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For Tara and Osceola with love




No man is an Island,

Entire of itself;

Each is a piece of the Continent,

A part of the main;

If a clod be washed away by the sea,

Europe is the less,

As well as if a promontory were,

As well as if a manor of thy friends

Or of thine own were.

Any man’s death diminishes me,

Because I am involved in Mankind.

Therefore, send not to know

For whom the bell tolls;

It tolls for thee.

– John Donne
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1. Me, Myself, I

A political identity in ten parts


Every human being at every stage of history is born into a society and from his earliest years is moulded by that society. Both language and environment help to determine the character of his thought; his earliest ideas come to him from others. The individual apart from society would be both speechless and mindless.

– E. H. Carr, Society and Individual



Everybody has a story. Not, for most of us, a grand overarching narrative that draws together the various strands of our life into one neat, consistent thread but a collection of unique, discrete and occasionally contradictory chapters that come together only in the telling. Few of these tales belong to us entirely. We arrive in the middle of a random variety of stories and then set about weaving some together and discarding others in a bid to write our own. ‘I inherit from the past of my family, my city, my tribe, my nation a variety of debts, inheritances, rightful expectations and obligations,’ writes Alasdair MacIntyre in After Virtue. ‘I am born with a past; and to try to cut myself off from that past is to deform my present relationships. The possession of an historical identity and the possession of a social identity coincide.’

Either way, it is through the prism of these vignettes that we frame our take on the world. ‘Facts speak only when the historian calls on them,’ wrote E. H. Carr in his landmark work, What is History? ‘It is he who decides which facts to give the floor and in what order or context. It is the historian who has decided for his own reasons that Caesar’s crossing of that petty stream, the Rubicon, is a fact of history, whereas the crossing of the Rubicon by millions of other people before or since interests nobody at all.’ What is true for the historian is true for all writers. We have a decision about which events will influence us and how, but we rarely get to choose the events themselves. Refusing to recognize your influences is not the same as not having them. It simply disables you from interrogating them to find out why and how they have had the effect they have. The facts are there. But these are stories. And while I didn’t write them all myself, I do own them.

i. 1968–9: Hitchin

Like everybody, I am a product of my time and place. The time was turbulent. In the period between when I was conceived and when I was born, Martin Luther King was assassinated; US president Lyndon Johnson signed the Civil Rights Act; Enoch Powell delivered his ‘Rivers of Blood’ speech; French students took over the streets and almost took down the government; Robert Kennedy was assassinated; the Kremlin sent troops into Prague; Rupert Murdoch bought the most popular Sunday newspaper in Britain, the News of the World; police clashed with anti-war protesters at the Democratic party convention in Chicago; 150 women protested at the Miss America pageant in Atlantic City; the Marylebone Cricket Club cancelled its tour to South Africa because the apartheid regime refused to accept Basil D’Oliveira, a Cape Coloured, as part of the team; France exploded its first H-bomb; the Mexican government massacred more than a hundred students in Mexico City; the Royal Ulster Constabulary batoned civil rights protesters in Derry seeking better housing and ran amok on the city’s Bogside; Tommy Smith and John Carlos delivered a Black Power salute from the Olympic podium in Mexico City; students and Black Power activists rioted in Jamaica over the banning of lecturer Walter Rodney from the island; Swaziland and Equatorial Guinea declared their independence; Richard Nixon was elected president; Britain passed a new race relations act; and Yale University announced it would accept women.

The place was sedate. I was born in Hitchin, thirty-five miles north of London, and raised in nearby Stevenage. More of a satellite town than a suburb, it was created primarily to house Londoners bombed out of their slums during the war. A new town in an old country. A working-class town in a class-ridden society. A black family in a white town. Nominally Christian and effectively godless. An immigrant family in a town where almost no one was native.

My parents were teenage sweethearts who arrived separately in London from Barbados in the early sixties, at the tail end of post-war migration. Britain sent for labour, but people arrived. They came to work and ended up living. My parents already had two boys by the time they got to Stevenage, which, if not a great place to raise a family, was then, at the very least, not a bad one. And for my immediate family, these were good times. Probably the best. Two parents, both working, two boys aged three and four (I was the third) and a three-bedroomed council house with a garden front and back.

‘You do not choose to be a son or a daughter,’ argues philosopher and cultural theorist Kwame Anthony Appiah in The Ethics of Identity, ‘a Serb or a Bosnian; a Korean or an Mbuti … In all sorts of ways, our identities are neither wholly scripted for us nor wholly scripted by us.’

