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WHITE TO BLACK
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one

A WHITE LIE

1958, aged 4

My earliest memory is of vomiting the breakfast contents 
of my stomach onto a pile of starched white sheets that my 
mother had just finished ironing. I succeeded in Jackson 
Pollocking all of them. She was not amused, but then again it 
was her own fault: she shouldn’t have told me that I had been 
adopted. 

It was the late summer of 1958 in Romford, a newly 
expanding market town in the county of Essex, famous for the 
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stink of its Star brewery, ‘a night down the dogs’ at the local 
greyhound racing stadium and as the one-time residence of 
the infamous Colonel Blood, the only man to have stolen 
the Crown Jewels, even if only temporarily. This backwater 
suburb was only fifteen miles north-east of London’s buzzing 
post-war metropolis, but a light year behind in terms of 
progressive thinking. 

My mother was astute enough to know that, since I was 
about to start infant school, I should be told the truth about 
my origins, just in case my new pale-faced schoolmates asked 
me why I was brown when my parents were white. I had 
noticed that I was different, but I hadn’t realized that it was 
any kind of a problem. Well, nothing much is a problem at 
four years old, other than not getting what you really want for 
birthdays and Christmases. 

‘Why didn’t you tell me you felt sick,’ screamed my mother, 
as she landed a huge smack on my right leg, grabbed me by 
the arm and sent me upstairs to my bedroom as punishment. 
‘As if I haven’t got enough work to do,’ she shouted as I howled 
my way upstairs.

I sat on my bed, running my hand over the large red 
handprint on my calf. The mark on my skin felt hot and 
tender, but the indelible print her words had left on my being 
was cold and hard. 

In her defence, I have to tell you that she was taking Purple 
Hearts at the time, aka Drinamyl, a potent combination of 
amphetamine and barbiturate, a form of prescription ‘speed’ 
that was doled out by GPs from 1957 onward for menopausal 
women. It was also the drug de jour of the soon to come 
swinging ’60s, loved by the Mods and Rockers that my 
mother’s generation would so vehemently hate. 

Since her marriage to Arthur Vickers at eighteen, she had 
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spent nearly two and a half decades bringing up four sons, 
Trevor, Tony, Ken and Roger. She was now a ‘woman of a 
certain age’ who tired easily, but was still expected to fulfil a 
monotonous list of housewifely duties without the abundance 
of today’s labour-saving devices. So drug companies made it 
their business to invent various potent little pills to help such 
women get the jobs done quicker. How else could women 
achieve the ‘perfect fifties family home’ that Hollywood films 
popularized and spouses expected? Unfortunately these little 
‘pick-me-ups’ made her hopping mad about the least little 
thing.

I jumped off my bed and stared at my tear-stained face in 
the dressing table’s triptych mirror. I looked different. Then I 
understood why. I was now a little ‘coloured’ girl who didn’t 
have a real mummy and daddy. This new piece of information 
didn’t fit me. It was like trying to insert the last piece into a 
jigsaw, only to find that it belonged to another picture. 

My brain buzzed with all the new words that my mother 
had used. She had said that my ‘real’ father was from a place 
called Nigeria. Apparently he had dark-coloured skin. My 
‘real’ mother had been a schoolgirl from the nearby town of 
Dagenham. No mention was made of the colour of her skin, 
so I assumed that she wasn’t ‘dark coloured’. This ‘darkness of 
colour’ was said in such a way that I instinctively knew that it 
wasn’t seen as a good thing. 

Until then, the only thing that had marred my blissfully 
ignorant existence was my hair, which was alternately 
described as ‘woolly’, ‘wiry’ or ‘fizzy’ by three curious old 
aunts, all named after various fragrant flowers. Their cold, 
arthritically knobbed fingers, like the gnarly old winter 
branches on bare trees, loved to grab handfuls of it when they 
visited. 
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My least favourite aunt, named after the thorniest flower, 
usually dripped disappointment like a leaky tap whenever she 
talked about me. ‘Ooh-er,’ she invariably said as she rubbed a 
section of my hair between her forefinger and thumb, testing 
its texture, ‘I thought it was going to feel like a Brillo pad, but 
it’s soft, just like wool.’ 

