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         Further praise for Dispatches from the Diaspora:

         ‘Gary Younge has borne witness to some of the most critical events in the Black diaspora in recent times with an honest and humane eye. He tells our story with clarity and elegance. This is a pleasurable and powerful read.’

         John Legend

         ‘Compelling, nuanced reflections on politics, history and culture … In their force and variety the essays constitute a rejection of the warning Younge received at the start of his career – that he risked pigeonholing himself by writing about race.’

         Times Literary Supplement

         ii‘Gary Younge is an outstanding journalist and chronicler of the African diaspora.’

         Bernardine Evaristo

         ‘No single journalist has done more to shape my understanding of Black diaspora’s experiences in the world today – Gary Younge’s is not a first draft of history, but storytelling that will survive us all. This book is a reminder of why his work is as timeless and vital as ever.’

         Afua Hirsch

         ‘There is much to be frustrated by in the lack of social progress laid bare by Younge’s writing, but hope reigns supreme.’

         Buzz Magazine

         ‘I love this book. Every citizen – and every citizen journalist – should have a copy.’

         Lemn Sissay

         ‘Gary’s always impressive writing encompasses the voices of so many people who would otherwise go completely unheard.’

         Jeremy Corbyn

         ‘Gary Younge writes with Swiss watch attention to detail about the things that matter. He nails his subject matter with accuracy, intelligence and not a little charm.’

         Lenny Henry

         ‘Gary Younge is one of Britain’s few true public intellectuals. These essays speak to his characteristic blend of discernment, clarity and humane vision, a tonic for our fighting spirit in wearying times.’

         Priyamvada Gopal iii

         ‘On any subject I refer to the writings of Gary Younge. He writes with such passion and knowledge that no matter the subject you come away moved and enlightened.’

         Dawn Butler

         ‘The past 30 years saw the end of apartheid, the election of Barack Obama and the foundation of the Black Lives Matter movement. Gary Younge has been there on the frontline throughout this time, translating history into words fused with truth, power and illumination.’

         David Lammy

         ‘Gary is one of our most observant and beautiful writers. No other journalist/author I know of has his intellectual vigour, emotional understanding and grace.’

         Yasmin Alibhai-Brown

         ‘A journalist who throughout his career has shown a commitment to exploring, explaining and challenging his audience.’

         Katy Balls, judge for the 2023 Orwell Prize
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            Introduction

         

         The night before South Africa’s first democratic elections I slept at the home of a family in Soweto so I could accompany them to the polls the next day. A thick fog hung low over the township that morning that was only just beginning to lift as they set off to vote. Beyond those closest to you all you could see were shoes and trouser hems, the number of ankles growing with every step and every block as more joined us on our way to the polling station. Dressed in Sunday best, nobody was talking. Nelson Mandela had described his political journey as ‘the long walk to freedom’. This was the final march.

         It was a huge day for me personally. As a seventeen-year-old I had picketed the South African embassy in Trafalgar Square with my mother, calling for Mandela’s release; as an eighteen-year-old I had set up an anti-apartheid organisation at my university in Scotland. And now here I was, watching the mist burn on the moment.

         But it was important for me professionally too. The Guardian had sent me to South Africa, aged twenty-four, to ‘try and get some of the stories white journalists couldn’t get’. I had stayed in Alexandria township for several weeks, and travelled to Moria, near Polokwane, in a minibus with members of the Zion Christian Church for their Easter pilgrimage. But my main assignment had been to follow Mandela on his campaign trail.

         There was just one catch: I couldn’t drive. Mandela’s campaign took him to far-flung areas of a country with precious little public transport. To get the job done I had to organise an elaborate network of favours. I got lifts to rallies with journalists, paying for their petrol and keeping them company. Once there, I would then ask if anyone was heading back to the nearest big town and do the same again. During one of those trips a film crew dropped me off at a petrol station and told me they’d arranged for others to take me the rest of the way. 2The people who picked me up were Mandela’s bodyguards. We got chatting. They found me amusing (more accurately put, I made it my business to amuse them). We had things to talk about. I had studied in the Soviet Union (my degree was in French and Russian), as had many of them; I had been involved in the anti-apartheid movement; and I was from England, where a number of them had spent some time in exile. They let me hang around with them on a regular basis.

         So there I was, an occasional extra in Mandela’s extended entourage, with a ringside seat on history. The trouble was, I still had to write the article. It was to occupy the most coveted slot in the paper at the time, and I felt the pressure keenly. Just a day before I had to file I was still lost in the piece and couldn’t pull the various strands together. I’d never felt so out of my depth.

         I gave it to David Beresford, the Guardian’s senior correspondent in South Africa at the time, who went through it slowly, giving precious little away. He handed it back with ‘&’ signs where he thought I should expand it and ‘£’ signs where I should shorten it. ‘It’s all there,’ he said. ‘There are some wonderful bits. But you’ve been working on it so long you can’t see them. You need to take a break from it.’ I had to file it the next day. ‘Let’s go and get something to eat,’ he said, ‘and talk about something else, and then you work on it overnight, and it’ll be great.’

         I don’t know if he really believed that. But I didn’t. I spent all night on it, moving things around, chopping bits out and adding information elsewhere, as he’d suggested. When morning came, I sent it over to the paper, convinced I had delivered an incoherent mess and that the notion of sending a young Black journalist to cover a huge story would be forever tarnished. Then I headed for Soweto to stay with a family for the night before going to the polls with them.

         Communications back then were relatively basic. I didn’t have a mobile phone, so I had no idea how the piece had been received. I spent the day with the family in Soweto as they went to vote. It was only when I went to file that story that I began to receive a number of 3 internal messages, each one coming up separately on my computer, as though on ticker tape: first peers, then desk editors, then the deputy editor and finally the editor (a first), all complimenting me on the article. And so it was that I sat in a house in Soweto with my eyes welling up, feeling a mixture of relief, accomplishment and regret that my mother, who had stood alongside me on those night-time pickets, was not there to read it.

         This was the article that launched my career, and within a few months I was offered a staff job at the Guardian as assistant foreign editor. It wasn’t the career path I had anticipated. Originally I had wanted to be the Moscow correspondent. But in 1996 I was awarded the Laurence Stern Fellowship, which sends one young British journalist to the Washington Post every year to work for a summer on the national desk. I fell in love with an American. Within three years I had written a book about travelling through America’s Deep South; within seven I was the Guardian’s New York correspondent.

         This book is a collection of pieces written during that twenty-eight-year-long journalist career, almost half of which I spent in the US. Most are from the Guardian, where I spent twenty-five of those years, before becoming a professor at the University of Manchester. But roughly a quarter of them are not. For much of that time I have been the Alfred Knobler Fellow at the Type Media Center based in New York and have written regular articles for The Nation magazine. The collection also includes work from The New Statesman, GQ, the New York Review of Books and the Washington Post.

         Over the span of my career I have covered six UK general elections, seven US presidential elections, the Occupy Wall Street movement, the Tea Party and Brexit. I have reviewed books, films and television shows and commented on the wars in Bosnia, Iraq and Libya, the Arab Spring, migration, gay rights, terrorism, Islamophobia, feminism, anti-Semitism, economic inequality, social protest, guns, knives, nuclear weapons, the Roma in Eastern Europe, Latinos in America, Turks in Germany and Catholics and Protestants in Northern Ireland. 4I have examined the impact that McDonald’s apple dippers will have on the agricultural sector and why children love spaghetti.

         This collection does not draw from all the articles I have written, but only those from or about the African diaspora, including the Caribbean, Zimbabwe, Sierra Leone and Europe, as well as Britain and the US. This is a path that, from the very outset, I was warned not to take. To become too identified with issues of race and racism (Black people, basically) would, some said, find me pigeon-holed.

         This advice, which came from older white journalists (pretty much the only older journalists available when I started out), was rarely malicious. They thought they were looking out for me. A fear of being ‘pigeon-holed’ is one of the most common crippling anxieties of any minority in any profession. Being seen only as the thing that makes you different through the lens of those with the power to make that difference matter really is limiting.

