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About the Book

An eloquent and thought-provoking book on racism and prejudice by the Liverpool and England football legend John Barnes.

John Barnes spent the first dozen years of his life in Jamaica before moving to the UK with his family in 1975. Six years later he was a professional footballer, distinguishing himself for Watford, Liverpool and England, and in the process becoming this country’s most prominent black player.

Barnes is now an articulate and captivating social commentator on a broad range of issues, and in The Uncomfortable Truth About Racism he tackles head-on the issues surrounding prejudice with his trademark intelligence and authority.

By vividly evoking his personal experiences, and holding a mirror to this country’s past, present and future, Barnes provides a powerful and moving testimony. The Uncomfortable Truth About Racism will help to inform and advance the global conversation around society’s ongoing battle with the awful stain of prejudice.




To the greatest man who ever lived, Colonel Roderick Kenrick Benedict Brindsley Barnes; my father, a man of integrity, morality and honour, who made me the person I am on and off the football field.
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Author’s Note

Before you start reading, I want to make it clear that everything in this book is a representation of my thoughts and perspectives on all of the discussed topics. It is a completely personal view.




INTRODUCTION

At the start of my writing journey for this book many years ago, I was hopeful, excited, empowered, and had a real belief in the human spirit of right-mindedness, not only in the average person but in our leaders who wanted a better, more equal life for us all. Historically, Britain has always been influenced by the concept of social class: even its own parliament was structured on a class system, with the House of Lords representing the privileged upper class and the House of Commons representing the rest. I understood this class structure, which prevented real equality, and decided to focus on racial inequalities while also considering gender, sexuality and other issues, as they are all intertwined with each other due to our unconscious conditioning, a concept which I shall explain in more detail throughout the book.

There were highs and lows along that journey, with equal measure I’d say, but as time went on, I realised that for every step forward there were two steps back. This made me think about how people over the last few hundred years must have felt when little steps were taken in their situations, and whether they also thought things would get better in their lifetime. But those were the olden days and we are morally and intellectually superior to those people today, surely? I became increasingly aware that, arrogantly, we don’t take into account that people in the past may have thought exactly the same thing about themselves.

I continued to prepare the book to its conclusion, which I hoped would herald a time for all of equality of opportunity (not necessarily ‘equality of outcomes’ as that’s more nuanced due to class and other dynamics), with the future looking brighter for the next group of young dynamic activists helping to shape the debate. I’ll let you, the reader, decide on whether we have come anywhere near that watershed moment.

•

All this seemed the furthest thing from my mind when I first set foot in this country. When my parents told me that we were coming to England, I was so excited – I was going to the home of football! I was two months past my twelfth birthday, and I remember landing at Heathrow in late January 1976 on a Sunday morning. On the drive into central London, I saw lots of organised Sunday youth team games with referees and linesmen and fully kitted out boys of my age. It was one of the coldest winters in recent times and while I had never experienced snow or cold like that, it didn’t matter at all when there was football.

We moved temporarily into an apartment off Baker Street where we lived for a few months before we found a house in Golders Green, a very affluent, predominantly Jewish area in north London. The schools nearest to Baker Street were St Marylebone Grammar School for Boys for me, and for my sisters Gillian and Tracey, Sarah Siddons Girls School. St Marylebone was one of the few traditional grammar schools remaining in central London and had high academic standards. On the other hand, Sarah Siddons was horrendous, a comprehensive in Paddington, with girls from one of the roughest parts of London with a high incidence of undisciplined, disruptive behaviour, smoking and a poor academic level.. So, once we moved to Golders Green my sisters were taken out of that school and were sent to a well-regarded girls grammar school in Hampstead Garden Suburb called Henrietta Barnet School. Despite the move, I remained at St Marylebone and my parents drove me to school each day on the way to their respective jobs in central London.

Let me say that my parents were by no means snobs. Their upbringing in the ’40s and ’50s in Jamaica (for my mother) and Trinidad (for my father) was not one of luxury and privilege, but was a relatively middle-class experience by the standards of those times. The one thing they insisted on though, in the age after independence, was a good education. That being paramount in their thoughts, Sarah Siddons school wouldn’t do for my sisters, but St Marylebone was fine for me. The one problem with St Marylebone was they didn’t play football, only rugby.

It was a great school though, a 200-year-old grammar school with a difference. Its catchment area meant that it had a lot of boys from the inner city in attendance, and while it was probably rougher than your typical grammar school, the level of education and aspirations among most of its pupils was very high. Although football was not part of the school curriculum, that was all that was played in the playground. I remember clearly my first day at school, this Jamaican boy with a ‘funny’ accent, in a brown duffel coat, standing in the playground at first break, waiting to be picked by the boys who already knew each other. The hierarchy had already been established, as the other boys had started senior school the previous September while I arrived in February of the following year, five months later. I was last pick after a nerdy boy with glasses and a club foot (only joking, but not far off), but after fifteen minutes of play I was completely and wholeheartedly accepted in the cool gang from that moment on.

