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         Now, 2019 …

         I’m in the back of a black cab heading from Westminster, going past Victoria Station. Rain-slicked scaffolding, Hamilton the musical, fast-food joints, commuters and an onslaught of targeted advertising that beggars belief. London’s brilliant.

         I thought I’d attempt a bit of context before we dive head-first into my story. The first thing to say is that this is only part of my story – the early years. To create a memoir from where I am now would involve a massive amount of memory mining. I didn’t keep a diary when I was a child, so assistance from the past is not particularly forthcoming.

         In many respects I was a normal kid – I loved playing and pretending. There were TV programmes called things like The Saint and The Champions and Man in a Suitcase, and I loved them all. When I walked to school in the morning, I was Simon Templar or Amos Burke or John Steed. These guys didn’t look anything like me, but I wanted to be like them. In art classes, when I made a self-portrait of me as a secret agent or a kick-ass cop with super-powers, I invariably drew myself as a white guy, in a sharp suit and sporting a pointy quiff. That was my experience of what was on television all the time. Black people were usually the baddies or the trusty friend with a twinkle in his eye or the victim. I chose not to emulate those guys. I only wanted to be the cool-talking, martini-drinking, gun-toting hero – who was usually white.

         This was the early 1960s, so there were very few people of colour on TV. If we were ever spoken about on screen, it would usually be as the butt of a comedian’s joke. More often than not, we were a punchline. But as I reached my early teens in the early 1970s, things were beginning to change.

         In the meantime, I’m still in the cab, thinking about the way things were back then.

         In terms of this book, I thought it would be worth talking a little about my siblings – my fantastic brothers and sisters, Hylton, Seymour, Kay, Sharon and Paul – because they are a route to my mother, Winnie, who passed away in 1998. I’m also going to talk a lot about my three most prominent friends during my post-pubescent, most formative period: Greg, Mac and Tom. We called ourselves the Grazebrook Crew, after the road where Mac lived, and they remain a key part of my story.

         I’m going to discuss growing up and puberty and school and getting up on stage at the Queen Mary Ballroom (a dance venue at the top of Dudley Zoo. The animals watched us go in sober and come out drunk). I intend to talk about as much of my life as I feel can fit into this framework, which I reckon stretches from 1958 to 1980-ish. That takes us up to a crucial point in my development, and includes the first angry outbursts of punk and the related uprising of alternative comedy. Perhaps another book will take in marriage and Chef! and later versions of The Lenny Henry Show and Hollywood and the like. But right now, I want to focus on this quite tight time frame. It feels manageable.

         I’ve been communicating with my friends and family about the whole writing/memory-mining process. They all wanted to have their say, and I have referred to them when I thought it apposite. I do have a problem with dredging up old thoughts and memories, however. I find that sometimes things weren’t how you actually remembered them. You think it sort of happened like that, but there’s bound to be a bit you don’t quite remember; there’ll be the crystalline and honed dinner-party version of that story. But then there’s the crushing moment when your mum or uncle or sister or mate tells you, ‘It wasn’t quite like that,’ or ‘You didn’t exactly say that’ … and on and on and on. We reframe and re-edit our pasts: exam results change, our teachers become kinder or more ogre-ish, our sporting prowess more Olympian and our sexual exploits exhaustingly naughty, horny and relentless.

         There’s another reason for not entirely spilling my internal organs onto the page: there are some things about my childhood that I genuinely don’t know. The moments I’m not sure of I’ve tended to leave out like the least-liked Opal Fruit. The idea that memoirs are a time for settling old scores doesn’t gain much traction with me either. My gut tells me that if I was too cowardly or hesitant to sort something out at the time, what good would it do to dredge up the moment again and cross-examine it in retrospect? When I do discuss things or events where I felt hard done by or misused, I hope I’ve dealt with them fairly.

         In On Writing, Stephen King compares Mary Karr’s evocation of her childhood – as ‘an almost unbroken panorama’ – with his sense of recall, which appears like ‘a fogged-out landscape from which occasional memories appear like isolated trees’. I know what King means here: for some of us, memories are sketched, ghostly things – unreliable. The one phantom thread running through the forest of my story is ‘Who am I?’ or ‘Who should I be for the people around me?’ Who do they expect me to be? Son? Pal? Comedian? And so each time a new Lenny was needed, I jumped.

         For the most part, then, this book is not an autobiography, but a biography. Because I’m writing about someone I used to know.

         Nelson Mandela once said, ‘Forget the past.’ In many respects I think he was right. The past can appear to be this other country, this exalted place where you spent so much time and where so many things happened that were good or bad or painful, and it’s difficult to let go, but in the living of life there is forward movement and so you wind up letting go anyway, just by virtue of putting one foot after the other.