         Then there were other, older, white editors who wanted me to write only about race. One of the first columns I wrote for the Guardian, about the NATO bombing of Bosnia, was spiked because the comment editor at the time thought I should stick to subjects closer to home. ‘We have people who can write about Bosnia,’ he said. ‘Can you add an ethnic sensibility to this?’

         The problem with both of these requests is that they didn’t take into account the fact that I might want to write about the things I was interested in and knew about. Race in particular, and Black people in general, were a couple of the subjects I wanted to focus on. They weren’t dealt with particularly well or at all comprehensively at the time, so there was lots to write about and improve on. In almost three decades of reporting, no Black person has ever approached me and asked me to write about them less, even if they weren’t always in agreement with what I wrote.

         But Black people and race were never the only things I was interested in. (Looking back, they are covered in fewer than half of my articles.) My advice to young Black journalists has always been to 5 write about the things they are interested in and passionate about because that’s what they’ll write about best. If it’s race, great. If it’s fashion, finance or travel, that’s great, too. They’ll still be Black.

         In his 1926 essay ‘The Negro Artist and the Racial Mountain’, Langston Hughes writes about a young Black poet who insisted he wanted to be known as a poet, ‘not a Negro poet’. ‘And I was sorry the young man said that,’ reflected Hughes, ‘for no great poet has ever been afraid of being himself.’ Or as the artist Chris Ofili told me, when I asked him during an interview how he responded to the threat of pigeon-holing: ‘Well, pigeons can fly.’

         I have no problem being regarded as a Black writer. It’s an adjective, not an epithet. It’s not the only adjective available, and I have no interest in being confined by it. But I’m not in flight from it either. In the words of the late Toni Morrison, when asked if she found it limiting to be described as a Black woman writer: ‘I’m already discredited. I’m already politicised, before I get out of the gate. I can accept the labels because being a Black woman writer is not a shallow place but a rich place to write from. It doesn’t limit my imagination, it expands it.’

         The Black diaspora has indeed provided an incredibly rich source to write from and about. I got drunk with Maya Angelou in her limousine on the way back from a performance. (‘Do you want ice and stuff [with your whisky]?’ her assistant asked her. ‘I want some ice, but mostly I want stuff,’ came Angelou’s reply.) I had Archbishop Desmond Tutu nearly fall asleep on me, speech slowing and eyelids drooping, punished by a schedule that would wear out a much younger man. I have had the privilege of chatting to Stormzy in his living room, Angela Davis in her office and of counting Andrea Levy as a close friend.

         It has at times been heartening, such as spending election night with African Americans in a bar in Chicago’s South Side as Obama emerged victorious, or watching the St Louis suburb of Ferguson rise up in protest against police brutality. At other times it could be incredibly 6 distressing, such as when witnessing the effects of civil war in Haiti and Sierra Leone, or entering New Orleans after Hurricane Katrina.

         Some of the pieces in this collection offer not reportage but analysis – attempting to momentarily shift the reader’s gaze – so that we might understand the world differently, imagining, for example, how Boris Johnson would fare if he were a Black woman, or what a good White history month might look like. I write both in defence of Uncle Tom, the much-maligned nineteenth-century fictional character, and for the right to riot against state oppression and structural inequality.

         The pieces are not all of equal quality. Some bear testimony to the moment. The article about the acquittal of George Zimmerman for the murder of Trayvon Martin was written at an angry, late hour, filed quickly in the hope that it would help shape whatever discussions came afterwards; the account of the night of Obama’s victory was written in the early hours of the morning, after no sleep, and as the results were still coming in. But it took me three years to find Claudette Colvin, who was arrested for refusing to give up her seat on a bus in Montgomery, Alabama, in March 1955 – nine months before Rosa Parks – but who had not been championed until relatively recently, and I spent a year shuttling to and from New Orleans after Katrina.

         And like that night in Soweto, when my eyes brimmed with a mixture of pride and disbelief at the journey I had taken in order to get to such places, there are personal reflections on what certain moments have meant to me. Like all journalists, I came into the profession with something – my identity. But unlike some, I am happy to own it and share it. I have tampered with the original articles only if it was absolutely necessary for clarity, context, copyright issues, repetition or to conform with Faber house style.

         
            *

         

         In many ways, the world in which this book lands is hugely different to the one in which the first article was published. South Africa has 7 been a stable multiracial democracy for almost three decades; the US has had a Black president, and now has a Black vice president and has trebled the number of people of colour in its Supreme Court. There are now almost eight times the number of Black MPs in the UK parliament than there were then, and Black actors, artists and writers who would once have struggled to gain a platform are now far more prominent. Meanwhile, almost a decade of intermittent Black Lives Matter protests, which reached their most recent global crescendo with the murder of George Floyd in 2020, have raised popular awareness about the issue of racism, to the point where two-thirds of Britons are now aware of the terms ‘institutional racism’ and ‘systemic racism’. The language has changed; the conversation is better. We are not where we were.

         And yet despite all that has changed, what is most remarkable is how much has remained the same. South Africa is still the most unequal society in the world, while the gaps in both wealth and unemployment between Black and white Americans rose during Obama’s tenure, as did the Black poverty rate. In Britain, the Windrush scandal saw Black citizens deported or deprived of their basic rights because they could not prove they were British to a sufficient threshold, Black incarceration grew and young Black men, in particular, found themselves persistently and disproportionately at risk of being stopped and searched in the streets by the police. A YouGov poll from June 2020, the month the Black Lives Matter protests escalated around the world, revealed that the percentage of non-white people in Britain who think racism existed in society thirty years ago is virtually identical to the proportion who think it is present today.

         The disproportionate number of Black deaths across the globe during the Covid-19 pandemic exposed the degree to which racism itself remains a hardy virus that adapts to the body politic in which it finds a home, developing new and ever more potent strains. We are neither where we need to be nor have we travelled quite as far as some think. 8 Indeed, if the Black Lives Matter protests have taught us anything, it is how little has changed, beyond the urgent realisation that so little had changed for so many for so long.

         I am by nature an optimist. But I am not delusional. Over more than two decades spent reporting from the front line of the Black diaspora, I have seen how much change is possible and the potential of humanity to rise to those changes, but I have also witnessed the power systems have to thwart those aspirations, both openly and covertly. But the progress we seek will not come about through benevolence and enlightenment but by will and resistance. It will come, as Mandela arrived and as thousands poured on to the streets to protest more recently, because we demand it.

         As I wrote in my final column for the Guardian, ‘With racism, cynicism and intolerance on the rise, wages stagnant and faith that progressive change is possible declining even as resistance grows, things look bleak. The propensity to despair is strong, but should not be indulged. Sing yourself up. Imagine a world in which you might thrive, for which there is no evidence. And then fight for it.’
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            Change Is Gonna Come

            
               Witnessing transformative moments which promise, but don’t always deliver, significant progress
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            The Black knight

         

         
            I followed Nelson Mandela on the campaign trail, during South Africa’s first democratic elections, where each rally brought a heady release for the cheering crowds.

            Guardian, 27 April 1994, Johannesburg

         

         ‘I cannot sell my birthright. Only free men can negotiate. I will return.’ So said Nelson Mandela in a message to the people of Soweto in 1985, responding to an offer of conditional release from prison from South Africa’s former president, P. W. Botha.

         Nine years later, he has returned and negotiated, and today exercises his birthright as the world’s most famous first-time voter. I have followed Mandela for the past five weeks on the final stretch of his long march to the South African presidency, watching him address rallies and press conferences, on walkabouts and at official ceremonies.

         To call it his ‘election campaign’ might confuse it with the limp affairs we are subjected to in Britain, where people in sharp suits or wearing shoulder pads convince themselves they are getting audiences worked up over tax bands and EU employment legislation. Mandela’s campaign has been more like a series of political orgasms: each rally a passionate climax offering a brief, heady release from deep-seated frustrations.

         Thousands of people, squashed into cattle trucks or minibuses, will travel more than a hundred miles and wait for hours in the shelter of a ramshackle stadium just for a glimpse of Mandela. Those who do not have access to a television will only have seen his face on posters and leaflets.

