25th March, 2008 (90th anniversary of Walter Tull’s death)

WALTER TULL discussion with WEST INDIAN EX-SERVICEMEN’S GROUP
 

Present:            Neil Flannigan (President, WIES)

Des Garnes (Secretary, WIES)

Vibart Rodney (Welfare)

Eddie Capone (Chairman)

Marysia Lachowicz (Freelancer)
Camilla Bergman (Walter Tull project officer, Westminster Archives)
 

ML: Walter Tull 
Setting scene, synopsis of Tull’s life … 
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 In his 29 years he achieved a lot.  His grandfather was a slave and his father a carpenter who came to England in 1876.  Married local women. His stepmother was also local girl.  

I wondered what you felt it would have been like to have a mixed marriage at that time.

 

EC: It depends where you were. I’m just back from Jamaica and I’ve been talking to some people … what we’re going to do in near future … is some compilation... what we have is 250 year old service.  The West Indian Regiment was established 250 years ago.  Right up until now they have always paid a huge part and there were officers in the West Indian Regiment.  And the WIR became something else but if you look at the archives where the WIR was in N Africa, it was all over the place, there were several VCs.  

 

ML: Is that in WW2?
 

EC: No before that.  We were also at the Battle of Trafalgar.  We were also at the Battle of Waterloo.  I am not sure at what point some of the WIR got disbanded and some of the men transferred into the British Army.  They didn’t come to England, they were sent to Africa and other places.  We need to get this information right because there are a lot of things that are lost in terms of … in 1962 when Britain gave most of the Caribbean, well Jamaica got independence in 1962, and they took all the records.  So unfortunately neither the government nor the Jamaican Legion have much information but there are a lot of senior people over the years who have kept tag on what the West Indians have done and it’s one of the things that we need to look at in terms of how we can re-trace our steps because there were some key countries involved in the WIR – Jamaican, Trinidad, Guyana, St Lucia, Barbados, British Honduras, Dominica but there were about 5 or 6 key West Indian countries even though they were coming from right across the whole spectrum but there were some key players in terms of providing the men, if you like. [image: image2.png]


  And there is a lot of gaps that would need to be filled …

 

CB: Why do you think Walter Tull’s father would want to leave Barbados at that time?  He was a carpenter.  He would have been quite busy in B.  He was a skilled man.  He comes by boat to England.  Why would he do that?  We know he came from a Methodist family.

 

NF: We had a lot of black seamen and it could be one of two things.  He was one of the black seamen or may he may well have been bought here by an Englishman who had worked with in Barbados.  Coming back to the point you raised first, in those days if you married a white girl the girl was ostracised and there was a complete bar even up to the last war up to 19… to marry an English girl say I got married to her …  all white people would walk away from me and her, all families would kick her out, there is no argument about that and she would be ostracised and the understanding was that race was just not accepted by white society and the way the poor whites - we thought about slavery, oppression and repression - poor whites suffered previously in this country.  I been to school in this country.

 

ML: I understand she worked on a farm.  She was very working class.

 

She was the under class.  She was on a farm out in the sticks.  And she would not see anybody.  I remember a Jamaican who married a girl off a farm during the war and I went in the village one day and I saw this mixed children running around and they were away from everybody else, they were not allowed to mix with anybody else. [image: image3.png]


  Mixed race kids and white girls who went out with black boys and poor whites were not allowed in the theatre, the cinema, they were not allowed in certain schools because the schools were dependent schools … in areas of London where they had strong divisions it was difficult for them.  Most of the changes came from the bigger cities – London, Bristol, Liverpool - where the docks were, where all the ships came in and then they saw all different colours and creeds … while prostitutions were part of live, no baths, no food, no nothing.

 

ML: Were there black women over here at the time?  Because it was mainly the men who came over and the men who joined the forces.

 

NF; That was a problem.  That is another story.  Even during the first and second wars there was no women, women here even in England were not in the forces.  They were divided.  They went to the factories, to the farms, they were left behind.  They did all the dirty work because or they did all the heavy work because these girls were powerful and strong and they worked very hard.  They were a class unto themselves and you must remember in England everybody was conscripted so you had a certain kind of dedication caution.  If you were at the bottom of the ladder you know your place, you didn’t know at the time but you shipped there and you had to do what you told because it was the ruling classes that controlled the English country … you were directed to go where they tell you and you did what you were told.  You might be the lucky one from a good family or you might be from a peasant family and you suffered. [image: image4.png]


  The blacks who came over here they could see it and they realise it because if you came from a Caribbean country you didn’t see colour, as my colleague here said before, as a focal point because you fell in with the system.  There is a funny story – a girl would come up and touch you, they would touch your body parts to see if it comes off, because the misconception is that all black people came from Africa.  … laughs ….

