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To Mom – who lived her life quietly hoping for race equality










PREFACE


After my last book was published in 2010, entitled No Holding Back, I thought my writing days had ended. But I was inspired to put pen to paper once again by a sequence of events coming together at, for the want of a better term, ‘the right time’. Although these events should never be termed ‘right’ in any fashion as they involved the loss of human life, the reaction to George Floyd’s murder, and the much later recognition of the loss of Breonna Taylor’s life, meant all over the world there was debate and discussion about ending the mistreatment of people of colour. Hopefully their deaths – and hundreds of others – will not be in vain.


The graphic display of George’s life, that of a Black man in America, slowly ebbing away under the pressure of a white police officer’s knee on his neck led to millions of people taking to the streets in protest, to say ‘this cannot continue’. This book is my way of saying ‘this cannot continue’.


If you look up racism in the Oxford English Dictionary, you will find these words:




The belief that different races possess distinct characteristics, abilities or qualities, especially so as to distinguish them as inferior or superior to one another.





I thought long and hard about the best way to communicate how people of colour have been dehumanised for centuries. I want to educate about why racism exists, how it works and what it is like to be treated differently just because of the colour of your skin. What does it feel like when you walk into the room as the only Black guy? What does it feel like to be eyed with suspicion? To be followed when you go into a shop? To know that your life is valued less?


I want to show how the dehumanisation of a race of people began and was then encouraged in order to satisfy the narrative of inferiority and superiority. I wanted to educate people about the true history of mankind, which should dispel the myth of one or another race being inferior or superior.


And I am very fortunate that, as a former international sportsman – I played 162 times for the West Indies cricket team between 1975 and 1987 – and, dare I say, respected television commentator, I have enough contacts in the world of sports to bring together a collection of Black icons to help tell that story. How better to get people to sit up and take notice than if some of the most iconic athletes in the world tell their story, about how racism has affected them?


So you will hear from my compatriot Usain Bolt, the fastest man who has ever lived, about the sheltered upbringing we both had in Jamaica; and how the fierce tennis champion Naomi Osaka is using her status as the most sought-after athlete in the world to inspire change.


The great American Olympic athlete Michael Johnson talks to me about the fear that underpins the entire system of racial inequality, and Ibtihaj Muhammad, the ground-breaking Olympian, reveals what it’s like to be Black, Muslim and a woman in the present-day Land of the Free.


Thierry Henry, one of the greatest footballers of all time, opens up about how only worldwide fame can help to protect you from racism. The story of how racism ended the career of Adam Goodes, legendary Aussie Rules star, may well move you to tears. Trailblazers are here too – Makhaya Ntini, the first Black African to play cricket for South Africa, and Hope Powell, England’s first Black soccer coach.


Through the last days of summer 2020 and into the winter, I spoke with each of them. All of the interviews were conducted over Zoom as the Covid pandemic raged and rules on social distancing and international travel made meeting up in person impossible. I am hugely grateful for their time, generosity and support. And, I should add, none of them was ‘hand-picked’ because they had a good, emotive story to tell that fitted the narrative. They had a story to tell because of who they are perceived to be, because – just like any person of colour – they have suffered from centuries-old stigma.


My experience of racism will be intertwined with theirs and I hope this combination will amplify the messages and engage as many people as possible. I largely focus on race in America and Britain. Why? Because I have lived in both countries and, in my opinion, the two nations’ role in the past, present and future are most relevant to the quest for equality.


I would like to thank my immediate boss at Sky, Bryan Henderson, the executive producer of Sky Sports Cricket, whose idea it was to allow Ebony Rainford-Brent and myself to express our feelings on the BLM movement and racism in general. Thanks also to my overall employer Sky UK Ltd for the support and encouragement throughout the entire process.


I have mentioned in the pages of the book some folks who encouraged me to go further than just what I said on that July morning, but I would like to additionally give a huge shoutout and thanks to my ghostwriter Ed Hawkins, who also did my last cricket book. He was invaluable and did a brilliant job in converting my ramblings and WhatsApp-messaged stories into something readable and, ultimately, the production of this book. Not to mention the research he did to make sure the stories and illustrations we used were factual and accurate. Kudos to Joe Citrone for efficient transcription work.


A book can always be written but without a publisher it goes nowhere and so I would like to thank my literary agents, Charlie Campbell and Charlotte Atyeo, who handled all the groundwork to get the right publisher, Simon & Schuster, who I must also thank for having the confidence in the writer and the subject to commit themselves to publishing the work. Thanks to Ian Marshall and Frances Jessop for the advice and editing.


Lastly, but by no means least, I would like to thank the personalities who agreed to be interviewed and give us a bit of a look into their lives and share their opinions on matters discussed. I will be eternally grateful to them for taking time out of their busy schedules and being so committed to the cause, as their presence in these pages has enhanced the story and the teaching we’re trying to do.


