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            Foreword

         

         Some books always feel fresh and vital, no matter how long ago they were written, and this applies to Black Teacher (1976), a memoir full of wit, perceptiveness, humour and compassion. Beryl Gilroy takes us back in time to the fifties and sixties when, as a young woman, she wanted to fulfil her ambition of becoming a primary school teacher in England. Born in ‘British Guiana’ (now Guyana) in 1924, and raised by her grandparents, Gilroy was initially home-schooled. Regular school attendance began at the age of twelve, followed by teacher training college in the capital, Georgetown, in 1945. She migrated to Britain in 1952 and much of the book covers her early teaching years in London, where she initially struggled to find work due to racism and was forced to take on jobs beneath her level of education.

         Anyone who thinks Britain hasn’t moved forward in terms of equality and racism needs to read this book. So many citizens of the country Gilroy encountered some seventy years ago had been brainwashed by the centuries-old saturation of racist ideology created in order to justify Britain’s role in the transatlantic slave trade and its colonial conquests, with a quarter of the world under British rule at the height of its empire. It’s worth remembering that in the early fifties, most of Britain’s colonies had yet to gain their independence, either in the Caribbean, Africa, Asia or elsewhere. And here was Gilroy, a black colonial ‘subject’ trying to make her way in a country whose self-perpetuated myth of its racial superiority was unashamedly thriving, alongside the belief that no matter how lowly people might be ranked in the hierarchy of British society, at least they were white, which elevated them above people of colour.

         As a consequence, the level and intensity of blatant racism Gilroy encounters, from small children to adults, is shocking. As a teacher, her students mimic the bigoted nonsense picked up from their parents, but it’s easy to forgive them, as she does, because they’re too young to think for themselves and their childlike charm wins her over. She understands that her charges have been ‘conditioned to consider anything that [isn’t] English as downright laughable’, and she cleverly challenges their preconceived notions.

         The children in her schools are so vividly manifested that it feels like we’re in the classroom and playground with them. Voices, often written in vernacular, permeate this memoir, which is so effective in bringing to life the people in Gilroy’s environment, especially the voices of the white working classes. Gilroy’s phonetic replication of the vernacular is not generally considered wise in fiction these days, as it can make characters sound like caricatures, but it is incredibly effective in the context of this book, and the resurrection of post-war cockney reminds us how much language and culture have changed. Gilroy has a brilliant ear for dialogue; she wants the reader to hear people just as they sound. She has equally finely tuned descriptive abilities. The people she writes about are colourfully and vividly drawn with a few light, bold strokes. It’s not surprising that she went on to write novels, because novelistic qualities are at play in her writing, which is teeming with life as we follow the protagonist through the battlefields of fifties and sixties Britain. We are rooting for her, urging her to overcome obstacles and witnessing her personal growth; and we are relieved when she finds love, settles and forges a groundbreaking career.

         From start to finish, Gilroy maintains her composure, although she is no pushover. She is a powerfully rooted person, someone whose moral values, sense of humour, innate refinement and dignity rise above the vulgarity of the everyday discrimination hurled at her by people who see only colour and not character. Yes, she is deeply hurt by it, bewildered at first by the behaviour of the uncouth hosts in her adopted country, forced to steel herself against their missiles. A weaker person would crack under the pressure, but Gilroy has arrived in Britain as an adult, already grounded in another culture where the majority of the people are brown and where her right to belong is not questioned. Rather than doubt herself or feel diminished, she regards Britain as ‘full of the strangest people’. She discovers that even those with whom she is friendly can stick the knife in, often without realising the gravity of their offensiveness. A co-worker from one of her pre-teaching jobs who is about to move to a smarter part of London tells Gilroy not to visit her because ‘I don’t want ’em to see me ’obnobbin’ with nigs and such. Get it?’

         Gilroy says to herself, ‘I got it, all right. We’d worked side by side for months, talking and sharing. I couldn’t remember when she’d last called me “nig”.’

         This book serves to remind us how hard it was for post-war immigrants to make their way in Britain when there were so many barriers put before them. However, in case I’ve misled anyone into thinking this book is a misery memoir, it’s not that at all. Black Teacher is a fascinating and often funny read, and I relished immersing myself in Gilroy’s early life in this country and hearing the Windrush-era story from the perspective of a woman who actually lived through it.

         Gilroy had to fight against racial and gender discrimination and expectations; her male counterparts would also have had to deal with physical aggression and violence. This book made me reflect on my own parents. My Nigerian father arrived in Britain in 1949 and had to use his fists against assailants who objected to his presence in this country, which was commonplace on the harsh front line of fifties racism. My white English mother, on the other hand, was a recent graduate of teacher training college at the same time that Gilroy was having doors slammed in her face when applying for teaching jobs. My mother literally walked into the first teaching job she applied for. Her issues were about learning how to be a good teacher, not how to find employment in a racist country, nor (once employed as a teacher) how to deal with a racist institution.

         While I knew about my father’s hardships, I had never previously considered my mother’s straightforward and unhindered entry into her profession – until I read about Gilroy’s experiences. Her book really opens our eyes to the realities of fairly recent British history, and might cause us to reflect on the stories within our own families and ancestry, and the things we take for granted, or not. When my mother met and married my father and then went on to have many biracial children, she did, of course, come up against a white supremacy which disapproved of her marriage and her children.

