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To my parents, Donald and Therese. You took the risk and I and my sisters – Mari, Rachel, Christine and Jenny – we have all reaped the benefits. We thank you.

To the millions who have left the land of their birth for the promise of a better life in a strange place. You know – and I understand – that the toughest frontier to cross is the one that lies between two questions: ‘Should I go?’ and ‘Shall I stay?’ Between them lies the challenge of migration; it’s like a great mountain range between the past and the future. When you meet the challenge, when you climb the mountain, you can see where you came from and where you have yet to go. You can link them together and make your journey whole.
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Preface

Halfway through writing this book, on a beautiful summer morning in July 2005, I got a call from Amanda Farnsworth, my editor at the Six O’Clock News. Her voice was taut, her instruction simple: ‘Get in as soon as you can. It looks like there are attacks on the Underground.’ In the aftermath of the London terrorist atrocities in which 52 innocent people were killed – the first suicide bombings in Europe – one central question preoccupied all those who were trying to find some explanation for what had happened. In pubs and cafés, at dinner parties and community halls, in churches and mosques, in the House of Commons and in the homes where the terrorists had once lived, people wanted to know how British-born lads could do this in their own land. How could the sons of Pakistani immigrants who had decided to settle here – the fathers of one of them even owned that quintessentially English institution, a fish and chip shop – end up with such ambivalence for the lives of their fellow countrymen and women? Virtually every newspaper, radio and TV station addressed the issue; one stands out in my memory. On Radio 4’s Today programme on 18 July 2005, Professor Michael Clark of King’s College in London put it like this (with hindsight we can disregard his caution in attributing blame):



If these four young men were genuine suicide bombers arising out of our society in ways that could not have been detected before and didn’t have a profile that made them look like suicide bombers … what is surprising and shocking is that this might have arisen from young men in our own society who gave no previous indication that they were prepared to do this.





Professor Clarke could not have known at the time that the name of one of the men, Mohammed Siddiq Khan, had previously cropped up on the periphery of a separate security service investigation. His surprise and shock flows from the assumption that Mohammed Siddiq Khan and his cohorts, Hasib Hussain, Shehzad Tanweer and Germaine Lindsay, shared the values and traditions of ‘our society’.

That assumption is no longer credible – at least not in certain communities or sections within them. I had suspected as much, and that is why I first decided to write a book that would look at what we mean when we talk about multicultural Britain. At the time my aim was simply to explore the difference between my own experiences as an immigrant – what you might loosely call an integrationist approach – and the experiences of more recent immigrants, some of whom seem to live in parallel communities. The events of July 2005 have heightened my concerns in ways which I could never have imagined when I set out on this book.

‘There is a form of separate development in Britain,’ I told my publisher, Richard Beswick, back in 2003. The term ‘separate development’, with its echoes of apartheid in South Africa, was provocative but I thought it was apt in one important sense – I believed then, and still do now, that separation is partly the product of successive governments pursuing a race relations policy based on multiculturalism. Whatever we meant by multiculturalism, surely encouraging people to live separately was not part of the package. Or was it? Multiculturalism has given us – immigrants – the right to be different but failed to provide sufficient incentives to integrate. As I ask later on in this book: has institutionalised tolerance for diversity led to institutional indifference to separation?

Of course segregation, on its own, is not always problematic. Many of the Punjabis of Southall in west London, the Gujaratis of Leicester, and the Jews of north London, to give just three examples, live in largely distinct communities, but it would be difficult to argue that they have been unsuccessful or resentful immigrants. On the contrary, they have contributed significantly to their communities. And despite what was said by some commentators at the time of the attacks, it isn’t true that Muslims have a special problem with patriotism. The vast majority of Muslims want to integrate even if the process, for them, has been more challenging. But where custom, religion – in this case Islam – and poverty overlap, there is a version of segregation that is totally at odds with the diverse but united nation that most people want.

