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That Ridley Road Look

LET’S GET THIS STRAIGHT FROM THE START: THIS BOOK is not a misery memoir. It could not be further away from any of that ‘Oh, woe is me!’ stuff you sometimes read. Whenever I think back on growing up as a little boy, I find a big smile spreading across my face. My childhood was beautiful.

That doesn’t mean it was easy. I was brought up by a single mum in Hackney, which people always describe as a ‘poor part’ of London (although it didn’t feel that way to me). We had our hardships, and there were times that we didn’t have a lot of food and didn’t have a lot of money. But that never stopped me having the time of my life.

My memories of childhood are of playing in the sunshine with my mates; laughs around the estate and in the park; throwing sticks up horse chestnut trees, then using the laces from my shoes to play conkers (I guess I’ve always been into upcycling!). I remember skipping everywhere. I remember . . . being happy.

Which is amazing because, when you look at the circumstances that I was born into, they were not all that promising.

I was born on 21 February 1970 in Edgware General Hospital in Brent, north London, and given the name Jason Willeslie Blades. My mother, Barbara, was just eighteen when she had me. And as soon as she and I were discharged, we went straight to a refuge for the homeless.

How did I come to be starting my life like that? Well, that is quite an interesting story.

My mum was born Barbara Barrow in Barbados and, when she was a little girl, her mum, Ethaline, did what a lot of Caribbean parents did – she left her kids to be cared for by relatives and moved on her own to Britain, to try to make a better life for them. She worked as a nurse in care homes, in Aylesbury, then in London, and sent for my mum when she was thirteen. Mum came over with her younger sister, my Auntie Ann.

My grandmother was by then living with a guy called D’Arcy Blades, who said that he would accept her girls and look after them but only if they changed their surname to his. Thus, as soon as she arrived in England, Barbara Barrow became Barbara Blades.

Mum went to school in Hackney and, a year after she left, she got pregnant with me. My grandmother was by now living with another bloke, who was outraged at Mum being unmarried and pregnant and kicked her out of the house. He laid down the law that she had to go.

What a guy, eh? He was not a nice man. I only ever met him once, a lot later in my life, and from the second I set eyes on him, I knew: I do not like you. My gran didn’t even stay with him for all that long. About four or five years later, she moved back to Barbados.

Mum and I fetched up in the homeless refuge for a few weeks and then we stayed with Mum’s brother, my Uncle Bertie, in his house in Stoke Newington, in Hackney. Uncle Bertie was there for us when we needed him – which was more than you can say for my dad.

Well, ‘dad’ sounds the wrong word. I don’t even like calling the guy my dad, I prefer to call him The Man Who Contributed Towards My Birth, or TMWCTMB for short, because that is pretty much the sum total of all that he has ever done for me. 

I learned in my early twenties that TMWCTMB (don’t worry, you’ll soon get used to this!) was born in Jamaica and, like my mum, was raised by relatives there for years while his mum made them a life in London. As a lad, I didn’t know any of that, or anything about him at all. Nor did I care. He just wasn’t around.

I was still a baby when Mum and I moved out of Uncle Bertie’s place to a ground-floor council flat a mile away on Cazenove Road, one of the main drags through Hackney. My brother, Justin, came along when I was two. The three of us lived there for the next eight years.

That flat had some pretty funky seventies British décor. When I think back, I remember lots of orange and brown. Swirly carpets. Pride of place in the front room went to a giant glass goldfish and a lava lamp. Cosmic! I used to love watching the floating shapes shifting in the water in the lamp.

Another thing that fascinated me was the electric meter, in a little box high up on the wall. Every time our lights went out, I’d watch Mum put 50p in. The coin dropping down sounded like music, and then all the lights would come on. It felt like our very own magic box.

Like a lot of Caribbean families, we always had a dried orange peel hanging on a string in the kitchen. It would be the whole peel, cut carefully from the fruit into one long curly strand. It amazed me that Mum could do that. Just try it. It’s impossible!

I never asked Mum what the peel was there for, and it was only forty years later that she told me it was medicinal. If Justin or I got poorly tummies, she’d cut a piece off, put it in boiled water and give it to us to drink to settle our stomachs. 

I didn’t ask her about it when I was a kid, because Mum did not always welcome questions.

My mum was strict! You couldn’t mess her around. She looked after me and Justin and, as the breadwinner, she put food on the table, but she’d give us a good beating with a belt or stick if we were playing up. She didn’t show us a lot of affection. 

In fact, the first time Mum told me ‘I love you’, I was forty years old.