         His arrival is signalled by the campaign song, ‘Sekunjalo Ke Nako’ (‘Now Is the Time’). Jean Paul Gaultier would call it ‘Afrotrash’ – lowest-common-denominator lyrics, part Xhosa, part Zulu, part English, 12with an irritating tune that will keep you humming for the rest of the day. None of which bothers the crowd. From the old and toothless to the young and barefoot, they all dance along until they spot the first car of his cavalcade. The sighting generates a rush of energy through the crowd. Women ululate, and children cheer. All wave their flags and placards intensely, creating first ripples and then waves of excitement that roll on a sea of black, gold and green.

         Mandela has returned … on the back of an open truck. He stands tall, straight and dignified: the Black knight on the white horse, slayer of apartheid and harbinger of majority rule. With a mischievous grin on his face and his fist punching the air, he will insist on doing a lap of honour, even if one has not been planned, so that no one will go home disappointed.

         If it is just the excitement and atmosphere you have come for, it is best to leave now. By the time he has taken his place on stage, the orgasm is over. The local ANC official who has been charged with giving Mandela a brief introduction – as if he needed one – is eager to cut himself a slice of the glory. He will keep going until the microphone is wrested from his hands. And by the time Mandela rises to speak, after the prayer has been read and ‘Viva ANC’ chanted countless times, the momentum has gone and the crowd is worn out by the waiting and excitement.

         Mandela’s accomplishments are many, but public speaking is no longer one of them. His bodyguards will tell you that during the Rivonia and Treason Trials, when as a qualified lawyer he represented himself and his co-defendants, Black people used to come from miles around to hear him cut the white man down to size with his sharp wit and analytical prowess. His powers of analysis are still sharp, but his slow oratorical style appears laboured and stiff.

         His speeches are also unimaginative. He starts off with a factual explanation of the ANC’s reconstruction and development programme (RDP) – the liberation movement’s answer to Roosevelt’s New Deal – and then moves on to voter education. ‘Take your ID 13and go to the polling station. When you get to the first booth, you will be voting for the national parliament. Look all the way down the ballot paper until you see the ANC flag with the wheel, the spear and the assegai [the ANC emblem], and the letters “ANC”. What letters should you look for?’

         ‘A … N … C,’ the crowd shouts.

         ‘Very good. And there you will see the face of a very handsome young man whose hair has been turned grey by all the worry you have given him.’ Laughter. ‘There you should put your cross.’

         He then goes through exactly the same routine again, using the same joke, but explaining that this time it is for the provincial ballots.

         It is all solid stuff, especially in a country where 70 per cent of the electorate have not voted before and many are illiterate. But as one onlooker pointed out: ‘It is hardly Martin Luther King.’

         The people are then asked to raise their fists for the ANC anthem ‘Nkosi Sikelel’ iAfrika’ (‘Lord Bless Africa’). And after the brief reign of silence that follows that soft, powerful song a protracted spell of chaos ensues as Mandela is bundled into his car before the crowd can penetrate the lines of ANC marshals.

         For at least half an hour after his departure, the road to the motorway is lined with supporters punching the air and shouting ‘Viva’ at every vehicle that passes. By this time Mandela will have been whisked away at high speed to the next venue by either road or air. If he is flying, the ANC hires a different helicopter every time. Using the same one, his security men say, would make him an easy target for terrorists.

         In his personal affairs Mandela is a stickler for punctuality, but on the campaign trail he is invariably late. Those close to him say it is his insistence on shaking every hand that makes it over his wall of bodyguards and a genuine desire for human contact that are largely to blame. ‘He loves to talk to people and is very polite. He will tell his bodyguards off if he sees them being even the slightest bit rough with anyone,’ says Barbara Masakela, the head of staff in Mandela’s office. 14

         Not all the rallies are so formulaic. In Cape Town, where the ANC stands a serious chance of losing, no punches were pulled as far as election kitsch was concerned. An inflatable Zeppelin in ANC colours floated next to the stage and white pigeons were released, along with black, gold and green balloons. Then, in what seemed like a mixture of liberation politics and karaoke, two singers led the crowd in a marathon rendition of ‘Sekunjalo Ke Nako’ and one verse of ‘We Are the World’, as Mandela danced his way on to the stage.

         In Umlazi, Natal, he bored a crowd rigid by taking more than half an hour to read out the new constitutional rights he had proposed to the Zulu king, Goodwill Zwelithini. But he then went on to make an emotive speech which conjured up memories of the Mandela of old: ‘I am the father of all of you and I love you like you were my children. It saddens me that I must leave you now … I wish I could put you all in my pocket and take you home. And when I am troubled or lonely take you out and see all your smiling faces.’

         Once, in the Eastern Cape, he actually turned up on time, and in Durban he turned up an hour early, made his speech to a youth congress and left, much to the frustration of the journalists who arrived shortly afterwards. At another rally, when it started raining he told supporters to go home before they caught pneumonia. He had been speaking for only ten minutes.

         The team primarily responsible for the campaign’s strategy comprises six activists with varied political histories. Carl Niehaus, the main ANC spokesperson, is an Afrikaner from a very conservative working-class background. Pallo Jordan, the secretary of information and publicity, is a fierce critic of the South African Communist Party who was detained by the ANC’s security department for six weeks during the early 1980s as a result of internal rivalry. Gill Marcus, his deputy, spent her years in exile clipping newspapers for the ANC office in London. Barbara Masakela (the sister of jazz trumpeter Hugh) became head of the department for arts and culture while 15in exile in Zambia. Marcel Golding, former deputy leader of South Africa’s mineworkers union, is the bright young thing to watch among the ANC leadership. Jesse Duarte, Mandela’s special assistant, is the top woman candidate in one region.

         They divided the campaign into three phases. First came the People’s Forums, which saw Mandela and other senior ANC members travel the country addressing mass rallies and answering questions. Then they spelled out the party’s plans for housing, employment and education as outlined in the RDP and contrasted them with the National Party’s record. In the final two weeks they concentrated on ‘reassurance’, trying to make sure people felt comfortable with change. Throughout, there has been the constant theme of voter education.

         It was no accident that Mandela did not evoke painful memories from the past, such as his time in prison, the Sharpeville massacre or the Soweto uprising. Given the ANC’s assurance of victory from the outset, it was decided that the campaign would be positive.

         ‘It would be patronising to tell Black South Africans they have had a bad life under apartheid,’ says Ken Modise, who is in charge of the account at the ANC’s ad agency. ‘Everybody knows the ANC was a highly effective liberation movement. But will it be an effective government? South Africans look to the ANC as the incumbent. We had to show people we had the wherewithal to govern.’

         As well as their political roles, Duarte and Masakela look after Mandela’s personal needs. ‘We make sure that he has a jumper packed, that the right food has been ordered if he is staying away and that his schedule is not too exacting,’ says Masakela.

         For a seventy-five-year-old, Mandela does a good job of looking after himself. He does not drink or smoke. Nor does he eat butter, eggs, cream or anything that would aggravate his high blood pressure. He used to get up at 4.30 every morning, a habit acquired in prison. But age has wound down his body clock, setting his alarm for 5 a.m. He used to jog first thing in the morning, but now that running is 16considered too much of a security risk he uses an exercise bike. Then he has a light breakfast of fresh fruit or oatmeal with warm milk, before starting work at 6.30 a.m.

         He is incredibly self-contained. Ahmed Kathrada, who shared a prison cell with him for seven years, says that he and Walter Sisulu sometimes had to force him to stop reading and talk to them. They also had to stop him jogging around the cell at 4.30 in the morning while they were trying to sleep. Nowadays the little relaxation time he does get he spends watching sport on TV, especially boxing, and reading biographies.

         He rarely goes to bed after 10 p.m., but during the campaign his days have been getting longer. At the end of last month, when he contracted laryngitis, there was a concern that he was being pushed too hard. He was taken off the trail and out of the public eye for a week to recuperate.

