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Introduction

I was just eleven years old when, shortly after 7 a.m. on the morning of Saturday, 28 September 1985, I was awoken by the sound of what I would later learn was the front door of our family home being kicked in.

I was in the downstairs bedroom, sharing with my parents and my thirteen-year-old sister Sharon, and quickly drifted back to sleep, vaguely aware that my mum Cherry had got out of bed to investigate.

A few seconds later there was a loud BANG and I jumped up and saw my mum lying on the floor, blood pooling around her. There was a man leaning over her with a revolver in his hand, bellowing at her: ‘Where’s Michael Groce, where’s Michael Groce?’

When my mum spoke back, her voice was weak, as if she were a long way away. ‘I can’t breathe. I can’t feel my legs. I think I’m going to die.’

Instincts took over and a red mist descended. I began screaming, over and over: ‘What the fuck have you done? You shot Mum! You shoot my mum again and I’m going to kill you.’

The man with the gun in his hand turned and pointed his weapon directly at me. ‘Somebody better shut this fucking kid up,’ he said.

I froze, and it was only at this moment that I became aware that the gunman was not the only stranger in the house. There were dozens more, some with guns of their own, others with dogs straining at their leashes, and everyone seemed to be shouting.

The reality of the situation quickly dawned: the man who had shot my mum wasn’t some random street thug or wannabe assassin: he was a police officer. He was meant to be one of the good guys.

Something else struck me at the same time. It was obvious that my mother could not have been a threat to him in any way. There could be no justification for shooting her at all, but nothing in the man’s demeanour showed any sign of remorse, any indication that he knew he’d made a terrible mistake. Nothing about his attitude told me he was sorry about what he had done.

It would be decades before we learned the truth – that the police raid was a debacle, based on incorrect and out of date information. It should never have taken place. And it was decades before I came to understand that the main reason my mother had been shot at all was simply because of the colour of her skin.

Racial inequality has been part and parcel of policing and the wider criminal justice system since at least the start of the twentieth century. Decades before the arrival of HMT Empire Windrush in 1948 there are multiple instances of members of the Black community being under-protected as victims, over-policed as suspects and suffering as a result.

Many of the attitudes and biases that existed appear to have been shaped directly by the British Empire, but now many people seem to conveniently ignore the connection.

Sathnam Sanghera, author of Empireland, summed it up brilliantly: ‘The amnesia comes from the fact we mostly identify as the nation that won World War Two, not as the nation which had the greatest empire in human history. That helps us forget that there was at least a century where we were quite massively white supremacist and sometimes genocidal.’

Despite multiple acts of Parliament, public inquiries, independent reports, political promises, mass protests, violent uprisings and more, the needle has moved relatively little. Yes, progress has been made but there is still a long, long way to go and the rights of Black citizens in the UK continue to be ignored.

I had little interest in politics and history at the time my mum was shot – I was just too young. I became her primary care giver for the twenty-six years that followed before she finally succumbed to injuries that resulted directly from the bullet fragments that had torn into her flesh.

I spent much of that time fighting for justice, trying to get the police to accept that they should bear responsibility. Along the way I discovered that my case was far from an isolated one. The more I looked, the more cases of racial injustice I found and the more I realised that the issues being faced are not the result of one or two isolated bad apples within police forces and the judiciary.

Instead, what we are fighting against are deep-seated prejudices and biases that have resulted in a culture of racism that is so widely accepted and so deeply ingrained that far too many people just assume it is the norm.

Justice is about fairness. And if my family had been treated fairly in the beginning, we wouldn’t have gone through what we did and my mother would still be here today. We didn’t receive justice, we achieved justice because we had to fight for it.

In the decades-long struggle my family and I faced, it was the power of the collective voice of our community which really made a difference. The stories in this book and my exploration of the historical context of the issues we all face will, I hope, show you how much strength is to be gained from those like me and my family who endured similar struggles in the past.

Numerous laws have been introduced to safeguard people of colour in the UK, yet there have been many cases where the rights of Black individuals have been overlooked or violated, and this continues today. In the ten years from 2011 to 2021, there were fifty-two deaths of Black individuals in situations involving police custody or contact. This is a mortality rate four times higher than the demographic representation of Black people in the general population.