I don’t hold this against her. Now I’m older, I can see things were not easy for Mum. She had me when she was eighteen. What did she know about raising a kid, at that age? She couldn’t even turn to her mum for help, because her step-dad had kicked her out of the house.

I’m sure some therapists might tell me to confront my mum: ‘You never gave me love as a kid!’ But what’s the point? She did her best. She can’t get a time machine, go back to being eighteen and do things differently. I love Mum dearly – and as a boy, although she never said it, I knew she loved me.

Mum went out to work from when Justin and I were very young. An Irish lady who lived around the corner from us would babysit us (and here’s a funny story: nearly fifty years later, that lady’s daughter introduced herself to me when she came into The Repair Shop with an antique saucer!).

Mum worked as a typist on a magazine about African financial affairs. She answered an advert and got the job even though she’d never typed a word in her life. On her first day, she sat looking at a typewriter and a pile of papers without a clue what she was supposed to do.

A woman sitting next to her in the office noticed her confusion. ‘Don’t you know how to type?’ she asked her.

‘No!’ whispered Mum. ‘But I need this job because I’ve got two kids to feed!’

The woman took pity on her and taught her how to do it. Mum was a quick learner and soon got shit-hot at typing. I remember one time she brought a primitive word processor home to do some work. I stared at the glowing screen in amazement: Wow! This must be the future! 

But, again, I didn’t dare ask Mum any questions about it.

We may have been skint but Mum made us amazing meals. We ate nearly all Caribbean food. I loved one particular dish she made out of corned beef, fried dumplings, onions and chillies. It was poor man’s food, but to me it tasted fit for the gods.

Mum also made the best cottage pie I ever tasted – for a long time, anyway! A few years ago, somebody took me to The Ivy in Covent Garden. I had no idea what a big deal the place was, but they served me up some cottage pie, and it was beautiful! After I’d devoured it, I phoned my mum.

‘Mum, I’m sorry to have to tell you this,’ I said. ‘But I’ve finally found a place that makes better cottage pie than you . . .’

When I was five, I started at Jubilee Primary School. It’s the weirdest thing: I went to this school for four years, and I can hardly recall a single thing about it. I don’t remember any friends or teachers whatsoever. I just have a vague recollection of a tiny playground.

In fact, I only have one vivid memory of Jubilee School. My mum came to a parents’ evening, looking smart in her business jacket and skirt, and joined in painting pictures with her hands. We had a photo of her holding her hands up, covered in paint. I can still picture that photo.

I’d only just started at Jubilee School when The Man Who Contributed Towards My Birth temporarily reappeared in our lives. Mum was still in touch with him and he told her that he’d like to look after me for a weekend. So, she took me to his flat and left me there.

Weirdly, that weekend is both a blur and a really intense memory for me. There were two girls living in the house – Samantha, who was older than me, and Kara. My dad said they were my sisters, which excited me. TMWCTMB didn’t take me back to Mum when he was due to, so she turned up at his door and caused a scene as she took me home.

Mum must have still felt something for my dad then, because he fed her some romantic lines about how we could all live together and be a happy family if she gave him some money to buy us a house. In spite of herself, she believed what he was saying.

She had been saving up. Mum’s boss paid her £50 a week, along with a wad of cash that didn’t go through the books, so didn’t get taxed. She was salting it away, putting it into what was called Partner Hands – a savings scheme between friends and family. A lot of Caribbean expats used to do that.

Mum had saved up £2,000: a shit-load of money back in 1975! She met TMWCTMB on Blackfriars Bridge one lunchtime from her typist job and gave him the money. He immediately vanished, and she didn’t hear from him again for months, when all the cash was gone. 

As a boy, it didn’t bother me that I didn’t have a dad. Hardly anybody that I knew had one. Maybe three friends on the entire estate had their dads living with them. In the same way, I never felt poor. We didn’t have much money, sure, but who did? Everybody was in the same boat!

Instead of a dad, I had loads of caring women around me. Auntie Kate and Auntie Jackie lived down the road from us, in Stamford Hill, and we were always around each other’s houses. They were family friends but they were like aunties. Auntie Kate’s husband, Uncle Winston, worked at the council baths in Hackney and I used to go swimming there.

Auntie Kate and Auntie Jackie both had a lot of kids. Justin and I played with them every day and called them our cousins: Richard, Ian, Leroy, Tim, Anthony, Philip, Cory, Stacey and Karen. We were all really close. You can tell: more than forty years later, I’m still in touch with all of them.

