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Dedicated to me.

And why not?

There was a time when I thought

I wouldn’t live to see thirty.

I doubled that, and now I’m sixty.

Well done, Rastaman, you’re a survivor.

A black survivor.
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INTRODUCTION

I hate autobiographies. They’re so fake. The ones I hate the most are those written by individuals who have spent their lives deceiving people and then, when they see their careers (or their lives) coming to an end, they decide it’s time to be honest. But they never really are. They feel the need to put ‘their side of the story’, as if they were in a court of law, or they suddenly want to tell you about secret affairs they were having with people who were really ugly, but really powerful. And don’t get me started on the people who write autobiographies a couple of years after they’re born: the eighteen-year-old pop star who feels life has been such a struggle that it can only help others if he lets the world know how he made it. Or the models who want to tell us exactly how much they’ve spent on cosmetic surgery. And don’t get me started on the politician who once said you should vote for him because you can trust him, then you voted for him and he broke that trust, and now he wants to tell you how much pressure he was under. In my humble opinion, someone who has spent years in a corrupt government, or playing politics with people’s lives, is never going to completely open up about what they’ve done, or what they’ve seen. They will still want to protect certain people and show themselves in the best light. So don’t get me started . . . and why am I writing this anyway?

I didn’t want to write an autobiography, but I had a beautiful agent called Rosemary Canter, who just loved books. She originally worked in publishing, and then went on to be an agent, so she knew the business well. She looked like Lady Penelope from Thunderbirds, was a little posh, with pointy shoes and pointy glasses, and she always looked like she’d just stepped out of the hairdressers. She had a touch of sophistication about her, but I often felt I could take her to the dub club and see another side of her. Anyway, she kept going on at me about writing my autobiography. We used to lunch together once a year, and we’d have several other meetings throughout the year, and every time I saw her she would tell me to start writing that autobiography.

I used to tell her I was too young, and there was no sex scandal or kiss and tell. I tried to convince her that the few people who knew about me knew enough about me, but she kept insisting. Even when I was delivering other books to her, she would remind me there was another book outstanding. Then, one day, I met Andy Richardson. Andy was a journalist from Shrewsbury who had written a few pieces about me, usually when I was performing at Theatre Severn in Shropshire. He seemed to know a lot about me, and he gave me the distinct feeling that if I didn’t write my own life story then he would write it for me.

After meeting Andy I told Rosemary that I felt the time was right, but I didn’t want a contract – so she shouldn’t go looking for a publishing deal – and I didn’t want deadlines or to feel under pressure in any way, and I certainly didn’t want to do it for money. So Andy and I met up and I began to talk. I spoke fast, but he took notes faster, stopping every now and again to ask a question, but for the most part it was just me rambling on.

I’ve spent all my life trying to be as honest as I can. I have tried to be completely open about my political views and my personal life, even when it got me in trouble with my family. I have also been honest about the bad, wrong or naughty things I’ve done. I’ve always talked about my life of crime and my mistakes, but I did this in poetry or in various interviews. Until I started working with Andy, I’d never put them all together in one place.

When I’d done talking, he handed over what he’d written and told me to get on with it. It was a great kick-start. I then began reviewing my life, exploring my memories and pouring my heart out. I was writing, and my subject was me. Rosemary saw an early rough draft of this book, but that was all, sadly, as she passed away before I finished it. I owe a great deal to Andy for helping me to get started; his help was invaluable, and I thank him for his encouragement, but it really wouldn’t have happened without Rosemary. It would sound a bit corny to say I’d like to dedicate the book to her, so I’m not. I don’t have to, because I know that not one of these pages has been written without me thinking of her.
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EARLY DAYS IN OLD BIRMINGHAM

‘Mum, can I have some more hot water?’

It’s Sunday, and I’m sitting in a tin bath in our back yard. My twin sister Velda is wrapped in a towel, looking at me while I’m shivering. At least I now have the bath to myself, even though the water’s going cold. There’s a two-at-a-time rule in our house that means we have to share baths, as there’s already five of us. Mum and Dad don’t share though. Just us kids.

There’s a chill in the air. Time for conkers and kicking through leaves in the park, and soon Mum will let us have our baths indoors.

‘Benjamin, this is the last kettle of hot water I’m gonna bring you. You better make sure you wash yourself through and through. Don’t you think I got better things to do?’

I look around and count all the other tin baths hanging on the wall of the yard we share with our neighbours, hearing Mum speaking to me in rhyme. She does this all the time; it’s part of her nature, her sing-song way of interpreting the world that makes me feel close to her.

She steps outside with the steaming kettle as I wedge myself against the back of the bath, anticipating the lovely feel of the fresh hot water on my body, making me all shiny. When I get out of the bath I’m going to play with the Lego I’ve hidden upstairs that I took from Michael O’Reilly. I love the bright colours – blue, yellow, red – and I love snapping them together in different shapes.

