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SERIES PRODUCTION NOTES

A Note from the Director
The seed of Small Axe was sown 11 years ago, soon after my first film, Hunger. Initially, I had conceived of it as a TV series, but as it developed, I realized these stories had to stand alone as original films yet at the same time be part of a collective. After all, Small Axe refers to an African proverb that means together we are strong. The anthology, anchored in the West Indian experience in London, is a celebration of all that that community has succeeded in achieving against the odds. To me, it is a love letter to Black resilience, triumph, hope, music, joy and love as well as to friendship and family. Oh, and let’s not forget about food too!
I recall each of these stories being told to me either by my parents, my aunt, and by experiencing racial discrimination myself growing up in the 70s and 80s. These are all our stories. I feel personally touched by each and every one of them. My five senses were awoken writing with Courttia Newland and Alastair Siddons. Images, smells, textures and old customs came flooding back.
All five films take place between the late 60s and mid 80s. They are just as much a comment on the present moment as they were then. Although they are about the past, they are very much concerned with the present. A commentary on where we were, where we are and where we want to go. 

When the Cannes Film Festival selected Mangrove and Lovers Rock earlier this year, I dedicated both to George Floyd and all the other Black people that have been murdered, seen or unseen, because of who they are in the US, UK and elsewhere. As the proverb goes, “If you are the big tree, we are the small axe." Black Lives Matter.  

Steve McQueen
PRODUCTION INFORMATION

The Small Axe anthology series comprises five original films by Academy Award, BAFTA, and Golden Globe-winning filmmaker Steve McQueen (Hunger, Shame, 12 Years A Slave, Widows). Set from the late 1960s to the mid-1980s, the films each tell a different story involving London's West Indian community, whose lives have been shaped by their own force of will, despite rampant racism and discrimination. Even though this collection of films is set some decades ago, the stories are as vital and timely today as they were for the West Indian community in London at the time. Small Axe is a celebration of Black joy, beauty, love, friendship, family, music and even food; each one, in its own unique way, conveys hard-won successes, bringing hope and optimism for 2020.

Steve McQueen for Lammas Park and Tracey Scoffield and David Tanner of Turbine Studios executive produce along with Lucy Richer for BBC One and Rose Garnett for BBC Film. Amazon Studios co-produce in the US. The series is distributed internationally by BBC Studios.  

The production team includes the series director of photography Shabier Kirchner (Bull, Skate Kitchen) and production designer Helen Scott (A Very English Scandal, Fish Tank). Academy Award-winning costume designer Jacqueline Durran (Little Women, 1917, Darkest Hour) designed Lovers Rock and Alex Wheatle, Lisa Duncan (Been So Long, The Dark Mile) was the costume designer for Mangrove and Sinéad Kidao was the costume designer for both Education and Red, White and Blue. Jojo Williams (Yardie, Broadchurch) designed the hair and makeup for all five films. Co-editors, Academy Award-winning editor Chris Dickens (Slumdog Millionaire, Les Miserables) and Steve McQueen edited the series together.
WRITERS

McQueen started a writers’ room in 2016. First and foremost, he wanted to tell untold stories about his West Indian community in London and to ensure that they showed the full spectrum of Black British life and emotions. Triumph, joy, community, family, friendship and love were all integral to McQueen’s retelling of these stories. 
One story he was not expecting was that of Alex Wheatle, the award-winning children’s author. Alex had joined the writers’ room in 2016, only to share his own devastating personal story. Immediately, McQueen knew he had to include Alex’s story in the five films.
Once McQueen had settled on the stories, he and his co-writers and producers set about conducting a tremendous amount of research in London libraries, archives and first-hand interviews. 

McQueen’s co-writer on Lovers Rock and Red, White And Blue, Courttia Newland explains, “Each one of the Small Axe stories, and the anthology as a whole, shows Black British resistance. It’s how we’ve struggled; it’s how we’ve fought and how we overcame. The title of the series is Small Axe, but for me, it’s also about ‘small acts.’ These are small acts of resistance that are not common knowledge historically. Acts that changed the landscape of society as well.”

Mangrove was co-written by McQueen and Alastair Siddons.
Lovers Rock was co-written by McQueen and Courttia Newland.
Red, White and Blue was co-written by McQueen and Courttia Newland. 
Alex Wheatle was co-written by McQueen and Alastair Siddons.
Education was co-written by McQueen and Alastair Siddons.
PRODUCTION DESIGN
Production designer Helen Scott (A Very English Scandal) worked closely to capture the distinct period and setting for each film. For Mangrove, recreating the 60s era Notting Hill neighborhood with authenticity was key. She used Jonathan Barker's desaturated photographs of West London in the late sixties as a reference and starting point.

Helen explains, “The photos no longer represent reality of course, so the challenge was in finding locations that hadn't been developed, crowded with buildings and trees, where there should really be gaps left from the bombings. Ultimately, we had to construct our own version of that era. Steve was very hot on research and, once he was sure we were working with the facts, and with a strong steer from him, he seemed happy to let us out of his sight. For example, the shops you see on All Saints Road are pretty much what was there at the time.”

On the other hand, design for Lovers Rock emphasized recreating a sense of atmosphere as well as location.

Scott continues, “Lovers Rock was less about a place and more about creating a frisson between people and the detail of what they were feeling and doing. Creating atmosphere was much more important than the party house and its walls, the accuracy of which felt less important as what we were creating was the bubble of a world, a fairytale story. The breath and sensuality of that along with the smoke and dancing established the space more than anything. My own memories of blues parties during that time along with Steve's experience and that of our researcher added invaluable detail. We also had access to ample research and archive material and the music of the time is rich in cultural references.”
Alex Wheatle proved to be the most challenging of the five films for the production designer.