Many struggle with the idea that they belong to groups they never asked to join. Their reticence, in this regard, is both understandable and unsustainable. For some, these evasions are easier than for others. But whether we claim them selectively or not, our identities have a habit of sticking with us. I was named after Gary Sobers – a Barbadian and one of the most famous cricketers of his era. Only history could make sense of how I came to be born in that place, in that time, with that name. Only I can make sense of the rest.

ii. 1973–4: Barbados

The glare of sunlight from the runway; the night crickets’ chorus after nightfall; a wave that was bigger than my mother; strangers who called themselves family. The memories of my first visit to Barbados are patchy. I was four years old, with an eye for detail but no sense of sequence or logic. I returned with an impressionistic patchwork of isolated moments rather than the continuous narrative of a six-week trip. I remember arriving but not leaving; the scent of my grandmother but not her face; the sun but not the heat.

My strongest and most reliable recollection is of getting up early and following my gran around the yard. She had some animals – turkeys, chickens and guinea birds, a goat or two and a cow. Before she put on her wellies, took up her cutlass and went to work cutting cane for the day, she would feed them. I would walk behind her as she did so, delighting her with my imitations of each animal.

The episode my extended family remembers best involves me showing off outside my granny’s church. The way my grandmother told it – and she would tell it whenever I saw her – as soon as the service was over, I ran out on to the front steps and delivered my very own rendition of that year’s calypso hit, to the indulgent delight of the starched, suited and booted of the congregation. ‘I am a pure-bred Barbadian/ Me don’ fuss ’pon Otis Redding,’ I sang, and wiggled without much care for rhythm. I had been in the country for less than a fortnight, and already I had claimed it as my own.

In Gender and Nation, Nira Yuval Davis describes how Palestinian children in Lebanese refugee camps would call home a village that may not have even existed for several decades but from which their parents were exiled. Such is their sense of displacement that their geographical identity is rooted in the last place their families felt safely and happily at ease – even if they never lived there. We had never been through a war, lived under occupation or been forcibly removed. My parents had migrated of their own free will. Indeed, in some ways, the move from periphery to metropole was not much of a move at all. My mother arrived with a British passport and three A levels, in English literature, European history and the British constitution. Still, the first time she saw hailstones she picked up my brother and ran for their lives. Her journey to England was only supposed to be temporary. ‘In his imagination every migrant worker is in transit,’ wrote John Berger in A Seventh Man. ‘He remembers the past: he anticipates the future: his aims and recollections make his thoughts a train between the two.’

Looking back on it, it is obvious that I ingested an affinity to Barbados with my mother’s milk. I grew up with an understanding that there was a distinction between where I had always lived (Stevenage) and where I was from (Barbados).

Where we lived had become hostile territory. Just as I don’t recall a time in my childhood when I didn’t think of Barbados as home, I also don’t recall a time when we didn’t feel in some way embattled in England. When we visited Barbados, my father had left already. The good times were over. For some, we no longer existed as a family but as a black single-parent archetype. Before we’d left for Barbados a neighbour had already called social services to suggest that we be put into foster care because my mother couldn’t look after us. My mother was a nurse. We had relatively little money. And racism was on the rise.

While I have no distinct memories to support this, I’m sure that my affinity to Barbados was linked in no small way to my sense of alienation from England. I was from ‘there’ because I couldn’t be from ‘here’ – even if ‘here’ was the only place I had ever really known. Clearly my mother was having misgivings too. The main point of the trip to Barbados was to see whether we should return home. She later claimed that we couldn’t go back because, as children, we couldn’t hack the schooling. I remember that, in the Infants, they didn’t play with clay and draw pictures but sat in rows, recited their times tables and got whacked with a ruler. Every breaktime I would run away to find my brothers or my mother in the next-door school.

But I can’t help feeling this was not the whole truth. Children are adaptable, and we were rarely indulged. In retrospect, I think my mother was not ready. She was just thirty. And for all the burdens of single-parenthood in a foreign country, my guess is that she enjoyed the independence and relative anonymity. Barbados is a small place. She could have fallen out with everybody within the first few months. In myriad ways, each of us had to deal with the fact that we weren’t going ‘back’ and that, in time, there would be no ‘back’ to go to. The next time my mother actually returned to Barbados was more than a decade later, in a box. She had always said she wanted to be buried at ‘home’.

iii. 1979: Stevenage

When I was about ten years old, my mother made me stay up to watch television. We had no bedtime in our house, and I had crashed on the floor, as usual. But rather than being shaken awake and ushered upstairs as she turned off the lights behind her, Mum prodded me to life in the TV glow of late evening. ‘You need to watch this,’ she said. ‘It’s part of your history too.’

It looked to me like a war movie, and since I had no interest in war movies I dozed off a couple of times, only to be nudged awake again. Within a short while I was both horrified and hooked. For the next few weeks, this series became compulsive, as opposed to compulsory, family viewing.

It was called The Holocaust – a made-for-TV movie that distilled the entirety of the systematic and systemic attempt to eliminate Jewry in Europe into the experiences of one family living in Berlin. The storyline was straightforward to a fault. By the time the Weiss family had decided they should get out of Berlin, it was too late. As the Nazis entrenched their power, the Weisses were split up. Some were deported to Warsaw, one joined the Resistance, another was placed in Buchenwald. One way or another, most ended up perishing in concentration camps. I have never seen it again, and my guess is that it is probably a terrible, simplistic film with important historical omissions and unforgivably schmaltzy trivializations. But it had an immense impact on me, in the same way that Roots had a huge impact on many white people who knew little or nothing about slavery.

