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Prologue

We are on location, filming. Castle Howard in all its baroque splendour is our backdrop, the sky is blue and hopeful. There’s always a buzz about filming days on one of Britain’s best-loved, most enduring programmes. Thousands stand in line, cradling objects that they dream will be exceptional for one reason or another. Perhaps they’ll turn out to be something that illuminates a tragic death, a lost love, a forgotten life, or a ground-breaking discovery. Or perhaps they have something that will just be identified as a masterpiece of unexpected value. The air is filled with promise.

I’ve worked on Antiques Roadshow for seven years and feel proud to play a part in it. It’s a show that attracts regular audiences of more than five million viewers, and I think many see it as the TV equivalent of a warm bath, or a bowl of Sunday-night comfort food. Today is extra special: it’s the programme’s fortieth-anniversary show. Who knows what we might find?

At lunchtime, I’ve just finished talking to a lady about a collection of scarves. While she folds them away I look up to see Janet Gleeson, a specialist from the reception team, threading her way through the straggling lines towards the miscellaneous experts’ tables where I sit. She is holding what looks like a cardboard shoe box. ‘Where’s Paul?’ she asks. ‘Or Hilary or Judith?’, searching for my colleagues.

‘I think they are at lunch, or maybe filming. What have you got? Is it something I could do?’

‘It’s a nice story – but probably not your thing,’ she replies.

‘Can I see, just in case?’

‘Of course.’ She comes to the table and puts down the box. I lift the lid off and see three glove puppets inside. ‘The lady who’s brought this in says her father was a prop-maker for Harry Corbett, the creator of Sooty and Sweep. Corbett gave them to her father after they were used in the shows in the fifties.’

A shiver runs through me. My stomach feels hollow. I take out Sooty, the little yellow bear, and examine him. There are signs of wear consistent with age. He isn’t newly bought from Hamleys or Toys R Us. I put Sooty down and pick up Sweep, his floppy-eared dog companion. There are photos in the box too – some show Harry Corbett and Sooty and Sweep with audiences. It all fits together. I can feel my skin prickle and my pulse starts to race.

‘It’s a good story for someone to film,’ Janet says.

There’s a long pause. The truth is I’m having difficulty holding myself together. ‘I would do anything to film these,’ I say eventually, to cover an intense surge of emotion.

She gives me an uncertain look, maybe thinking I’m joking. ‘Oh,’ she says. ‘Great – but I didn’t think toys were your thing?’

But these aren’t any toys, I want to say. It’s what they represent. I compose myself and attempt an explanation. Janet and I have known each other for seven years. We joined the programme together and we get on well. I’ve told her a bit about my life as a DJ, a hairdresser, and an antiques dealer. But this is the first time I’ve revealed anything about my childhood to her. I see her initial surprise, questions stacking up behind her eyes, but with crowds milling and long queues to process there isn’t time to say more. How can I say that I feel the puppets have come back to me, that by some strange fate they’ve found me?

I meet the owner of the puppets, a kind-eyed lady in her sixties who fleshes out the story. Her father had left an engineering job in Yorkshire to work for Harry Corbett. He did so for twenty years and the two men became close friends.

When I explain the significance of the puppets to Simon, the director, he needs no persuasion, grasping instantly that not only is this a moving personal story for the owner, it’s special because it has direct relevance to me, a member of the team. Even if the filming schedule is now full, he promises he will find a slot.

The day is nearly over, and the crowds have thinned when the time comes. By then word has gone round the production team that this story is something out of the ordinary. Fiona Bruce says she wants to talk to me ahead of my interview with the owner. ‘Ronnie, it must have been tough being in a children’s home?’ she says.

I always feel nervous before a recording, but this time my heart is pounding, my ribcage feels as if it’s about to explode. ‘It was an adventure,’ I reply with fake nonchalance. ‘I was well looked after.’

‘You would say that,’ she replies, unfazed.

I can’t explain it in a soundbite: I can’t say that to me the puppets represent my childish optimism, my happiness, the sorrow of loss. I can’t say that I vividly remember the day Harry Corbett came. The innocent elation I felt. How my very best friend Anna and I rushed around till Sister Ida told us, ‘Be good children, calm down and just sit still,’ or she’d tell Mr Corbett and Sooty not to come, because Sooty only favoured good children with a visit. How we knew she would never carry out the threat, she was too kind, but we hated her being cross, and just in case she wasn’t joking, we did as we were told. Instead, we wriggled about on our little plastic chairs and held hands at the table, looking at each other with round eyes, giggling. This isn’t just about the puppets, it’s about my childhood and it’s about Anna.

Nor can I say that I also remember how a week later my life would come unmoored.

The filming goes seamlessly. ‘Harry Corbett gave these to my father, for me, because he was getting new ones,’ the owner explains as the cameras focus in and the watching crowd falls silent.

‘When was that? How old were you?’

‘It would have been 1955. I was about five years old,’ she recalls.

I tell the owner, ‘In 1955 I was in a National Children’s Home and Harry Corbett came to visit. I had the privilege of him sitting next to me. He even let me play with his puppets. That is my fondest memory of my childhood. I think about it a lot.’

‘My father was also in a National Children’s Home. His friendship with Harry Corbett inspired Harry to visit many of them.’