         The majority of writers who arrived on these shores in that first wave of post-war migration from the Caribbean were men, the most well known of whom is Samuel Selvon, author of The Lonely Londoners (1956). The narratives these authors created about their generation generally featured male protagonists living in an unchallenged patriarchal society. Remember that this was before the second wave of feminism began to question systemic sexism. Gilroy’s novel In Praise of Love and Children (published in 1996, but actually written in 1959) is the only novel, as far as I know, written by someone of this generation about the female experience of this migration at that time. Readers might be familiar with the names of E. R. Braithwaite, Wilson Harris, George Lamming, Edgar Mittelholzer, V. S. Naipaul, Andrew Salkey and Selvon, but it seems that the sole woman in this cohort, albeit publishing her first adult books somewhat later than the men, has been eclipsed by the light shone on them.

         Generations of readers are familiar with Black Teacher’s more famous counterpart, the autobiographical novel To Sir, With Love (1959) by E. R. Braithwaite, inspired by his time as a schoolteacher in a rough East End school, but Gilroy’s memoir has flown under the radar. Yet she was a remarkable pioneer on two counts, as a black female writer (one of the first in this country’s history, eventually publishing many books), and as one of Britain’s first black headteachers.

         Black Teacher has been overlooked, that’s the truth of it, barely making the timelines of black British literary history. With its reissue, one hopes that this book will take its rightful place as a hugely important memoir about the fifties and sixties from the rare perspective of a black woman transported to the colonial motherland, leaving behind this brilliant first-person record.

         
             

         

         bernardine evaristo

         November 2020

      

   


   
      
         
            Preface

         

         Not so long ago a black teacher or a black child was a rarity in Britain. Attitudes to the few blacks then in the country were much the same as they are today but the way people deal with them or react to them has altered. Blacks now assert themselves and demand their rights even if they don’t always know exactly what their rights are.

         I have lived in England for nearly a quarter of a century. The longer one lives here the more aware one becomes that there is much prejudice but also a great deal of tolerance and a sense of fair play. I resent being called ‘a black who has made it’ because, every day of his life, a black has to make it with himself. And that’s hardest of all.

         
             

         

         beryl gilroy
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            ‘This school good’

         

         A September morning in 1969. It was dark, cold and forbiddingly damp. My hands itched despite the cold weather. It was a show of nerves which now plagued me.

         ‘Look,’ I said in a bid for sympathy. ‘That rash has come back the minute the holidays are over.’

         ‘It’ll disappear the moment you get to school,’ said my husband. ‘As soon as you see the children you’ll be as right as rain.’

         I had always been a natural teacher. Before I left British Guiana, as it then was, I had made my name as an infants’ teacher. My experience of young children was long and deep. Yet here I was, over twenty years later, feeling and acting like a novice. I was afraid to go to school.
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         I was about to start my second term as Headmistress of a North London infants’ school of a most unusual kind. Already there were twenty nationalities registered. Later this would rise to forty-four. Multiracial schools had always fascinated me, and in my school there was an interesting mix of social classes.

         My experience had shown that children are not born with race and colour prejudice. They absorb it from the adults around them. But since I was the first black Headmistress in the lively borough of Camden, I was bound to encounter bigots of all sorts, the child who would always test me, and teachers who would be inhibited by my colour. I was well conditioned but the memory of the previous term rankled.

         What a school! It was a big noisy barn where the children, in a mass of mess and chaos, integrated their day. The process left many of them bored and without purpose and they showed their boredom by throwing the books and toys about, working over each other, charging through the corridors, telling tales about each other and never, never owning up to even the most trivial misdemeanour. I had taught in dozens of schools but never in one in which children so felt the need to tell on their peers.

         Lording it over them were teachers who talked endlessly and with passion of their rights. These included the right to treat my office like a thoroughfare, the right to greet me frequently with ‘We have decided that you should …’ and the right to assume as often as it suited them that the school was run by a ghost.

         No. I wasn’t really looking forward to going back to that place so full of tense, fighting people.

         I dressed slowly – not daring to go by public transport. When at last I called a taxi, my mind was made up. I would do what had to be done, say what had to be said and change what had to be changed.

         At the school Ade, a little Nigerian boy, met me. He always waited for me since I had smacked him when he hit another boy with his heavy leather shoe. The children had gasped at the sound of leather on flesh and some had covered their eyes as blood trickled down the child’s face. Too overcome to speak, his teacher had stood rigid with the violence of the act. I had seized Ade and smacked his hand. It was what his mother would have done had she been there.

         ‘You hit Ade?’ a voice had said close behind me. It was Gregory, the self-elected social conscience of the class. Egging him on was Roberta, one of his helpers.

         ‘He can’t help it. He’s in a home,’ said Roberta. ‘He’s underprivileged. Underprivileged people aren’t responsible. My mummy said so.’

         ‘Come along with me, Mr Can’t-Help-It,’ I had said to Ade. ‘You’ll find that you will be able to help it from now on.’

         I had sat him in my office and given him my family of dolls to play with. Once they had belonged to my own children. They were faded now, but they still had their uses and helped children to act out their feelings and their problems.