Quite why my mum was so insistent in making this connection has never been clear. We were a very political household. But until then, Jews, anti-Semitism and the Holocaust had never really come up, and it was rarely mentioned afterwards either. There were very few Jews in Stevenage as far as I was aware, even if there was a fair amount of anti-Semitism.

But by the time the show was over and almost everyone was dead, it had created its own connection in my mind and in my world. True, we were not Jews, Stevenage was not Berlin, and 1979 was not 1933. But we had had neighbours attack us, verbally and, occasionally, physically. We had had the police do nothing about it. And there were politicians who scapegoated us. People we knew had reported us to the authorities. So the notion that the veneer of civilization and conviviality that stretches over our daily lives might be just a mirage; that reasonable-seeming people could do completely unreasonable things to each other; that lies could rally mobs … in short, the idea that you could be ‘othered’ to death was entirely believable.

The extremity, violence and depravity struck me as confirmation that the world was far more brittle than it appeared. With that came a realization that politics was about power and that, among other things, it had the power to kill; and when it came down to it, all the arguments, constitutional procedure and legislative process came to naught – if they wanted to murder you, they would. I had no idea who ‘they’ were. But I knew ‘they’ were out there. I can’t remember if I thought it could actually happen to us – although it did give me nightmares – but I definitely thought it could happen.

I became obsessed. Whenever I visited the library, I would linger over the pictures in a book on the Holocaust with a ghoulish fascination. Two in particular stick in my mind. The first was of a good-looking young woman, maybe in her late teens, standing at a train station, waiting to be deported. She’s looking off into the distance, with her hands clasped in front of her and her coat folded over them. It looks like summer, and she’s wearing a star, without which the photo could have been a candid holiday snap. A few pages further on was a picture of naked bodies piled on top of each other – emaciated and boggle-eyed. I would keep flicking from one page to another, between life and death, the pretty individual and the anonymous mass, before realizing I had been standing in the same spot for half an hour.

One can overstate the influence of these lessons. While my interest was intense, it was not particularly broad. I was fascinated by the Holocaust, but I was not much interested in issues relating to anti-Semitism or Jews – whom I had never, to my knowledge, met. Given that my own experiences of discrimination had been limited to race, I couldn’t understand how people knew they were Jews or why they didn’t just lie and say they weren’t. If they had to put stars on them so that everyone could tell they were Jews, then why, I wondered, did they just not wear them? An awareness of how social control functions and of the various ways, both subtle and blatant, in which people create, sustain and distinguish identities had yet to enter my pre-teen world. Nor had some of the more straightforward lessons one might draw from this obsession sunk home either. A few years later in class, I called my classmate (whose parents were Irish Catholic) a Jew when he refused to lend me his pencil. My history teacher called me on it. ‘What has the fact that he did not give you a pencil got to do with his religion?’ he asked. ‘What has me calling him a Jew got to do with religion?’ I replied.

iv. 1984–5: Clapham

Between my first kiss and my first A level, there was Trotsky. I am sure I would have met him sooner or later, plastered against the wall in a Student Union bar, or on a street corner hiding behind a petition. But he came to me on a sunny day in Hyde Park. It was 1984; the year of the miners’ strike, the IRA bombing of the Grand Hotel in Brighton and Ronald Reagan’s second victory in the US presidential elections. I was fifteen, a self-important teenage vegetarian who felt that all was not quite right with the world.

I had spent most of the day wandering around London alone, protesting against the visit of the South African president, P. W. Botha, when a young man with acne caught me unawares and offered me a copy of Young Socialist. I bought it, read it in less than five minutes – all the articles were basically the same: ‘Thatcher is horrible’; ‘Miners are great’; ‘Socialism is even better’ – and thought little more about it.

A few weeks later, I pulled it from the bottom of my bag, wrote to the editor and asked if I could join the revolution, with much the same degree of forethought as others in my peer group applied to join fan clubs. I was bored. It was something to do.

Given the range of antisocial behaviour available to a hormonally besieged adolescent, there were worse things I could have turned my attentions to than the overthrow of capitalism. I would be lying if I said that I was aware of precisely what I was getting into. I knew I was getting involved in some kind of socialist outfit. I suspected it was the younger section of the Labour Party – as it happened, it was the youth wing of the Workers Revolutionary Party. This was not a problem for me. After all, if you’re going to go into politics at that age, you might as well get some cred and join something nobody’s ever heard of.

