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To my parents, Donald and Therese. You took the risk and I and my sisters – Mari, Rachel, Christine and Jenny – we have all reaped the benefits. We thank you.

To the millions who have left the land of their birth for the promise of a better life in a strange place. You know – and I understand – that the toughest frontier to cross is the one that lies between two questions: ‘Should I go?’ and ‘Shall I stay?’ Between them lies the challenge of migration; it’s like a great mountain range between the past and the future. When you meet the challenge, when you climb the mountain, you can see where you came from and where you have yet to go. You can link them together and make your journey whole.
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PREFACE

I’m writing this on the morning after the night before. At eleven pm yesterday, the 31st of January 2020, the United Kingdom officially left the European Union. Some celebrated the moment; others drowned their sorrows. Brexit was variously described as the start of a new era in which a Global Britain, unshackled from the chains of European bureaucracy, would flourish again or the beginning of a steady slide into economic catastrophe and diplomatic irrelevance. Nothing new there, simply the culmination of the unprecedented rancour and divisiveness that had marked the three and a half years since June 23rd 2016 when fifty two per cent of voters – a slim majority – decided they’d had enough of the European Union. As unpleasant as that period was it exposed a deep-seated fissure in British society. What may have begun as an argument about the merits or otherwise of continued membership of the EU morphed into a full-blown culture war in which our very identity as a nation was up for grabs. Two exaggerated portrayals of Britain competed with each other – neither particularly flattering. Were we the brittle and resentful Little Englanders who wanted to pull up the drawbridge against migration or were we a complacent, privileged elite so aloof from the rest of our compatriots that being ‘European’ counted for more than being British.

The extent to which attitudes to immigration and immigrants played a part in the sense of dislocation that led to the referendum vote is debateable, but that it was a significant factor is beyond doubt. And that is surprising because it came after decades in which we had told ourselves that we were a multicultural people, comfortable with the cosmopolitan future before us. It turned out that multiculturalism was not nearly as deep-rooted or as widespread as we had imagined. In 2016 the focus of this unease among those who voted to leave the EU may have been immigration from Eastern Europe but it reflected an earlier antipathy to Britain’s visible minorities, those of us who came here from the Commonwealth.

When this book, A Home from Home, was first published back in 2006 I had already begun to wonder whether the multicultural narrative that some of us had constructed about our country was, in fact, the lived experience of millions of our people. Were we as united as we imagined? When multiculturalism became the official policy underpinning race relations in Britain it took hold very quickly, offering a rubric that influenced the administration of everything from housing associations to theatres. The right to be different was enshrined. It was a way of telling ourselves that we were comfortable with race. And, of course, if you sat on the Underground in London on your morning commute, that proposition seemed entirely plausible. But what happened when you headed back home in the evening? I found a different story. Many of the people who rubbed along together on the Underground and at work went home to separate lives. In the London Borough of Tower Hamlets and in the West Yorkshire city of Bradford – the two places where I did my research for this book – there was, it seemed to me, little cultural exchange going on.

As I wrote at the time, multiculturalism had – in some places – delivered a state of affairs entirely at odds with what was intended. It played into the social conservatism of people – especially men – in these immigrant communities. It empowered them to cling on to practices and ideas that were outdated and irrelevant to life in modern Britain. I posed this question in the book, ‘has institutional tolerance for diversity led to institutional indifference to separation’? Make no mistake, that is what I saw in Tower Hamlets and Bradford – people living separate lives. Why did this matter? I argued then – and still believe now – that there are children growing up in Britain, second or even third-generation migrants, who have fewer opportunities than I did as a first-generation arrival to these shores. My remarkable immigrant journey, begun in the years before multiculturalism became public policy, is not open to thousands of young people growing up in communities that remain shut out of the mainstream.

And, of course, we now know that multiculturalism did not prevent some of the most egregious examples of institutional racism. The Windrush scandal of 2018, which exposed the humiliating and illegal treatment of people who’d made their lives in Britain and had contributed so much to it, is a sharp and unwelcome reminder of the ugly role that race still plays in public policy.

So where are we now?