“Alex Wheatle was probably the most epic of all our stories, moving fast through time and place, culminating with the Brixton uprising and Alex’s subsequent transformation,” Scott says. “As usual, we did masses of visual research, which Steve could respond to and from which we could establish our themes.”

Helen Scott appreciated the move from London to Wolverhampton for both Red, White and Blue and Education.

She explains, “Education is the very touching story of a boy struggling to overcome his dyslexia. It felt appropriate to keep Kingsley’s world contained and small, so as not to conflict with his imaginative world. We found the perfect family home, a semi-detached house that had not been touched since the early 60s. It’s really great when you can spend the money on the fun bits rather than covering up what is incorrect for the period. Steve recognized the finished result and was very comfortable in the house. We had talked about the mother character, whose influence was everywhere in the story, and that set the visual tone. I think a set can become a pastiche if you don’t have a strong sense of the characters that inhabit it.” 
CINEMATOGRAPHY

Cinematographer Shabier Kirchner, who shot the entire Small Axe anthology, adjusted to the ever-changing landscapes in order to create a greater sense of time and place in the films. 

McQueen explains, “Each of the five films have their own look as we didn’t want to work to a stencil. I was much more interested in exploring what each of the stories demanded, so Shabier shot on 35mm for Mangrove, 16mm and digital for the others as well as various frame ratios. At the end of the day, it’s all about the story.”

For example, for Alex’s coming of age story in Alex Wheatle, Kirchner and McQueen relied on a Sony Venice Cinema Camera.

“We decided to shoot Alex Wheatle digitally,” Kirchner says. “We shot it large format, Venice, which was a new format that was being introduced. Alex’s story was quite a personal story. But it had the backdrop of his community and the backdrop of his tribe of people, and we thought of sort of keeping those focal lengths. The great thing with large format is you have your focal lengths.”

Kirchner says those focal lengths give the audience a stronger feeling of time and place. 

“With a wider lens, you still have the depth of field and personal closeness than you would have on a regular 35mm sensor,” Kirchner adds. “But you feel a lot more of the world, the field of view is a lot larger without losing that depth. That was really, really great, and it was a story that, in certain areas, was much lighter and almost, you know, quite funny in certain areas. Alex and his posse, were so alive and had such great energy and, you know, we wanted to keep something a little bit more intimate.”

Unlike Lovers Rock, Mangrove and Alex Wheatle, the last two films of the Small Axe series to be shot, Red, White and Blue and Education, were filmed in Wolverhampton. 

Executive producer, Tracey Scoffield says, “We made the decision to move from London to Wolverhampton for a number of reasons, but the prevailing one was to do with a lack of locations in London, both exterior and interior which correspond to the 1970s when our story is set. On the exteriors for example, even within an ordinary looking street of suburban houses, or council flats, the ungentrified nature of Wolverhampton gave Shabier Kirchner the opportunity to shoot from more angles than most locations in London offered.”

COSTUME DESIGN:
For Lovers Rock, costume designer Jacqueline Durran explains, “Lovers Rock gave me the opportunity to recreate a part of the 70s/80s music scene I had never seen represented in a drama - most of the familiar photographs and any films have shown the wider world of the reggae sound system, so when I read the script and spoke to Steve, we saw an opportunity to do something new. It was a female centric scene and for costume it was the women's style that made it so interesting. It was a modest but dressy, aspirational look - it’s not a look that has been re-appropriated over time - going back to it and recreating it was like a discovery.”

“What’s so beautiful about what Jacqueline did is a lot of these dresses were handmade,” McQueen says. “I remember my mother had a Singer sewing machine. Everybody would be getting patterns and making their dresses and such, and blouses. And lot of those dresses you see in Lovers Rock were handmade just as many of the dresses that women wore to these Blues Parties were handmade. Everyone wanted to be unique. No one wanted to have the same dresses as everyone else. And the guys wore their double-breasted blazers and the gold buttons, and you know, you had to come sharp to the dance!”

Lisa Duncan (Been So Long, The Dark Mile), with each black turtleneck or brightly colored frock, armed the cast with the ability to channel that period in palpable ways.
“My mother came from Portugal and my father from the Caribbean, so many of the characters reminded me of family members, like my grandmother and her friends and aunts,” she adds. “I used that a lot in the design and was able to pull from family photographs in my research and to ask stories about how they dressed and what they remembered from that time.”

Duncan also turned to book, video and photographic research. She and her team rented some of the clothes and accessories, purchased at vintage markets and had others made to create multiple ensembles for what turned out to be quite a sizable cast. For instance, when she put together Jones-LeCointe’s look for Wright, she went for practical pieces that reflected the time and worked for Wright’s frame. 

Sinéad Kidao whose past credits including working on the Academy Award-winning team on Little Women, designed the costumes for Red, White and Blue and Education. She focused on incorporating historical research into her work.

She explains, “The costume design process for Red, White and Blue, was less about design and more about authentically re-creating the world of Leroy Logan in the early 1980's. Fashion played a big part in Leroy's story and Steve was keen to show this - Leroy was a London soul boy first and foremost, before he swapped that identity for a police uniform, a decision he often struggled with.”

To help maintain the authenticity, Sinéad had multiple meetings with Leroy and his friends and family, who shared photos and stories from that time of their lives.

Kidao goes on to add, “We worked closely with Leroy's school friend and tailor Charlie Allen, who dug out old patterns from the early 80s and recreated for John some of the suits, jeans and jumpers that he had made for Leroy almost 40 years ago.”
In a scene where Leroy is hanging out with his friend and pop star, Leee John, he wears a pair of black leather pants. 