         The very fact that Mandela could do this a month before polling day illustrates how much the election has been a sideshow, with events in KwaZulu/Natal and the numerous efforts at mediation often dominating the political agenda. The situation has turned him into something of a Jekyll and Hyde politician. One minute he is campaigning and calling the country’s president, F. W. de Klerk, ‘weak and indecisive’, the leader of a party that is still racist and guilty of collusion with the Third Force; the next he is negotiating, and de Klerk has become a man of integrity, someone Mandela can do business with. This was most obvious during last week’s TV debate. After an hour of sometimes very heated discussion, Mandela offered his hand to de Klerk, saying he was a man he could trust.

         And de Klerk is not the only one with whom he blows hot and cold. Two weeks ago, at a rally in Soweto, he ridiculed King Goodwill Zwelithini for having rejected an offer that would have given him the same rights and privileges as Queen Elizabeth II. A week later, in Umlazi, he made a deferential speech in which he claimed to be the king’s faithful subject. 17

         These contradictions are partly due to his ambiguous position during the transitional process. For some time now he has been both the de facto leader of the country and the leader of the opposition. De Klerk cannot make any major decisions without his consent, yet Mandela has no say over the day-to-day running of the country. It is an inversion of the dilemma most politicians are used to – he has power without office.

         Come his inauguration on 10 May that excuse will no longer hold. During the last two weeks of the campaign there has been some hint of what a President Mandela will look like when he has no one else to blame. At the rallies in Umlazi and Cape Town he told supporters to scale down mass action and to ‘settle for industrial peace’ whenever possible. In order to give the government of national unity the chance to implement the RDP, ‘Mass action won us the vote but now we have the vote we must work together to rebuild the country.’

         Both times the audience fell silent, fearing the worst. Could Mandela, in the name of pragmatism and national unity, follow the example of so many other African leaders and put the interests of foreign investors before those of his own supporters?

         Maybe. The explanation can be found partly in his background. Born into the Tembu royal family, he is a descendant of a lineage that can be traced back twenty generations to the fifteenth century. At times he still exudes the regal, almost imperious nature of a man convinced he is genetically destined for power.

         A freedom fighter he was, but he has never been a revolutionary in the sense that it is commonly understood. If anything, he is quite conservative. During the 1960s, while the rest of Africa’s freedom fighters were embracing socialism or developing their own brand of Pan-Africanism, Mandela was singing the praises of his former colonial power. ‘I have great respect for British political institutions and for the country’s system of justice. I regard the British parliament as the most democratic in the world,’ he told Pretoria Supreme Court during the Rivonia Trial. 18

         There is also a paternalistic side to his character, which has come to the fore at times in the campaign. During two rallies in Bophuthatswana, a ‘homeland’ whose ruler was ousted in a popular uprising last month, he called those who looted at the time ‘a disgrace to the ANC’. He gave stern advice to children to ‘go to school’ and stop ‘taking advantage of the chaos’, and insisted that the young respect their tribal chiefs, even if they had collaborated with the apartheid regimes.

         In one area, where there was an internal dispute in the ANC regional office, he slammed those in the crowd who were waving dissenting banners, saying they ‘were not worthy to be called his comrade’, and ordered them to explain their grievances to him in front of the rest of the stadium. They came forward, apologised for any embarrassment and then explained their problem. He listened patiently, accepted their apology and said that even though they had not gone about things the right way, they were ‘worthy to be called his comrade’ after all.

         Consensus-building is Mandela’s stock-in-trade. He is not an ideologue but a ‘One Nation’ democrat of the centre left. To his reckoning, almost any question, from the establishment of a Volkstaat (an Afrikaner homeland) to the involvement of the International Monetary Fund in policy-making, is worth considering, so long as it will not undermine his efforts to push ahead with national reconciliation.

         Sources in the ANC say that his role as president will be largely confined to healing the wounds of apartheid, with the party’s vice president getting his fingers dirty with the day-to-day politics. But if his new role earns him the title of ‘Father of the Nation’, it is due in no small part to his underlying devotion to the ANC, which has come before everything else in his life.

         The strain of his political activism destroyed his first marriage to Evelyn Ntoko Mase, with whom he had three children. And it is commonly believed that his separation from Winnie was the result 19of pressure from the ANC, which regarded her court convictions and radical political stance as liabilities. Asked if he thought Mandela would like to be reconciled with Winnie, Archbishop Desmond Tutu said: ‘He doesn’t say anything straight out, but I suspect that he wouldn’t want to do anything that was detrimental to the party or the cause.’

         Winnie has said that ever since he joined the leadership of the ANC he has never really had a life of his own. ‘The moment he stepped out of his prison he was national property, and it was as if we were lucky to get ten minutes of his time for the family. I think the family is still waiting for him. Psychologically, he hasn’t come out of prison, in the sense that now he is back for the people. It has really been a continuation of the kind of life where the family didn’t have access to him.’

         Not many people do have access to Nelson Mandela. His friends say that even though they cannot imagine him doing anything else, his nature sits uneasily with the restraints of his high office. He would like to spend more time with his grandchildren, to travel and to read, but simply does not have the opportunity.

         Take the ANC away from Mandela, and you are left with a very warm and generous but lonely man, who spent last Christmas on his own on a small island in the West Indies. A man who rarely has time to speak to his friends, and even then only by telephone.

         Take Mandela away from the ANC, and you strip the organisation of its greatest asset at the most crucial time in its history. One of the few men capable of helping it complete its transition from clandestine resistance movement to open party of government.
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            Caribbean at the crossroads

         

         
            West Indian islands are increasingly asserting a regional identity beyond their colonial legacy.

            Guardian, 15 April 1999, Barbados

         

         Nelson’s column stands at the mercy of the birds in Trafalgar Square. To his left are the two houses of parliament. Straight ahead, a monument to those who gave their lives in the Second World War. In the distance, behind him, hangs a sign for Barclays Bank. Opposite it is Prince William Henry Street, with a fast-food restaurant called the Beefeater.

         Were it not for the warm waves of the Caribbean Sea lapping at his feet and the baking sun overhead you could be forgiven for forgetting that this particular Nelson stands more than eight hours’ flight from London, in a country that declared its independence just over thirty years ago.

         They don’t call Barbados ‘Little England’ for nothing; here they have red post boxes, drive on the left and watch cricket matches at the Kensington Oval. But soon they may not be calling it that at all. Later this month, on the first anniversary of Emancipation Day (a new national holiday on 28 April), Trafalgar Square will become National Heroes Square – a tribute to the islanders ‘whose heroic deeds [Barbadian] society is only now becoming aware of and beginning to appreciate’.

         ‘There is an assertion of Caribbean identity,’ says Mia Mottley, the minister for education, youth affairs and culture. ‘We are moving into a second generation of those who were born after independence. We now know what it is to determine our own fate, and there is a new confidence that is reflected in everything, from our music to our school curriculums.’ 21

         Barbados, like many other islands in the Caribbean, is in a state of flux. Barbadians are keen, on the one hand, to distance themselves from their colonial past. But they are equally eager to express their autonomy from their powerful neighbour, the United States, whose massive cultural influence has not been matched, since the end of the Cold War, by economic support. Caught between the weight of British colonial history and the might of American economic and cultural hegemony, many are now opting to chart their own paths.

         Nowhere is this more evident than with the recent row over bananas. On one side are the Americans, protecting the economic interests of their multinationals in Latin America; on the other are the Europeans, weighing up their responsibilities to their former colonies against a possible threat to European unity and punitive tariffs from the US. Neither America nor Europe grow bananas. But the outcome of their battle could have devastating effects for Caribbean islands.

         Most of the moves to make a clean break with British rule have their own political logic. Both the Jamaican and Barbadian governments are keen to remove the Queen as head of state. Three countries – Guyana, Trinidad and Tobago, and Dominica – are already republics within the Commonwealth.