On the face of it the outlook is not encouraging. There have been a series of studies and reports since A Home from Home was first published, all of which suggest that Britain is less cohesive and integrated than most of us would like. In December 2016, just a few months after that EU referendum, Dame Louise Casey produced a report that poured scorn on government efforts to encourage integration, memorably suggesting that they amounted to little more than ‘saris, samosas and steel drums for the already well-intentioned’. Ouch! Former Prime Minister Tony Blair got in on the act too, with a report from his Institute for Global Change in 2019 which claimed that politics had – and I quote – ‘failed to find the right balance between diversity and integration’. Later in 2019 the former counter-terrorism chief at the Metropolitan Police, Sir Mark Rowley, suggested that the failure of some communities to integrate had fuelled right-wing extremism. This isn’t the place to argue the merits or otherwise of these reports and I don’t necessarily subscribe in full to any of these views – least of all Rowley’s analysis which appears to shift the blame on to immigrant communities. I cite them only to illustrate that as we enter this new era in our national story the issues I raised in A Home from Home are still relevant and urgent.

If the Brexit process has been like living through a national trauma, emerging from it offers something close to catharsis. Rarely does a nation get to recast itself quite so comprehensively as Britain is about to. Collectively we have a chance to nail our colours to the mast and we must grab the opportunity. We can find a way between those two visions of Brexit that I began with – the Little Englander versus the Global Citizen. Each was a caricature that served to galvanise the opposing sides and, in truth, we may not be as far apart as those labels imply.

Recent pan-European surveys suggest Britons have a more progressive attitude to immigration – and by implication race relations – than many of their counterparts across the continent. In its report of January 2020 Oxford’s Migration Observatory found a softening of views on immigration since the referendum of 2016, which certainly raises questions about the validity of the Brexit-equals-racist shorthand that gained traction among many Remainers. Using responses to the European Social Survey of a dozen countries the Observatory found that only Norway and Sweden had a more favourable attitude to immigrants than Britain. A separate YouGov-Cambridge Globalism survey published in 2019 found that Britons were more likely to see the benefits of migration than any other European nation.

There are plenty of caveats about how to interpret these surveys but it is fair to say that if we are looking to fashion a Brexit Britain that is outward looking then we are starting from a good place – especially in relation to the rest of Europe.

It sounds like a cop out but it’s probably too early to tell what effect the new points-based immigration policy announced by the Boris Johnson government in February 2020 will mean for race relations in Britain. In choosing who is welcome and who is not it puts a premium on skills over country of origin – in theory giving people from outside the EU, the Commonwealth for example, equal access to Britain. But the stipulation that speaking English is a prerequisite may yet prove to be a hurdle to precisely those people. We shall see.

But one thing is already clear to me, the new policy sees the movement of people solely as a transactional exercise, and adjunct to economic policy. What’s missing is what elsewhere I have called the ‘magic of migration’. Britain’s history is replete with stories of people who came to these shores with nothing - not even the language – and yet managed to contribute so much to the country’s fortunes.

Above all this book, A Home from Home, is an attempt to look at what it takes to ensure that those remarkable journeys, those rags-to-riches transformations, remain as possible now as when I began my British life back in the 1960s. That a boy who began life in a house in Colombo without proper sewerage should now be presenting Britain’s most watched television news programme is testament to what has been possible for me. That is not quite the same as saying that UK is a truly multicultural country where opportunity is open to all regardless of race. We still have some way to go. I hope A Home from Home will help you understand why Britain’s management of migration and race relations has been more complicated than we expected. If we do not fully understand where we have come from, we are unlikely to be able to chart a way forward. As the saying goes, ‘those who fail to learn from history are condemned to repeat it’.

London,
March 2020


1

Sink or Swim

Look at it from my point of view. Not the way you know me now – familiar and confident – but the way I was back in September 1967. I am eleven going on twelve. I am a child in a strange place. I am nervous. I am about to be dropped off at boarding school in Portsmouth.

I have been to Britain once before, in 1963. The family had come over for a few weeks to enrol my two elder sisters in a Catholic boarding school in Littlehampton. My abiding memory of that trip is not of the country that would one day become my home, but of the devastation in my parents’ eyes on hearing President John F. Kennedy had been assassinated. It was my eighth birthday. We were in a basement flat in London’s Holland Park, where I was playing with the cowboy gun I had been given as a present. But far away in the state of Texas, in the land of real cowboys with real guns and real bullets, a man had been shot dead, and with it the curtain had come down on a dream that much of the world had wanted to share. It seems utterly implausible that any American president now living or yet to come could be mourned in such a way.