My ideological affiliation had been established at an early age, even if its ties to an actual party were weak. When I was five – a year of two elections, many strikes, and power cuts – I asked my mother what the difference was between Labour and Conservative. My mother explained: ‘Labour take from the rich and give to the poor. The Conservatives take from the poor and give to the rich.’ With no political morality to make sense of this, I used the one follow-up question she would usually tolerate in such situations wisely. ‘What are we?’ I asked. ‘Labour,’ said Mum.

Her response was logical. We were poor and black, and voting Labour was by and large what poor, black people did. But it was tribal too. Labour was our team. Supporting another team was unthinkable. In the years to come, I would be perplexed at how people could shift their votes from one party to another as though changing ice-cream brands. Like switching from, say, Protestant to Catholic, these were, in my mind, changes of fundamental worldview.

In any case, I loved the idea of being a revolutionary. To me it meant being uncompromising, and even unreasonable, in the single-minded pursuit of what you wanted. At the age of fifteen, that pretty much summed me up. I got a book out of the library called Revolution and coveted a picture of Che Guevara and Fidel Castro sitting on camp beds in the jungle smoking and joking in their fatigues. That, I thought, was the life.

The WRP credo was fairly straightforward. Britain in 1984, they believed, was more or less at the same stage as Russia in 1916 – a nation on the brink of revolution. All that was needed to push it over the edge was a general strike. If we could get everyone out together we could bring the nation to a standstill, form some workers’ councils, replace the police with a workers’ militia and then Bingo! – capitalism would be dead before you could say ‘Fourth International’.

This did not seem ridiculous to me at the time. Where class conflict is concerned, 1984 was a spectacular year. With bloody pitched battles between the police and pickets at Orgreave, courts sequestrating union assets, bailiffs removing Greenham Common protesters, and showdowns brewing between left-wing councils and the government over rate-capping, the idea that parliamentary democracy was in crisis and preferred foul means rather than fair to crush dissent seemed astute.

The simplicity of the thesis was a great source of comfort. The party provided such a comprehensive and unwavering worldview that I felt I would never have to work anything out again. It provided a reason for everything that was bad – from the famine in Ethiopia to racist policing. And for every problem, there was only one solution: revolution. Concerns about details of policy, from taxation to nuclear disarmament, became little more than micromanaging. This sense of self-confidence, bolstered by an equal lack of self-knowledge, lent a distinctly cult-like air to the entire enterprise which, as is the way with cults, I only really became aware of once I’d left. It was a fundamentalist venture and, like all fundamentalist ventures, what it lacked in intellectual coherence, it more than made up for in consistency, community and an abundance of feckless, faithless enemies.

The fact that nobody else wanted a general strike simply gave us a messianic edge. Our detractors were either capitalist lackeys (the TUC) or just plain chicken – the Communist Party, which did actually want a general strike, but only for twenty-four hours. Thanks to our superior analysis, we were in the possession of a valuable and exclusive truth – the world, as we knew it, was about to end. I actually pitied those who missed the big picture. I lamented the wasted lives of all the adults who tried to work out their views on individual issues on a case-by-case basis. They were playing dot-to-dot; I had the huge, broad brush.

For a while it was a lot of fun. I had a purpose in my life that went beyond school and home and was surrounded not just by like-minds but identical points of view. With no national identity worthy of the name, I welcomed my first dalliance with a flag (red) and an anthem (‘The Internationale’) that I might be proud of.

Commitment to the party was total. If Britain was about to explode into revolution then it followed that revolutionaries had to be ready and waiting. And if the party was to be prepared then its members had to be at battle stations at all times, with no excuses and definitely no time off for good behaviour. It meant that everything – births, deaths, marriages, exams, you name it – took second place. ‘The needs of the individual must be subordinated to the needs of the party,’ chimed the mantra. You simply did not blow out workers’ power for a disco or a date. That made a lot of sense in Russia in 1916. The problem with this was twofold: it was not Russia and it was not 1916.

Reality gradually intervened. It turned out that I had wedded myself ideologically to the fortunes of the British working class as it was poised to nosedive into inexorable political decline. The following year saw not revolutionary upheaval but their biggest defeat in over half a century, when the miners went back to work empty-handed. And yet they would keep trying to tell us that a nurses’ strike in Hull, or the withdrawal of Israeli troops from Lebanon, marked a massive escalation in the global class struggle. But like Samuel Beckett’s Godot, while the revolution was long anticipated, it simply never showed up – and I doubt we would have known what it looked like even if it had.

The final rift came when I asked for time off party work so that I could study for an A level. They said no. I knew that if I didn’t do something myself, my mother would, and I would rather have taken on the self-appointed representatives of the international proletariat than her any day. I called when I knew the local organizer would be out and told his flatmate I was leaving the party. I didn’t sleep that night, so tortured was I by the portentousness of my actions. The next day, he came round and lectured me again on party discipline. Revolutions don’t come without hard work, and hard work needed sacrifice, he said. He sounded like a clergyman trying to save a marriage. But he might as well have been talking to the stack of pamphlets that was always sitting in his car. My mind was made up.