 

DG: Back to why he would have come.  What little I know a black person coming to this country is of slavery, you work for them you might come to England and take them with you.  Today ‘well look I’m going to come to England’.  It wasn’t a conscious decision to come to England as it was for most of us.  You could have been a seaman … 

 

EC:  You were a valuable commodity on a ship for repairs.  It was circumstance that brought you here.

 

DG:  Anyone with a skill can work on a ship

 

ML: So he could have got his passage over here quite easily?

 

DG:  Yes if he was a seaman he would come over free.
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ML: If you came with a white connection were you still bound to that person when you arrived here in Britain?

 

DG:  If I came with you I had no place to live.  The white population in the Caribbean had relatives in this country and they were coming with you.

 

EC: To say that there no black people here there were a lot of black people here … if you look at WW1 …??? I can never pronounce his name …  there are some very interesting things on how forthright that man was and if you look at his whole travels and his whole story he was all over the place, he was in Dover, he went back to Africa, he went to the Caribbean …

 

CB: I know there was a black doctor who practiced in north Kensington/Westminster area. His practice was in Paddington.  There were definitely a lot of black people living in the UK, especially around Wales and Liverpool.   It’s interesting that it wasn’t a choice that it was possibly linked to circumstance.  So Walter Tull was born in this country, he was born in an environment where his mother was probably cut off, possibly.  That’s not the story I’ve heard, the story I’ve heard was a bit more romantic that he was a Methodist and that the Methodist church was much more open to colour and mixed marriages.  I don’t know anything about the Methodist church.
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 I don’t think so.  When I came and went to a Methodist church in Holborn and there were folks there in the church who looked at me and were about to walk out when he spoke and said ‘hello brothers from across the sea’ and he came to shake my hands.  I think he’d have a problem with the Methodist church.

 

NF: I’m a Catholic.  I sat in a Catholic church in West Bromwich with a Jamaican and this priest gave a sermon about how the Americans come over and take our girls, how all these black Americans and white Americans come over and having our girls and I held my friend and said let’s get out of this church I had to bear it and I had to sit down there and listen as he harangued everyone who came to this country and went out with the English girls.  And even a catholic priest is talking about this.

 

CB:  So we know that it must have been really tough for this family.  There’s no romance going on here … is there?   agreement
 

DG:  Also something you wouldn’t know.  We in the Caribbean we welcome everyone with open arms.  Now when we arrive in this country its opposite it’s who are you?  Nothing has changed but I understand that now because any stranger walking in here it doesn’t matter what your colour is but who are you? What are you doing here?  If you are not from this area … questions are asked. When I say this area I mean from a group you are an outsider … questions are asked. [image: image7.png]



 

CB:  England, as a nation, is quite used to attacking and taking over other countries.
 

DG: You are defending your little territory

 

CW: I am Swedish and I know that we have this cultural thing … that when you greet another Swede you look direct into their eyes.  Even when you take up a drink at a dinner you always look into people’s eyes before drinking.  And I asked someone once why we do this?  Apparently the reason stems from the Viking times.  If you take your eyes off of someone, even when taking a drink, you risked being attacked by another Viking! You had to watch your back … do I trust you? It’s the culture, it’s in the blood. Where as in some cultures you definitely do not look into peoples eyes, it’s considered rude and offensive. 

 

ML:  …and England have got that stiff upper lip, haven’t they?  Keeping things to themselves, they’re afraid of losing things.  My dad was Polish and he met my mum who is Scottish in a little Scottish village and they had the same problem as a mixed race marriage, the family were dead against it and they had to come to London to live because they weren’t really welcome in the village any more.

 

DG:  Not because he was Polish …

 

ML:  No because he was not from there, my mother should have married the local farmer and everyone would have been happy! [image: image8.png]


   … laughter …
 

EC:  There was a different acceptability also if it was a white man with a black woman it had a completely different acceptability and I know that for a fact as a third generation Scot.  And some of the things that both my mother and my uncles have told me because they went back to Liverpool.  My father was a Scotsman he was a farmer.  My uncles came to fight and they never went back.  They stayed here in Liverpool.  As the youngest I can’t really remember.  I have little visions of it because he died when I was 4.  My older cousins have always portrayed that he was a very serious man in terms of how he saw his family.  And one thing he always told his kids and grandchildren was that no one could ever tell you what you are or who you are other than a Scot.  And that sort of education within a family helped to make it very close and tight.  He had 7 kids – 3 girls 4 boys and he treated all of them the same.  He left a very strong imprint on them actually and I’m sure that it’s because of that that I can see the characteristics in my parents and my uncles.  They are very, very principled people.  But even from those times and if you look right up to now, I suppose it still exists, but I guess I think it was equally as strong right up until probably the end of the 1960s that it wasn’t ok for a black man to be with a white woman but it was ok the other way round.