So four years later, in 1967, it’s my turn. Just imagine how I’m feeling as my father – choking back the emotion which he feels he cannot show me – prepares to climb back into the minicab that brought us down to the coast from London. He’s trying to smile for me, but I’ve seen him cry before, when his brother died, so I can tell he’s on the verge of doing so again. I’m going to be a brave boy. My father has told me that and I’m not going to let him down. So I too hold back the tears.

Man and boy – trapped in the need to look strong. My father, this constant and reassuring figure in my life, is about to drive out of it. I know I will not see him for the best part of a year. But still I tell myself not to cry.

Perhaps it would have been different had my mother been there. But she is far away. My parents couldn’t afford the plane fare for her and the other children to come to England. So she’s in Sri Lanka at the tail end of a holiday. From there she will join my father in Ghana, where the family moved to in 1961. She would not have been afraid to cry, and then, maybe, it would have been okay for me to cry too. As an even younger child, the silky folds of her sari had been like a protective skin which I wrapped around myself when I was frightened of the dark, when I heard noises in our African backyard. On this day there is no sari to clutch, no embrace to reassure me, no smile to lighten the load.

Before this I have never been away from my parents – not both at the same time. We do not understand it at the time, at least I didn’t, but we will never again share the same roof as parents and child for more than a few weeks a year – seven or so weeks if we’re lucky. We will be together for the long holidays, but they are strange reunions. It’s not that we aren’t happy to be together but that we contrive to be happier than is normal between adolescent children and their parents. We, the children, are always on best behaviour, ever mindful of the huge sacrifice (not just in money, but in love) they have made to give us a British education. And our parents, in turn, seem more grateful than they should be for the simple pleasure of being with the brood they brought into this world.

Now, on a lifeless, tarred five-a-side pitch outside Woodleigh House for first- and second-formers, we talk about how it will be when we meet up next summer. Next summer – whenever that is. You see, I’ve never had to worry about summer, autumn, winter and spring before. Before, there was the dry season – when the west African hamartan blew hard and strong – and the rainy season. Here, my sisters tell me, it rains all the time, even when it’s supposed to be the dry season. That’s just one of the many strange things I am about to learn as I begin my British life.

The driver of the cab gives me a pat on the shoulder and reminds me to wash behind my ears. It’s a warning that only makes sense when, a few days later, that is precisely where the school matron looks to see if I have cleaned myself properly.

I watch the vehicle creep out of the car park, on the other side of the football pitch. It’s a green Vauxhall. How do I remember that? It’s because I have replayed the scene many times in my head. At critical moments in my life, when I have faced a challenge that I think is beyond me, when I have felt my body drained of its warmth, leaving only the cold emptiness of anxiety, I know that the first time I felt that way was the day I said goodbye to my father at boarding school. In the hours before a dangerous assignment, in the days and weeks after a relationship has ended, in the seconds before I realise our child is okay after all – every time I have known that the anxiousness springs from the same place in my mind that was exposed on that late summer day.

I can picture it all now. I am trying to pretend that it’s like my father is going off to work. He is sitting in front. In the back seat is Auntie Ranee Eliathamby. She’s not really my auntie, but in our culture we referred to all my parents’ close friends as auntie and uncle. Auntie Ranee, her husband Jakes, and their three children – Anna, Ram and Renu – will be a sort of surrogate family. It is to their house in Streatham, south London, that I will make my way for the first half-term break and quite a few more till I make English friends who will invite me to their homes for the holidays. I can see that my father has pulled out his handkerchief. The car stops at the gate. My father waves. And then he’s gone. I am alone. I’m not really alone; there are dozens of other boys around me. But I feel lonelier than I have ever felt before.

There isn’t much else I remember about that day, the day I was dropped off at St John’s College. I do remember my father trying to tip the house prefect – an incredibly tall sixth-former called Eilert ‘Lofty’ Eilertsen – and the rather stilted exchange that followed. I remember shaking hands with Brother Ignatius, trying hard not to stare at his clerical collar from which dangled two spade-like bits of plastic – vestigial remnants of an ancient religious tradition. Beyond that I cannot remember any detail, just a feeling, an overwhelming sense of displacement. Perhaps I feel like a woman who’s walked into a room full of men; is everyone looking at me or am I just imagining it? I feel awkward; I feel strange. Suddenly my voice doesn’t seem right, even the ‘English’ accent that I thought I had perfected. I feel different. Above all, I feel foreign.