According to the National Police Chiefs’ Council: ‘Black people are seven times more likely to be stopped and searched than white people and five times more likely to be subjected to the use of force . . . 10 per cent of our recorded searches, 27 per cent of use-of-force incidents and 35 per cent of Taser incidents involved someone from a Black ethnic group. The latest estimates suggest that only 3.5 per cent of the population is Black.’

The murder of George Floyd in the spring of 2020 may have taken place in the United States but it brought a fresh focus to the issues of the excessive use of force by police officers in relation to the Black community, as well as a wider debate about racism around the world.

I had been hopeful that the protests that followed Floyd’s death would usher in a cosmic shift in police relations with the Black community. But still the problems continue.

In January 2023, the United Nations Working Group of Experts on People of African Descent published a statement following the ten-day fact-finding mission to the UK that they had conducted the previous year. Their damning conclusions led them to call for prosecutors to immediately end all use of joint enterprise due to concerns it was leading to a disproportionate number of Black teenagers being sent to prison. They also called for an immediate moratorium on the use of strip searches during stop and searches by police: ‘We have serious concerns about impunity and the failure to address racial disparities in the criminal justice system, deaths in police custody, “joint enterprise” convictions and the dehumanising nature of the stop and (strip) search.’

The introduction of austerity measures had led to the intensification of racism and racial discrimination for Black people and this had negatively impacted their basic rights. ‘Racialised acts targeting people of African descent have remained steadfast, and the experience is similar across different parts of the UK. They are victimised and have no assurance of effective redress from authorities or the justice system.’

One UN group member, Dominique Day, said: ‘I’ve never visited a country before where there is a culture of fear pervading Black communities – relating to a range of asylum, residency, policing issues. An entire community experiences constant and ongoing human rights violations as a routine and normalised part of daily life.’

The working group acknowledged the ongoing repercussions of the Windrush scandal, which had ‘caused irreparable harm to many and has left a deep vein of disaffection and disappointment within the community . . . The emotional trauma of this generation cannot be quantified.’

Group chair Catherine Namakula said that the findings related to joint enterprise had especially surprised the investigators. ‘There are many Black boys in detention not because they have committed offences but because they are associated with people who have committed offences. The legal system has inappropriately cast expressions of Black culture, including drill or rap music . . . as markers of criminality.’

The working group also examined issues related to education, including the unequal expulsion rates of young Black male students from schools and academies. It was noted that policing within the school environment seemed to be ‘directly linked to the presence of Black students and a practice that intimidates, stigmatises, and criminalises Black children and young people’.

They were repeatedly told that, while groups of Black teenagers were always seen as gangs, white teenagers who gathered together were seen primarily as a friendship group.

The UN team had visited London, Birmingham, Manchester and Bristol, meeting government ministers, local council representatives, police officials and hundreds of individuals. They also engaged in discussions with families who had lost loved ones while in police custody and gained insight into the profound effects of racial bias within the family court system.

The names of many of the people and places at the heart of the landmark racial injustice cases that will be featured in this book are well known, but just as many have been all but forgotten. Yet in all cases, they have had a lasting impact on policing, the judicial system and even society as a whole.

The reason we have a court of criminal appeal is because of racial injustice; the reason police interviews are now recorded rather than simply being written out by the interviewing officer is because of racial injustice. The reason the law of double jeopardy was partly abolished after eight hundred years on the statute books was because of racial injustice. It’s also the reason police vans and custody units are now fitted with cameras.

It took thirty-one years to get some level of justice for what happened to my mum. We received an apology from the Metropolitan Police and some accountability through the restorative justice process. Some of the cases you will read about here waited even longer and for some, the battle continues to this day.

In an effort to find out why the pursuit of justice has proved so elusive, I looked back to the past to see if I could understand how things ended up the way they did.

It’s often said that history repeats itself but until I began work on this book, I hadn’t realised quite how true that statement could be. Going back in time and examining past incidents provides a deep insight into how we have ended up where we are today.

And that is the purpose of this book. It goes back to uncover the origins of racial bias and injustice and the impact it has had on the Black community in the decades leading up to the shooting of my mum and in the decades that have passed since. We can learn from the past and effectively apply those lessons to build a better future and create positive change.

