

Norwell Roberts was born in 1945 in Anguilla, and moved to the UK in 1956 to join his mother in Kent, in the predominantly white suburb of Bromley. After a school career marred by racism and a stint as an impoverished lab assistant, aged 20 he saw an ad recruiting for the Metropolitan Police and applied, though like all Black candidates at the time he rejected due to the catch-all excuse of 'temperament'. He reapplied and was accepted a year later, embarking on a 30+ year career that took him undercover, on some of the biggest cases in London policing, and ultimately to the higher ranks of the Met. He is now retired to focus on charity work.
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Anguilla

I was born on the island of Anguilla on Tuesday, 23 October 1945, just a few months after the end of the Second World War, and was christened Norwell Lionel Gumbs. Anguilla is, to this day, a British Overseas Territory in what used to be called the British West Indies. Its name is believed to have been given to it by the explorer Christopher Columbus, and comes from the Italian word for eel, in reference to the island’s long, thin shape.

I grew up in Anguilla’s capital, The Valley, which is a small town in the centre of the island. Anguilla would make the news in the late sixties, when there was a bit of an uprising against it being under the control of St Kitts and Nevis. On 30 May 1967, a crowd of local people ejected the St Kitts and Nevis Police Force; following a referendum, they declared themselves independent in what became known as the Anguilla Revolution. Interestingly, it was never about gaining independence from Britain – the population seemed perfectly happy with that!

In 1969, 300 Metropolitan Police officers were sent to the island to help the locals maintain the peace. I often wonder what would have happened if I’d been one of those people selected to return to the island of my birth to help stabilise it. I can only suppose that I was not experienced enough to be chosen – I was just two years into my police career, after all – but it now seems clear to me that my presence might have helped. In any case, the island is thankfully politically stable now, and it has enjoyed a large growth in tourism and offshore finance.

Gumbs was my dad’s surname, and the name I grew up with. In 1968, a year after I’d become London’s first Black police officer, I changed it by deed poll to Roberts, my mother’s maiden name. The main reason for the change was quite straightforward: I was attracting a lot of publicity and the press just kept misspelling my name, in a variety of different ways. I was called ‘Gumms’, ‘Gums’, ‘Gumps’ and even ‘Gomes’. Compared to all those incorrect options, Roberts seemed much simpler. From 1968, I was able to sign official documents as Norwell Roberts. I’ve got used to it in the decades since then.

I grew up in a small house with my mother and her parents. We owned a fair amount of land, both around the house and elsewhere – I suppose it could be called a smallholding. We used to grow fresh vegetables and kept cows, hens, sheep and goats – which meant a constant supply of milk and eggs – and the house had a large cistern outside that collected the rainwater. Everyone in the community had a piece of land that belonged to them, though I’ve no idea how it was worked out – it must have gone back generations.

Anguilla was a small island, and everyone seemed to be related. There were lots of people who I thought of as cousins, uncles or aunties, but it was hard to know whether I was actually related to them or if they were family friends. In the community I grew up in, there were no telephones, but you didn’t need them – everyone knew each other, and news spread by word of mouth. There was only one doctor, one hospital and one dentist.

I don’t have any childhood memories of my dad – he was only around for the first few years of my life. I don’t have any photos of myself as a child, and nor do I have any of my parents during our time in Anguilla. As far as I can remember, no one had a camera. It makes me a bit sad, but I guess it’s just one of those things.

I was always led to believe that my dad died when I was three, so when I learned many years later that he had actually moved to America, it came as a complete surprise. I now understand that he remarried and had several children, but I don’t know much more than that – some threads of life are best left unpulled. His name was Everard Gumbs, and he was known as ‘Ebby’. I gather that he had gone to the US Virgin Islands to help with the war effort in the early 1940s, before returning to Anguilla in 1944. He was a fisherman, the same as his father, and he lived with his elderly mother, who I called ‘Grandma’. I still remember going out into the ocean with my grandad as a very little boy and fishing from his rowing boat. I used to help him to pull in his fishing pots and we’d examine what we’d caught together.