As for detail, it’s an event a little later on that week that sticks out in my memory because it was the moment I realised I was going to have to develop a pretty thick skin if I was going to make it in England. That morning I learned to laugh at myself – or at least to pretend to laugh at myself – and in so doing acquired one of the most important skills in the armoury of an outsider trying to fit in. We weren’t allowed to shower every day so my moment of revelation – so to speak – must have come a few days into my first week at boarding school.

Shower days were allocated dormitory by dormitory. Even so there were always more boys than there were showers. The old hands knew that on shower days you couldn’t hang about. As soon as the bell went, you grabbed your washbag (which you would have placed in a convenient place the night before) and ran for the shower block. In the first couple of weeks of term, it was always one of the new kids who ended up standing around, knees knocking, teeth chattering, with a towel wrapped around his waist, while the others took more than the few minutes they were allocated. Being late for your shower meant you were late for the rest of the morning. You were the last to get changed, last to make it across the yard to the refectory, which meant you ended up with the coldest and mangiest bit of toast. All of which meant you were the one who got the telling-off from Brother Ignatius, the housemaster of Woodleigh.

On the day in question I made it to the shower on time. The idea of not bathing every day was bad enough (we’d always suspected the English were not as clean as they pretended); to hang around getting cold while you waited for your twice-weekly ablution was an even worse prospect, so I shot out of my bed like a sprinter off the blocks. So far, so good.

‘Can I borrow some shampoo?’ one of the boys was asking the chap next to him.

‘Get your own. If I can remember to bring mine, so can you.’

‘Don’t be a Jew.’ Yes, we used to say things like that. Along with ‘poof’ and ‘spastic’ and a few others that would be unacceptable now.

‘You’ve got loads there, the bottle’s full. Go on, give us a bit.’

‘No, my mum says this one’s got to last me till half-term.’

‘Oh diddums, we don’t want to upset mummy, do we?’ It was my first taste of the sarcasm that was to be a prominent feature of most boarding house arguments. You learned very quickly never to invoke your mother as a defence against anything. Mummies were for sissies. Family was something you kept in your mind, something you thought about only when it was dark and you’d pulled the blanket over your head. You learned to divide yourself. The daytime boy, all brass and bollocks, and the night-time boy, vulnerable and homesick.

The boy made a grab for the bottle of shampoo but missed it. The two of them started to struggle. It looked as if there was going to be a fight. Half the boys were hoping that was precisely what would happen, shouting ‘Fight, fight!’ in a Lord of the Flies sort of way. The other half were beginning to look terrified, imperceptibly backing away from the streams of warm water and towards the door. I was in the latter camp. I offered him some of my shampoo.

It all calmed down. And that was when my problem began. There had to be something else for everyone to talk about.

‘Why haven’t you got a line like this?’ I realised the question was addressed to me. The boy was pointing at his waist, where he had a distinct tan-line. It was the autumn term and everyone had come back from their holidays and were nicely browned except for the bit where they wore swimming trunks. I suppose I could have sounded terribly superior and said something about mad dogs and Englishmen, but actually my mind was a complete blank. The longer I took to think of something, anything, to say, the more I became the centre of attention. And that was the last place I wanted to be.

‘Don’t you go swimming where you come from?’ somebody else chipped in.

‘Well I can’t really swim,’ I said, relieved to have found the right gear to get my mouth into action and desperately hoping that would be the end of the inquisition.

‘What, you’ve never been in a pool?’

‘Yes, I have.’

‘Then what do you wear when you go in?’

‘I wear swimming trunks.’

‘Then why don’t you have a line like the rest of us?’ This time the boy said it with an exaggerated tone of exasperation, as if he had just been put in charge of an imbecile. He looked around. He was on a winning run and he knew it.

How could I explain that we were brought up never to hang around in the sun? How could I explain that we had no need to tan ourselves in order to feel that we looked good? How could I explain that I had never had a communal shower before and that I had never seen a tan-line before? Above all, how could I explain that I wanted all of them to stop looking at me?