Most of everything else around me is grey. Grey tin baths, grey pavements, grey sky. Especially grey sky. Birmingham is full of smoke and fog from all the factories and foundries. They make cars down the road from where we live, here on Farm Street in an area called Hockley, and someone told me that nearby they make all kinds of metal stuff that’s useful for building things.

Michael is a white kid and he lives next door. His mum is fierce. She doesn’t talk in rhyme like my mum. She bustles about very quickly and is always scrubbing things and saying to Michael, ‘Holy Mary, d’you think I’m made of money?’

Her voice sounds different to those of the other white neighbours. It’s because she’s Irish. I know that from my mum. No one has any money round here but Michael gets sixpence a week pocket money. I don’t get pocket money. I’m too scared to ask my dad for it but I’m waiting for the right moment to ask Mum. Michael doesn’t know I’ve got ten pieces of his Lego. I’ve been taking one piece from him each time we play together. If I keep doing that, I’ll end up with a whole set and then I can have something that’s all mine.

I have to share everything: my bed, with one of my siblings – Velda, Millie, Joyce or Tippa – as there isn’t room for us to each have a bed; and my crayons and whatever toys come my way. We even have to share our toilet. We don’t have one in the house; the toilet is down the bottom of the yard, beyond where the tin baths are kept. I hate going down there, especially if it’s dark. I’ve been scared of going there since I saw the man with the metal leg using it. I watched him go in and he was in there ages. Then he came out and was walking funny and he saw me; he looked right at me and didn’t smile. I went in there afterwards and it stank so bad! I quickly did what I had to do and used the horrible shiny toilet paper called Izal, then went running back into the house and told Mum.

‘Mum, a scary man with a metal leg went in our toilet and now it’s all smelly.’

She bent down to listen to me and told me it was maybe because he’d had something called polio. That’s why he had to wear a brace on his leg. It wasn’t his fault. Lots of people had things like that, she said, which meant they weren’t able to move around as well as others. They were handicapped. I repeated the word a few times, listening to the sound of it in my mouth. Mum knows things like this because she’s a nurse. She works nights in Marston Green Hospital. She has to get the double-decker cream-coloured bus into the centre and then take a Midland Red to Marston Green. I wish I could take a bus to faraway places. Even better, I wish I had a car. Hardly anyone on Farm Street has one, but I look at pictures of them and I’m going to get lots of cars as I soon as I grow up.

Dad works during the day at the GPO, which is something to do with telephones, although we don’t have one. There’s only one lady in our street who has one and she charges people tuppence to use it, but only if there’s an emergency. She won’t let people go round there to just chat.

Dad’s very proud of being at the GPO and he says it’s a ‘job with prospects’, but he doesn’t seem very happy. He doesn’t laugh and never plays with us. It’s only Mum who cuddles us and listens to us, but she looks sleepy a lot of the time and she’s always saying she’s exhausted. She doesn’t play football with me – and neither does Dad – but I know she loves me. She was so very proud to have us twins, even though it was quite a drama bringing us into the world.

Mum tells me that I fought my way out of her like a semi-pro boxer. I was in such a hurry to get on with life that morning of 15 March 1958,* that I came into the world by the reception of the hospital, on a stretcher. This caused my dad much agitation, and he paced up and down the corridor, shouting and crying, extremely anxious. By the time my sister Velda arrived fifteen minutes later, they were able to get Mum into a ward. She says the best rest she ever had since coming to England was the nine days she spent in hospital after having us.

She lay in her bed admiring her twins by day, receiving her visiting friends – most of them nurses – and at night, when me and my sister would sleep like perfect little babies, my dad would come in. She didn’t get such a long rest when my other siblings were born, though – her life got busier and busier – and now there are so many of us in the house that she never gets time to herself. And she also has to do all the cooking and cleaning and shopping.

‘Come now, Benjamin, out of that bath. Don’t mek me go over there, jus come over here; mek me do your hair.’

She brings me a towel and I stand in the yard as she dries me down. ‘School tomorrow and you can’t be slow. I know you like to laze about, you know.’ She hums a song while she pats me with the towel and blows kisses and raspberries on my arms, making me giggle.

Adults always want everything done in a hurry. On my way to school I like to look at all the people and the tightly packed houses of my street. Sometimes I see the wild dogs that roam around by the wasteland where the bomb ‘pecks’ are. This is because there was a war before I was born and all the houses were destroyed in a Blitz. So now the only creatures that live there are the packs of dogs and wild cats that hunt mice and rats. I saw a big dog fight one day. It was exciting and scary. You could tell which dog was the leader because the fight didn’t end until the toughest one was wounded.

If I see the dogs coming too close then I run, and I can run really fast. I’m like ‘greased lightning’, so old Frank, the man down the road, says. I ran all the way home one day to avoid the dogs, but Velda got bitten and she screamed and cried the house down. I felt a bit guilty for not staying with her and trying to fight it off, but she always says she wants to do things for herself, so I left her to it and it felt like instinct to run.