‘Really? I’ve got goosebumps,’ I say. ‘I’m not making it up.’

As soon as the filming is over and the owner has gone, I rush to the production tent and sob. Someone hugs me. I try to put the memory of Sooty and Sweep away, so that I don’t have to think about my past and the people I’ve lost along the way. This has long been a coping strategy, but it doesn’t work today. The truth is that for the past sixty years I have often wondered what happened to Anna.

Some months later, Janet gets in touch. She is writing a magazine article about the legacy of Empire and its impact on the art world we inhabit. She wants to interview me – we speak on the phone. How important are the objects that link us to our history? Ostensibly this has nothing to do with Sooty and Sweep, but in a way it does. Objects of every type have the power to transport us, to embody our past, to reveal hidden and forgotten truths. It is a subject that for me has personal resonance. I’ve spent much of my working life involved with cultural heritage – understanding history through the objects it has left behind, like a tide mark on the beach. Sometimes my colour has benefited me, sometimes not. My mother met my father in Sierra Leone. I have plenty of things to say.

‘Terrible things happened which have to be acknowledged, but I think art is transcendent. Sometimes it’s the phoenix that rises from the ashes of slavery and hatred, and sometimes it embodies passion, and love. You’ve got to look for the good, otherwise there would be no hope. We don’t want to start book-burning and destroying. We must know the art’s history and respect it. But change needs to happen.’

Afterwards I dwell on this more. As a rule I don’t think about my colour unless it’s brought to my attention. My mother was black and my father white, so I am mixed-race, although I often refer to myself as black because that’s how the world normally views me. Still, I am conscious that becoming an antiques specialist on TV has brought me privilege. My passion for extraordinary objects and their stories allows me to connect with people. The things I see, handle, own and admire may not be conventional works of art – some have little monetary value – but as threads that bind us to history, they have a potency: to trigger memory, evoke understanding, and promote unity. I’ve always loved explaining how old objects open the door to our collective and individual past. How they recalibrate preconceptions and make history personal. But there aren’t many black antique dealers, so in the past when I explained this, people often didn’t listen. Now, thanks to the power of the TV, they do.

Remembering Sooty and Sweep leads me to reflect on the other objects that have defined my life. Some I still own, some I’ve lost or sold, some were never mine. But they are all intertwined in my life. At times the story is a painful one. There are episodes I’ve never before spoken of fully, even to close friends; recollections so freighted with sorrow I have deliberately tried to obliterate them. But the truth of the past is always there, even when you deny it. Maybe, after all this time, sharing my experiences would be helpful to others and cathartic for me. But how to make sense of a life as confused as mine?

Let me try.
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A Baule Mask

We meet one Saturday at Portobello Road. He has a stand on the kerbside selling African art, and he catches my eye, thrusting a figure towards me as if he wants me to take it. I don’t want to give offence, and I stop for a closer look. As I do so, in a strong African accent he tells me his name is Patrick and that he is from Congo. ‘Patrick,’ I repeat, unthinkingly. ‘I had a half-brother with the same name, who I never met – he died in Sierra Leone from blackwater fever aged four, before I was born.’

Patrick shakes his head, sympathises, and tells me that he has a young family. A wife, a daughter aged twelve, and a new baby on the way. ‘Family is everything to me,’ he says. ‘I sell these things to support them.’

I know about people like him – traders who buy works of art in Africa, ship them over to Europe and sell them on. Some are charlatans. Sometimes their stock is genuine; sometimes it’s not deliberately fraudulent, just not what it seems. In certain African villages they’ve made the same objects for generations using traditional materials, then age them specifically for the tourist market. Then there are objects that have been illegally exported, some looted, around which, rightly, much controversy lies. I’ve learned the hard way that it pays to be wary, and I’ve always avoided objects with a questionable provenance for moral reasons, but nothing about Patrick alarms me, and after a cursory glance at his stock I’m increasingly intrigued.

Among the carvings laid out I recognise a Baule moon mask. It’s better quality than anything I’d expected to see on a kerbside stall, and it appears to be genuinely old. ‘Where did it come from?’ I ask. He tells me that he has a contact in Congo who represents many serious collectors from North Africa, Belgium and France. Some of the collectors are old, and when they want to sell pieces from their collection, they use him. The mask I have picked up belonged to one of them. Under normal circumstances, I would be sceptical about a glib provenance like this. But the more I look at the mask the more I am struck by it, and the story rings true.

The Baule people originated in what is today Ghana, migrating west to Ivory Coast to escape the Asante three centuries ago. They are an agricultural, artistic people and to me this moon mask epitomises the refinement of their art. They used masks during rituals and dances, to symbolise a connection between nature and mankind – in a sense to show a link between the infinite and an idealised reality. The mask’s aesthetic impact is as powerful as its meaning. The pared-down skull is an almost perfect circle, bordered by tiny, notched triangles. The domed forehead gleams with serenity and years of careful handling. The small, pursed mouth and half-closed eyes echo the circular form of the face. It all adds up to something as uncluttered and finely balanced as art can be. You hardly ever see pieces of this quality – or age. The patina and wear make me think it dates from the early twentieth or perhaps late nineteenth century.