Kidao explains, “When we went through the real Leroy’s photos from the early 1980s, there were quite a few pictures of him wearing leather trousers on nights out dancing. He and his wife Gretl loved dancing at Soho clubs like Crackers and of course, leather trousers were very fashionable then. I showed Steve the photos and he said, “We have to have him wear leather trousers. No one today would expect to see a Met police officer in leather trousers on a Saturday night!” And so, we found a moment for John to dance in leather trousers!”
HAIR & MAKEUP DESIGN:

Hair and makeup designer, Jojo Williams designed the looks for all five films. The biggest note from McQueen was authenticity. 
“My role is authenticity throughout,” says Williams. “It had to look real and it had to look of the period and that is challenging.”
“I think Jojo did an extraordinary job,” McQueen adds. “Hair at the time of Mangrove for example was very political and the fact that everything had to be so on point is a tribute to the hard work done by Jojo and her team.”
FILM BY FILM PRODUCTION NOTES:

MANGROVE PREMIERES ON AMAZON PRIME VIDEO ON NOVEMBER 20

Mangrove tells the true story of Frank Crichlow (Shaun Parkes), whose West Indian restaurant becomes the centerpiece in a landmark legal battle against blatant discrimination by Metropolitan Police Force. Letitia Wright (Black Panther), Shaun Parkes (Lost in Space), and Malachi Kirby (Curfew) star alongside Rochenda Sandall (Line of Duty), Jack Lowden (The Long Song), Sam Spruell (Snow White and the Huntsmen), Gershwyn Eustache (The Gentleman), Nathaniel Martello-White (Collateral), Richie Campbell (Liar), Jumayn Hunter (Les Miserables), and Gary Beadle (Summer of Rockets). Mangrove was co-written by Alastair Siddons (Tomb Raider, Trespass Against US) and Steve McQueen.
Mangrove focuses on owner Frank Crichlow, who opened the Mangrove in 1968 on Notting Hill’s All Saints Road. The Mangrove, known for its dim lighting and delicious West Indian fare such as stewed chicken with rice and peas, quickly became a lively home away from home for locals, intellectuals and activists. When racist police harassment began to overwhelm the restaurant, Frank and the local community the Mangrove became a makeshift hub of community activism spread across three floors. Following a protest turned standoff between Mangrove supporters and police, the police charged Frank and eight others, Altheia Jones-LeCointe (Letitia Wright), Darcus Howe (Malachi Kirby), Barbara Beese (Rochenda Sandall), Rupert Boyce, Rhodan Gordon, Anthony Innis, Rothwell Kentish and Godfrey Millett. They became known as the Mangrove Nine, leading to a historic trial whereby the jury acquitted all of the nine of incitement to riot. Five were acquitted of all charges against them. The remaining four – Rupert Boyce, Rhodan Gordon, Anthony Innis and Altheia Jones-LeCointe – received suspended sentences for a selection of lesser offences, including affray and assaulting police officers. Nonetheless, it was Judge Edward Clarke’s closing comments that cemented in stone the most significant hard-won triumph. He concluded, “What this trial has shown is that there is clearly evidence of racial hatred on both sides.” The Mangrove closed in 1992 and Frank Crichlow died in 2010. The story has remained relatively unknown, even in the UK.

Co-writer Alastair Siddons explains, “Led by [associate producer] Helen Bart’s brilliant primary research, countless trips to London libraries, the George Padmore Institute and BBC Archives, Steve’s urgency in telling these stories was starkly highlighted by the recent passing of two of the Mangrove Nine, Darcus Howe, Rothwell Kentish as well as lawyer Ian MacDonald, who represented the Nine.”

The visual terrain of Mangrove varies vastly from scene to scene. In one shot, there are innocent people in a cafe who are attacked by police while eating. In another, 150 actors and extras are protesting in the streets of Notting Hill. There are multiple court scenes with the Mangrove Nine in the dock as well as more intimate scenes of principal characters in their homes. 

McQueen found in Shaun Parkes his perfect actor to play the legendary Crichlow. He explains, “I can’t think of anyone else to play Frank. Shaun has this ability to carry the weight of the world, you just see it on his face. He’s like a silent movie star. I often liken him to a young Al Pacino. There’s not much he has to do with his face to convey emotion and depth. He’s mesmerizing.”

Shaun Parks (Frank Crichlow) says, “Any story that is truthful at this time to do with the human condition is more important now than possibly it’s ever been. Or, it’s more important to get these stories out now than ever before, because I’m not altogether too sure that people see the truth as much as they used to even 30-40 years ago.” 

Actor Letitia Wright, who plays leader of the British Black Panther Movement, Altheia Jones-LeCointe, says, “I think it’s really important that this story is being told today. I wish it had been done sooner, but God bless Steve for wanting to honor our elders. Their stories are now being told and brought to the forefront. As a young person, I didn’t know the majority of the things that we are speaking about in this project.” Wright continues, “I feel really ashamed that there was so much fight for us and that young people in our generation today do not understand the hard work and the love that’s gone into fighting for our rights to housing, our rights to education and our human rights to be respected.”

Filming the court scenes proved to be challenging for many of the actors.

Wright explains, “We were placed in the dock and as it’s a very confined space, the pressure and the heat and the frustration started to creep in.”

For Malachi Kirby (Darcus Howe), his most challenging scene was Howe’s closing speech that took place from the dock.

“On paper, it’s a three or four-page monologue. But it wasn’t the amount of words but getting the understanding of why he chose those words and what he was referencing,” Kirby says. “There was something about that speech that felt very timely. I felt the weight of the possibility of those words. Not just how the speech would affect the court at that time but how it may affect the world and the audience listening to it now.”

Kirby also hopes audiences will feel as inspired as McQueen made him feel. 
 