It also feels like instinct to explore my surroundings and make up words about it that I repeat to myself, which means I take longer doing things than adults like. I remember on the very first day we moved into our house, Dad surprised me. He said, ‘Time this boy did some errands. Take this five shilling and go get some light bulbs from that corner shop.’

He wrote it down on a piece of paper so I could hand it over to the man behind the counter. I set off determined to do a good job. All I had to do was go to the shop, hand over the note, take the bulbs and return home. But my concept of time was different to my dad’s. On the way to the shop I saw some boys playing football, so I stopped and asked if I could play with them. They said yes, and I did. After that I saw some kids swinging on a rope from a tree. So I stopped and asked if I could have a go and they said yes. So I did. I saw boys playing conkers, so I joined in, and girls skipping, so I stopped and skipped and made up a little rhyme about it: ‘Hop one-two, then lose my shoe.’ And that was just on the way to the shop. On the way back I stopped off for some other playful adventures before getting home, where it was beginning to get dark and the rest of the family was waiting for me.

I was really proud that I did so much without losing the money and managing to return with the bulbs intact, but I received a good telling-off from the whole family. My mum said, ‘Benjamin, why you make us worry so?’ And my dad said: ‘The boy have his head in the blasted clouds.’ I maintain to this day that I did what I was told to do; no one mentioned time.

I don’t want to go to school tomorrow. It’s only at the end of Farm Street and it’s called St Mathias, but it’s boring and strict and I don’t understand why the teachers are so horrible to me. As Mum tucks me into bed with Tippa, I think about the strange way they talk to me sometimes, those teachers. It’s different from how they speak to all the other kids – the white kids. It’s not fair they made me the captain of the cricket team the first day I joined the school. I’d never played the game before and I didn’t know the rules or anything. They expected me to be good at it because I am ‘West Indian’, but I stood there not knowing what to do and then they were cross with me. I kept saying I was born in Birmingham like them, but they didn’t take any notice.

Soon afterwards all the children in our class were told to bring in their favourite golliwog. The next day all the kids flocked around us, eager to show us their drawings, badges, jam jars, or their actual golliwog toys. Velda and me stood there grinning politely, too embarrassed to move or speak. I felt upset and I thought about it a lot. Did they think we were ‘golliwogs’ because we weren’t white like them? A golliwog was a silly toy, not a real person. I wasn’t sure what was going on but I was too shy to ask the teachers what they were doing. I know they think we’re very different from them because we’re the only black family in the street – although they call us ‘coloured’ – but is this what it’s going to be like for the rest of our lives?

I look forward to the gypsies coming back next year. The white people talk about them in an even worse way than they talk about us, but I’ve played with them and been over the bomb pecks with them and their adults never make me feel uncomfortable and unwanted like the white teachers do. They sing songs, play musical instruments, make fires and mend things from the old rubbish they find. And their eyes light up when they see me. The gypsy children are rough and tough but they’re really friendly. They shout out, ‘Let’s do things’ or ‘Come with us, friend, let’s have some adventures.’

We sometimes run over to the bomb pecks and look for farthings – tiny bronze coins with a little bird on. We’ve found quite a few of these, so it’s a shame they’re no longer used. Occasionally we find a penny or two and then we’ll dash to the shop where the shopkeeper keeps a tray of penny sweets for us.

Some of the local kids are formed into little gangs and you don’t want to bump into a group from another area – like round the corner or the next block of streets away. Sometimes, if one gang meets another, there’ll be a little scrap. Some punches get thrown but we always run off at the sight of an adult. It’s definitely the gypsy kids that are known for being the best fighters.

A girl called Carol, who lives a few doors down from us, tried to stop me playing with them one day, saying they were all thieves and tricksters. When she asked me why I liked to play with them so much I told her: ‘Their girls have scars, and I like girls with scars. Fighting girls. Not crybabies like you lot.’

I like them because they don’t keep asking where I’m from or talking about my skin colour. I asked one of the neighbours why nobody likes the gypsies and she said, ‘They’re not like us; they come from another culture, and they do things differently.’

Culture. It was the first time I’d heard that word. I didn’t think the lady who said it meant it in a nice way but I liked the sound of it. I admired the gypsies and their culture. I liked the way they did things. And I liked their girls with scars.



* My birth date is the subject of much speculation. All my official documents say it is 15 April 1958 but my mum swears it was 15 March.
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WAKE UP AND SMELL THE RACISM

You see, back in those days, Hockley was a traditional white working-class area, even though it was only a couple of miles away from Aston, where there were lots of black families. Up until we moved to Hockley, my parents had been renting wherever they could find a landlord willing to let a house to a black family, which wasn’t easy in the early 1960s. But now we had our first council house. Like everyone else on the street, we just about made ends meet, with both my parents working all hours. Money was tight, but all the families around me were at the same level. You didn’t have rich people living side by side with poor people. You didn’t have kids with fancy clothes and toys living next door to kids with nothing. So no one compared themselves to their neighbours on the basis of wealth because we were all living the same way.