I want to buy it, although in truth my interest in the mask has little to do with my African heritage, or Patrick’s name, but my fascination in the evolution of modern Western art. Picasso, Matisse, Braque, Brancusi, Gris, Modigliani, Kandinsky and countless others were inspired by African tribal imagery, appreciating its dynamic simplicity, and echoed it in their own work. This is a subject close to my heart, on which I give lectures. We agree a price.

Afterwards I have no regrets. If anything, the mask seems to hold more personal relevance than I first realised. It strikes me that the man who made it more than a century ago inhabited a vastly different world from mine. His belief system told him that the moon and humankind could be symbolically fused through his craft. I may not share or fully comprehend this creed, but to me the mask also embodies something beyond its physical self. It represents a different synthesis: the connection between European and African culture, a link mirrored in my own heritage. My mother’s family came from Sierra Leone, a West African country not far from where my mask was made. My British upbringing has shaped me. European art enthrals me, but Africa is part of the story.

My journey starts with my parents. My knowledge of their lives is incomplete, fragmented, perhaps nothing but myth, but I feel no desire to pick away and expose the truths and lies of either existence. Perhaps I’m a coward. Perhaps I’m afraid of what I might find. Perhaps I’d rather accept the slivers I’ve been handed as truth and move on.

This much I can tell you: my mother’s name was Elizabeth Archer – but everyone called her Lizzie. Her grandmother was a freedwoman who had lived in Nova Scotia, in Canada, and returned to Freetown – Sierra Leone’s capital city – in the nineteenth century. Her family probably feature in the Book of Negroes, a record of some 3,000 enslaved Africans who escaped to the British lines during the American Revolution, relocating to Nova Scotia as free people of colour.

My mother always told me that her family were wealthy, that she had studied in Paris, that her brother was knighted for services to medicine, and that for her sixteenth birthday she was given a house, a car and two pet chimpanzees – although whether any of that is true I have no idea.

She said my father was Ronald Morgan, a bridge-building British engineer of Welsh stock. He worked for the Ministry of Transport in the late 1940s when my mother met him in Sierra Leone. A photo I have shows a gentle-faced professional man, with regular features and a protective air, whom I have always thought bears a striking resemblance to Jack Warner as he looked in the TV police series Dixon of Dock Green. But that may be wishful thinking on my part.

Ronald was captivated by Lizzie. She was adventurous, headstrong and energetic. There was charisma and an air of Hollywood glamour in the way she carried herself. She loved music and dancing, she dressed stylishly, her face lit up when she smiled, and she was capable of great charm. There was also a less appealing side to her. When things didn’t go her way, her temper was quick and could turn her into a tornado. She could be cruel and cold and would sulk for days. But that didn’t happen often, and it didn’t deter Ronald from pursuing her.

Lizzie’s well-to-do family didn’t comprehend the coup de foudre that had ignited the relationship between her and Ronald. In fact, they were outraged when Ronald appeared on the scene. After all, Lizzie was already married and had two sons, Gerald and Patrick, and divorce was shameful in the 1940s. But family opposition and threats did nothing to deter the lovers’ determination. Lizzie divorced her first husband and abandoned her children for Ronald. As far as I know she was cut off from her parents for the rest of her life. Immigration records show that Elizabeth V. Archer Morgan, aged thirty-one, arrived in Liverpool on 18 July 1949, on board the MV Apapa. She may have already been pregnant. Was Ronald waiting to meet her? All I know for certain is that she gave her address as the Colonial Students’ Hostel in Victoria, London.

I don’t know whether they ever saw each other again but a few months later my father died in a car crash. By now, Lizzie definitely knew she was pregnant, and the catastrophic shock of Ronald’s death, plus the estrangement from her family and her former world, the lack of friends, and her pregnancy were all too much. She plummeted into a deep depression and was eventually also diagnosed with schizophrenia. Anger is a common response to bereavement. Lizzie was probably furious with Ronald not just for dying, but for taking her away from her comfortable life, only to desert her, leaving her to carry a child without financial support.

When I was born in St Mary Abbot’s Hospital, Kensington, on 10 April 1950, my mother was deemed unfit to care for me. I don’t know how this came about, but I do know I was sent straight from the hospital to Ashwood, a National Children’s Home for infants in Woking. I wonder if she held me before I was taken away. Somehow I doubt it, but she did name me Ronald, after the husband by whom she’d been abandoned.

Ashwood was built as an Arts and Crafts mansion. Three years earlier it had been established as a children’s home to look after thirty-eight babies and toddlers and instil them with sound British Christian values, and it became the first home to me, a little black baby, in the heart of Home Counties Britain. A few vivid memories are all I have of my early life there: it’s impossible to know how reliable they are, whether I have muddled them with other events or places I visited later, but this is what I recall.

The house had wood-panelled corridors, and shiny floors that smelled of beeswax polish, and French windows that looked over a big, sprawling lawn. In the middle of the lawn stood a huge cedar of Lebanon tree, and beyond its gnarled silvery trunk the grounds stretched as far as I could see.

I was an active child from an early age. I can see my small self, skating on the shiny floors indoors and careering down the grassy slope outside, and I remember the unexpected agony of falling in a patch of nettles. I recall planting apple seeds in the garden, then wondering why they hadn’t grown into trees a week later. I remember making daisy-chain necklaces for my favourite carers, and picking lavender flowers, leaving them to soak in a jam-jar filled with water for several weeks in the hope of making lavender water. And I remember wondering why the result just smelled putrid.

