PART OF THE TRUE ADVENTURES SERIES
INCREDIBLE PEOPLE DOING INCREDIBLE THINGS

THE STORY
Queen of Freedom is a ‘true adventure’ – a telling of events that
really happened in Jamaica, an island in the Caribbean, three hundred
years ago. Our ‘queen of freedom’, a woman called Nanny, was
actually an enslaved woman brought over from Africa by British slaveowners to work on the Jamaican sugar plantations. She escaped into
the forests of the Blue Mountains where the British couldn’t find her,
and gradually other enslaved people escaped and joined her there.
They were called the Maroons. Soon they were doing their best to
help other enslaved people escape. The British sent soldiers after
them but the Maroons ambushed and defeated them, and so began
the First Maroon War, in which the escaped enslaved people fought
desperately for their freedom.

THE AUTHOR
Catherine Johnson has written over twenty books for younger
readers, and has won many prizes – as well as being made a Fellow
of the Royal Society of Literature. She had always wanted to write
about Queen Nanny because her father was Jamaican. Nanny is
part of her own, as well as all British, history.

THE SETTING – JAMAICA
Catherine describes the tropical island brilliantly, in
particular the Blue Mountains, using lots of local
details, such as Jamaican plants and trees, flowers
and fruits, many of which are listed in the glossary.
Choosing three things, can you say what they
tell you about life on the island? The landscape
and climate of the island are very dramatic. How
might they might help the Maroons in the fight
against the British – and how might they make
the British struggle?

THE HERO – NANNY
Nanny is one of Jamaica’s greatest figures. She
is well-known there as one of Jamaica’s National
Heroes and even has her face on the $500 Jamaican
banknote, which people call ‘a Nanny’. She was
determined not to give in, and she was clever,
persuading the other Maroons to join her struggle,
organising defences against the British soldiers and
even encouraging the idea that she had magical
powers. Looking at her conversations with other
Maroons, how was she able to persuade them to fight?
What arguments did she use? Looking at chapters 4, 6
and 9, what sort of tactics did Nanny use against the
British soldiers and slave-owners? Why did she fight in this way?

MAGIC – OBEAH
Obeah is a religion – or system of belief and healing
– originating in Ghana in West Africa, and taken
to Jamaica by the African enslaved people. It was
believed that a ‘wise woman’ like Nanny could perform
magic – like catching bullets out of the air – or get in
touch with spirits. In the story Ophelia and Quao both
believe in the power of obeah. But does Nanny? Do
the British? How important do you think the idea of
obeah was in the fight against the British?

FROM AFRICA TO JAMAICA
The Maroons live in Jamaica but they were brought there
from lots of different countries in West Africa – and their
connection to where they were from remained very
important to them. Enslaved people brought with them
their own religions, songs, and ideas about life and death.
Can you find references to this in the text – in the things
people say to each other, or the food they eat, or what
they wear? What did the Maroons believe happened to
their spirits after they died?

SLAVERY
The terrible fact is that at this time a great many people
from Africa were enslaved and taken to the Americas, where
they were kept like prisoners and forced to work in barbaric
conditions for their white owners, often on farms, picking
cotton or tobacco or, as here, cutting and processing sugar
cane for no payment. What do you know about the history
of slavery? The slaves were treated like property and their
owners were legally entitled to use them as they wanted
to. It was an extreme form of discrimination, taking away all
a person’s rights. This sort of slavery doesn’t exist anymore.
But do you think discrimination still goes on? If so, what
sorts of discrimination?

		HISTORY
Queen of Freedom is a ‘true adventure’ – an adventure
story based on real events. But how do we know what
really happened in the past? How do you think we know
about Nanny and the First Maroon War? A written account
of an event is written by someone – and everyone has
a different view. What do you think an account of the
First Maroon War written by one of the British soldiers
would be like? Now, three hundred years later, do you
think there would be differences between a history
written by a white British historian and one written by a
descendent of the Maroons?
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