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For me, going to England was an adventure; everything for me

in life is an adventure. I’m going overseas. It’s exciting! Wonderful

things happened overseas. My dad, who went overseas made

money and came back to waste it in Jamaica, but, it had all

happened overseas, so, for me it’s something exciting; something

that I wanted  to experience.

Well, my documents were all sorted out and the day I was

supposed to leave Jamaica was very, very hot. Kingston was

especially hot; hot enough to melt the tarmac. I had my little grip*

and was dressed up for foreign travel. I must have been about 17,

and the year was 1964 – it was around the same time that Jamaica

won the Miss World beauty contest in England. Wow! And I was

going to this wonderful place the motherland called England.

So, there I was kitted out in my Sunday best and  ready to

go, saying goodbye to everyone: grinning from ear to ear and

telling them, “I’m going a-foreign, now”.

There was no send-off party. People just said, “Bwoy, enjoy

yourself, you know, and keep in touch. Watch out for them

foreign gals, you want to be careful with them.” Stuff like that.

So, we got to the airport – Palaisadoes airport as it was then and

went through the formalities, got on the plane and sat down

and, oh my Lord, there were all these Jamaicans; some women

with their hands on their heads, nervously praying and carrying

on because they were fearful of flying, some looking anxious as

though they were about to throw up, but I was just casual. Am

I supposed to be frightened about this? No! It is exciting; I’m

actually going to go in one of those huge silver things I had seen

flying up there.

You see all these people, some of the men suited up, some

women wearing “tie-heads”** and some looking petrified, while

others praying and some talking loudly, possibly out of dread:

So now I am thinking “I hope this flight is alright you know as

there is enough going on to make you shit scared”; some of the

praying is for the pilot, I just took it all in and then dismissed it,

made myself comfortable and took in all the to-ing and fro-ing

going on around me.

Suddenly, the plane lurched forward and took off, as the plane

gradually took up speed going down the runway all these people 
like a panic beehive, their voices are now raised, and so I’m

thinking, “Wow!” it’s going so fast and suddenly, we’re in the air,
I looked out the window and Jamaica is getting smaller

and smaller, the buildings are becoming minute and, then,

eventually, the country is just a little dot of a place I can see

below. I start thinking, “Wow, is that where I’m from? It looks

so small.” And then I’m thinking, “I hope they know where they’re

going.” Until at last I decided, look, I’m here now, there’s

nothing I can do about it, so I just sat back and enjoyed the ride.

After a while, the air stewards came round with drinks and

things to eat, so I’m used to it now, I forget that I’m flying. For

me, it was good fun but for the older people I think it was nightmarish

and frightening.

I thought we were going straight to England but we weren’t.

After we had drinks and something to nibble and I began to get

used to those people around me, we landed in New York and

were all told to get off the plane. So we disembarked and walked

to a certain place where we had our documents checked and

collected our suitcases. We were all escorted to a different plane

for the flight to Heathrow, London airport, and as I got on and

looked to my left and to my right, for the first time in my life all

I could see were white faces, more like pink lobsters; lots and

lots of blank white faces and not one smiling face in sight. And

they’re all looking straight back at me; I suddenly started to feel

nervous and uneasy as I went to sit down.

This plane was a bit different: bigger and a bit more organised

and they were all white people, crew and passengers and the

few of us blacks from Jamaica all sat at the back of the plane. I

remember wanting to go to the toilet but that meant going towards 

the front and as I moved forward all these white people

were once again staring at me with eyes like darts – it was a

complete culture shock. Up to this point, I have been accustomed

to seeing lots of black people and, occasionally, you’d see a white

face but, on this plane, there were hundreds and like an

undulating sea of white faces all looking at you and none of

them looked pleasant; nobody smiled, I couldn’t imagine how

the other blacks were feeling but the coldness made me

uncomfortable. Their expressions were as if to say, “What is he

doing here? How dare he travel on the same plane?” It was

intimidating, so much so I quickly went to the toilet and swiftly

went back to my seat.

The plane took off and there we were on our way to England.

I slept, woke up, ate something given to me by the stewardess

but some black people had brought their own food, which they

shared out among themselves, this was a little amusing as it

seems food was available to all travellers.

Anyway, the next morning, we landed at Heathrow, and that

was another culture shock. We had to go through the system

again and just as on the plane, there were all these white faces

and not one friendly face among them. I cleared customs and

then went outside and am anxiously looking and looking but

can’t see anyone I recognised, then suddenly I saw my mother

among the waiting throng, I rushed over to her and she was

there with a man, someone who was apparently kind enough to

drive her to come and pick me up.
And they’re asking me: “How was the trip?” And the man is

telling me how careful I have to be in England because “them

prejudiced”, and so on. But, the thing that struck me was when

we went out of the building to the car, I thought, “My gosh, the

clouds are down too low,” as though the sky had fallen. But it

was fog. There was fog everywhere and we’re driving but we

can’t see, at least I can’t, and it was cold, and I’m thinking, how

can the driver see where he’s going? I’m convinced there’s going

to be an accident, but, of course, they’re used to it all.

Eventually, we got to Camberwell, in south London, where

my mother was living. When I got out of the car I looked up and 

down Coldharbour Lane and saw all these identical houses.

Every one of them looked the same! About a mile of houses, all

looking the same, and I’m thinking, how are they going to know

which house is which, since they all look alike? Then as we got

inside our house there are all these Jamaicans in most of the

rooms in this house, and they’re calling out to me, “hey boy you

come to the cold country?” And I’m thinking to myself, “I certainly

have. Why did I leave Jamaica?” where are these opportunities

and will it ever get warm?

Although I missed “home” every day, Jamaica was becoming

a pleasant but near-distant memory although I and the people

around me were determined to hold on to our culture – our

expressions, our food, and our joy of life in what was a bitterly

hostile environment. Yet, for all that, slowly but surely I was

beginning to get used to this place called England.

This is an extract from his book “Goodbye Mango Sergeant”

In the mid-1960s, Keith said goodbye to the land of his birth to


join his mother in England