         All of the above, with the exception of Dominica, want to remove the British privy council – the final court of appeal – by the end of next year, thus severing a link that goes back more than a hundred and fifty years. In its place they plan to establish a Caribbean Court of Justice, partly so that they can reintroduce capital punishment, without deferring to the privy council: the Caribbean has almost four times as many people on death row per capita as America, according to Human Rights Watch. ‘In order to complete our independence we need our final court of appeal in the indigenous countries,’ says attorney general David Simmons. ‘This is about sovereignty and an independence that is both political and psychological.’

         The psychological has sometimes verged on the farcical. In 1990 the Barbadian government turned Nelson around so that he no 22longer looked over the capital’s main thoroughfare, Broad Street. Now there is talk of knocking him off his perch altogether. ‘Moving Nelson is the best thing the government can do for the social history of Barbados,’ says Reverend Charles Morris.

         Mottley adds: ‘Clearly, we do not feel that Nelson was a national hero of Barbados. But we recognise the contributions he made to British and European colonial history and we have set up a commission to consider a more appropriate place for him.’

         Even as many Caribbean nations seek to move away from England, the US is trying to distance itself from the region. American aid to the Caribbean has fallen by an estimated 25 per cent over the past five years. Meanwhile, America’s determination to impose punitive sanctions on the EU if it continues to give preferential treatment to Caribbean banana growers has caused anger and dismay. St Lucia’s foreign minister, George Odlum, whose economy is heavily dependent on banana production, has termed the policy ‘heavy, dangerous and vicious’.

         Even those countries which do not grow bananas, such as Barbados, feel the US has sent a strong signal that the Caribbean is no longer of any importance. ‘The Caribbean countries did take American support for granted,’ says Eudon Eversley, the editor of one national newspaper, The Advocate. ‘But the end of the Cold War put a stop to that. Before, we could say, “If you don’t give it to us, we’ll go to Cuba.” Now we can’t say anything and we have to rely on ourselves.’ But the fact that America has turned its back on the region economically does not seem to have halted its culture permeating most aspects of Caribbean life – especially among the young.

         In Bubba’s restaurant in Hastings, where American football helmets are lined up over the bar, the big screens are showing a baseball match between the Atlanta Braves and the Arizona Diamondbacks and an ice hockey match between the Detroit Red Wings and the St Louis Blues. ‘What you are seeing’, says Eversely, ‘is the recolonisation of the Caribbean.’ Outside the Garfield Sobers sports stadium, young 23men are playing roller-hockey, while inside a two-day basketball tournament is taking place, sponsored by American Airlines. When the West Indies cricket team lost its recent Test match series against South Africa 5–0 – the first whitewash in their history – some commentators said it was because potential cricketing talent was being attracted by basketball.

         ‘There is some truth in that,’ says the basketball coach of the national combined schools team, Derek Amey. ‘If Michael Jordan comes into your living room every night, then of course that is going to make a difference. Some of my boys have got scholarships to go to study in the United States. There will need to be a lot more investment in cricket before it can compete with that.’ Cricket has been relegated to the third most popular sport among young men, after basketball and football. ‘Cricket is really for the older generation,’ says Terry Boyce, eighteen, of the schools team. ‘My dad likes it, but mostly I think it’s boring. Basketball is cool.’

         But while the breadth of America’s influence cannot be denied, its depth has certainly been exaggerated. The nervousness over the impending demise of cricket owes more to moral panic than any actual crisis in the national sport. Despite each ticket for the weekend’s basketball games coming with the chance to fly to Miami and see the New York Knicks, the turnout was unimpressive. The standard was also low: one of the saving graces in West Indian cricket is that, recent performances notwithstanding, it is the one sport that the region truly excels at.

         Nor is the desire to disassociate Barbados from England as uniform as it might appear. On Sunday, while the West Indies played Australia, Bubba’s was packed with mainly Bajan football fans in Newcastle tops watching the FA Cup semi-finals. One newspaper poll in February showed the island evenly split on whether the country should remove the Queen as its symbolic ruler.

         Rumours that the government planned to remove Nelson from the island altogether were being met with fierce resistance. One woman, 24who gave her name only as Peggy, warned: ‘You know what will happen if we take him down – we’ll have to go somewhere like Prague to see a statue with some history. If each generation simply erased bits of its history it was uncomfortable with, where would we be?’ But what all of these issues indicate is an anxiety about how the region should renegotiate its place in a post-colonial era of huge trading blocks and a global culture dominated by Americana.

         Pitted against North America, clubbed together in NAFTA, South America, in Mercosur, and Europe, in the EU, countries the size of Barbados, which has a population of just 266,000 living in an area only 166 square miles, have little chance. Most other Caribbean islands are even smaller. But size is not everything. Reggae, carnival, calypso, Red Stripe and Rastafarianism are just a few of the other most obvious cultural examples of how the region has carved a place for itself on the world’s landscape.

         In a few areas, this has been translated into concrete co-operation between the islands. The University of the West Indies has campuses on several islands. The cricket pitch is another place where the disparate nations have come together for the common good. But while plenty of families comprise people from different islands, an attempt to forge a political and economic union has run into many of the same problems that have almost felled the EU.

         There have been several attempts to set up a federal structure for the Caribbean which have foundered because of a mixture of insular chauvinism and uneven economic development. It is incredible that a region of nations that are so small that the inhabitants of each one fit neatly into a phone book can sustain so many heartfelt stereotypes about each other. But they do. Barbadians are regarded as snooty and conservative. Jamaicans as rough and brash. Trinidadians as laid-back party animals. Antiguans as haughty. And so it goes on. Last year, the tiny island of St Nevis tried to secede from St Kitts; had it been successful, it would have become the smallest country in the western hemisphere. 25

         A more crippling handicap has been the considerable disparity in wealth between countries such as Barbados and Trinidad, which are relatively well off, and those like Guyana or Dominica, which are poorer. But in recent years, talk has been revived of a common Caribbean currency, and, after a shaky start, Caricom, the Caribbean common market, has finally been given teeth. Last year, when Fidel Castro toured the region, Grenadian prime minister Keith Mitchell said: ‘Our initiative to strengthen ties to Cuba is clearly in the interests of Grenada. Also, it is important in the Caribbean context. Unless you integrate your region appropriately … you will not be able to compete.’ On Saturday, the sugar cane that surrounds the Seventh Day Adventist Church in Six Roads swayed in the breeze to a sermon about David and Goliath. If it is bananas this time, Barbadians say, it could be sugar – the island’s largest crop – next.

         But the Caribbean islands are not just feathers for every economic and historical wind that blows. They may be heavily influenced by British and American culture, but they are more than simply conduits for them.

         Earlier this week, in Bridgetown, workmen started erecting huge portraits of the ten national heroes – from Bussa, the slave rebellion leader, to Grantley Adams, the country’s first premier – in preparation for Emancipation Day. Across the square, over the war memorial on Trafalgar Square, Nelson looks on. But for how much longer?
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            A year of reckoning

         

         
            How one document – Sir William Macpherson’s report on Stephen Lawrence’s murder – shifted the national conversation about racism.

            Guardian, 21 February 2000, London

         

         Now that the dust has settled and the rubble has been cleared, it is time to check the foundations. The Macpherson report, released a year ago, fell like a bombshell on the British political and cultural landscape. Into what had appeared to be a fairly simple narrative between good (the Lawrence family) and evil (the five young men suspected of killing their son) William Macpherson introduced a new and far more complex character: institutional racism. Suddenly, a term that most of Britain had never heard before was all over the nation’s breakfast tables.

         Although the specific recommendations of the report were aimed principally at the Metropolitan police, the ramifications were far-reaching. But the inquiry’s most radical contribution lay not so much in its content as in its tone and the very process by which it came about.