As for my mother, her name was Georgina. I don’t know what she did for a living in those days, but she certainly worked. I believe she was born in 1922, so she would have been in her early twenties when I was born and her early thirties when she came to England. She married the man who became my step-father in around 1960, when we were living in the UK, but he proved to be abusive and she was granted a divorce. I can still remember giving evidence in her favour during the divorce hearing at Clerkenwell Magistrates’ Court, the building I would regularly attend many years later to see the criminals I had arrested appear in court.

The only photograph that I have of my mother hangs in my study at home. She’s smiling in the picture, even though she was very ill when it was taken, in the first few years of this century. The only thing I do not like about it is that she was wearing what we called a ‘syrup’ – rhyming slang for wig (a ‘syrup of fig’). I hated her wig and often told her that she should show off her beautiful grey hair. She passed away in 2014, and I like the thought of her looking down on me, thinking that I did her proud. If she is, she’s certainly getting her own back – what’s left of my hair is now completely grey. I’ll never wear a wig, though – I prefer to grow old gracefully, which I guess is what I wanted her to do.

As you might be able to tell from my scant description of my early life, I have a mental block around certain parts of my childhood. My main memories are that the island was hot most of the time, with lots of beaches, but I can’t remember what I thought about living there because I was so young when I left – it was all I knew.

To say that I had a strict upbringing is an understatement, and this was largely down to my maternal grandparents. My mother’s dad, whose name was George E. Roberts, was a local Methodist preacher and a sergeant at the local police station – I vaguely remember seeing him in his khaki police uniform, and I certainly felt the force of the thick black belt that he wore around his waist. I don’t mean to do my grandfather an injustice, but I remember him being cold and unfeeling. My grandma was called Mary Elizabeth Roberts, but I called her ‘Mammy’; everybody else called her Aunt Mem. She was a deaconess in the church and a matron at the local police station. The matriarch of the family, she ruled with an iron fist.

I think my grandparents were trying to do the best for me, and that they worried that other kids could be a bad influence. My mother was the youngest of their eight children, so they were older than my other grandparents – and she was only twenty-two when I was born, so in some ways they took on the role of parents, even before she went to England ahead of me.

Some of the other children didn’t go to church, which might have been why my grandparents disapproved of their lifestyles, though I don’t recall them disapproving of me being born out of wedlock. But they were always strict with me when I misbehaved. I remember one particular time I got into trouble when I was about five or six: one of my neighbours, a boy of around my age, was walking past our house. I was not allowed out to play, so he mocked me by looking up and poking out his tongue. I didn’t like being teased, so I picked up a stone and threw it in his direction. I’m not sure whether I was aiming at him – I think I sort of simultaneously hoped that it both would and wouldn’t hit him, if that makes sense. Anyway, the stone hit him above the right eye, and caused him to bleed profusely. He ran home in tears, and I ran into the house and hid, knowing that I was going to be in serious trouble. I wasn’t able to hide for long, of course – the boy went home and told his parents what I’d done. His parents brought him round and waited to see justice being administered by my grandad, who beat me with his belt – much to the boy’s satisfaction. It was a stupid thing to do – the boy could have lost an eye – and I deserved to be punished, but my body was left covered in wealds.

Another childhood beating was justified by my cheekiness. I had seen one of my aunts walking towards me. I’d normally greet her with ‘Good morning, Auntie Eva’, but on this particular day, I thought to myself, I’m not going to speak to her first – let’s see if she speaks to me. She didn’t say a word, and instead made a detour to my house and grassed me up, which was the signal for my grandfather to give me a hiding with his favourite belt. Auntie Eva remained present throughout my ordeal, and I remember her laughing. Never again did I make the mistake of not showing respect to my elders!