At Christmas, Mum, Justin and I visited my Auntie Ann in Queen’s Park. I got some great presents. One year, I was given an Evil Knievel toy and a Stretch Armstrong figure. Result! Stretch was rubber: no matter how hard Justin and I pulled his arms and legs, they wouldn’t snap. I hate to think how many toxic chemicals were in there! 

Every Christmas, we would get a box of food and presents from Mum’s family in Barbados. The second we opened it, the smell from the box was amazing – I’d never even been there but, man, you could smell the Caribbean! I get a rush even now thinking about that box.

Like any kid, I loved watching telly. There was a mad show called The Banana Splits, and I enjoyed The Magic Roundabout and looking through the round window (or would it be the square window today?) on Play School. My favourite after-school show was Michael Bentine’s Potty Time – a comical geezer who pretended to run a flea circus!

As well as kids’ programmes, I used to watch a lot of adult sitcoms like Mind Your Language and Love Thy Neighbour. Today, I can see they were proper racist comedies, but as a lad I didn’t realize that. I laughed along. I just enjoyed seeing some black faces on TV. Because there weren’t many.

But in the summer, from the age of about seven, as soon as I got home from school I would be playing outside. We had a little patch of grass in the middle of our council estate, like an urban village green, and we’d play there for hours. I’d take root there from teatime until bedtime.

I had to take Justin with me. At two years younger than me, he was my responsibility and I had to look after him while we were playing out. I didn’t mind that. We got on OK, and all my mates and cousins had their own younger brothers and sisters with them as well.

I’d mess around with the other kids. We’d play Kick the Can (hide-and-seek with an extra, can-kicking element built in), rounders and one-touch football. Best of all was British Bulldog, which was trying to run through a line of your mates without being stopped. 

We’d go a bit further afield to a local park called Springfield Park, set on a hill, that had swings and slides and a cool roundabout. We used to pick blackberries there. Mum would give me a Tupperware box to put them in, but I’d normally eat them all before I got home.

Justin and I would go up to Stamford Hill to see Auntie Kate and play with our cousins. I remember one boy got given a Chopper bike, which we thought was the best thing ever. He wouldn’t let us ride it but we could look at it. On a good day, he’d let us touch it.

At those flats was a little old lady called Kitty, who used to sit outside in her wheelchair and watch us play. She’d give us biscuits, which were all stale and rubbery because she never kept them in a tin. We used to sit around her, eat them and pretend to enjoy them to make her happy.

There was a big Jewish community in Stamford Hill and we would see the Orthodox Jewish guys walking around with their black skullcaps and their big bushy beards. They didn’t really mix in with other people that much and they all kept themselves to themselves.

We didn’t always show them the same respect. We’d sometimes hang out with an older African boy called Rufus, who was a bit too naughty for his own good. He would run to the Jewish guys and push them, or throw stones to try to knock their hats off. He was well out of order.

The Orthodox Jewish guys would lamp him if they caught him but that didn’t deter Rufus . . . until the day that he got deliberately run over by a car in Stamford Hill and had to have stitches in his stomach. Rufus told us it was a Jewish guy driving the car. After that, he, and we, gave them a lot more respect.

I remember the Queen’s Silver Jubilee in 1977. There were flags all over our estate and big street parties with lots of food. It was so hot! Those parties were the first time I realized that our estate was kind of segregated: all the black people were in one set of flats, and the white folk in another.

That was strange! But, again, I didn’t really think anything of it.

Mum was always sending me on errands to the corner shop down the road from the estate. They sold everything. I would take our empty pop bottles to get the 5p deposit on the bottles back, and sometimes Mum would let me spend it on sweets.

One time, she sent me down to buy her some Dr White’s. I had no idea that Dr White’s were sanitary towels, or even what sanitary towels were, but she told me what to ask for in the shop. She said there would be 2p in change and I could spend it on four half-penny Mojos.

Wow! I was over the moon. Four half-penny Mojos! I was so happy at this windfall that, on the way back through the estate, I opened up the pack of Dr White’s and started throwing them up in the air and catching them. I was chewing my sweets and having the time of my life . . .

Chew! Chew!

Throw! Catch!

Chew! Chew!

Throw! Catch!

Let me tell you, those Dr White’s were proper heavy-duty sanitary towels, like little mattresses, but I didn’t give a damn! I was strolling along, munching my Mojos, on top of the world . . .

Chew! Chew!

Throw! Catch!

