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Norwell Roberts was born in 1945 in Anguilla, and moved to the UK in 1956 to join his mother in Kent, in the predominantly white suburb of Bromley. After a school career marred by racism and a stint as an impoverished lab assistant, aged 20 he saw an ad recruiting for the Metropolitan Police and applied, though like all Black candidates at the time he rejected due to the catch-all excuse of 'temperament'. He reapplied and was accepted a year later, embarking on a 30+ year career that took him undercover, on some of the biggest cases in London policing, and ultimately to the higher ranks of the Met. He is now retired to focus on charity work.
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This book is for all those people who believed in me

and hoped I would prove the doubters wrong.





‘To appreciate the present and how far we have come, we sometimes need to revisit the uncomfortable past, no matter how painful.’

Norwell Roberts QPM
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Preface

It was the morning of 10 July 1967, a bright and sunny day, and I arrived at Bow Street Police Station in the West End of London, a smartly dressed twenty-two-year-old police officer with butterflies in my stomach. A few months earlier, I’d become the first Black recruit to the Metropolitan Police Force, the culmination of a long-held ambition, and since then I’d completed a sixteen-week training course. I’d never felt so proud – I was so excited about my new career. But as soon as I’d been introduced to my reporting sergeant, the air in his office seemed to sour and he greeted me with a snarl. ‘Look, you nigger, I’ll see to it that you won’t finish your probation,’ he said. No one stood up for me – the officers who were in the room looked the other way, and I thought I could see a few of them smirking behind their hands. I’d never thought being London’s first Black police officer was going to be easy, but nothing had prepared me for the difficulties that lay ahead.

 

What you are about to read is completely true – some names have been omitted to protect the guilty, but that’s all – everything else is my story, just as it happened. However, my aim isn’t to make people feel sorry for me; all I want is to describe how things were, to take you back to the ‘bad old days’, so that we can learn from them. You may well ask why I’m so special. The answer is I’m not – I was just lucky enough to be in the right place at the right time.

It might seem unlikely now, but for a long time the ‘Old Bill’ was completely white, with absolutely nothing in the way of ethnic diversity. That meant that when I joined in 1967, I was the only Black officer in a force of over 27,000. Being the first at anything is always tricky, but the first individuals to climb Everest, to run the four-minute mile or to land on the moon had the support of their peers. Being the first Black policeman might not seem quite so dramatic as those achievements, but at least Sir Edmund Hilary and Tenzing Norgay could give each other a helpful shove! My situation was very different – in fact, it often felt like the entire Metropolitan Police Force was pushing me in the opposite direction, willing me to fail.

I had some experience of being ‘the first’ even before I joined the police force – I was the first Black boy at my primary school and at the first secondary school I attended. From school, I went to work as a laboratory technician, and it was only after I’d been in that job for five years or so that I was struck by an overwhelming urge to become a policeman.

If I wanted to be philosophical, I suppose I could say that my experiences with discrimination helped me learn what I was capable of. After a long career in the police force, not to mention a childhood in which I suffered a good deal of racial discrimination, I can honestly say that I bear no malice to any of the people who treated me badly. I do, however, have one or two scars. The most visible one is on my forehead, and I’ve had it since I was twelve, when a bunch of fifth formers at my school in Bromley in Kent, who were much bigger than me, dropped me on my head, curious to discover the colour of my blood. To this day, it shocks me that they were amazed to find out it was red, just like theirs.

I’m pretty sure that other Black men had applied to join the Met before I did, but none of them had been successful. For reasons only known to the Home Secretary, my application made it through, and I was in – the Metropolitan Police finally had its first Black policeman. What followed was a thirty-year career of incredible highs and some pretty shitty lows, and there were plenty of times when things were so tough that I found it hard to keep going. I can still remember how often I felt like giving it all up to do something else. But through all of it, what made me carry on was the thought that I had something to prove. I wanted to succeed even more than other people wanted me to fail!

Things eventually went full circle – the blokes who had sworn that they would never speak to me when I first joined the force would come up to me after work and ask if they could buy me a drink. In fact, some of the people who gave me the most stick to start with have since decided that they want to be friends with me. I loved the job and fought hard to become accepted on my merits and performance – for me, the colour of my skin had nothing to do with it. I guess that, eventually, everyone realised that my blood was red – just like theirs.

I experienced some shocking treatment from within the police force. I was staggered by some of the things I had to put up with; the early years of my police career were a steep learning curve. But I have no doubt that these things would have happened to whoever was the first Black policeman in the Metropolitan Police Force; in spite of everything, I’m glad it was me and I have no regrets.

Looking back on what happened with the benefit of hindsight, I could never have resigned. After all, if I had not made a success of my police career, other Black people might have been put off joining. It was clear to me that I had to set a good example – if I messed things up, my detractors would have been able to say, ‘You see – we tried and it didn’t work. We don’t need them.’

Despite the discrimination that many Black police officers have suffered over the years, the police force has long struggled to admit that it is institutionally racist; in most cases the unacceptable behaviour is so deeply entrenched that the powers that be are genuinely unable to see it – or perhaps they don’t want to. Of course, there’s also the fact that if they don’t accept that something’s wrong, they don’t have to do anything to correct it – but this means that things will never get better.

The easy option, of course, is to do nothing, for fear of ‘rocking the boat’, but it’s important that we fight for change. I was one of the police officers who was instrumental in turning the Black Police Association from an idea into a reality, and it’s change like this that means that I would now encourage anybody to join the police force. We need male and female police officers of all colours and from all cultures – it’s crucial that the people who are protecting us reflect our multiracial society. I continue to provide a sympathetic ear to any Black and Asian officers who want advice. In fact, if any officer of any ethnicity whatsoever is having trouble, they can always talk to me. I love the idea that I still set an example to others – I always hope they think, Well, if Norwell Roberts made it all those years ago, so can I!

In an interview I gave to the Big Issue in 1996, I said that I was looking forward to my retirement the following year. After thirty years in the force, I said I couldn’t wait for the day when I had the option of getting out of bed in the morning, looking out the window and thinking, No, forget it, and going back to bed. I added, ‘I might just write a book.’ Well, twenty-five years after I retired, I finally have.
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