“Working with Steve McQueen has been a dream that I didn’t know I had,” the actor says. “It’s been intense, it’s been terrifying, but it’s also been very nurturing. I think if I could use any word to describe working with Steve, I would say liberating,” Kirby adds. “As an artist, as a human, as a storyteller, he has both empowered me and given me the freedom to express and the guidance to express articulately.”

Duncan turned to book, video and photographic research. She and her team rented some of the clothes and accessories, purchased at vintage markets and had others made to create multiple ensembles for what turned out to be quite a sizable cast. For instance, when she put together Jones-LeCointe’s look for Wright, she went for practical pieces that reflected the time and worked for Wright’s frame. 

Executive producer Tracey Scoffield adds, “Lisa had a very large number of costumes to find in terms of the scale of this film as we had a large ensemble and many extras. Lisa and her assistant scoured every charity shop and eBay for original pieces. We wanted the actors to wear clothing which looked well worn, which is correct for those times. Soon, deliveries from all over the South of England filled our production office.”

The range of accents of the characters in this story authentically illustrates how West Indians were defined as one assimilated group by the British, but in fact their culture, language and identity vary. Crichlow’s Mangrove helped bring islanders together.

Accurately capturing the characters’ distinct West Indian accents mattered a great deal, says Malachi Kirby, who stars as the late Trinidadian-born revolutionary Darcus Howe.  
 

“The Trinidadian accent is one that I had attempted before and always struggled with,
because there’s so many different sounds in there. I felt like Howe’s identity was based so much in his culture, so I felt that I really needed to get this right and do his sound justice,” Kirby explains. “And it’s not just a Trinidadian sound because Darcus was very well educated, so he spoke with a regal-ness that wasn’t working-class Trinidadian. There was a specific sound to Darcus, so my research began with trying to access that sound.”
  

Wright says she had similar challenges when portraying physician and former British Black Panther leader Jones-LeCointe. The pressure increased when Wright met with and talked to Jones-LeCointe, she admits. Like Crichlow and Howe, Jones-LeCointe is a Trinidadian native. 
 

“I was trying my best to honor where she came from,” Wright says of Jones-LeCointe. “And that meant getting together with the amazing Hazel Holder, who’s been my vocal teacher since 2014, someone who I really trust. Hazel is from the Caribbean, so getting together with her to explore the accent and finding a melody, I was able to eventually find a rhythm. I also watched a lot of documentaries about Trinidad.” 

LOVERS ROCK PREMIERES ON AMAZON PRIME VIDEO ON NOVEMBER 27
Lovers Rock serves as an ode to the romantic reggae genre and the youth who found freedom in its sound, through the fictional story of young love and music at a Blues party in 1980. Amarah-Jae St. Aubyn makes her screen debut opposite the BAFTA 2020 Rising Star award recipient Micheal Ward (Top Boy). Shaniqua Okwok (Boys), Kedar Williams-Stirling (Sex Education), Ellis George (Doctor Who), Alexander James-Blake (Top Boy), Kadeem Ramsay (Blue Story) also star, as well as Francis Lovehall and Daniel Francis-Swaby, who make their screen debuts. Lovers Rock was co-written by novelist and playwright, Courttia Newland (The Gospel According to Cane, Family Room) and Steve McQueen.
Lovers Rock perfectly captures the ritual of young love at Blues parties. If a man wanted to dance with a woman, he would touch her elbow and let his hand slide down to her hand. If the woman wanted to dance, she would let the man lead her to the floor. If she didn’t, she would pull away. This is just one of the intricate details that plays out in Lovers Rock. Such parties took place in homes and were born out of necessity when Black Londoners were un-welcome to revel in white nightclubs. Amid the West Indian community’s can-do attitude, blossomed a Blues party culture. A sanctuary of sorts where sweethearts could dress up, pay a small admission fee, dance to romantic Reggae songs, buy beers, eat goat curry and rice and joyously celebrate life without apologies or restrictions.   

“I love it because that is what Small Axe is about,” McQueen says. “It is about doing it yourself. Don’t worry if people won’t let you in. You make your own.”

Executive producer Tracey Scoffield goes on to explain, “Lovers Rock sits apart from its Small Axe siblings in that it does not tell a true story of a person or group of individuals taking on the system but is rather a collective reimagining of a time and place very precious to West Indian Londoners. These house parties where the house owners would clear their rooms of furniture and bring in a sound system; large, often home-made speakers together with the crew who would play the music - the DJ, who spoke to the crowd, and the Selector, the one who chose the music. Word would get around the neighborhood and partygoers would pay an entrance fee. For the older West Indian community Lovers Rock will bring back many happy memories; and I hope it inspires a new incarnation of Blues from younger audiences.”
McQueen and Newland both grew up around Blues parties and their experiences impacted the way the story was told. “Courttia’s mother used to have parties at his house, so he remembered a lot of that stuff as a child. I came to it through my aunt,” McQueen says. “I remember stories my aunt would tell, she wasn’t allowed to go to these parties, but my uncle would leave the backdoor open for her so she could go to the Blues. They lived in Shepherd’s Bush, which is next door to Ladbroke Grove. She’d sneak off to Ladbroke Grove which is where the dance was, and then come back in the morning and have to go to church. It was like Cinderella!”