My mum was looking out for me and spotted me, marching across the green where we played, throwing her sanitary towels up in the air. She was mortified! Her voice rang out across the estate:

‘Jason! What the hell are you doing? Stop that right now and get in here . . .’

When I got indoors, she was furious. I suppose now, I can see why!

On Saturdays, Mum would take Justin and me shopping to Ridley Road Market in nearby Dalston. It was a bustling open-air clothes and fruit-and-veg market but it was a proper endurance test for us, because all we wanted to do was to get home and play outside with our mates.

And that was where Mum first gave me Her Special Look. In fact, I came to think of it as her Ridley Road Look.

We would go to the market and Mum would always bump into Auntie Kate. The two of them would stand and talk . . . and talk . . . and talk. They would normally have seen each other the day before anyway, but that wouldn’t stop them gassing for what felt to me like hours.

Justin and I would be stood there, in silence, consumed by boredom. Come on, Mum! We want to get home and play! It was torture – will they ever stop talking? – and one Saturday, I couldn’t help myself. I clicked my tongue and rolled my eyes in frustration.

Big mistake.

Mum stopped talking for a second. She didn’t say anything to me but she gave me a look – a Ridley Road Look – and I knew I was in for it. When we got home, she told me off for how much I had embarrassed her, and gave me beats for being disrespectful to her and Auntie Kate.

That was just how things were. Caribbean parents thought that their children were meant to be seen but not heard. If I was out, playing with my cousins and mates, I was a normal, chatty kid. When I was at an aunt’s house, or around grown-ups, I hardly said a word.

It didn’t bother me. I was happy. We would go on holiday trips with the other families from the estate. Everybody would chip in to hire a coach, bring along chicken and coleslaw and rice ’n’ peas, and off we’d all go, to Margate or even right up to Skegness. We’d always have an amazing time.

Well, nearly always . . .

One time we went on the coach to Littlehampton. It was a boiling hot day and I couldn’t cope with the sun. It made me feel sick and my mum got worried about me and took me to the First Aid tent on the end of the pier. 

The doctor there took a look at me, and nodded. ‘He’s got heatstroke,’ he said.

Mum could not believe her ears. ‘Heatstroke?! How can he have heatstroke?’ she asked the doc. ‘He’s black! He’s supposed to be able to cope with the heat!’ But the doctor stood by his diagnosis. I had heatstroke.

We didn’t have to go to the seaside to have fun. Auntie Jackie’s husband, Uncle Tim, was a taxi driver, and one day he pulled up next to a load of us playing on the grass and said, ‘Anybody want an ice cream? If you do, get in!’

We piled into his black cab and he drove us a few streets and got us all ice creams. I hate to think how many kids were crammed into that taxi but Uncle Tim should have got on the phone to the Guinness Book of Records! It was such a sweet, simple thing, and more than forty years on, I still remember how happy it made me.

Having no dad, my mum told me from an early age that I was the man of the house. It was weird, in a way. It gave me a double identity. I was a little kid who just wanted to be loved by his mum – but also, I was the man of the house! Whatever that meant!

TMWCTMB may have been absent when I was a boy but Justin’s dad, whose name was Wayne, was around a bit more. He came and he went. He and I didn’t have much to say to each other – as I say, I didn’t talk with adults – and we didn’t really get on.

I remember one day Wayne came around and was sitting in our front room with his legs wide open, like he was the lord of the manor. He was holding an orange and as I walked in the room, he shouted at me: ‘You, boy! Come here!’

I looked all around me. ‘Boy’? Who the hell was ‘boy’?

He beckoned to me: ‘Boy! You deaf, or something? Come over here!’

I walked over to him.

‘Go to the kitchen and get me a knife to peel this orange!’

I did not like this. I got a sharp knife from the kitchen and walked back over to Justin’s dad. Normally, you pass somebody a knife by giving him the handle, but I didn’t – I jabbed the blade towards him.

‘Here’s your knife!’ I said.

Wayne started. ‘What you doing? Are you trying to stab me?’ he asked. He grabbed my hand. ‘What’s wrong with you?’

‘Don’t call me “Boy!”’ I told him. ‘I ain’t no “Boy!”’

He looked at me and he laughed. I’ve never forgotten that. You are not the man of this house, I thought. And you do not call me ‘boy’! For years after that, if anybody ever called me ‘boy’, I did not react well. At all.

I wasn’t sure exactly what being the man of the house meant but I knew it was to do with being responsible and helping to look after Mum and Justin. I had to try to be older than my years at times and pretend to be more grown-up than I was.

