enough is because it was so complicated.
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And as you’ll know from facing any difficult work at
school, the easiest thing to do in the face of complicated
things is to talk about something else instead. Believe
me, I’ve been tempted. T have written several books
about the British Empire and sometimes I wish T had
chosen to write about Peppa Pig instead.

But we need to understand it and talk about it.
Because the British Empire explains a lot of things about
the world and Britain. It explains how entire countries
like Nigeria and Pakistan came into existence. It explains
why many British charities do so much work abroad. It
explains some of the racism we see around the world.
It explains why Jamaicans eat breadfruit and why
Indians drink so much tea. And it partly explains why so
many people speak English across the planet.

But how do we even begin to tell this massive story?
Almost all the adult books on the topic are incredibly
long. Jan Morris, a Welsh historian and author, wrote
three books on this subject called Pax Britannica, and
they come to well over 1,500 pages in total. My two
adult books, Empireland and Empireworld, run for
nearly 800 pages combined.

Luckily for you, this one won’t be quite as long. In this
book I want to tell you all about what happened through
the stories of people travelling through the British
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Empire at different times. The journeys I'll talk about
are all very different. Sometimes they involved sailing
for hundreds or thousands of miles; sometimes they
involved walking for hundreds or thousands of miles.
Sometimes the people chose to go on their adventures;
at others they were forced or tricked into doing so.
Sometimes the journeys were taken by people trying to
expand the British Empire; sometimes they were trying
to stop it in its tracks. Sometimes I’ll be describing just
one imporant journey that a certain person went on; at
other times I’ll be describing the many journeys that a
particular person went on during their lifetime.

As we go along, I'll also give you examples of things
in our modern world that have their roots in the British
Empire - foods, places, countries that wouldn’t exist
at all, or would exist in a different form, if the largest
empire in history hadn’t happened.

Are you ready to take a trip through the monumental
journeys of the British Empire? We’ll be travelling both
with a king and queen in luxury to India, and a young
enslaved man on one of the most brutal journeys in history,
on a boat across the Atlantic Ocean. We’ll be climbing
mountains that had not been climbed before, and visiting
lands that people in the West didn’t realize even existed.
We’ll be seeing London through the eyes of an Indigenous
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American whose people knew very little about England,
and experiencing Tibet through the hostile eyes of some
of its first-ever foreign visitors. The one thing all the
journeys have in common, though, is that they shaped

the British Empire and the future of the world.




