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In memory of that quiet man, my father, Godfrey.


To my mother, Pearl, and my children Megan, Isaac and Alisa.











‘Where, after all, do universal human rights begin? In small places, close to home – so close and so small that they cannot be seen on any maps of the world. Yet they are the world of the individual person; the neighbourhood he lives in; the school or college he attends; the factory, farm, or office where he works. Such are the places where every man, woman, and child seek equal justice, equal opportunity, equal dignity without discrimination. Unless these rights have meaning there, they have little meaning anywhere. Without concerted citizen action to uphold them close to home, we shall look in vain for progress in the larger world.’


– Eleanor Roosevelt


‘Is it possible that the antonym of “forgetting” is not “remembering”, but justice?’


– Yosef Yerushalmi













INTRODUCTION


There’s a line in the 1999 movie Sixth Sense which always gives me pause: ‘I see dead people,’ the boy says. Of course, no one believes him; ghosts do not exist. When people ask me what I do, I sometimes say that I represent the dead. Often this meets with confusion or a bemused, embarrassed laugh from the audience. Some ask if I am a prosecutor on murder trials; some guess that I am a wills and probate lawyer; others that I practise in the law of fatal accidents. All reasonable and fair assumptions, but incorrect. Over the years, when I have gone on to explain that I represent the dead through their families at inquests, it has struck me that most people know very little about inquests, when or why they take place, or how they function. Happily so, perhaps, because an inquest is occasioned if: the cause of death is unknown; the person might have died a violent or unnatural death; or the person might have died in prison or police custody.


When I started on this path, inquest law was to a certain extent a niche area of practice. Moreover, the area of inquests in which I practise is a narrow area of human rights law, predominantly involving deaths in custody or deaths in which an agent of the state may be implicated in some capacity. Many are incredulous that such a line of work can keep me in full-time employment. Surely, they say, there can’t be so many deaths in custody in England and Wales to sustain my practice? When I outline just a few of the cases occupying my days and nights, from the Grenfell Tower Inquiry to the deaths of Christi and Bobby Shepherd by carbon monoxide poisoning in Corfu, from the Birmingham Pub Bombings to the police shooting of Mark Duggan, the next question I am asked is how and why I ended up in this particular area of law. This memoir attempts to answer both of those questions in part. But more than that, it is the story of a Black child of immigrant parents growing up and attending a comprehensive school in south London and how I became a lawyer in the first place. It is about what motivates me and keeps me fighting to do what I do.


I will be honest and let you in on a secret: I was unsure about the potential hubris of this book’s title, Do Right and Fear No One. The truth is that in my work I feel scared almost every single day. There have been many occasions when I have been so scared that I can hardly move my feet in front of me. Today a paralysis has gripped me like I’m held in some sort of invisible vice. Every step I have to make feels like a magnetic force is pulling me in the opposite direction than the one I want to move in. Why? Simply because I will be appearing in court and, despite the training I have had and the many hours of preparation I have done, I’m not sure of what I am doing. I always feel I haven’t done enough. Or that I am not good enough. Or that I will be found out as some kind of impostor who has no right to call himself a barrister at law. These are the fears that grip me before almost every court appearance I make. I suppose the real question is why we sometimes feel like impostors, as though we do not belong or as if we are perpetrating some kind of fraud by our presence. I will explore this feeling later in the book.


My work is more than just a job. If I mess up, it has serious consequences. I’m not talking about being sued, or coming up in front of the regulator or having complaints made against me. Yes, there is all of that, but I never think about the personal consequences that I might face. No, it’s the consequences that others may face; the harm I could inadvertently do to those who have placed their faith in me to represent their cause. People could lose the opportunity to find out the truth about what happened to a loved one, or lose the right to life-changing compensation for them and their dependents, or, in other human rights cases, lose their liberty. They never told me this at law school. I was taught using hypothetical yet interesting legal problems to see how and where the law might develop and to test my legal knowledge and acumen. But I never heard a lecturer talk about the day-to-day stress of doing this job, namely the impact that getting it wrong might have on real people in their real lives. After three years of intensive studies at law school, I found out the hard way that I knew less about the law than I should have done. I didn’t know how to speak to people. I was ill-equipped to deal with the grief, anger and frustrations that my clients would feel under the duress of the prevailing legal system. And now I was being let loose on the public.


The book title is also the motto of my law chambers, Garden Court: ‘Do right and fear no one.’ Our website explains the motto thus: ‘Dedicated to fighting your corner no matter how formidable your opponent seems.’ But often we lawyers do not live up to this grand ideal. Moreover, no one is completely fearless unless they are a fool. Practising law is not a science but an art. It is constantly changing and shifting. It has nebulous, muddy boundaries. What you think is right today will turn out to be wrong tomorrow. All of this makes it very difficult to give any advice with certainty. So, no lawyer will ever tell a client that they have a 100 per cent chance of success; there are too many movable factors which can alter the odds. You might have the most likable client with very sympathetic facts in your favour but the law might be against you. Or you might have an unsympathetic, horrible client who has committed the most horrendous acts, and yet all the legal precedents might seem to favour what that person has done. But still, in either situation I would not guarantee that the first client will definitely lose the case and the second will definitely win. I have known both situations and the opposite has happened.


To return to our motto, having been at Garden Court for over thirty years I now understand that, perhaps, it works best as an affirmation. It is something that I tell myself often, repeating the mantra so it sinks into my subconscious mind. Even if I feel scared, I pretend; act fearless and I can trick my mind into not knowing the difference between the real world and the imagined world. And, as I hope my story will illustrate, it works. So, today, before I started my case, I told myself again, ‘Leslie, you go out there and do right, and fear no one.’










PART I










1 MUM AND DAD: PEARL AND GODFREY THOMAS



In 1943 the world was at war.


On New Year’s Eve British Deputy Prime Minister Clement Attlee broadcast a message to the people of the British Empire declaring ‘cold and dark is the outlook for Hitler and the Nazis. The hour of reckoning has come.’ Meanwhile, as the Russians continued to inflict heavy defeats on the Fuhrer’s armies in the east and Allied bombs rained down on Berlin, Adolf Hitler was holed up in his Wolf’s Lair. He was preparing his own seasonal message to the German people, admitting that 1944 would ‘make heavy demands on all Germans’.


On the same day, about 4,900 miles away in a small blue-and-white house on a remote Caribbean island, a young woman was giving birth to her fifth child. This island was a British Overseas Territory called Antigua, which a colonial pirate and land-grabber called Christopher Columbus named in honour of the Virgin of La Antigua of Seville in 1493.


Earlier that day, Margaret, the woman in childbirth, had been cutting sugar cane on the family’s land near her home in a suburb around twenty minutes outside St John’s when she felt what she recognised as contractions. But Margaret was a resilient and headstrong woman and she knew it would be beneficial for her growing family if she could get one more day’s crop in. She could sell the prized sugar cane in the St John’s market for a few additional cents. Her fisherman husband had been at sea that day and would have scolded her if he had found out, but she was strong and healthy, happiest when out working her land. No pregnancy was going to hold her back from doing as she pleased. That evening she safely delivered her child, a healthy girl with extremely powerful lungs, whom she named Sheila. As is common in the Caribbean, all children have a pet name; Sheila was given the name Pearl.


Pearl is my mother. Her father’s name, my grandfather, was Samuel Lewis, but his family called him Pa-Fred. And my grandmother was Margaret Lewis.


Antigua is a small island, a Commonwealth sovereign state in the middle of the Leeward Islands. It stretches just 14 miles long and 11 miles wide, but its location on the major sailing routes among the region’s resource-rich colonies meant that it was known as Britain’s ‘Gateway to the Caribbean’. For most of its colonial history, Antigua’s economy was reliant almost exclusively on the debilitating and dangerous work of the slaves on the sugar plantations. By the late 18th century, the slave population numbered nearly 38,000, with a single family, the Codringtons, maintaining a monopoly on the island’s sugar production. When the Slavery Abolition Act of 1833 finally won the emancipation of all existing enslaved people a year later, Antigua had developed little or no agriculture of any other kind. The cost of living in the far-flung Caribbean colonies, therefore, was much higher than in the governing lands for the simple reason that the bulk of foodstuffs were imported; even the locally grown sugar would cost you more than in England.