It’s funny, but being the oldest kid made me think wistfully of my half-sister Samantha, whom I’d met that one day at my dad’s house. She was no more than a blurred memory, but in my young mind I looked up to her: Wow, an older sister! I wish I could get to know her! 

I was a cheerful kid and I didn’t really bring any trouble to our house – but Justin was a different matter. My little brother was always up to something and he was one of those kids who always seem to get caught. To be honest, he was a right little terror.

Justin would always be out playing, every evening and every weekend. He never ever sat in the house watching TV, like I sometimes did. That was why it seemed weird, one sunny Saturday afternoon, when he suddenly came darting in the door, ran to our front room and put the telly on.

As Mum and I were looking at him, puzzled, we heard a noise out in the street – sirens. This was a pretty regular sound in Hackney, but we normally heard them racing past our flats. This time, they stopped right outside our front door.

Huh? What was going on?

Mum and I looked out of the window to see three fire engines parked outside our block and yellow-hatted firemen with hoses shouting and running around. And right opposite our building, the row of garages for the estate’s residents was ablaze. Shit!

It wasn’t exactly The Towering Inferno but it was a proper full-on fire and Mum and I ran outside to have a closer look. Meanwhile, Justin, the boy who never stayed home, sat indoors watching horse racing on TV. 

Horse racing? When had Justin ever liked horse racing?

I had no concrete evidence that Justin had set fire to the garages but, man, it looked pretty suspicious to me! But if it was him, Mum never suspected him and, for once, it meant that he got away with it.

When I was nine, we moved house. Mum managed to replace the cash wasted by TMWCTMB and saved up enough to buy a place. She, Justin and I moved to a semi-detached house a mile away in Londesborough Road, Stoke Newington.

It was a stone’s throw from where we had stayed with Uncle Bertie and Auntie Corinne when I was a baby, and we started seeing a lot of them. They were great. Uncle Bertie was jolly, and Auntie Corinne was so welcoming: she was like a big, warm cake that you could dive into.

Our new place was a lot bigger than the council flat, so Justin and I got our own bedrooms. I remember the headboard of Mum’s bed was two huge, outrageous shiny golden circles. I used to walk past her bedroom and gawp in at them. That seventies British décor again!

The new house also had a garden, but the best thing was that just around the corner in the next street was a brick wall with football goals and cricket stumps painted on it. Justin and I spent as much time there with our cousins as we had on the patch of green on the council estate.

The move also meant a change of school. I transferred from Jubilee to Grasmere Primary School, and I loved every minute there. It’s such a crazy contrast. Where Jubilee School is just a blank in my memory, I remember everything about Grasmere.

I can still picture the daily walk to school and the uniform of grey shorts and a grey jumper. We had to wear shorts every day of the year, no matter what the weather. I had a friend, Colin James – he was born on the same day as me – who always grumbled about his legs being cold.

‘C’mon, Colin, man!’ I used to say to him. ‘What do you expect? This is England!’

On my first day at Grasmere, I also got an inkling that maybe I had not learned all that much at Jubilee. I sat in my class and the teacher told us, ‘Today is Monday.’ I put my hand up.

‘What do you mean?’ I asked her.

‘You must know the days of the week?’ she asked, surprised. ‘Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday, Friday, Saturday, Sunday?’ I didn’t, but I learned them, there and then. God only knows what the teachers must have been doing at Jubilee! Or maybe I just wasn’t listening.

Grasmere School was joyous for me. I loved playing in the playground, and the glass of free milk we got each day. I liked calling in to the sweet shop next door after school for penny sweets. But I was a shy kid in the classroom, and I didn’t get a lot from the lessons . . . mainly because I couldn’t read.

I’d try to focus on a page in a reading book and the letters would dance in front of my eyes. I couldn’t begin to make head nor tail of them. I kept my head down, and the teachers didn’t seem to notice I was struggling with reading. But it made it hard to learn anything.

I’ve always been good at adapting and I found ways to sort of cope with not being able to read. But it would be more than twenty years before I got diagnosed as dyslexic – a discovery that changed my life. I just wish that it had come along a lot sooner!

Lessons were a non-starter for me, so it’s probably no surprise that my strongest memory of Grasmere is the meals. I absolutely loved school dinners. A lot of people might have written them off as inedible stodge, but I devoured them. All of them.

I liked the weird, misshapen, gristly pies they used to give us (although I hate to think what was in them!). I adored the sloppy boiled cabbage that they served with them, and even the spinach. They could give us any old crap at lunchtime and I would wolf it down.