For the first three years, I was as happy as a small child who has known no other life can be in such an institution. I became an adventurous toddler and a confident child. I was curious, precociously quick to learn, talkative and keen to be liked, but independent and unafraid to stand up for myself. I established a sort of status among the children and staff, being the first to reach several small developmental milestones: I could go to the toilet without anyone’s help, I was able to pull up my trousers and braces, could do up my buttons and tie my own shoes, long before others of similar age. These were important achievements of which I felt extremely proud.

We slept in dormitories of eight or ten, each of us in small single beds. One night when we were playing pillow fights the light fused and everyone started crying. I told them all to be quiet – I would find the light switch and turn it back on. I fumbled my way around until I found it and pressed. Nothing happened and they all started wailing again. ‘Shhh,’ I reassured them. ‘I know where your beds are. I’ll help you get back to them.’ In the darkness I located each whimpering child and led them to the safety of their bed. I was only about three or three and a half but I somehow sensed that I was different from the others; I had a quality which I would later identify as self-reliance.

The main thing I longed for and lacked was physical contact, cuddles, love. A limited supply came from one of the young girls who looked after me. She was probably just eighteen years old, and I think she may have been called Peggy. Sometimes at weekends, Peggy would take me home with her. I loved these outings. Peggy’s family would spoil me all weekend and I basked in her undivided attention. There would be games, treats and outings, and she would cuddle and kiss me, read me stories, and tightly tuck me into bed at night.

This was my first understanding of life in a normal family. I started to understand that the institution I lived in was not quite the same as a home, that love and demonstrations of physical affection were everyday occurrences and not rare treats. Best of all was the anticipation of the journey back by train on Sunday evening when I was exhausted. I’d sit on Peggy’s lap and luxuriate in the feeling of arms enfolded around me, of her soft hand stroking my hair or holding my hand. But those occasional journeys also made me aware of what I lacked, and I hungered for more.

At Ashwood, I knew Peggy’s routine. After breakfast I’d tear into one of the dining rooms where she was clearing up and we’d play a game where she would chase me around the table, catch hold of me, wrap me in a tablecloth and swing me round in the air while I squealed with delight.

One day when I ran down the corridor, she wasn’t there. ‘Where’s Peggy?’ I asked – only to be told she had left. There had been no warning or goodbye. I was bereft. I suppose it was against the rules for staff to tell the children when they were leaving but I haven’t forgotten the sense of emptiness and abandonment I felt when I realised there would be no more weekend outings, no more cuddles, no more whirling tablecloth games.

Once or twice, I remember a black woman, a stranger, coming to visit. She was smart, yet brittle, and had a harshness in her manner very different from the carers. When she gazed at me it was with such fierce intensity that I shied away, my insides shrivelling as I stood in front of her. I sensed that she wanted something from me. I could see there was fury and displeasure in her eyes and I didn’t know why or how to respond. They said this person was my mother and that I should call her Mummy. I wonder if she looked at me and saw my dead father, the architect of her misfortune. The small, frightened boy in front of her was all she had left of him. Neither of us knew what to say to each other and she’d soon leave. Afterwards I’d be fretful and anxious, until the memory of her faded.

My final recollection of Ashwood is 2 June 1953. Armed with Union Jack flags we were all taken into the street to watch the procession for the Queen’s coronation. I was three – too old to stay in an infants’ home any longer. Behind the scenes the authorities had probably already begun to make arrangements for the next stage of my childhood. A new institution awaited.

The only tangible thing I have left of those early Ashwood days is a small blurry black-and-white photograph that my sister gave me many years later. She found it in my mother’s possessions after her death. I don’t remember when it was taken, but in it I am very small and reaching up to give what looks like a posy of flowers to one of the carers. I like to imagine that it’s Peggy.
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The Light of the World

From Woking I was sent to Lancashire, to another National Children’s Home called Westdene, a large redbrick Edwardian house in a suburban road in Southport. I must have gone to school, learned to read and count there, although I don’t recall who taught me to do so. I do know that I settled in easily, made friends, and once again I felt as secure and happy as you can be in a children’s home. Sister Ida, who was neither a nurse nor a nun, was my favourite carer. She was a long-limbed woman, with sandy hair, gentle pale eyes and a radiant smile. The other carers were kind too and I made friends with the other children. As I saw it, they were my family. We sometimes squabbled, I was scolded if I behaved badly, praised when I did well, but I felt safe within the organised structure of institutional life.

On weekends there was Sunday school and church, where I soaked up the Christian ideology I was taught. I loved every Bible story: the Loaves and the Fishes, the Sermon on the Mount and, best of all, the Nativity. I could recite the Lord’s Prayer and sing ‘Now the Day Is Over’ by Sabine Baring-Gould. I wanted to be good and to shine like the lamp in the picture in the hall at Westdene, so that God and Sister Ida would love me. I couldn’t tear my eyes away from that picture. A figure of Christ, crowned and clad in a rich embroidered crimson cloak and a white robe, stood in an eerie half-light by a door overgrown with weeds, his hand raised to knock. In his other hand he clasped an ornate lantern, the light from which glazed his robe and highlighted the tangle of brambles and dead vegetation crowding the foreground.