It was this personal experience that drove the writing and filming process for Lovers Rock. Relative newcomer and lead Amarah-Jae St. Aubyn remarks, “For me, a lot of my preparation for the role came from my Mum's experience and I did lots of research into the music and fashion of that time. From there, I started to develop Martha and discover her favorite music, interests and what she would like to wear.” She continues, “Once we started filming and I worked with Steve on set, I began to learn what triggered my character and discovered how she may have felt, so I developed her even further from being on set.”
One of the most powerful scenes in the film reflects the sense of familiarity actors felt with one another on and off screen. Swaying rhythmically to the sweet sounds of Janet Kay’s 1979 hit “Silly Games,” a packed room of dewy revelers faithfully sing along and when it ends, continue the tune a cappella for five uninterrupted minutes. The strength and jubilance of the voices in the crowd transports the audience back in time 40 years while also striking a timeless need for fellowship, closeness, likeness and love.

“For me, that was an essential part of that party,” McQueen says. “It was about that sort of liberation, that freedom, that spiritual nakedness. That’s what I wanted to see. You don’t see that very much in cinema – of Black people having that total, absolute lack of inhibition. Honestly, I know that it was only made possible because of my crew,” McQueen adds of the “Silly Games” scene. “A lot of our crew, which I was very adamant about, were Black. And that’s who was on set and without that, that wouldn’t have happened. I don’t think people would’ve felt free enough to let go.”

McQueen says the a cappella performance wasn’t scripted. But the actors kept right on singing, as if experiencing a spiritual awakening. “The a cappella performance wasn’t planned. It just happened. It came out and I whispered to Shabier, ‘Just keep shooting,’” McQueen says. “All that stuff with the voice variations, that was completely organic. I was merely a witness with a camera. But guess what? They knew the time – 1979/1980. They were in character for that time and knew there were certain things they couldn’t do, wouldn’t do, because of the period, of course. But they sort of channeled that,” he adds. “It was just beautiful. I can’t even describe it. It was just as you saw it in the film. As an artist, you have to know when to do something and know when to step back. I think this was one such occasion. It was just so vibrant. It was all about life and possibilities.”    

RED, WHITE AND BLUE PREMIERES ON AMAZON PRIME VIDEO ON DECEMBER 4
Red, White and Blue centers around Leroy Logan, a young forensic scientist turned police officer in the hopes of transforming the systemically racist Metropolitan Police Department from within. John Boyega (Star Wars: The Force Awakens) and Steve Toussaint (Prince of Persia) star with talented newcomers Tyrone Huntley, Nathan Vidal and Jaden Oshenye. Red, White and Blue was co-written by Courttia Newland and Steve McQueen.
Red, White and Blue tells the true story of one of London’s most distinguished former Superintendents of the Metropolitan Police Force. The film focuses on Logan’s years as a young man right before and through his initial years on the force. 

Shortly after his beloved father suffered a wholly unjustified assault at the hands of two police officers that hospitalized him, Leroy applied to join The Metropolitan Police Force. At that time, Leroy worked as a forensic scientist in the Royal Free Hospital in London. But, as an outgoing and athletic person, he was driven to leave the laboratory and take action.

At the heart, Red, White and Blue is a family story, predominantly the relationship between Leroy and his father, Kenneth. We find a family torn between the pain of discrimination and hurt Kenneth feels when Leroy does the unthinkable and applies to join the police, the same police force whose officers beat Kenneth so badly he was hospitalized.

“Leroy’s entire life to date is a fascinating one,” McQueen explains. “I was particularly taken with the relationship between him and his father and wanted to explore that further. We had wonderful long difficult chats with Leroy throughout the writing process to discuss his choices and try to unearth the reasons behind them. This parallel with his journey of becoming a policeman was a tension I wanted to write.”

“Showing the love between father and son was definitely the intention. That’s the core of the story,” says co-writer Newland, who prior to Red, White and Blue penned the short story Sound Boys, about the emotional ups and downs he experienced with his own Jamaican father. “We rarely see the love between a Black father and son. It’s what Steve really wanted to talk about in the writer’s room. I was daunted because I knew it was a difficult story, but also one that I was uniquely able to tell.”

 
McQueen says of Boyega, “John was always in my mind to play Leroy. He’s someone I’ve wanted to work with for a long time and this felt like the perfect opportunity. I’m really excited for audiences to see him in this film. This is a new actor on the scene, as far as I’m concerned. You’ve not seen John as a mature man as you do in this role. Audiences will be able to see him in a whole new light, a whole new person and a really great actor at his peak.”

Boyega had the opportunity to spend time with Leroy and his family, something that was imperative to him in terms of delivering the most accurate portrayal possible.   
“I loved meeting Leroy. What was fantastic about it was that we had the chance to really just break bread and talk in a casual environment,” explains Boyega. “I invited him to a spot that I usually go to. Just talking to him about his life, there were parallels, like he had worked in youth clubs and youth centres that I had been to as a kid and I had benefited from, like the Damilola Taylor Centre.”

“I was able to ask so many questions that he answered with such honesty,” Boyega continues. “I really appreciated that because I was able to see certain things and make adjustments. It was little intricate stuff, the music he liked listening to, the kind of stuff he got up to with his wife, what the vibe was like in London.”

Boyega also researched that era and what it meant to be a Black man in the early 1980s in London.

“It was research, in terms of the times, to get an accurate understanding of our history here,” Boyega says. “I’d been doing research to see what that world was like then. To know what it felt like to be a Londoner, a Black Londoner, it was a completely different experience to what we go through today. And that research helped aid the conversation.” 

McQueen adds, “John and I were always talking about our own experiences, experiences with our families, specifically with our fathers and also our experiences in our professional life. We often talked about the broader context of being a Black man in the UK.”

The role of Leroy Logan also demanded that Boyega be his fittest physically in addition to be being well researched. 