Just to put her into context – she had sent me a golliwog 
for my first birthday present, which, ironically, I cherished for 
much of my childhood.

Another aunt, whose name evoked a tiny purple flower 
with a golden centre, was kinder and helpfully suggested to 
my mother: ‘I heard that you can tame all that fizz with a wet 
brush.’ She always used the word ‘fizz’ instead of ‘frizz’, as if I 
was an unruly bottle of pop that had been shaken too much.

My third aunt, who was named after a fragrant flower that 
grew in valleys, was the only one of this sisterly triumvirate 
who thought my hair was pretty, but she was half blind. Her 
cloudy eyes had the same distant, yet myopic look that all 
cataract sufferers share. ‘Just like candy floss,’ she would say, 
as she patted my hairy confection. 

Now it seemed that not only my hair was a problem, but 
the colour of my skin too. My mother had told me that I 
was a ‘half-caste’, a polite term back then; politically correct 
phrases like mixed race, dual heritage, people of colour, 
Afro-Caribbean, Anglo-African were as yet unknown in 
those halcyon days of fifties post-war Britain. The ownership 
of colonial overseas dominions allowed British citizens to 
exercise their God-given right in calling a spade a spade. 
You could even get away with saying ‘wog’, ‘nigger’ or ‘coon’, 
especially if you wanted to practise a ‘colour bar’ in your local 
pub or club. Those ‘darkeys’ had to be kept out at all costs. 

As I grew, I began to understand that these derogatory 
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terms were standard in our family when describing a black 
person. Slowly and surely, I realized how un-level the green 
and pleasant playing fields of England really were, but I was a 
resourceful child and quickly learned to ignore the colourful 
jibes hurled by complete strangers on the street when I was 
unaccompanied. I always considered ‘jungle-bunny’ the 
funniest insult I ever heard. I used to wonder how the users 
of this phrase could be so misinformed. Didn’t they watch 
Desmond Morris’s Zoo Time programme on children’s 
television? Rabbits didn’t live in the jungle; they preferred 
more temperate climes. I soon understood that ‘getting it all 
muddled up or just plain wrong’ is the main stock in trade for 
any good racist worth their salt. 

Black people were still a rarity on the streets of Romford. 
Nobody ran up and touched you for luck any more – as my 
mother explained that she and her school friends did the first 
time that they saw a black man – but being the only black 
kid in school did make me an automatic target for some of 
the more uncharitable children who made monkey noises 
in the playground or school corridors. When I mentioned it 
to my mother, she would say things like: ‘Just tell them that 
sticks and stones may break my bones, but names will never 
hurt me.’ 

It was her attempt at elastoplasting the hurt but, believe 
me, that jingle is hardly an incisive retort when going head to 
head with the local primary school bully. A playground thug 
rarely wants an in-depth discussion about the pros and cons 
of trans-racial adoption in modern society. The laser-like 
precision with which such kids seek out the soft underbelly 
of their object of derision, before putting the metaphorical 
boot in, must stand them in good stead for future careers 
as managers or stand-up comics. Almost instinctively I 
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empathized with the ugly or fat school kids who suffered 
the same kinds of verbal abuse. Being marginalized at such a 
young age makes children defensive and prone to moodiness. 
I was good at both.

‘Don’t sulk,’ my mother would bark at me. ‘What have 
you got to be miserable about? You should think yourself 
lucky that you’ve got a good home. Lots of little girls like you 
haven’t, you know.’

What she really meant was that I should consider myself 
lucky that I had been adopted. It never occurred to her that 
having your history erased and replaced with somebody 
else’s version of it was a dubious kind of luck. Adoption is 
like having a total blood transfusion; it may save your life in 
the short term, but if it’s not a perfect match, rejection issues 
may appear much later.

In the tiny microcosm that I inhabited as a child, the 
word racism hadn’t yet been invented. The concept was alive 
and kicking, but in the absence of a name it thrived like an 
inoperable cancer. Ignorance breeds ignorance, particularly 
when newspapers run inflammatory headlines about being 
‘overrun’ or ‘swamped’ with people of a different race. It wasn’t 
just black people, the Irish got it in the neck too, and the Poles 
and the Italians, but blacks were highly visible on British 
streets, therefore they took the brunt of the opprobrium. I 
frequently heard stupid comments from family members 
or friends about their brushes with members of the black 
community. 

