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Part I


The University of Life





I GREW UP in Camberwell in the 1950s post-war era – an age of passing austerity and regeneration. People forget that the ’50s were a time of great change. In terms of possessions and lifestyles those days were unimaginably different from our times, but, at a deeper level, there is continuity between then and now. Camberwell in the nineteenth century had grand Georgian and Victorian houses and also workers who had left the countryside to find jobs in the city. Then it went through one of those cycles: affluent people moved on or out, and it became more tight-knit working class. Now, the high end of south London is colonised by luvvies and professional, rich, young entrepreneurs, and the big houses are selling for insane amounts of money, pushing up other house prices. But you still have small buy-to-let properties and council houses. Like everywhere in our cities, there is a varied population in terms of class, race, ethnicity and income. This has always been the case. It is not a recent phenomenon.


When I was growing up, Bermondsey was almost entirely white and working class – kinship and all that. The residents stuck together, looked after each other and didn’t even like white people from elsewhere. It was a fortress mentality. But the fortress would, of course, crumble. Camberwell had a different history and profile. Charles Booth, the Victorian do-gooder, made a poverty map of London in 1889.1 He was a wealthy businessman who wanted to uncover the real facts about the indigent in the capital. He found that in and around those leafy streets, the truly abject lived adjacent to the well-off. It was not a community and the poor did not have it easy, but there were no unapproachable ghettos or gated compounds.


And that is how it was during my childhood. Those big people in big houses lived very different lives but were in the same space as us. Kids played hopscotch in the streets, many with sooty faces and uncombed hair. (The same kids would be pristine when they were going to school. Education was valued, teachers respected.) Mums and dads worked hard, wanted better, had dreams.


My parents were both journalists – my father edited the South London Observer and my mother was the chief reporter. Journalism is in my blood. My mother was incredibly industrious – like so many women were then and are today. She’d be out all day in the police courts, reporting council matters, attending inquests and getting stories. Then she would come home, make dinner and clean the entire house. We lived in an upscale council flat near Ruskin Park. In my family we always debated and discussed what was happening, which meant that from a young age I was aware of world politics and domestic affairs.


That block of flats had only white residents, but I remember a guy called Mohammed, whose father was a doctor at University College Hospital. I used to clean cars on the estate and he paid me to wash and polish his car. As I grew up, we started to get used to seeing different skin colours. A few Afro-Caribbeans moved in. What I remember most about them was their style. It was particular. The men wore suits and hats of a different variety to the locals – they were elegant and stood out – and I didn’t look at the women (boys didn’t do that). The availability of relatively inexpensive housing stock in Camberwell was the draw for these newcomers. There really wasn’t too much concern about the new arrivals. It was just part of the flux and swing of life. In Camberwell, unlike Brixton, we didn’t get a large, sudden inflow.


By the early ’60s, the government had embarked on a project to build high-rises. Nowadays, these tower blocks are hated, but back then they were loved by the working classes. The Scottish novelist Andrew O’Hagan lived in one of those flats. For his family, after the damp, awful tenements in Glasgow, these buildings that reached to the skies felt like a release and a real advancement. People begged to get onto the waiting lists for these properties.2


The Ruskin Park estate was a cut above the rest. The trade union leader Jack Jones lived there for many years. I essentially grew up in a neighbourhood that had all classes in it, as well as mobility.


Estate agents today describe Camberwell as:




A typical London mix of large supermarkets, nail bars, phone and chicken shops. The famous arts school gives it a creative edge, while its fine Georgian houses, popular with actors, writers and lawyers, live cheek by jowl with social housing. The big houses sell for £2–3 million.3





Why does this matter? Because it reminds us that Britain, though at heart a conservative nation, never stands still. It is restless and shape-shifting. From that comes hope and energy.