Some of what I found in Bradford in west Yorkshire and Tower Hamlets in London while researching this book alarmed me. On one estate in Tower Hamlets I met young people who had had so few dealings with white people that, years later, they could still count them off. I spent a morning with a first-generation West Indian woman, Helen, who looked back with affection at a time before multiculturalism, when her council estate had ‘all sorts’. Today she is among a handful of English-speaking tenants in a block dominated by Bangladeshis. In Bradford the separation has become so acute that the council is spending tax-payers’ money to bring white and Asian children together through ‘linking projects’. I don’t question the commitment or vision of the people who organise these things, but I do worry about a race relations policy that has made their work necessary.

Of course I’m not saying that I or anyone else might have predicted, let alone imagined, the murderous consequences that flowed from the alienation from British society that one assumes the suicide bombers felt. My aim when I set out to write this book was to show that there are thousands of young immigrant boys and girls who cannot aspire to the achievements and sense of belonging that I and my sisters have acquired since we first came here in the sixties. I was worried that there is a generation of immigrants who will be forever locked into an ethnic ghetto, unable fully to exploit everything that Britain has to offer. After July 2005, it seems the stakes are much higher. We need to look beyond the welfare of the immigrants, it is the state of our nation that is now being called into question.

The bombers may have had British passports, they may have had Yorkshire accents and worn the street garb of all urban youth, but just how British did they feel? More importantly, did we, in Britain, set any sort of standard, demand any sort of behaviour, offer any form of encouragement that might have enticed them away from the savage influences of those who persuaded them to turn the capital’s trains and buses into charnel houses?

Londoners were only just beginning to come to terms with what had happened when another group of would-be terrorists failed in their attempt to bomb the city. I was at a memorial service, waiting to interview the mother of one of the victims of the 7 July bombings, when I heard the tell-tale scream of police sirens. Exactly two weeks after the first attacks, three more trains and a bus had been targeted. This time the alleged terrorists failed – their devices didn’t explode and the men were on the run.

By the time they were all captured, it was clear that the extremist interpretation of Islam that had infected sections of Britain’s Pakistani community had also worked its way into the hearts and minds of immigrants from the Horn of Africa. The first fugitive suspect to be captured was a Somali, Yassin Hassan Omar.

It turned out that Yassin Hassan Omar had come to this country as an unaccompanied minor, a refugee, in 1992. He was eleven at the time, and had sought sanctuary from a situation I knew only too well. In the year he came to Britain, I had made several trips to Somalia to cover the civil war and the famine that it caused. In my book A Passage to Africa, I called it a ‘year of living dangerously’. In feeding centres I had seen young children take their last breath, in hospitals I’d seen boys and girls who had been caught up in the indiscriminate conflict between warlords; and on the streets I’d watched fearfully as young men strutted around with AK-47 rifles slung over their shoulders, looking for someone to fight. Tens of thousands of children perished.

So Yassin Hassan Omar was one of the lucky few. He got away. He got the chance to start a new life. Night after night, as I wrote up the day’s events on my computer screen at the Six O’Clock News desk, I simply couldn’t fathom or accept how the Somali community in London had allowed this young man to forget just how fortunate he was. So often, and in private, I had railed against populist and infectious attacks on asylum seekers, but in the aftermath of that failed attack on London, I too was plagued by doubts and tempted by those same ungenerous sentiments. One newspaper headline put it in typically blunt but telling fashion: ‘The benefit bombers who repaid help with hatred’. For those who had always objected to an open, tolerant Britain ready to accept its share of the world’s refugee burden, the CCTV images of dark-skinned young men accused of plotting mass murder seemed to prove their point.

And that is why we need to re-examine multiculturalism, the policy that has underpinned race relations policy in Britain for the best part of forty years. We need to accept that a part of the way in which it has been implemented may have delivered something we never envisaged or intended. To ignore the lessons of July 2005 is to risk a backlash that might unhinge everything that has been achieved since modern immigration to Britain began in the mid to late fifties. In Chapter 3, for example, I look at how the pendulum is swinging away from the liberal and inclusive immigration policies that made Holland and Denmark so unique.