My mother’s nephew, Alan, was a gas meter reader in 
Stoke Newington. His job allowed him into people’s homes, 
so he got to see things that were hidden from the general 
population. He was always welcomed with open arms 
whenever he turned up at family gatherings such as funerals, 
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weddings and christenings, because his lurid tales livened up 
even the most sombre occasions. He brought news from far-
off frontiers, the kinds of places that white people ordinarily 
feared to tread. He confirmed their worst fears. 

After liberal quantities of beer he would grow red in the 
face and begin to wax lyrically: ‘You should see the way some 
of them darkeys live. Twenty to a room. Take the doors off 
the hinges and sleep on them, some of them. Have to pick my 
way across the floor to the cupboard just so’s I can read the 
meter. ’S wonder I don’t fall over sometimes.’ Such insights 
aroused audible intakes of breath from the adults. 

‘And the smell of their cooking. What do you think of this 
then?’ he would say conspiratorially, comically looking over 
each shoulder for effect. ‘I saw loads of open tins of cat food 
on the kitchen table. Not a cat in sight.’

When his audience looked at each other uncertainly, as if 
they didn’t quite understand what he was driving at, he would 
land the punch line. ‘That’s what they eat.’

‘Oh,’ the audience would collectively murmur, finally 
satisfied.

The stories were always the same. Nobody seemed to notice 
the repetition or the little black girl listening in alongside. 

All Our Yesterdays, a bleak documentary television series 
about the Second World War, was also on permanent repeat 
throughout my childhood, just like Alan’s stories. Once I’d 
seen Alan in his gas meter man’s uniform, his blond hair 
sticking out of the back of his peaked cap, his moustache 
small, oblong and freshly trimmed. He reminded me very 
much of the peaked-cap, rain-coated men who stood by 
watching as filthy, skinny people in stripy pyjamas were 
herded into squalid rooms full of bunk beds. The dour 
commentary explained that these uniformed men were Nazis 



10

p a u l i n e  b l a c k

rounding up the Jews. When pictures of lifeless bodies being 
bulldozed into freshly dug pits appeared on the screen, my 
mother would leap up from her armchair and switch the 
television off. ‘Enough of all that. We don’t need to see all 
that again.’

But I did want to see it all again. I was fascinated. I’d 
never seen real dead people before, particularly not being 
so unceremoniously buried. Their arms and legs flopped 
around like rag dolls. From what I could understand at the 
time, being Jewish was similar to being ‘coloured’. Nobody 
much liked you if you were either. Even then I realized that 
being ‘different’ could lead to bad things happening. 

After one of Alan’s sessions at a distant relative’s wedding, 
I asked my mother why these ‘dark people’ – my mother’s 
terminology (she didn’t seem to be able to say ‘darkeys’) –
had to sleep so many in a room. Without missing a beat she 
replied: ‘That’s the way they live. They’re not like us.’

I wasn’t sure whether she included me in that ‘us’. Indeed, 
sometimes I couldn’t quite figure out where I fitted into this 
inequitable equation. I implicitly understood that most of 
the white people I knew thought that most black people were 
not as clever as them. I think it was this erroneous assertion 
that first ignited my somewhat competitive nature when I 
was a child. I considered it my duty to prove them wrong 
by making myself as clever as possible. This did not make 
me popular with my youngest brother Roger, a prototypical 
‘Dennis The Menace’, who became, probably understandably, 
jealous of my early achievements. 