These were the days when being naughty meant a good hiding with whatever was close to hand. My grandparents would call it ‘discipline’, and while I would not have chosen to employ the same sort of methods if I’d had kids, I do think being encouraged to have such a strong sense of right and wrong helped me grow up to be a good person. It would also stand me in good stead in my police career.

I got used to being beaten, a word I use quite deliberately – it was much more than a mere smack. My elders believed that to teach a child how to behave, it had to hurt; they would use whatever came to hand, whether that was a belt or a wooden coat hanger. In those days, the ‘moderate correction of a child by its parents or guardian’ was allowed by law. While the sorts of beatings that I endured were not allowed, you would never convince a West Indian in the fifties that they shouldn’t punish their children. They felt it was their right.

Whips made from the branches of trees were a favourite tool of discipline, and they really left a mark. My grandfather’s preferred choice was his thick leather belt, which he used to soak in urine, which somehow made it more brittle, thus elevating the pain level. The beatings would not necessarily be on my backside but could be anywhere on my body. I’m sure the NSPCC would have had kittens, but there was no such thing in the West Indies back then.

Some people still think beating children was a force for good. Despite my childhood experiences, I cannot say one way or the other – I don’t think it did me any harm, but I can see how it might cause some problems in later life. I think my mother probably went along with that form of discipline because she had been punished in the same way herself – although we never spoke about it. Anyway, even if she hadn’t agreed, she would never have dared to speak out against her parents – that was not the done thing at all!

I owe my grandparents a great deal – even though I often found myself on the wrong end of a beating. It was the only sort of discipline that they knew, and it worked – so why would they want to change it? When my grandma got too old to hit me, she started to punish me with ritual humiliation instead. One particular punishment that has stayed with me is being forced to wear one of her dresses. When I was naughty, she’d make me put it on before sending me to the shops to fetch something for her. She no longer needed to beat me – a fierce look and the threat of having to wear the dress would do the trick and generally kept me in line. I do not know whether having to wear a dress or getting a beating was worse, but the prospect of my schoolmates pointing and laughing at me was mortifying. Can you imagine the humiliation? Consequently, I was one of the best-behaved kids in my area. Anyway, I’ve never worn a dress since – not even as a joke!

As harsh as my grandmother was, I learned a lot from her – she taught me the values upon which I base my life and her strict upbringing fashioned what sort of person I was to become. It gave me a good sense of right and wrong and also helped me to endure pain and humiliation, which would prove very useful.

I was about five or six when she died. I have a vivid memory of going to her room in the middle of the night and lying on the bed next to her while she groaned in pain. One night, she was groaning more than ever – I didn’t realise it at the time, but she was clearly in her last throes of death. The pain got so bad that she asked my grandad to go to the home of a female neighbour for help. As her groaning became noisier and more urgent, I remember saying, ‘Don’t groan so loud, Mammy.’ I lay there waiting for my grandad to return, but by the time he did, she was already dead. I had no idea – I’d just done as I was told and waited until he returned.

 

I don’t mean to do my grandfather an injustice, but I remember him being cold and unfeeling. In addition to my mother and her sister Marjorie, my grandparents had six sons – Claude, George, Jim, Leo, Frank and Basil.

Again, I know little of these siblings and remember even less. Basil had a deformity of the hand, which I can remember people referring to as a ‘funny hand’. I can’t remember exactly what he did, but think he was some sort of accountant. Frank, meanwhile, followed in my grandad’s footsteps and became a preacher. He ended up going to live in America, along with another cousin, the Reverend Johnny Gumbs. Leo was a businessman and had a large concern in Dominica.

The other three brothers – Claude, George, and Jim – were police officers on various islands in the West Indies. I’m not sure what ranks George and Jim reached, but they must have been fairly high up because they were sent to England on secondment to be trained by the Metropolitan Police. It’s strange how things turn out; they would have attended Hendon training school in the late fifties and early sixties; just a few years later, I would be the first Black British policeman to train there.