I learned that this arresting composition was William Holman Hunt’s The Light of the World, and it’s the first picture I vividly recall. What did it mean? I wondered. Why did the door have no handle? What did the weeds signify? Why were they dead? Many years later I would discover that the painting was inspired by a line in Revelation, and represents Christ bringing enlightenment and salvation to a sinful world. I’d also learn that Hunt, one of the founding members of the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood, painted three versions of this subject. The largest version, completed in 1856, was bought by Charles Booth, a wealthy industrialist, and donated to St Paul’s Cathedral.

A century later, when as a small child I was struck by its powerful Christian symbolism, it still ranked among the most popular paintings of all time, partly because, thanks to Booth, it had toured the British Empire, and been admired by around two million people, from Canada to Australia. Reproductions were to be found in countless Bibles and prayer books; they hung in churches, Sunday schools, nurseries and children’s homes throughout the Empire, where many remain to this day. The large print that captured my attention was one of thousands. Even now, whenever I see one, memories of my early life return.

My best friend at Westdene was Anna. I can’t remember our first meeting and don’t know if we bonded because she was also mixed-race (her father was Jamaican, her mother British), but I do know that we loved playing together. Sometimes at weekends, we stayed with a foster family called the Phillipses. They would take us for walks on the beach or let us camp in the garden. I had my own bedroom in their house, a treat when dormitories were the norm, and the bed was excitingly different from institutional varieties – so high I felt I needed a ladder to get into it.

In winter, Anna and I spent hours making things out of bits of paper and old scraps of fabric, or sewing pictures on cards with brightly coloured wool, or painting and drawing. We were both creative and our interests were encouraged by the staff. There was a mongrel dog called Susie that we both loved. We were allowed to feed her and would stroke her and play games with her on the lawn, throwing the ball and trying to teach her to bring it back to us.

When we weren’t lavishing love on Susie, dressing up was a favourite pastime. There was a laundry hamper, so big that you could climb into it, filled with a variety of unwanted clothes: flowery dresses, a cowboy outfit, a feather boa, jackets, shoes, hats, scarves. Anna would parade in long flowery dresses and twirl a Chinese parasol. There was a red tartan kilt that I loved and thought suited me perfectly, so I’d strut around in it whenever I could, feeling delighted. Perhaps this is where my enduring fondness for fashion started.

There was an old people’s home next door to Westdene. Once a week, weather permitting, the elderly ladies would sit in a row in the front yard sewing and knitting. They loved to see the Westdene children, and we were encouraged to go and visit them. Everyone wanted to talk to me, stroke my hair and touch my face. I would go down the line and say hello and shake their hands and be as charming as I could, asking them questions about what they were doing, standing up straight, and smiling brightly. They loved the chirpy little boy and would give me a penny or a halfpenny and pat me on the head. I’d return to Westdene with a pocketful of money, basking in the extra attention they’d given me. I knew it wasn’t just that I was well mannered, but because I was black, but that didn’t make me uncomfortable. I felt I was being celebrated and encouraged, not condemned.

In summer, the staff would bring a table outside and we’d have lunch and races afterwards. Sport was my great passion. I was a very fast runner and highly competitive. One sports day, I won a race and was rather full of myself, so I was feeling confident of a second victory when I entered the wheelbarrow race. I asked my partner to hold my legs, because I knew I could go faster on my hands than he could. We shot off down the track straight into the lead, but I was going too fast for him to keep up and he stumbled and dropped my legs. We were disqualified on the spot. I stomped off, indignant at the injustice – we were way ahead: it wasn’t fair. My eyes pricked with tears, but not wanting to be a ‘sissy’, I scurried off and found a secret hiding place in the shrubbery along the wall. I stood there sulking until Sister Ida came and found me sometime later. I was still shaking with fury and trying not to cry. She put her hand on my shoulder and asked me what I was doing. ‘Nothing, nothing,’ I mumbled, head down, unable to look at her.

‘Games are games and you must be able to lose as graciously as you would be triumphant when you win. Nobody likes a bad sport,’ she said, very firm but gentle.

Her disapproval was more than I could bear. I pulled myself together, partly because I felt ashamed and partly because I loved her so much. Ever since, I’ve always tried to be a good loser and hold my competitiveness in check.

Some afternoons at Westdene we could watch children’s TV. The Sooty Show was my favourite programme. I could relate to the mischievous bear puppet with the black ears and thought his practical jokes and slapstick humour were hilarious. So my excitement was overwhelming when we were told we were in line for a great treat – Harry Corbett, Sooty’s creator, was coming to visit, and Sooty would be coming too. Anna and I rushed around shouting Sooty’s catchphrase ‘Izzy, whizzy, let’s get bizzy!’ until even Sister Ida’s patience was tested and she told us to calm down.