‘I don’t know,’ I said lamely. My mind, after that ever-so-brief reawakening, was going back to what seemed to be its natural state for that particular morning – dormant.

It was the chap who’d borrowed my shampoo who waded in next. He was the boarding house joker and he sensed a punchline coming on.

‘Well I know,’ he shouted so everybody could hear. ‘He hasn’t got a tan because in bongo-bongo land they all run around with no clothes and they get brown all over!’ He was proud of himself. He laughed at his own joke and everybody joined in.

And then I joined in too. I couldn’t think of anything else to do. I was embarrassed but I was not angry. I was hurting but I couldn’t show it. I wanted to run but I dared not. I wanted to cry but I knew that if I started I wouldn’t be able to stop. So it was easier to pretend it didn’t matter. I just stood there smiling, but wishing I could disappear in the steam that had by then engulfed the washroom.

Today children would be encouraged to report such an incident. At best it would been seen as an act of bullying; at worst it would be put down to racism. Back in September 1967 it would probably have been dismissed as a bit of robust – if inconsiderate – schoolboy joshing. I know one thing. I hadn’t even heard of racism, so even if I had decided to talk to the housemaster, it was not a charge I would have made.

Was that boy a racist? I don’t think so. Should he have been more caring? Yes. I met him many, many years later. He came up to me after I had given a public lecture. We embraced, we reminisced about the glory days. I didn’t remind him about the incident in the shower and he would have been utterly embarrassed if I had. He told me how proud he was of what I had achieved. I believed him.

By the way, this tanning business has been a recurrent theme in the English phase of my life. That rare occurrence of the sun’s rays coinciding with weekends or holidays has always seen me diving for cover while my English friends peel off. When the men start removing their shirts and the women start tucking their skirts into their knickers you begin to understand what lily-white really means.

A few days after that shower room incident, on my first Saturday at boarding school, I was reminded again that I was not like the other boys. This time it was not what I looked like but how I dressed that set me apart.

It was the announcement from the house prefect that we could get into ‘home clothes’ that turned my stomach. What home clothes? I had a trunk full of clothes but they were all school clothes. Crisp and clean. All greys and whites and blues, some still in their packaging, exactly as they had been when my father had paid for them at Knight & Lee, the school outfitter on the corner of Grove Road South and Elm Grove. No doubt somewhere on the list of things we were allowed to take to school there must have been a note about casual clothing for the weekend. If there was such a reminder my father had not noticed it.

So as the multicoloured tank-tops came out, and the faded jeans were pulled on, all I could do was slip into yet another pair of flannel trousers, another grey shirt and a sleeveless blue jumper.

These first days taught me just how much catching up I had to do. I was like a juggler who can’t stop, ever. New accent, new clothes, new stories, new friends, new habits, new food, new lessons – I had to keep all the balls in the air, all the time. There was no respite. I couldn’t leave it all behind at 3.45 in the afternoon. I couldn’t walk out of the school gates, catch a bus home, where I could be my old self again, slip back into the old accent and wait for my mum to give me a treat – her special pancakes with the jaggery and coconut filling, perhaps. In a boarding school, when school’s out, all that happens is that there is more of the same. You just shift location from the classroom to the dormitory. The only time you have to yourself is when you’re in bed.

The list of things I had to get used to ranged from the culinary to the comical. There was food that tasted as if it had been brought to the table before the cook had had time to put a vital ingredient in it, or the loo seats that made you jump because they were so cold. For quite a while I took to lining the seat with sheets of toilet paper. It was a terribly delicate operation. Unlike the triple-ply soft-on-your-bum rolls that Labrador pups play with in the TV advertisements today the boarding house issue was thin and about as absorbent as a page from our jotters in the classroom. It used to take me so long to arrange the sheets of paper in exactly the right place that I abandoned the practice and resigned myself to the sharp shock treatment. It may even have helped things along.

I can trace my habit of taking both tea and coffee without milk back to those fight-to-be-first breakfasts on formica-topped tables. A plastic jug of milk would be placed in the middle of a table seating eight boys. By the time everyone else had had their share, I had to choose between covering my Weetabix – which to me looked and tasted like bricks made out of sawdust – or having milk in my coffee. Camouflaging the Weetabix in an inch or so of milk was the more urgent task.