After the events of July 2005, the political class in Britain began to question multiculturalism in a way it had never done before. Speaking in the month after the attacks, the Prime Minister, Tony Blair, said he never knew ‘quite what people mean when they talk about multiculturalism’, though in the same breath he admitted to having used the term himself ‘occasionally’. Later that August the outgoing Leader of the Opposition, Michael Howard, chose the Guardian to raise his own doubts about the policy. ‘Perhaps one of the mistakes we have made in recent years,’ he wrote, ‘is a tendency to place emphasis on the need to encourage the retention of attachment to other traditions, and not enough on the British identity we all share.’

As they always do, the politicians made it sound as if their various pronouncements on the subject of multiculturalism were breaking new ground. If this book achieves anything at all, I hope it shows that what the politicians debate in the public realm is only a belated version of the private battle immigrants have been dealing with in their day-to-day lives from the minute they set foot on these shores.

I want to personalise the debate about multiculturalism, about immigration and about identity because that is where its subtlety is revealed most poignantly and accurately. I want to give names to the numbers, character to the statistics and emotions to the theories.

The language of race and identity is strewn with pitfalls for the uninitiated. The term ‘assimilation’, for example, carries with it a huge amount of baggage, virtually a dirty word in some circles. They imbue it with the characteristics of an Uncle Tom or a ‘coconut’ – dark on the outside but white underneath. I’m not sure that I accept this. Where I have used the term in this book it simply refers to the process of acquiring English habits but without making any judgement about the person involved. ‘Integration’ is another of these watchwords. In general I use it to refer to the process through which whole groups, as opposed to individuals, join the mainstream.

I am also mindful that being British is not the same as being English. I am a British citizen with the rights, responsibilities and duties that that confers, but I am English by inclination and culture.

In researching this book, I have discovered how much has already been written on these subjects. Many others, often people far better qualified to make judgements, have tackled the issues. But I hope I bring something new. I have applied my craft, my ability to tell a story, to issues that are all too often obscured in either politically correct language or academic impenetrability. Above all, I have tried to make my point through the experiences of people on the ground. So, to take immigration as an example, I hope that whether you agree with my views or not, you will at least come to respect the honest endeavours of the individuals I have talked to.

This book is emphatically not an attack on multiculturalism as a whole. I and millions of others have benefited from a policy that has sought to ensure that immigrants – especially those from the ‘visible’ minorities – enjoy the same opportunities as everyone else. No one can seriously doubt the enormous progress that has been made in fighting the racism that stained the lives of so many hard-working people.

Here’s one example from my family’s own experience. In the seventies my parents spent a couple of years in Britain while my father did some postgraduate studies. Money was tight and my mother went out to look for work. She was offered a back room job with a major supermarket chain, but the manager who interviewed her said she would not be able to wear her sari to work. My mother, knowing what a difference the weekly pay cheque would mean, agreed to the condition. That was not how my father saw things when my mother gave him what she thought was good news. No wife of his was going to be told what she could or could not wear. So it was back to the classified ads in the Evening Standard. If my father felt insulted, I felt embarrassed. Why couldn’t my mum dress like all the other mums?

Today no supermarket chain is able to impose that kind of culturally specific condition on its workers. Indeed, many take pride in being sensitive to their employees’ various needs. And today few immigrant children would be embarrassed by their parents’ clothing, at least no more than all children are always embarrassed by the state of their parents’ attire! In fact, the ‘Indian’ look can be quite a fashion statement. So if I’m critical of multiculturalism, it’s not because I want to ditch it but because I want to make it better.