The table was arranged with Harry seated at one end, and all the children along the sides. Perhaps because I’d been good, or I was just lucky, I was chosen to sit next to him. My hero allowed me to put his puppets on my hands and play with them for a few minutes. This was heaven beyond expectation – Sooty and Harry Corbett right next to me. I felt that the world smiled on me, that anything was possible, that my wildest dreams could become reality if I was good and worked hard – and was a gracious loser when necessary. I remember that day, even now, as the most euphoric of my childhood. I couldn’t possibly have envisaged what lay in store. Until this point institutions and carers were all I’d known and the people who’d looked after me had never given me reason for distrust. When I behaved badly I had been fairly reprimanded; when I behaved well I was praised. My world felt structured and reliable. But in the months and years that followed, all that changed, and at times danger and sorrow seemed overwhelming. Yet somehow amid the chaos Sooty and Sweep remained as constants – a kind of promise that no matter how bad things got, magical times might one day transform my existence once more.

Soon after Harry Corbett’s visit, another less joyful surprise awaited. My mother reappeared in my life. She had been busy persuading the authorities that her mental health had recovered. She was fit to look after me and wanted me back.

No one warned me I was going to leave Westdene until the morning of my departure when a small suitcase was packed with my few belongings and I was ushered downstairs. Sitting in the hallway was the black woman I remembered from Ashwood. She was stylishly dressed, her make-up was immaculate, sweet perfume wafted around her, but there was no hug when she saw me. No smile, no affectionate greeting, just a narrow-eyed glance of recognition, dark, cherry-lipsticked mouth pursed, as if she didn’t much like what she saw. She rose from her seat, clutching her handbag on an arm crooked like a weapon. ‘Ronnie. You’re coming home with me. We’ll have to get a move on, or we’ll miss the train.’

Just like that I was wrenched away from my familiar life and the people I loved most – the people I thought of as my family – Anna and Sister Ida. There was no chance to say goodbye to them. I didn’t even know Anna’s surname and she didn’t know mine. For more than six decades we would be lost to each other.

I turned back to look over my shoulder as the door closed. The last image I recall is of a haloed Jesus surrounded by brambles, standing by a closed door, a look of concern in his eyes, a lantern in his hand.
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The Organza Ball Dress

Walking into Portobello Road from Golborne Road towards the flyover, you see the whole of Portobello Road Market laid out like a map. It is a breezy sunny day, ideal for antique-hunting, and I am looking forward to a few hours scouring market stalls and shops for whatever takes my fancy, when some yards ahead a red transit van parked on the corner of the road catches my attention. Hanging on the side, visible from a distance, a dress of cobalt blue and white flutters like a flag. A vintage dress is not what I am looking for, but something about the brilliant contrast of colours draws me towards it. As I come closer, I see that the dress is every bit as striking as it was from afar. The bodice is strapless and covered with tightly pleated white organza. Beneath, a full skirt formed of tiers of vivid-blue, scallop-edged and trimmed in white, billows like a flower’s petals. But as I rub the fabric between my fingers and examine the stitching closely, I shudder. There is more to this dress than its distinctive design and careful craftsmanship. I recognise it. I see my seven-year-old self, kneeling on the floor, tacking these same layers of fabric, under my mother’s hyper-critical eye. This is my mother’s ball dress – a dress that I helped her to make. It’s an extraordinary coincidence but I’m certain.

I force myself to return to the present. ‘Where did you buy this?’ I ask the vendor. She tells me it came from Eastbourne – a seaside town that also played a significant role in my life. I nod and wonder how the dress made its way there.

Still bowled over at the strangeness of finding the dress again, I can’t help myself from enquiring about the price. ‘Two hundred pounds – but I can take £175,’ the vendor tells me, waiting for me to make a counteroffer. I think for a minute, then I shake my head. ‘Sorry, it’s not for me,’ I say. Before I walk away, I ask if she minds me photographing it. She agrees. Afterwards, I congratulate myself on having made the right decision. Had the price been lower, I might have been tempted to buy it. But the memories the dress conjures are ones I would rather forget. In a digital album, somewhere on my laptop, the photograph that I took of the dress remains. I haven’t looked at it again, but neither have I deleted it.

When my mother came for me in Southport, we went straight to the station and took the train to London. The northern countryside flooded past the window. Unfamiliar fields yielded to scrubby wasteland, then, sporadically, unloved suburbs, cheerless houses, smoke-belching factories, gloomy tunnels, drab, rain-spattered stations all came and went. I scarcely saw them and I remember little, except that I cried uncontrollably all the way back to London, feeling deserted, anxious, desolate. My mother didn’t try to calm or comfort me. Her eyes seemed unreadable as her gaze fell on me, and then away into the distance. I sensed my distress harden her, which compounded my fear.

As soon as we reached London, I was handed over to a babysitter called Susan. ‘Be a good boy. Susan will look after you. I’m going to fetch Lynette.’

That was how I discovered I had a sister.

To pass the time Susan asked me to read the dates on coins. I was not quite six years old, but I wasn’t stupid. I knew my numbers, although I had yet to learn to say the dates properly. If the date was 1945, I’d read, ‘One, nine, four, five,’ not ‘Nineteen forty-five.’ Every time I made a mistake Susan picked up a piece of wood and hit me hard across my knuckles. It was the first time I’d ever been unjustly punished. I was bewildered, frozen with disbelief. The adults I had known up to this point had always treated me fairly. Not knowing something I hadn’t been taught didn’t feel like a misdemeanour. What had happened? I would soon learn.

