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To my father.

I was too young to understand what was happening to you when you were experiencing your struggle with mental illness, you rode out the storm alone. It’s only now I’ve written this book that I realise I never got the chance to sit and talk with you about the times those rough winds ripped through our minds. In that respect, I’ve realised this all too late. I went away to follow my dreams, life and work taking me to other places, and though I did my best to get to see you whenever I could it was never enough. Thank heavens for Sandra. And when another storm came to ravage your mind, this time blasting away your capacity, came a time when it was just enough to sit with you and see the occasional spark in your eye. You were still Dad. 

I was in America when I heard the news, heard the news the storm was over. You’d found peace, finally, a place to rest after your long, hard journey, sheltered away now, protected from the harsh winds. Get some sleep, Dad. Thank you for the car rides, the truck trips and the jacket. Thank you for the train pass and for signing the paperwork I needed to secure my grant to go to RADA. You set me up in so many ways, Dad, I’m not sure if I ever I got the chance tell you. I hope you knew it, they all know it now. 

This is for you, Dad. Sleep well.




Foreword

When I first met David Harewood, we spoke incessantly for over an hour. We were attending a television industry party, a plush gathering in which guests are expected to circulate and network; the savviest amongst them seeking out valuable face-time with influential commissioners and channel controllers. What you are not supposed to do at such events is enter into a long and intense conversation with a single person to the exclusion of everything and everyone else.

I wanted to talk to David Harewood not because he is a Hollywood actor or the star of TV dramas; the room was full of other famous people. I wanted to talk to him about a season of TV programmes that we had both, separately, appeared in, the previous year. My part in that season had been a documentary in which I had returned to the street in which I had lived as a teenager, back in the 1980s. That street is the site of the home where my inter-racial family had been forced out after a relentless campaign of attacks launched by the thugs of the National Front. This confrontation with my own past had been important and necessary. By being open about my own experiences I was able to demonstrate to viewers how deep the wounds left by racism can run, lingering on decades after the events in question. It had made the documentary more impactful.

Yet despite my professional rationalisation of my decision, when the series was broadcast I felt extraordinarily exposed and uncomfortable. A painful experience I had rarely discussed even with my mother and siblings suddenly became public knowledge. I was asked to speak about it in radio interviews and comment about it in newspapers. Talking about racism publicly, not in the abstract but in raw and personal terms, made me feel that I had broken some unwritten, self-imposed rule. Not long after the series was broadcast, in the midst of my discomfort, I watched another documentary that was part of the same season. Within that programme, to my intense relief, David Harewood gave an interview in which he too spoke candidly of his encounters with British racism. As David recounted shocking experiences from his past, describing them in stark detail, suddenly I felt less alone and less exposed. David’s decision to talk openly about what had happened to him seemed somehow to validate my own. I later discovered, from the letters and emails sent by viewers who had watched that season of programmes, that other people of colour had been deeply affected by watching well-known (and in David Harewood’s case A-list famous) Black people discussing racism and its impact upon their lives in such frank and personal terms.

Meeting David Harewood a year later at that party gave me an opportunity to explain what his openness had meant to me, how it had reassured me that my own decision to discuss my past had been the right one. We talked about why it was we had never previously felt able to discuss such experiences publicly, and of how so many other Black people had similar stories to tell; stories that only seemed to emerge occasionally and always in private settings. Like many Black people who had encountered the racism of Britain in the 1970s and 1980s, David and I had locked away not just our memories of racist incidents but also, and perhaps more importantly, our memories of how these events had been damaging assaults on our sense of self.

In this book David Harewood writes with rare honesty and fearless self-analysis about exactly such experiences; his upbringing and his encounters with racism from childhood onwards. He explores how the hostility of strangers collided with his developing sense of self and his relationship to Britain and with his own Blackness. Such experiences, combined with other factors, ultimately led to what David describes as the ‘deepest darkest moment’ in his life; his descent into psychosis at the age of 23. 

With equal candour David plots the story of his recovery; a long journey that took him from Birmingham’s Hollymoor Psychiatric Hospital to the lights of Hollywood. This book is, in itself, a physical manifestation of that hopeful journey, the process of writing these pages demanding the painful disinterring of long-buried details from David’s darkest of moments and a confrontation with the contents of a file containing the medical records from his weeks in Hollymoor Hospital.