In the 1940s, life on the island was hard for poor people not only because of wartime privations, but also because – as a 1938 report to the Royal Commissioners on the West Indies observed – to all intents and purposes the British government had ‘divested itself of its responsibility to the descendants of those millions of enslaved people who had produced the greater part of the wealth which financed the Industrial Revolution in England’, adding that ‘it might be as well to remember that the £20 million compensation that was paid to the slave owners remained in England, with the result that the colonies began the emancipation period robbed of much of the capital which should have been in circulation in the islands’.


At the onset of the Second World War, a century of British rule had created a local West Indian bourgeoisie without changing the living standards of the labouring class. Wages on the island were below a reasonable subsistence level resulting in mass poverty, while the British colonial owners had failed to provide basic resources for the good of the islanders. Medical care, education and housing were woefully lacking in any controls or funding, and consequently, illiteracy, disease and malnutrition were rife.


Nevertheless, the sea is all around, so everywhere along its jagged coastline, hundreds of white sand beaches (Antiguans say their island has 365 beaches – one for each day of the year), bays and coves provided harbours for a small-scale local fishing industry and so, like Margaret and Pa-Fred, most Antiguans scraped a meagre living off the land and the fruits of the sea. In addition, in 1941 the US Army built a marine and air base to the north of the island at Parham Harbour on land leased by their British allies, creating jobs in construction for the local workforce.


When peace finally came in September 1945 and the US troops departed, they left behind a rudimentary airport, and the infrastructure for a nascent tourist industry. Before long, word spread of the island’s lively Creole culture with its calypso and steel drum music; the laid-back atmosphere, and the unrelenting sunshine, dazzlingly blue skies and spectacular sunsets, the clear-blue ocean and miles of untouched coastline, attracting a prosperous tourism trade as rich Americans flocked to Antigua. With its agriculture devoted to sugar cane production, the island already imported most of its food, but now, together with the American tourists, came fast-food outlets, designer boutiques and shopping malls, signalling – as Jamaica Kincaid so memorably notes in her searing and brilliant A Small Place – a new era of colonialism by any other name.


Like many of his fellow Antiguans, my maternal grandfather Pa-Fred owned his own plot of land on which they grew peas, guineps, okras, pumpkins, onions, tomatoes and sweet potatoes, as well as the staple crop of sugar cane. Pa-Fred also had cows in the pasture nearby, which he would tend to daily when he was not out on his boat fishing.


My grandmother’s name was Margaret but everybody affectionately called her Dada. She was the archetypal strong matriarchal figure in that family. My memory of my gran is that she was not a woman known for smiling, although when you did manage to coax a laugh out of her, she had this sweet, infectious giggle. After my mum was born, Dada had five more children, each born about eighteen months or just over two years apart. My mum was number five, smack in the middle. The eldest was my Aunt Ines, then Cecilia or Auntie Cis, Uncle David (a pastor), Uncle Charles, my mum Pearl, Uncle Peter, Uncle Jonathan, Uncle Raphael, Aunt Margaret Rose and finally Aunt Veronica. One of the reasons Pearl is such a tough woman, I think, is that she was born on either side of two brothers.


The family’s eldest child, Ines, was the first to leave Antigua. She went to make her fortune in the United States. Then, in 1957, when she was aged around twenty-one, Cis came up to the UK, followed shortly by my Uncle Charles. They went by boat – fourteen days on the sea across the Atlantic after stopping at other islands to collect passengers. My grandfather had wanted my mother to be a nurse, but it proved difficult to get a foot in the door. Back then in the Caribbean there was so much ‘pull string’ – it was who you knew not what you knew – and so he said she had better join her brother and sister in England. When Pearl was due to ‘come up’, Cis and Charles wrote to Dada to say that now that they were settled, they could send for my mother. But they didn’t want her to come by sea: there was a lot of lawlessness on the ship and so they sent a share of the money for her to get a flight on BWIA, the British West Indian Airways. The airfare would have been a lot of money for Pa-Fred and Dada to have invested in, so there must have been a lot of hope and expectation on my mother’s shoulders to continue her education and get a good job. I know that Cis, Charles and Mum would regularly send money back to Antigua to support their parents and their remaining siblings in Antigua.


And so Pearl landed at Gatwick on 14 June 1961, aged just seventeen. The train brought her to Victoria Station where her sister Cis was waiting. As the train trundled through the outskirts of London, Mum’s first impression was that she would have no problem finding work – through the window stretching to infinity through the smog, she took the drab streets of terraced brick houses for miles and miles of factories. She’d never seen anything like it.


Perhaps, as I imagine her, a seventeen-year-old girl straight off the plane from her tiny island, having said goodbye to her mother, father and the six brothers and sisters she had left behind, she might have been anxious, but no. Because she was looking forward to meeting her elder brother and sister in London, she was quite cool about the whole adventure – until she got there, that is.





My dad, Godfrey Michel Thomas, was some nine years older than Mum and had arrived in the UK a few years earlier. Nobody ever called Dad ‘Godfrey’; since childhood his nickname was ‘Twi’. Dad and Mum were from very different Caribbean islands, from different cultures, and, in fact, were very different people in almost every way. Dad was from Dominica, a mountainous island country to the south of Antigua, part of the Windward Islands chain in the Lesser Antilles archipelago in the Caribbean Sea. To the north, Dominica’s closest neighbour is Guadeloupe, and to the south lies Martinique. It is a larger island than Antigua, but much less developed.


The British took possession of Dominica from the French in 1763 after the Seven Years’ War and soon after established a small colony there, importing slaves who were sold as labour in the production of sugar and coffee for trade in Europe. In a long history of European colonisation, Dominica changed hands between the two European powers, passing back to France in 1778 and again to England five years later. The French attempted to invade in 1795 and 1805 before eventually withdrawing, leaving Britain in possession. When my father left home for the first time in the mid-1950s, Dominica was still a British Overseas Territory, only finally gaining its independence on 3 November 1978.


Then, as now, the island’s main resource is agriculture, and consequently its natural environment remains largely untouched, with dense, lush mountainous rainforests, home to many rare plants, animals and indigenous bird species. It is a tropical paradise on earth, known as the ‘Nature Isle of the Caribbean’. It is possibly my favourite place on this small planet of ours, but perhaps I am biased. In fact, the saying goes that if Christopher Columbus was to travel through the Caribbean today, the only island that he would recognise would be Dominica. When you fly over the island it is easy to understand why: today it remains wild, rugged and entirely unspoilt, one of the most beautiful places in the world.


Dad was the youngest of four children, with two brothers and a sister. His father – my paternal grandfather Hector, or Daddy Hector – was a tall, strict man, a farmer who owned a lot of land on the mountain in the north-east of Dominica. My aunt Eula, and his older brother Hobson, or ‘Bobo’, stayed at home to work on the farm, while his middle brother, Uncle Philbert, or ‘Tacki’, became an accountant in the capital Roseau, on the western side. Dad was bright and Daddy Hector decided to send him to the UK to make his fortune, and to try to create a better life not only for the family he would go on to have in the UK, but also by sending money home to Dominica.


It wasn’t cheap to send people over to the UK. Dad sailed on the banana boat, a cargo ship chartered by a horticultural company called Geest, which also carried passengers on its regular journey across the Atlantic to Preston and Liverpool. I suppose he must have decided that London offered the best chances of employment, and so it was there that he found accommodation in a rented room in Notting Hill and a job as a telephone engineer with the GPO, later British Telecom, fixing telephone lines and cables.


Pearl, Twi, Cis and Charles were part of the Windrush generation, the nearly half a million people from the colonies and Commonwealth countries who arrived in the UK between 1948 and 1971, many of whom were recruited as British dependents to assist with the rebuilding of the country and the economy after the Second World War. There were active campaigns in various Caribbean islands, posters proclaiming, ‘Come and Help Rebuild the Motherland. We need nurses, we need bus drivers, we need engineers. Passenger Opportunity.’ They were British subjects and as such they had an entitlement to come and go as they pleased, and so some travelled with the view of spending a few years in the UK, and then maybe going back and building their homes and raising a family in Antigua. My dad was certainly one of those.