They are, in alphabetical order:




Usain Bolt


Adam Goodes


Jeffrey Harriott


Thierry Henry


Michael Johnson


Ibtihaj Muhammad


Makhaya Ntini


Naomi Osaka


Hope Powell





Just finally, before we get started, I want to be clear: this is not a book of complaints. It is a book of facts. I hope it will enlighten, inspire, surprise, shock, move. And, above all, help to bring about real change.










SPEAKING UP










CHAPTER 1 Black Clouds



Thank goodness it rained.


It was the morning of 8 July 2020 in Southampton. I was supposed to be commentating on live television for Sky Sports as England played West Indies. But the sky was heavy and dark and full of rain, meaning no play was possible. Without on-field action to discuss, there was only one subject to talk about.


George Floyd had been murdered in Minneapolis only six weeks previously. A police officer called Derek Chauvin had forced him to the concrete ground and put a knee on his neck. ‘I can’t breathe,’ George said. We know that because passers-by were filming what was happening on their mobile phones. He said it more than twenty times. George pleaded for his life. He called out for his mother. ‘Momma, momma, momma.’ ‘He must be high,’ said another policeman. Onlookers pleaded for Chauvin to get off his neck. That knee was on George’s neck for eight minutes and forty-six seconds.


The footage was seen all around the world. Those who could watch until the bitter, tragic end were shocked and appalled at the senseless brutality. We saw a person being killed in front of our eyes. Someone’s father, husband, brother. If you were Black, you probably watched it and thought: Could have been me, could have been a member of my family. But you also knew it was not an aberration, it was not the first time a Black man had been senselessly killed by a police officer. This time the whole world was able to see.


And it couldn’t be ignored. Everybody, it seemed, was talking about racism, the Black Lives Matter movement, and asking how and why this was still happening in 2020.


With no cricket and the rain still falling, Sky showed a short film involving me and my commentary colleague, Ebony Rainford-Brent, talking about the Black Lives Matter movement, protests and our personal experiences of racism. When it was over, I was asked to speak again. And it was live. Ian Ward, the anchor of the show, asked me how hard it was to make that film and speak about such things. Well, I didn’t hold back. And from what I said, and the way that I said it, I think people saw anger, frustration and emotion. I just about managed to hold back tears.


In those minutes I wanted to help people to understand how and why Black people like George Floyd were being killed. George Floyd was not an isolated case. In March of that year Breonna Taylor, a hospital worker, was shot by police while in bed at her home in Kentucky during a drugs raid. Only one of the three white policemen, who fired up to thirty-two shots between them, was charged. And it wasn’t with murder. Instead ‘wanton endangerment’ was the charge because bullets from his gun ended up in a neighbouring apartment. In 2020 alone in America there were 226 fatal shootings of Black people by police. Harvard research showed that, in some parts of the country, if you are Black you are six times more likely than white people to be shot to death by those who are supposed to protect you. In the United States, according to data provider Statista, the rate of fatal shootings (per million of the population) from 2015 to June 2020 was as follows: 30 Black, 23 Hispanic, 12 white, 4 other.


It is not just an American problem. Let’s get that straight early on. I’ve heard people in the UK say that it is. For George Floyd read Christopher Alder, who died in a police station in Hull, England, in 1998. CCTV footage showed Alder lying face down on the floor, not moving and with his trousers around his ankles. Police officers are standing around laughing for ten minutes while Alder, unable to breathe, dies. Five officers were prosecuted for manslaughter and misconduct but all were acquitted. For Christopher read Sean Rigg, Ricky Bishop, Mark Duggan, Leon Briggs, Kingsley Burrell, Mikey Powell, Sheku Bayoh, Darren Cumberbatch, Simeon Francis. According to the BBC, Black people account for 8 per cent of deaths in custody but only 3 per cent of the population.


Black people suffer. Our lives are worth less. And the statistics don’t lie. In the US and UK our children are more likely to leave school without qualifications, we are more likely to go to jail, more likely to live in poverty, more likely to live in social housing, less likely to own a home. We earn less, our women die in childbirth at a higher rate, our infant mortality is higher. And, not surprisingly, our life expectancy is lower.


All of these things happen because we live by a system that tolerates and enforces deeply entrenched ideas that Black people, or people of colour, are inferior. From a seed of an idea hundreds of years ago that Black people were ‘different’ and ‘other’ has grown a belief system that has led to the consistent dehumanisation of Black people. It has given us the transatlantic slave trade, ‘science’ that ranked Black people as the lowest of the low, governments enforcing segregation of races, economic policies that deprived Black people of houses and jobs, and, of course, police brutality.


Underpinning all of that is education. Or the lack of it. And that was the main thrust of what I said on Sky Sports.




I want to expand on education. When I say education, I mean going back in history. What people need to understand is that this thing stems from a long time ago, hundreds of years ago. The dehumanisation of the Black race is where it started. People will tell you, ‘That’s a long time ago, get over it.’ No. You don’t get over things like that. Society has not gotten over something like that, so how can individuals?


