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Prologue

The cherry blossom had flowered, then died. The shroud of pink petals that cloaks Japan for  a few glorious weeks a year was turning brown that late spring in 1996, and I watched the transformation wide-eyed, having moved to the country only recently. At the same time, a story came across my desk that was powerful and I knew I must get right. As the BBC’s Tokyo correspondent, I was anxious to prove myself in my first full-time foreign posting for the Corporation. I also needed to start making good on all the sacrifices my Windrush Generation parents had made in their lives, and on the promises I had made to myself.

In the early 1990s, Japan was a temple to the future, with a cutting-edge electronics industry, only rivalled and surpassed many years later by America’s Silicon Valley. The Sony Walkman was king, with its cassette tape spinning silently in the pockets of millions of devotees across the globe, at a time when the iPod and ‘streaming’ were twinkles in Steve Jobs’ eye. Japan was a beacon of modernity and Tokyo a thrusting metropolis of neon and hope, teeming with people apparently all on the same page about where they were going and how they were going to get there.

I loved it. It was a city shiny and bright and new, so distinct and different from anything I had ever known. I loved the food – the tempura and sushi and hot ramen dishes and Asahi Super Dry beer. I adored Kurosawa movies and Mishima’s prose, was dazzled by the cherry blossom, and the fresh, fluffy snow of winter, a seemingly purer, whiter snow than the sleety slush of a Boltonian downpour in the north-west of England where I was born. I was a lad from Lancashire, who felt he had finally been introduced onto the world stage. It was as if I had achieved something simply by setting foot on Japanese soil, a milestone in a quest to a meaningful life.

I was the BBC’s eyes and ears in East Asia, a vital and strategic part of the world. If something happened that the Corporation felt the world needed to know about, I would get the call. What is going on at the Tokyo Stock Exchange, the largest in Asia and often setting the pace for the FTSE and the Dow? China is sabre-rattling again against Taiwan, how serious could it be this time? What new Japanese tech innovations could there be that might change the lives of millions around the world? I would get the call.

The big global industrial titans were Japanese, the richest people in the world were Japanese, Japan was the centre of the Universe. All the hopes and dreams and ideas I’d had as a kid were being realised. And I was doing all this, despite being black.

The post-war hopes and dreams of Japan were being realised, too. It was a living, breathing example of a nation that had bettered itself and its people, after the harrowing experience and jingoism of the descent into militarism, which characterised the years up to 1945. The self-obsession and dizzying belief in the idea that the Japanese were God’s chosen people, the elect, the Masters of the Universe while others were beneath them, had all gone. The puffed-out chests and demands for the subservience of others, the air of superiority – all that had been horribly vaporised in two mushroom clouds of nuclear dust.

It was a land that, because of its crushing defeat and devastation, could properly look itself in the mirror without pretence. It could rationally analyse its failings and deficiencies, its mistakes and shortcomings, and do better. Yet there were still ghosts from a deplorable past.

*  *  *

With my cameraman and producer, we set out to visit a place on the outskirts of Tokyo, a filming trip that made some of my colleagues nervous. We arrived at a compound of buildings that outsiders rarely visited, and it was truly a place of anguish. The administrator of the Tamazenseien Sanatorium met us at the main entrance, a kindly looking man who bowed to welcome us, as is customary. He was smiling and looked pleased to see us. He then led us into a large, clean and well-lit room, where several people were taking part in an exercise class. Swinging their arms up, then down, up, then down.

We were told most were in their sixties and seventies though some were older, and the effects of leprosy were evident. Many had stumps where there should have been hands, others had protruding gums and teeth exposed, because of damage to their faces. Some were in wheelchairs, others had lesions covering their skin.

The facility, like the fourteen others across Japan still housing thousands of leprosy patients, was built at the turn of the twentieth century, but it was in the years shortly before the Second World War when the real purges began. Tens of thousands of people with the disease were rounded up by the national police. Their parents had disowned them and wanted to forget them. Blighted offspring, who should never have been born, despatched to leper colonies. The disappeared.

I was introduced to Yasugi Hirosawa. Leprosy had swollen his face, his large bifocal glasses magnified lesions and lumps above his nose. His left hand was similarly swollen, while his right hand was withered, hanging limp from his wrist like the dying petals of cherry blossom I had seen a few weeks before, twisted and malformed. He was a short man, maybe 5 feet 6 inches, and he had a full head of jet-black hair, which despite everything trimmed his age of sixty-eight.