Like many other immigrants who came before and after them, Mum and Dad had been ‘chosen’ among their siblings to come to Britain. In some ways it was considered a privilege, because the idea was that the streets there were paved with gold. That generation was expected to support the rest of the family back home, and so they had left behind parents, grandparents, brothers, sisters and friends, and travelled to England in the hope of finding opportunities for themselves and for their children. My parents’ journey to new lands is not unique, poverty being a powerful driver for many people around the world in search of a better life.


My parents’ early years in London played out against the backdrop of a racist backlash against immigration. This was the era of the Conservative Monday Club, Enoch Powell and the notorious Smethwick by-election in which Conservative Peter Griffiths gained his seat on the back of campaign slogans such as ‘If you want a nigger for a neighbour, vote Labour’.I


This rising tide of racism soon found its expression in legislation. Until 1962, most people from the Commonwealth, as fellow subjects of the British Crown, enjoyed an unlimited right to live and work in the UK. People from the UK itself and its remaining colonies (including Antigua) were ‘citizens of the United Kingdom and Colonies’, while people from independent Commonwealth countries were ‘Commonwealth citizens’. Both groups were British subjects – as opposed to aliens – and both enjoyed the right of abode in the UK.


But the era of free movement ended when the Harold Macmillan government enacted the Commonwealth Immigrants Act 1962. This Act imposed immigration controls on many people from the Commonwealth. The new controls applied both to Commonwealth citizens, and to citizens of the United Kingdom and Colonies who held British passports issued by the government of a colony, rather than the UK government. This created a two-tier citizenship, with a class of people who held British passports but had no right to live in the UK.


And, before long, with the advent of Harold Wilson’s Labour government, it would only get worse.





When my mum came to England, Cis was married to Uncle John and they had one child, while Uncle Charles was also married but had no children yet. The two siblings lived together in a rented house at No. 37 Bramley Road, just a few doors down from Latimer Road underground station in west London. They shared the property with a ‘sitting tenant’; a white woman called Mrs Bennell and her family of five children. The Bennells had their own small separate quarters, so Mum’s family had almost the whole rest of the house to themselves: two bedrooms, a big sitting room with a coal fire, a kitchen and a bathroom with a bathtub.


Charles was working for the local council as a carpenter, a profession he had trained in back in Antigua. Cis was a ward orderly at St Bartholomew’s Hospital in Smithfield, and her husband, Uncle John, worked at the GPO, like my dad. Most of their neighbours were Irish and poor. That was the first shock for Mum. Until she reached Britain, the only white people she had seen were the tourists who came to holiday in the Caribbean. ‘You see what happened,’ she told me. ‘We thought that everybody was rich. Until I first came to London, we thought people in the Caribbean were poor, but my goodness, I did not realise that you had poor white people in the United Kingdom.’


The morning after she arrived in London, Cis gave Mum three thrupenny bits and told her to gather her papers, go to Latimer Road station, take the train to Hammersmith and find her way to the labour exchange so she could register for employment. She was sent to work at the Fullers sweet factory on Fulham Road. She hated that job. Every day, she sat on the production line desperately trying to place chocolates in boxes, but before she knew it the factory belt had run away from her. She only lasted there for about three weeks, and then went with Cis to St Bartholomew’s where she got a job as a ward orderly. Working in the hospital suited Mum much better. She is a great chatterbox; she likes to speak to people, and would sit on the patients’ beds and hold their hands. Even now, she still has that skill. Anybody sick or dying, she is always there to hold their hand.


Within six short months of arriving in London, Mum met my dad at the local Methodist church, which today stands in the shadows of the burned-out Grenfell Tower, and they fell in love. My mum was lonely and had started to get homesick in winter when the weather was cold, and my dad didn’t have anybody close to him in England and missed his family too, so very quickly they were married in that same church. Dad had just turned twenty-seven and Mum was eighteen. When my sister Janet was born (in Hammersmith Hospital) soon after, on 19 August 1962, Mum and Dad moved to new lodgings in Latimer Road where they paid thirty shillings a week for one big room. Their kitchen – a stove and a sink – was on the landing next to their room and they shared a bathroom with two other families; a husband and wife from Jamaica, and two young African brothers.


Soon thereafter they moved to a bigger room in a three-storey property on Talbot Road, just off the Portobello Road. This was at a time when rental advertisements and signs in people’s windows were not welcoming: ‘Room to rent. No Blacks, no Irish, no dogs.’ Until the Race Relations Act of 1965, it was perfectly legal for landlords to refuse to rent to Black people, or Irish people, or any people who were different, because they were somehow undesirables, seen as trouble. Not all private landlords, however, were unwilling to let rooms to people of colour. For some, like the Polish-born self-made property baron Peter Rachman, the colour of your money was more important than the colour of your skin and so there were certain areas in London, Brixton and Notting Hill in particular, where a lot of Black people had settled.


Peter Rachman had started out working for an estate agent in Shepherd’s Bush, then built up his own property empire in west London, buying up several nightclubs and many more once grand but now run-down and shabby townhouses around Notting Hill. His MO was to negotiate with, or evict, any rent-protected tenants, then subdivide the large properties into a proliferation of smaller furnished flats and bedsits in order to maximise the number of tenants he could cram into each building. Many of his tenants, like my parents, were newly arrived immigrants from the West Indies.


Many in the West Indian community welcomed Rachman as a fair-handed businessman who could be relied upon to house immigrants. But while Rachman – an immigrant himself whose family were murdered by the Nazis in the Holocaust – could not be accused of shunning a West Indian face because of racial prejudice, plenty of the properties he rented were no more than slums; dilapidated Victorian buildings that were barely fit for habitation.


With few housing rights for tenants and no rent controls, Rachman exploited his West Indian tenants by massively overcharging them. In 1950s and ’60s racially biased Britain, a room that a landlord might rent unfurnished to a rent-protected tenant for £1 a week could be let by Rachman as furnished accommodation to a couple like my mum and dad for £6 a week. Furthermore, when it came to the state of the accommodation, the ‘slum landlords’ were happy to take their tenants’ money but not to repair the property. As a vulnerable immigrant, who did not have the same protection under the law as the previous tenants of these buildings, you just had to make do. If you complained, you’d find yourself out on the street. Thus, social housing, council accommodation outside the private rented sector, was important, especially if you were a person of colour, because the market choice was limited. It became vital for families like ours. Most people would try to get their own tenancy. People weren’t interested in buying their home; they were interested in having a home.


The lodgings on Talbot Road that my mother and father called ‘home’ was above an antiques shop. As before, they had one large room, with a stove and a sink on the landing as their kitchen, and one bathroom, which they shared with another family.


I was born on 29 April 1965 in that room on Talbot Road. Having felt some pains the day before, Mum woke in the early hours of the following morning and marched up and down like a watchman, looking out of the window. Around 5 a.m., my dad got up. She had kept him awake with her pacing about, but she told him not to worry, to leave her be and go to work; she would call the lady next door if she needed anything. Dad was busy giving Janet breakfast, then the next thing my mum remembers is that a new pain came. She knelt on the floor and put her head on the bed and this baby, me, flew out onto the floor. And all she could hear was my father saying, ‘Oh, Sheila, you had the baby here on me.’


My father picked up the newborn me, got Mum back in bed, and put me beside her wrapped in the blankets. Then he called an ambulance, which took us to hospital. I weighed in at a healthy 6lb 12oz.


So now we were four, all living in one room above the antiques shop on Talbot Road.