         ‘Tell the dolls what you did! They want to hear it from your own mouth.’

         He had said nothing but sat with a surly look on his face. Later he muttered, ‘I hate white people! Hate them! Hate them!’

         ‘Hate them if you must,’ I said, ‘but for goodness’ sake don’t hurt them.’

         Now he met me each morning and we planned his day. He was one of those children who were confused by choices; he could not relax in the space around him. All his actions had become compressed into darts and jabs. But now he had learned to trust me.

         The school looked bleaker than ever but there was comfort in a cataract of voices – children’s voices.

         ‘Miss Gilroy, I like your necklace. Did your husband get it for you?’

         ‘Miss Gilroy, I had my first Communion and some new shoes.’

         ‘Miss Gilroy, I went to Morocco. Did you?’

         This explosion of affection, information and trust helped. Despite its imperfections, this was a good place to be. I belonged here. I belonged any place where there were children.

         My own day started as it often did with the admissions. I never could have guessed that it would have its own particular sting in its tail.

         The corridor was crowded with parents seeking admission for their children. They were expected to attend the school nearest their homes and there was an unusual mixture of nationalities at our school because the area contained a number of embassies, restaurants, colleges and hospitals, in which parents from overseas either trained or worked for periods of a year or more.

         I knew that I could admit only twenty five- and six-year-olds and I had opened the door of my office intending to count the waiting children, but immediately an Asian father with two tired-looking, unsuitably clad children rushed in.

         He said, accusingly, ‘I wait for you since eight o’clock. I must go work.’

         With some difficulty he told me his address. The children whimpered. I tried to make him realise that he lived in the wrong borough and that I could not take his children.

         ‘This school more near my house,’ he insisted. ‘This school good.’

         The little boy was by now gently dozing and some spittle oozed from his mouth. The father gently wiped the child’s mouth with the back of his hand and then wiped his hand on my desk.

         He seemed concerned with very little other than his pressing need to dump his children somewhere until he or his wife could collect them.

         ‘Keep them here in one corner,’ he said. ‘Two ’clock my wife take them.’

         But I shook my head and suddenly he swept up the children and hurried from the room.

         ‘They’ll be locked in’, I thought, ‘till Mum comes home.’

         Next to arrive was an Englishwoman escorting a Spanish family who hadn’t a word of English between them.

         The two little girls sat demurely and listened as we talked, the Englishwoman acting as interpreter. The mother was worried about the food. As was the case with many children from overseas, her girls didn’t like milk. Would the children starve at school?

         I spent a great deal of time reassuring them but they still regarded me with some disbelief as they left. However, the children started school the next day. I was beginning to discover that parents from overseas who had never met a black person in authority required convincing that the black knows how to do the job.

         An American mother with an exceptionally precocious son was next. He dragged her through the door and then they both talked of his cleverness, his grades and the various types of therapy the family had experienced.

         He told me too of the size of his ego, that he was sensitive about his name and that they were kosher. ‘Tell her what kosher means, Mom,’ he said.

         When his mother showed me his grades instead, he broke into a song, ‘Dietary Law-as! Dietary Law-as!’

         I took them up to the seven-year class.

         ‘Gee!’ Noah blurted out. ‘I’m not going to like this class! I’m a hundred years ahead of these kids. Look at them!’

         The children were getting ready for their Physical Exercises. Some were in their underclothes and others were arranging socks and shoes in neat piles on the chairs.

         ‘Is this some kind of a nudist colony?’ Noah shouted. ‘Some kind of a lousy strip-joint? Well, it’s not for me. I’m staying in my jeans and my shirt.’ He pointed to each item as he spoke.

         ‘It’s like this in nearly all the schools in London. Children get undressed and they don’t worry about it,’ I explained.

         In a querulous sing-song voice, Noah stated his opinion of everything in sight.

         The children stared at him. Then they started laughing, and after a while Noah joined in.

         I went back to the office and admitted Schlomit from Israel, Manase from South Africa, Wayne from Rhodesia, Oliver from Austria, Brigitta from Denmark, Seamus from Ireland, Rama from India, Ester from Germany and Natasha from Russia. Only one of all these children spoke English. When the Russians, a charming, impeccably dressed young journalist and his wife, came in, all the terrible stories one had heard about Russians came flooding back. But their concern for their little daughter was exactly like that of any of the other parents.

         She was a beautiful child, clear-eyed, composed and relaxed. She didn’t play up, fidget, interrupt, shout or show off. Her behaviour seemed based on the certainty of her relationship to her parents, and she accepted her new surroundings and the new situations she met. I commented on how well grown, self-assured and really pretty she was.

         ‘All the children in my country are the same,’ said the mother. Both parents spoke excellent English and showed an interest in what was going on in the classroom.

         An elegant East African couple was next. She was quite imposing in her traditional dress. Her husband, a delightful man, told us that because the child’s name was difficult, the teacher at her previous school had nicknamed her Jenny.

         ‘Her name is a part of her identity,’ I said, ‘and with your permission we will use it.’

         We had quite a task learning to pronounce her name and she seemed relieved when we managed to make the proper sounds. Her name, Nyokilapata, was later shortened to Nyo.

         I showed them around, only to meet Noah on the stairs.