I didn’t quite understand as a young man what brainwashing meant – I now understand. People – Black people and white people – have been brainwashed in different ways.


Everything should be taught. In my schooldays, I was never taught anything good about Black people and you cannot have a society that is brought up like that, where you only teach what is convenient to the teacher. History is written by the conqueror, not those who are conquered. History is written by the people who do the harm, not by the people who are harmed. We need to go back and teach both sides of history.


Until we do that and educate the entire human race, this thing will not stop. We need to teach and re-educate, as a lot of Black people in this world are growing up believing that they are lesser than other people and that cannot be right.





At the time I had no idea what impact my words would have. But as soon as I was off-air and saw the messages and emails coming through on my phone, I realised that people had taken notice. Job done, I thought. The clips of the speech were being passed on through social media. I think the phrase they use these days is ‘gone viral’ (it has now been watched almost 7 million times). The next evening, I was asked to talk again on Sky News. I agreed, thinking that it would be the last interview I did on the subject. I had made my views clear so I didn’t see any reason to keep repeating the same stuff – if people didn’t get what I was talking about from what I’d already said, I thought, then they wouldn’t ever get it and perhaps didn’t want to understand.


I almost made it through this time without crying. It was the last question that got me.


Mark Austin, the interviewer, asked about the emotion I had held back. And I told him it was because I was thinking about my parents. And what they had been through. And, as I started explaining it to him, that emotion came again. And it was too much for me. I was overcome. I wiped the tears from my eyes. I struggled to find my voice.


My mother’s family stopped talking to her because my father was too dark. He was dark-skinned but I have seen so many others much darker than my father; however, her family didn’t want her marrying him. All she wanted was to build a family with the man she loved. And she sacrificed her relationship with her family for that. Because of that, she barely existed to them.


When I was a young man growing up, her siblings were always around, along with her mother, but no one else from the older generation. It was much later that I found out the reason for that. Of course, at the time, I had no idea why; I just enjoyed the relationship with her brothers, Eric and Henry, and her sisters, Norma and Etta.


I was looking up at those dark Southampton skies again, wiping my face, as the interview came to an end, thinking about my mom and dad who are no longer alive. Thinking about how, as a family, we had never talked about it. Soon after that interview my sisters, Rheima and Marjorie, messaged me, asking: ‘How did you know that about Momma and Daddy?’ They didn’t even know that I knew, as it had never been discussed as a family. It had been swept under the carpet, a family secret that had been ignored.


And, to be honest, I was ready and willing to do the same as this thing blew up. Not quite sweep it under the carpet but move on and put it behind me. As I had said to Jason Holder, the West Indies captain, during a discussion live on Sky, and to use a cricket analogy: I had bowled the ball and found the edge; it was up to others to now take the catch to complete the job.


I felt exposed and vulnerable. And, unsurprisingly, I didn’t like those feelings. Who would? I was inundated with requests from the media to talk more about my experiences and my family. And I wanted nothing to do with it.


My collaborator on this book, Ed Hawkins, who helped me write my autobiography in 2010, messaged me. He thought it would be a good idea to keep spreading the word. To produce something that would do exactly what I had demanded: to re-educate, to tell the true history of the world and how Black people had been dehumanised. But I was unsure. I didn’t want to be appearing here, there and everywhere. I felt people needed to absorb it, rather than having it shouted at them every which way. ‘I will leave people to use what I’ve said already,’ I told him, ‘although I could have said much more.’


Then two things happened. The morning after the discussion with Mark Austin, my Sky colleague Ian Ward came up to me.


‘So, what happens next?’ he asked.


‘Next?’ I said. ‘I’ve nothing to add, Wardy. It’s there for anyone who wants to see it.’


‘Are you sure?’ he said.


Then, I got a call from a number I didn’t recognise. It was Thierry Henry, the football star. He said two words: ‘I understand.’ We spoke for some time, and later exchanged messages. And he encouraged me to keep talking. He said that I could reach out, help influence people and bring about some change, however small. ‘When I saw you on television I thought, I have to call you,’ he said. ‘Wow, it was emotional. Here is a Black guy saying it is okay to cry. To show people what this means. You know Black men aren’t supposed to cry, right? Well, it changed me.’


I spoke to my colleague Ebony Rainford-Brent, who was the first Black female cricketer to play for England, in 2007, and won a World Cup. She endured racist abuse throughout her career. Truly appalling abuse that, if I put it in black and white on these pages, it would turn your stomach. She has suffered. It has affected her health and it had a profound impact on her career. It is such a tragedy that Black people can’t even go to their jobs, where they excel, where they want to achieve and want to thrive, without having to put up with this. And since doing that film with Sky she has withdrawn from the conversation, fearing a backlash because she dared to say something. She is afraid. Women, whatever the context, always seem to suffer more. They are considered targets for particularly vile abuse. And I don’t blame her or judge her for taking a step back. She was brave to say anything at all at her age or stage in life. Should I speak for her and people like her, to help?