The Britain I was born into was one in which anti-immigration and racist sentiment largely went unchecked. The country was in the throes of a particularly painful transition as, one by one, the last remnants of the Empire claimed their independence. As many former African colonies such as Kenya and Uganda pursued an aggressive programme of ‘Africanisation’, their Asian immigrant populations were forced into exile and many were choosing to find refuge in the erstwhile motherland. The consequence was a concerted campaign of anti-immigration propaganda by the right in Britain, which succeeded in striking fear into the hearts of many. In this highly charged political climate, on 27 February 1968, three years after I was born, Labour Home Secretary James Callaghan introduced the Commonwealth Immigrants Act. Supported by the opposition Conservative Party, the bill passed through Parliament in just three days. With its invented category of ‘patriality’, which the government crafted specifically to stop the dispossessed East African Asians of Kenya and Uganda from settling in the UK, this new legislation was racist in intent and effect. It imposed immigration controls on all citizens of the United Kingdom and its colonies unless they, or one of their parents or grandparents, had been born, adopted or naturalised in the UK. Those citizens of the United Kingdom and Colonies who were connected to the UK by birth or ancestry, that is predominantly white people, therefore, retained their right of abode. Those who were connected solely with one of Britain’s current or former colonies – mainly Black and Asian people – did not. It was among the most emotive and divisive decisions taken by a British government. The Times called it ‘probably the most shameful measure that Labour members have ever been asked by their whips to support’. Within two weeks of the passing of the 1968 Act, Shadow Defence Secretary Enoch Powell made his infamous ‘Rivers of Blood’ speech in Birmingham. And while at the time Callaghan publicly denied that the legislation was racist, thirty years later, in 1999, the New Statesman reported that the newly declassified Cabinet papers ‘show beyond doubt that the legislation was intentionally aimed at “coloured immigrants” and that evidence cited to justify the legislation did not exist’.


This effectively left an estimated 60,000 Ugandan Asians, expelled from the country by President Idi Amin, and up to 200,000 Asians in Kenya with no country to call their own. Their situation was so appalling that in 1973 the European Commission of Human Rights found that the British government had racially discriminated against them and – remarkably – that it constituted ‘degrading treatment’, contrary to Article 3 of the European Convention on Human Rights. Such a finding was and remains exceptional.


Despite this, the spirit of the 1968 Act lives on today. The subsequent Immigration Act 1971, which still forms the basis of our immigration laws today, imposed a single system of controls on Commonwealth citizens and aliens for the first time. Along similar lines to the 1968 Act, it divided citizens into ‘patrials’, who had the right to live in the UK, and ‘non-patrials’, who did not. A citizen of the United Kingdom and Colonies was a ‘patrial’ if they, or any of their parents or grandparents, were born, adopted, or naturalised in the UK, or if they had settled in the UK and been resident there for five years or more. A non-UK Commonwealth citizen was not a ‘patrial’ unless one of their parents was born in the UK. Again, therefore, those with connections to the UK by birth or ancestry – mainly white people – were privileged over the predominantly Black and Asian people from Britain’s current and former colonies.


This racist system was reinforced by the British Nationality Act 1981, which reclassified ‘patrial’ citizens of the United Kingdom and Colonies as ‘British citizens’. As the esteemed academic and an equality and human rights campaigner Professor Gus John said recently, ‘If the 1968 Race Relations Act was geared towards prohibiting discrimination against those of us already here, the 1971 Immigration Act was about preventing more like us from coming in or claiming a right to remain.’II Non-patrials were reclassified as ‘British Overseas citizens’ or ‘British Dependent Territories citizens’ without the right of abode. To this day, Britain is one of only a few countries in the world to have two-tier citizenship – with a class of people who hold British passports but have no right to call the UK their home. The 1981 Act also abolished birthright citizenship – so for the first time in history a person could be born in the UK without being a British citizen. Indeed, as we have all too recently witnessed during the Windrush scandal, there are people born and raised in the UK who have faced deportation.


The story of immigration control in Britain is, more than anything else, a story of racism. The very people whose countries had been colonised and exploited by Britain were deprived of the right to live there. The Windrush scandal of the past few years was not an aberration, but the logical endpoint of a system designed specifically to exclude people of colour.


Eight months after the introduction of the Immigration Act, on 25 October, the Race Relations Act 1968 passed through Parliament. This essentially extended the first Race Relations Act of 1965, which had applied only to ‘public’ places – hotels and cinemas, for example. The 1968 Act now, supposedly, outlawed the denial of housing, employment or public services on the grounds of a person’s race. A BBC report at the time suggested that this new Act was ‘intended to counterbalance the Immigration Act, and so fulfil the government’s promise to be “fair but tough” on immigrants.’ However, the Act was practically useless. It may have paid lip service to countering racial discrimination in Britain, but it lacked any actual power of enforcement. In order to successfully fight a racial discrimination case, the victim had firstly to prove that discrimination had occurred, then demonstrate that it was intentional – essentially, an extremely difficult undertaking. Additionally, the 1968 Act didn’t apply to government services, such as the police, as it applied only to private employers. As the Conservative MP Quintin Hogg rather fittingly asked in the House of Commons debate, ‘Why should the ordinary subject be liable to an action for damages, as the Home Secretary has decided that he should be, but the Home Secretary get off scot-free?’




	
I. Although it was widely reported that the Conservatives were responsible for this racist sloganeering, later the then leader of the neo-Nazi ‘British Movement’ Colin Jordan proudly claimed ownership of the copyright.


	
II. ‘A Walk Down a Long Road with Ian Macdonald QC’: tribute letter by Professor Gus John to Garden Court Chambers, 18 November 2019.













2 GRANDISON ROAD, BATTERSEA



My younger brother Trevor was born on 21 August 1967. With five-year-old Janet, me barely out of nappies, and now a new baby in a big pram to lug up the stairs, Mum and Dad could no longer live in that cramped single room on Talbot Road. Mum dreaded spending another winter there. Both she and Janet suffered from severe asthma and I was affected by childhood bronchitis, which was exacerbated by living in a damp and miserably cold old house. More so, however, Mum dreaded winter because of the paraffin heater fires, which burned all day downstairs in the antique shop. With all that old junk as kindling, if a fire broke out, we would have perished, trapped upstairs.


Before his death at the end of 1962, Peter Rachman had largely divested his residential properties, allowing a new generation of businessmen to move into the seedy world of the Notting Hill housing market. The Talbot Road property, however, having simply passed into the hands of Rachman’s erstwhile associates, continued to deteriorate. Little or no modernisation, maintenance or even basic repairs were ever carried out on the building.


Meanwhile, the local council was determined to rid the borough of some of the most dilapidated housing and made plans in the late 1960s to start the demolition of the slum streets and replace them with the Lancaster West Estate scheme. Some 3,000 residents in these substandard rented properties were to be accommodated in this new council housing.


Mum registered with Kensington and Chelsea council to get on the waiting list. At some point, the housing department offered her a flat in the yet to be constructed Grenfell Tower on the proposed new estate. It was at a time when local authorities had an incentive to build bigger tower blocks; the terms of the 1956 Housing Subsidies Act meant that the higher you built, the bigger the grants awarded. It was also a time when these local housing authorities were putting people of colour right at the top of these new tower blocks because they were the most unpopular floors. Mum didn’t want to live on the upper storey of a high-rise building. She doesn’t like heights and absolutely did not want to live in a block of flats where the lifts might be out of order and she’d have to climb however many flights of stairs with her three young children.


Auntie Cis came to the rescue. She and Uncle John had four girls and had bought a big five-bedroomed house off the Goldhawk Road in Shepherd’s Bush, so we moved in with them as we waited for suitable council housing. A lot of places Mum was shown were even worse than Talbot Road. Social housing, particularly housing blocks, had a certain stigma to them. Sometimes the stigma was completely unjustified, other times it was spot on in the sense that local authorities would tend to put problem families or, I should say, who they perceived to be problem families together in so-called ‘sink estates’. Mum did not want that for us.


As an engineer for the GPO, Dad was in a good secure job with a reasonable wage, but he wasn’t interested at all in buying a house. He was dreadfully homesick. He didn’t like England and – there are no two ways about it – he had a virulent dislike of English people because of how he was treated when he arrived in the UK. His dream was to work for enough money to go back home and he was frustrated that Mum seemed set on bringing us up in the UK. I know now that he put a lot of pressure on her to pack up and take us all with him to live in Dominica, and for this reason Mum knew that she needed the security of building her own career. She had always wanted to be a qualified nurse, and having proven herself as a ward auxiliary, she was working nights at Hammersmith Hospital while training to be a State Enrolled Nurse (SEN).