         ‘Where did you get that from?’ he said. ‘The golliwog?’ White superiority shone out of his eyes as he pointed to the little girl.

         ‘She’s a little girl!’ I said. ‘Don’t you know the difference at your age or are you too mean to notice?’

         He shrugged and ran off again.

         The sound of a child crying made me hurry back to my room. A man with red hair growing grey at the temples and a disagreeable look on his face awaited me.

         ‘Look at him,’ he said, ‘all rucked! I wouldn’t bring him here ’cept I have to. Where’s the uvver ’eadmistress? ’E was used to her. She was doin’ all right. Why did they ’ave to change ’er?’

         ‘The Headmistress left here six months ago. I’m the second Headmistress they’ve had in that time. Where were you and your son?’

         ‘Blacks, blacks. Nothing but blacks everywhere,’ he fussed.

         ‘I can’t help that,’ I said. ‘You can’t change your hair and I can’t change my skin. You can have a transfer for your boy. There are other schools.’

         ‘I don’t want no transfer!’ he blustered. ‘You have one, then we’ll all be happy.’

         A voice from the end of the corridor called, ‘Bill, ’e’ll be orright once we’re awf.’

         ‘The wife,’ he said in a subdued voice.

         She came towards me.

         ‘Take no notice of ’im,’ she said. ‘He gets narked easy.’

         ‘Come on, you,’ she said to her son. ‘Into the class with you and none of your moanin’ and carpin’! You don’t want to be like him, do you? A pain in the bloody neck.’

         She turned to me. ‘By the way, mind if I say something to ya?’

         She came very close to me. ‘They ’ave an ’at competition every Christmas for muvvers. Mums like me don’t stand a chance. Give it a miss this year, aw – go on!’

         I had met her kind of mother before. Like their children, they knew they couldn’t win in life’s race – Life’s Hat Competition – so they didn’t try. To give her son a different attitude to life I would have to reduce the number of times he’d fail and give him a taste of instant success.

         ‘I didn’t even know the competition existed,’ I said, ‘but give him a few weeks, and he’ll settle down.’

         A dapper black gentleman in a smart, grey-brown suit came next. He walked with delicate steps and his shoes gleamed like the backs of two beetles. Two children skipped behind him, the girl in a crumpled summer dress and wellington boots, and the little boy with a wary look on his face.

         ‘I’m the First Secretary of ——’ He named his embassy.

         ‘I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘I’ve admitted all the children I could possibly admit in the five- and six-year group. I’m sorry. I can’t help you.’

         He frowned at me, his face becoming both dubious and questioning. If anything, it became more so when young Adama, blonde and blue-eyed, reported back from hospital, and little Sally, similarly flaxen, appeared in the doorway to ask me ‘out to play’.

         The diplomat told me what he knew about English education. ‘Children are expected to start school in this country at the age of five years. You say you’re full up. I will report you to your superiors. I have not seen a black child in this room since I’ve been here. Only white ones. It’s discrimination.’

         ‘Please yourself,’ I replied. ‘Report me to the Prime Minister if you want to. It won’t make a scrap of difference. I haven’t got room for your child for one simple reason. The school is full and you were late.’

         ‘My children and I will go to our car and my chauffeur will drive straight to the office of your superiors,’ he threatened.

         ‘And the best of British luck to you,’ I said.

         His aggression came through in the loud voice, the hard unyielding stare, the threatening hand and the expanded chest.

         ‘Sucks!’ I said under my breath.

         As I walked upstairs I heard angry voices. There was an argument going on between an irascible teacher and a rather pernickety parent.

         ‘I won’t have staff quarrelling with parents,’ I said. ‘Why put their backs up? For teaching their children we get our reward at the end of each month.’

         ‘You’re not going to tell us,’ said the teacher. ‘I worked with A. S. Neill.’

         ‘I don’t care if you worked with Plato or Aristotle, Montessori or Bertrand Russell. My name is Beryl and you don’t have to work with me. I’m going to run this school my way.’

         ‘We’re highly qualified professionals,’ said she.

         ‘You can have degrees dripping off you. That has nothing to do with teaching skill,’ I replied. ‘It comes after a long slog here in the classroom. Why, we’ve admitted children today from a dozen countries and with them a dozen value systems and attitudes to education. Use your professionalism to reassure the parents. The children have no use for it. What they want is a kind heart and a clear eye when you look at them.’

         In my career I had met teachers of all sorts. Those who put on a show each day for their own benefit – who barely skimmed the surface of the children’s needs – who wanted to be thought of by colleagues as efficient – who took pride in their ability to ‘tell off’ the parents – who always blamed the children for not being what they thought children should be. I had met those who must never be challenged or questioned except by children with whom they could identify – the nice children.

         For some reason, deep down inside I felt a cold despair and I went off to that haven of peace and enlightenment – the Nursery.

         I wasn’t there long before a child came to fetch me. There was something familiar about the rotund person in clinging green trousers and worn leather jacket who was waiting to see me.

         ‘You the ’eadmistress? ’Ave you got room in the Nursery?’ she asked. ‘I got twin little girls of four – we’ve just moved ’ere. I live in the ’arfway ’ouse not far from ’ere. I want somewhere to leave them while I go to work.’

         ‘Are you unsupported?’ I asked.