But of course there was one immediately obvious way in which Valerie and Oswald Springer and their family were different. From the day we moved to Farm Street everyone knew there was a ‘coloured’ family in the neighbourhood. And from about the age of five or six, once I was going to school, I was coming up against people who didn’t want us there.

As the months passed and I tuned my ear to the language of the people around me, I started to realise that some people were hostile; they used words to express their dislike of us that they didn’t use about white people. I was only small but I sensed in my heart that nobody around us was going to defend us. There was no point going to my teachers. Although they didn’t use horrible words, they were frosty and strict and religious, and ran the place along Victorian lines. Anyone who was regarded as different in some way had to fend for themselves. I did this by making friends with the other outcasts – the gypsies and the Irish kids.

One day, someone had been horrible to me and I was sitting by myself in the playground when this kid with a really strong Irish accent came up and said, ‘I’ll be your friend.’

‘Why?’ I asked. ‘You’re still white.’

‘Yeah, but I’m a Catholic and I’m Irish. They pick on me too. We can be mates.’

So we became friends. We found a game we both loved – we started nicking apples together, mostly from gardens. This soon became easy. One day he dared me to take an apple from a grocer. I dashed across the road and a car caught the very edge of me. I wasn’t hurt but I was shocked. I said, ‘I don’t think I wanna do that kind of scrumping anymore.’ But by this time we were really close, me and the Catholic boy.

I was thinking that people in authority were uptight and not to be trusted to help you if you were in trouble. So in a bid to coax me in the direction of conforming, like the boys and girls that weren’t black or Irish or from a travelling family, I was enrolled in the Boys’ Brigade. The local branch met at St Mathias at the weekend and some other boys from the school had joined up. They told me there’d be orange squash and adventures but it didn’t seem much fun compared to the adventures I’d had with the gypsies and my Irish friend. Mum bought me a new uniform, which looked like something a sailor would wear, and I had to do an initiation: running from one tree to another, counting from one to ten, and swearing to save all the boys and girls in the world from folk that were not like us.

The orange squash was OK, but there wasn’t much adventure, apart from marching in the street on Sunday mornings and banging drums, which I didn’t enjoy very much. We were rivals with the Boy Scouts, but we were forever being told that the Scouts were odd, doing weird rituals, and patting each other on the back all the time. But we didn’t pat each other on the back. We were the Boys’ Brigade, and we were soon to become the Man’s Brigade. So we did drill, our clothes were regularly inspected, which seemed a pointless waste of time, and we had to stand to attention a lot.

It was all too regimented for me. I lasted three and a half weeks. I knew it was time to go when I stood in line with a group of boys and a rather intimidating moustache attached to a uniform went down the line and asked the boys what they wanted to do when they grew up. They all seemed to want to join the army, be firemen or policemen, but when it came to me I said I wanted to be a poet.

‘A poet!’ shouted the moustache. ‘A poet! When was the last time you saw a poet skin a rabbit? Think of something better, and when you do you’ll be one of us.’

I knew then and there that was never going to happen. I was never going to be part of the authority culture.

It was around this time that I suffered my first physical racist attack. I’d been called names at school but at least no one tried to hurt me. I had been playing football in the street with some friends one day, and I was walking home down Farm Street. It was hot and sunny. Birds were singing, dogs were barking and I was happy. I skipped with joy and made up rhymes about the sun and the moon and the dogs, reciting them quietly to myself. Then I heard someone behind me shout, ‘You black bastard!’

I didn’t even have time to look around before the full-sized house brick hit the back of my head. The boy actually had the brick in his hand, and he hit me with it as he rode past me on his bicycle, so the force was terrifying. It was as if the brick went through my brain, bringing with it 2,000 watts of electricity. He looked back at me as he rode off and shouted, ‘Go home, wog!’ and for the first time in my life I had to ask myself where home was.

I ran to Mum with my head pouring with blood, not crying but confused. As she cleaned me up, I asked, ‘Mum, where is home?’

‘This is home, Benjamin,’ she replied. ‘This house is your home.’

Then I had to ask the big question, the one I really wanted to know the answer to: ‘What is a bastard?’

I had heard the word black before, even the word wog, but not the word bastard. I needed to know what a bastard was, and no matter how much my mum asked me about the attack and how much pain I was feeling, all I kept asking was, ‘What is a bastard, Mum?’ But all she could say was, ‘Is a bad word, son.’

After my first physical racist attack, the attack of the golliwogs, and other strange happenings, I was becoming more and more aware that some people didn’t like other people because of the way those other people were born. Not because of anything they’d said; not because of anything they’d done; not because they didn’t share their sweets or pass the ball when playing football – but because of the way they were born. I thought about it for a while and a big question arose in my little head. If you wanted to be treated well, and you wanted to be liked by everyone, was there anything you could do before you were born to make sure that you were born ‘right’? Or was there anything your parents could do?