My favourites were the puddings. I couldn’t get enough of those chunks of brown sponge slathered in custard. If anybody else was to leave their sponge pudding, I’d be on it in a flash. Mind you, I must admit I drew the line at semolina. That was pretty rank.

I rarely got to finish other kids’ school meals because the head teacher, Miss Jones, was proper strict like my mum. She used to patrol the lunch hall making sure that every pupil ate up every mouthful of their dinner, whether they liked the food or not.

One day, a kid sitting next to me was struggling badly, and the poor guy puked his meal up all over his plate. Miss Jones had no sympathy for him whatsoever. She just stood next to him, rapped the table, and put his knife and fork back into his hands.

‘You’ve still got to eat your lunch!’ she told him. The boy had to finish off the food that he hadn’t vomited on.

Blimey! I thought. That’s a bit strong, Miss!

I qualified for free dinners at school, but it didn’t bother me . . . because so did everybody else. We all queued up with our free meal tickets for the dinner ladies, and I felt no shame about being a poor kid. That was just how things were. It was the natural order of things.

I never really had a male role model as a boy – which certainly explains a lot about how I turned out! – but around now was the closest that I came. My mum started seeing a guy called Lloyd MacFarlane and, man, that geezer was smooth.

Lloyd was a photographer who also worked as a taxi driver and, let me tell you, he was like no taxi driver you have ever seen before! He was like a black Simon Templar: The Saint on TV. I had never seen anyone dress, or speak, or carry themselves the way Lloyd did.

Lloyd was suave and an ultimate charmer but not in a false or a slimy way. He was just a classy guy. He wore hunt shirts and cashmere polo necks. He didn’t wear many name brands, or stuff with logos on it, but he always looked immaculate.

And it wasn’t just his clobber. Lloyd could talk to anybody, and make anything sound interesting. He was as dapper as Harry Belafonte and then, when he opened his mouth, he was as well-spoken and articulate as Sidney Poitier. He was quiet and didn’t say that much, but when he did speak, you listened. And you learned something.

Mum saw Lloyd for three or four years and he had a profound effect on me. He was a light-skinned black guy, like me, and I felt proud if people asked me if he was my dad. He was always nice to me – he must have been, because I even didn’t mind him being the man of the house for a while! 

Lloyd was a sophisticated guy, but I didn’t really know anything outside of Stoke Newington and Hackney. Even when Lloyd bought me a racer bike, I didn’t really go any further on it than Dalston or Clapton. That bit of turf was my world and I knew it inside-out.

I got a bit more adventurous when I started going to a local adventure playground called Shakespeare Walk. The people who ran it were New Age hippies and they broadened my mind a little – not to mention my palate. They showed us how to make eggy bread. Eggy bread? What was that all about? But I loved it and I wolfed it down.

The hippy guys used to organize activities and they sent us into London on a Red Rover Adventure. They gave us each a Red Rover all-day bus ticket, and questions to answer: ‘How many steps are on the Monument?’ They told us what buses we had to catch to get there.

It was the first time I had been into London and my eyes were on stalks. It was like going travelling! I ran upstairs on the bus and felt as if I was on a plane. I was so excited! Look – the Tower of London! Big Ben! I’d been so near to these famous landmarks for years yet I’d never seen them up close before.

That day opened up new frontiers for me, and London buses and, later, Tubes became a major part of my life. Today, in my furniture workshop, I have original metal signs from buses out of Hackney on display on the wall – the 106 and the 253. They mean a lot to me.

Then, when I was ten years old, I went a lot further afield than that – further even than Littlehampton or Skegness! Mum took Justin and me to Barbados to stay with my grandmother, Ethaline, who had gone back to live in the Caribbean a few years earlier. 

Going into London was cool but Barbados was a proper adventure. I felt at peace the second that we got there. It felt like home. Justin and I loved hanging out on the beach and swimming in the sea. The only problem was getting Mum to actually take us there.

I was well excited to be in the Caribbean, with its turquoise seas and white beaches, but all Mum wanted to do was sit and chat to her mum, Ethaline. I suppose I can see why, as she hadn’t seen her in a few years, but if I am honest, I couldn’t see the appeal.

My grandmother was not a warm woman. She was very cold and offish. She showed no interest at all in her grandkids, and the way she looked at me always made me worry, Uh-oh – what have I done wrong? Have I done something to annoy you? I don’t think I ever saw her smile.

I reckon my grandmother’s remote nature shaped my own upbringing. She never showed any affection to my mother when she was a child, and that rubbed off and affected the way that Mum treated me. Who knows? I just knew I didn’t want to be around Granny if I could help it.