It’s encouraging to see how far we have come and good to know that the work done up to now will hopefully mean fewer families and loved ones will have to wait decades for justice to be done the way that I did. But at the same time there is still so much further to go.

Nowadays I sit on police advisory boards and help them find ways to improve their practices. I’ve been able to begin my own healing process and, by learning to mediate and by training in restorative justice, I’m ready to try to inspire and encourage others.

In the anti-racism training which I offer to officers, I take them back to the history of the force and examine some of the most seminal incidents in policing, relating to the Black community. This book does the same, showing how countless human stories have accumulated to emphasise the need for radical change.

What you are about to read is a selection of key episodes of racial injustice. It is by no means a comprehensive list – and I admit we are only scratching the surface. There are literally thousands more incidents that never achieve the same level of public attention, let alone ever see the inside of a courtroom.

There is a huge difference between what some will consider an injustice and what actually ends up in a court of law. Yet all too many of these low-profile, little-known cases will have every bit as much impact on the individuals and families involved as the murder of Stephen Lawrence, the incarceration of the Cardiff Three or the death of Dalian Atkinson.

Racism is the word used to describe the unfair treatment and biased attitudes directed towards individuals due to their racial or ethnic backgrounds and it therefore has the potential to impact any member of society, but I want to be clear that within this book, the focus is very much on the impact racism and racial injustice has upon Britain’s Black community.

Issues of race are often seen under the umbrella term of BAME (Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic) but this can sometimes dilute the issues faced by specific groups. For example, while BAME men and women make up 14 per cent of the overall population, they make up 25 per cent of the prison population, according to the Lammy Review.

But when you look at Black people alone, the picture changes. Despite making up just 4 per cent of the population, they account for 12 per cent of adult prisoners. While other groups are also found to be overrepresented it is to a much lesser degree, and in the case of Asians, the proportion of individuals in prison is currently lower than the percentage of the general population.

A 2020 report by the Independent Office for Police Conduct (which replaced the Independent Police Complaints Commission in 2018) found that since 2015, there had been eighty-six deaths in or following police custody, of which twenty involved people from a BAME background. Of that twenty, fourteen were Black, four were Asian and the remaining two ‘mixed and other’.

Not surprisingly, this disparity is reflected in the make-up of the police themselves and speaks volumes about how reluctant members of the Black community are to join the ranks.

As of 2024, Asian officers make up 3.8 per cent of forces in England and Wales and mixed-race officers 2.6 per cent. Black officers make up just 1.3 per cent of the total.

If the police are a force – and let’s face it, you can’t realistically look at them in any other way – then they should be a force for good. I want to help that happen.

Justice is supposed to be fair because justice is supposed to be impartial. But it turns out this is just a myth. The next time you’re in central London, take a wander down to the Central Criminal Court, a building better known by the name of the street on which it stands: Old Bailey.

Look up to the top of the dome and you’ll see a golden statue of Lady Justice, a figure recognisable in courthouses across the world and dating back to ancient Greek and Egyptian times. She holds a set of scales in one hand to represent the fact that she always seeks to balance out the evidence before her. She also holds a sword to represent authority, along with the idea that justice is swift and final.

And, of course, she wears a blindfold to show that she is impartial and that her judgments are not influenced by race, colour or creed, age, gender or sexual orientation.

But if you look a little closer, you’ll see there is no blindfold on the statue at the Old Bailey. Although many people assume that justice has always been ‘blind’, this particular detail was only introduced in the mid-sixteenth century and can be found on only a minority of statues.

As we shall see, the judiciary, along with the policing system that supports it, have failed to show impartiality for hundreds of years. The reality is that Lady Justice sees everything, including the fact that those most likely to suffer from the racism and disparity are Black.
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Origins

My mum, Dorothy ‘Cherry’ Groce, was born in the parish of Portland on the Caribbean island of Jamaica in September 1948.

Earlier that same year, on 22 June, a former troopship had docked at the port of Tilbury in Essex, carrying 1,027 passengers. Of these, 539 gave their last country of residence as Jamaica and a further 263 named other Caribbean islands including Bermuda and Trinidad. In total, 693 of those on board said they intended to settle in the United Kingdom.

That ship was HMT Empire Windrush and its arrival has since become a watershed moment in the history of Black migration to the UK.