‘Nobody leaves this party, Gary,’ he said. ‘They either get kicked out or they die.’

v. 1986: Sudan

With no television, no alcohol, no phones, relatively few books and searing heat, there was nothing much else to do in Sudan but talk. We were there for a year. We were seventeen. And we had a lot to talk about. Family, books, girls, boys, politics, plans, ambitions, films, jokes – a life we hadn’t lived yet. We didn’t know much. But that didn’t stop us talking.

The route that had taken me to Sudan at seventeen was strictly personal and completely random. I finished school a year early but felt burnt out. During my final year, chunks of my hair had fallen out and I had fainted once or twice. I needed to get off the conveyor belt and do something else. There was an organization – Project Trust – that sent kids between school and university all over the developing world. I applied hoping I’d be sent to Zimbabwe. They shortlisted me for Zimbabwe, Honduras or Sudan. Along with fifteen others, I was sent to Sudan – a country and culture in which I had not the remotest interest – where I would teach Eritrean refugees English.

Notwithstanding a vicious bout of amoebic dysentery and a mild dose of malaria it was a tremendous year. I travelled through the desert on a camel and across the country on lorries full of onions, climbed Jebel Marra in Darfur with a black cabbie from Harlem and learned how to relax in a country where nothing happens fast. I left speaking just about enough Arabic to get me around a souk and understanding just enough about Islam to know that it wasn’t only Christianity that turned me off religion. But for all the incredible things I was introduced to that year – the poverty, the plight of my refugee students, the challenge of teaching a class of forty students all older than me, the rise of the Muslim brotherhood – the thing I learned most in that year was not about Sudan but about Britain, in general, and the British class system, in particular.

For while, during my time as a Trotskyist, I had talked a lot about class struggle, I had never actually encountered class privilege. Now here it was. Of the sixteen of us who went to Sudan, eleven had been to private school, one to grammar school (which, until that point, I hadn’t realized still existed) and four (including me) to comprehensives. It was only on meeting the rest of the group that I even became aware that I had been to a ‘comprehensive’. In Stevenage, the word had never come up. When a fellow volunteer asked me what kind of school I attended I was bewildered. ‘It was just school,’ I said. ‘You know, normal school.’

In so far as I had thought about upper-class people at all up until then, I had really only imagined their wealth. But, up close, they didn’t strike you as particularly rich – at least, they didn’t have lots of cool stuff that I wanted and couldn’t afford. What was apparent, however, was their confidence: a social, intellectual and sexual self-assuredness I had not seen before. There was a bearing about them – a sense of entitlement – that left me awestruck. On reflection, this is somewhat ironic. None of us – least of all my self-important self – was particularly inhibited. We wouldn’t have been in Sudan if we were, and yet I felt their confidence was backed by the kind of resources and cultural investment I would never have. It seemed as though they had been trained to talk about art, recognize literature, ski and know the difference between formal and informal in dress and conduct.

This was far more about me than it could ever have been about them. No one was ever offhand and very few were at all snobby. I’m sure some of them had never even been skiing and, over a year of incessant chatter, we would all become close friends.

But being around them made me feel not just less sophisticated but positively unsophisticated. My school life had been quite utilitarian. I read for my exams. I read things that might be useful for my exams. And I read quite a lot of Marx, Engels and Lenin. But I never really read for pleasure. I played tuba in an orchestra, but I was never into classical music. As the year went on, I began to feel like an uneducated person who had mastered the art of passing exams. Feeling my ignorance keenly, I went through various emotional stages: respect, resentment, envy and self-loathing and, finally, indifference. By the end of the year, two things had occurred to me. The first was that these people were no smarter than me or indeed many of the people at my school. They had been better prepared for middle-class life and had more grace. But for everything I didn’t know and they did, there were just as many things I knew and they didn’t. The fact that it wasn’t in their canon didn’t mean it didn’t count. And I didn’t fancy their canon much anyway. Moreover, for all their culture and worldliness, they were, in many ways, quite parochial. Outside academia, some of the things they didn’t know shocked me. I remember explaining to one of them that many British people could not afford to go on holiday every year. A few of them simply couldn’t – or wouldn’t – believe it.

I ended the year feeling that, despite the fact that my family had little money or status, I had a freedom that many of my fellow volunteers did not. Indeed it was precisely because of their status that they did not have the freedom I did. They seemed like prisoners of their own wealth and class. Some referred to this year abroad as though it were their one chance to do something exciting before knuckling down to a routine of predictable if privileged drudgery – as though this one opportunity to exert their own free will would soon be over and the return to conformity inescapable. I had no idea where I was going with my life.

During one conversation about what would most upset our parents, one of the girls said, without any sense of embarrassment, ‘I know that my mother would be really disappointed if I didn’t marry someone who was a similar class, and the same religion and race. It would just be really tough on her and I wouldn’t want to do that to her. I don’t think it would be fair.’