Around this time I’d found another friend; someone to play with when the gypsies weren’t in town. His name was Tommy. Tommy had lots of board games and he would let me go to his house after school and play with them. He had a sister, who was okay, but she didn’t have any scars, and sometimes I would see his mother, who, if she was going to explain anything to me, would start the explanation with, ‘In this country we . . .’ Or, if she was talking about the past, she would say, ‘In the olden days, before the country started going downhill . . .’ I used to find it all very confusing. By saying ‘in this country’ was she telling me that she came from another country? And if the country was going downhill, did this mean we were all going to fall off the edge of the country because it would be too much of a steep slope? Yet more big questions for me to ponder, as I tried to understand the workings of civilisation.

One day, as I was walking to Tommy’s house from school, his sister, who had gone ahead of us, came running back to us. She looked panicked.

‘You can’t bring him home because Dad’s at home,’ she said to her brother. Tommy looked at me, unsure what to say next. I thought the problem was one of space. I thought the house was too small for us, so I said, ‘That’s okay. I’ve always wanted to meet your dad. I’ll just say hello and then I’ll go.’

Tommy’s expression quickly went from unsure to worried. His sister ran off back home, shouting, ‘Don’t say I didn’t warn you.’ And then Tommy said, ‘Sorry, you can’t come home. My dad doesn’t like black people. He thinks they should all be slaves.’

I wasn’t educated enough to be angry. ‘What’s a slave?’ I asked Tommy.

‘I don’t know,’ he replied. ‘But whatever it is, he thinks you should be one.’

As soon as I got home I asked my mother what a slave was and she said: ‘A long time ago our people sinned, and God punished us for those sins, and slavery was part of that punishment. But don’t worry, just be good, and if you are good you can receive redemption and go to heaven.’ She smiled and finished by saying, ‘There’s no slavery in heaven.’

Trying to work out civilisation was hard enough, but now I had to work out the merits of heaven, which I immediately thought was a strange concept, but then I thought most of the concepts and stories that came out of the Bible were strange. I remember thinking at that very moment that as a place to hang out for eternity heaven sounded okay – a place where there was peace and clouds and women playing harps and, best of all, no slavery. But I didn’t like the idea of having to wait until I died to get there, and to get there I had to be so good, so perfect, so well behaved that I couldn’t play with the bad gypsies. So I said to my mother: ‘Mum, I don’t want to wait until I die to be free from slavery, and there must be some good white people alive, or why would God make us live? We could have all stayed dead or unborn.’

My mother looked at me as if I was mad, and I looked at her as if we were living in different dimensions. We might have sprung from the same heritage, but our experiences were already diverging.
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JOURNEY TO THE MOTHERLAND

The story of my poetry can be traced back to my mother. It was she who gave me words, she who gave me rhythm, and it was she who gave me my appetite for verse. At times she spoke in rhyme, not necessarily to encourage me to become a poet, but because it was the way she spoke. For instance, when me and my brothers and sisters were young, Mum would say things like: ‘Let’s go to the show; we have to go now, you know, cause if we don’t go now we cannot go tomorrow.’ She would stretch out syllables to make sure certain words rhymed, which is something all dub poets do. That’s me mummy.

Rhyme was in everything she did and said, and so rhyme was part of our day-to-day lives. She was always singing and there were plenty of nursery rhymes or skipping songs for the girls. She never wrote any of this down, but she could rhyme a line for just about every situation. She would never call herself a poet; for her it was a great way to aid her memory and entertain us.

Lineve Faleta Honeyghan was born in the parish of St Elizabeth, in the southwest of Jamaica, on 29 June 1934. Her little area was known as Bluntas District, thirty minutes’ walk from Treasure Beach. I’ve been there many times and I’ve always been struck by the appearance of people from that area. Most of them are very light-skinned and there is a reason for this. The history of the area shows that at times African slaves were allowed to mix with some of the Irish and Scottish folk who were sent there for being naughty in Britain, so many of the names and the physical features of the people reflect that. When I was young I remember my mother boasting of her Scottish ancestry and feeling ashamed of any African connection she might have.

There’s a story that members of my family tell, which all of my Jamaican relatives believe to be true. It’s the story of a ship that sailed from Britain with a mainly Scottish crew of forty men who got into trouble at sea. They fetched up on the coast of Panama and the captain asked if they could land but they were refused permission, so they turned around and managed to get to Jamaica. At Treasure Beach they were given permission to land. They soon recovered from their ordeal but it was so nice that instead of moving on they decided to stay, and being all men it wasn’t long before they began to chase and marry local girls. We were always told that we partly descended from these explorers, and not the ‘criminal’ kind.

My mother’s grandfather was William Moxam – not your average Jamaican guy but a Scottish white guy whom my mother still remembers. He had a shocking temper and used to smack her and beat her all the time. He would come down on her with fury for any little ‘wrong’ thing she did. Even though she was only a little girl, William would not spare her.