Let us consider Brixton’s history since the war. A wave of workers came in from the Caribbean and the locals were taken aback. Some streets soon had only  Afro-Caribbeans. White flight seemed to hasten this process. I worked in Brixton for a while at a bookmaker’s and saw this happening. By the early ’80s this inner-city area was seen as an almost entirely black zone. The riots that took place when Margaret Thatcher was Prime Minister seemed to represent a racial protest – a sign of a troubled and alienated place.


More than fifty years on, Brixton has gone up, is a des res address and has people from every background. The people – working-class white and minority groups – who bought their homes in the ’60s have made a phenomenal capital gain. The same is true in Notting Hill – another area of poverty and migration. Alan Johnson’s autobiography describes what it was like back then, with ruthless landlords and habitations not fit for rats.4 Look at it now. The black and white people on basic wages who managed to buy and do up run-down properties in the ’60s have made a pile. The PM and millionaire Russians own houses there and it has gone posh. That is the inevitable circulation of demographics, income and  economics. It is the British way, geographically and culturally, too. Roast beef loses to chicken tikka masala and then comes back into favour. Or maybe Thai green curry does. It is who we are; how we are. Today Camberwell is much more multiracial and varied than in my day.5 So are Salford, Bath, Glasgow and all our city spaces.


In the US, supposedly the socially mobile country, housing is firmly segregated along income lines as well as race lines. That has not changed in spite of Obama being in the White House. As we all know, fortunes and lives are determined by the possibilities of escape. That is harder in America than we think and they claim. In the UK, no ward is composed entirely of one race and there is a natural ease between various peoples. It is no accident that the UK has the highest number of mixed-race families in the western world. In fact, biracial children have been under-counted by statisticians. According to the BBC’s Mark Easton, who has looked at the figures, around two million people in Britain are mixed race, ‘therefore a larger group than any of the defined “ethnic minorities”’.6


I lived in New York in 1978 and was astonished by how cosmopolitan it was. Yet, go back there now and you’d immediately realise London has become the cosmopolitan capital of the world. Everyone just gets on – it doesn’t matter whether you are walking down a flashy road in Mayfair or a side street in Edgware where a whole bunch of Arabs are sitting outside smoking their bubble pipes.


And it goes way beyond London. You see Koreans in north Surrey – they work for Samsung or other companies. The number of French migrants to the UK has increased every year since 1991 – in parts of Somerset and Dorset the French have small businesses and you can see them at food markets. Diversity is just everywhere. Kate Middleton invited her local Indian corner shopkeeper Chan Shingadia and his wife to her wedding to our future king. Moeen Ali, a Muslim cricketer with a long beard, plays for England – well, prays and then plays.


What this all proves to me is that nothing stays the same – society is changing at 2,000 miles per hour – and that the future will bring more movement, energy and variety. This is the future we must embrace.


I have been phenomenally lucky. Indeed, most of us born after the Second World War have been lucky. There have been no wars involving myself or my family and we haven’t suffered any plagues or famines. As I get older, I do think about that. I was raised in a country that gave me free education and healthcare. And since then, that country has steadily got wealthier. Sometimes I think we need to remember how fortunate we have been.


But nothing stays the same. Nothing can. Nothing should. Not areas, not nations, not individuals. That is perhaps the meaning of life. As I get older, I am also more puzzled about things – more curious, more questioning. Many of the ‘things’ we hold dear turn out to be absolute cobblers. Some people are too set in their ways.


People should learn their own history. Do they know that Isambard Kingdom Brunel – the celebrated engineer who created the Great Western Railway, constructed important bridges and built Paddington Station – was of French heritage? Eddie Izzard, too, is descended from Huguenots (French Protestant migrants). We would have no Stephen Fry or Marks & Spencer without Jewish migrants, who were also persecuted by the people of this country. We would have no Lewis Hamilton, the demon racer, and we would not have won all those medals at the 2012 Olympics without athletes like Mo Farah and Jessica Ennis. We cheer them when they win for our nation but still continue to bash migrants and minorities. It does not make sense. And it is unfair. People – whatever their colour, religion or culture – all strive for the same things: they want their kids to thrive; to be safe, productive and respected. It’s what we all want. I never understood this before but, as I have gone into the real world, I’ve thought more deeply and learnt some basic truths.