         So while I’m relatively happy to look back, right now I’m in a cab moving forward and, when I reach where I’m going, I will continue putting one foot in front of the other – and then I’ll jump.
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         MAMA

         Before anything else, I remember Mama. She was the Jamaican Wonder Woman. I’m being a bit facetious – there were lots of women like my mama. She was of a particular stock, the kind of person who had worked very hard from a very young age. She had powerful hands, and if you were swiped or punched by either of them, you knew about it.

         Mama’s feet were large. As a child, I would try on her shoes. They were huge – massive boats with heels and a buckle at the front. I would slide around in them pretending to be important, because, whether she wanted the title or not, Mama was the alpha in our family. Papa was tough and ‘manly’ in appearance, but at home it was very clear who was in charge. Mama was just better equipped for the trials and tribulations of raising a large family in a semi-hostile environment.

         Her legs were incredibly powerful. She had obviously spent many years walking the highways and byways of the Jamaican countryside. As a subsistence farmer and market trader she spent hour upon hour working in the fields and carrying straw baskets of fruit and veg to and from the market. Having seen some of these fields, highways and byways for myself, it’s clear that walking long distances was the norm for people like Mama and Papa. I now understand why walking was such a big part of her life here in the UK, where she would clock up miles trudging around Dudley and beyond.

         Everyone in Dudley seemed to know my mama. As a small child, out with Mama on an apparently endless Saturday shopping trip (when else would she have the time to shop? She was a working woman!), I would note the countless familiar nods from Caribbean men and women. Mama spent most Saturdays going up and down Dudley High Street nodding at every black person she saw. She had a relatively plain face. The experience of growing up in rural Jamaica, working in fields and performing back-breaking tasks for little money, obviously affected her habitual demeanour. She smiled rarely, but when she did, it was fantastic. Most days she wore a mask of granite that said, ‘Don’t mess with me. I’m Winifred Henry, and if you try anything funny, I’ll knock you through a brick wall.’ Because she could.

         Saying that, she laughed a lot, but mainly in the confines of the house. She was a gifted storyteller, charming, funny, with a great sense of description, outrage and mispronunciations: she didn’t say ‘certificate’, she said ‘cer-fi-tick-et’; she didn’t say ‘film’, she said ‘flim’. Like a lot of Caribbean people, she would watch her favourite soaps – Crossroads and Coronation Street – and commentate throughout. Of Coronation Street’s resident lothario Len Fairclough:

         ‘Yu see yu? Yu favour dog.’

         Of busybody Hilda Ogden, also from Corrie:

         ‘What a way she nosey-ee?’

         Because I spent a lot of my childhood being disciplined by this woman – with belts, branches, boots, sometimes the occasional pan lid – seeing her laugh was a revelation. All that anger and worry would disappear from her face, and this other Mama would appear – huge smile, sparkling eyes, honking laugh, which I would often satirise, for my own comedy purposes, later on in my career. I loved this Mama; I wasn’t so keen on the other one – she was too vexed.

         Just before Mama died in 1998, she cleverly set me and my siblings a challenge. She was in her pomp, safely ensconced in her bungalow near Brierley Hill. We were all there, in various stages of distress. Mama looked at us and said, ‘Humph … I bet when I’m gone you’ll scatter to the four corners of the earth and never see each other again.’ So, when she finally passed away, we vowed that we would meet up at least four times a year.

         And that’s pretty much what we do, sitting and talking about the things we love to talk about:

         
            – Mama’s cooking; her burnt Christmas cake.

            – Her way of laughing at things, which came in three stages: a very high-pitched, plosive ‘Ha hiiiii’, then a ‘Woy!’ and perhaps a knee slap, and then, finally, as if she’d just remembered she needed to put a punctuation mark on the whole thing, ‘Jesus Christ!’ (This was before her born-again days, obviously.)

            – The way she’d crunch ice from a bowl as she watched telly (that’d be in the summer), or the way she’d snack on Scotch bonnet peppers (one of the hottest chili peppers in existence – think molten lava, and then double it). There’d be no hint of pain as she ate, whereas I remember eating a Scotch bonnet fragment by mistake and having to spend the rest of the evening upside down under the cold tap.

         

         We talk about the way Mama was, who she was, her unshakeable Christian faith in her later years, what she achieved in her time on this earth and what we all learnt from her, because remembering and reflecting on the struggles of the previous generation equips future generations with the wisdom and coping tools that they, in turn, can pass on to their children.

         Mama’s story begins in Jamaica.

         
            The West Indian migration to Britain in the 1950’s was part of a history of migration from the Caribbean islands which had started over one hundred years before. It began with the migration of former slaves, very soon after emancipation in 1834. As free men and women many soon discovered that there was little opportunity and hardly any fertile land left for them to develop. One of the means of overcoming poverty was to leave their island altogether – to migrate. Migration was also thought to be a form of protest whereby former slaves could demonstrate their hatred of a system that had tied them for so long to one place.

            (FROM Motherland BY ELYSE DODGSON)

         

         Throughout this memoir, I will plump more for my feelings than for accuracy. Knowing my mother’s stories so well, research might feel redundant when compared to the actual heart-felt reasons for my mother’s actions.