He told me he had not seen his mother and father since he contracted leprosy at the age of twelve, in 1940, the height of the leper purges. When he first entered the colony, everyone was forced to wear striped uniforms like criminals and the food was no more than a mixture of wheat and rice. Some patients, he said, had forced abortions. Others were sterilised. I could tell his words meant nothing to him now; stripped of an ability to shock, they carried no weight, no pathos, they were just words, and he wasn’t looking for my pity.

Yet for me listening they hung heavy, saturated with torture. As a journalist hearing testimony like this, the pain leeches into you, or at least it does with me, and I have found this to be the case my whole working life. But journalists must never get emotional. We must never become the story, whatever our feelings. 

Had Japan really changed, I thought? Had the country moved on from its pre-war notions surrounding the purity of Japanese blood? After all, it had continued to isolate its lepers decades after the rest of the industrialised world had freed theirs, ignoring a 1950s breakthrough medical cure, which had been accepted by all other nations.

This was Japan’s shame, the bitter fruit of a sick and twisted tree. But it was clear why the administrator was happy to see us. A foreign television crew was finally going to proclaim to the world that the country was moving forward and at last was joining the league of civilised nations that had turned its back on shunning those with leprosy. The year I moved to Japan, the country’s segregation law was finally going to be repealed. Japan’s leper colonies would be shut down.

I realise now, almost thirty years later as I write this book, that on a much deeper level, I needed to tell the story of Yasugi Hirosawa and the others. I had not suffered such an appalling physical disease and I had not been locked away, but as a black man, I understood their sense of being rejected and treated as outsiders. That identification with the marginalised has become more intense as I have got older. I am acutely touched by others’ misfortune. I have also developed a visceral hatred of the bully or the unforgiving, the cruel and the heartless. The more pain and suffering I see, the less desensitised I become.

All this was clearly meant to be. As a black man, my perspective on many of the stories I cover is borne out of my own life experience. ‘Everything is Everything’ means that all is well, or everything is going to plan, so I am content with who I am.

That is what this book is about. The intersection of the personal and the professional. The twin tracks of my life.





 

–1–

There Are Lions and Tigers in the House

I have no idea what happened to my twin brother or sister. He or she just disappeared. You see, the doctors were convinced my mother was having twins, and with the strain on her back and her aching feet, she was convinced she was having twins too. The doctors debated whether there should be an X-ray to make sure, but it was very late in the pregnancy, so it was a risky procedure. If my mum had been carrying twins, then preparations would have to be made for delivery at Townley’s General Hospital in Bolton in Lancashire, where an experienced medical team would be on hand. If she was having only the one child, then a bed was already waiting at Haslam’s Mother and Baby Home, where a single midwife could cope.

My mother was worried about the X-ray, about the radiation and the possible effects on the life or lives growing inside her. She had been in Britain for little more than eighteen months from Jamaica, and a new life lay ahead as a member of what would become known as the Windrush Generation.

The connection between foetal X-rays and childhood cancers had only been proved to general satisfaction in 1962, just two years before I was born. However, the initial findings of a causal connection actually came in 1958. Dr Alice Stewart and her team at Oxford University did the work, but sexism in medical research was the norm. Her methodology was attacked and her efforts ridiculed. The problem was that enthusiasm for all things nuclear was at a high point in the 1950s, and anyone threatening the conventional wisdom was ignored, especially if they were a woman.

The establishment view was that very small doses of radiation were safe, but Dr Stewart argued a fraction of that safe dose could still lead to birth defects. Nevertheless, my mother’s doctors were willing to plough on with the X-rays, and she prayed that the little ones growing inside her would be alright. ‘Everything is everything,’ she reassured herself. ‘All is well.’ Perhaps that was the first time I heard that phrase, and I wasn’t even born.

Heavily pregnant, the nurse manoeuvred my mother onto the X-ray machine to lie face up with the apparatus for emitting the radiation that would peer inside her womb looming above her belly. At the time, childhood leukaemia deaths were running at about one a week nationwide. The chance of disaster was small, but it was real. Surely they know what they’re doing, my mother told herself. Everything is everything, this is the Mother Country after all.