I started thinking. I thought about my 6-year-old grandson who lives in America. I mentioned him in my interview with Mark Austin, saying that I hoped there would be change by the time he was my age. And I also thought how, when he gets a bit older, his parents will have to tell him not to walk around wearing a hoodie, never to say anything to a policeman apart from ‘yes, sir’ and ‘no, sir’, and to be completely compliant. And how, if I had been given such instructions when living in a country riven by racism as a young man, I’m not sure I could have done it.


We will never forget the story of George Floyd, in the same way that we will not forget the story of Tamir Rice, the 12-year-old boy from Cleveland, Ohio, who was shot by a white police officer, two seconds after he arrived at the scene, for carrying a toy gun. Parents are now having conversations with their kids about how they should and should not play.


My two daughters live in America. And I am lucky that I’ve not had to have those same conversations with them because they know, and I know, that if they were ever unfortunate enough to have interaction with a police officer, they would do exactly what they were told. Every day the mothers and fathers of Black kids in America are having to sit them down and tell them what to expect. ‘Now, if you’re stopped by the police, this is what you need to do.’ I understand the need to be respectful, but why should any kid growing up in any country have to be told exactly what to do and what not to do because of the colour of their skin? And why should their lives depend on it?


I also thought of my own early experiences of race and colour. Very, very early memories. Things that happened which I hadn’t thought about for years.


New York City in the sixties. I was in my early teens. I had gone there from Jamaica with my mother to visit an old family friend. I must have been on an outing with this friend. And she was holding my hand, showing me the sights in Manhattan. And I see a guy in the gutter. A homeless person, poor, broke and begging. And my eyes are on stalks and my mouth is open wide. And she yanks me by the hand and says in our Jamaican way: ‘What happen? You don’t know white people can be poor too?’ I had never seen a poor white person.


New York again. But this time we’re visiting a relative in upstate New York, Rochester. It’s early morning and my mom, as usual, is up before me. Our bedroom is on the second floor of the house and my mom’s at the window. She says: ‘Mikey, come over here and look at this.’ And she points out a white kid and a Black kid, playing together in the neighbour’s yard below. She shows me and says, ‘Mikey, we’ve got a chance.’ That was the only time I ever heard her speak about anything to do with racism. I never even heard her use the word. And it shows how much it had to be on her mind all the time for her to call to her youngest child, who she had never discussed such things with before, and make such a remark.


And here’s the thing. When I said what I said, a lot of people who know me got in touch to say: ‘Mikey, we had no idea you felt like that.’ Well, that’s pretty much how I’ve lived my life. I mostly keep my thoughts to myself but if you ask me, I’ll tell you. And that’s what Sky Sports did. They asked me the question.


The truth is, though, I’ve been running away from this issue my whole life.


My family – and I understand perfectly why they did it and apportion no blame – pretended there wasn’t a problem. As my sister Marjorie said to me a few years ago, and we were laughing about it: ‘Momma didn’t really prepare us for what this world was really like.’ And I never knew what racism truly was until I left Jamaica to play cricket all around the world and commentate on it. England, Australia, South Africa. And yet, I chose to keep my head down and do my best to ignore it. It was far easier for me to do that instead of make a fuss. That’s not an easy thing to admit.


As a person with a platform and a reputation, I could have done more. I could have campaigned and been vocal. Then, when I did say what I said, it wouldn’t have been a shock. And by shock, I mean to me. I was taken aback by the reaction and thought, I’m not sure I like all this attention… gonna shut up now. That is in part due to how I am perceived to be. I tend not to get overexcited. I think as a commentator I am mostly known, or at least I hope, for being fair-minded and rational. A lot of people were saying, ‘Well, if Mikey reckons it’s a problem…’


That was good to hear, for sure. But after Ian Ward spoke to me, then Thierry Henry called me up, I thought long and hard about my life and I realised it was time to speak. Maybe my voice could make a difference and my reputation for being even-handed could be of benefit. I thought back to all of the occasions when I could and should have said something. But didn’t. Inside I grimaced. It was time not to make that mistake again. Time to become unselfish. So I spoke to Ed again. ‘Let’s do it,’ I said.


You see, I have been fortunate. I have travelled the world because, simply, I was good at playing a sport. It has been a privileged life. And one of the big privileges was that it gave me life experiences that educated me. As soon as I left Jamaica I started to become aware of racism. I listened to people tell their stories. I heard their problems. I saw them. And the more I experienced, the more I wanted to learn. This is over several years. Thankfully, because of all the time spent on aeroplanes and in hotels, I was able to read. And I educated myself as to what had happened in the world and what was happening in the world. That is darn lucky. Not everyone gets that time. So an opportunity to try to pass on some of that knowledge, I felt, shouldn’t be ignored.