As I say, I was already some way into writing this book when those attacks on London took place. It was a conversation with the broadcaster Jonathan Dimbleby, back in 2002, that first got me thinking about how Britain’s various communities relate to each other. Jonathan is president of the development agency Voluntary Service Overseas (VSO), and he told me how the organisation hoped to publish a series of essays on what he called ‘cultural exchange’. From its beginnings, VSO had stressed that the cross-border friendships between its volunteers and those they tried to help in poor countries were just as important as the work itself. Jonathan said VSO wanted to find out whether those kinds of relationships were developing here at home between people of different backgrounds, races and cultures. Would I, he asked, join the likes of Meera Syal, Ben Okri, Jung Chang and David Blunkett in exploring multicultural Britain?

Just a couple of years earlier my family had returned to Britain after nearly four years in Nelson Mandela’s South Africa – I had been the BBC’s Africa correspondent based in Johannesburg. We had watched how this fledgling democracy tried to extricate itself from the disastrous legacy of apartheid. We had marvelled at the way some of our friends managed to let go of the prejudices that had dominated their past. We were caught up in their excitement as they savoured the fruits of friendship across the once unbridgeable racial divide. But we also learned to temper our enthusiasm for this new South Africa with the knowledge that our friends were, as often as not, the exception rather than the rule. My reporting assignments had taken me to places where farm workers were still being exploited; where white parents baulked at the idea of black children sitting next to their children in the classroom; and where property developers made money out of offering fearful whites the dubious security of living in a walled community. Above all, we saw that while politics and circumstance might throw black and white together at work, they invariably spent their leisure apart. And in this black people were just as remiss as their white counterparts.

So it was with some hope that we had returned to our polyglot corner of London, itself one of the most cosmopolitan cities on the planet. Stoke Newington in the London Borough of Hackney is as ethnically mixed as you can get (at 59.4 per cent the white people make up a smaller proportion of the population than anywhere else in England and Wales). Imagine a stroll down to Clissold Park. At the fishmonger’s on the high street, the Jamaicans are in early, eager to get their red snapper and kingfish. Turn left on to Church Street and you are into that gentrified world where the old hardware stores and barber’s shops are giving way to coffee bars, gift shops and trendy clothing boutiques. The ubiquitous curry houses have now been joined by Turkish, Italian and ‘modern European’ restaurants. Where once you might have ordered a pint of best bitter, middle-class mums with space-age prams now sit down to a shot of wheatgrass and the leader column in the Independent. A pub that sold packets of pork scratchings in the old days will now serve a side order of black olives. On Queen Elizabeth’s Walk – where that famous monarch is said to have exercised her horses – you might have to skirt around a group of Hassidim, brisk and urgent as they head for any one of the synagogues tucked into the line of Victorian terraced housing. It might be midsummer, but in their black coats and felt hats they seem oblivious to London’s cloying heat. And in the park itself, Asian youth are showing that they are now just as keen on football as their fathers were on cricket. On the face of it, multicultural Britain is alive and kicking.

That was the Britain I set out to write about for the VSO essay. But as I began to jot down my thoughts, as I began to look over the garden fence and out into wider Britain, a different sort of image emerged. It was a bit like those satellite pictures that start with a single building and then zoom out till you see the whole country. The big picture looks like a mosaic, and what we were experiencing in Stoke Newington was just one little piece of it. While our little chip in the mosaic had flecks of many colours, it was surrounded by those dominated by just one. Reluctantly, I came to the conclusion that while there may indeed be many colours, many cultures in Britain, that did not necessarily mean there was any meaningful exchange between them. All too often these communities were immersed in their own traditions and, occasionally, suspicious of others.

The response to that essay, reprinted in the Guardian newspaper, was telling. Those on the right who hate the idea of multiculturalism saw what they wanted to see – a man of Asian origin apparently speaking their language.

But it was the comments from other black and Asian people, so-called experts on race relations, that were more surprising. They saw betrayal; they saw a successful Asian man pulling up the drawbridge once he had got across the river of prejudice and indifference that still blights the lives of too many people of colour.