When the results came through, there was shock. My mum’s belly had been so big, there seemed little doubt she was carrying twins. But the X-ray revealed only one baby, a giant, in her womb. The doctors assumed there would be complications, my mum’s pelvis would not be able to accommodate the birth, and a caesarean section would have to take place at the general hospital, rather than a more straightforward delivery at the mother and baby home. Then on 25 August 1964, the doctors were again confounded; no caesarean was necessary as my mum’s pelvis shifted, opening up to allow a natural birth in what was a surprisingly quick and easy delivery. I weighed in at a colossal 9lbs and 3oz. The average baby is 6lbs. What on earth had happened to my twin?

And what kind of a world was I being born into on that August day, with the slap of a midwife’s hand on my bottom as she strained to dangle this porker upside down? A black boy beginning life in Britain, a land that my parents already knew could be unwelcoming to people like us. Clive Augustus Myrie is the name that was inked on my birth certificate. ‘It’s a good job I wasn’t born in April,’ I tease my mum to this day.

At pre-school, around the age of four, I was completely mute. It is hard for me to believe this now, given what I do for a living, but by all accounts, I was extremely shy to the point where I did not speak. Not a single word left my mouth. My teachers were very worried. I simply would not communicate in class. The staff could not understand it, there must be something very wrong with him, they thought. The headteacher called my mother in to have a word. ‘He won’t communicate verbally with me,’ she told my mum. ‘He just won’t respond, and I think the best course of action might be for him to see a child psychologist.’

‘What for?’ replied my mum incredulously.

‘Well, we have to try to get to the bottom of this,’ said the teacher, getting irritated.

‘Don’t you dare, there is nothing wrong with my son. He’s an only child living in a household where his father is out at work during the day, and by night when he returns, Clive is already in bed. So, the only person he interacts with is me, his mother. He’s just shy being around strangers if I’m not there. Leave him be, he’ll be fine.’

For some reason, the next week was when I decided to open my mouth in class, and what I chose to say was shocking and spectacularly bizarre. ‘My mum has lions and tigers in the house!’ I declared. My teacher was now even more worried than when I didn’t speak at all. This boy really needs to see a professional, maybe there is something much more serious and deeper going on. So, my mum was called to the school again, and when she was told what I had said, she could not stop laughing. ‘They’re my glass ornaments on the mantelpiece,’ she told the teacher, who then also burst into laughter.

Even at the age of four, I had an eye for the theatrical.

I was the first of Lynne and Norris Myrie’s children to open their eyes in Britain, and I was clearly a nervous child. On my first day at primary school, I even threw up out of fear. I was five, away from home and surrounded by people I didn’t know. I remember the classroom at St Michael’s Church of England School, the teacher being very understanding, and the other children sitting at their desks as she addressed us all with the day’s lesson. I recall feeling nauseous, with a trembling at the back of my throat as it began to wobble; then sharp intakes of breath and sweating, a sense of being disorientated, and hoping the contents of my stomach would stay at bay. Thinking, I can’t hold it down.

In a split second, the bitter taste of bile began hitting the back of my throat, like a caustic acid rasping my tonsils. Then out it came, everywhere, showering my clothes and the desk in front of me. No one said a word. There was just shock and amazement from the other kids, all sitting there, motionless and open-mouthed. Stunned catatonia. Fortunately, no one laughed at me and my nauseous misfortune, and I was grateful for that. The teacher led me away to get cleaned up, but I felt acutely embarrassed. All this on my first day.

Being dumbstruck, then throwing up in class, was because I was anxious and unsure of myself. Eventually I was not an only child anymore. Over the period of a few years, our household bloomed and blossomed. My two half-brothers, Lionel and Peter, and my older sister, Judith, all joined us in Bolton from Jamaica where they were born. They joined me and my younger brother Garfield, and later Sonia and Lorna were born, so there were seven of us. A giant family, where you really had to make your voice heard and where my confidence grew.

* * *

My mother was a primary school and kindergarten teacher in Jamaica, a profession she’d had her eye on since her late teens. She taught everything; English, maths, reading, writing. Her favourite subject was Bible studies, partly because all the kids in Jamaican households had no problem getting hold of a copy of the textbook.