Lynette at four years old was fourteen months younger than me, a little girl with delicate features and an enchanting smile, who everyone, including my mother, adored. Her father, who we called Uncle Stan, hadn’t married my mother, but he visited from time to time and provided some support, so Lynette’s early childhood had been very different from mine. With Stan in the picture, my mother had been well enough to look after my sister when she was born – she hadn’t been handed straight into care. As a result, they had bonded, and there was a closeness between them that I would never infiltrate.

We lived in a dingy first-floor flat at 10 Stanlake Road, Shepherd’s Bush, very near Shepherd’s Bush Market. There was one bedroom, a tiny kitchen area and a shared toilet. Wooden steps at the back led down to a neglected garden and the coal bunker. A zinc bath hung on the outside wall. To begin with, the three of us – Lynette, my mother and I – slept in one bed, but a year or so later we acquired a small adjoining sitting room and my mother bought bunkbeds for us, although we still all slept in one room.

We were very poor and my mother made ends meet by taking a variety of jobs: dressmaking, cooking, childminding, office work at London Transport, and as an administrator for Reader’s Digest. But we always struggled and relied on family allowance to help us buy food and pay the rent. She was a proficient cook, often creating African dishes which were very spicy and contrasted violently with the bland institutional menu I’d been fed until then. There was no more shepherd’s pie or rice pudding, instead I struggled with stewed-up pigs’ trotters and chilli soup so hot I called it ‘fire soup’ and thought was torture to swallow. She despised me because I hated picking up her chicken drumsticks and wings and eating with my fingers. At Westdene I’d been taught this was bad manners. ‘You’re not a proper black man if you don’t like picking up bones and eating them,’ Mummy would yell.

Being the oldest child, from the age of six I was allocated a long list of household chores. I would be despatched to Shepherd’s Bush Market to buy the groceries and return laden with heavy bags of provisions. It was my job to bring in the coal, do the washing-up and to launder our clothes in the sink and hang them to dry. I kept the flat clean and tidy, emptied the grate, laid the fire, swept the threadbare carpet with a stiff brush, mopped the cracked linoleum floor, made the beds, ensuring each corner was perfect, and I dusted the mantelpiece, replacing every ornament exactly in its place. But things were never right. Mummy had an eye for detail; she always noticed imperfections and corrected me, with a lengthy tirade and physical punishment so I’d do better next time.

Once a week on Friday, whatever the weather, I was sent to get the family allowance from the post office. In a December blizzard one day, I lost the cheque. I was terrified. I searched the windswept street for what seemed like hours, too scared to go home. I was only seven, but I still remember how relentlessly my mother beat me, to what felt was within an inch of my life, so I’d remember to be more careful in future. I have no idea how we managed for money that week, but I know I never, ever made that mistake again.

Mummy’s punishments became the norm of daily life. She explained that she was only doing it for my own good, because she was a conscientious mother, and wanted to rectify my many inadequacies. ‘Why haven’t you cleaned your shoes? Why didn’t you clear up that mess? Why aren’t the dishes cleaned properly? Why is your shirt dirty?’ she’d shout. And then she’d explain how ashamed she felt of me. How humiliating it was to have a son like me. ‘You’re just like your father,’ she’d always conclude.

I still ask myself why she came for me in the first place, what made her want to take me back. Perhaps she felt it was her duty – maybe she wanted to prove she was as good as any other mother. Maybe she didn’t realise the extent of her mental illness. Perhaps when she looked at me, she didn’t see a little boy, she saw my father, the man who had abandoned her, the reason for the hardship of her life. She was still angry with him and, consciously or not, wanted to vent those feelings. Being my father’s son did not endear me to her, but I provided an outlet for her bitterness.

For each catalogued misdemeanour there was a slap with a hand, or whacks with a stick or a shoe or chair leg, or a lash with a length of electric flex, or a home-made whip that made my calves bleed. ‘You’re a bad boy. I have to do this to make you better,’ she’d say, and I believed her. She hit me because she cared about me. I’d mend my ways so that I wouldn’t be punished. So that one day she would love me like she loved my sister, who was never beaten. So that I wouldn’t be fixed with gorgon stares and forensic scrutiny, and scowls of disapproval. So that I would be regarded with warmth and indulgence, and kissed goodnight like Lynette was. The trouble was that no matter how hard I tried, it never worked, and the beatings accelerated as my mother’s mental health ricocheted from crisis to crisis.

If I cried out during her assaults and she yelled back too loudly, the neighbours would summon the police. At the knock of the authorities, she could revert to normality and persuade them there was nothing amiss. ‘It must be a mistake, officer,’ or, ‘My boy was having a bad dream,’ she’d explain, and they would go away, convinced all was well. After a while, she took to stuffing a wet flannel down my throat so I couldn’t make a noise. It was usually stained with blood when she pulled it out.

On Saturdays, we had our weekly bath. Mummy would tell me to fetch the galvanised zinc tub that hung on the wall outside the kitchen and fill it with water boiled in kettles and pots on the stove. I dreaded this moment because, when my turn came for washing, something about my vulnerability or nakedness would trigger her fury. She would become agitated and grab me by the throat and hold my head under the water until I thought I would drown, then at the last moment release her grip and allow me to come spluttering and coughing to the surface. ‘Why’re you struggling so? You’re a dirty boy, I need to clean you, Ronnie,’ she’d say, with a strangely unfocused look in her eye.