“I try and keep physically fit anyway and trained hard during the entire process, but there was one day when it was just 100% physical stuff and that kind of embodies Leroy’s time at Hendon training to join the police force. It was the old-school bleep test which I hadn’t done since secondary school – all push-ups, sit-ups and boxing,” Boyega explains. “And with Steve, it’s not like “We’re going to cut here and make it shorter.” For me, during that training, you were able to see how physically fit Leroy Logan was. He embodied perfection. I was winded and tired most of the time, but I had to have an expression of complete and absolute calm because Leroy was a beast, when it came to keeping fit.”

The chemistry between John Boyega and Steve Toussaint who plays Leroy’s father, Kenneth Logan, was created soon after the two met. Boyega says the level of understanding between father and son that audiences see came, in part, because he and Toussaint connected in real life. 
 
“Steve Toussaint and I had a natural chemistry and a bond,” Boyega explains. “And that bond and that vibe, in the family scenes when they’re playing Scrabble or even when they’re arguing, was built up in the space of a few weeks.”

 
Although Boyega is of Nigerian descent and his character is of Jamaican heritage, the actor grew up in London around West Indians, who were his friends and fellow church members. Not unlike Leroy Logan who grew up in a mixed London environment and whose wife Gretl is of Nigerian heritage.   
 
“We were all going through the same thing at that time,” Boyega adds. “Trying to find our place in a system that just wasn’t used to us even existing.” 
 
Being an outlier who wants to empower his community also helped Boyega relate to Logan.
 

“He connects with so many people in his area that he felt like his expertise was needed in a job that was more on-the-ground and that directly affected the people around him,” Boyega says of Logan. “The time in history that we’re capturing is so specific, especially as a Black British individual. It’s so close to my narrative as well. I wanted to be a part of a story that gave us an eye in terms of our history, because it’s not really a mainstream focus, and hasn’t been for a very, very long time.”
 
Boyega was also intrigued by the animosity Logan faced on all sides. His mostly white coworkers and superiors discriminated against him on the job and many in the community distrusted him because they viewed him as a “coconut” (brown on the outside, white on the inside) or a traitor to the race. 
 
“It was a really interesting role because this is a guy who’s making a decision that is kind of easy to make now,” Boyega says. “But in 1983, Black people had a problem with it and white people had a problem with it.” 

 

Meanwhile, Toussiant whose past credits on stage and screen include the Gillian Slovo play The Riots and the TV miniseries Tut, relied on other resources to acquaint himself with Kenneth Logan. 

“It’s a tough world out there, and so you have to be tough to survive,” Toussaint says of men such as Kenneth Logan, his own father and Boyega’s. “There are so many aspects of my father in that. It’s that idea that you have to be strong, you have to protect, and you have to make sure that these kids are safe. And they know they’re going to be safe because you’re showing them just how tough life is.” 

The relationship between Leroy and his girlfriend then wife, Gretl, shows Leroy’s most tender moments in the film. Actor Antonia Thomas (The Good Doctor, Lovesick) gained a deep understanding of the strength of Leroy and Gretl’s relationship.

“Gretl is a strong self-assured young woman. Having come from Ikeja, Nigeria to attend finishing school, she experienced her fair share of prejudice, before meeting Leroy, that she had to rise above. On falling in love with him they became each other’s rock,” she explains. “At significant junctures in Leroy’s journey, Gretl is the first person he turns to for advice. Despite knowing his decision to join the police force would be controversial and difficult amongst family and community she encouraged him because she believed in him and his abilities. When Leroy questions his future in the police again he turns to Gretl who gives him the supportive boost to keep going. They are a real unit.”

 

Similar to the instant bond Boyega felt with Toussaint, he says his most memorable scenes were also with Thomas. “My scenes with Antonia and Steve were incredible. We just had a chemistry and bond. And that bond and vibe, it’s there in the scenes.”

In a scene where Leroy is hanging out with his best friend and pop star, Leee John, he wears a pair of black leather pants. 

Costume designer, Kidao, explains, “When we went through the real Leroy’s photos from the early 1980’s, there were quite a few pictures of him wearing leather trousers on nights out dancing. He and his wife Gretl loved dancing at Soho clubs like Crackers and of course, leather trousers were very fashionable then. I showed Steve the photos and he said “We have to have him wear leather trousers. No one today would expect to see a Met police officer in leather trousers on a Saturday night!” And so, we found a moment for John to dance in leather trousers!”

Leroy Logan went on to be a target throughout his career, especially after the Macpherson inquiry into the murder of Stephen Lawrence, who died in April 1993. In that same month, Logan held the founder-member meeting of what eventually became the Black Police Association. Years later, following Logan’s support of Iranian-born Superintendent Ali Dizaei, who was twice charged with corruption, the Scotland Yard claimed Chief Inspector Logan had not paid for a hotel bill that totaled £80, which led to a five-month investigation in 2003 that cost £100,000. Ultimately, the Metropolitan Police Commissioner, Sir John Stevens said, “It’s not in the public interest to defend the case of racism and victimization that was put by Chief Inspector Logan.” He went on to say that “conclusion of this investigation leaves Chief Inspector Logan’s integrity and reputation demonstrably intact,” and that the officer “has made a significant contribution to policing and diversity issues in the capital.”

In 2001, the Queen awarded Logan an MBE for his contribution to policing. He left the Metropolitan Police Force in 2013 and maintains, till this day, that the force is institutionally racist. Now retired, Logan continues to work with youth in the community through his charity, Voyage Youth and recently released his memoir, “Closing Ranks: My Life as a Cop.”
ALEX WHEATLE PREMIERES ON AMAZON PRIME VIDEO ON DECEMBER 11

Alex Wheatle, co-written by Alastair Siddons and Steve McQueen, follows the incredible true story of award-winning writer, Alex Wheatle (Sheyi Cole), from a young boy through his early adult years. When he is thrown in prison during the Brixton Uprising of 1981, he confronts his past and sees a path to healing. Sheyi Cole stars opposite Jonathan Jules.
Award winning novelist, Alex Wheatle, started his journey on Small Axe in the writers’ room. Little did he or Steve McQueen know that Alex’s story would become the fourth installment of the collection of five standalone films. 