Five weeks later, a new piece of government legislation, the British Nationality Act, passed into law. One of its key provisions was to award citizenship to all those born under the flag of the British Empire. It meant that anyone from the Caribbean, India, Africa and many other countries was entitled to the same rights and privileges as British citizens living in the UK.

Between 1948 and 1971, when a new set of immigration laws were introduced to curtail such movement, some six hundred thousand people journeyed from the Caribbean and other parts of the Commonwealth to set up home in what many referred to as ‘the mother country’.

These migrants became known as the Windrush generation and included my maternal grandmother, who made the journey during the 1950s, and the eldest of her eight children, my mum, who left the rest of the family behind to join her in the early 1960s at the age of fourteen.

But while 1948 is seen as a milestone in the history of migration to Britain, it would be a mistake to think that there was no significant Black presence in the UK prior to that date.

In fact, Black people have been living in this country since Roman times, when a unit of up to five hundred soldiers was garrisoned in a fort near Burgh-by-Sands, close to the western end of Hadrian’s Wall. A fourth-century inscription refers to the unit as ‘Aurelian Moors’ suggesting they came from the area now known as Morocco.

In the year 668, the abbot of St Augustine’s Abbey in Canterbury was an African-born man named Hadrian. A few hundred years later, a drawing of a Black Briton appears in the Domesday Book and in 1507 the court of King Henry VII records the appearance of a Black trumpeter.

The number of Black people in Britain increased dramatically as the result of the country’s deep involvement in the slave trade. By the 1760s around twenty thousand Blacks were in the country, three-quarters of them in London.

Not all of them were slaves in the traditional sense – at the time, a Black servant working as a page, footman or handmaid was seen as a status symbol. Their treatment varied enormously with some earning fair wages and given significant freedoms but others forced to wear brass collars engraved with the names of their owners.

There were also significant numbers of Black seamen, traders and other merchants in cities that were home to major international ports. But regardless of their position the vast majority would likely have experienced some kind of racism or prejudice as a result of the colour of their skin.

Between the years 1720 and 1841, 420 individuals of African heritage appeared at the Old Bailey. Of these thirty-one were witnesses, forty-nine were victims and 161 were mentioned in passing. The remaining 179 appeared as defendants.

Underlying racial prejudice was a significant issue with many of the Black defendants questioned about their understanding of right and wrong or asked to confirm whether or not they had been baptised. White defendants were rarely asked such questions.

In some cases, skin colour formed the entire basis of a prosecution. In 1737, when Anne Godfrey reported the theft of some washing from her home in Hackney, witnesses reported that three men were responsible, two of them white and one Black.

Having been identified as the only Black man in Hackney at the time, George Scipio was dragged before the courts and prosecuted on this basis alone. The two white men were never identified and remained free.

The African-born population swelled again when hundreds of Black soldiers and seamen settled in Britain after fighting in the Napoleonic Wars. Royal Navy records show that during the 1805 Battle of Trafalgar, eighteen men aboard all the ships involved in the day’s fighting were listed as having been born in Africa, including at least one on HMS Victory itself. That man, twenty-three-year-old George Ryan, is immortalised in a bronze panel on the base of Nelson’s Column that was installed more than 175 years ago.

By the late eighteenth century, the Black community in London was large and prosperous enough for exclusive Black-only parties to take place on a regular basis, sometimes with hundreds of guests at a time.

The early nineteenth century saw laws introduced which made it illegal to import slaves into Britain and then in 1833, slavery was abolished completely. But with only a few thousand slaves among a population of millions, most Britons had never seen a Black person in the flesh or were even aware that there were significant numbers living in the UK.

The result was an alarming creation: human zoos where native Africans were placed on display inside glorified cattle enclosures that mimicked their ‘natural habitat’ and made to perform. An 1895 exhibition at London’s Crystal Palace saw eighty Somalis shipped in. Wearing only traditional animal skins despite the cold weather, they were made to perform native dances, cook food on open fires and set up and take down their accommodation so that people could see how they lived.

They also took part in mock battles, first against opposing tribes and finally against European settlers who were, of course, always victorious. All this only reinforced the idea that Black people were closer to animals than they were to white people, a myth that had always been wholly necessary to justify slavery in the first place.