The reticence felt by many Black Britons when it comes to talking frankly about their experiences of racism and racial violence is very often accompanied by an even deeper resistance to discussing the issue of mental health. Yet the need for such discussions are arguably greater and more urgent amongst Black Britons than any other demographic. Within Britain’s Black communities there exists a mental health crisis, the details of which are largely debated through statistics. Those numbers reveal, amongst other things, that Black people in Britain are far more likely than white people to suffer forms of mental ill-health that lead to them being hospitalised. However, no matter how shocking such statistics might be, and no matter how skilfully and sensitively they are deployed by journalists and the authors of reports, they remain just statistics, mere numbers that are incapable of conveying the human toll of this crisis. By bravely recounting his own experiences, of both his psychosis and his recovery, David makes real and tangible a phenomenon that too often is met with hushed silence and inaction.

Some readers might be surprised that a memoir written by such a celebrated actor explores the politics of race and diversity as much as the craft of the stage. Yet in our society when a Black person writes or speaks about race and racism their words are always regarded as political. Even today, after the murder of George Floyd and the great wave of protest, learning and acknowledgement that followed, there are still people who – with no sense of embarrassment – confidently assert that they just ‘don’t see race,’ encouraging others to affect a similar myopia. To entertain that particular delusion and to imagine oneself capable of that specific impossibility is also to proclaim enormous privilege.

When Black people attempt to travel through life unaware of their race, as David Harewood’s story intimately reveals, they place themselves in acute danger. Although Black people, like all people, forge identities that are multi-layered and complex, built on the foundations of family, nationality or class, and shaped by loyalties to a region, a football team or a profession, such identities remain externally invisible. ‘I was Black and I had completely underestimated the significance of that reality’ writes David on the pages that follow.

Repeated encounters with racism over a lifetime can, and in David Harewood’s case undoubtedly did, broaden and deepen the gulf that inevitably exists between internal and external perceptions, between the two sides of what W.E.B. Du Bois described as the Double Consciousness that Black people are forced to inhabit while navigating within a racialised society. In a police file the young David, full of potential and promise, but in need of help in the midst of a psychotic episode, is reduced to ‘a large Black man,’ a stereotype that diminishes a person to their physicality, a Black body to be feared. Books that address these issues, particularly in the British context, are rare. Books that do so with such naked honesty rarer still. 

David Olusoga, 2021.





A Letter to the Reader

First of all, I have to be honest, this is not what you might call a straight-up autobiography. If you’re looking for tales of the high life, of the glam and the glitter, this book probably isn’t for you. The shops are full of fluffy celebrity exposés charting the drama of fame and fortune, and if that’s what you’re expecting, you might want to ask for your money back.

That’s not to say I won’t be using this book to tell my story, the tale of a Black kid from Small Heath in Birmingham who dared to dream of a life amongst Hollywood stars; a kid who ended up at dinner one night with Al Pacino and shaking the hand of my all-time favourite, Sidney Poitier, at a Hollywood awards ceremony. I’d be foolish not to include those kinds of memories. But I’m writing this book not to look back at what happened to me over my fifty-five years, but as an attempt to understand why it happened. I want to examine the impact of my personal history on my mental health and my life. Despite having been sectioned twice, I have been able to build a successful career. In sharing my story, I hope I can offer some hope to those who continue to struggle with their mental health or who feel shame about past episodes of mental illness.

Thirty years ago, fresh out of drama school, I had what I now understand to be a psychotic breakdown. I spent weeks walking all over London, sometimes throughout the night, talking to complete strangers and following them wherever they led me. I’d black out only to regain consciousness in a completely different part of town, hours later, afraid and with absolutely no idea what had happened in the interval. Had it not been for some extraordinary friends who decided amongst themselves that I needed to be hospitalised, I might have vanished into the London night for good. Worse still, I could have taken heed of the incredibly real and convincing voices in my head and simply thrown myself off Westminster Bridge. Instead, I found myself sectioned under the Mental Health Act and kept on a locked ward. Nobody was willing or able to offer any explanation for what I was experiencing. 

When I look back, it’s clear that I came close to death. Many men, Black men in particular, have died being restrained by the police whilst experiencing psychotic symptoms. I’m absolutely convinced that had I been in America at the time of my breakdown, I’d most likely be dead. I’m acutely aware of just how much I struggled against those trying to subdue me when I was sectioned. It took not one or two but six police officers to hold me down. One false move by me or any of them could have ended my life. 