         ‘Yeah! ’E’s gone, my ’usband. ’Aven’t seen ’im in years. I’ve got two kids in ’omes. ’E went back to his country.’

         I knew her! Of course I knew her. And it was sad to see that she didn’t recognise me. It was Sue. Her voice hadn’t changed but time had savaged her. So much time had passed.

         Should I reveal myself? I could imagine what she’d say – ‘You’ve done well for yourself, ain’t you? Fancy me ’aving to come to you like this! Ain’t life narkey?’

         Poor Sue! I remembered her vulgarity and her generosity. I remembered, too, the other side of her – her frankness, her carping, and a temper that could flare like a flame-thrower. She had entered my life in the strangest setting – a sort of mail-order sweatshop in London’s East End.
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            ‘I don’t mind coloureds’

         

         Prejudice was rare among students, but directly one joined the ranks of the workaday English, life became a fight for survival and dignity.

         Just after the war, teachers in other lands were becoming excited by the new techniques, especially those related to child development, that were being pioneered in Britain. I came over to England to study them and all went well until it was time to take off my student’s scarf and try to be a teacher. From then on all was frustration. As the months went by, my applications for a teaching post in an infants’ school became ‘the matter’. Time and again I was told that ‘the matter’ was being considered. The fact was that, as a Guyanese, I simply could not get a teaching post.

         Meanwhile my resources were dwindling and so it was, on a July morning in 1953, I began the job hunt that was to lead me to Sue and her mates.

         Things started badly when it was brought to my notice that I was in the wrong queue at the Employment Exchange, but a few minutes later, armed with a card and some addresses in the City, I was on my way. Office number one was quite respectable. It was a modern building, a clean, well-lit glass box. Compared with its neighbours it was like a fresh-faced cherub that had strayed into an unkempt graveyard. With two young men I entered a lift which sped upwards.

         The lift stopped abruptly and we stepped out. One man hurried away, but the other lingered. ‘Want someone here, miss?’ he asked.

         ‘Yes, the manager,’ I replied. ‘I’m from the Employment Exchange.’

         ‘Oh, ah, you want Personnel. Wait here, I’ll get Miss Busby.’

         Miss Busby’s heels chipped into the floor as if she were trying to carve bits out of it. She wore a green and black floral dress with a close-fitting bodice and flared skirt. So did I. In fact, we wore identical dresses – four guineas from Richard Shops.

         ‘Do you say “snap” or do I?’ I said. She eyed me coldly.

         ‘I’m from the Exchange,’ I went on, handing her the card.

         ‘Oh dear,’ she said dreamily. ‘How wasteful of your precious time. The job’s gone. Went this morning. I’m sorry.’ She closed her file with a click and chipped back the way she had come.

         On my way out, the young man in the lift was waiting for me. ‘I bet she said the job’s gone. Well, that’s Mary Busby for you. Just because you’re black – nix for you.’

         I shrugged. ‘I won’t go hungry for a while yet.’

         The next office was a bus ride away. A sign read ‘Multi-Choice Mail Order Stores’. The door stood ajar, an oversized plimsoll propping it open. I knocked.

         After a while a slim girl with close-curled hair poked her head around the door. This was Rose, the boss’s secretary, I was to learn later. She was like a little lost starlet in that dingy setting, until she opened her mouth and the East End came jumping out.

         ‘What d’ya want?’ she gulped.

         ‘Can you say where I could find a Mr Coppett?’ I handed her the card.

         She slammed the door shut. Suddenly she opened it again and stammered, ‘W-Wait here.’

         I strained every nerve and listened. There was much whispering and rustling of paper but I didn’t have to listen too hard. Quite distinctly I could hear them discussing me. ‘Mr Coppett, there’s a black girl outside – come about the job.’

         ‘I don’t mind coloureds or blacks. They’re the same as us,’ said another voice.

         The door jerked open and the girl with the curly hair said, ‘You can come in. Mr Coppett will see you now.’

         A tall, slim man sat at a table.

         ‘Are you Mr Coppett?’ I asked.

         ‘Are you barmy?’ he retorted. ‘I’m Mr Hoyt. I’m not ’is nibs.’

         From the gloom of the office an elderly man suddenly appeared. He could easily have played the part of a beardless patriarch without make-up.

         He spoke through his teeth and twiddled the buttons of his waistcoat as he spoke.

         ‘Sit down,’ he said. ‘How much will you work for, from nine to five-thirty with half an hour for lunch and two five-minute breaks for tea?’

         ‘A pound a day plus a shilling a day for fares – five guineas,’ I replied decisively.

         He was silent for an instant. ‘Start tomorrow,’ Mr Coppett said. ‘I like you. You speak your mind.’

         The first day was gruelling. There was a backlog of work and I had to win my spurs by clearing the hundreds of cards which littered the table. My job was to file, in numerical order, the thousands of payment cards which came in by post each week.

         Late that afternoon Mr Coppett came over to my desk and said, ‘You’re a college girl, ain’t you? I hope you stay here.’

         My colleagues were surprised. Evidently it was unusual for the boss to speak to anyone after they had been there for only one day.