         Before I was born, Mama had four children by her husband, Winston Jervis Henry: Hylton, Bev, Seymour and Kay. She also lost three other children – one stillborn and two miscarriages – before producing Kay, her fourth surviving child. I didn’t find out the truth about the dead babies until I was making a documentary retracing my family’s roots in Jamaica. My brother Seymour took me to our village and, first, showed me the family home, which was basically two broken-down walls amid a plethora of overgrown greenery. Then we drove down the road to Grandma’s house, behind which we found a group of family graves, among which were three tiny, cigar-shaped gravestones.

         My papa was thirteen years older than Mama and, to my eyes anyway, a hardened stoic. He probably thought that they’d just go on pushing a plough and having kids and hardly eating. My mama had other ideas. So did her brother, Clifton.

         
            * * *

         

         It was Uncle Clifton’s fault. I can see him now: a spiv’s moustache, a trilby, which he always wore perched on the back of his head, and a sheepskin car coat. He had made the great leap to the United Kingdom first, to test the waters. He found a place to live in Dudley, in the Black Country, and got a job at Bean’s Industries, a company that supplied components to the car industry – anything from crank cases to gearboxes. They were based in Tipton, which is a cough and a spit from Dudley. Clifton worked there for a while and then realised two things:

         (a) he missed his family, particularly his sister Winnie;

         (b) he needed a wife.

         So he wrote to my mother and told her of the great advantages to be had by moving to the UK. You could earn thirty shillings a week, and there were all kinds of factories in which to do so. Hadn’t Enoch Powell, a British Tory minister, come to Jamaica and invited West Indian nurses to pack their bags and find jobs in the UK? The dream of a better life.

         I imagine Clifton’s letter went something like this:

         
            Dear Winnie,

            It is I, your brother Clifton, writing to you from the Black Country.

            It would be good if you could come here. There are plenty, plenty jobs here, and you could get one easy. Women can earn as much as 30 shillings a week, and I’m sure you’d be able to do other things to make up your weekly allowance.

            I know you’re tired of breaking your back to feed all them kids back in JA. Tell Winston to get off his arse and bring everybody to England as soon as possible.

            It cold here but them have job! Come soon.

            Your loving brother

            Clifton

            
                

            

            P.S. Bring me a wife.

         

         By all accounts, this tempting invitation went down like a cup of ice-cold sick. My father, Winston, had already forbidden my mother from embarking on a life-changing journey to the southern states of America. Some black American preachers had seen my mother testify in church and they’d told her that she should go to America because she could make good money preaching at the tent shows and on the gospel circuit. Mama wanted to go, to leave Jamaica and seek her fame and fortune, but Winston put his foot down. No way was any wife of his going to pack a bag and jump on an airplane to God knows where in the southern states, where they had Jim Crow and all kinds of segregation. And what? Was she expecting him to look after the children on his own? He had things to do as well; he was the man of the family and he wasn’t going to allow her to wander off into the sunset. I’m putting words in his mouth, but I can imagine his disdain for this short-lived dream of hers.

         For many years Mama felt that she’d been denied her shot at the good life. When Uncle Clifton’s letter arrived, she knew this was her chance to break free from patriarchal, poverty-stricken life in rural Jamaica, an opportunity to prove she was someone who could do something significant for her family. She wouldn’t take no for an answer, so she saved up money from her work at the market and eventually squirrelled away enough for a ticket and subsistence once she arrived in the UK.

         The crossing was £75 or thereabouts, so assembling that kind of dough was no mean feat. And I bet my papa moaned about using that money to catch a hold of some silly dream. But she did it, despite his disapproval. She also managed to find Clifton a prospective wife: Madge, someone she knew, whether via the church or just from around the way. Arrangements were made and Mama embarked on her life-changing journey, accompanied by a very excited Madge. She left Papa, my elder brothers Hylton and Seymour and my big sisters Bev and Kay and got on that boat, her and Madge. She was ready to go.

         
            
[image: ]
               (FROM Motherland BY ELYSE DODGSON)

            

         

         Elyse Dodgson’s Motherland describes how aspiring immigrants went about leaving their homes, family and children:

         
            ‘I sent Sharon to the shop to get a cake and when she came back I was gone.’

            
                

            

            ‘I was very sad leaving my kids behind. But y’know, since I had that plan to send for them, I knew it wouldn’t be long before I see them again.’

            
                

            

            ‘I wasn’t at all worried or upset because we have always lived in the extended family. I merely lived with my grandmother. I wasn’t worried or upset. I just got a bit fed up with my grandmother.’

         

         Once I’d read these words, I contacted my sister Bev and asked her how she’d felt when Mama left. She replied:

         ‘I was 15 when Mom got on that ship; I felt the separation and cried.’