Although I was hospitalised twice in quick succession, I only recovered my sanity at home with my caring, nurturing mother. After those terrifying episodes, I managed to continue my career as an actor remarkably quickly, becoming the first Black actor to be cast as Othello at the Royal National Theatre, as well as appearing in a string of acclaimed international theatre productions. I also played a critical role in the Emmy and Golden Globe-winning American drama series Homeland and bagged a Spirit Award nomination for Best Actor. I guess you could say it has been quite the turnaround! 

I’ve never made a secret of my former mental health troubles. In fact, the story of my breakdown has been a late-night tale told to drunken friends. But I had no idea of the significance of my journey into madness until a couple of years ago when I decided to examine the facts in the award-winning BBC documentary Psychosis and Me. During filming I discovered the extent of my breakdown and began to understand its roots. I was confronted with the unbearable pain and confusion from that time in my life, when I was just twenty-three years of age. A pain buried so deep in my subconscious that its existence was a barely remembered dream. 

Delving into the causes of my breakdown has involved reconnecting with my struggle to forge a sense of identity and belonging as a Black British man, and the many conflicts I had experienced around race, nationality and acceptance all came flooding back and took me right to the moment my uncertainty began: my first direct experience of racist abuse. That single encounter shattered my perception of myself, splitting my identity in two. 

A small crack appeared, perhaps just the faintest fissure at first, but over the years it grew wider and wider. Caught between the two halves of my identity, I disappeared into the space between and woke up in a mental institution. I had completely lost my mind. 

The public reaction to Psychosis and Me took me completely by surprise. All sorts of different people approached me in the street to recount their own experiences of psychosis. I realised that rather than being isolated in my experience, countless people had sons, daughters, mothers and fathers who had lived through something similar themselves. They were thankful that I had spoken out. I began to recognise that what had happened to me was very common, but rarely talked about. There didn’t seem to be a language in which people could easily discuss the topic. MIND, the mental health charity, informed me that the night the film aired, calls about psychosis rose by 107 per cent. Little did I realise that the documentary was just starting to lift the lid on my own understanding of the past.

The stigma surrounding psychosis is intense and many are either too embarrassed or ashamed to talk about or admit their experience. This reluctance strikes me as odd, because I’ve always seen my breakdown as a truly remarkable event in my life. It helped unlock my understanding of myself, a process that is ongoing to this day. 

It was only after making the documentary and talking about it that I learned the shocking facts about Black mental health in the UK. According to the latest government figures, Black people are four times more likely to be detained under the Mental Health Act than white people and are far more likely to be diagnosed with schizophrenia and psychosis. Out of sixteen specific ethnic groups, Black Caribbean people have the highest rates of detention in psychiatric hospital. Clearly, there is something about living in Britain that is tough for Black people. 

I can certainly attest that even on a purely professional level it’s been difficult for me as a Black actor. Back when I first started out, there were very few good roles for Black actors on television outside the narrow band of law and order figures, roles which rarely had depth or authority. Whilst on stage I could look forward to tackling complex Shakespearean characters night after night, on television it was another world entirely. Over the years this would frustrate me and, as the parts dwindled, I feared things were pretty much over. Thankfully America came calling just in time. The weekend I jetted off to shoot the pilot episode of Homeland I was down to my last eighty quid!

I understand what it’s like to be skint, to lack opportunities, to see others getting ahead of you. I’ve also experienced racism, both overt and subtle, and I’ve been outspoken about it, too. Britain has deep pockets of racism and that may surprise some, but not me. Without doubt the impact of racism can contribute to the development of psychosis. Denying this basic reality risks pushing people of colour further and further away from mental health services and away from the help they so desperately need. The numbers don’t lie. 

My own breakdown was a cry for help that I couldn’t appreciate at the time. Uncovering its origins while writing this book has been difficult, but what I have discovered has given me an immense freedom. Now it’s possible to consider my entire life from a whole new perspective. In moving through post-traumatic stress, I have even discovered some ‘post-traumatic growth’. I’m grateful for the opportunity to understand the root of my insecurities and vulnerability and I have written this book as an attempt to help other people connect mental ill-health to something beyond themselves.

I was extremely lucky to survive my brush with psychosis and, although I was sectioned twice in short succession, I have never had any further episodes or needed further medication. That’s not true for everyone. There are many Black men, in particular, who continue to be affected by these issues but avoid getting the support they need because of traumatic experiences with mental health services. Other chronic sufferers find themselves trapped in a cycle of hospitalisation, poverty and, often, crime. This can be an impossibly hard pattern to break and when racism is thrown into the mix, the emotional build-up can have explosive and sometimes dangerous consequences.