At first I was deeply offended and upset. I was not even remotely attracted to her but, as the only black and working-class male in the room, I felt weirdly invisible – as though my presence as an emotionally sentient being were insignificant. But I quickly realized how much sadder it was for her. Here she was, still in her teens, having this terrific foreign experience and yet, all the while, preparing herself for a life of refined confinement.

I would later realize that the notion that identity is a refuge for the poor and dispossessed – a means of guarding the special interests of those who cannot support themselves – is sorely misguided. Those most wedded to preserving their identity – indeed, handcuffed to it – are often powerful. When all is said and done, they have the most to lose. They just don’t refer to it as identity. They call it tradition, heritage or, simply, history.

vi. Edinburgh: 1988

After a year at university, the train journey from Edinburgh to Stevenage was an all too familiar unit of time. To fill it, I needed one copy of the Guardian, 120 pages of fiction or 60 pages of non-fiction, a roll with anything but cheese, two Cokes and a window out of which to stare occasionally.

But this trip was different. The day before, out of the blue, I learned that my mother had died suddenly. Now I had to go home and deal with it. There were no known units to measure this trip. For nineteen years she had been an imposing presence. The possibility of her absence had never really occurred to me. The train was pulling out of Waverley station and heading towards King’s Cross, yet I had no idea where I was going or what I would do when I got there. I was motherless, clueless, hopeless, helpless and emotionally homeless.

With the castle behind me and my girlfriend Zoe at my side, I felt it as a void. My mother was dead. In time, I would have enough practice in saying it, but on that first day it was like an incantation: I had to say it to believe it and I had to believe it to feel it. The glory of Berwick’s coastline passed me by. This journey had nothing to do with geography. I drew in and out of emotions far more frequently than the train drew in and out of stations.

By Newcastle, I had made up my mind that, now this well of unconditional love had unexpectedly dried up, I would have to toughen up. I was on my own. I could no longer count on anyone to catch me if I fell. As we crossed the Tyne, I was warming to this new self-image. It would be me against the world – a steely-nerved warrior wandering silent, barefoot and resolute, like David Carradine, through an emotional desert.

By Durham, I was sobbing, being consoled by Zoe and stared at by other passengers. The banality of my surroundings and the raw pain of my trauma did not travel well together. I did not wail but sobbed, like a Brit too self-conscious to wear grief with style – one eye on a pit of despair and the other on my dignity.

By York, I had decided that my mother had had a good life. She had three sons who loved her and a keen sense of her own freedom even as she remained shackled to motherhood and hard times. She also had a sense of humour which, like much else in our family, swayed between the chaotic and the mildly inappropriate. A few days later, rummaging through the house, we would find a leaflet inviting her to join the Conservative party. In a space for comments she had written: ‘Please do not stick this shit in my letterbox.’

By Doncaster, I had changed my mind: my mother had had a terrible life. By the age of twenty-six, she had found herself alone in a foreign country with no money and three children aged six and under. She spent little money on herself and waged constant battles with racism, her weight, sexism and her own disinterest in housework, which she had bequeathed to her three messy sons. She had had plans to revisit Barbados that summer for the first time in fifteen years.

By the time we left Peterborough, I knew the jig was up. My mother had been the first person close to me who had died and I imagined there may be some eternal truths that only this immediate aftermath of her death could bring. As we tore through Bedfordshire and into Hertfordshire, I understood that whatever lessons I would learn would have to come from me – not death, life, love or Mum.

I got out at Stevenage like an immigrant docking on Ellis Island; the end of my journey marked the beginning of a new and unknown reality. Only, with this arrival, there was no hope.

This was the most traumatic event of my life. It had no impact on my politics whatsoever. The personal is not necessarily political. Most of the time, it is just personal.

vii. 1990: Paris

I remember his face. I was on the Boulevard St Michel on a student demonstration. A posh-looking man in a checked cotton suit sitting near the restaurant window looked up from his lunch at the protesters with something like disgust. A young black kid standing next to me saw him, walked up to the window – a huge, sheer, clear pane – and kicked it in. It seemed to shatter in slow motion. And between the shards the face of the man at the table contorted in fear. The thin film that separated him from chaos and retribution had been erased. He was terrified. The kid walked off laughing. And I looked on in envy, wishing it had been me who had had the courage to put my foot through a window and scare the bourgeois.

My six months in Paris as an exchange student were not supposed to be like this. I had imagined my time here as a series of clichés: after enrolling at the Sorbonne I would find a nice one-room apartment in Belleville and spend my days reading, smoking and playing pinball. Instead, it was the most intensely racist experience of my life; and it left me sufficiently alienated to be able to savour the sight of fear in the face of this man I’d never met but who had somehow, in that moment, come to represent everything I loathed.