There was not one ‘lightbulb’ moment when I suddenly realised that something was not right, although I would say that my trips to England in the 1970s and 1980s proved to be a particularly rich – and troubling – education. So apologies if you were hoping for some one-off dramatic moment of awakening. But I guess that’s what life is, a constant lesson. I know more now than I did in my twenties, thirties and so on. I know more than I did yesterday.


This story, in many ways, aims to right some wrongs. Perhaps chief among them the way my mother’s family reacted to my father. And this brings me to probably the most important point of the whole book, and I know some of you are thinking it: how can Black people be racist like that? Well, racism is not a white-only issue. This thing affects everybody. We all live under the same system, are affected by its skewed rules and education system.


That is why my mother’s family didn’t want her marrying someone with darker skin. My mother was relatively light-skinned. And let me tell you, a lot of Black people covet that. They want to be as light-skinned as possible, or their offspring to be as light as possible, so it can help them to get on in life. The perception is that the lighter skin you have, the less likely you are to be affected by racism, whether that’s being abused in the street, or your chances of being offered a job or shot at by a cop. The darker you are? Bad luck. That’s what the system has done to people.


On the same point, this is not a story about hating white people. The word I used on Sky Sports was ‘brainwashed’. White or Black, pink or green, we have all been indoctrinated to believe that one colour is the purest and best. The further down the colour chart you go, the lazier the person, the more aggressive, untrustworthy, less intelligent. Of course it is ridiculous to blame ‘white people’ for that. They don’t know any better and have been to the same schools and colleges and lived in the same societies and cultures as the rest of us. You are a product of your environment. As I said on Sky that morning, this thing gets into your head and psyche almost by osmosis. It happens without you being aware.


And, for that reason, you are likely to find some parts of this book difficult to read. The savage treatment of Black people is hard to stomach and I guarantee that you will turn a page in this book and say to yourself, ‘Huh, I didn’t know that.’ If your mind is open, I really hope you will learn something. And maybe by the end of it you will realise, Black or white, why George Floyd was murdered. Not in a way designed to make whites feel guilty or ashamed, or for Blacks or people of colour to feel angry, but just to make you recognise that, for hundreds of years, people of colour have been treated like sub-humans. And now it’s time they got some equality.


But it is also not a gloomy book. I want it to be a story about positivity. And that’s why you will learn about brilliant Black minds and bodies and the incredible life-changing, life-saving things they have achieved. About how we can fix the education system so that everybody, regardless of their colour, benefits. If we have a fairer system, or start to move towards equality, nobody will lose out. There’s enough to go around, folks.


So it’s about hope. It’s about why we kneel, and how we rise.










CHAPTER 2 A Sheltered Start



With Usain Bolt


When Usain Bolt was around twenty years old, making his way as a sprinter, he was in London for an athletics meet. He had some time off so thought he’d go to do some shopping. He walked into a mall. After a while he noticed a security guard was following him. Strange, he thought, but maybe it was coincidence. He went into a jewellery store because he was interested in buying a watch. ‘I said to the woman behind the counter, “I like this one… how much?” She tells me. And she says, “Are you sure you can afford it?” I was thinking, Why is she assuming I can’t afford the watch?’


‘That wouldn’t happen now.’ Well, he’s right about that.


When I was a similar age, the exact same thing happened to me. I asked to see a watch that was in the showcase and, before the lady took it out, she told me the price with a tone suggesting I could not afford it. It was as if she wanted to save herself the effort. I detected the attitude immediately and just said, ‘I’ll take it’ before she even took it out, just to mentally give her a jolt. It cost more than I’d wanted to spend but there was no way I was going to give her the pleasure of saying in her mind, ‘I knew it.’


Coincidence? I don’t think so.


In Usain’s case, it is a ridiculous and shocking story because he is now one of the most famous people in the world. He is probably the most famous Black man in the world. Everywhere he goes people know who he is. The fastest man in history. Some might say he is one of the finest physical specimens ever. And yet, back then, he was made to feel like he was nothing.


‘I just remember thinking, Could you show me the watch? I didn’t understand,’ he says. ‘And I didn’t think back then, “This is racist”, because it was new to me in that moment. But remembering racism, in a sense, is an education and a learning experience. And you might tell that story and someone else goes, “That happened to me.” So as an experience it was unpleasant but good comes from telling it. And it was a shock for that first time coming from Jamaica.’


Usain remembers that story – and I remember mine – because of the way it made us feel. It hurt. And it still does. That’s because we were both made out to be sub-human. Dehumanisation. There are a lot of stories like that in this book. They are not coincidences, either.


I got the chance to fire some questions at Usain just after he recovered from a bout of Covid. He was a cool customer, exactly like his reputation. But that demeanour was at odds with what he was saying, because he told of the pain and anguish about what was happening to Black people. I was very keen to compare notes on life growing up in Jamaica. What was his upbringing like? What were his views of racism at the time? What was he taught at school? But first of all, I sensed a real desire to make his voice heard about race because he has so rarely been asked about it.