One day after she had been to see a flat in a terrible block in Fulham, she gave up with the council. It was the last straw. My mum is a formidable woman. She left the Caribbean to start a new life in London at a young age with nothing to her name and only her high school qualifications but, regardless, she always had a strong drive and determination for her kids. She found out about Harding Housing Association based on Brompton Road in Chelsea, set up by a woman called Mrs Monica Mason to help house homeless families. Within a month Mrs Mason had offered us a flat in Battersea. My mum was delighted.


We had been appointed a small two-bedroom apartment on the first floor of No. 71 Grandison Road, a bright, tree-lined street of Victorian terraced houses. It was a comparatively upmarket area and, in contrast to the raucous goings on of Portobello Road Market, peaceful. The house was just around the corner from Clapham Common, so importantly for her and Janet, the air was clean. A different world. Mum and Harding Housing had come up trumps.


I was five when we moved there in March 1971. We had a tiny living room, an even tinier kitchen and a bathroom and toilet, and I shared a bedroom with my sister and baby brother. So, it was cosy, let’s say, but to us it was grand compared to our former address.


Today Grandison Road is one of those ‘highly desirable’ residential streets where the houses sell for seven figures. In the early ’70s it was one of the most diverse and cosmopolitan communities you could imagine in south London: a mixture of different income groups, peoples, ethnicities and classes. Professional and working men and women who shared a common space; a perfect example of unity in our capital; a social experiment that had gone right.


My mum would take us shopping in nearby Clapham Junction at a lively Caribbean market with all the mouth-watering smells of West Indian street food cooking on the stalls, and rainbow arrays of Caribbean fruits and vegetables. Then there were the equally vibrant people. It was an amazing place. There was a West Indian fishmonger where you could buy fish of all different colours. Fish is a staple among Caribbean island people, so having good, fresh fish was important, and plenty of noisy bartering would go on. What I remember most clearly, though, is the sense of friendship and the laughter. It was a place where people would meet and chat. And, of course, I remember the music. There was a record shop that played reggae, blasting out from speakers onto the street, and lots of the stall owners would have their record players or cassette players to play music as well. To the west we had another Caribbean market along the Northcote Road, where there was also the towering red-brick Northcote Baptist Church.


Another reason my mum was keen to take the flat was that there were two primary schools within a short distance, Honeywell and Belleville. Most of the local kids would go to one of these, and there was a healthy rivalry between the two. It was important for my mum that from an early age Janet and I could walk to school on our own along safe, residential streets, because she and Dad both worked long hours.


As soon as my younger brother was weaned, Mum started a new job doing the night shift on a mixed medical ward at Hounslow General Hospital on Staines Road. She would leave the house at about 7 p.m., finish work at about 6 a.m. the next morning and normally arrive home after we’d left for school. Then she would sleep until she got up to get our dinner ready for 4 p.m. Dad would usually get home at 6 p.m. He would either drive my mum to work in his little Toyota or she would get the No. 37 bus, which at the time was the longest bus route in London and took her an hour and a half each way. We barely saw her at weekends either; she was always doing overtime shifts because we needed the money. She must have been exhausted. But it was a small hospital, a local unit, and she had many good friends there among the staff and her fellow nurses. If she was working on Christmas Eve, Dad used to take us to see her so she could show us off to her matron and co-workers.


My mum is still incredibly hardworking. When I built my house in Antigua, she was project-managing everything. Seventy-nine years of age, and she’s on the go all the time. That’s what keeps her young – that and good genes, I suppose.


Dad was off at the weekends and, on a Sunday, he’d take us out to visit some of my mum’s friends with kids our age, or we often went to visit our cousins in Shepherd’s Bush. Occasionally Dad would take us to visit his Dominican friends because he liked to play dominos with them. He also liked a visit to the bookies. He wasn’t much of a pub-goer, but he did like a flutter on the horses. This was a big part of his life on a Saturday afternoon. He would take us out on day trips to various London sights or to the zoo, and he was into photography, so he liked taking photos of us out and about against a suitably picturesque London backdrop.


In the main, though, I spent a lot of my childhood in the company of my brother and sister. Janet was a very sensible and responsible older sister and, in truth, most of the time it was she who looked after our baby brother and me. We were self-rearing; not quite latchkey kids but something close to that. Nevertheless, it was a stable family structure and the routine and the discipline of my parents’ work ethic was extremely important. We all felt loved. We were fed. And I know that Mum and Dad always wanted to do the best for us. It was a case of ‘Mum and Dad are working because they have to’. That’s how we felt about it.


That was another reason moving to Grandison Road was such a blessing. In the holidays and at the weekend, Mum would come home from her night shift and could sleep during the day safe in the knowledge that we children could hold hands to cross the road to the Common and play outside all day on the swings or roam about having adventures in the woodland at the end of the road. When we weren’t in school, we spent every second we could in the park.


I was a quiet, somewhat solemn child. I had my gang of friends, but at home I liked playing quietly, or doing my homework by myself. I was sort of the odd child, or the odd one out, in that respect. I was also extremely independent. There were many things I did as a child, and throughout my life, that I did of my own volition. Perhaps it’s because I was used to entertaining myself on my own while my parents were at work and because I’ve always wanted to try out new things.


My sister and I started the new school year at Belleville Primary, a substantial Victorian red-brick establishment with vast arched windows and airy, high-ceilinged classrooms. It was a mixed school but at the time I went there, it was old-fashioned in that the boys were on one side of the building and the girls on the other, with Mr Harris the headmaster for the boys’ school and Miss Hutchinson as headmistress for the girls. That soon changed; in fact, I think we were the last intake before it went fully co-ed in 1975.


My first friend at infant school was a white boy called Eddie Wilby, who was the youngest boy in our class. Eddie lived at the end of our street, right up near Clapham Common in a big mansion-style house. It was also a rental, in a cul-de-sac with an immense wild garden, the scene of many adventures. All through primary school Eddie and I were as thick as thieves. We were inseparable as part of a little gang at school – Eddie and me; Larry Anderson, whose folks owned one of the terraced houses near me; Kevin Bent, whose family were Jamaican and who lived opposite Larry; Savos and his siblings, who were a Greek family; Susan James, who was a couple of years younger and whose family were Irish; and around the corner was a mixed-race friend called Francis Noble. Caribbean, Maltese, Greek, Irish, English – we all knocked about together as a fantastically diverse little Battersea melting pot. I didn’t even think about the fact that quite a few of my friends looked different than my family. Nor did I have much of a sense of where my parents came from, what jobs they did or how much money they had, or what religion anyone adhered to – that simply didn’t enter the equation. As I progressed from infant school through to primary classes, however, the reality crept in.


People often ask what my earliest memories of discrimination are and I have to say it was probably when I joined the Cubs at the age of six. I hadn’t asked my parents – Mum and Dad weren’t the sort of parents who signed us up for any kind of extra-curricular lessons or activities; in this case I did it for myself. I’d seen a poster at Sunday School at our Methodist church, thought it looked fun and decided I was going to join. Broomwood Church was in the ‘posh’ part of Clapham; the houses were palatial, and most of the boys at Cubs came from that area.


For this reason, perhaps, I suddenly found myself in this very white environment with very privileged children. Off I’d go to Cubs all by myself every Friday evening and there I was, not privileged at all, working hard for my badges, tying my knots, reading maps, and generally having fun.


After about six months, I set off to summer camp with the rest of the Broomwood Cubs where we joined Cub packs from all over the south-east in an idyllic country setting. I was the only Black kid on this annual jamboree – and the other Cub Scouts made me know it. Six of us shared a tent, six sleeping bags on the floor. The other boys made it clear that they didn’t want me in their tent; they called me a ‘black shit’ and wouldn’t involve me in any of their games. They ostracised me in every possible way, even pushing me and my sleeping bag right over to the edge of the tent. One night we finished our activities and got ready for bed as usual, and as I went to get into my sleeping bag the other boys started snickering. As I stretched my legs down, I found that my sleeping bag was soaking wet – and it stank of urine. One of them, his name was Stephen, had peed in it. I just knew it was him because he was the one laughing the hardest.