As a Black British man I believe it is vital that I tell this story. It may be just a single account from one person of colour, but my hope is that it might be enough to change some opinions or, more importantly, stop someone else from spinning completely out of control.





Chapter One

There Ain’t No Black in the Union Jack

One of my earliest memories is of when I was three, aimlessly wandering out the back door of our house in Arthur Street, Birmingham. I was looking for Roger, my elder brother. I’d no sooner set foot into the yard than I was struck in the head with a rock as big as a tennis ball. I don’t remember feeling any physical pain at the time, but I do remember wailing in shock and calling for my brother, my idol. I was still so young that I couldn’t pronounce my ‘R’s or ‘G’s so I cried out for ‘Woyer, Woyer!’ Roger was nowhere to be seen but my loud screams attracted the attention of my mother, who was nearby chopping wood for the fire. 

Mayleen Harewood is a proud Bajan woman, hard-working and fiercely protective of her children. She instantly had a good idea of who was responsible for throwing the rock. It wasn’t the first time our troublesome white neighbours had caused her concern, and she led me inside, cleaned up the blood streaming from my forehead and told us all not to leave the house. Then she marched off to the local police station. Upon arrival my mother approached the officer on duty behind his desk and said with calm, supressed Bajan rage:

‘Excuse me. My youngest child has just been hit in the head with a rock by one of our neighbours. Officer, when I heard my child scream I was chopping wood for a fire. So help me God, if I’d have caught the person responsible for chucking it, I would have buried that chopper in their skull. I ask you to please come round and talk to these people or by Christ, you’ll be over later taking them to the morgue and me off to prison!’

She meant every word of it. The policeman took down some details and later that day knocked on our neighbours’ door and had a word. Not that it stopped the trouble. A couple of weeks later, early on a Saturday morning, my mother called us all down from our bedrooms for breakfast and we came running in eager anticipation of one of her Saturday specials – a full English: bacon, egg, sausage, beans and toast with all the trimmings, yum! But, just as we got to the table, a brick came crashing through the window, bouncing off the table and landing on the floor in front of us. I’ll never forget the sight, my favourite English breakfast, cooked and ready to eat, covered in glass.

‘Go back upstairs . . . I’ll call you when I’ve cooked something fresh,’ Mum said.

We moved away shortly afterwards and in the spring of 1973 took up residence in Small Heath, a tough working-class neighbourhood that was respectable and tidy. Although I was still quite young, I had the impression we’d moved up in the world. Oldknow Road was lined with identical little houses and tiny front gardens with some families going to the trouble of painting their front walls in an effort to look posh. 

There were trees on either side of the road and the street itself had a gentle sloping hill at one end. The other end was bordered by the main road, Coventry Road, with lots of shops and regular buses into town, perfect for a young family of four. We settled in quickly. The house had two rooms downstairs, a kitchen and an indoor bathroom (result!), plus three bedrooms, one for my sister Sandra, one shared between my two older brothers Roger and Paul and me, and the last for Mum and Dad. It was a fine little house where all my childhood memories now gather like old friends. 

As far as I was aware, we were the only Black family on our end of the street. There were a couple of Indian and Pakistani families towards the other end of the road, but apart from that, the street was filled with white English and Irish families with names like Davidson, Duggan and Lovegrove. We lived next door to the Davidsons and at first they weren’t too pleased about their new dark-skinned neighbours. However, as time passed, they mellowed and actually became rather friendly. But then just as we were hitting our stride in the new house, somebody put an envelope full of shit through our letter box, which is something that to this day still puzzles me. I mean, why go to the trouble of collecting your own shit, carrying it down the street and posting it? It was the very idea of doing it which really disgusted me, not particularly the racial aggravation. Mum and Dad just cleaned up the mess with a bemused shrug and continued on with their day.

I was probably around five now and I had definitely picked up that some people in the area were none too pleased to see Black faces around. I remember being a little afraid to go outside of my house and I had a fear of the world beyond our front garden. It was probably this same fear that caused me to cry my eyes out on my first day of school. I can remember clinging on to my mother’s arm as we made the short journey from our house, up the road to St Benedict’s Junior School. Upon arrival, I completely refused to let Mum go. The idea of being away from my parents’ protective care filled me with terror. Mum had to work hard to get me inside. As it was, I loved my first day at school. In fact, I continued to enjoy school right up until the day I left at eighteen. At school I discovered the joys of friendship and laughter that made me thrive. I flourished being around people and school provided me with an assortment of wonderful experiences and deep connections, some of which I still have today.