The ordeal started almost immediately, when I began looking for flats. Landlords and ladies would ask me on the phone where I was from. If I said Britain, that just cost me a futile trip. Too embarrassed to turn me away at the door, they would show me the room and I would ask questions – both of us knowing from the moment we locked eyes that it was never going to happen. So after a while I would just tell them I was from the Caribbean and wait to hear their excuses, evasions and complications. After several weeks of rejection, I was about to give up when a posh Englishman – the very kind that I had learned so much from and about in Sudan – heard of my plight and, unbeknownst to me, set about finding me digs. I ended up staying with a fantastic journalist in a plum location just by the Panthéon. This was less of a catch than it might have seemed. Few black people could afford to live there so whenever I went out I ran the risk of being stopped, searched and rifled for my papers. The assumption was that I was either an illegal immigrant, a thief or a burglar. Almost every day I would suffer this indignity at the hands of the state, and some days more than once.

The humiliations were routine. Colour bars in nightclubs meant that I needed white people to vouch for me. Standing in line at a taxi rank, I would wait my turn only for the driver to say he wouldn’t take me anywhere (my trip was from one part of central Paris to another). After some arguing, I would finally step back, watch a white woman take ‘my’ cab then try the next one. I would generally have to try three cabs before I got a ride. One evening, as the subway pulled into the Arts et Métiers station, I was pulled off the train and beaten up by several policemen who claimed they were looking for drugs. After that, whenever I saw police, my stomach would tighten and my legs weaken. There was no saying what they might do. My French, while not fluent, was actually too convincing for them to believe I was English. As my hair was in plaits and I wore tracksuit trousers, they would not believe I was at the Sorbonne or that I lived in this area. I was simply not credible and therefore incredibly vulnerable. And so, each day, I would be forced to explain myself to armed men in broad daylight.

This in turn made me incredulous about the French establishment and its high regard for its ‘values’ and system of government. I was sickened by the sight of smug politicians and philosophers referring in such grand terms to a society of which they clearly had no knowledge. ‘Do you have any idea what is going on in this godforsaken country of yours?’ I would think to myself when I saw them on TV. ‘Do you know how vile this place can be?’ Every evening, I would walk up the Rue Soufflot on the way to my apartment and look back to see the top of the Eiffel Tower lit up and poking over the Jardin du Luxembourg’s silhouette. Each time, I would think: ‘That is beautiful and has nothing at all to do with me.’

By the time my stay drew to a close, I was deeply embittered and completely alienated, so much so that the sight of a foot going through a window and the terror on the face of an unknown man seemed not just appropriate but enjoyable and just.

viii. 1991: Leningrad

I rose, in a state of deep excitement, to the sound of a rumbling trolley bus and flakes of snow that looked as big as my palm. When I told people that, after Paris, I was going to study in Leningrad, they would purse their lips and inhale deeply. All the news reports claimed that Mikhail Gorbachev’s attempt to democratize and modernize the Soviet Union was causing mayhem; there were food shortages, rationing and chaos. I couldn’t wait. While I had never been particularly interested in the politics of the Soviet Union, I had always been fascinated by the place, and now I felt I was in a race between me and events. I wanted to get there before the whole thing collapsed in a heap. I just made it.

Shortly after we arrived, the full extent of the Soviet Union’s economic implosion became clear. We were given ration cards for things that didn’t exist. Roubles stopped meaning anything, since you couldn’t buy anything with them. The woman I was lodging with saw the value of her wages shrink until they were worth about £5 a month. It was dire. When my brother heard just how bad things were, he rushed to his cornershop in Northern Ireland, bought some packet food and stuck it in an envelope without a letter. ‘If I’d waited to write something, I would never have sent it, and it looked like you really might need it,’ he later told me.

Those who had expressed envy at my stay in Paris, where I had such a terrible time, now voiced pity that I would be in Russia. In truth, I was having the time of my life. Being Western made you rich. If you could find anything to buy for roubles, it was almost as if it were free. I remember finding a kiosk that sold good champagne for the equivalent of 75 pence and buying eight bottles, which my fellow students and I glugged like we were bumpkin billionaires. Once, standing near the Cosmos Hotel in Moscow, I took a fistful of roubles out of my pocket while looking for a pen. It must have been the equivalent of £30 or a few months of a good local wage. I heard a man behind me laugh and remark, ‘That money means nothing to him.’

Under these circumstances, capitalism was immensely attractive to many Russians. My attempts to try to correct the fallacy that everything in the Soviet Union was terrible and everything in the West was fantastic crashed on the rocks of their daily lives. ‘You have free health care here,’ I told one friend. ‘Have you seen our hospitals?’ she replied.

You can’t tell people they’re happy when they’re not. And if you try, you should not expect to be taken seriously. But this moment in global politics, in this time and place, had major implications for me personally. For my black skin, plaited hair, Levi’s jeans and Converse trainers and the absence of other examples made me the quintessential symbol of wealth and Western cool – in the eyes of Russians, at least.