 

VR:  Of course you wouldn’t have taken her out.  She would have stayed in the house. [image: image9.png]


  She would always be in the background.  Don’t forget up to the 1950s prejudice was still strong.  And the Irish suffered too – the same prejudice.

 

ML:  It’s what you said if you are not from here.  It’s the same that is happening with the Eastern Europeans coming here now. It’s the same kind of prejudice.  It’s interesting thinking about the kind of character that your family put into you.  I wonder what Tull learnt as a child, his grandfather obviously had a hard life, and his father must have had a hard life so he was already strong as a child.  He already had that inner strength.

 

VR:  He accepted his situation

 

ML:  And I wonder what kind of tales they told him or if he ever dreamed of going home to Barbados.

 
CB:  The family were very successful.  Walter Tull was incredibly successful in his short 29 years.  He brother, Edward, was adopted by a dentist family and he became a dentist.  They must have had a very strong sense of who they were to have done so well because for some people …nowadays… that sort of story can crush people; you always hear about people going into counselling and therapy over much less then what the Tull family went through the and it’s like ‘oh my God my life’s a mess because I was picked on as a child…’ …. laughter ….
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DG:  I think it must have been a close family relationship because there are not many neighbours who would welcome them with open arms.  So it was a close family bond.

 

ML:  He must have felt that family bond because then he goes to the orphanage and he remains in close contact with his family and does very well at the orphanage.  He gets into football and then he joins a football team where you’ve still got that sense of family and a team so all that is working towards him being this fantastic leader who is ready for the army almost isn’t he? Because again he has another kind of family and a team.  He’s early life helped …

 

NF:  His self-esteem was in his DNA … laughter ….
 
ML:  He wasn’t going to put up with any diversity he was going to fight

 

ED:  What’s interesting around this if we think about his period of service.  There were quite a number of other black service people around and it would be interesting to look at, or do some form of research any way, how much connection he had with the rest of the black servicemen.
 

CB:  I understand from Phil Vasili (Tull biographer) that he (Tull) wanted to join British West Indian Regiment. [image: image11.png]


 There is some record somewhere where that he wanted to be transferred to the British West Indian Regiment.

 

NF:  There is an archive about the first British West Indian Regiment, maybe the High Commission could tell you … The first and second British West Indian Regiment went to Africa.  I think the first went to certain parts and the second went to certain parts and then went back to Jamaica … they created a command school in Jamaica, I think in the Second World War, because there were a lot of problems when they went to Africa.  But in the First World War there were much … so when they got back they got nothing, they returned to absolutely nothing, they were despondent, they were broken.  We in the air force always aspired to be like the GIs because when they went back to the US, they got educated, the Government gave them money, they gave them houses.  They gave them a kick start in life.  The servicemen who came to Britain in the last war, unless you knew the system …  you had nothing more than the £32 that you got after the last war which is valued about £….  at this time but that’s all you had when you went back.  There was a system after the last war where the British could go to college to learn a skill and so forth but ….  the rest went back with nothing; some did get an allocation of land up in the mountains.  I didn’t take the land I had no idea - I’m sorry I didn’t today!  There was no rehabilitation scheme like what the Americans had, put it that way.  Like something that happened after the Vietnam War, when the soldiers went back and they did not recognise them as servicemen because they lost the war and they went back to absolutely nothing.  This is why Tull must have been quite exceptional people with the skill, aspiration and drive to do better for themselves. [image: image12.png]


  If they came from the Methodist church it was embedded in them and maybe they had connections somewhere along the line.

 

VR:  I think he was a very good sportsman to be able to get into that time as a coloured man.  He must have been extraordinary good.  When we look at sports today unless a coloured fella is very, very good he can’t get in.

 

ML:  Imagine the racism he must have got on the pitch then because you still get it today.

 

EC:  He wasn’t the only one. There was another black player at that time 

 

CB:  Yes, there was Arthur Wharton who played about 20 years before him.  I think there were a few black players out there.  He was the first black player to play for Tottenham Hotspurs and when he played a match in Bristol he suffered such severe racial abuse that Spurs decided to put him down as a reserve rather than playing… he obviously didn’t want to play as a reserve.  Then they sold him to Northampton.  But Spurs were premiership, they were a top team and he had to go down and that was all down to the racial abuse his suffered.