Uncle Claude – Claudius Matthias Roberts – was the eldest. He had a very successful police career, being awarded the Colonial Police Medal as well as an MBE – the story goes that he singlehandedly quelled a riot on the island of Dominica, earning the medal for his bravery. In 1972, he was instrumental in establishing the Royal Anguilla Police Force (the island was policed by officers seconded from elsewhere prior to this), and served as the island’s first commissioner of police until 1977. I am told that, to this day, a portrait of him hangs in the headquarters of the Royal Anguillan Police Force in The Quarter, close to where I was born. He died in 1993 and was buried next to my grandfather, who had died twenty-five years earlier.

Next was George, followed by Jim, whose full name was James Montgomery Roberts – a very distinguished name! I prefer not to think about George – as I’ll talk about later, he molested me when I was a child, having come to England to visit my mum.

I attended a nursery school in Anguilla that was next to the Ebenezer Methodist Church. When I was a little older, five or six, I attended the Valley Primary School for Boys. My most vivid memory of being there is receiving the strap from the headmaster, in front of the whole school – I’d been talking during assembly, which was against the rules. I was so shocked at being punished in this way that I wet myself, much to his glee.

I suppose I must have had some friends in Anguilla, but I can’t remember much about them. It was not like growing up in the UK, where being invited to a schoolfriend’s house for tea was a regular occurrence. Unless I was going to school, Sunday School or the store, I was not allowed out on my own – I would stay at home and help around the house.

The only other instance when I was allowed out was if I was taking a message to someone. There were no buses on the island, and there were not many cars, so walking miles to school or to another district was completely normal. It was pretty safe – there was little crime, so nothing to be afraid of. Plus, everyone knew each other; if you dawdled on the way, there was always a nosey parker around to spy on you and grass you up to your parents. It was a close-knit community, and everyone seemed to be either a cousin or an uncle.

I can’t think of any particularly happy memories, but nor was I unhappy – I was just a normal kid being raised by strict grandparents. I do, however, remember one time when I sat on the steps as all my mates played, feeling so left out that I started to cry. I can look back now and say, ‘I must have been lonely’, but I can’t remember feeling that way at the time.

September to February is hurricane season on Anguilla, which meant boarding up our windows to stop them being blown in. You knew that there had been a hurricane from the residual damage once the storm had subsided, but the tropical storms could also be very dangerous. Some of the island’s houses had roofs that were made of sheets of galvanised steel, and they could be lifted right off by the wind. I once heard a story of one such sheet slicing a man clean in half. Sadly, I gather that the house I grew up in is no longer there, having been destroyed by Hurricane Irma in 2017. All that remains is the old stone oven, which sits in the middle of an empty plot.

On Sundays, we would dress in our smartest clothes and attend the Ebenezer Methodist Church. From the age of six, I was forced to attend church two or three times every Sunday – there would be a morning service, Sunday School in the afternoon and then another service in the evening. And if I ever fell asleep during a service, I would be woken up with a pinch.

I remember skipping church one day, deliberately blending in with the congregation as they left the church, and hoping I’d get away with it. Of course, I was rumbled – it hadn’t occurred to me that my grandfather would be giving the sermon. He noticed that I wasn’t there, and you can guess what happened – as usual, I received a good beating!

I was the youngest of all my cousins, and now I look back, I think that they might have picked on me a bit. Kids can be cruel, and I remember feeling like I was the butt of their jokes. One of the strongest memories I have of early childhood is of being on a beach surrounded by a group of taller children when one of my cousins, a teenager called Clayton Lloyd, decided to teach me to swim. He did it in a very dangerous way, dragging me out to sea, far out of my depth, and leaving me there. I was terrified and cried out for help, but everyone else thought it was hilarious. When he thought I was sufficiently far out, he swam back to the shore, leaving me to get back on my own. I can still hear him laughing as I doggy paddled – what choice did I have, if I wasn’t going to drown? By the time I made it back to shore, I’d swallowed a load of saltwater. His prank could have gone horribly wrong, and I do not recommend using such cruel methods to teach someone to swim! Had I died, I don’t suppose anyone would have cared too much – it would probably have been chalked down as a simple swimming accident, without any sort of investigation.