Despite this, she and Mum talked for hours in her front room as Justin and I sat itching to get to the beach. They were going on and on about old times and I was thinking, come on, Mum, I have nothing to do with these old times – let’s go! 

It was Ridley Road Market all over again, and I was so impatient that I earned myself a couple of Ridley Road Looks. And then, when we finally made it to the beach, I got heatstroke again! 

When we got back to London, something important happened. I guess I might as well confess this upfront, because it is going to form quite a major theme of this life story: I have always had an eye for the ladies. And, at the grand old age of eleven, I got myself my first girlfriend.

I had known Tracy Powell when I lived in Cazenove Road. She had loads of brothers, and we all used to mess around and play together. Then, when I moved up to Londesborough Road, she started coming up on her own to see me.

Tracy was a bit of a tomboy. She was always up for climbing trees and when we were little, she was just like one of the boys, really. She was a good fighter and could look after herself. But one day, when the two of us were hanging out, she told me, ‘You can kiss me, if you want to.’

Wow! Really? I was just getting to the right age where I was extremely excited to hear words like that! So, from that point on, Tracy and I did a lot less climbing trees, and a lot more kissing. I must say, it felt to me like a definite upgrade in our activities.

Adolescent flings like that rarely last, but after the kissing stopped, I always stayed in touch with Tracy. I kept, and treasured, a photo of me and her standing by Lloyd’s car, outside the Londesborough Road house. When she died from cancer, just a few years ago, I was gutted. 

Tracy was so cool, and I think that in many ways, for me, she set the benchmark for all of my future girlfriends. For years afterwards, I was always looking for the same thing in a woman – a good mate that I could also kiss. Even if we didn’t climb any trees!

Yet despite my eye for the ladies kicking in, I was still basically a kid. I was still enjoying my happy-go-lucky childhood, having laughs with my mates, playing table tennis down the youth club, going swimming, or just messing about in the park. Life was good. I was still innocent. 

That all changed the day that I walked through the gates of secondary school.
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‘Have you had your Coon Flakes?’

AS A CONFIDENT KID, I WASN’T AT ALL INTIMIDATED about starting secondary school. I had had a joyful time at Grasmere Primary, and I assumed Big School would be just as cool. My only concern was that it might not have a sweet shop next door, as Grasmere did.

I soon realized that I should have been a lot more worried than I was.

I’d had a lot of friends at Grasmere but we all went separate ways. Most kids stayed in our area and went on to schools in Homerton or Hackney Downs, but my mum sent me to Highbury Grove School, on the way to Islington. She’d heard the teaching was good there.

I’ll never forget getting my uniform before starting there. I had grown interested in clothes from seeing how well Lloyd dressed, how great he always looked and the respect he got for it. When I was ten, I had been given a beautiful cashmere sweater, and it was my pride and joy.

Mum put it in the washing machine and it shrunk until it looked like Action Man’s jumper! I was horrified and asked her never to wash my clothes again. From that day, I washed and ironed them all myself. I got shit-hot at ironing (too good, because soon Mum had me ironing all of her pleated crêpe work skirts. They were a nightmare!).

We got given vouchers to buy my school uniform from John Lewis. I’d never even heard of John Lewis, but when we went in the store, and I felt the quality of the shirts and jumpers, I knew, Shit, man, this is good stuff! I went off for my first day at Highbury Grove feeling well dapper.

One pal from Grasmere who did go to the new school with me was a smart, gentle little Indian guy called Iqbal. We were only eleven and both still quite small, skinny kids, but there were a lot of older, tougher boys at the new school who quickly turned their attention to us.

Right from the first few days, a gang of eight or ten white boys, aged fifteen or so, would surround Iqbal and me at playtime. They’d sneer at us, or push us, and say things I didn’t really understand.

‘Eh, wog a matter?’ they’d ask me. ‘What did you have for breakfast this morning – Coon Flakes? Or Wog-a-Bix?’ Then they’d laugh. They’d call me ‘nigger’, a word that I had honestly hardly ever heard before.

At first, I didn’t take it that seriously and thought it was just older-kid humour. But then they started hitting and kicking us. I would always push and slap them back but Iqbal was timid and used to just take it. I’d try to defend him but he got some bad beats and he’d end up crying.

I didn’t realize how bad it all was until I’d been there a couple of weeks and I was hanging out and sitting on a wall near my house with a bunch of cousins and mates after school. I decided to try to make them laugh.