         I sent the same request to Seymour. His reply was typically Seymour:

         ‘Len dats a long time ago. What/how we felt is a distant memory. We were jealous of the guys who had both parents but the money in letters compensated …’

         A month later, Mama and Madge arrived in the UK.

         Upon arrival in Dudley, there were problems. For a start, Clifton could only really put up one woman in his flat. Since Madge had come to marry Clifton, she could discreetly make sleeping arrangements with him, but Mama had to sleep on the floor. Mama wasn’t pleased about this, but she did it anyway. She couldn’t afford anywhere else at this point.

         Though Clifton was as happy as a pig in the proverbial, Mama’s future was less golden. The mother country, with its promises of open arms, jobs and warm bonhomie, was not quite as welcoming as Clifton had described. Times had changed since the arrival of the Windrush in 1948. This was now a suspicious and, at times, bigoted England, one that refused to understand that the immigrant diaspora had been invited to the UK to make up for a gap in labour.

         
            Labour shortages opened up scope for migration from colonial territories and Commonwealth countries, whose people being British subjects were, in principle at least, free to live and work in the United Kingdom. Among this group, workers from the Caribbean, escaping high levels of under-employment, showed a particular propensity to take advantage of migration opportunities. Colonial and Commonwealth immigration rates are estimated at up to 10,000 a year from 1948 up to the mid-50’s, increasing to over 40,000 by 1957–8, before dropping back to a depression invoked by government deflationary policies to below 30,000 in 1958–9. Caribbean workers demonstrated that they were a useful addition to the UK labour market.

            (FROM Motherland BY ELYSE DODGSON)

         

         When she first arrived, being out and about was tough for Mama. She often described what it was like to confront racism on a daily basis: she would be followed down the street by children who wanted to know where she was hiding her tail; on the bus, women would feel her face with their hands and ask her whether her skin colour came off; men on the street would make monkey noises at her as she passed; and although she spoke perfectly good English, in almost every shop she entered the staff would speak veeeerrry sloooowllly.

         There were signs in the bed-and-breakfast lodgings saying, ‘No Blacks, No Irish, No Dogs’ – so if you were a black Irish wolfhound you were buggered (© Kim Fuller). It was cold all the time, even when it was meant to be summer, and she never really got used to that. Soon she got sick – it was wintertime in England, when they had winters, freezing breezes easing in through the cracks in the windows and underneath the doors, a hoar frost forming on your exposed toes as you tried to snatch a couple of hours’ sleep, while your brother lay in bed, cuddled up to his future wife. Mama must have been furious.

         She got pneumonia, and it nearly did for her. On the verge of death, she moved out of Clifton’s place and found a room in an Indian-owned house that rented out bedsits. These were single-room spaces into which the landlords would cram a bed, a wardrobe, a dressing table, a dining table, some chairs and whatever else could be squeezed in. There’d be a ‘gusunder’ (Dudley parlance for a chamber pot) stashed under the bed so you could have a slash in the middle of the night.

         Which is where Albert Green enters the story. He lived in a bedsit in the same house, and he saw that Mama was unwell and unable to help herself. Albert – or Bertie, as he became known – looked after Winnie through her illness, making her soup, fixing the broken windows, locks and doors. Once she was better he helped her find work at any number of factories and acted as a guide around the Black Country, taking her to pubs and clubs. This relationship would have consequences.

         Mama was off and running, earning the money that would get Papa, Hylton, Bev, Seymour and Kay over to the UK. She did it with the sweat from her brow and the strength of her backbone.

         PAPA

         In 1959 Winston – my papa – arrived in the UK with my big sister, Kay. Papa was a walnut-hard man, dark-skinned, jet-black hair and barely a wrinkle. He rarely smiled or laughed, and when he did, it was usually at some mishap. I remember he laughed loud and long when one of our neighbours slipped on black ice in the street.

         Papa was smart as a whip. He spoke occasional Spanish, sometimes out of the blue and for no reason, and smoked Park Drive cigarettes. More importantly, he rarely lashed out and hit any of us. Strong-willed and authoritarian, he would come home from work and demand:

         ‘Turn the TV over, I want to watch the cricket.’

         Every night. Even if we were watching the bloody cricket, he’d say:

         ‘Turn the TV over, I want to watch the other cricket.’

         He could focus on cricket for hours. He tolerated us making a racket around him and would only occasionally tell us to ‘Stop the blasted noise!’

         He argued with my mama a fair deal. One of my earliest memories is of sitting in my cot, hands on the bars, and watching him fly across the room at her. And then they’d get on fine; it wasn’t Terry and June, but they’d be perfectly civil to each other. Papa would hand his wage packet over at the end of each working week; Mama would take it and hand back his spending money. The point is, whatever they would occasionally scrap over, coming to the UK changed their lives for the better, whatever the calypso records said:

         
            
               Many West Indians are sorry now

               for they left their countries and don’t know how.

               Some leave their jobs and their family

               and determined to go to London city.