Our gang growing up in London was a mixture of Black and white kids. At school it was cool to be Black, or to hang around with Black kids, and we fully identified with each other. With my football coming on leaps and bounds, we obviously had to find a local club for me, and that came about through one of the members at my sisters’ swimming club near Baker Street, who was related to a man who coached at a boys’ club in nearby Paddington, Stowe Boys Club.

When I joined the club, it reminded me of my days in Jamaica playing in the rough inner-city areas of Kingston. My teammates were boys from the ‘hood’, and while at first they teased the grammar school boy, thanks to my ability, I was soon fully accepted at their club. Whereas most of the Black boys in my school were from working-class families who lived on council estates, the boys at Stowe were different. They may have also grown up on council estates, but the Stowe boys went to schools like Rutherford Comprehensive and Paddington Comprehensive, which were rough schools around the corner from St Marylebone. In years gone by they would have probably come to bully the ‘posh’ grammar school boys. But that didn’t happen in my generation. I remember times when they used to come near our school and we would square off in our respective groups but nothing would come of it, the difference being that this ‘posh’ grammar school now had big, rough, Black kids representing it. So, instead of ongoing fights, a new level of respect was forged and friendships were made. The group identity among my friends from school and friends from Stowe was very strong, and race played very little part in our lives. Although, I was aware of the issues my Stowe friends had with police stopping them regularly in the areas where they lived.

Around the age of fifteen, I started to go clubbing and saw more of life outside of home and school. My school friends and I went to mainly mixed clubs (Black and white) where we listened to soul, R&B and rap music, while most of my Stowe friends went to reggae clubs which were strictly Black, smoky (not from cigarettes) and slightly scary to a middle-class boy from Jamaica. If you could play football though, you were fine.

Going out in London and mixing with different people from different parts of the city was fun, but there always was this perception of people from south London, east London, west London, etc. being ‘different’ from each other. Nonetheless, my school friends and I never felt intimidated or uncomfortable anywhere. As I said, the majority of the time we would go to our usual ‘mixed’ clubs. Every now and then we would go to ‘white’ clubs, but very rarely as a group would we go to ‘Black’ clubs. Sometimes, when the group was exclusively Black, we would go to Black clubs.

This is where it became very interesting. If, as a group, we went to a white club which was unfamiliar to us, my Black friends and I wouldn’t feel uncomfortable in the slightest (unless there were skinheads or men with white hoods on), and my white friends wouldn’t feel uncomfortable for us or feel that we felt uncomfortable. But if we as a group went to a Black club, I would automatically feel uncomfortable for my white friends because I knew they would feel uncomfortable, and I would feel the need to say to them ‘you’re alright in here’. Why was that? Why would my white friends who were just like me in terms of our ‘identity’ (not racial identity but we liked the same music, sport, television shows, etc. and dressed and spoke the same) not feel the need to reassure me that the white club we were in was okay, but I felt the need to reassure them that the Black club was okay?

While I didn’t rationalise it back then, I’ve since realised that there had always been an unconscious perception among us all: that white culture and the white environment was non-threatening, moral, orderly and safe, and the opposite was true of the Black environment. So, although I knew that the Black club was fine, I subconsciously knew that some of my white friends, who despite hanging around with Black people all the time, nevertheless felt intimidated. They felt that way because THEY DIDN’T KNOW ‘THOSE’ BLACK PEOPLE!

How often have Black people with white friends heard them negatively speak about ‘Black people generally’, but finish off by saying to them ‘not you though, you’re okay’? I didn’t know ‘those’ white people in the club either, but I felt fine, and my white friends also expected me to feel fine, because what was there to worry about? ‘White people are fine’, even if you don’t know them.

•

Living in London, as I got older I was becoming increasingly aware of racial bias in the world due to experiences that young Black adults faced (as opposed to thirteen-year-old cool Black kids whose white counterparts hung around with them for street cred). Of all those kids from the ’70s and ’80s – Black and white – who hung out together and ‘identified’ with each other, socially, musically, the way they spoke, dressed, I wonder how many of them are still in contact or still identify with each other? If they don’t identify with each other anymore, then whose identity has changed? l can tell you whose identity has changed: a lot of the white kids I hung out with, because of the young urban dynamic of that time, were perceived to be ‘acting Black’. When you leave school and become an adult, where is that persona going to get you in a racialised world which has a misconception of Blackness? So, for the white intelligent kids who I grew up with, they could revert or ‘become white’. But for a lot of the Black, equally intelligent kids I grew up with of the same identity as their white counterparts when they were young, they couldn’t NOT be Black anymore.

So, if you look at the proportion of the white friends who I grew up with compared to the Black friends I grew up with, who were/are of equal intelligence, drive and aspiration, I don’t need to tell you which group has been far more successful in life. And while my white friends, along with most people of unconscious and subtle privilege, will tell you that the main factor that contributed to their achievements is their ‘ability’ and no other circumstance; it’s really not that simple.

I am categorically not saying that my white friends who have been more successful than my Black friends haven’t absolutely deserved their success due to their abilities; but it hasn’t been a level playing field for everyone. And I’m just lucky that I could play football, as I’m sure my acceptance and opportunities granted to me by society probably would have been very different if I didn’t have this talent. For me, football was the gateway to what lay ahead.
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