‘It hurts to see it. My heart bleeds to see the atrocities still happening. In this day and age, why would it still exist? We’re all bleeding emotionally and psychologically.’


As we know, Usain (eight Olympic golds) is one of the finest athletes of all time and the greatest ever sprinter. His fame, his athleticism, his character make him stand out. He is proud of his Blackness. And Black people are proud of him. As a man of almost superhuman quality, he personifies what Black people can achieve if they are just given the chance. But does that superhuman quality mean he is almost ‘protected’ from the everyday racism that his brethren experience? He doesn’t like the word ‘protected’.


‘I’m not sure “protected” is right. Okay, I don’t get followed by security guards any more. You might not be in a situation to be abused on the streets or to be kneeled on or choked. But you see it around you and, as a Black man, you’d be like, “Whoa, those things are still happening today.” It’s affecting you mentally like anybody else. The things that you’re seeing of late, nobody’s thinking, Oh, I’m protected.’


But we were protected in another way. For two young men from Jamaica those stories about the watch are early experiences of racism. What is significant about what happened to us might not seem too obvious. But we had grown up in a country where there was very little racism by the time we came along. Jamaica was, and is, a predominantly Black country. It wasn’t always that way, of course. When Jamaica became a British colony, it was 82 per cent white. As a slave plantation producing tobacco, cotton and then sugar, the population began to change quickly. But although Black people would outnumber whites, you’ve got to remember who was in charge. And it wasn’t Black people.


Jamaicans resented British rule, racism, and the all-powerful Colonial Office. But from 1944 the country underwent what was called ‘constitutional decolonisation’, which means that we as a people started to be able to make our own decisions. Total independence from Britain came in 1962. And the days of white rule, segregated areas and white-on-Black racism were becoming only memories. I was born in 1954. A decade earlier Jamaica was a totally different country. Twenty years before that even more so. The 1960 census reported a white population of 0.7 per cent and that had fallen to 0.18 per cent by 2001. So you can see why racism would disappear and has disappeared. And in those moments Usain and I have described it was disturbing and upsetting to suddenly be confronted with the reality of life. I guess you could say I had enjoyed a sheltered upbringing until that point.


And this is one of the main reasons I wanted to talk to Usain. Maybe I was seeking some sort of reassurance. Was he naive like me about the hard, brutal reality of what was happening away from our island home?


‘We grew up in a rural area; we didn’t know racism,’ he says. ‘You didn’t know that thing existed. It was very community-based, very loving, very community-centric. We weren’t aware of racism at such a tender age. We were just kids having fun, playing cricket, playing football. So in the context of the rural community, we just would not have experienced that.’


Snap. Usain and I had the same upbringing, despite us growing up a generation apart. We were the sort of boys to be out at play all day, kicking a football around, playing marbles, riding bikes or making a ball out of tape and string to play Catchy Shubby – a version of cricket which was chaotic because there seemed to be about twenty or thirty people taking part. We used an old bin for the ‘stumps’; Usain used to carve three stumps into a tree. Matches would last hours. Moms would be calling out to come in for supper as the sun went down.


The kids we were playing with? They almost all looked pretty much the same as me but the few who didn’t, we didn’t notice. We were kids having fun.


Usain lived in Sherwood, a small village among the trees and bush. So he had his circle of friends and they were Black. There was no ‘otherness’ to make him question differences in culture or identity. I grew up on Dunrobin Avenue in Kingston, which was a small residential area on the outskirts of the city and completely underdeveloped when my parents moved there. By the time I came along, there were some white and Chinese families living on the road but they didn’t mix with us. At least the seniors didn’t. The kids would play a bit with us sometimes but would rush home before their parents came back home from work. But I didn’t give it a second thought. I just guessed that they had their own things to do or own games to play, or maybe their parents were just very strict and they didn’t want them to know they had left the yard when they weren’t there. I didn’t think, Oh, they’re not supposed to be mixing with us because they have different skin colour.


‘The only thing I experienced in Jamaica close to racism was classism,’ Usain says. ‘I remember living in a certain apartment complex and the neighbours weren’t pleased that a young guy from my background – and I guess that means coming from a small village – was living next to them. Some people don’t like to see young people doing well.’


In school, there was no education around racism save for what happened during the slave trade. ‘Jamaica’s an ex-colony,’ Usain says. ‘So we were taught with that colonial influence. You would never be taught about racism.’


If you wanted to find out, though, you educated yourself. When you go round the world you want to understand more. You see how different cultures work and so a natural curiosity kicks in. That happened to me, eventually, although I spent a long time putting that re-education off. Without it, though, I wouldn’t be writing this book.