I went to the camp leader, or the Akela as we called him, and I called it out. He just didn’t want to hear it. ‘But where am I going to sleep?’ I complained. ‘Don’t be so soft. Stop whining and deal with it,’ was his response. It must have become too much for me and I must have started to cry, because I poured out everything that had happened: all the name-calling and bullying. Only then did the camp leader walk back with me to the tent to investigate. When confronted, in his defence Stephen said, ‘I didn’t call him a black shit; I said he was a brown poop.’ Of course, he said he hadn’t peed in my sleeping bag on purpose; he’d been trying to get to the toilet and hadn’t made it out of the tent in time. The camp leader did nothing; there was no question that the boy be punished; he didn’t even reprimand him, or tell his parents about his behaviour. Nothing was done and nothing was said. And what I understood from this was that you couldn’t make a complaint, you couldn’t say that the other boys had picked on you, because you wouldn’t be heard. I had another three days at camp with a sleeping bag, still damp with pee, and I remember thinking, ‘What am I doing here?’ I’ve never been so miserable in my life.


I never told Mum what happened. I remember the feeling of holding that hurt in for all those years and not being able to say anything. But what really stayed with me was that the person, a grown-up, who had the power to do something, had just turned a blind eye. I knew then, at six years old, that I didn’t fit in: I’d been told so by my peers. And by not doing anything to help me to fit in, those in charge had plainly shown me that they, too, thought I didn’t belong there. That is my first memory of being treated differently because of my colour. And there would be many more clubs which I would join and in which I would be made to feel like an outsider because of the colour of my skin.


As a child, things happened to me – inconsequential and seemingly trifling experiences – that I didn’t think about much at the time or put to the back of my mind, which have resurfaced over the years. I don’t know what triggers the memories, but they bubble up like a sudden jab of hurt or shame. I remember a white boy called Mark at school, for example. Mark wasn’t my friend, he was Eddie’s friend, but we all used to kick about together in the park, riding our bikes, mucking about. One day in the summer holidays Mark had a bottle of Coca Cola and he asked if we were thirsty. It was one of those rare sweltering afternoons and, of course, we were. Mark offered the bottle to Eddie, but he didn’t share it with me. I remember pleading with him, because I was so desperately thirsty at the sight of it. I only wanted a single small sip, but he refused. He stood there right in front of me, savouring that bottle of delicious, cold Coca Cola. He waited until he got to the last mouthful, then I watched as he seemingly finished it in one final swallow. Instead, however, he swilled it around in his mouth then regurgitated it back into the bottle and offered it to me. I declined. I remember thinking, ‘Why did he do that? Why had he treated me like that and not Eddie?’


Eddie and I must have been no more than ten years old when we both had a crush on a girl called Denise who was in the class below us. There was a lot of competition between us over Denise. We really liked her. If we wanted to play in the park with her, we had to meet her at the top of her street, which was nearer to Wandsworth Common. That was a big excursion for us at that age. One day, desperately vying for her affection, I asked if Eddie and I could walk her home. ‘Oh no, Leslie,’ she replied. ‘It’s best if you don’t walk me home.’ Her dad wouldn’t understand, she said when I asked her why not. When you are that age, it’s these small things and throwaway incidents that leave a mark. It’s hurtful, but all you have at your disposal is to try to think the best of people. Somehow I managed to protect myself by believing that it wasn’t Denise, it was her dad, and it didn’t stop her from liking me. Nevertheless, as a person with Black skin, experiences like these from a very early age made me feel that there was something wrong with me.


Later, I had another devastating experience. Eddie and I had been good friends with another boy in our class called Anthony. Anthony was an only child, and in my eyes, his parents could only be described as rich. They lived in a huge Victorian house just off Wandsworth Common. They must have had at least ten rooms for just the three of them – Anthony, his mother and father. Eddie and I used to spend a lot of time there because his house was so much fun to be in and his parents were the kindest people I knew. Even so, I realised just how different our worlds were. Anthony’s mother was the editor of a popular women’s magazine. I was never quite sure what his father did, but he always struck me as some kind of scientist because he had that sort of logical brain and way of speaking to us even as young kids. Eddie and Anthony knew all my secrets and I thought they were my closest friends. Disappointment had to come.


One day, when I was probably thirteen or fourteen and already at secondary school, I called at Anthony’s house on my way home. I rang the doorbell, his mother answered and told me to go on up to his room. When I went in, Anthony was clearly surprised to see me, and then I turned and saw the whiteboard on his wall. He had scribbled the N-word all over it, maybe fifty times, in big letters, small letters, along with other hateful words, such as ‘coon’, and ‘kill them all’. I couldn’t believe it. He quickly hurried me downstairs, perhaps not quite sure if I had read what he had written on this whiteboard. I did not say anything to him. I did not say I had seen what he had written. I did not confront him. After that I stopped hanging out of him.


Postscript


In the 1987 election, the Conservative Party gained power in Battersea where the once-popular Labour MP Alf Dubs was ousted. In the ’80s, many of the borough’s council homes were sold to private buyers, and working-class people had to move out of the streets I grew up on. Later, in my twenties, when I returned to my childhood street, the area had totally transformed. It was full of white middle-class urban professionals; it felt exclusive – the diverse community I’d grown up in had disappeared and families like mine were no longer the norm. To my mind, the lack of affordable homes in the area and the Conservative Party’s big council housing sell-off was a major component in this turn of events.










3 THE BEST CHRISTMAS PRESENT EVER



Christmas in our house was always a time of joy. We put up the same artificial tree each year, played the same two Christmas albums, A Motown Christmas and Elvis’s Christmas Album. Church was always a must; we would go to Broomwood either for midnight mass or the Christmas Day service, sometimes both. On Christmas morning there was the excitement of opening our presents, usually small things like Dinky Toy cars, an Action Man, a toy gun that fired caps, and always socks. Every Christmas Mum bought us a Premium Bond. Then we would eat our fill of turkey, ham and roast potatoes. After Christmas dinner we would play board games, our favourite being Monopoly, and we’d all become a little rowdy, everyone speaking over each other, and that’s when the usual family arguments would start. This was quite a tradition. On Boxing Day, we’d pile into Dad’s tiny Toyota to visit Uncle Charles in Hackney. The next day we’d head off to see Aunty Cis and Uncle John in Shepherd’s Bush. New Year wasn’t a big celebration.


We didn’t go on family summer holidays – not once. We would have day trips to Brighton, Kew Gardens, Littlehampton or Margate in the school holidays, but a trip abroad was beyond our wildest dreams. Then, when I was six, my Premium Bond ticket came in and the prize money paid for our first overseas holiday as a family. That summer in 1972 Mum took us on a BOAC flight to the Caribbean. Dad was still trying to persuade her to move back with him to Dominica. He was a quietly spoken man who would keep his head down and get on with his work always with the dream of returning home. Mum wanted to make her life here in the UK and was certainly not keen on going to an island which was not her own. But now that my Premium Bond paid the airfares, she agreed to take us over to see if we might be able to live there. She hadn’t seen her mother and father since she had left home in 1961.


First, we went to stay with her family in Antigua. This was the first time I had flown in an aeroplane and the first time I had seen the Caribbean. Thinking back to that visit, my lasting impression was of how hot and bright the sunlight was, then how quickly night came and how dark it was when the sun sank behind the sea. The British had put little investment into the island since the days of colonialism and slavery, so at that time even the main town of St John’s was relatively rural, the roads were mere dirt tracks and there was no such thing as electric street lighting. We didn’t have an inside toilet at my grandmother Dada’s place in Antigua and it terrified me outside in the pitch-black of night if I needed a pee.


Most people lived on small plots of land on which they kept hens and various animals and grew their own vegetables. Dada kept pigs and hens and I spent most of the day out in the yard, helping to collect the eggs and feed the piglets while she chatted to her neighbours. I got on well with my grandmother. She was a strong woman who lived to ninety-one. Pa Fred was a gentle, good-natured man who took us for rides on his donkey to the beach. I was fortunate to have got to meet him because soon after he suffered a stroke and died at the young age of sixty.