And one big truth is this: our country would come close to not functioning at all if we did not have minorities. Just think of the GDP and their contribution to it. There are so many examples. Take Euro Garages. In 2001, two brothers, Mohsin and Zuber Issa, bought a small, nearly derelict petrol station in Bury, Lancashire. Their father had worked in a garage and the boys loved forecourts. Even through the deep recession, their business grew phenomenally and today they have seventy-three garages and an annual turnover of £300 million.


Similarly, the Poles who used to clean and build for us now run their own companies. Public institutions, the service sector and small businesses all need migrants. Ugandan Asians arrived in 1972 after Idi Amin threw them out. They came, they saw and they knew they would become economically successful. An acquaintance told me a story of how, when placed in re-settlement camps provided by the British government, these exiles who had lost everything were soon full of verve and plans. They had walked the streets and seen that grocery shops shut at 5 p.m., so they found a niche: ‘We will be rich. We will stay open longer and get rich. These guys here can’t work as hard as we can.’ And many did get rich. They were resented when they came and are resented now because they have made it. Minorities, for many Britons, are always just a ‘problem’. And it was the same when the Huguenots came in the seventeenth century. And when the Jews arrived over hundreds of years. We have got to change this national tendency.


Current debates and paranoia


I find British public opinion on migration is too often emotive and uninformed. Just before the European and local elections in May 2014, I was invited by Channel 5 to discuss immigration. They had done one big, blazing debate on benefits that had brought high ratings and I suppose they wanted to repeat this ‘success’. So I went on expecting to argue and take on some really lazy thinking. As it happened, I felt increasingly ill at ease; I was discomfited and at times baffled by the hostility. One Sun columnist, in particular, was very tough, hard and uncompromising. What was her experience of life? A natural-born, young Sun columnist should, I thought, be embracing clever people – white, black, brown, green or whatever colour. Instead, she was attacking their ambition and hard work.


OK, I admit I was like her once – and far more powerful. I was editor of that paper for twelve years – and yes, we too often maligned immigrants and minorities because we could. They had no redress and many even bought the paper. You get into that world and you never look out.


What I now know is that, as an editor, you don’t go and meet people – or real people. Editors think they know everything – that they have an umbilical cord to the thought processes of readers – but we don’t. I didn’t know anybody out there; I barely knew my wife. I just about knew my driver, since I worked such long hours. I definitely didn’t know any black or Asian people – I never came across them.


Max Hastings, historian, previous editor and columnist, once wrote that he realised how little contact he had with British Muslims and that he had never had a single Muslim to dinner.7 That is true, I reckon, for almost all powerful media figures.


Newspapers in general are terrible places for minorities. They are like the police force – white and disconnected. I do remember saying: ‘We need to reflect our readers.’ I look back now and think how much more could have been done.


We could have developed a positive hiring policy. It made no sense, this wilful exclusion of millions. But I didn’t see that then. The business case did not occur to us. Imagine if coffee shops decided to sell only to whites, providing their product for, say, only 72 per cent of the population and systematically excluding a large and increasingly prosperous, high-spending customer base. I didn’t think about that at The Sun. I was selling 4 million copies and I didn’t realise I needed to think beyond that.


Murdoch, for his part, is positive about immigrants. In May 2013, we talked about the rise of UKIP. I advised him that the party would prove to be phenomenally successful.


He asked: ‘Are you sure? What should our response be?’


My reply: ‘You cannot, and I know you will not, support UKIP. You’re in favour of people of all backgrounds getting to the top. If you go down the UKIP route, who knows where it will end?’


He sent back an email saying: ‘You are right.’