In time, I’d make the journey to school and home again on my own, but in the early days I felt safer in the company of my mother. I looked forward to seeing her face at the end of the school day, waiting for me just beyond the school fence. As I grew older it became clear that the streets outside my home could really be dangerous. Mum and Dad began cautiously speaking to us about how there were certain white people who didn’t like us. We were told to watch out for one another whenever we left the house. I can remember starting to watch white people when I walked past them in the street. Some would smile and nod as they passed with open, friendly faces, while others carried on without so much as a glance. But every now and again there’d be a look in the eye that chilled me. I couldn’t explain it, it was just something I felt in my bones, and every time I saw someone like that, I looked away and quickened my step. 

When I was seven years old, matters became irrevocably clear. It was an incident I’ll never forget for it created a rupture that lasts until this very day. Playing alone outside my house one day, I noticed an older, white gentleman walking towards me from across the road. He wasn’t charging at me so I didn’t feel danger, but I could tell it was a purposeful walk. I stopped what I was doing and watched as he got closer. When he was finally within arm’s length, his face a picture of hatred and anger, he leaned in towards me and said:

‘Get the fuck out of my country, you little Black bastard!’

I was shocked and rooted to the spot. He glared at me for a moment, before slowly turning and walking away. I watched as he strode off, working out what he had just said to me. ‘His’ country? Was it not mine too? Perhaps it wasn’t? I was piecing it together, my imaginary game now over, replaced by more serious thought. 

Maybe I don’t belong here?

And that’s when it happened, the two halves of me split. There was now a Black half and an English half and I could feel myself slowly coming apart. At times in my life I’ve been able to fuse these two halves together, but occasionally the gap between them is just too big and I struggle. How can I be English when much of England refuses to accept my Blackness and makes it clear that I am not welcome? Sometimes I wonder if it’s actually possible to be a Black Englishman. Surely it doesn’t make any sense? From that day forward, keeping the two parts of my identity joined together has been a conscious effort. And when the space between them gets too wide, I lose my bearings. When I had my breakdown, there was an absolute firestorm of thoughts and confusion. I felt powerless to stop my fall and the longer it continued, the faster I fell.

These days I’m more watchful and more aware of the space in between the two halves. I’m able to judge the distance now. When they drift apart, I move with them, building mental pathways back towards wholeness. It’s a constant battle. Even in my professional life.

He’s too English!

He’s not Black enough!

The ground beneath me crumbles. It can be a destructive pattern. It’s almost as if my identity feels it’s under attack, just like it was on the streets of Birmingham all those years earlier. 

Britain in the late 1960s and ’70s was an environment where Black kids like me were often subject to random and unforeseen racist attacks. Although I felt safe at school and could afford to clown around, enjoying the freedom of a safe space, on the streets and on the way home, it was another matter entirely. Some days would pass without incident, almost as if all was well, then suddenly, out of nowhere, from a passing car I would hear:

‘Nigger!’

And my whole body would tense at some random voice calling out in the afternoon sun. Or there would be monkey noises accompanying me as I walked down the street.

‘Oi! You little Black bastard. Where you going?’

Keep walking, pay no attention, just keep going, nearly home.

But perhaps the most symbolic example of this rupture within my identity was this catchy little ditty:

‘There Ain’t No Black in the Union Jack.’ 

White guys took such joy singing this tune back in the day. Its rumbling menace had the peculiar effect of actually matching the rhythm of my stride as I walked past them. 

Repeated again and again, the phrase hung in the air like a football chant and left no doubt as to whom it was directed. I remember leaving my house for school the morning of the Queen’s Silver Jubilee in 1975 and seeing the whole street decked out in little Union Jack flags. It was the first time I’d seen so many and as I walked along I began to notice something. I saw that there was indeed no black in the Union Jack – the menacing chant was correct. I had a growing sense of fear as a child that the Union Jack flag was a physical symbol of my ‘otherness’ and once again my identity took a hit.

How can I be a Black Englishman?