In the first two years at St John’s College – middle school – we had to wear shorts with long socks folded over once just below the knee. The six inches or so between the top of the socks and the bottom of the shorts were exposed to everything that the English winter could throw at us. Boys in the second year had an even larger gap to worry about. A growth spurt over the long holidays meant you came back with your shorts riding halfway up your thighs because your parents had been reluctant to invest in a new pair that would be redundant at the end of the year. For some reason even the thriftiest parents, the ones who expected their sons to squeeze into last year’s shorts, were nevertheless willing to buy new blazers. But they always purchased them several sizes too big, in the hope that they might survive through till O levels in the fifth year. What this meant, of course, was that the blazers would fall well below the shorts, leaving the playground scattered with these rather strange-looking beings with voluminous torsos, fingertips where their hands should be and a couple of purple-cold knees appearing out of nowhere! And by this stage in the school career the socks would have lost their first-term elasticity and would be flopping around the ankles like an old turkey’s neck.

An abiding memory of break time in the winter months is the singeing I would get on the tender skin behind my knees as I leaned back on the industrial-sized radiators that were stationed all too scarcely along the corridors. It was the job of the teacher on playground duty to shoo us out into the cold. ‘Go on, Alagiah, get out there and get some fresh air.’ By the end of the lunch break my brown skin would have turned dry and ashen in the chafing wind. I would look down and see how it was all parched, with a pattern like dry mud looked back home. It used to embarrass me and I would spend most of the afternoon trying to pull my shorts down or my socks up. It took many months before I realised that a squeeze of body cream would give my knees the lustre they were meant to have.

For some things, though, I had been prepared. Before being taken down to Portsmouth, my father and I had stayed with the Eliathambys, the family who accompanied me and my father when I was dropped off at St John’s. They were Sri Lankans we had first met in the provincial town of Takoradi, in Ghana. Jakes Eliathamby was a doctor, a pioneer in that first wave of immigrants to be employed by the NHS. His wife Ranee looked after the home. Their children had been our playmates back in Ghana. Auntie Ranee had showed me how to make a bed. These were the days before duvets. You needed two sheets, several blankets, and a lot of tugging and pulling. In Africa we’d used a single sheet. Now I learned how to fold back the top sheet, making sure I held on to the blankets as I did so. That way you got a nice band of white sheet set against the coloured blanket. At the other end of the bed she showed me how to pleat the corners so they could be tucked under the mattress without making a lumpy mess that would spoil the line of the bedspread. It was a skill that stood me in good stead when I worked as a chambermaid (the PC days of calling it a chamberperson had yet to come) in a London hotel as a holiday job.

Looking back at that first year at boarding school, I can see that it was like a crash course in becoming English. Virtually everything I did, I was doing for the first time. I was at an age when picking up habits is easy. A child’s ears and eyes are more acutely tuned to the prevailing fashions and moods than an adult’s.

I had done it all once before, when my family had first moved from Sri Lanka to Ghana in 1961. I had rid myself of my Sri Lankan roots and adopted the styles and accents of west Africa. Like an actor who puts on a new costume and learns new words, I too got to grips with my new role. It frightens me now when I think back to how much I changed, how much I was expected to change, in the space of a decade or so. I went from being a rather timid, sheltered boy in Sri Lanka to becoming an independent teenager in Britain, via a diversion to Africa. By the time I was twelve I had a claim on three continents. My sense of being Sri Lankan had already been more or less buried, and over the next few years it was my attachment to Africa that would have to give way to a new identity.

Of course, you don’t lose your other identity, you just smuggle it away. You hide it in a place only you know about. One day when you’re feeling more confident you can bring it out again. (In my case that didn’t really happen till I made my return journey to Sri Lanka nearly forty years after I’d left it.) But first you have to convince everybody around you that you are clubbable, that you’re one of them.

The first part of that process was the language. In Ghana I had adopted the quasi-pidgin that we all used in the playground. We used to play ‘socca’ not soccer; I had ‘sistahs’ but no ‘broddahs’; I ‘arks’ people to do things for me and I was always sure to show ‘respec’ to my teacher, Mr Frank Mason. When I was at home I spoke like my parents, with an Asian lilt. Now, in England, I got down to learning not only a new accent, but what seemed to be an arcane vocabulary as well.