 

ML:  At Northampton, the manager was Methodist … so again the Methodist Church plays a role [image: image13.png]



 

CB:  I think that Arthur Wharton – the first black British player actually managed Tull’s manager, Chapman, I might be wrong.  Again he was a Methodist – as was Arthur Wharton.  He [the manager] didn’t have a problem with Walter Tull because he was used to being managed by a black man.

 

ML:  He was about to be sold to Rangers as war broke out and he wanted to go there because his brother had been adopted by these dentists in Glasgow so it would have been great to go and play football in Scotland and be near his brother again.

 

CB:  What I heard was that people who joined the Footballer’s Battalion could actually continue to play football. So he wanted to be transferred – we only found this out last week – to Glasgow so he was already fighting in the war when that option came and he was at that point where he wanted to be close to his brother and his family.  He had another brother, William, who also served in the First World War and died a few years after of gas exposure.  

 

…   looking at photo of family ….
…   CB leaves the room to meet HLF visitors.
 

ML:  Would you be happy to meet the children?  They’ve seen the same animation and a drama presentation.  … General agreement …
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NF:  Sport is an outlet to opportunities.  What it does is open the doors to a lot of good things.  You get greater comradeship because you are in a team together and when you are in a team together colour, race and creed goes through the window

 
ML:  I read yesterday that because of all the gang violence happening across the country that they are doing a big recruitment to involve black people but also trying to use the army as role model and a way out of this sort of thing.  They want black army officers to go and talk to these gangs.  I don’t know how that will work.  It’s sort of propaganda.

 
VR:  They (gangs) need help 

 

EC:  I’m not sure that it wouldn’t work.  If you look at the military what is happening right now  – in my humble opinion – there are a lot of disgruntled young people out there.  They’re disgruntled because they lack direction, they lack support, and they lack any kind of direction in pointing them in the right direction.  A lot of them have got very poor school results and they are angry because some of the circumstances were not their own and they recognise this and so it’s a way of rebelling against society. [image: image15.png]


  This is something - I believe that young people have always rebelled.

 

VR:  But they are killing their own.

 

EC:  Yeah. Things have changed, times have changed and you could say that they are killing their own.  There is a different methodology that they’re using now but it’s always gone on.  I grew up in the 60s here and I had to defend myself.  I was out all over the place, you couldn’t go nowhere, whether it was Croydon, Notting Hill, Peckham, Brixton, Stoke Newington, didn’t know Hackney then...  Everywhere you went in those areas you had to be looking over your shoulder because there would be some form of attack by what was then called teddy boys.

 

ML:  I think you’re right that there have always been gangs.  When I grew up there were skinheads.

 

NF:  After there were … what were they called … out on the streets … skinheads came later … I think you’re right it was the teddy boys 

 

VR:  They used to dress up to be in the gang

 

ML:  You always knew the gangs [image: image16.png]



 

VR:  Today these guys are not dressing up; they’re going out to kill. This is the point if they were just going to fight …

 

EC:  I don’t think they wake up and think I’ll go out and kill someone.  Its one thing leads to another.  They are workless, most of them are on drugs, a lot of them don’t have a home and it’s about survival.  It’s bully boy tactic.  The strong always prey on the weak.  If they identify groups of people or individuals that they can go and bash up or take away their phone or you know any resistance they are going to portray violence.

 

VR:  Teddy boys would have choppers (?) hidden in their trousers.

 

EC:  For defence because they know they have wronged somebody so therefore somebody is after them and they know … 

 

ML:  I think it’s just got harsher now.  I wasn’t a skinhead but I know all the girls in my class had combs with a sharp end and that was their weapon and there were fights on Clapham Common between different girl groups this is - the male fights were even worse – but they had these steel combs that were sharp at the end. And that’s what you used if you had to if you were in trouble and I know girls who got badly knifed up but it has got worse now. [image: image17.png]


  People carry more and more.  I don’t know what the answer is.  But I think it’s always been there.

 

…. someone at door …
 

 

EC:  Going back to what the army want to do with young people.  I think it could work because a) I do believe there is a lot of pent up energies in these young people and – ML: it needs to be focussed and harnessed – EC: exactly and I certainly believe just like any individual you know the mind is something if you don’t engage it it will go off on its own tangent 

 

VR:  Yes, definitely it must have something to keep it engaged.