My mother was born in the same house as William and his African–Jamaican wife, Caroline. Their daughter, my grandmother, Adelyn Moxam, married a dark-skinned man called Honeyghan, and they had a baby, my mother. My mother’s sister went on to marry another mixed-race man, so all of her cousins are very light-skinned, but my mother was darker than all of my auntie’s kids because her father had been black, so she was a shade darker.

Jamaicans used to comment on the colour of people’s skin all the time. Sometimes it’s hard for non-Jamaicans to understand, and to some it sounds racist, but that’s not the case. It’s a bit like saying, ‘Pass me the black ball, not the green one.’ It’s just how they recognise and describe people; they simply mention such things in passing. People were called black, red, yellow, collie (Indian) or Chinee (Chinese), but most of the people in my mother’s family were light-skinned, or ‘red’.

The Jamaican side of my family was neither rich nor poor. By no stretch of the imagination were they wealthy – they had very little money but they had lots of animals, including cows, goats, chickens – and my mother even had her own horse. A lot of that was down to William Moxam. He had a strong work ethic and he strove to buy land and ensure that even if the family was short of cash they would still have food. They would grow yams, sweet potatoes, tomatoes, corn, cashew nuts and more. So they always had food and clothing, most of which was homemade by them or by neighbours, and most of the food – animal and vegetable – was grown in their yard.

My mum remembers with some pride (to my horror), how she actually drank milk straight from the cows’ udders, especially from her favourite cow, Rose, who was particularly quiet and demure. At night she would tie up Rose’s calf so he couldn’t get to her to take the milk. Then, in the morning, Rose’s udders would be full and ready for my mother to drink from. She claims that the cow didn’t mind, and would shake her tail approvingly. I think differently, but I wasn’t around then to object.

The most important person in my mother’s life was her uncle, Richard Moxam, known to everyone as Moody. Her mother washed her and put her to bed, but Moody played with her, he gave her money and advice, and he would listen to her if she had something to say. He, like many Jamaican men of that time, went to Cuba to find work, and it was he who gave my mum her names: Lineve Faleta. It was said that he was a bit of a ladies’ man, and my mum thinks she was named after one of his Cuban girlfriends. To family and friends my mum was known as Faleta.

So Faleta was born at the family home in Bluntas. That was a perfectly normal thing to happen. There were midwives in the area, but they weren’t trained as professionals; they were just women with experience (which usually meant they’d had a few kids of their own) who would pass on their knowledge to other women by word of mouth, and sometimes trial and error. If there was any trouble during a delivery they would call the hospital and a bed would be made available if they could get there on time.

My mother came from a big family; she had two sisters and five brothers. She was the eldest girl and the second eldest child, but the older boy died young, so my mother ended up being the eldest. By Jamaican standards she had a good education, starting school at seven and leaving at sixteen. By all accounts she enjoyed it, using her time constructively to learn as much as she could. She loved school so much that she attended even on days when she didn’t have to. On Fridays lots of pupils didn’t turn up, attendance was very lax, but she never missed a lesson.

After my mum finished her school studies she went to Munro College for a further two years. Now, don’t start thinking of European-type private education, as it was nothing like that. It was as far away from fee-paying college in England as you could get. It had very few facilities, very few up-to-date books, and the staff looked like they weren’t being paid, but she still had to pay and, as ever, Uncle Moody funded her. The family lived by the seaside, so to reach Munro College she had to take a long bus ride up a steep hill, which she hated, so she stayed at the college and only went home at weekends.

She graduated when she was eighteen, and spent the next couple of years enjoying herself, going to parties and dances, but living at home. She had a carefree life with few problems and she always had a bit of money in her pocket. Although her father was around he had very little to do with her. He never gave her a dime – he didn’t have much money anyway – but he was a distant figure. Uncle Moody was the complete opposite. He travelled, he owned land and hired people, and he gave her all she needed. He loved giving presents, and my mum loved receiving them. He was particularly generous on birthdays or during celebrations like Christmas and Easter. My mum, and the rest of the community, recalls how she once had six new dresses – an almost unheard-of abundance. She was the talk of the town, and for the following few months wherever she went they could see her coming along the street in one of her lovely new dresses.

Inevitably her first child came along during that fun-filled post-college period. She met a young man and they courted Jamaican-style – under the moonlight with the palm trees swaying; a little bit of dancing and a little bit of rum. Both were enjoying themselves after leaving college, and then my mother fell pregnant and Tina came along.

One day in the mid-1950s, Mum and her sister stopped to look at one of the many posters that were put up around Jamaica around that time as part of a campaign headed by a Conservative politician. The poster said: ‘The Motherland calls. Jobs and a great future await you in the land where the streets are paved with gold’. It is now well known that there was an extensive campaign in Jamaica and other Caribbean islands to get people to apply for the jobs that English workers wouldn’t do after the Second World War. The British were desperate for people from overseas.

My auntie said there was no way she was going to England; she had heard it was cold and dark, but my mother wanted to give it a try. Once again, Uncle Moody stepped in. He was convinced it would be a good move for her, and she was very eager to go, but her daughter Tina was only two, so it would mean making a tough decision.