She loved learning and imparting her knowledge to young minds, getting a kick out of seeing pupils develop and shine, helping budding flowers open and bloom with well-chosen words and attention. The naughty, those with attention deficits, the sporty, the overexcited, the easily bored, the rebels, the can’t-keep-stills – the rich and poor and lazy and determined and gifted and bright and slow. My mum loved children and they loved her classes. She knew how to ‘reach’ every one of them and it was her calling.

But teaching was also a profession in Jamaica that was held in very high regard, a vital, even noble pursuit. Teachers were respected because they were offering something the British overlords had denied for hundreds of years, opportunity. Black teachers were a symbol of change. British rule since the 1830s had decreed so-called ‘negro education’ as ‘a provision for regulating the condition of the negroes as may combine their welfare with the interests of the proprietors’, whose interest of course was to carry on the production of sugar. In other words, black people received no real education at all, except better to work the cane fields. By 1962, the year my mother left for Britain, and the year of Jamaican independence, 67 per cent of the population could not read or write.

Mum hoped that working in a school in England would give her the status and respect she enjoyed back in Jamaica. She would not be another immigrant drifting from job to job, on the outside of society; she would be a core citizen on the inside, helping fulfil the dreams of countless parents, a fundamental cog in the wheel of the community. She had nursed her dream of teaching in England while making all her plans for the big move to Bolton, and teaching would underpin her new existence.

Unlike Hortense in Andrea Levy’s novel Small Island, mum knew before she flew to England that her Jamaican qualifications would not be considered good enough for a teaching post in Britain, and she would have to retrain. But she told herself it would not be a problem. She would take evening classes if necessary while working during the day, perhaps as a seamstress, to bring home a little extra money. Teaching was something my mum had set her heart on, and in Bolton she would work to achieve that goal.

However, my mum did not fully appreciate how much time the retraining would take to get the right qualifications. In those first few months in Bolton, my dad was struggling to hold on to work, and mum was beginning to realise that she needed to contribute forcefully to the family income. My dad’s work contracts would end not long after they began, because after a certain point, basic labouring work would finish, and more skilled contractors would be needed on a construction site. Often if there was labouring still to be done, this would be carried on by white workers at the expense of black people.

My dad had also chafed at the fact that he was not his own boss, as was the case in Jamaica, so work in the UK was a problem for him to begin with, until he got used to the way things were going to be, having to work for others. Back in Jamaica he was a cobbler and shoe repairer, an apprentice after leaving school, and he was on his way to becoming a skilled shoemaker when he made the journey to England. But he never pursued the career he had begun back in the Caribbean, and never settled on a line of work that gave him satisfaction in all his years in Britain.

A move to the Midlands around Nottingham might have furthered a career in shoe making, but he was in the north-west, where garment factories dominated industry. Labouring jobs came and went, and nothing fired his imagination. It was not long before mum understood that taking the time to retrain to become a teacher would not be possible. That career would have to wait for a while, which was fine, as she began working as a seamstress to bring in a little extra money. Then something happened that changed her life for ever and meant the teaching job in Bolton that she craved would probably never come. My mum fell pregnant with me.

My dad realised he now had to knuckle down to feed the growing family, and for the bulk of his working life in Britain, he was at a company called Lorival, with the factory so close to our home, you could hear the morning klaxon calling people to work. Six o’clock and off it would go, the signal to us kids sound asleep that we had just one more hour to luxuriate in our dreams or recover from our nightmares, before having to rise for school. At Lorival, my dad helped assemble the car batteries that went into British Leyland vehicles.

Because he was never truly fulfilled at work, he always seemed unhappy to me. Frustrated and resentful to the point where he felt it had been a huge mistake to move to England, a view he holds even to this day, long in retirement. His dissatisfaction with work magnified the other things he was unhappy with here, especially the rainy Boltonian weather – the result of the town sitting beneath the western Pennine Moors, an ideal dumping ground for clouds pregnant with moisture looking for somewhere to unburden themselves.

A country boy from rural Jamaica, industrial landscapes and urban living were alien to him, the colour of life now viewed in different shades of grey, in contrast to the vibrancy of the colours of the Caribbean, with its yellows and deep greens and browns and reds and blues. He never acclimatised to the cold and the sharp cut of the wind blowing down from the Arctic in deepest winter.