Then we went to Dominica. Now I knew why Dad was always going on about his island – it was an absolute paradise. To a young boy from Battersea’s eyes, if Antigua had seemed wild and undeveloped, then Dad’s family were surely living in the bush. My dad had just started to build his own place there, so on that first visit we stayed at my uncle’s house on the side of the mountain in a village called Marigot to the north of the island. For miles around the land was untamed. Dusk fell around 5 p.m. under the dense, deep-green rainforest canopy from which emanated all sorts of strange sounds from the creatures that skulked in the gloom – the chorus of crickets, the rustling and rattling of snakes, the odd, low-pitched barking of tree frogs and the shocking, ear-shattering screeches of parakeets. As a child I was fearful of the dark and the perils that might lurk there, but what I didn’t realise was that Dominica was a much safer place than anywhere in London. There was very little crime, everybody knew each other and nobody locked their doors. Again, I was lucky to meet Daddy Hector, because by the time I went back seven years later, he had passed at the age of about eighty years old.










4 1976, WANDSWORTH ROAD



My mum always says that I was a role model at school. I got on well with the other children and I was never in trouble with the teachers, and so when she went to parents’ evenings, there were no complaints about me. I don’t remember my dad coming along on those evenings often – in fact, if ever – not because he didn’t care; according to Mum he didn’t like going anywhere with her. Mum doesn’t take shit from anybody and he was probably afraid of what she might do or say to the teachers. He knew that if a teacher told my mum any claptrap about her children, she wouldn’t swallow it down easily. She would argue and insist on getting to the bottom of why they had said such and such. Dad would warn her, ‘Now, Sheila, you mustn’t annoy the teachers.’


When I was in my last year at Belleville, Mum wanted me to do the eleven-plus exam to get into Emmanuel, the local boys’ grammar school in Wandsworth. My teacher was Mr N, and he and my mum did not get on. Mr N didn’t like me and part of the reason, I think, was that I was a kid who asked a lot of questions. I wouldn’t accept everything he told us as gospel and pulled him up on occasion, and so he tried to undermine me. Mum came back from one of my last parents’ evenings, having talked to Mr N about my transition from primary to secondary school, and she was livid. Mr N had shouted at her when she had challenged him about why he was always talking me down. ‘I can’t understand what you’re saying about him. He is extremely bright; he’s always been bright,’ she told him.


My dad’s fears had been right in that respect. She was arguing for me to do my eleven-plus, but Mr N had given her the brush-off. I don’t know what the criteria were for sitting the eleven-plus exam, but Mr N and the school had made the decision for me. I was destined for a local comprehensive, and the school with the worst reputation in the Battersea area at that time: Spencer Park School.


Mum was not going to take it lying down. That’s my mum for you. If you say ‘No’, she’ll go round you, over you, under you and, if need be, through you. She went to see Mr Jerry, a tall, black-haired ex-army type, who had succeeded Mr Harris as headteacher, and told him she didn’t want me to go to Spencer Park. She knew I could pass the eleven-plus for Emmanuel School, but Mr Jerry was having none of it. ‘Oh no, Mrs Thomas,’ he said. ‘You are very ambitious but Leslie will never make it.’ To which she replied, ‘If you think I have ambition, a lot of parents want the best for their children and that’s what I want too.’


Nevertheless, Mr Jerry seemed determined not to give me a chance.


Mum kept her disappointment to herself, because as uneducated as she might be in terms of formal schooling, she knew how a person’s self-esteem can be torn down, especially a quiet and conscientious boy like me who only wanted to work hard and do well. Instead, Mum has always been encouraging and always pushes my siblings and me to do the best we can. I didn’t go to the grammar school, but nor did I end up at Spencer Park. I went to Battersea County, another comprehensive, which, as it happened, would be the making of me.


Of the three primary-school friends, Eddie, Anthony and myself, our pathways couldn’t have been more different. Eddie, whose parents, like mine, were working class, went to Spencer Park. Anthony, the middle-class boy with the huge house, went to Emmanuel.


The summer of 1976 was a coming of age. In April I had turned eleven, James Callaghan succeeded Harold Wilson as prime minister, and Great Britain’s Brotherhood of Man won the Eurovision Song Contest with ‘Save Your Kisses for Me’; I even learned the silly dance to that annoying song. It was my last term at Belleville, and as the holidays approached my parents told us that we were moving house. We needed more space; Janet was fourteen and already in her fourth year at Marianne Thornton, a school for girls just off Clapham Common. She could no longer share a room with her two younger brothers, so we would be leaving the leafy tranquillity of Grandison Road and going to live in neighbouring Lambeth.


Until that point our childhood had been quite closeted. Growing up in that oasis between the commons there had been nothing to truly unsettle our peaceful suburban existence – barring one bizarre and disturbing incident that even now seems almost like something from a bad dream. Shortly after my sixth birthday we had gone to play together on Clapham Common one afternoon. I had noticed a white freezer bag lying on the grass. I kicked it, but when my foot made contact with it, it made a heavy thunk as if there was something solid inside it, like meat. Being a curious child, I opened the bag. I will never forget the sight that greeted me: a severed pair of a woman’s hands. They were small and delicate, and on the fingernails, it looked like there were the remains of dark reddish-brown nail varnish around the cuticles. But of course it wasn’t nail varnish; it was dried blood. Janet had seen the hands too and she grabbed me by the collar and shouted at me to drop the bag, then hurried us away. A traumatic experience for any child, yet Janet and I didn’t tell anyone; we had a silent pact. We never talked about it again, so as the years passed, at times when I would think about it, it was as if I had merely imagined it. It was only recently, after I described that day in a newspaper interview, that Janet and I were finally able to talk about it – it was like a relief.


Otherwise, my Battersea childhood was largely untroubled, uneventful and unremarkable, but now that chapter in my life ended. In the summer of 1976 when we moved to Lambeth, we had the hottest and driest weather on record for 350 years, with temperatures in London reaching beyond 32°C. The flat that the housing association had found for us was a three-bedroom maisonette on the great Wandsworth Road, part of the major A306 artery from south London into the capital and a busy and badly polluted bus route. Janet had her own bedroom, but I was still sharing with my brother. Our room was at the front of the building, so each night that sweltering summer I fell asleep in a fug of diesel fumes to the constant rumble of heavy traffic beneath the window.


That September I started at Battersea County. The school had a huge intake, around 2,000 pupils. In my first year I was in a class of thirty-six. My class tutor, who would remain my close friend even to this day, was Carolyn Lornie. I knew she always had my back and my best interests at heart. Indeed, the same could be said for many of my teachers, although not all of them.


My brother had just turned nine and moved to a primary school near Battersea County so that I could walk him there in the morning. To get there from Wandsworth Road along the main streets would have involved about a 45-minute walk, so I figured out the shortcut. It took us through three of the most infamous council estates in the whole of London. Doddington was the worst, notorious for all-too-frequent street robberies and rapes. Indeed, by 1983, such were its problems of crime and anti-social behaviour, it had been dubbed by a sensationalist local press ‘the Estate of Terror’.


Even though many of my new friends and fellow pupils lived on these estates, walking through them in those days was a proper trial of Hercules. I found it terrifying. One of the estates seemed to be the breeding ground for several packs of marauding feral dogs. If you weren’t part of the estate, you stood out like a sore thumb and were instantly the target for random attacks. If you were wearing the wrong school blazer you were asking for a beating; I was regularly pelted with eggs, various types of vegetable matter or, least menacingly, water. It was certainly character-building.


On the estates in that part of London at that time, however, there was something much more sinister at bay. The mid-’70s were a high-water mark of white nationalism and fascism in the UK, with the National Front making increasing inroads into the political landscape. Their crude propaganda exploited fears about migrants and called for policies such as an end to non-white immigration and forced repatriation. Thus, the NF was winning growing numbers of supporters among white working-class Britons, especially in those areas with a sizable Black community.