Usain, at the same age, is further ahead. He tells me that when he was in high school he started to take an interest in what was actually happening outside of the Caribbean, in places like America and the UK. When he wasn’t running, playing football or playing cricket, he would talk with his friend Nugent, who he has known since he was four, about Black history. Nugent, a history graduate, is now his manager.


‘We spent a lot of time discussing great achievements in Africa,’ Usain says. ‘And people don’t know that Africa used to be a major centre for worldwide trade before slavery destroyed that. We talked about how there was a civilisation in the Caribbean long before Christopher Columbus came to these islands. And the great mathematical and scientific achievements of Africa. There’s plenty to show Black pride in. It’s important that our schools also teach about the brilliance of our ancestors and not just being slaves on the plantation. Maybe they could teach about the great Muhammad Ali, too.’ You could add Marcus Garvey, among others, to that list. Garvey was Jamaica’s first national hero and he helped to inspire America’s civil rights movement by arguing for Black economic independence and for African-Americans to show pride in their heritage.


There was no real education about racism at home, either, or what was happening to Black people elsewhere in the world. I am sure I never even heard my mother use the word ‘racism’. Family life, or parents instilling discipline and passing on knowledge, was instead all about being polite, looking smart and working hard.


‘Yeah, those sorts of negative things or feelings… we wouldn’t have dwelled on them. My parents wanted me to be happy and positive. They wanted to encourage me to push on and achieve. Don’t give room to the naysayers. Maybe they thought if they had talked about such things it could have made me worried about the future. I’m not an athlete who is angry and trying to say, “You were wrong.” God blessed me with a talent and I tried to make the best out of it.’


I guess you could argue that with minimal racism in a country, why does anyone need to talk about it? People are not being denied opportunities because of the colour of their skin. They are not being abused on every other day they leave the house or treated differently.


But I have briefly spoken about it with my children when they were making their way in the world. My youngest daughter, Tiana, she never really understood racism. She couldn’t quite comprehend the attitude of some African-Americans she came across in her early days after moving to America. Why? Because she was born and spent her early years in Jamaica, too. And when she moved to the United States she grew up in a West Indian-dominated community. So she was shielded from it. She only truly got it when the Black Lives Matter movement began. When she saw my Sky Sports speech she posted on Facebook. Here’s a section of what she wrote:




What people have missed, including me for a long time, is that Black people are not just angry, Black people are sad and Black people are tired. Black people are not trying to say Black lives are worth more than others. We Black and brown people just want to be able to have the same rights white people have had for centuries. That’s all.





A dad finally getting a daughter to listen and pay attention? I think those who know how tough that can be will forgive me for feeling a sense of pride when I saw it. Tiana didn’t come to the realisation until she moved to America because there would have been no reason for me to talk to her about the problem while she was growing up in Jamaica. But, as we know, Black folks in America, and to a lesser degree in the UK, have to be coaching their kids, and in particular their boys, in how to deal with life every day in a society where they are ‘other’, and especially in their interaction with the police.


Usain has that all to come. He became a dad to baby Olympia in May 2020. He knows that with the world the way it is, he is going to have to (all in good time) probably teach his daughter about its harsher side.


‘As a father now I want to protect. Every decent human being is worried and concerned that the colour of a person’s skin can determine if they’re getting opportunity or if they’re being scrutinised. It’s a harsh reality that Black people walk around with.


‘It’s only when I started to travel, you realise that reality, though. People have different views of who you are. When you are in a different country you see the news. And it’s different. And you will understand the context.’


Usain is thirty-four years old. And that could have been me talking at the same age. I travelled. I saw it. I heard it. And then I came home again. And did I talk about it with my parents? Not really. We didn’t dwell on the things that happened when I was away. I wanted to concentrate on my sport and career. Get on with building a life. And for Usain, the same is true. When you are the fastest man the world has ever seen, life tends to get pretty busy and your mind is occupied. When I got back to Jamaica after a cricket tour or a stint playing county cricket in England, the last thing I wanted to do was rake over all the racist incidents during a chat with my parents. And, boy, was there a lot of that stuff.


On my first tour to Australia as a West Indies player in 1975 I was abused from the crowd in Perth, Western Australia. ‘Go back to the trees!’ That sort of thing would be headline news now, although as I type this, I have to say that I’ve just read a story about India players getting abuse from the crowd in a Test match in Sydney. Back then, I just shrugged and thought, Glad I don’t live in this country. But 2020 and it’s still going on? Pathetic.


When we were travelling around Australia I distinctly remember being in an elevator with my team-mates and, on the way down from our floor to the lobby, the lift stopped on a floor below ours. The doors opened to reveal a middle-aged white guy who was awaiting the lift to go down as well, but when he saw four or five big Black guys, he stepped back. Fine. Maybe he was intimidated, we were a tall bunch. But as the doors shut, he shouted a racist slur. And do you know what we all did? We laughed. We thought it was funny that there were people as stupid as that in a country like Australia. In the Caribbean, where we all came from, we didn’t encounter such behaviour.