               Yes, they are crying now with regret,

               No kind of employment now they can get.

               The city of London they got to roam

               and they can’t find their passage to go back home …

                (‘Sweet Jamaica’ BY LORD LEBBY)

            

         

         Papa would do odd things like wear his pyjamas under his suit. He’d let his nails grow really long (I mean Catweazle long), and he liked a drink from the local pub. Us kids were dispatched there with some loose change from the pocket of his overalls and ordered to buy a jug of stout and to bring back the rest of the money. Kay and I would march up to The Bush, at the top of Blackacre Road, make cute faces at the bar lady and obtain beer and fags for both parents. We’d walk back verrrry carefully with our prizes. You never knew – we might get to keep the change or have a small glass of beer and a smoke ourselves.

         My father and I never really bonded. Mama did most of the child wrangling, and I was also distracted much of the time. I was born in August 1958 and, in many respects, I was a surprise – not least to my mama, who hadn’t banked on producing yet another Henry while her husband was still in the Caribbean. Sixty years later, and having been through the complications of relationships myself, I’ve slowly come to understand the complexities of displacement, loneliness and the need for companionship.

         Needless to say, when my father arrived with my big sister Kay (a smidge older than me and very bright), it took a while for him to thaw to the idea of this new kid. But even though it took a godawful long time, he did eventually grow to appreciate me. And throughout my childhood he worked very hard to make sure there was food on the table, clothes on my back and a safe haven for me. He worked really hard. He would come home from the factory and at least three times a week he’d go upstairs and run a bath and then lie in it for half an hour. I remember seeing the water after he got out: there was this dark-grey scum sitting atop the surface, with bits in it. I never, ever wanted to work in a factory if it made you that grubby after a day’s work. But he did it, five days a week for thirty years.

         

         Who Am I #1
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         I’m about four or five in this black-and-white photo. I love black and white. There’s something about it that’s more real than colour. It has great power and conveys something much greater than mere verisimilitude. In this picture I’m a pageboy. My sister Kay is a bridesmaid. My brother Hylton is marrying Betty, and my memory explodes whenever I see this photo, because it triggers memories of other weddings that have been buried deep in my subconscious. I’m pretty sure my parents hired me and my sister out as pageboy and bridesmaid for every single West Indian wedding in the Midlands. I know it’s wrong to accuse those who are no longer with us, but I’m pretty damn sure they pimped us out for spare change, because when I look at that picture I see a little kid, standing there as if to say, ‘When do we get paid?’ I look like a professional, like I’ve got cards printed out and a limo on its way to take me to the next wedding.

         I asked Bev about this, and she said that at the time there weren’t too many cute brother-and-sister combos, with their own attire, available for all the weddings that were happening in Dudley. So Mama would volunteer us for all sorts of weddings, even those of non-family members.

         I look at that kid now. He hadn’t really had time to form an outward-facing demeanour. He’s just all about being a tiny kid with a part-time job as a pageboy, and he’s happy to be anywhere.

         

         VICTORIA TERRACE AND MAMA’S COOKING

         After Papa came over, we all went to live in a tiny bedsit on Himley Road in Dudley. We weren’t there for long, though; it was much too small. With Papa’s help, we were able to move to Victoria Terrace, just up the road, to a huge (to my eyes anyway) house that could hold many more kids and family members. There were three bedrooms on the second floor, one on the first floor (probably a repurposed sitting room), while the attic had a teeny bedroom and a larger one. The order of sibling arrival ran thus: Kay arrived with Papa in 1959, then Hylton rocked up in early 1960; shortly afterwards, my big sister Bev and her beau, Charles, made the journey; and the following year Seymour eased in, seventeen, cool and groovy. They all made this little Dudley-born kid feel welcome.

         It was an old house with an outside toilet. My memory tells me we had to bathe in a tin bath by the fire, and that a passageway was built later to enable the family to use the toilet without having to brave the elements. There were loads of rooms, which were much in need. The combination of Mama, Papa, us lot and Bev’s growing family all under one roof meant chaos, confusion and, at times, conflict. There were arguments, complete with shouting and proper fisticuffs, like on the TV, when Simon Templar would hit the bad guy on the jaw and you’d hear, ‘POW!’ and then he’d go flying across the room. That’s the kind of fighting Mama and Papa did. But when it was over, they’d be fine and we’d all stop the noise and get on with our lives. There was also a big out-of-tune piano on the landing and music everywhere, plus the constant aroma of Jamaican cooking, with all its various components: chili peppers, Scotch bonnet peppers, garlic, thyme, pimento … mmmmm. Mama was an amazing all-round cook, a specialist in that normalised working-class genre that we love and revere called Mama’s Cooking. She had that ability to return from work and create magical meals from whatever was lying around.