         In the past, to get a report written about the state of race relations in Britain Black people had to either take on the police (the Scarman report) or defend themselves against white thugs (the Salmon report). But Macpherson emerged from an incident prompted by a group of white racist louts, bungled by an overwhelmingly white police force, which sparked an investigation presided over by a white lord. This in itself was a seminal moment in British race relations. This was no longer a debate about how to contain the problems that Black people cause by their very presence. This was white people talking to other white people about the problems engendered by their racism. 27

         All Black people did was, literally and metaphorically, die for it. Stephen Lawrence died for it. Rohit Duggal, Rolan Adams, Michael Menson and many others died for it. The Lawrence family, in their tireless campaigning through the dog years when the mainstream press had lost interest, were dying for it. And the Black community at large was dying for it. This was our Rodney King. At last, here was proof of what Black people have been saying for years – that they have been falling foul not just of the law of the land but of the law of probabilities; evidence that there is a persistent and consistent propensity to shove ethnic minorities to the bottom of every available pile and not only leave them there but also blame them for being there.

         And it had the same effect on white opinion in Britain as the videotape of King’s beating had on white America. In the face of incontrovertible evidence, white people were no longer able to ignore the deep-rooted and widespread nature of racism in British society, even if they wanted to.

         Those living in many urban centres were confronted with the fact that while they lived in a multicultural society, they had been experiencing a completely different reality from Black people, with whom they may have been mixing every day. Suddenly, they had to learn a new language. In the immediate aftermath of the report’s release there was no escape. Its message and the saturation coverage it received in the media brought race into the living room, the newsagent’s, the boardroom and the canteen.

         There were two general responses to this. Among some, it triggered a process of introspection: white people suddenly realised they were white in a way that they had not considered before. And they were confronted with the fact that this whiteness conferred power, privilege and responsibility. Others reacted aggressively, annoyed at the assumption (which only they made) that they were condemned by virtue of their whiteness. Either way, white people were forced into an acute awareness of a matter that had fluttered only on the periphery of their consciousness. If the results of the Guardian/ICM 28poll in today’s paper are anything to go by, then the outcome of this introspection has been broadly positive. The large increase in the number of those who would not mind if one of their relatives married a Black person or had a Black boss suggests that the most nefarious aspects of casual racism are in irreversible and rapid decline. The considerable number who would mind indicates the existence of a stubborn, racist rump.

         So Macpherson raised the potential of racial debate in this country at a crucial moment, bringing both perception and understanding of discrimination more closely in line with the reality of the Black British experience. Previously, the predominant view in Britain had been that racism was a question of not being nice to certain people who happen to be Black; that racists are impolite, nasty, poorly educated and badly brought up, and that combating racism was just about treating everyone the same. Anti-racism, it followed, was therefore about denying difference rather than embracing it; its key determinant was not political but behavioural.

         Macpherson dealt a severe blow to that misconception. By placing institutional racism at the heart of his report he drew a direct link between the racist boot boys and the complacent pen-pushers; between the black shirts and the blue helmets. The report charted a path from the crudest forms of racism to the most well concealed. In short, it exposed the way in which racism affects all areas of Black people’s lives and infects the institutions we are all part of. It shifted the focus of the debate from the individual to the institutional; it encompassed not just the obvious but the abstruse as well. It showed that racism does not have one face but many, and sometimes no face at all.

         But while it raised the potential of debate, not everyone has risen to the challenge. In the media, it is evident that some are still desperate to tap a popular vein of prejudice. Witness the coverage of the £50,000 in damages Winston Silcott received for malicious prosecution in the Blakelock murder case (‘Silcott should rot in prison’ – Daily Mail); the Mike Tyson visit (‘I watched tots flee in terror’ 29– the Sun); the Afghan hijacking (‘Oh no! They all want to stay. And we’ll have to pay’ – the Star). A core of white opinion remains in denial.

         On the home affairs select committee, Conservative MP Gerald Howarth bemoaned the dispiriting effect the report had on the white psyche. ‘Native Englishmen have been encouraged to get involved in a collective exercise of self-flagellation about their inadequacies with regard to race relations,’ he said. In the Telegraph an editorial accused Macpherson of having such an intimidating effect on the Met that they had scaled down their stop-and-searches on black people. ‘What is racist’, said the paper in April, ‘is reducing action on the street for fear that the colour of the person involved leads to condemnation. That is a climate encouraged by the report.’ When crime figures emerged last year revealing an increase in street crime, Macpherson’s influence was blamed again. Steven Norris, the Conservative mayoral candidate for London, wants to get rid of ‘politically correct’ policing: he doesn’t care that a disproportionate number of Black men are stopped – so long as the police are polite, he says.

         This, so far, is what has passed for a backlash – evidence of how little the right wing has been able to contribute on an intellectual level and how little there was to lash back against. Since the facts of the matter in relation to the Lawrence inquiry are not in dispute, there can only be any integrity in attacking its recommendations if you can come up with alternative suggestions for how to make sure no other family has to go through what the Lawrences went through. Failing to do so is tantamount to arguing for bad policing and inequality.

         For in all of this Macpherson is little more than a metaphor. The battle lines between those who support its findings and those who do not are drawn far more deeply. It is not even just about those who feel it is time to develop a new conceptual framework for Britain’s race debate and those who want to keep it as it is – although that has a lot to do with it. It has been a discussion between those who are already aware, or at least are prepared to accept, that Britain has 30changed and those who would or could not. The latter have either failed or refused to grasp that even though this country will always be predominantly white, it is now impossible to imagine it without Black people. Two-thirds of those of Caribbean descent, a third of those of Chinese descent and the majority of children in every minority community were born in Britain. Indian restaurants do not only make the country’s most popular dish; they employ more people than shipbuilding, steel and mining put together.

         What used to be a slogan among Black protesters – ‘Come what may we’re here to stay’ – is now an undeniable reality. On the whole, Black people no longer have to defend their right to be here because, on the whole, white people are no longer questioning it. A sense of race is no longer in conflict with a sense of place.

         So a sizeable minority is stuck in the paradigm of immigration/integration/repatriation – desperate to maintain a seamless link between Britishness and whiteness. And the rest have moved on to equal rights, economic opportunities and educational advancement. Some are still asking, ‘What are we going to do about these Blacks?’ Others wonder, ‘What are we going to do about the racism in our institutions?’

         But just because we are asking the right questions does not mean that we are getting the right answers. Young Black people are still more than twice as likely to be unemployed as their white peers; two-thirds of the Pakistani/Bangladeshi community are still among the poorest 20 per cent of the country; graduates of African descent in their twenties are seven times as likely to be unemployed as their white counterparts. The statistics go on forever, but the grim reality they describe cannot. Macpherson has provided us with sound foundations; we must wait and see what lasting structures will be built on them.
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            The politics of partying

         

         
            The roots, history and symbolism of the Notting Hill Carnival, Europe’s largest street party.

            Guardian, 17 August 2002, London

         

         As 1958 drew to a close, a despondent mood drew over the offices of the West Indian Gazette in Brixton, south London. A decade after the Windrush had docked, with the symbolic arrival of the post-war generation of Black Britons, a series of racist attacks in Nottingham had sparked several nights of rioting in mid-August. By the end of the month, the conflict had spread to west London, to Notting Hill, where white youths regularly went ‘nigger-hunting’.

         The Gazette’s founder/editor, Claudia Jones, had had enough. ‘We need something to get the taste of Notting Hill out of our mouths,’ she said.

         ‘Someone suggested we should hold a carnival,’ says Donald Hinds, who was in the room at the time. ‘We all started laughing because it was so cold, and carnival is this out-on-the-street thing. It seemed like a ridiculous suggestion.’ But Jones had other ideas and set about making arrangements.

         A few months later, on 30 January 1959, London’s first Caribbean carnival was held in St Pancras town hall. Televised by the BBC for Six–Five Special – a forerunner of Top of the Pops – it was timed to coincide with the Caribbean’s largest and most famous carnival, in Trinidad. The brief introductory statement to the souvenir brochure came with the title ‘A People’s Art Is the Genesis of Their Freedom’.

         More than forty years on, a bright array of oversized peacock feathers made its way down the Mall towards the royal family. Along with the Household Cavalry, in plumes and gleaming breastplates, and the Red Arrows streaking the sky red, white and blue, Notting Hill 32carnival took pride of place in the Jubilee celebrations. This was a legacy of empire with a difference, not an exhibition of how much has been preserved but a demonstration of how much has changed.