My next overseas tour was in 1976 to England. I was there again in 1980. There the abuse came mainly in the form of letters delivered to the dressing room. Most were seeking autographs, but there were quite a few letters that were uncomplimentary to put it mildly. They went in the bin. I can’t remember the precise words but I’m sure all the old favourites were in them. ‘You Black this, you Black that, go back to your own country.’


On the field of play I never had an opposition player say anything untoward. But I do remember a moment in a game when I was ‘guesting’ in a reserve match for a professional team before I started playing county cricket, when I was made aware of the colour of my skin. We had just taken a wicket and were talking in a huddle about what the next move would be and one of my team-mates said something along the lines of ‘get the Black so-and-so on to bowl’. Anyone who watched the West Indies team in my era will know that whenever a wicket fell, the entire team gathered together, whether to celebrate or just chat among ourselves until the next batsman appeared. Even those fielding right on the boundary edge made the trek in but that was peculiar to us, not many other teams did it and especially not county teams. This player obviously didn’t realise that I had made my way in from my fielding position. It stung.


And I’ve come across racism in pretty much every corner of the globe that I’ve travelled to down the years. That includes when I was playing as well as when I wasn’t. It’s taken on almost a different form, too, because I am often accompanied by my wife, Laurie-Ann, who is white. She is from Antigua but has Portuguese heritage. We’ve walked into a hotel in South Africa and, while I’m being attended to, someone else behind the desk will approach her and ask if she needs help to check in. She’s standing right beside me but of course, in their mind, there is no way she could be with me.


When on holiday in Nassau we’ve turned up at a restaurant with a booking and the maitre d’ will look at her, not me, and enquire about our reservation. At the end of the meal the waiter hands her the bill. Obviously, she came to Nassau and picked up this Black guy on the beach. The guys attending on us are Black. The brainwashing and unconscious bias work both ways. We laugh about that one. But if we weren’t laughing, we’d be crying. And there are loads more stories like those. The situations I have recounted are the ones that stick in the memory for one reason or another. And they each have the same impact. They strip away your humanity, they take away your feelings of self-worth. You feel as though you don’t belong and, I suppose, on a very basic level, that you are not wanted or liked. I think all human beings can relate to that. Like me, loathe me or be indifferent – that’s cool. Just don’t form a negative opinion about me because of the colour of my skin. It’s irrelevant.


‘I just want to keep preaching love,’ Usain says. ‘And hope that we can see something change.’


Maybe he’s right.


I want to tell one story about a man from Jamaica who was one of the kindest men I have ever met. He was someone who preached love and understanding. And, one day, he’d had enough. This was in 1940s Jamaica, when there was a small white tourist enclave where Black people couldn’t go. Didn’t want to go anyway.


His name was Evon Blake. He used to take me, his son Paul and my brother, Ralph Junior, on outings every now and again. He even took us on train rides, and I remember one very memorable trip to Port Antonio where we went for a fancy lunch at one of the big hotels. ‘Don’t drink while having your meal,’ he taught us. ‘And only tomato juice after.’ Man, I hated that thing. He owned a very successful magazine and was a hugely respected journalist and businessman.


Anyway, one day he went down to the whites-only Myrtle Bank Hotel. He got his swimming costume on and he jumped in the swimming pool. All the white people jumped out.


‘Mr Blake, you have to get out,’ the panicked manager said.


‘No!’ shouted Evon. ‘Call the prime minister! Call God!’


Evon, one of the more financially independent Black men in Jamaica, had his own pool at home. But his accountant could swim at Myrtle Bank because he was white. Evon could not. He decided to change that.


Now, this happened in 1948 when racism against Black people was rife in Jamaica because of colonisation. The rumour at the time was that he was arrested and they drained the pool, cleaned it and then filled it back up. No white person would get in again until they’d done that because they thought he was somehow dirty. And I did not even find out myself until I was doing research for this book that the last part of the story was in fact just rumour. He was never arrested, the pool was never drained.


By the way, his daughter, Barbara Blake-Hannah, would become the first Black television reporter in England when she started working for the current affairs show Today in 1968. Until viewers complained they didn’t want to see a Black face and she was sacked.


I tell that story for two reasons. First, because Evon’s actions helped to bring to an end whites-only tourist and expat spots in Jamaica. And, second, when I left Jamaica on my travels and started having my own experiences of white supremacy, I did not think about what Evon, a close family friend, had done. I had, oddly, forgotten it. Or chosen to forget it. He had highlighted a problem. But it was one that did not interest me. He had highlighted a way to make change. But it was a change that I didn’t think was required. It didn’t make me stop and think: now, why did Evon do that? What did he know that I did not? Later on, when I saw and heard racism, I didn’t recall his actions. I didn’t say to myself, ‘Evon made a stand, I could do the same.’ Why was that?
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