I was dispatched to piano lessons when I was five, because 
my Aunt Violet thought I might be musical. ‘They’re always 
singing and dancing when you see them on the telly,’ she said 
knowledgeably. 
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Roger and me in Clacton, 1957 

‘Why don’t I get sent to piano lessons?’ Roger asked whenever 
he heard me practising on the newly purchased upright piano. 
Nobody had the heart to tell him that he could barely read 
and write coherently at the same age as I was taking my Grade 
2 piano exam. It wasn’t that he had any yearning to play the 
piano. He hadn’t even thought about piano lessons until then. 
He just couldn’t bear the fact that I played well after only a few 
sessions. Surely he was cleverer than this little black girl who 
had usurped his coveted position of ‘youngest’ in the family? 
As soon as he left secondary school at fifteen, he became a 
Teddy Boy. In his late teens, a local beehived girl hurried this 
drape-suited, pencil-moustachioed rebel without a clue up the 
aisle. She later produced a niece and nephew for me. When the 
children were old enough to talk, they frequently referred to 
me as ‘chocolate aunty’ – out of the mouths of babes. 
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My oldest brother Trevor, a hard-working, upright, Duke 
and Duchess of Windsor-admiring fellow, had married a 
winsome, auburn-haired secretary the month before I was 
born and immediately moved into the new home they had 
saved up for, so I never really knew him. 

Tony, the next in line, eighteen years my senior, was doing 
his National Service when I arrived in the family. He often 
joked that when he took me out for a walk in my Silver 
Cross pram, many older women would peer at me and then 
disapprovingly glance at him in his army uniform and say: 
‘Look what you’ve brought back with you from overseas.’

Then there was Ken, my always smiling, happy-go-lucky 
brother, thirteen years my senior. He was always a bit of an 
outsider. He had been adopted too, although he was white. It 
drew us together as I got older, but he was married and had 
left home by the time I was eight, so we never got the chance 
to swap notes on what adoption meant to either of us.

. . .
Despite the undercurrent of racism that pervaded British 
society in the late fifties, I made friends easily with many of 
my white schoolmates. Just as well because there were no black 
pupils at the primary or secondary schools that I attended. I 
was good at reading, writing, spelling, music and running and 
therefore I was much in demand for netball, school sports 
days, reading the Bible lesson at School Assembly and tinkling 
the ivories at my mother’s behest whenever she thought that 
visiting relatives had stayed too long. I could clear a room 
with the opening bars of Beethoven’s Pathetique Sonata.

Many of my girl friends at school were in the Brownies. 
I wanted to be too, but apparently it wasn’t possible to join 
unless I first attended Sunday School at the local church 
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where the Brownie meetings were held. I badgered my 
mother for weeks until she relented and promised to enquire 
about enrolment. I remember standing by her side while she 
had a heated conversation with a woman just outside the 
door of the church’s adjoining hall. The door was ajar and 
I peeped inside. I recognised a few of my friends among the 
horde of little girls running around the small room in their 
smart brown and yellow uniforms. I could hardly wait to do 
the same. It was winter and there was snow on the ground. I 
was aware that a lot of breath was condensing in the freezing 
air between the two women. Suddenly my mother grabbed 
me by the arm and hauled me off down the road towards 
home. She looked very angry, so I didn’t dare ask when we 
could buy my uniform. I later heard her talking to my Dad: 
‘That bloody woman wouldn’t take her for the Brownies or 
even the Sunday School. She had the bloody cheek to ask me 
why we adopted a coloured girl and not one of our own. Call 
themselves Christians? Don’t know the bloody meaning of 
the word.’ I’d never heard her swear so much.

Calmly, my Dad said: ‘If she’s not good enough for their 
church, then their bloody church isn’t good enough for us.’

It was my half-blind Aunt Lily who eventually offered to 
take care of my religious education. She took me along to 
the local Salvation Army Hall on Sunday mornings. The only 
thing I liked about the Sally Army were the women officers’ 
bonnets, the old-style ones with the heavy grosgrain ribbons 
that tied in a huge black bow under the right side of the chin. 
The severity of their stiff black form edged with red, as if the 
cloth had been dipped in the still warm blood of Christ, was 
intoxicating. Even the raddled old face of the Brigadier’s wife 
became beatific in a Sally Army bonnet. One day I plucked up 
enough courage to ask if I could have one, but to my bitter 
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disappointment, I was told that it took years of dedication 
before anybody got a uniform and bonnet to wear. 