As the ’70s progressed, the Union Jack flag became the proud symbol of people the Black community feared most on the streets, namely skinheads and the National Front. These people would, in no uncertain terms, attack Black kids like me on sight. The National Front, a right-wing, anti-immigration movement, had rapidly gained popularity across large areas of the country, especially in industrial, working-class cities like Birmingham. With its car and machinery plants looking to boost capacity and in need of labourers, the rise of the National Front was an immediate threat. The NF stood in opposition to the growing numbers of Black and brown workers arriving from abroad looking for jobs. Now, no matter how old you were, you had to be watchful. Attacks could be brutal. Many of these guys even wore Union Jacks prominently on their bomber jackets, and one particular skinhead I remember had a Union Jack tattooed on his face. 

If you were Black, you became adept at sensing these attacks, almost as if you had a superpower or Spidey-sense! 

A rapidly slowing car . . .	

The sound of multiple doors opening . . .

One signal was all we needed. A quick glance over the shoulder to see how many men and what they were carrying – iron bars, chains or knives – and we were gone! Up and over a six-foot fence like it was a footstool, down an entryway, over a wall, under impossible spaces and we were well on our way, hardly ever caught. Hiding was never an option as occasionally elderly neighbours, sick of us being in their rose gardens retrieving our footballs, would lean out of upstairs windows and direct our pursuers to our whereabouts:

‘He went behind that car!’

‘I think there’s one of them ran through Nelly’s garden! Check behind the shed.’

No. Best to keep going, best to keep running until you’re sure you’re out of sight and safe, which was when all the Union Jacks had disappeared. Until next time. 

To this day I’ve never been able to get over that feeling and whenever I see the flag I still instinctively stiffen. There’s much about the country that I love, its strength of character, culture and passion, and I have felt pride in the achievements of my fellow citizens. But this is old memory, deep and seared into my psyche. I know the fear is not completely rational. After all, there are many who fly the flag with pride today and mean me no harm at all. Yet for years the Union Jack meant danger and I had to be careful of those who sported it. 

The seventy-fifth anniversary of VE Day fell in 2020 and again the flags were out in number, just as they were during the Brexit debates. I still find myself on guard, on my toes. During the Black Lives Matter counter-demonstrations in central London in the summer of the same year, it was no surprise to me at all to see the far right marching alongside the Union Jack, waving it and singing ‘God Save The Queen’. They looked like the guys who used to chase me all those years ago. 

Racism is part of the fabric of my life in the UK. It’s as familiar to me as the start of the football season or the theme tune of News at Ten. I’ve grown up with it. I know what it looks like. So you can imagine my astonishment when the government produced a race report in 2021, the Sewell report, that totally diminished my lived experience and told me that the things I knew to be true were just a myth. This dismissal of my experience erodes trust. I sometimes watch young Black British athletes at the Olympics drape themselves in the Union Jack when they win and I’m genuinely envious. As a direct result of my experiences I would struggle to embrace the flag like that. To me, it is a symbol of a near constant struggle to keep the two halves of myself from coming apart.




Chapter Two

Just Like That

Romeo Cornelius Harewood left Barbados late in the summer of 1957 and arrived in England six weeks later, ready to begin a brand-new life of adventure in the country’s second city, Birmingham. He’d taken a big step, a leap of faith, and landed in the Mother Country ready to roll up his sleeves and get to work. He set right to it. 

An industrious man, my father was good with his hands and more than ready to work long hours to make a living. Birmingham held opportunity and promise and ‘Joe’, as my father was known for short, was willing to get the job done, but I remember him telling me it was tough to find work at first. He would never be drawn on why getting a job had been so difficult: 

‘There were a couple of stupid people, you know. You just tell them to bugger off!’

Before too long, he landed a position working for British Rail. He wasn’t actually a train driver – although when I was young I remember thinking he was! Instead, he drove enormous lorries and trailers around for ‘Freightliner’, a company that distributed cargo carried by the rail network, travelling across the country from day to day. It was a solid blue-collar job with lots of benefits. He made an effort to look the part, taking pride in his uniform and checking his blazer was in place over his shirt, tie and jumper. My father was all in blues and greys topped off by a little black cap! I asked him to get me one of those jackets in the ’80s when I was about fourteen. I repeatedly asked him and he finally gave in and got me one. When he handed it to me, he looked puzzled. I’m not sure he quite understood why I’d want it, but I was really happy he’d delivered. I thought it looked so cool! I used to wear it hanging around with the sleeves rolled up Miami Vice style!