After abolition, Britain could claim to hold the moral high ground in relation to slavery, but the racism and prejudice that had underpinned the trade continued to grow as the British Empire spread into further corners of the world.

Concerns about the poor treatment of those living in the parts of Africa and the Caribbean that were under British control prompted discussions among leading Black academics of the time. This in turn led to the first Pan-African Conference, which took place in Westminster in July 1900.

The themes included anti-racism and self-governance. American clergyman and civil rights leader Bishop Alexander Walters said in his opening address that ‘for the first time in history Black people had gathered from all parts of the globe to discuss and improve the condition of their race, to assert their rights and organize so that they might take an equal place among nations’.

It was fitting that the first such event should take place in London, where even those Black migrants who very clearly defied such racist stereotypes by being well spoken, highly educated and in many ways, thanks to their colonial education, more British than the British themselves, faced an uphill struggle.

Take, for example, the case of Harold Moody. Born in Kingston, Jamaica, in 1882, he was the eldest son of a modestly wealthy, devoutly Christian family and became interested in healthcare from an early age after being inspired by his father, who ran a successful pharmacy.

In 1904, he sailed to England and enrolled at King’s College, London, to study medicine and immediately found himself up against the so-called colour bar – the informal term given to the practice of denying goods, services and even employment to non-whites. Although Britain never introduced laws to legally segregate races, legislation to outlaw such practices would not be introduced until 1965.

On his very first day in London, Moody was given a list of potential lodging houses by the local YMCA, but every single one turned him away because of the colour of his skin. He eventually managed to find a small attic room to live in.

At university, most of the other students refused to speak to him, but despite this he excelled academically and won a number of prestigious prizes during the course of his medical training, eventually qualifying as a doctor in 1910.

Moody sought employment at King’s College but was turned down because the matron refused to accept the idea of having a man of colour working as a doctor in the hospital. He then applied for the post of medical officer for the Camberwell Board of Guardians but was told that, despite him having the best qualifications of all the candidates, people would not accept being treated by a Black man so he could not be offered the job. Moody applied for multiple positions over the next three years but was denied them all. In February 1913, frustrated with his inability to practise his chosen profession, he opened up his own practice in Peckham, south-east London, and slowly started making a living while gaining a reputation for excellence.

That same year, John Archer, the Liverpool-born son of a ship steward from Barbados and an Irish mother, was elected mayor of Battersea. Prejudice and racism had hung over him like a cloud throughout his campaign with some newspapers expressing surprise that he was able to speak English so fluently. Others questioned whether he was truly a British citizen at all. A letter written to the editor of a newspaper commented: ‘It is not meet that the white man should be governed and controlled by a man of colour. It has always been that the white man ruled, and it must always be so. If not, goodbye to the prestige of Great Britain.’

Speaking after his victory, Archer said: ‘My election tonight means a new era. You have made history tonight. For the first time in the history of the English nation a man of colour has been elected as mayor of an English borough. That will go forth to the coloured nations of the world and they will look to Battersea and say Battersea has done many things in the past, but the greatest thing it has done has been to show that it has no racial prejudice and that it recognises a man for the work he has done.’

(Archer was likely not aware that another Black man, Allan Minns, who was born in the Bahamas, had been elected mayor of the small Norfolk town of Thetford almost a decade earlier.)

For a country that has seen the issue of immigration regularly dominate the social and political agenda, it’s something of a surprise to learn that, just four decades before the arrival of the Windrush, controls on immigration to Britain simply didn’t exist.

By the start of the century, the British Empire had grown to be the most expansive empire in history, governing almost a quarter of the world’s population. In theory, every single one of those subjects was a British citizen with as much right to work and reside in the country as someone who had been born here.

Up until 1905, Britain had an open-door policy towards immigration, meaning that anyone from anywhere in the world who wanted to settle there was able to do so. Although there was a legal distinction between British subjects (which included anyone born within the British Empire) and ‘aliens’ – everyone who was not a British subject – both groups were equally able to enjoy freedom of movement into and out of the country.

The seeds of change were sown in the 1880s when thousands of Jews fleeing from Russia and Poland arrived in the country, sparking concerns over competition for housing and work, as well as the fear that an ‘invasion’ of migrants would undermine British culture.