I still don’t know exactly what ‘diddums’ (remember the shower room taunt) means or where it comes from, but instinctively I caught on to what it implied and when I could use it. I thought ‘plonker’ was vague but useful as an all-purpose insult. I soon realised, though, that ‘wanker’ was an altogether more precise curse and one which spoke volumes for the way English boys talked freely about things I had always assumed were private and sometimes shameful. My parents had told me all about the currency in England; indeed, we had learned it in our school in Accra. Twelve pence made a shilling and twenty shillings made a pound. But no one had told me that ‘tuppence’ would get you a few boiled sweets at the newsagent around the corner from the school or that a ‘tanner’ would buy me a portion of chips with salt and vinegar thrown in from the ‘chippy’ next to the King’s Theatre.

Pronunciation – as opposed to a general accent – was, perhaps, the biggest challenge. The first casualty in this department was my name. It took just a couple of morning registration sessions to realise that attempts to cling on to the Tamil way of pronouncing Alagiah were futile. The way we used to say it, the way it was meant to be said, was like this: the first ‘al’ is more like the beginning of Ullswater; and the g is more like an h. So phonetically you might write it so: Ullerhiya. Simple really. No, not at all. Not if you were Mr ‘Wally-Whiff’ Walsworth of class IW. The ‘whiff’ in question was the stale afterburn of a packet of Woodbine or some such a day. It seemed easier to let him mispronounce the name than to hear him mangle it in a vain and embarrassing attempt to get it right. Looking back, it was me that would get embarrassed, not him. In those days – before anyone was really talking about diversity or multiculturalism – you felt like apologising if you had a ‘funny’ name.

English, as spoken by the English, is full of verbal pitfalls which only the most alert and watchful foreigner avoids. There are two particular areas that gave me trouble. The first was where to put the stress in a multisyllable word. Take the word simplicity. In Ghana, if we ever used it, we would have split it in two at a convenient point and come out with simply-city, with a more or less equal stress on the two parts. At St John’s that would have been greeted with howls of derision, with some joker mimicking me for the rest of the day. So I learned to place the stress where most English people put it – as in sim-PLIC-ity. I say that’s the way most English say it, because even the English are not always agreed on exactly where the stress should be on some words. You will hear some people talk about a CONTRO-versy and others talk about a con-TROV-ersy. If the locals can’t agree on how to pronounce a word, what hope was there for a twelve-year-old foreign boy?

The other difficulty was with certain letters, the main culprits being v and w, especially when they were in close proximity (another one of those stress words) to each other. Every time somebody asked me how I was getting on, I had to make a conscious effort not to say I was doing ‘wery vell, thank you’. In later years my sisters and I used to love Mind Your Language, the sitcom in which the actor Barry Evans teaches English to a class full of sundry immigrants. If our English friends thought it was funny, we thought it was funnier. We knew, much to our private, cringe-making embarrassment, that although it was patronising, it was all true. Even now, as a presenter on the nation’s most watched news programme, I am careful to rearrange my v-words and w-words lest some atavistic urge to mix them up breaks through. Imagine how I felt, back in February 2005, when I had to tell a TV audience of millions that Charles and Camilla had changed their ‘Windsor wedding venue’ from the castle to the town hall!

And then there is the accent as a whole. I had a choice, of course. There was the accent that I heard in the playground. St John’s was a state-funded Catholic school that took its students predominantly from the city of Portsmouth and its suburbs. Though undoubtedly bright, the pupils at the school were not from privileged backgrounds and their accents reflected their station. So Pompey-twang was certainly an option. Those of us who were fee-paying boarders – about 100 out of a school roll of 800 or so – came from a more varied background. In those days our accents were far more closely related to what our parents did for a living. So Michael O’Leary, whose parents had a house in the Hampshire countryside from where his banker father would commute into London, had what one might call a middle-class accent typical of the south-east. Charlie Pask, whose father was an RAF technician stationed in Germany, owed his accent to long stints with his grandparents, who owned the Havelock Tavern in Portsmouth. Greg Insull wasn’t a boarder but I knew he came from somewhere called Birmingham and it took me a great deal of time to understand him at all! And then there was the accent I heard on TV. This was long before the current vogue for regional accents on our airwaves and Received Pronunciation was the order of the day. I’m talking Richard Baker and Robert Dougall here.