         We’d be back from school and sat there in the living room – Paul, Sharon and me – watching kids’ TV. As soon as Mama walked in, we would hear, at full volume and all in one breath, this unvarying list of our shortcomings:

         ‘But stop! Lard Jesus Chris’, ef yu see my trial. Yu mean to say, mi haffe wuk every hour the Lard give, from six o’clock inna mornin’? Slave like a daag all day, mek one an’ two poun’, if mi lucky! An’ I wuk in this house, wit’ mi two sore foot bottom … an’ yu miz-a-rabble pickney couldn’t even peel one an’ two likkle potato, soak the rice, mek t’ree dozen dumplin’, season the chicken, sweep out the front room, mop the kitchen floor, ketch fire in the back room, re-tile the bathroom, plaster the facing wall in the lounge [etc.].’

         This was every night.

         She was right, of course. We’d come home, watch telly, do bits of homework, poke each other with sticks, naturally assuming that at some point before the news came on, a magical someone would make our dinner for us (by the way, it was always ‘dinner’, never ‘tea’). When I started going to my white friends’ houses, they would ask me if I wanted to have ‘tea’ with them, and I was amazed when their parents would bring out egg and chips and crisps and bits of ham or cheese and a mug of tea. The penny dropped: tea’s a meal, not just a drink! This is brilliant! And because their portions were almost always starter-sized, I knew I could go to my house afterwards and have a more Jamaican-sized dinner. This usually occurred at six o’clock and involved a large piece of fried or roasted meat, dumplings (boiled or fried), potatoes (ditto), rice and peas (or sometimes just rice), and something green (we laughed in the face of greens). There’d usually be a chemical-tasting orange/raspberry squash concoction too. This meal would be served on the everyday crockery, the patterns faded and with noticeable cracks, the slightest tap of the fork threatening to snap your platter in two. The food was always piled high, high, high on your plate, like a towering, savoury version of Carmen Miranda’s headdress.

         We always ate as a family in those days, everyone round the table. In the winter there’d be an almighty fight for who got to sit nearest the fire. We lived in a large-ish but cold and draughty house, so whoever got to sit by the fire had pride of place. However, the consequences were dire because as the heat rose and the room became more and more toasty, rivers of sweat would begin to pour from every orifice, soaking shirt, pants and bum crack. If I’d landed the seat by the fire, I’d soon have to begin the tedious process of bartering with my sister in the hope of changing position.

         Me: ‘Kay? I’ll give you this tasty piece of meat and this piece of yam if you agree to swap places …’

         Kay: ‘You mad? NO.’

         The food was almost always delicious. Mama had truly mastered stick-to-the-ribs food and knew how to make supplies stretch. Even though it was just the six of us, she always cooked for twenty-seven people – minimum.

         When we came home from school and stared listlessly into the cupboards, we’d see geriatric tinned pilchards, asthmatic bags of rice and odd damp scraps of green somethings near the back. When Mama looked into that same cupboard, she would see the makings of a glorious feast. We always ate well, no matter how much Mama complained that there was no money. And she complained a lot about that. But still, she would conjure Caribbean banquets for less than a pittance.

         When she was older, I would visit her, and whenever I did, I’d always catch her watching daytime TV. Ainsley Harriott or somebody would be in the process of teaching a useless student how to make a nutritious meal for under £5. And Mama would laugh, saying, ‘Five poun’? Yu could feed a multitude of people with that!’

         I regret that I never learnt to cook under my mama’s tutelage. I was too busy getting up on stage and performing whenever I could. From the age of fourteen that was my life. My brother Paul became a really good cook because, as he escaped puberty’s iron grip, he was able to watch everything that Mama did, while I was at the Skylight Club in Workington, attempting to figure out why they weren’t laughing at the old Frank Carson joke:

         
            I said to the landlady, ‘I found a dead flea in my bed.’ She said, ‘One dead flea won’t kill you.’ I said, ‘I know, but 10,000 came to the funeral!’

         

         Paul was at home learning how to prep salt fish so that it flaked perfectly on the fork; or how to steam rice and peas so that they didn’t stick; or the gargantuan task of preparing Saturday soup from scratch, which seemed to involve simmering half a sheep for three days. These were my mother’s culinary masterpieces, but my early departure from home and hearth robbed me of the opportunity to actually learn how to make them for myself.

         Mama’s generous meal-making meant that we were all natural-born trenchermen who treated mealtimes as communal gatherings, full of love, laughter and wisecracks. It wasn’t just normal everyday meals at which Mama excelled – she could bake too! Whenever there was a wedding or christening, or just before Easter and Christmas, Mama would receive requests from the four corners of Dudley:

         ‘Miss Winnie, I beg yu mek mi a cake.’

         And as long as they paid a little for the ingredients and her time, Mama would undertake this confectionery challenge. In the lead-up to Christmas, our house smelt like a cross between a Caribbean cake shop and a distillery. There were all kinds of dodgy, arcane twirlings, swirlings and curlings taking place in our cellar, with the odd maniacal cackle thrown in for detail.