The eventual solution was the passing of the 1905 Aliens Act which denied entry to Britain by anyone found to be an ‘undesirable immigrant’. The wording of the act was vague, and it was only intended to be applied to Jewish and Eastern European immigrants. Subjects of the British Empire were still able to enjoy free movement. It was the first piece of legislation the country ever introduced with a view to controlling the movement of people across its borders. It would not be the last.

While some wealthy families from the far-flung corners of the world sent their children to Britain in order to get a first-class education or relocated in order to experience first hand all that the ‘mother country’ had to offer – Harold Moody is a good example – there had never been an open invitation. These people could not be called immigrants as they already had legal right of residence. However, in reality, no one ever expected more than a few hundred to set up shop here in any one year.

All this changed with the outbreak of the First World War in 1914. As casualties mounted up, a call was put out across the Empire for volunteers to come and fight. Many individuals from the Caribbean followed this path, frequently inspired by activist leaders such as Marcus Garvey, who told them that doing so would be an excellent way of demonstrating allegiance to the king. This, in turn, would prove they were entitled to be treated the same as all other citizens of the Empire.

Despite the influx of volunteers, the government initially remained adamant that Black British individuals should not be allowed to enlist. However, over time, King George V’s encouragement, along with the urgent need for more and more soldiers to replace those who had been killed or wounded, meant the policy of exclusion was scrapped.

In 1915 the British established the West Indies Regiment, which brought together volunteers from across the Caribbean. More than 15,600 men served across its twelve battalions, supporting the Allied forces. Those in command were, however, always white, and regulations were put in place so that no Black soldier was able to rise above the rank of sergeant.

While Black units were deployed against non-white combatants in Africa and the Middle East, they were not permitted to engage in combat on the Western Front. This restriction was due to concerns that having colonial soldiers fight alongside or against white Europeans might weaken British authority. The fear was that, once the war was over, such soldiers might demand equality or even independence, and because of their combat experience, would know exactly how to fight for it.

Instead, West Indian soldiers worked as labourers – tasked with filthy, physically demanding and often highly dangerous duties such as loading ammunition, setting up telephone lines and excavating trenches – or guarded prisoners of war. The vast majority were never even issued with guns and those that were had to make do with decades-old rifles that performed badly compared to more modern weapons.

Many died, some because of shells and bombs but far more from disease and an inability to withstand the harsh conditions in which they found themselves.

There were changes on the home front, too. Before the war, Black workers had been prevented from taking all but the filthiest, least desirable jobs that inevitably paid the lowest wages. But once war broke out, the situation became different.

With so many men heading to the front, there was well-paid work available for Black men everywhere from the munitions and chemical factories to the flour mills and sugar refineries, work that had previously been denied to them. At the same time, Black sailors found themselves able to take a variety of roles within the merchant navy as the majority of eligible white seamen were being drafted into the Royal Navy.

Even before the war Black communities in Britain’s port cities had begun to expand rapidly as a result of the switch from sail to steam. The latter required a very different skill set but a factor that deterred many British sailors from adopting the new roles was that work in the engine rooms was also extremely harsh.

Shipping companies of the day held firmly to the pseudo-scientific belief that those hailing from Africa or the Caribbean were more suited to high temperatures and therefore better able to withstand the work. An additional factor was that workers who were taken on from non-British ports were paid significantly less, boosting profits even further.

Firemen, also known as stokers, fed the boilers with a constant supply of coal while ‘trimmers’ on a deck above were required to constantly feed coal into hoppers so that it fell within easy reach of the firemen, allowing them to continue shovelling without having to stray too far from the open mouths of the boilers.

It was hard, physical work with long hours and constant filth but often the only option available to Black sailors. The combination of lower costs and a perceived aptitude for such work led many shipping companies to switch to all-Black crews below decks, though the captains and officers were always white.

When war came, the work became even more dangerous. Feeding the boilers meant working at the waterline, the exact spot where a torpedo strike would occur, giving zero chance of escape in the event of a hit. Hundreds of firemen lost their lives as a result.

The Empire had been built upon the idea that Black people were somehow inferior to whites. The Black soldiers who played their part in the conflict had hoped that their bravery and sacrifice might change this view. They were about to be sorely disappointed.
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