I would have been in my second term at Battersea County when I was subjected to my first violent racist attack. My brother and I were walking home from school on our usual hazardous route when a man in his mid-fifties approached us and said, ‘You are looking at the white man’s magic.’ Confused but not wanting to be rude, I stood gawping at him. ‘Just look at the white man’s magical creation, all that we have achieved. You’ve come here and are enjoying it…’ he continued. At that point, even though I still didn’t really understand what he was getting at, I took my brother by the arm and pulled him away. We carried on walking, but seconds later a powerful kick to my back sent me sprawling. The man had come running up behind me and booted me violently to the ground. I was winded and my hands were grazed and bleeding but I picked myself up, grabbed my brother and ran all the way to our flat. Dad was home; he could see that I was hurt, so I told him what had happened. We went back to that estate to look for this man who had kicked me. When I saw him, my dad approached him and asked him why he had hurt his son. He denied it. I couldn’t get my head round why a grown man would kick an eleven-year-old boy in an unprovoked attack. It took that experience to truly understand the meaning of the colour of my skin. I now understood exactly how different I was, and I knew that my Blackness made me a potential target.


That episode changed me. While I may not have known about due process and the law at that age, intrinsically I had a strong sense of fairness and justice. I couldn’t understand how a person could just be at liberty to physically attack someone and not suffer any consequences for their actions. How was that fair or right? It also, I believe, had a huge impact on my dad. I could see how helpless he had felt in that situation. He had been unable to protect his family. This country had always been a place that was difficult for him. He was torn because he had a complete love of Dominica, and so his heart was never truly here in England. Now he disliked this country even more, to the extent that it became toxic for him. On many occasions I had to call him out, and point out that not all English people are the same, but I didn’t walk in my dad’s shoes so I don’t know the experiences that he had. Whatever pain or trauma he had when he first arrived in the UK, he wasn’t the sort of person who would share that with anyone. He just kept going the only way he knew how, which was to simmer and suffer in silence.


Dad wasn’t happy at British Telecom. I heard him speaking to Mum about the prejudice and racist slights he faced in his job, how he felt he’d been badly treated, called names because of his colour; overlooked for promotion. He was a clever man, he read a lot, and had gone to night classes to study telephone engineering. He still didn’t get the promotion he wanted, although he clearly deserved it. Meanwhile, he had to watch as his white colleagues, who were doing almost the same job, were promoted above him. It made him incredibly bitter and full of hate towards British people and whites. His bitterness, I think, also put a great deal of strain on his relationship with my mother, because she was happy, still working crazy hours in the NHS, but always positive, an optimist, while Dad was simply biding his time, getting through each day at his work and with his family as best as he could.


My dad and I never spoke much. He was the sort of person who would come home, put the money on the table for my mum, sit down with a paper and that was it. After the incident with my attacker, however, he became increasingly withdrawn and I watched him sink into a chronic depression. I have very little recollection of Dad doing anything with us as a family after we moved to Wandsworth Road. He would leave the house by 6 a.m. and when he returned twelve hours or so later, he’d be knackered and grumpy. I remember a time when I pushed him to the limit. We were having chips but we had no tomato ketchup. I was complaining in the annoying way that kids do, on and on. Suddenly, Dad lost it. He shouted out loud and slammed my head against the wall. I immediately felt a searing pain to the side of my head and a huge lump the size of an egg appeared behind my right ear. I screamed and screamed. Mum took me to hospital because she was so worried. When we got there, I said I’d fallen over and banged my head. I had an X-ray and was discharged. I hated my father after that and stopped talking to him for years. Which just made the situation at home even worse. After that day we knew better than to irritate him and we stayed out of his way. He went from a man who used to spend a lot of time with us, playing with us, taking us on our Sunday outings, to someone who wasn’t there, although the one thing he did do was always provide for us. Watching that change in Dad taught me another lesson. It taught me that you must live life every day – you can’t bide your time – because if you are biding your time day by day, you are wasting your life. You have to make the most of where you are at.


My sister was the oldest and the artistic and talented one. My younger brother was the difficult one. And I was the quiet one. As younger kids we were very close, but as we got older, I didn’t get on with them at all. Janet and Trevor were both Leos and I was a Taurus – their birthdays are two days apart in August – and when I was growing up, I felt left out. They used to have joint birthday parties and treats. Consequently, I suppose I suffered from middle-child syndrome and grew up very much the outsider in this trio, with my sister and brother’s allegiance being to each other. That is another reason I was so self-sufficient from an early age.


I made a handful of good friends at Battersea County. My best friend, whom I met on my first day, was called (aptly perhaps) Denis Bonafé, from the Italian meaning ‘good faith’, and we remained partners in crime throughout our entire school career. Denis was extremely bright, intelligent, very funny, an amazing singer and a talented actor.


When I discovered that a new karate club had started in a youth club on one of the local council estates, my friends and I signed up. Independent as usual, I never told my folks about my new hobby. It was at the height of the craze for Bruce Lee’s badly dubbed late-night movies and so naturally everybody was Kung Fu fighting. We soon discovered that learning the art of karate was nothing like the movies. Learning karate under our instructor, Bob White, was hard work and somewhat repetitious. His Sunday afternoon lessons were extremely disciplined with lots of fitness training.


After six months or so, Bob put us in for our first belt. In order to compete for my white belt, I needed a Karate Gi, i.e. the traditional uniform of white, light-cotton canvas karate jacket and pants. I had to ask Mum to buy me the suit, so that’s when she found out what I had been up to all that time.


The white belt proved elusive. A lot of us didn’t make the grade – I didn’t – and consequently quite a few of my friends stopped going. I carried on. You didn’t want to get on the wrong side of Bob. At the time I thought that he was tough on me, and he could be horrible, but I understand now that he was teaching me a valuable lesson about hard work and not giving up – if you start something, you persevere and you see it through to the best of your ability. So I stayed at the club and slowly progressed through the grades.


When for some reason the karate club had to move, it relocated to Chiswick. Instead of a ten-minute jog from my house, now it was on the other side of London, an hour there and an hour back. Yet I made that trek for many years, well into my twenties, and eventually I got my brown belt, the grade just below the prestigious black belt. But for me the belts weren’t the issue. It was all about the process. I thrived on the rigour of the discipline and the training for competitions. I still train in karate today; it becomes so ingrained that you can continue to practise by yourself.


By age thirteen, I was well into skateboarding, fashion, football and, like all my friends at that age, members of the opposite sex. My friend Eddie from primary school had gone to Spencer Park, but although we went to different schools, we remained the best of pals – and often still rivals in love. We always seemed to meet girls we both fancied, and so when we met a couple of girls on Clapham Common, inevitably, we both fell for the same one. Ellie was half Madagascan and each of us was trying desperately to win her heart. Again, however, I remember Ellie confiding that her dad would go ballistic if he found out that she was mixing with somebody who was Black. I couldn’t get my head round that. I remember saying to her, ‘But, Ellie, your dad is Madagascan and you’re not white. What do you mean your dad wouldn’t like me?’ She didn’t really respond and I didn’t push it. I knew what she meant and she knew I understood her silence. It was soul-destroying. I was getting messages all the time that, because of my Blackness, I was somehow less.





A stormy and bone-chilling December in 1978 was followed by severe blizzards with deep snow drifts in the south of England. New Year’s Eve was the coldest for forty years and January was grim. To this day there has not been as cold a January since that one.


On 22 January 1979, in the first of a series of industrial strikes, tens of thousands of public-sector workers took part in a day of action – the biggest mass stoppage since 1926 – in support of claims for wage increases, marking the beginning of what became known as the ‘Winter of Discontent’. Hospital workers, rubbish collectors, school caretakers and dinner ladies, grave diggers, transport workers and ambulance drivers went on strike, bringing services across the country to a standstill. As rubbish began to pile up on the now rat-infested streets, London’s Leicester Square was dubbed ‘Fester Square’. Hospitals struggled in the absence of cleaners, cooks, porters and theatre orderlies, and without crossing patrols, caretakers or meals staff, many schools were closed. Through February, blizzards, black ice and snow drifts carried on while people spent their evenings at home in candlelight during power cuts and stocked up on tinned foods. In Parliament, the Conservative opposition, led by Margaret Thatcher, pounced on the Labour government’s refusal to call a state of emergency. At the election in May, Labour lost to Margaret Thatcher. More than 300 National Front candidates stood in the election, polling nearly 200,000 votes.
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