Shortly after my essay was published, David Goodhart produced a very provocative piece on multiculturalism in the magazine Prospect. In the article he argued that diversity can sometimes make social cohesion more difficult. In his response Trevor Phillips, the chairman of the Commission for Racial Equality, acidly observed that ‘nice people do racism too’. But pretty soon Trevor Phillips himself was apparently questioning the usefulness of multiculturalism as a guiding principle for race relations in Britain, arguing that it encouraged separateness. He wanted more ‘common values’ and lamented the way the literature of Dickens and Shakespeare had been lost on many immigrants!

What all this means is that the debate about race relations is now more volatile and polarised than at any time in recent memory – probably for a generation. Not since the period of mass migration to Britain from its far-flung colonies in the fifties, sixties and seventies have race relations presented such a challenge. It is almost impossible to open a newspaper – tabloid or broadsheet – without seeing an article on the subject. The overarching consensus on how Britain’s many races should be managed – achieved through legislation, debate, precedent and familiarity – has begun to crumble. Alarmist headlines about bogus asylum seekers and benefit spongers have made it virtually impossible to have a rational debate about the issue. Questions are being asked that were unthinkable just five years ago.

There is one crucial difference in the way the debate is being conducted this time round. When our fathers and mothers were trying to define and defend their place in Britain, they were doing so as outsiders, first-generation immigrants hobbled by all the personal uncertainties of building a new life in a new country. At the back of their minds there was that nagging doubt about how far they could go in asserting their rights. Should they just keep their heads down, work hard and simply hope that somehow it would be better for their children?

I am one of those children. I, and countless others, have grown up in Britain. Unlike our parents, we have nothing to prove and nothing to lose. Nobody can take away our ‘Britishness’. Some of us have scaled the heights of this hierarchical society and can speak with authority and influence. We are able to take part in the debate and not have it shaped for us by well-meaning progressives or bigoted Little Englanders.

As migrant journeys go, mine has been exceptional. The total-immersion therapy of a predominantly white boarding school is in stark contrast to the experience of many black and Asian children today. Today, school can represent a microcosm of whichever ethnic community they belong to. What will happen if plans to increase the scope and number of faith-based schools takes hold? That initiative, though well intentioned, may serve to exacerbate the trend towards ethnically concentrated schools.

While my own upbringing may have entailed an unnatural – and undesirable – dislocation from my parents’ traditions, the reverse may be true for many immigrant children growing up today – an unnatural and undesirable estrangement from the culture of the country in which they will have to make their mark.

Either way, we all have to cope with the dilemma faced by migrants through the ages – we are caught between the desire to fit in and the communal admonition to remember where we started. While we build one home here (not literally, but in our minds), we think back to the home we left behind. There is assimilation on the one side and heritage on the other. For the most part immigrants become adept at juggling both halves of their lives. Even now, after all these years, I am aware that my accent will change ever so slightly when I spend a long time with my father or other Sri Lankans. In front of the camera in studio N6 at BBC Television Centre my voice is a model of Received Pronunciation. I am both those things. When England are playing cricket in an Ashes series I rejoice at every nick that sends an Aussie batsman back to the pavilion. But when the opponents are Sri Lankans I clap for every four struck by a rampant Sangakkara. I am the sum of my parts.

Modern British fiction has caught up with this most personal of conflicts. In White Teeth, Zadie Smith lets the two brothers, Millat and Magid, act out the alternative life paths, though in a delicious twist it is the brother who is sent back to Pakistan who ends up the most Anglophile. Among immigrant communities we all know someone who, like Chanu in Monica Ali’s Brick Lane, believes all will be well once he gets his family ‘back home’, away from the corrupting influences of life in London’s East End.

But where is home? I’ve been back to Sri Lanka just three times since 1961 when my family left the country, and on the last occasion, in December 2002, it was after a gap of nearly 30 years. I certainly didn’t see that trip as a journey ‘back home’. I thought I had long since resolved the question about where I belonged. At most I’d seen it as a trip down memory lane; a chance to show Frances, my English wife, and our two sons where it had all started. It turned out to be much more than that. In Sri Lanka I discovered that however English I felt, I couldn’t escape the fact that I had started off somewhere else.

London
June 2006
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