 

EC:  It does need some focussing and that could work.  I do believe that it could work.  It’s something that I’ve been stressing for the last 4 years with the MOD that we’re not utilising ex-servicemen and women in a positive and constructive way in society.  The military spend a lot of money on our training and a lot of people come out and may get a few weeks rehabilitation but they’re just thrown out there in the big wide world.  You might as well come from Mars, if you are a long server and you come out in civvy street it is not easy to re-engage in that society.  You might as well come from Mars.
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ML:  It’s like everybody who fought in either of the wars never felt comfortable to talk about it because it was a completely different world and when you went back to your families you wanted to forget, to try and forget what you’d seen; you didn’t want to involve them…

 

NF:  If you join a club there are guidelines, there are rules and you become part of that club and you are bound by the rules of that club, so even when they are kicking you if you play hockey and they batter you with a stick you don’t cry out you suffer the pain.  It’s like the forces, you suffer the pain because you are conditioned to suffer, you are conditioned to be obedient, you are conditioned to take orders, you are conditioned to do their rules and to suffer, so even when you blow off your hand you don’t worry about it, you carry on as though your hand should not have been there.  If you join that club so you are not going to complain.  The good comradeship, you don’t want to say I am useless and weak and not one of the boys.  Although I lost my leg I’m still one of the boys.

 
ML:  I spoke to some of the people at the Chelsea Hospital a few years ago and they were saying that when they went to live there it was the first time they felt they could relax and have conversations and it didn’t matter if they said things and sometimes the stories got bigger and more exaggerated but the nightmares never went away. [image: image19.png]


  And being once again in the camaraderie and everyone knowing what they had been up against they felt comfortable and that is quite important.

 

NF:  That’s very important to ex-servicemen.  And when they come out and they can’t find a good job and they’ve had no training because you joined certain British forces you don’t have skilled training so there is a big vacuum.  You come back out having served your nation and you come out in a vacuum and you can’t find work because you fired guns and you didn’t get a skill after you left the forces.  So taking children off the street to be trained by the British forces I don’t absolutely agree with my colleague here because I think the government should set up plans to get those poor parenting – I find - I’m not generalising – but the one parent family, a child having a child who can’t look after he/herself, but she has a child and she becomes a mother and she living off the state and she has a child who she can’t control and there is no father around.

 

VR:  That’s where the problems are.

 

 

41:46 Heritage Lottery people enter ….
 
WK:  Sorry to eavesdrop.  We’re not going to tell you about anything – we’re just here to listen.  We work for Heritage Lottery Fund and we put a bit of money into this Tull project.  My name is Wesley Kerr, chair of the London committee, and this is Katy Owen who is our top press officer. [image: image20.png]


  …..
 

… WK continues with personal histories of participants and his own line of questioning – 
 

WK:  Did you feel strong loyalty to the Crown?  Did you feel British?

 

NF:  If you go back to the colonial thinking before 1938, where people in colonies were loyal British subjects and you were taught one concept that Britain was the greatest country in this world.  Every spot on the map was red, red, red, red.  So therefore it was put in depth in your mind that you thought there was no other country like England and you had loyalty to Britain.  You might see the exceptional French black person who came to Caribbean on a naval ship but he was the odd man out.  Although France had a lot of colonies overseas and the Germans also had that in South Africa.  We in the Caribbean didn’t hear much about the other masters of the world.

 
WK:  When were you disappointed then?  

Not in the forces.  Afterwards because of lack of Jobs.  
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NF:  Sandhurst is run on class structure.  Unless you came from the upper classes you couldn’t get to Sandhurst.  The youngsters from the comprehensive school cannot get in even if they dedicate themselves to it.  Let’s go back to the war time.  The ruling class of Britain would not have black people being in command.  They would not have black working class in command.  So we suffered from prejudice.  

 

DG:  I would say that the forces are elitists.  Class driven.   

 

EC:  The highest rank black officer is a colonel …. 

 

EC:  One of the things we need to bear in mind is instead of constantly looking back we have to look to the future.  We have to understand the endemic nature of any society hasn’t changed.  And basically that hasn’t changed.  What hasn’t changed is that white people are educated to lead and black people are educated to follow.  That’s still very much the case.  Well the opportunity is there but it comes with an awful lot of baggage.  You have to look at … I take a completely different view because I have the same loyalty to this country as I do to Jamaica and I’m able to bring that to some kind of satisfactory acceptable way; to look at it as ‘ok I have parents, a mother and a father, they gave me birth but England nurtured me’. [image: image22.png]


 
 

WK:  Do you think Britain has recognised your contribution to it?

 

EC:   No because Walter is not alone in this denial.  We have Ft Lt Hall – never lost a plane in WW2, he’s done 23 missions never lost a plane.  Not even a DCO.

 

WK:  Normally you would have got something.

 

EC:  He got absolutely jack.  He’s still alive.  

 

ML:  Is personal or society memorial more important?

 

… interrupted … end of tape …
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