McQueen’s co-writer, Alastair Siddons, explains, “I spent many mornings talking to Alex, laughing and crying about his extraordinary childhood and formative years. What soon emerged was the story of a man who, against all odds, transcends real suffering to find his own path toward a spiritual and political awakening into Black consciousness. Luckily for me, many of Alex's brilliant novels are semi-autobiographical, and proved a major resource in writing the script.”

Before going on to pen novels such as Brixton Rock and Straight Out of Crongton, Alex Wheatle spent most of his childhood in the Social Services system after his overwhelmed Jamaican father gave him up at the age of three. He became a survivor of the Shirley Oaks children’s home—then the largest care home in the country, now under fire and investigation for inflicting physical, emotional and sexual abuse on the children who ended up there. Wheatle moved to Brixton at the age of 15, where he began to find himself through music. At sixteen years old, under his DJ name, Yardman Irie, Alex co-founded the Crucial Rocker sound system: writing lyrics about everyday Brixton life for performance in community halls, youth clubs, house parties and blues dances. However, when thirteen young Black Britons aged 14 to 22 were killed in the now infamous New Cross Fire (also known as the Deptford fire) in January 1981, the community began to organize around seeking justice for what they believed to be a racially motivated crime. High unemployment rates among young Black men, a worsening relationship with police (who had increased its Stop and Search policy, enabling officers to frisk and question anyone they deemed suspicious), along with the police failing to make any arrests related to the case created a powder keg environment in Brixton. Tensions exploded three months later, leading to the Brixton Uprising—and Alex Wheatle’s subsequent arrest and imprisonment for four months.

Wheatle was directly involved with the research, development, and filming process throughout production, specifically assisting Sheyi Cole in shaping an authentic portrayal. 

“The small nuances are what make characters,” Cole says. “Give them that depth and that detail that you really need to know to bring something to life.”

Cole says Wheatle even taught him how to do a Jamaican-inspired dance called skanking.

“It was definitely a bonding part,” Wheatle says. “Sheyi’s got the moves. He’s got the confidence. I wouldn’t say I had the swagger at all, but he at least got my sensibilities, if you like. That kind of fresh guy coming to Brixton and finding everything very exciting. Sheyi nailed that. I’m honored that he captured that and that he took time to actually observe and ask me questions about my favorite artists, and how I moved, how I danced.” 

Cole goes on to explain, “There was a lot of preparation to play Alex. Months and months of prep, from the accent to the physicality and also just dipping into the world of 1970s England as a Black Caribbean man. And thinking how they lived, how they felt being in England at that time.”

Many of the places Alex inhabits are cramped spaces. The small room at the social services hostel and the prison cell, for instance, personify how confined the young writer was figuratively and literally. 

Production designer Helen Scott (A Very English Scandal) captures the confinement perfectly. 

“This was probably the most epic of all our stories, moving fast through time and place, culminating with the Brixton uprising and Alex’s subsequent transformation,” Scott explains. “As usual, we did masses of visual research, which Steve could respond to and from which we could establish our themes.”

Scott continues, “It felt important to shoot wide, living streets, but of course we couldn’t have control of them, nor could we afford to take modern Brixton back to 1980. It was very undeveloped back then and even the iconic places looked different from now. We did as much as we could there and did the rest in Deptford. I think there is enough range and people were really willing to help facilitate us. I suppose the emotional thread was the idea of an untethered young man living in a kind of chaos, and I felt free to clash colors and dis-arrange the furniture. After all, Alex was never comfortable or settled.”

Seeing his physical surroundings from his youth created a profound reaction in Wheatle, who visited set.

“The production value on this was incredible,” Wheatle says. “It was like I was walking back into time. I almost broke down on set, when I first saw the room that I stayed in, in the hostel. It all came home to me. The UB40 unemployment cards, the bed that was tilted, the paintings, the music, the flyers. It was so authentic, so real.” 
For Gee, who plays Alex’s cellmate Simeon, all of his scenes were shot in the confines of a prison cell. Spatial awareness was key.

“I was in a cell for the duration of each day, which can be very draining,” Gee says, “When we were doing some of the scenes, Steve gave me the freedom to just incorporate whatever I wanted and to use the space as I needed.”

Even at his most enraged, Alex is hurting, and those feelings come through Cole’s performance conveying a highly vulnerable inner struggle. 

“As a Black community, all that we see on TV are stereotypes,” Cole says. “It’s nice to have something fresh. This is a story about a normal human being that has gone through his life and his journey and has come out on the bright side. It’s like the redemption and the journey, which is the most important thing.”

Wheatle says pursuing the character’s weaknesses makes the story stronger. 

“It’s so rare for young Black men to be portrayed to be vulnerable,” Wheatle adds. “And that’s where I’ve got to applaud everyone involved in this production, especially Steve McQueen who committed himself to telling stories it’s very rare to see on screen. I remember watching Moonlight and we could see the vulnerability of a young Black man there. But on British TV screens, that vulnerability is so rare to be portrayed for a young Black man. So, it’s going to be something fresh and new for all the viewers out there.”  