This position of privilege rested on two assumptions. First, I couldn’t possibly be Russian (though this was not strictly true it was statistically likely). That meant I had no connection with the shame and poverty of the times. Now, when we wanted to go anywhere where only the wealthy were welcome, such as hotels or hard-currency bars, I would occasionally have to vouch for my white fellow students who could have been taken for Russian and therefore might have been poor. Second, apparently, neither could I be mistaken for an African. The African students I met had a terrible time. Racism had long been a problem. But with the Soviet demise, they were more easily scapegoated than ever. To some, they signified living proof of the deluded grandeur of a system that had sought to establish solidarity with poor nations even as it struggled to feed its own people.

Being neither Russian nor African meant I was, almost by default, Western. And that meant I was wealthy. Whereas in Paris I could not get a cab even at a rank, in Leningrad, people driving regular cars would stop and offer to turn themselves into cab-drivers – at a price. For the first and really only time in my life, my particular identity conveyed power and wealth.

ix. San Juan: 2004

While on holiday in San Juan, Puerto Rico’s main city, with my friend Erich, we were stopped by the police for driving the wrong way up a one-way street. We told them we were lost. They asked us where we were trying to get to. Erich told me to ask for directions. But I didn’t really want to. We were going to Eros, a gay nightclub. And for all the various ways in which I was completely relaxed about that, the idea that I would volunteer it to an armed policeman in the Caribbean was not one of them.

I don’t think of myself as straight. I don’t need to. While being gay is relentlessly interrogated, straightness – its privileges, assumptions and presumptions – is never up for discussion. Straightness is everywhere and shapes pretty much everything. We put up pictures of ourselves kissing our partners in our offices, talk about our weddings and hold hands in public as a matter of course. Nobody asks me when I first realized I was straight; I didn’t have to come out to anybody.

Like being Christian, Western or able-bodied, straight is one of my many dormant identities which hold sufficient power that I don’t have to think about it. And then, suddenly, going the wrong way down a one-way street in San Juan, there it is. Sitting in a car with another man and asking directions to a gay club suggests I am gay. From then until the police wave us on, I will be treated like a gay man. And the problem was not that I would be mistaken for something I was not – as a black man living in the US with a British accent and two university degrees, that happens to me all the time. The problem, if I am honest, was that I specifically did not want to be mistaken for being gay. Quite what I thought the consequences of that ‘mistake’ would be in this particular moment I’m not sure. Maybe I feared for my safety. Who knows? Until that moment, I hadn’t had to deal with being straight in a way that had ever bothered me.

Months later, this non-incident long forgotten, I was telling Erich about how I had discovered that a longstanding friend whom I had assumed was straight was, in fact, gay. I’d only found this out after I had quizzed him extensively about his ‘girlfriend’. After we’d had a laugh at my expense, Erich shared a strategy to make sure I never made that mistake again.

‘Just assume everyone is gay,’ he said. ‘Straight people will tell you they’re straight in no time at all.’ They tell you about their relationships, families, predilections and pursuits, he continued. Before they’ve got to know you they’ll share stories and pictures and public embraces that set out their stall, without even thinking about it. You just can’t avoid it. And the ones who don’t talk to you about being straight are probably gay.

It sounded like he was exaggerating for effect, indulging himself in an elaborate rhetorical flourish. It felt like a strange way to try and understand the world. Until, that is, I tried it and discovered something even stranger. It actually works.

x. Brooklyn: 2007

The day I brought my newborn son home to our Brooklyn apartment, an article in The New York Times pointed out that ‘a black male who drops out of high school [in the US] is 60 times more likely to find himself in prison than one with a bachelor’s degree.’ Looking down at him as he snoozed in the brand-new car seat, my first thought was: ‘Those are not great odds. I’d better buy some more children’s books.’

My son, Osceola, is a product of his time and place. Quite what that time and place will mean for him is anybody’s guess. Statistically, the chances of him going to prison are horribly high. But, born on the weekend that Barack Obama announced his candidacy, his chances of being president are a lot higher than they once were too.

Becoming a father did not introduce me to this reality, it just gave me a different relationship to it. Understanding these contradictions is one thing. Providing the equipment for someone else to deal with them is quite another. Such was the transition to fatherhood – an introduction to a whole new field of interaction.

The sight of me carrying Osceola around as a tiny infant made black women, in particular, coo. A few actually congratulated me, not on fatherhood per se so much as my acting like a father, stopping to tell me how nice it was to see a black man out with his child. That made me sad.

In Charleston airport in South Carolina, an elderly white lady tendered words of affection to my baby son. I smiled, but was thinking: ‘Wait fifteen years, lady, and you’ll be crossing the road to avoid him.’ It’s difficult to think of a less generous response to a warm gesture. That made me sad too.

Working out precisely what my responsibilities are in this new role feels elusive. It seems there was a time when being a father meant something more definite if emotionally disabling: to be
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