Clayton grew up to be a pilot, and I gather that when the Metropolitan Police went to Anguilla to help maintain order, he made a few bob taking the policemen to nearby islands. I later learned that he had been killed when he crashed one of his aeroplanes.

Although we never went hungry, our family was not well off, and I did not have anything near as many toys as children tend to have these days. I remember being particularly fond of a spinning top that you made whirl around by pumping a handle up and down. I had shoes, unlike some of my pals, so my family was doing better than some. However, I didn’t like wearing them – I hated feeling as if I was above the people who couldn’t afford them. I’d leave my shoes at home and go to school barefoot, so I could be like the other kids. It’s ironic that I took my shoes off to avoid being the odd one out in Anguilla, only to come to England and be the odd one out through no fault of my own. That’s life, isn’t it?

This sense of not wanting to feel superior to anyone else has continued throughout my life. Even now, I would give any of my possessions to someone else if they wanted it, even if it was something I needed myself. For example, I love collecting ties, but if someone admires the one I’m wearing, I always ask if they’d like it – and if they say yes, I’ll give it to them. A couple of years ago, I was wearing a lairy shirt and someone told me that they liked it; true to form, I took it off and gave it to him, before driving home topless and feeling pleased that I’d done good. Thankfully, it was a warm day!

Christmas in Anguilla was one of my favourite times of year. Men in flamboyant costumes would go round the neighbourhood dancing on stilts, and you were expected to give them money for their efforts. Another highlight of life on the island was a fete that was held in a local park on Bank Holidays.

Since leaving Anguilla, I haven’t been back once. The closest I got was in 1991, when I went on holiday to the nearby island of Antigua. Over the years I’ve got fed up of being asked whether Black people can get a suntan, so let me take this opportunity to clear things up. When I returned from Antigua, I lifted up my watch strap to show my colleagues that the skin underneath was significantly lighter. Having returned from the West Indies with a proper suntan, I had to take the opportunity to point it out!

This reminds me of something that people used to say to me back in the 1960s, soon after I joined the police force. I worked near Covent Garden Market, and it was a long-standing joke that whenever the market porters saw me, they would compliment me on my suntan. ‘Yes,’ I would always reply, ‘I’ve been to Southend for the weekend.’ I knew they were being racist – my jokey reply was the only way I knew of dealing with their idea of fun without showing them that I was hurt.

White faces were a rarity in Anguilla in my early years there; when we did see them, they tended to be American traders who had come to the island on business. Looking back, I probably stared at them in a similarly inquisitive way to the way in which I was stared at when I got to England.

I sometimes regret not going back to see where I was born, but there isn’t much to take me back to the island – after all, I came to England when I was ten. Besides, it seems unlikely that anyone who still lives there would remember me – my grandparents have long since died, and any relatives who were alive when I left would now be in their eighties at the youngest.

When I went to Antigua, the locals assumed that if you could afford to come all the way from England on holiday, you must be rich. Many people treated me as a tourist, with cab drivers in particular trying to rip me off. As soon as I opened my mouth, they could spot that I wasn’t local. They clearly did not think of me as a local, but at least there was no name calling or staring. I expect they found my cockney accent strange – maybe they thought I was putting on a fancy accent to make myself sound like a white person. Nothing could be further from the truth – I was just a poor Black boy made good.

My Caribbean identity will always be important to me, but when I went back to the West Indies in 1991, I felt like a fish out of water. It has always seemed strange to me, but while I received good wishes from people all over the world during the course of my career in the police force, I cannot ever remember receiving any congratulations from the West Indies, nor from my home island. It added to the feeling that I’d severed my connections with the country of my birth. I occasionally found myself wondering whether people there were jealous that I’d made it to England and been successful; perhaps they just didn’t care, a thought that I found difficult to confront – I’ve always been proud to come from Anguilla.
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Doing the Job

The West End, where I spent my early years in the force, was always very busy in the late 1960s – just as it is now. In the mornings, huge crowds of people would get off the train at Charing Cross Station and walk down to Trafalgar Square or get on buses to take them to work. The queues at bus stops could be fifty yards long, but the crowds were generally friendly.