         Mama began cake preparation for the Christmas season months and months before. Ingredients were bought in bulk and stored for what seemed like ages. Then, as autumn’s blush took hold of Buffery Park’s greenery, we’d notice that the giant mixers would begin their whirrings and stirrings – all weekend long – as the mixtures were assembled: not just butter, eggs, sugar and flour, but a plethora of raisins, glacé cherries, sultanas, berries, brown sugar, white sugar, biracial sugar.

         Mama never seemed to measure anything. I never saw her clutching her forehead and screaming at a cookbook, ‘Why won’t you just say precisely how many half-tablespoons of vanilla, Delia?!’ Mama didn’t do that. She used the time-honoured Jamaican baking technique of ‘dash in’. She’d take ingredients by the pinch or handful and simply dash them into the mixing bowl. She never measured the amount of alcohol; she’d just upend the bottle, let it glug a couple of times, pour herself a small glass, slug that, and then continue.

         Mama cooked like a skilled improvisational lead guitarist: she knew all the chords and scales, the flats and sharps, etc., but she could extemporise and make up her own recipes. In the way that Jimi Hendrix could play variations on a theme, Mama did the same with cakes; she didn’t need someone else’s formula. And then she’d batch-cook, three or four cakes at a time. The aromas drove us giddy, our nostrils mesmerised by the sensational smells emanating from the oven. People we hadn’t seen for years would suddenly show up at the house:

         ‘A’right, Winnie, remember me? I teef your car in 1965.’

         Mama: ‘Is what yu wan’?’

         ‘Yu bakin’ cake? It smell good, mi can have a piece?’

         Mama: ‘Yu wan’ mi call police ’pon yu?’

         ‘Call them, yes, but forward me a piece a cake in the meantime.’

         I think it was something to do with the alcoholic concoctions that went into the mixture: sherry, white and dark rum, Wincarnis (whatever that is), Ovaltine, cough linctus and the rest. Everything went in there, and whatever she added made it smell even better, more alluring, almost orgasmic.

         When I got a bit older – sixteen, maybe seventeen – on Christmas Eve I’d get in from wherever I’d been, on my way to wherever I was going. I’d have my night all planned out, but my intentions would always be swayed by the heroic, mouth-watering fragrances oozing from the kitchen. Mama and my big sister Bev would be stationed amid dozens of sausage rolls and mince pies, Mama elbow-deep in a turkey, prepping it for the uncertain hell known as the ‘overnight roast’.

         Our Christmas cake would already be in the oven. By now, Bev and Mama would have partaken of some sherry and be sharing stories of Christmases past. Yuletide hits would play nonstop on the radio, like Eartha Kitt’s stunning version of ‘Santa Baby’ (the line about the platinum mine always cracked Mama up). And as the stories grew longer and the sherry-drinking became more brazen, a large, undulating mass of cloud, dark in colour, would slowly envelop the entire kitchen.

         The cake is burning. THE CAKE IS BURNING!

         Mama would look up, point with her turkey-encased fist and say something like, ‘Hmmm, hmmm, look ’pon the h’oven nuh?’

         And we’d all look at what can only be described as a ‘blouse and skirt, raatid inferno!’ Mama would rush over and open the white-hot oven door (no gloves – Jamaican mums are hard), the flames belching from within. Despite this inferno, she’d kick the oven door aside and retrieve the now blackened husk of a cake.

         This wasn’t the first time this had happened. Bev’s expression told the story – yet another Christmas cake incinerated. But Mama would have the whole thing under control. The next stage was not to dump the charred remains in the bin; instead, Mama would fetch a very sharp knife and proceed with her patented debridement treatment, removing the dead cake tissue. Sometimes she would remove as much as an inch of burnt cake skin, and within, at the heart of the tragedy, would be the perfectly cooked remains. The cake would, of course, be a third of its original size, but still, it would be just right.

         Once this work of culinary genius had emerged from its smoking chrysalis, Mama and Bev would proceed to decorate it with icing, small silver bells and coloured flowers. It was like a fourteen-course meal in one triangular lump. You couldn’t eat too much of it due to the alcohol content: two slices and you’d find yourself wandering around the streets, unaware of your name, the location of your house and your purpose in life.

         Chris Tarrant received one of my mama’s cakes after the Christmas edition of Tiswas. She’d saved up a big one just for him, a special, unburnt one. Mama loved Chris. He’d looked after her when she came on the show as a special guest and really made her feel like one of the Tiswas family. He took the cake gratefully, put it on the back seat of his car and drove home.

         After twenty minutes of, it must be said, some quite wobbly driving, Tarrant realised he was being followed by the local constabulary, who were signalling for him to pull over. Tarrant also realised that he felt … a bit pissed. He pulled the car to the kerb. The copper was in fits.

         ‘Bloody ’ell, Tarrant, you was all over the road! Do you wanna lift to your house?’