         Sue was a clever girl with a razor-sharp tongue. Sometimes she looked at life through rose-coloured glasses. When she felt affectionate towards me she would announce, ‘Saw another nig-nog today.’ When her mood changed she referred to coloured people either as wogs or nig-pigs. That was how she spoke of anybody who wasn’t from her road.

         She had her ambitions …

         ‘A maisonette in Swiss Cottage, that’s what I want – a park for me children and no bag-wash clothes for them,’ she’d whisper. Her voice would reach a crescendo and her temples pulsate fiercely. She dressed well and would have gone far in school if she had not left at fifteen to do a job. Regularly, meticulously, she filled out her football coupons, wrote ‘dead lucky’ across the top and posted them. She believed that betting was the only road to a fortune.

         I understood her desire for beauty and security.

         Then there was Mave who almost invariably came to work wearing her ‘berry’. One couldn’t help noticing the kind grey-green eyes that peered out of a large speckled face, or her fleshy arms and ample hips. Her body was sensual yet she had an odd fey quality. At times she seemed so far away! Her Terry was very religious and she was devoted to her little boy Bobby.

         Liz, on the other hand, was very down to earth. She was the simplest person in that run-down establishment and had the simplest job. After she had addressed the envelopes and checked them against the payment cards, she had to stick on the postage stamps. In front of her was a saucer-sized sponge pad, but Liz never used it. She reminded me of a hungry toad in a flurry of flies when she flipped out her tongue to lick the stamps. Liz often marvelled at my clothes but thought I changed into beads, feathers and bells directly I went back to my digs.

         Top of the feminine hierarchy was Hilda, a plump middle-aged woman who was Mr Coppett’s right arm. The staff called her ‘Needle’ because of her cruel tongue and her fondness for that tool of her trade. Although she hardly ever ate in the office she would keep a needle at the ready, just in case she needed to pick her teeth. She was a dedicated woman. She worked with such commitment that she was quite unaware of the beads of sweat that crept out from under her hair and scurried down her temples. Her teeth were stained, crammed together and chipped like ancient brickwork.

         Lastly there was tall, thin Mr Michael Hoyt, whom I’d mistaken for Mr Coppett on my first visit. He was to cause me more trouble than the rest of them put together.

         Sue talked little about herself. Apart from rushing to ‘get Ron ’is chop’, or ‘best end’ for his stew, she never spoke of her husband. She never invited me home. She couldn’t. Her in-laws would object to me and she wanted to hide the fact that she lived in one room in someone else’s house.

         Liz was unmarried. Together with a young nephew, she had lived with her grandmother ever since she returned from wartime evacuation to find herself an orphan. She talked with affection of her nephew and with sorrow of Gran’s bad legs. She told me quite casually about the death of her mother when a flying bomb hit their house.

         ‘Me mum was blown to bits and me dad broke his back. ’E died later on in the ambulance. Gran was dead lucky. She only ’ad ’er legs ’urt. They couldn’t find any part of me mum ’cept ’er left ’and. Gran knew it was ’er because of ’er wedding ring. Gran never ’ad a penny to bury me dad – every ’arfpenny of their savings blown to kingdom come in the ’ouse.

         ‘We was evacuated, me and Bill. I never thought Mum was goin’ to be dead like that. When we was evacuated we went to this school, and a lady looked at me and says to Mum: “I bet she wets her bed.”

         ‘Me mum squeezed me ’and and said: “Bet your ’eart away if you like, matey, she don’t wet nothin’. Of course she don’t.” Good old Mum, she was lovely.’ She laughed heartily and added: ‘After that I never wet me bed again. Though I’d used to wet every night regular as clockwork.’

         Her gran was bedridden, Liz said. In the winter arthritis lived in her legs ‘as if they was next-door neighbours’.

         Hilda was also an open book. But she made depressing reading … Dowdy and uncaring about any other activity except the pursuit of profit in trade, she had well and truly missed the marriage bus. The dresses she created were her children and she gave birth to each one in an excited anticipation of gain. By providing her with the tools of her trade and opportunities to sell the finished products to their mutual advantage, Mr Coppett fathered all her children. Any desire for family life and motherhood had long ago been sublimated in the workroom, the office and the dresses she cut. She boomed queries and directions from the most unlikely places. Disappearing down the stairs, she’d announce, ‘I’m going to spend.’ Moments later her voice would pierce the floorboards like a nail. ‘Have you done the green skirt yet? I’ll want it ready for packing in a mo’.’

         What was left of her attention was given to Mr Coppett, whose mind was three-quarters work-absorbed and the remaining quarter self-absorbed. Besides peering into ledgers, checking numbers, and counting, his only other conscious act was sipping from his bottle of Liqufruta. Hilda sometimes went through the self-imposed task of prinking him, fixing his buttonhole and rearranging the wisps of hair over his balding head, and in a resigned, insensitive way he would let her.

         There was never any real let-up to the work in that place. Hilda saw to that. The scrabbled snatches of conversation only served to intensify the pressures we felt. Hilda’s eyes darted about like flies, pouncing upon anything she considered ‘liberty-taking’. ‘Dead liberty!’ she’d mutter, as she prowled. ‘Dead liberty!’ Sometimes boredom hit me like a club, but I was allowed no time to relax. Hilda was always hovering, prodding me on. She’d say, quietly watching me, ‘It’s funny, ain’t it? When someone’s not working like a black – someone else is being as lazy as a black. It’s funny ’ow these sayin’s die ’ard.’