EDUCATION PREMIERES ON AMAZON PRIME VIDEO ON DECEMBER 18
 
Education is the coming of age story of 12-year-old Kingsley, a boy with a fascination for astronauts and rockets. When Kingsley is called to the Headmaster’s office for disruptive behaviour in class, he is shocked to discover his transfer to a school for those with “special needs.” Distracted by working two jobs, his parents are unaware of what was an unofficial segregation policy at play, preventing many Black children from having the education they deserve until a group of West Indian women take matters into their own hands. Newcomer Kenyah Sandy stars opposite Sharlene Whyte (We Hunt Together, Casualty), Daniel Francis (Once Upon A Time, Homefront), Tamara Lawrance (The Long Song, Kindred) and Josette Simon (Wonder Woman, Silent Witness, Law & Order: UK). Education was co-written by Alastair Siddons and Steve McQueen.
Arguably the most moving of the five Small Axe films, Education centers on the Smith family, Agnes (Sharlene Whyte) and Esmond (Daniel Francis) and their two children, 12-year-old Kingsley (Kenyah Sandy) and his teenage sister Stephanie (Tamara Lawrance). Initially, we find a family facing the consequences of parents having to work long hours and in the case of Agnes, a registered nurse, taking on cleaning jobs to makes ends meet. Education is vitally important to the hardworking parents as they know it will provide the futures they strive for and want for their children. But Agnes’ long hours and Esmond’s night shifts for the London Underground create a sense that they are passing each other by, unaware that they’ve stopped genuinely coming together as a family unit. When Kingsley is abruptly transferred from school and placed in an “Educationally Sub-Normal” (ESN) school by his headmaster, Agnes is led to believe by the same headmaster that Kingsley will receive more focused instruction in a smaller school. However, when a woman from an organization for parents of children sent to ESN schools visits Agnes, she comes to realize what has happened to her son and that it is part of a deeply rooted cultural bias against West Indian children. 

Co-writer, Alastair Siddons, says, “When Steve asked me to co-write the screenplay with him, he already had a pretty clear idea of the story he wanted to tell. Although the film is essentially fictional, the scandalous plight of immigrant children in the British education system in the 1970s is most certainly not, and therefore, as with the rest of this series, historical accuracy and first-hand testimony were absolutely key.”

Siddons says, “I remember being very inspired by the Black parents, activists and teachers who fought so tirelessly to correct these wrongs. From sending undercover teachers into ESN schools to setting up Black Supplementary Schools in homes and community centres across the country, it now makes me very happy to know these stories will no longer be forgotten.”

Siddons continues, “Given the shame and stigma still felt by so many to this day, first-hand testimony was to prove very difficult indeed, but I was soon completely floored by the excellent research Helen managed to collect. She gathered astonishing interviews with people who had been unfairly sent to these schools, sometimes speaking about it for the very first time.”
It was Bernard Coard’s 1971 seminal pamphlet “How the West Indian Child is made Educationally Sub-normal in the British School System” that began to elicit a powerful movement amongst West Indian parents and community to combat the racist injustice facing their children in the British school system. It came just a few years after Enoch Powell’s infamous “Rivers Of Blood” speech, which had already created a time of great consternation in the Black community. The book, detailing the ways in which West Indian schoolchildren fell through the cracks due to racist discrimination, ultimately gave rise to a swathe of Black Saturday schools. These supplementary schools were voluntary schools, run mainly by Afro-Caribbean people in local neighbourhoods on Saturday mornings from makeshift classrooms in church halls and community centres. 

Associate producer Helen Bart describes the research process of the film as eye-opening: “After reading [Coard’s pamphlet], I was introduced to the troubling circumstantial evidence around at the time that caused huge concern among Black parents and activist groups in the 60s and 70s. What I was less prepared for was to read the actual evidence, the statistics and reports that branded and wrote off a whole generation of black children as educationally sub-normal—the language, casually prejudiced assumptions, the IQ tests, the credibility given to well-known eugenicists with agendas to espouse. It was shocking to me.”

Casting director Gary Davy felt immediate synergy between McQueen and the young actor playing 12-year-old Kingsley, Kenyah Sandy. “As soon as Kenyah came in, I just knew,” says Davy. “I found out during the casting process that I'd worked with his father (the fantastic award-winning choreographer Kenrick Sandy back in the day) so being from such great theatrical stock it made sense why he was such a natural! Kenyah was just so prepared and relaxed at each round of casting and when I introduced him to Steve it was instant. Kenyah wasn't fazed at all. Steve loved him and cast him immediately!”

The young lead explains he was instantly interested in working on Education: “I had watched the trailer to Widows that [Steve] directed and was straight away intrigued by the film … I also remember being told by my mum that he directed 12 Years A Slave which I know was an incredible film, so I was really excited to work with Steve.”

He continues, “It was incredible on set. It was definitely overwhelming at the start because it was all so new to me, but with such a good cast and crew, they made me feel welcome and comfortable.”

Sandy’s screen mother, Whyte, says, “Kenyah is such a lovely spirit, and easy to play opposite because he is focused and naturally talented. Despite the seriousness of the material, we all managed to create a family atmosphere on set, one where we felt relaxed and able to take risks. In between the tears, we laughed lots.”

Whyte drew on her own background and conversations with McQueen to help form her character.  “When Steve and I discussed Agnes, we drew on both of our personal experiences growing up in a West Indian household. We have much in common in that sense. We became nostalgic, reminiscing about our own childhoods. We swapped familiar stories daily. From the arrangement of the furniture to our own family photos we used to personalize the set. It was important to be authentic, to infuse Agnes with truth.”
Whyte continues, “The scene in the living room with Kingsley and Stephanie was heart-wrenching. For me as an actor and a mother, the river of emotion wasn’t too far from the surface. I could connect with Agnes' plight. The scene was shot in one take. It was raw. It was real. I felt as if I was stood on the shoulders of family of people before me, pushing me to tell their story. To do it for them to preserve and share that moment in time was an honor. I say this with love, but It broke my heart at the same time it felt empowering to be able to share an important part of our history.”
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