The culture around having and raising children was a lot less formal in the Caribbean compared to Europe. In Jamaica big families were the norm, and they tended to live together and look after each other. Living under one roof you could find mothers, grandmothers, aunties, brothers and sisters, and all would offer support. Even members of the local community who weren’t blood relatives would provide plenty of free childcare, so she knew Tina would be well-cared-for.

People were also fairly happy; it was only when they started coming to the UK and comparing themselves to people around the world that they began to consider themselves poor. But my mum never thought like that. She had money in her pocket, lots of dresses and lots of shoes.

The decision to migrate to England was made easier by the fact that another uncle, Neville, was already there, and she would listen to the radio and hear advertisements calling for people to go to England and work. Neville would write regularly saying how good it was, so Uncle Moody paid her fare, and her mother said she would look after the baby. So that was that, the decision was made: my mum would go to the UK and stay with Neville in Sheffield.
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COME ON OVER, VALERIE

The weeks leading up to her departure were exciting because there was a lot to do. She had to go to Kingston, the big city, to get the papers and her passport, which in itself was a big adventure for her and the family members who went with her. There was great anticipation, but the mood changed on the day she left because, when it came to it, she found it difficult saying goodbye to her family and daughter and making the break. She remembered hearing people crying as the minibus came round to pick people up. Those being left behind were in tears because they didn’t know whether they would ever see their loved ones again.

My mother and the others, mainly women, were taken to Kingston, to a hotel, where she paid £70, and the next day they boarded a huge cruise liner called the SS Peniah. The journey started in Jamaica, and then the ship went to St Kitts to pick up more people bound for the Motherland. When it was full of Caribbean people, it headed towards Europe. It stopped off on the coast of Spain, and my mother got off to buy souvenirs, which she found a peculiar experience. For the first time in her life she encountered people who didn’t speak any English. Suddenly she was very important; people wanted to shine her shoes, for a price, and offer her gifts, at a price.

On the boat there were hundreds of migrants carrying the many possessions they had brought from Jamaica and the other islands. They slept in bunks in large dormitory-like berths, and they were called into a dining area for breakfast and then called back again at dinnertime. The passengers were speculating about what it would be like when they arrived; they talked about the weather and the conditions they might encounter. They talked about the people: Were they clean? Could they cook? Would they be nice? They spent seventeen days at sea in total. The conditions were good, and they all had a reasonably pleasant time, but most of all they had great expectations.

Now, here’s a mystery. Mum says she came over on this ship called the SS Peniah, but I looked really hard – so hard I think I have the right to call it research – and I could find no ship from that time with that name. I spoke to the historian Arthur Torrington and other experts of the Windrush generation, who migrated from the Caribbean, and none of them have found a ship with that name, but my mum swears that’s the ship she came on. I can only conclude that either she has simply got the name wrong (maybe the Peniah was a nickname and the ship had a different official name), or she was an illegal immigrant. In which case it would have to be said that she did a great job, and I’m very proud of her.

When the ship (whatever it was called) landed at Southampton in the first week of June 1957, people from companies that had advertised for workers were waiting. One such group met my mother and took her to a train station so she could make the journey to Sheffield. One of her earliest memories was of English houses. As the train headed north all she could see were factories with smoke billowing out of their chimneys, thousands of them.

She clapped her hands in joy; with so many factories, work would never be scarce. Then a friendly native told her the truth. All those factories were in fact houses. It was a big letdown. In Jamaica only factories had chimneys, but in England every house had them, and every house lit coal fires to keep warm. She had made the mistake many people from the Caribbean made when they first arrived in England. Back in Jamaica most houses were painted in vivid colours and were usually only one storey, so Mum was confused by the small English homes, all drab and made from brick, and all so very tightly packed together.

She arrived in Sheffield and found her way to the small house that was to be her new home. It was in stark contrast to the comfortable conditions she’d enjoyed in Jamaica. She had to sleep in the same bed as the other people she was staying with – three of them – until she eventually got a room of her own. The landlady found it difficult to say Faleta, so she suggested that she change her name to Valerie. She stuck to it, and when people asked her what her name was she would reply, quite proudly, ‘Valerie.’ Faleta was a beautiful name that conjured up images of the Caribbean sun and dancing on the beach, but Valerie suited Sheffield; it sounded much more English.

Her Uncle Neville had wanted her to get straight into nursing but her first job was working for Batchelors Peas in a canning factory. She was swept away by the adventure of her new life but she missed her mother, Uncle Moody and other members of her family – and most of all she missed her baby, Tina. Like a lot of people from the Caribbean back then, she told herself she’d only stay in the UK for five years, make some money, then return home; but five years turned into ten, ten into fifteen, fifteen into twenty. The twenty turned into fifty.