         When the decorative, doll-like Rose was away it was the job of any of us girls in the outer office to answer the telephone. One morning, although I was furthest away from it, Mickey (Mr Hoyt) almost compelled me to answer it.

         He repeated every word I said and sniggered as he spoke. I was furious.

         ‘Is he married?’ I asked Sue.

         ‘Yes,’ she replied, ‘to an “Eyetie”. They adopted ’im, this Italian lot, see. And when ’e grew up ’e married one. She’s twice the size of ’im and as greasy as a mutton chop – smells ever so of garlic and such.’ Sue pulled a face and covered her nose, as if she expected the smell to materialise and smother her. ‘I ’ate it when she comes in the office.’

         They all said ‘the office’ as if they tasted a delicacy every time. It seemed to confer importance, dignity and a sense of pride upon them. It was just one untidy, enormous room arranged in working sections. It was a heaped-up, gloomy place in which lights burned all day whatever the time of year. The only flashes of colour came and went with Hilda and the dresses she carried around for approval. Yet it was ‘the office’, with a strange identity and a purpose of its own.

         As I worked I could reflect upon the differences between the schools I’d visited during my training and the school I’d left behind in British Guiana. School at home was a serious place – a place of struggle and encounter. It wasn’t a place where children were expected, except on special occasions, to enjoy themselves. School was work – mostly unpleasant work. Teachers assumed that all children had the ability to learn and the teacher was expected to teach a syllabus approved by the inspectorate. Children were arranged in age-linked standards and were expected to know certain facts, the relevance of which did not always matter. No one thought of individual differences, or of regarding the children as handicapped, or disadvantaged or tired or disturbed. No one thought that the various cultures from which we came had any bearing on what we learned. The way out of the mire of ignorance and poverty rested upon getting some sort of education, and once inside the school both children and teacher found the will to do what was expected of them. Teachers in my country signed their arrival at school the way I now signed my arrival at work. The only difference was Mickey saying, ‘Sign the right time. You blacks wouldn’t know the truth even if it bit you.’
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         One day he burst out laughing and put his arm around me.

         ‘You can say what you like,’ I spat at him, ‘but don’t you ever, ever put your hands on me again.’

         ‘Oh, don’t get your knickers in a knot!’ Mickey grumbled, trying to imply that it had all been a joke. ‘Bwana is doing you a favour.’

         I was sure he was trying to diminish me in my own mind, and to lodge within me a little seed of doubt.

         I often asked myself questions about my people. Were we, as a race, unreliable, thievish, dirty and lazy? After all, I didn’t know everyone outside my family, outside my village. And what about the one-bath-a-week whites? What of those who washed kids with spit? Were we worse than them?

         Sue tried to help me with Mickey. Whenever he started to get at me she would try to take the wind out of his sails. ‘Not today, Mickey, for Christ’s sake,’ she’d say. ‘Put a sock in it! We’ve heard it all before.’

         But I still awaited my chance to get even with Mr Hoyt and, strangely enough, it came through the telephone. I answered it one day and a voice said something about Philomena.

         ‘It’s Mickey’s faggot!’ Sue whispered over her cup. I looked at him hooped over his desk. At last – at last he was delivered into my hands. I remembered his most recent barb – ‘I know your sort of black, wearing a bit of toffee-nose civilisation. It’s all on the top. I can scrape it off like paint.’

         ‘Shall I tell her about us, Mick?’ I said loudly, spilling it over into the receiver. There was the slightest soupçon of sin in my voice. ‘Don’t you think she should know about us? After all, we do have lovely times together, don’t we?’

         Mickey hurtled headlong over some boxes and clutched at the telephone. At the end of the shouting match which followed, he put down the phone, gave us all one terrible glare and stomped out of the room.

         ‘Don’t like being paid back, does ’e?’ said Liz.

         Mickey went out several times that afternoon and I began to blame myself and said so.

         ‘Wouldn’t bat an eyelid over ’im,’ Sue consoled me. ‘After all, he done it in Africa – went for their maid, ’e did. Told me hisself. Said she only had beads round her middle and bosoms like chunks of burnt meat.’

         And then, in a matter of moments, there seemed to be a change in both mood and front.

         ‘You should have dealt with Mickey,’ Mave said severely. ‘You shouldn’t have brought in his wife.’

         It seemed to me like the last straw. ‘Mickey attacks every black person through me,’ I snapped. ‘He condemns and criticises a whole race through me. What do I care about him and his family? I’m fighting dirty, and I’m glad of it. I’ve learned it all in this mouldy office and I’ve had good teachers.’

         I walked to the bus stop alone that afternoon. The girls, looking worried and bewildered, followed in a group behind me. I couldn’t help hearing Sue demurring in a whine, ‘After all, I s’pose you can’t blame ’im reelly. Them natives are disgustin’.’

         Early at work next day, I stood waiting in the street. It had been swept clean but nothing could ever sweep away the smell of dank poverty. Frost had settled slightly on the small circle of glass inserted into the neighbouring door, making it appear like a single, sorrowing, tear-stained eye.