Whenever I was being punished, my sister, understandably terrified, would try to placate our mother, saying, ‘Mummy, I love you,’ and kissing her, but Mummy wouldn’t be distracted from the task in hand. She’d continue to batter me, shouting while she hit me: ‘You’re just like your father. I carried you for nine months and I hate you. He went away and left me with you. He’s gone away building bridges.’ This sowed a seed of doubt in my mind that would trouble me for years. Did my father die in a car crash or had he abandoned her?

Sometimes Mummy coerced my sister to join in the punishment, ordering Lynette to say I was bad, a useless, worthless liar, and to hit me too. I never blamed Lynette for that. I just thought, We’re both terrified and doing what we can to survive: Lynette loves her mother and if she tells her to do something, she will. To this day, we have never really discussed what happened. It’s possible my sister saw me as someone who caused disruption. Someone who upset the equilibrium. Witnessing my punishment was preferable to seeing me rewarded with my mother’s love. She didn’t want to share.

My mother believed it was important that I should understand that not only was my behaviour defective, my physical appearance was too. Her tongue was a weapon just as lethal as the flex or the chair leg she used, and she employed it unsparingly. The daily verbal dissection covered every inch of me. ‘You’re ugly,’ she told me with withering glares every day. ‘Your mouth is disgusting, your nose is horrible, your hair is a mess, your body is puny. When you grow up no one will like you and if anyone sees you naked, they’ll shrink back in horror.’

I didn’t doubt that she was telling the truth and became convinced that my physical appearance would revolt anyone who looked at me. It wasn’t until many years later that I accepted that there was absolutely nothing physically wrong with me. At the age of nine, I took to wearing a hat to distract attention from my face. At school I’d never let anyone see me in the shower. After games I preferred to leave the pitch early and get into trouble, or hang around and be the last boy in so no one saw me undressed. Even in adulthood I shied away from mirrors, and years later, while working as a hairdresser, I still couldn’t tolerate my own reflection. I wear a hat to this day. In fact, hats have become part of my professional persona. I tell myself this is because wearing them brings a sense of style, and I enjoy that feeling. But truthfully, in part it’s because the shadows linger.

Respite from life in the flat came from a family called the Hoads. When Lynette was born, my mother had been able to put on a show of normality, and she loved her new child, but her mental health was still fragile. By the time Lynette was eighteen months old, my mother was struggling and was fearful of becoming more seriously derailed. But she couldn’t bear the thought of her daughter going into institutional care as I had done. Deciding to look for a foster family privately, she placed an advertisement in The Lady magazine.

A woman called Molly Hoad responded. She was married to Roy, a tailor, worked as a chef at the Eastbourne Grand Hotel, and had six children of
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My first home was Ashwood, a National Children’s Home for infants in Woking. My memories are muddled from those years, but I like to imagine this is Peggy, a young care worker who was the first to show me love.
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At Westdene National Children’s Home I made my first friend, Anna. Our favourite pastime was dressing up with clothes we found in the huge laundry hamper. Perhaps this is where my lifelong appreciation for fashion began.
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My father, Ronald, after whom I was named, worked as a bridge-building engineer. His work at the Ministry for Transport in the late 1940s took him to Sierra Leone, where he met my mother. This is the only photo of him I own.
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My mother, Lizzie (here with Patrick), was born in Sierra Leone to a well-to-do family. They were outraged when she fell for Ronald, and couldn’t understand her decision to join him in London.
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The lovely Sister Ida, photographed here a few years after I left Westdene. She was the first to teach me real values which continue to shape my life today.
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After my mother collected me from Westdene, my sister and I lived with her in a dingy first-floor flat in Shepherd’s Bush, very near the market.
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Mummy loved to go dancing, wearing beautiful dresses that made her look like a movie star. Extraordinarily, I found this dress in Portobello Road Market. Fate must have brought me here: fifty-odd years earlier, at seven years old, I had helped make it.
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Respite from home life came from the Hoads, who quickly became a second family to me, my sister, and my mother (clockwise from top-left: Michael, Mummy, Daddy, Martin, Derek, Jackie, Lynette and Christine).
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Me, aged fourteen, with my sister and Jackie Hoad and her son Jonathan.
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Darling Jo, to whom I owe so much, and probably without whom this book would never have been written.
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Dearest Mummy Hoad and me underneath the Algarrobo outside her house in Santa Eulalia.
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Me in 1979. I always did hate having my photo taken …
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Hairdressing satisfied my creative needs and brought me into the heart of the 1970s London fashion scene. And it didn’t hurt that I could sell watches to my clients on the side!
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Me in my riding gear, with Keith from Smile (left) and his friend.
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One of the few photographs of me spinning tunes. I remember Vivienne Westwood being at this gig.
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Thursday, 17 August 1995 was a turning point in my life. What started as an evening with friends ended with a broken neck, two broken legs and a broken arm. In the end, it was the most unlikely of objects that gave me the drive to pull myself through. This photo was taken by my good friend, Romas.
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Working on Antiques Roadshow has been one of the greatest joys of my life. It is a privilege to handle people’s treasures, and to be the bearer of good news to an unsuspecting owner is one of the show’s greatest pleasures. So it was all the more special to experience this first-hand, and to reconnect with Anna (and Sooty) after all those years.
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