She tried to make a go of things in Sheffield, but after a few months she realised that as much as she loved peas she didn’t want to spend her life processing them, so when one of the people who’d travelled with her from Jamaica suggested that she look over the horizon to Birmingham, she did, and after nine months she left Batchelors Peas and made the move to the Midlands.

She’d been told to be prepared because England would be freezing cold, but when she arrived in June it was quite warm. She’d also been told she would have to drink tea all the time, otherwise she would freeze from the inside out. There were lots of little stories about other people’s experiences, and lots of advice was offered, but everyone’s experiences were different. Much depended on the time of year they arrived, the city they arrived in and the houses they lived in.

She kept in touch with her family back home by writing plenty of letters in which she would describe her living conditions: the carpets (or lino), the wallpaper, the pictures on the walls, even the smells she encountered. The moment she received a letter from someone back home, she would respond straight away. If, for any reason, she took too long to reply, another letter would soon drop on the doormat, prompting her to write.

Her big dream was to one day bring her mother over to England, but it was a struggle raising the money, so when she wrote home telling the family she hadn’t yet earned enough they told her not to worry, they were happy just to receive her letters. Despite some difficult conditions, Valerie, as she was now known, had begun to make a life in England; she made it her home and she was growing to love it.

One of the things she found most exciting was the absence of authority. For the first time in her life she didn’t have anybody to answer to. There were no parents monitoring her every move, and if she wanted to spend her wages on soaps, perfumes, dresses or shoes, then she could.

The home in which she found lodging was being shared with a nurse, who very kindly asked her matron whether there were any more jobs. There were jobs, so matron gave my mum a form to fill in, and pretty soon she’d passed the interview. She flew through her training, taking the transition from factory worker to nursing in her stride. And that was it: she was now an SRN, a State Registered Nurse.

Now, my mother will tell you that she has never ever experienced racism, not since the day she arrived in England from Jamaica. She insists nobody has ever said anything racist to her or been unpleasant to her because of the colour of her skin. She doesn’t deny there is racism; she just says it’s never happened to her. This is something we disagree on. As a child I remember people calling her names as she walked past them, but she would insist they were saying something else and not talking about her. I remember being in shops where the shop assistant would serve everyone else before her, even when my mum was next in line, and she would say, ‘She’s serving them first because they’re in a hurry.’ Even when people were racist directly to her face she would make excuses for them, saying they were confused or upset. She was always trying to see the good in people, even when the people weren’t good.

She had only one close friend in Birmingham – another woman who’d been on the ship with her. Mum was always looking for somewhere better to live, so her friend got her a better room in a larger house in Aston. It was while living there that she met and started to date Oswald Springer. He was from Barbados and had started to work as a packer in what was then called the GPO, the General Post Office. Now that was a good job, a job with a future. My mother’s future was beginning to look good too. She worked hard and she studied hard and, after taking more exams and getting a few promotions, she was soon working in a mental hospital, in the Chelmsley Wood area of Birmingham. She began to earn good money; enough to start sending some home.
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MARRIAGE, MUSIC AND RHYME

Her relationship with Oswald got serious; so serious that they got married. I don’t know much about my dad; he didn’t tell me much and, to be honest, he didn’t even talk to me that much. Most of what I know about him I’ve learned from Mum, but I knew that his mother died when he was still young, so his dad remarried, and he had two brothers and one sister.

The GPO was the only company he ever worked for. He started as a packer, which strangely meant that he swept the floor a lot, and he worked his way up to management. He was very proud of his progression through the ranks, but even more proud of his dedication to one company. He really believed that by getting letters and parcels dispatched in and out of the country, he helped to make Britain great. The pinnacle of his career, much later on, was overseeing the upgrade of the telephone system in Barbados, so that Barbados had what was then the most advanced telephone system in the Caribbean.

Marriages between people from different Caribbean islands were not actually that common. People from Barbados called Jamaicans loud, uncontrollable criminals, and Jamaicans called people from Barbados small-minded, small-island people who ate monkeys’ fingers. Marrying in England would have been easier than marrying in the Caribbean, but when Mum wrote home to tell the family who she was marrying they were all surprised. Some said they thought England had run out of Jamaican men, and she must have got very desperate; others said they were worried he might eat her.

In late summer 1957 she was working at Marston Green Hospital and all was going well, but one day she felt unwell. She went to a doctor in the hospital and told him she was having stomach problems and, without checking her, he said: ‘Now, you just got married. Could you be pregnant?’ She said it was a possibility but she didn’t think so. She was sent next door to the maternity unit and was examined straight away. She was pregnant, and the newly married husband and wife were happy, but when she went for a check-up a few months later, she was X-rayed and was told she was carrying twins.

Mum had been forewarned of the possibility of having twins in the future after having her first baby back in Jamaica. The nurse had given her an examination and told her she could see ‘twin eggs’ on her womb. I don’t know that much about reproductive biology but I’m sure it doesn’t work like that. Mum swears the nurse was right, though, and after the arrival of me and Velda, it’s hard to convince her otherwise.
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