         Hilda bustled up and opened our door. ‘Nippy, ain’t it?’ she said. ‘Proper brass monkeys!’ I nodded my agreement and we started up the old iron staircase.

         Mave came in as I took my coat off. ‘You’re bright and early,’ she said, without looking at me.

         I ignored her and began powdering my nose. Liz had noticed my powder dozens of times, but this morning, when she arrived, she commented nervously, ‘Cor! Ain’t your powder brown. That’s nutty-brown, ain’t it?’

         ‘Some people’, I told her severely, ‘call it nigger-brown.’

         Sue entered the room quietly. ‘Mornin’ all,’ she piped, but I showed no enthusiasm for her either.

         ‘Over ’ere,’ she called to Liz and Mave. ‘Come over ’ere a minute.’ They whispered animatedly for a few seconds, and then came over to me.

         ‘From now on’, Sue said, ‘we’re going to back you up. We ’aven’t been ’elpin’ you, see. But from now on it’s goin’ to be different.’

         ‘I shouldn’t need help,’ I said. ‘Common courtesy should be enough. Help Mickey. I reckon he’s the sick one. I reckon he needs a doctor.’

         Mickey shuffled in, as if on cue. He looked indeed as if he needed a doctor. The spark had gone from him. He saucered his tea without a word and the wrigglings within his suit were only tokens of the old ones. He sat like a man fearing the worst and I quietly rejoiced at his misery. I hoped that his wife and her family had, as Sue said they were capable of doing, attacked him when he went home.

         Whatever he feared, it all came true soon after the lunch-break, when we heard strident voices in the workroom. Hilda was being out-shouted. It was a feat in itself. The footsteps and the shouting drew nearer and racing after Hilda came a tall, well-built, muscular woman. The girls gasped.

         ‘Mickey’s faggot,’ whispered Sue.

         Everything about her appeared to have been twisted or spannered into place. Her hair was screwed into a tight knot, her face into a permanent scowl. She seemed to have been bolted into her clothes. Her voice was the only unrestricted thing about her. It flowed ahead of her, full and free – rush, gush and crescendo. She took one look at Mickey and he covered his eyes with his hands like a child overcome by a horror movie.

         ‘The dirty peeg!’ the woman shouted. ‘I weel keel heem.’

         ‘Now, pull yourself together, Phil,’ Hilda begged. ‘Don’t do your nut in the office. We’re all friendly in ’ere, ain’t we, girls? Nothin’s goin’ on ’ere.’

         Philomena’s eyes started probing, lingering on each of us in turn, as she tried to decide which one was the most likely subject for Mickey’s extra-marital attention.

         ‘Look,’ I said, ‘I answered the phone.’

         ‘You answered the phone?’ she asked, her voice vibrant in its disbelief.

         ‘Now, Beryl’s a respectable girl,’ Hilda said soothingly.

         But somehow these very words had worsened things for Mickey Hoyt. She walked over to him, her eyes narrowing.

         ‘I keel you! I keel you!’ she screamed.

         Mickey looked up with a wan kind of desperation. ‘Oh go on – push off. Don’t make a fool of yourself in front of people.’

         They were brave but stupid words. She moved with amazing speed and applied her bulk to his thin frame. She grabbed him by the neck and shook him. She shook him until the money chinked out of his pockets and spilled on the floor.

         ‘Phil! Phil!’ Hilda yelled. ‘Now you get out of ’ere before you do damage.’

         And somehow she got her through the door.

         ‘Bloody fool of a woman!’ muttered Mickey, and then he sank on his knees and started picking up pennies.

         After a while I said to him, ‘Africa is miles away, Mickey,’ and borrowing Hilda’s pet phrase, I added, ‘Why not speak as you find?’

         He resisted me for a moment and then impulsively offered his hand.

         ‘Shake,’ he said. ‘This is an apology and it’s British. I went too far. Yes, that’s what I did. I simply went too far.’

         As he spoke he appeared to be performing some major surgery inside himself. Equally I felt all the hatred of him going out of my heart.

         It was the end of any trouble between us. But it was also a moment of acute embarrassment. Hilda, however, spread her own kind of balm in her own obsessive way.

         She came in with satins of many colours draped all around her, her lips moving as if she were talking to them in a most intimate way.

         ‘Coo, look!’ she said. ‘Ain’t they lovely? Ain’t they smashin’? I really ’ave got some good clobber in the pipeline.’ She came up to me. ‘’Ere, feel the quality.’ She attempted a chipped, cigarette-stained smile. ‘And now let’s press on, eh? Let’s get the show on the road.’

         Hilda and her way with dresses never failed to fascinate me. She’d place them in a box with all the tenderness of a mother for a dead child but once they were on their way they were out of mind. She’d work hard and tenderly at the next lot, musing over colours, treasuring new fabrics. It seemed to be a perpetual process of creation and re-creation.

         ‘How can she be the way she is?’ I asked Sue. ‘She seems happy enough.’

         ‘Don’t know no better,’ Sue replied. ‘Mind you, she ain’t short of a few bob. ’Er cat is what she lives for, really. Gives it an ’ole ’alf pound of butter to lick. One day they’ll open ’er door and find ’er dead.’
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‘Inspirational.’
DIANA EVANS

‘A must-read.’
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