         ‘There was more military involvement last time,’ said Michael Lewington, sixty-two, standing in almost the same spot he took for the Silver Jubilee in 1977. ‘I certainly don’t remember calypso bands.’ Here was an irrefutable sign of Black people’s permanent presence and cultural contribution in Britain – a fact as widely conceded today as it was contested in the 1950s.

         Notting Hill carnival’s journey from being a response to race attacks in 1958 to pride of place on the Mall in 2002, passing revelry, riot and resistance en route, is both powerful and painful. It is the tale of how a marginalised community built, protected and promoted what is now the largest street party in western Europe, using the radical cultural politics of the Caribbean to confront Britain’s racist political culture.

         Either way, it starts with Claudia Jones, a Trinidadian communist who came to London via Harlem, courtesy of the red-baiting senator Joseph McCarthy. Jones moved to New York with her parents when she was seven. It was there, during the campaign to defend the Scottsboro boys, a group of young African Americans framed for rape in the South, that she joined the American Communist Party, in which she was later to play a leading role. Twice interned for her political beliefs on Ellis Island – ironically, the spiritual home for immigrants fleeing poverty and persecution – she was eventually ordered to leave in 1955 and sent to England.

         Jones was a turbulent character, manic in her energy, masterful in her skills as a political organiser and chaotic in her personal life. A lifetime of illness, engendered by poverty and exacerbated by prison, was further compounded by overwork.

         ‘She was so full of energy, she exhausted everyone, including herself,’ recalls Corinne Skinner-Carter, one of Jones’s closest friends. ‘She used to chain-smoke, but I never saw her actually finish a cigarette. And she talked like she smoked.’ 33

         Her journey across the Atlantic had brought her into a very different racial and political context. She left America at the start of the civil rights era, when African Americans were asserting a new confidence. She arrived in Britain to find a small Caribbean community more divided by the island allegiances they had left behind than united by a racial identity they were coming to share. ‘It was only in Britain that we became West Indians,’ says academic Stuart Hall.

         In March 1958, Jones launched the West Indian Gazette, attempting in part to cohere these disparate groups around their common experience of racism. In many ways, it was a period that echoes our own, with the sparks of popular prejudice fanned by a bigoted press, while a complacent and complicit political class allowed the consequent flames to rage.

         On 18 August 1958, the Ku Klux Klan sent a letter to the Gazette addressed to ‘My Dear Mr B Ape’. ‘We, the Aryan Knights, miss nothing,’ it said. ‘Close attention has been paid to every issue of this rag and I do sincerely assure you, the information gleaned has proven of great value to the Klan.’

         A fortnight later, Majbritt Morrison, a Swedish woman, was spotted by a gang of white youths. They had seen her the night before, arguing with her Jamaican husband Raymond outside Latimer Road tube station, near Notting Hill, and had started throwing racial insults at him. She had enraged them by turning on them. When the youths saw her again, they followed her, throwing milk bottles and shouting, ‘Nigger lover! Kill her.’ Later that night, the ‘nigger-hunting’ started and the area was ablaze.

         ‘1958 was a big moment,’ Hall recalls. ‘Before that, individuals had endured discrimination. But in that year racism became a mass, collective experience that went beyond that.’

         This was the taste Jones wanted to get out of her mouth. Only she, says Marika Sherwood, author of Claudia Jones: A Life in Exile, had the combination of New World confidence and political maturity to launch carnival under those circumstances. ‘Her experiences of 34campaigning against racism and McCarthyism in America put her on a different level from other Caribbeans here.’

         Trevor Carter, Skinner-Carter’s partner and stage manager of the first carnival, agrees. ‘Claudia, unlike the rest of us, understood the power of culture as a tool of political resistance. The spirit of the carnival came out of her political knowledge of what to touch at a particular time when we were scared, in disarray.’

         There had been concerns that the unruliness of carnival would not translate from the outdoors of Port of Spain to indoors in London. Since many did not have cars, they arrived in their costumes at St Pancras town hall via public transport. ‘The bold ones did,’ Carter recalls. ‘It was our way of saying to the dominant culture, “Here we come – look, we here.”’

         The evening itself went excellently. There was calypso singing, dancing and lots of souse, peas and rice, and other Caribbean dishes. ‘We disrobed ourselves of our urban, cosmopolitan, adopted English ways and robed ourselves in our own visible cultural mantle,’ Carter says.

         Thus began London’s first annual Caribbean carnival, moving the next year to Seymour Hall, and alternating between there and the Lyceum until 1963, growing bigger each year. By the time Jones was found dead on Boxing Day 1964, it was a large, established event. But while it was born out of experiences in Notting Hill, it had yet to return there. For that we must turn to another remarkable woman, Rhaune Laslett. Laslett, who lived in Notting Hill, knew nothing of Jones or the carnivals when she spoke to the local police about organising a carnival early in 1965. With more of an English fete in mind, she invited the various ethnic groups in what was then the poor area of Notting Hill – Ukrainians, Spanish, Portuguese, Irish, Caribbeans and Africans – to contribute to a week-long event that would culminate with an August bank holiday parade.

         ‘The histories of these carnivals are both independent and interlinked,’ says Sue McAlpine of the Kensington & Chelsea Community 35History Group. ‘They were linked by their motivation and the constituencies they were seeking to motivate.’

         Laslett, born in the East End to Native American parents, was a community activist who had been a nurse and a social worker. She died in April this year, after suffering from multiple sclerosis for fifty years. Her motivation was ‘to prove that from our ghetto there was a wealth of culture waiting to express itself, that we weren’t rubbish people’. She borrowed costumes from Madame Tussaud’s; a local hairdresser did the hair and make-up for nothing; the gas board and fire brigade had floats; and stallholders in Portobello market donated horses and carts. Around a thousand people turned up, according to police figures.

         Steel band player Russ Henderson was among those roped in. Laslett’s partner, Jim O’Brien, knew him from the Colherne pub in Earl’s Court – a favoured West Indian hangout – and Henderson had played at the first event in St Pancras organised by Jones. At the Notting Hill event, he was playing alongside a donkey cart and a clown, and he felt things were getting flat. ‘I said, “We got to do something to make this thing come alive.”’ So Henderson, now seventy-eight, decided to walk his steel band to the top of the street and back. When that went down well, he got a little bolder, marching them around the area like so many pied pipers. ‘People would ask, “How far are you going?” And we’d say, “Just back to Acklam Road,” and they would come a little way with their shopping, then peel off, and someone else would join in. There was no route, really – if you saw a bus coming, you just went another way.’

         ‘With the music, people left everything and came to follow the procession,’ O’Brien says. ‘By the end of the evening, people were asking the way home.’

         In the evening, Michael X – radical, hustler and firebrand – turned to Laslett, pointed to the throng and said, ‘Look, Rhaune, what have you done?’

         ‘I was in a state of shock,’ Laslett said later. ‘As I saw the huge crowds, I thought, “What have I done?”’ 36

         During the years Laslett ran the carnival, it was identified more with Notting Hill than with the Caribbean, though as word got round more and more Caribbean people started coming. The numbers had grown to around ten thousand, and O’Brien says a mixture of police interference and the growing assertiveness of Black power meant too many different groups had vested interests. ‘It was something we didn’t want to have responsibility for,’ he adds. ‘The police didn’t want it because they thought they were losing control of the streets for the day, and we’d had enough. So we decided to hand it over to the community.’

         Carnival, Trinidad-style, with no entry fee, is truly open to everyone. Blurring the lines between participant and spectator, it thrives on impulse as well as organisation. With its emphasis on masquerading and calypso, it takes popular subjects of concern as its raw material for lyrics and costumes. Massive in size, working class in composition, spontaneous in form, subversive in expression and political in nature – the ingredients for carnival are explosive. Add to the mix the legacy of slavery and it soon becomes clear why so long as there has been carnival, the authorities have sought to contain, control or cancel it.