Annually, the Sally Army had what they called an 
‘International Pageant’ and all the kids had to dress up as 
somebody from each of the different countries in the world. 
They had no black children, so they were overjoyed that they 
had finally found somebody who could wear a grass skirt, 
hold a cardboard spear and paint the ends of a white bone on 
either side of their nose. This costume was supposed to signify 
a native from deepest, darkest Africa; apparently national 
boundaries were unimportant for black people. Even then, 
I was precocious enough to refuse point-blank when offered 
the raggedy old skirt. I screamed and created such a fuss that 
I was never asked again. 

I acquired a very special friend at school when I was nine. 
Her name was Dorothea – Thea for short – and she was 
the middle one of three sisters from the Hawthorne family. 
Both parents were teachers. Her mother was a lecturer at a 
London art school and her father taught English at a local 
secondary school. Her mum wore shift dresses and Capri 
pants in vibrant pinks, yellows and purples, sometimes 
with crazy geometric patterns. Long red curly hair tumbled 
over her shoulders. Kitten heels adorned her shapely feet. 
She oozed an indefinable cool. My mother wore pastel-
coloured Crimplene dresses with matching dinky hats and 
gloves, topped off with an assortment of badly hand-knitted 
cardigans. Unfortunately she oozed uncool like a thawed-out 
burst pipe.

Inside their house was light and airy, our interior was dark 
and old-fashioned. They had real art in sleek wooden frames 
on the wall; not just any old art, but modern art, modern 
inexplicable art. In our house there were a few faded prints 
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in gaudy filigree frames of Bubbles and Little Lord Fauntleroy, 
picked up at jumble sales. A mahogany-framed sepia print 
of The Return from Inkerman, visibly stained in one corner, 
a depressing heirloom left to my mother by her dead father, 
was displayed above the hearth. It complemented the drab, 
overstuffed room with its flowery wallpaper and multi-
coloured swirly carpet. 

Thea and her sisters romped around their home as if it 
belonged to them as much as to their parents. Nobody told 
them to be quiet if they offered up an opinion on something 
they’d seen in the newspaper or on the television. One 
afternoon when I was invited round for tea, Mrs Hawthorne 
gave me a bowl of pasta. I watched in horror as they spooned 
the white wriggly food into their mouths. 

‘What’s wrong?’ Mrs Hawthorne asked, as I sat staring at 
my plate.

‘I don’t like it,’ I said.
‘Try it first. It’s Italian, darling,’ she said helpfully. She called 

everybody ‘darling’.
‘I’m not allowed to eat foreign muck,’ I chirped up, because 

that’s how my mother referred to foods from other cultures. 
In fact, ‘foreign muck’ was her pet phrase when confronted 
with any food she didn’t like, even Mulligatawny soup.

Thea and her sisters laughed. Her mother told them to 
be quiet. I knew I’d said the wrong thing. Mrs Hawthorne 
took my plate away and made me tinned spaghetti on toast 
instead. Just like my mother made at home. The Hawthornes 
put a whole new spin on my concept of ‘them’ and ‘us’.

We lived in a three-bedroom, semi-detached house which 
had been bought by the local council after the war. We were 
the only family in the street who paid rent for their house 
and our next-door neighbours, the Greens, never let my 
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parents forget this. Not by saying anything, that would be too 
rude, but just by gesture or nod; this was enough to keep the 
Vickerses in their place. My mother compounded the rent- 
paying felony by telling our neighbours that we lived in a 
‘privately owned council house’. A definite oxymoron!

Mr Green, a tall, upright and distinctly uptight man, 
went to work in the City every morning wearing a bowler 
hat, crisp white shirt, striped trousers and carrying an 
umbrella. His wife, Mrs Green, a homely woman, would 
spend the day laundering his shirts so that a fresh one was 
available every morning. You could set your watch by Mr 
Green’s departure to catch the bus, from which he would 
alight at exactly 8 a.m. directly opposite Romford station, 
where he caught the 8.10 a.m. to Liverpool Street, which 
enabled him to be at his desk for precisely 9 a.m. Mrs 
Green liked to relate these kinds of details to my mother 
across the garden fence as she pegged her washing out.