On that Channel 5 programme I appeared to be the only white person who was prepared to proselytise the pro-minority argument or take on UKIP views. Normally, in most arguments, I do represent the views of millions – or at least I feel I can persuade people to listen to what I have to say. I am used to bear pits, but this was different. Scary, almost. During this programme, no one was listening. Stranger still, when I spoke it went deathly quiet. And then it went quieter and quieter. Usually, when I speak, everyone starts shouting and hollering and I take them on. This time, that didn’t happen. I felt more and more like an outsider – uncomfortable. If you are talking into a vacuum, you feel unnerved not strengthened. The wall of silence closed in on me.


I think the programme-makers and those invited on expected me to say I had been really impressed by Nigel Farage and that I was pleased to announce I had been appointed the deputy leader of UKIP. Because I didn’t say that, they were wrong-footed. Some must have started to suspect I had taken some funny pills. They must have thought that Kelvin MacKenzie – an old, bald, grey, former editor of The Sun – had to be a right-wing toerag. It was prejudice. Prejudgement. It is the kind of prejudice and prejudgement experienced by minorities every day. Racists, in my view, are thick, but here I understood how they must get under the skins of black and Asian people. I felt vaguely threatened and labelled by the crowd. They didn’t know my views but they decided they did. I knew then that I had to make this case out there in the public space.


Defending migrants and minorities


Today it seems to me that such a case cannot be made without one being accused of being politically correct or unpatriotic. But a case must be made. That is what I am doing in this short book. First, we need to think about the language we use. The words ‘immigrants’ and ‘migrants’ have become pejorative and almost an insult – tainted and muddied. ‘Minorities’ is neutral and perhaps more useful, though I accept that sometimes we do have to concede words in common usage. And another thing: I know I once was editor of a shouty paper but, being wiser now, I have become aware of how language demeans those who try to come here. Suzanne Moore, herself white and working class, put her finger on it: ‘It is becoming acceptable to speak of migrants, refugees and asylum seekers not as human at all but as a kind of infection, an infection that multiplies and then demands school places for its children.’ Our nation may decide it doesn’t want them, but they are not a disease or rats bringing pestilence. How do they feel – those who are here, working hard and doing their best?


So, to develop my argument further: either we should have completely closed our borders and never invited any workers here in the first place (but we didn’t do that) or we should have made sure that those who did come here were valued and not turned on. It’s simple. Enterprising Europeans throughout the centuries have gone out into the world to seek better lives. If we understand that, we must surely understand that others around the world have the same dreams and want the same chances. The incomers are participating in our lucky lives – creating wealth for our lucky lives. We like them when they are flogging themselves to death, but when they turn out to have different views on life or vote in a manner that we don’t like or follow religions that we don’t share then we turn against them.


You look around today and see real evidence of vengeance or anger directed at foreigners that comes across as madness or a syndrome. People’s own experiences seem not to affect their fury. If they just totted up how many interactions in a single day are with minorities – and thought about what these incomers do – then they might move beyond the fear, intolerance and envy. Some voices do speak up, and there are many areas of Britain where you don’t get this surge of bigotry, but you hardly hear or see them enough in the media. Joe Kelliher, though, a doctor from Newcastle, wrote to The Guardian, and is worth quoting at length:




I came from the west of Ireland to the West End of Newcastle in the early ’80s and have practised as a GP ever since. The welcome and generosity of the local people, all exclusively white British, to an Irish man, was greatly appreciated. This was and is a predominantly white, working-class area with high levels of unemployment and deprivation … The area was dying. Soon after, immigrants from various parts of the world started to arrive and the demographics of the place have now changed greatly. In my practice, more than 50 per cent of people do not have English as their first language. The West End has been given a new lease of life, with local shops, restaurants and small businesses, private investments, housing and so on. The ‘indigenous’ people of Newcastle remain open, friendly and kind. The malevolent attempt by racist politicians to shift the blame for the distress caused by government underfunding of social welfare, housing and employment onto the immigrants is shameful.8





Now, as most people know, I am on the right, and I think people should help themselves rather than depend on the taxpayer, as they did in this instance. Areas that were going to seed were picked up, livened up, quietly regenerated and made sustainable by the incomers, although one wonders why it took incomers to revitalise the dying area described by this doctor.
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