         In 1881, Trinidad’s former police chief, L. M. Fraser, submitted a report on the carnival riot in Port of Spain. ‘After the emancipation of the slaves, things were materially altered,’ he wrote. ‘The ancient lines of demarcation between classes were obliterated and, as a natural consequence, the carnival degenerated into a noisy and disorderly amusement for the lower classes.’ He had a point. Trinidad was colonised at various times by both the Spanish and English, with a large number of French settlers, and after emancipation in 1834, its carnival lost its elitist, European traditions and became a mass popular event.

         ‘Carnival had become a symbol of freedom for the broad mass of the population and not merely a season for frivolous enjoyment,’ wrote Errol Hill in The Trinidad Carnival. ‘It had a ritualistic significance, rooted in the experience of slavery and in the celebration of 37freedom from slavery. The people would not be intimidated; they would observe carnival in the manner they deemed most appropriate.’

         Similar tensions have emerged here in the UK. The key dynamic within them is ownership. Ask anyone involved who owns carnival, and they will say the same thing: the people. The trouble is, which people? Since Rhaune Laslett handed over responsibility for the carnival, the primary body organising the event has split, reinvented itself, then split again several times. It has been called the Carnival Development Committee, the Carnival Arts Committee, the Carnival Enterprise Committee and, at present, the Notting Hill Carnival Trust, which is itself riven by internal rows. Each group has its own version of the carnival’s history and development.

         As carnival has outgrown its grass-roots origins, it has brought with it a constant process of negotiation and occasional flash points; there have been inevitable conflicts, over both its economic orientation and its political function. Carnival, wrote Kwesi Owusu and Jacob Ross in Behind the Masquerade, is ‘the most expressive and culturally volatile territory on which the battle of positions between the black community and the state are ritualised’.

         And so it was that less than a century after the disturbances at the carnival in Port of Spain, there were riots at the Notting Hill carnival in 1976. By that stage it had become a Caribbean event – the by-product of Jones’s racial militancy and Laslett’s community activism – complete with bands and costumes. In 1975, according to police figures, carnival was attracting 150,000 people. It was also the first time most remember an imposing police presence.

         The carnival’s primary constituency had changed radically. In the mid-1970s, 40 per cent of all Black people in Britain were born here. Having made the long march through the institutions of education, employment and the criminal justice system, many felt alienated in the land of their birth. It was an experience that found its daily expression in the form of the police, whose racist use of the sus laws made for harassment and indignity. In 1958, the first generation used 38carnival to protest against the racism of the mob, but in the 1970s their children used it to take on the Met. For them, carnival was not a cultural reminder of a distant, different home but a means of asserting their claim to the only home they knew.

         It was a claim that, on the one hand, was increasingly under threat, thanks to the rise of the National Front and skinhead culture. But, on the other, it was constantly being asserted thanks to the powerful role music was playing in shaping British youth culture, through reggae, ska and initiatives like Rock Against Racism. Culture had become a key battleground for race, and there was no bigger racially connoted event than the Notting Hill carnival.

         ‘Carnival was their day,’ says one Metropolitan police officer in an off-the-record interview. ‘For the rest of the year, police would be stopping them in ones and twos in the street, where they would be in a minority. But for one weekend they were in the majority, and they took over the streets.’

         The 1976 riot took most people by surprise. ‘I just remember seeing these bottles flying,’ says Michael La Rose, head of the Association for a People’s Carnival, which aims to protect and promote carnival’s community roots; he describes it as like watching a relentless parade of salmon leaping upstream. The police were ill-equipped and ill-prepared. Defending themselves with dustbin lids and milk crates, they were also outmanoeuvred. ‘That whole experience made the police very sore,’ one policeman says. ‘They had taken a beating and were determined that it would not happen again, so when the next one came about, there was some desire for revenge.’

         From then on, thanks largely to the press, carnival moved from being a story about culture to one about crime and race. For years after, carnival stories would come with a picture of policemen either in hospital after being attacked or in an awkward embrace with a Black female reveller in full costume. The following year, Corinne Skinner-Carter missed carnival for the first and last time, in anticipation of more trouble. There were indeed smaller skirmishes in 391977. At one stage, late on the Monday night, riot police were briefly deployed. The next day, the Express’s front page read: ‘War Cry! The unprecedented scenes in the darkness of London streets looked and sounded like something out of the film classic Zulu.’

         Calls for carnival’s banning came from all quarters. Tory shadow home secretary Willie Whitelaw said, ‘The risk in holding it now seems to outweigh the enjoyment it gives.’ Kensington and Chelsea council suggested holding ‘the noisy events’ in White City Stadium, a mile or more away. ‘If the West Indians wish to preserve what should be a happy celebration which gives free rein to their natural exuberance, vitality and joy,’ argued the Mail on 31 August 1977, ‘then it is up to their leaders to take steps necessary to ensure its survival.’ The Telegraph blamed Black people for being in Britain in the first place, declaring, ‘Many observers warned from the outset that mass immigration from poor countries of substantially different culture would generate anomie, alienation, delinquency and worse.’ Prince Charles, meanwhile, backed the carnival. ‘It’s so nice to see so many happy, dancing people with smiles on their faces.’

         As recently as 1991, following a stabbing Daily Mail columnist Lynda Lee-Potter described the carnival as ‘a sordid, sleazy nightmare that has become synonymous with death’. By this time, however, its detractors were in the minority. Like the Black British community from which it had sprung, there was a common understanding that it was here to stay. Latest police figures suggest an attendance of one million; organisers say it is almost double that.

         In west London, not far from the carnival route, the Mighty Explorer launches the calypso tent. The first of many older Caribbean men, in pork-pie hats and matching waistcoats and trousers, who hope to become this year’s calypso monarch, he sings his home-written lyrics with the help of a small band and some backing singers. Along with women in shiny sequined dresses, they fill a sweltering night with a medley of topical ballads. Almost all of them contain a strong moral message about the danger of drugs, infidelity and prostitution 40blighting the Black community, from people whose stage names include Totally Talibah, Celestial Star and Cleopatra Johnson.

         This is the first of the heats running up to the carnival itself. The standard is higher than a karaoke bar, lower than the second round of Popstars. But the evening is more fun than both – accessible, unpretentious, raucous and, above all, entertaining.

         Earlier that day, at the Oval House Theatre, south London, the sewing machines ceased humming in anticipation of curried goat and rum punch. It’s time to lime (relax) after a day of stitching and cutting to calypso tunes and boisterous banter. South Connections is one of the scores of mas camps (where carnival costumes are put together) around London and beyond, where mostly volunteers come from mid-July to start making costumes for the bands. Some are housed in people’s living rooms and back gardens, others in community halls and offices. With only a week to go before carnival, a camp like South Connections will be attracting around a hundred people a night – a rare focal point for relaxed intergenerational mixing. The youngest person to go masquerading with the camp’s band is two, the oldest seventy-five.

         The preparations started the year before. The riots in Bradford and Burnley provided the theme for this year’s designs, entitled ‘Massala Dougla: One People, One Race’. ‘In this story, the people travel on this earth searching for a better future and an identity,’ says Ray Mahabir, the designer. ‘Red is for the blood flowing in us and gold is for our golden hearts.’

         On the day of the Golden Jubilee celebrations, designer Clary Salandy had trouble getting to the Mall. At first, the police wouldn’t let her and the rest of her mas camp over one of London’s bridges, even though they were supposed to be leading the procession. Finally, the authorities relented. Chipping down the Mall – that slow shuffle-cum-toyi-toyi of the masquerader – filled Salandy with pride. ‘I’m not a monarchist, but this was a recognition by the establishment that we have made an artistic contribution and took carnival to people who would never go to it.’ 41

         In the Harlesden offices of her company, Mahogany, in north-west London, Salandy explains her craft. ‘The best costumes’, she says, ‘have to work well from a distance. So they have to be bold and dynamic and have lots of movement. But when you get close up, you have to be able to see the detail. Carnival is a language. Every shape, colour and form is used like words or symbols. And the best costume speaks that language fluently.’

         Her favourite costume that day spoke the language of defiance: one person armed with several huge, multicoloured shields defending his back. ‘It’s called Protector of Our Heritage,’ she says. ‘It was there to defend carnival.’
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