In those days, it wasn’t unusual to see men on the streets wearing bowler hats. I remember standing outside the South African embassy one night, struggling to stay awake – some night shifts were so boring that you’d almost fall asleep standing up, just for a couple of seconds. It was about three o’clock in the morning when I saw this bloke walking towards me from Upper St Martin’s Lane, heading towards Whitehall. He was wearing a bowler hat and carrying a briefcase, and I just didn’t like the look of him – don’t ask me why. I said, ‘Excuse me, sir – can you tell me where you’re going?’ He said, ‘I’m just going home.’ I said, ‘What’s in the briefcase? Can I have a look please?’ He opened it up, to reveal that it was full of silver – it turned out that he’d stolen it from a big house in the area. It was worth thousands. I arrested him; someone came to take my place and I took him to the station, where he was handed over to CID. He’d come quietly, but he didn’t have any choice – if he started giving me any trouble, I would have said, ‘Look, you can either open your bag here, or we can go to the station and do it.’

I can’t tell you exactly why I stopped him – it’s what we would refer to as ‘reasonable suspicion’, which relates to the time, the place and the circumstances. If it was three o’clock in the morning and someone was hanging around the back of a shop, you might think their behaviour was a bit out of character. Working on the beat would give you a good sense of when people looked like they were behaving shiftily or when they were up to no good – after a while, it was a feeling that just became second nature.

In my uniformed days, the ‘early turn’ shift was between 6 a.m. and 2 p.m., the ‘late turn’ would be 2 p.m. to 10 p.m. and night duty would run from was 10 p.m. to 6 a.m. If you were ever late for early turn, the sergeant would say, ‘You’re not late for early turn – you’re just early for late turn.’ You’d have to go home and come back again at two.

One of my favourite parts of life on the beat was point duty, which we would be posted to during the morning and evening rush hours. We’d wear white gauntlets on our arms, which made us visible to motorists and pedestrians. The points we controlled were on the Strand, at the junctions with Duncannon Street and Villiers Street, and opposite Charing Cross Station. You’d often see the same people on the streets – the local characters in the West End – and you got to know them. Some of them used to call me Mr Roberts, and I developed quite a rapport with them.

I don’t suppose this duty would be popular these days; the nature of the work left you with no choice but to inhale the fumes of the buses, the black cabs and cars driving along one of London’s busiest roads. Back then, however, I enjoyed the responsibility – I always relished the tremendous sense of power that came with directing the traffic. If I pointed to a car, the driver had no choice but to stop, although you’d always try to dispatch stationary traffic without unnecessary delay. I also enjoyed how point duty allowed me to interact with members of the public, which was especially welcome at a point when I was being shunned by my fellow officers at the station.

While I was on point duty one day, directing traffic at the junction with Villiers Street, an elderly lady came up to me and struck up a conversation. Some of my colleagues would probably have dismissed her as a nutter and ushered her away, but I decided to remove my gauntlets and went to the side of the road to have a chat. It soon became clear that she was very lonely – she had no family and just wanted someone to talk to.

After we’d talked for fifteen minutes, she said, ‘Thank you for listening to me – our policemen never normally do that.’ I reflected on these words once my shift had finished and found myself wondering whether she found me easier to talk to than a white policeman. Whether that was the case or not, providing a listening ear for the lonely and unfortunate members of the community is surely a big part of the role of an officer.