         Tarrant opened the window, and what can only be described as a solid fog of what smelt like 100 per cent proof alcohol wafted past and enveloped the police officer’s head like a rum-soaked burlap sack. I still don’t think they believed his protestations of ‘Lenny’s mum’s cake got me drunk on the way home …’

         Since Mama passed away in 1998, there’s been a series of subtle attempts to usurp her baking supremacy. Bev’s cakes are delicious, sweet and alcohol-free; Paul’s are almost there; Kay’s had a go and they have a good taste to them; and Cousin Nena’s attempts are so sodden with alcohol only a brave person would even attempt a slice – one whiff and you’re out until News at Ten. Trust me.

         I once made a recording of Mama discussing her recipes. I thought it would be our family’s legacy. However, Mama was getting on a bit by this time, the conversations would ramble, and she would absolutely refuse to reveal any of her secrets.

         
            Me: ‘So, Mama, how much sugar is it again?’

            Mama: ‘I don’t know, you know – mi jus’ dash it in.’

            Me: ‘Yeah, I know you do, fair play to you, but is it one or two cups of sugar?’

            Mama: ‘It depen’.’

            Me: ‘Depends on what?’

            Mama: ‘It depen’ on how much cake you wan’ to mek.’

            Me: (a leetle frustrated) ‘OK, so what about the raisins and cherries and sultanas and that?’

            Mama: (drifting off slightly) ‘Jus’ dash in whatever you wan’.’

            Me: ‘So … you don’t actually know exactly how much you put in?’

            Mama: ‘Mi nevah measure nutten, yu know? Mi jus’ dash it in, and the Lard will provide.’

         

         Unfortunately, the recording continues in this vein for quite some time, and then Mama falls asleep. Finally, you hear me going ‘Rarghhh’ and jumping out of a nearby window.

         The point is, my mama could really make a cake.

         BEING A LITTLE JAMAICAN KID

         Imagine Victoria Terrace. It wasn’t a council house, but it wasn’t a mansion either. It was a big multi-roomed place, chock full of our noisy extended family. It wasn’t perfect: it seemed rickety and in need of constant repair. It smelt of cooked-down chicken and Saturday soup and cakes and carbolic. There always seemed to be music booming from the large radiogram: Prince Buster, Elvis Presley, the Beatles, Chuck Berry … This was our house, in the middle of our street … well, number 4 to be exact, just off the main road, a short distance from the zoo and very close to Rita’s corner shop. We lived and thrived and argued and laughed a great deal here.

         As a teeny tiny child, I remember being portable, with everybody’s face way up in mine and saying things like:

         ‘Look ’pon the chile, him cute-ee?’

         ‘Him favour yu, yu know, Mrs Henry.’

         ‘What a way, him big! Him big, him big, him big so til.’

         I grew up in a Jamaican household where everyone spoke in the Jamaican dialect. There were these explosions of Caribbean noise:

         ‘Unnu put the something down!’

         ‘Wha’ wrong wid yu, yu finger’s bruk? Go fetch yu own water!’

         ‘Mama! Len put di hot peppa in me mout’ an’ it a bun mi!’

         And Jamaican swearing is horrible. Something I really feared were the words that rang out whenever Mama and Papa were angry. Papa would stub his toe, and I’d hear:

         ‘AH WHA’ DE BUMBO CLART!’

         Mama would burn her finger on the stove, and it’d be:

         ‘RAAS HOLE!’

         And when the arguments kicked off, these phrases were grouped together and spat out in staccato fashion: 

         ‘Oh, me? Yu tink seh me care what yu tink to bumbo hole? Well, tek yu raas clart backside an’ garn den.’

         ‘Is me yu a talk to, woman – if I tek my bumbo clart han’ to yu.’

         ‘Gwarn den nuh? If yu tink seh yu raas clart bad, pick up yu fis’ an’ try beat me. I will kill yu two time before yu even re-a-lise yu dead!’

         And then one of them would add an ‘Ahoa!’ at the end just to make sure everyone knew where they stood punctuation-wise.

         This was normal to us. And the swearing wasn’t even that bad once translated:

         ‘raas clart’ was toilet paper;

         ‘bumbo clart’ was toilet paper too;

         ‘bumbo hole’ was your anus;

         ‘raas hole’ was also your anus;

         ‘pussy clart’ was a sanitary towel;

         ‘pussy hole’ was your front bottom, if you were in possession of such a thing.

         When these words were mixed up with old-fashioned Anglo-Saxon, you had a linguistic party. One incredibly brilliant Jamaican derivation from a British swear word was ‘fuckery’. It described a mess, a terrible situation, a cock-up: ‘Wha’ kinda raas clart fuckery is dis?’

         There wasn’t much cursing in our house, but when there was, it was rarely with a Dudley accent. Jamaican was the norm, and to all intents and purposes I was a little Caribbean kid, eating Jamaican food, listening to Jamaican conversation or arguments, watching my brothers and sisters and nephews and nieces behave in singularly Jamaican fashion. It was (mostly) heaven.
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