Dad, a short, balding, slightly tubby man with stained 
brown teeth from incessant smoking, left a full hour and a 
half before Mr Green, clad in brown overalls, a donkey jacket 
and flat cap, to drive six miles to Dagenham, where he clocked 
in with a punch card. As a mechanic, he was cleanly efficient, 
but the work was difficult and dirty. Dad constantly smelt 
of oil, which congealed in a black mass under his nicotine-
stained fingernails, and no amount of Swarfega could shift, 
whereas the no-nonsense carbolic aroma of Lifebuoy soap 
noticeably enveloped Mr Green when you passed him on 
the street. Despite Dad’s sartorial shortcomings, I loved him 
implicitly. I loathed Mr Green explicitly. 

Dad grew vegetables to supplement the meagre household 
budget, whereas Mr Green could tell you the Latin names of 
the flowers he grew. The only time Mr Green had a lengthy 
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conversation with Dad was when he complained about the 
squawking of our chickens, which lived in a makeshift wire run 
at the end of our long back garden. The chickens disappeared 
the next day. When I asked about their whereabouts, my dad 
explained that he had given them away, because they needed 
too much upkeep. The next time I spoke to Stephen, the 
Greens’ oldest child, across the garden fence, he imperiously 
informed me that his dad considered it ‘common’ to keep 
chickens. I wondered if there was a list somewhere that let 
the unwary among us know when we were doing something 
that was considered ‘common’. I asked my mother if she knew 
where I might find it.

‘Common, common,’ she repeated, sounding very much 
like a squawking chicken, ‘I’ll give them common. Just who 
do they think they are? Don’t take no notice of that stuck-
up lot,’ she muttered, her face as purple as a boiled beetroot. 
‘Wait till I tell your Dad what he said.’

But she never did. We ate a lot of chicken stew in the 
following weeks.

To avenge this slight against my family, I plotted my revenge 
on the Greens. One afternoon, when they were out, I got 
the idea to dig up Mr Green’s prized gladioli. I had recently 
planted some seeds in the small patch of garden previously 
occupied by the chicken coop. Dad said it was my very 
own little patch to grow anything I wanted. When nothing 
grew after a week, I became impatient, so I thought I would 
‘borrow’ a few ready-made plants from next door. They had 
so many flowers that I didn’t think they would miss a few. 
How wrong can a young girl be? 

The terrible deed was done while my parents took their 
habitual Sunday afternoon nap. The only problem was that 
gladiolus plants are very tall and although they stood proud 
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in Mr Green’s flower bed, they took on the appearance of 
the leaning tower of Pisa once replanted, particularly since I 
had dug them up without their root balls. I managed to prop 
them against each other in a delicate balancing act, but as I 
stood back to admire the fiery redness of the flowers, a loud 
screech went up next door and I heard their back door slam 
shut. I had been so engrossed in finding a solution to my tilting 
flower problem that I hadn’t noticed the unexpected return of 
the Greens. The next minute, an angry Mr Green appeared, 
striding down the garden path, gobs of spit and invective flying 
from his mouth, his arm outstretched, finger pointing just 
like Donald Sutherland’s in the last frame of Invasion of the 
Bodysnatchers: ‘Wait till your father hears about this, you little 
thief. I might have known you’d turn out like this.’

I wasn’t sure what he meant by that last remark, but suffice 
to say, my mother’s punishment was swift and accurate. I didn’t 
venture into the garden for the remainder of the summer. 

Instead I begged my mother to let me spend more time 
at Thea’s house. She always allowed me to go because she 
was secretly pleased that I’d made friends with somebody 
who lived in a posher area than we did. My mother was a 
closet snob. If only she had known the reality of what the 
Hawthornes’ three free-spirited daughters were allowed to get 
up to, then she might have thought twice before letting me go 
round there. Fortunately she was never privy to the mayhem 
of their birthday parties, dressing-up boxes, impromptu 
dancing and poetry recitals in the garden, picnics up in 
their tree-house, home-made puppet shows, zooming up 
and down their sedate cul-de-sac on rollerskates or picture 
painting on the huge pine-wood table in their vast kitchen. 
Their life seemed such fun and my home life seemed so dull 
by comparison.