 

I was on the beat one day near the Strand and I met the eyes of this bloke. He looked at me and said, ‘It’s Noel, isn’t it?’ I corrected him and we got chatting. His name was Mr Green, and he’d been caretaker at Haverstock Comprehensive School when I was a pupil. It turned out that he was now caretaker at St Clement Danes Primary School, on Drury Lane, and he invited me over for a cup of coffee. Soon, I was going there regularly, to see him and have a break during a shift –  it’s what we’d call a ‘tea hole’, a place where we’d have a rest before going back on the beat. I preferred to walk through the buildings because when people saw a copper, in the old days, they’d feel happier and safer. When I got divorced from my first wife, Mr Green’s stepdaughter Wendy was at a loose end, and it turned out that we got on pretty well. The rest, as they say, is history – we’ve been together for forty-six years.
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I’m a Policeman, Not a Politician

I was mainly dealing with petty crime in the late 1960s, but I did have one brush with a notorious character from London’s gangland. I was standing around at Bow Street Magistrates’ Court one day when I noticed a little chap on the other side of the waiting room. He stood out from the crowd – he was dapper and well groomed, with a little handkerchief in his front pocket. It was Ronnie Kray. At this time, he and his twin brother Reggie were in their pomp and known throughout London. He introduced himself to me, and I remember that he stunk of Brut cologne. I asked what he was in for, and he said, ‘They’ve fucking got me for going through a red light.’ He was annoyed, because after everything he’d done, he’d been nicked for something as insignificant as going through a poxy red light. The Kray twins controlled much of the East End, while the Richardsons were the family who ruled over South London; the two gangs argued over the West End because that’s where the money was – that’s where the clashes happened.

Soho in the sixties was where everything seemed to happen, but it wasn’t on my beat – I covered Covent Garden, the Strand and Lincoln’s Inn Fields. I remember nicking a famous actor – who will remain nameless – who was appearing in a play at the Strand Theatre. He went through my signal, so I stopped and reported him. Then he said, ‘If you nick me, I won’t send any more free tickets to the station’ – in those days, the theatres would send any spares to the station. I nicked him, but needless to say he never ended up in court.

There might have been more serious corruption, but if there was it was well above my pay grade. There was some low-level corruption – looking the other way when something went on, for instance – but it would work as a sort of ‘tit for tat’. We had to get information somehow; remember that we didn’t have CCTV in those days, so we might choose to let a small misdemeanour go in order to get information about a bigger crime.

Back then, every good CID officer had an informant – someone who would give you information in exchange for payment from Scotland Yard. I dealt with a lot of them in my undercover work.

 

When I was on the beat on my own, I would sometimes have to stand at a fixed protection post for an entire eight-hour shift, with a forty-five-minute break to get some grub. This was a type of posting that every policeman had to endure now and then. There were two main ‘fixed posts’ during my time at Bow Street – South Africa House and Rhodesia House, now the Zimbabwean Embassy. Both these buildings were associated with racist regimes – this was the height of apartheid in South Africa, while Rhodesia was governed by Ian Smith, an ardent advocate of white rule. When I was posted outside them, people – who were generally Black – would come up and ask me if I liked standing outside and protecting them. I would calmly reply, ‘I’m just doing my job – I’m a policeman, not a politician.’

I remember being on point duty outside Rhodesia House one night and this bloke, obviously the worse for wear, said, ‘Can you nick me? I want a bed for the night.’ I said, ‘I can’t do that – you’ve got to do something wrong.’ ‘Like what?’ he said. ‘Like break a window.’ So he went away, got a brick, broke a window and I arrested him. He must have been pretty desperate, but he got a bed for the night. When he went to court, it turned out that he was a prolific criminal and he was sent to prison.

At no time during this duty did I question whether I should be standing outside the buildings of such distasteful regimes, even though there was definitely something about being there that felt uncomfortable. There was no way that I could imagine saying to my sergeant, ‘Sorry, Sarge – I don’t feel like working there today.’ It’s important to remember that guarding an embassy does not in any way imply an acceptance of that country’s policies.

Anyway, I did not mix my job with politics – after all, I was just an ordinary copper doing
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