‘Hey, what did you have for breakfast this morning?’ I asked. ‘Did you all have Wog-a-Bix?’

Every head swivelled towards me. They all stared at me.

‘What did you say?’ one of them asked.

‘Or did you niggers have Coon Flakes?’ I continued. 

Why weren’t they laughing?

‘Jay, why are you saying these things? Those are not nice names, man!’ They all looked proper shocked.

‘It’s what some of the kids at school say to me,’ I said. ‘And they hit me, and beat up my friend Iqbal.’

One of my mates, Clifton, was an older lad, sixteen or so, who had already left school – in fact, I think he had been kicked out. You didn’t want to cross Clifton, and right now he was looking pretty cross himself.

‘I’m coming to your school tomorrow, Jay,’ he said. ‘And you are going to point out to me who is calling you these things.’

‘OK,’ I agreed.

I have no idea how he got in, but the next morning Clifton was waiting in the school playground when the bell went for break. ‘Who is it, then?’ he asked me.

‘It’s him, him, him and that one . . .’ I said, pointing out my usual gang of tormenters lurking a little way away. Clifton marched over to them.

‘Why do you call Jay bad names?’ he asked.

I was too far away to hear the answer, but whatever it was, Clifton didn’t like it, because a second later he was laying into them. They must have outnumbered him eight-to-one but it made no difference. He smashed them up and they ran off in different directions.

‘If any of them call you those names again, Jay, let me know,’ he said as he left. ‘And I’ll come back.’

Well, Clifton was trying to help, and he probably thought his intervention had solved my bullying problem, but it actually had the direct opposite consequence. He had beaten up some of the school’s top dogs and they weren’t having that. The problem was that I had to go to school again the next day, and the day after, when Clifton wasn’t there, and now there weren’t just eight kids trying to smack me about at playtime.

There were twenty.

It was the start of a seriously bad time for me and Iqbal. I’d still do my best to fight back but Iqbal was always passive and got treated like a punchbag. The white kids’ speciality was breaking his glasses. He had to tape them back together at home every night.

It was my introduction to racism and it was nasty. Before I went to Highbury Grove, I was colour-blind. I was raised in the ghetto, sure, but everyone was mixed in together: black, white, Asian, Turkish, Chinese. I never even saw skin colour. We all had a brilliant time together.

Now, I realized for the first time that the colour of my skin was a big problem for some people. Because they just didn’t like black people.

In fact, having never known racism existed before, I suddenly became super-aware of it. It was an overnight awakening. I began to take note of the way that black 

people were shown on TV, in shows that before then I had happily watched without being bothered.

There was a racist comedian, Bernard Manning, telling jokes about ‘wogs’ and ‘Pakis’. There was Jim Davidson, doing a stupid voice for his black alter ego, Chalkie White. And as for The Black and White Minstrel Show . . . what the hell was that about?

I had always felt like I belonged in England – like it was my natural home. Now, suddenly, I wasn’t so sure.

There was some TV that spoke to me. A few years earlier, I had watched Roots on TV on Sunday nights with my mum. I was a bit too young to get it then, but now the story of Kunta Kinte, the African boy captured and sold into slavery, hit me like a hammer.

Shit! Was that what they used to do to black people? It made me super-angry: This stuff happened all those years ago, I thought, and it’s still going on now! In terms of understanding racial injustice, it was a real fire-starter for me.

My life had been about skipping to the park, and Kick the Can, and picking blackberries, and Mojo chews. Now, suddenly, I woke up to another side of life: to bigotry, and violence, and racism. I had gone to Highbury Grove a happy, innocent little boy.

That innocence was about to get beaten right out of me.

When the bullying at school started, I tried to tell the teachers about it. One morning after playtime, we were standing in line to go back in class. I was bleeding from a cut to my face and Iqbal’s glasses were smashed again. I stepped out of the line and spoke to the teacher.

‘Sir, some boys hit us in the playground,’ I told him. ‘They punched me in the face, and broke Iqbal’s glasses, and . . .’

‘Shut up and get back in the line! Now!’ the teacher told me. He just did not want to know. They never did.

I was trying to stand my ground but the bullies were a lot bigger than me and I got some bad licks. After one particularly bad day, I got home in tears. My mum saw me and asked me what was wrong.

‘A boy in school hit me in the playground,’ I sniffed. Mum stared at me.

‘Well, why didn’t you hit him first?’ she asked.

Those words hit home. I took serious note of them.

I would have liked to talk to Lloyd
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