My father’s work clothes weren’t the only perk of his job. One of the benefits was free rail travel for dependents, ‘subject to inspection’, of course! When I decided to pursue acting at sixteen, he got me a handy ‘authorisation card’ that I used to get to all my London auditions, including the one for RADA. I guess I owe a lot to my father’s ability to get himself a good job, maybe even more than I realised.

Joe married my mother, Mayleen, in 1963 and the two of them quickly began the search for a place raise a family. We stayed in a couple of places, temporary housing in different parts of the city, before settling in a lovely little house in the Small Heath area of Birmingham and that’s where this story really begins. I remember my dad’s nice car and the way he took pride in how it looked. He’d take us on long


































































Praise for Maybe I Don’t Belong Here

‘One of the best books on mental health, race, Britain and the thrill of acting I have ever read. You will fall in love with the miraculous David Harewood as he grows up, stumbles, falls and rises in triumph. This incredible, touching and inspiring story will change lives.’

Stephen Fry

‘David Harewood writes with rare honesty and fearless self-analysis about his experiences of racism and what ultimately led to his descent into psychosis at the age of twenty-three. With equal candour, David plots the story of his recovery. This book is, in itself, a physical manifestation of that hopeful journey.’

David Olusoga, author of Black and British

‘Brutally honest, brave and enlightening, David Harewood’s memoir and account of his breakdown is a fascinating read. Well-written and researched, this is a book that makes you wonder about our mental health system, about othering and racism in Britain and all the other Black men who haven’t made it through to the other side. But it’s also a love letter to Harewood’s friends, parents and a tribute to his determination to succeed against the odds.’

Kit de Waal, author of My Name is Leon and The Trick to Time

‘Unflinching. David Harewood’s book traces the effects of racial bigotry to a young boy growing up in 1970s Birmingham. Brave and incredibly honest.’

Adrian Lester

‘Not only is the book poignant and deeply touching; it is also a vital insight into the realities of issues surrounding mental health in the UK. David has given us a real gift with this book: intimate and urgent, an act of vulnerability. Maybe I Don’t Belong Here bravely exposes the ruptures of identity resulting from being racially othered in a country you call home. I feel like I gained a friend in these pages. It’s a book that is written with honesty and humanity. I struggled to let the pages close – that’s how invested I felt in David’s story. I learned a little more about what it means to be Black, a Black man, a Black British man who has struggled with mental health and grown as a result. It’s a testament to his resilience, vulnerability and humility that we can all learn from.’

Jeffrey Boakye, author of I Heard What You Said and Black, Listed

‘A powerful memoir in which Harewood recounts the psychotic episode he suffered in his 20s, what he learned from the experience and how he made the journey to recovery. In particular, Harewood came to understand the extent to which his psychosis and treatment were rooted in race, racism, and his sense of identity.’

BBC

‘Such a powerful and necessary read . . . Don’t wait until Black History Month to pick up this book, it’s a must-read just now.’

Candice Brathwaite, Sunday Times bestselling author of I Am Not Your Baby Mother and Sista, Sister

‘Heartwarming, eye-opening, gut-wrenching. David Harewood’s brutally honest account of his experiences in the mental health system should force us all to examine the impact that our past has on our lives. Maybe I Don’t Belong Here shines a light on the interplay between race, identity and mental well-being with tremendous moral courage.’

David Lammy, MP

‘Captivating . . . His fortitude and the courage to revisit that period and all it entailed are quietly heroic; hearing him tell his own story with such generosity makes this a memorable listen.’

Financial Times, ‘Best Audiobooks Roundup’

‘In this deeply moving memoir, actor David Harewood examines the episodes of psychosis in his past. You feel his pain as he uncovers how he was treated not just as a mentally ill patient but also as a Black man . . . As a Black, working-class man with British and Caribbean heritage, Harewood often feels he doesn’t have a place. This book shows he very much does.’

The Style Life

‘This is an amazing book. Only an actor could capture the double-consciousness of being Black and British so beautifully. Playing a role while simultaneously trying to be true to yourself. For me this held both lessons and affirmations of what it means to be a Black British man and the struggles to reconcile our inherent contradictions. Maybe I Don’t Belong Here is also absolutely brilliant in illustrating the importance of RADA and what we need to do to prepare RADA students to not just be the best actors and technicians they can be, but the best human beings.’

Marcus Ryder MBE, author and chair of RADA

‘Demonstrates how those in the public eye can use their profiles to try and lever positive change . . . Immensely powerful.’

The Bookseller
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