So how did I end up with the accent that is now familiar to audiences around the country? It didn’t come from my schoolmates who, as I say, spoke with a regional accent more common on the football terraces of Fratton Park than in the drawing rooms of middle England. I know this much – I didn’t choose my accent in any conscious way; instead I grew into it. It’s as if, as a child immigrant, I had a built-in instinct which helped me to tune into the one accent that would ensure a ready acceptance into English society.

My sisters, too, have the same accent. I’m quite sure that my accent has opened doors that would have been shut tight to other immigrants who retained their mother accent or, if they’d picked one up here, had the ‘misfortune’ to settle on one that was less in tune with the British establishment. All over the world, accents offer a clue about where someone is from. I can tell a Sri Lankan from an Indian as soon as they’ve uttered a few sentences. In a group of Africans I can tell which is from the west and which is from the south. And, of course, we have our regional accents here in Britain. Just listen to the difference between a West Country burr and a Belfast brogue. But we also have other subtle distinctions that play a more insidious role. What I call class-talk is the mystery ingredient that eludes all but the most tuned-in immigrants.

In Britain class almost always trumps race. Let me show you how it works. All through school and well beyond I used to travel on my Sri Lankan passport. I would use it once a year when I travelled back to Africa for summer holidays with my parents. Going out my stomach was always a-flutter with the anticipation of a family reunion; coming back it was always tight as a knot with the anticipation of the immigration queue. I used to hate the way we were separated out, British to one side and all the foreigners on another. So I was always standing with the Bangladeshis, the Indians, the Iraqis and other ‘suspect’ nationalities – at least that’s how it seemed to me. Of course, the immigration service would have said this division was merely an administrative convenience, but while that may have dealt with the facts, it did little to erode perceptions. One queue was almost exclusively white, while the other, the one that I would be in, was predominantly brown, black and all shades in between. It was also by far the longer of the queues, which meant you had more time to worry about how you were going to be dealt with by the immigration officer.

As I approached the front of the queue, I used to try to work out which of the immigration staff looked the friendliest. By allocating roughly five minutes for each traveller I would calculate which desk I was most likely to be ushered towards. By the time I was three or four places from the front, I was close enough to get a sense of how others were being treated. When anyone was asked to step aside for a moment, I knew there was trouble brewing, something was wrong with their papers. That’s when I would check my own passport and the letter from the school which I always carried. You could hear the rather stilted conversations.

‘How long are you coming here for?’ the immigration officer would ask in that slow, deliberate way they reserved for foreigners. The answers were much harder to pick up. Worried and confused, the travellers would tend to mumble their replies. In any case, they had their backs to me so their voices didn’t carry nearly so well.

‘Where will you stay?’

‘How much money have you got on you?’

‘Are you going to get a job?’ I always thought that was a bit of a trick question. If you said ‘yes’ you might be accused of taking someone’s job. But if you said ‘no’ you could be accused of being a scrounger. In those days I didn’t know about work permits, quotas and the like.

‘Have you got any relatives who are here already?’

‘Are any members of your family going to join you here?’

And so it would go on until it was my turn. I would hand over my Sri Lankan passport in the same way a man who’s been stopped on the motorway hands over his driving licence. Whether you’ve done anything wrong or not, you do it in a rather sheepish manner. You feel a little guilty just because you’ve been asked for it. Such is the power of authority.

‘Now what have we here?’ was the sort of opening gambit I remember.

‘Hello,’ I’d say in the chirpiest, most southern-counties tone I could muster. And that usually did the trick. That little word was enough. It was like a codeword, it was my ‘open sesame’. One word, just five letters, and yet it conveyed a mountain of information about me. I was educated, I had the right background, I had, to put it bluntly, the right class. Faced with the choice of making an assessment according to my colour and passport, or making one on the basis of my middle-class accent, it was always the latter that was chosen. I’m not saying they would have bent the rules or ignored a missing stamp in my passport. But their attitudes did change almost instantaneously. It was the difference between being prepared to believe me and being primed to be sceptical.

That first year at St John’s College was a sink-or-swim year. Being sent to boarding school is like being thrown in at the deep end. There’s no shallow end in which you can practise your strokes. One day you’re in Africa, the next you’re in England. One day your parents are there for you, the next they are thousands of miles away. One day you’re a foreigner, the next you have
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