All that rather sadly, I believe, made his personality a little cold too, because by all accounts in Jamaica my dad had a sunny disposition. He was good-looking, outgoing and urbane, a happy person, a man to fall in love with, as many women apparently did. But in England he was a big man brought low by his circumstances, a giant bear wandering around aimlessly in an unfamiliar forest, unable to carve a place for himself in his new world. He created a home and lived among us, but he was remote and distant to his children.

However, there was one treat we used to have as kids – if any one of us was ill with a sore throat or cold or feeling under the weather, we were allowed to climb into bed with mum and dad and sleep with them. It was a moment we all loved as children, warm and nurturing, a sign that perhaps he did love us after all.

He tells me now he did not come to Britain to have fun, it was all about work, and that attitude left him interested in experiencing very little beyond the four walls of our home in Bolton. He avidly watched and devoured television. That was his window on the world. Though my father was rather taciturn, never really engaging in conversation with his children, he did talk a lot, usually to voice some deeply held opinion on any number of subjects. He would forcefully rant, as if getting things off his chest, directing his words at no one in particular.

I recall him railing against the Conservative prime minister Edward Heath and the three-day week and blackouts in the early 1970s. ‘We need Harold Wilson,’ he would say, ‘we need to stop this foolishness.’ In the summers when the West Indies cricket team would tour England, the BBC’s televised coverage was always on in our house as my dad marvelled at the brilliance of Michael Holding and Viv Richards. It made him proud to see his own people doing well. He voiced his opinions on Donny Osmond and David Cassidy too – ‘Why do they make so much money for producing sheer rubbish?’

Of course, he also had opinions on the anti-immigration MP Enoch Powell, and not the kindest. But there was a perversity to his view. England had accepted him as a Windrush Generation immigrant, yet he did not really want to be here. Enoch Powell did not understand why my dad was in Britain, and my dad was not sure either.

It was complicated. In Jamaica he was a skilled, small-scale artisan and there was a dignity for him in that work. In England he made car batteries on an assembly line in the British Leyland factory at the end of the street and had several mouths to feed. In a way, he resented England for facilitating the life he was leading. Perhaps curiously, if England had not been so welcoming to Commonwealth immigration, he would not be enduring this existence. In a way, he hated England for taking him in.

The joy of a new child tempered the upset that my mum felt at not being able to follow the career path she had longed for, and having always had a flair for dressmaking, she was in the right place in the north-west of England to look for more permanent work as a seamstress to help feed her growing family. There were advertisements every week in the local paper looking for workers in the numerous clothing factories of Bolton and Mum had no problem, most notably making shirts, blouses and trousers for Marks and Spencer, the raincoats for the company that Harold Wilson used to wear, and all kinds of garments including Mary Quant’s famous miniskirts.

In fact, my mum was so good and reliable after a while, she was allowed to work from home, as a so-called ‘utility machinist’, which meant she was entrusted with putting together a complete garment and not just a section, combining the sleeves, the lining, the shoulders and so on. Mum made our school uniforms, and they were better than anything other parents could buy in the shops. It meant she earned a relative fortune working at her own pace. She could make the waistband, lining, darts, fly, pockets, any section of any garment, stick them all together and Bob’s your uncle! She earned much more than a typical machinist working on the factory floor, and she did it from the comfort of her own home.

I have distinct memories of the van from the factory turning up in the morning with the various materials and dropping them off, then returning early evening to pick up the finished garments. Because she could work from home, childcare issues were never a problem and so my mum worked full-time, while raising seven children.

Along with the money my dad earned working at Lorival, my parents were able to buy their own home, and later the house next door, which they rented out to students studying at the local technical college. The work and the money helped Mum and Dad achieve their dreams for their children and vindicate their passage to Britain. Mum was determined that as many of her children as possible would get the chance to go to university, because it was something she could not do. Talking to her now, is there any resentment she did not become a teacher in Bolton? ‘No,’ she says firmly. ‘Never look back!’

Indeed, my mum has only ever looked forwards, which is why at the age of almost sixty, with her kids all grown up, in 1995 she donned a black gown and mortarboard hat to receive her Certificate of Education in a graduation ceremony at the University of Huddersfield after three years of study. She was the oldest member of her class and she was qualified to teach at last. My mum needed to prove to the world and to herself that she could do it. It was never a lack of ability that meant she could not be the person she had wanted to be.
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