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Remembering

Eric Ferron came to Britain from Jamaica during the Second World War and served in the RAF. After the war he stayed here and settled in South London. This is an extract from his autobiography, Man, You’ve Mixed (London, 1995). He is writing about London at the end of the war.

“One Saturday night a few of us had been eating in an Indian restaurant in Goodge Street where Jamaican servicemen usually gathered. Some fellows came in with their girls from a dancehall  which was also a meeting place for Jamaicans. We were all soon to be demobbed and were in great spirits. Everyone was happy and relaxed. There must have been about thirty of us and a few English as well, all in uniform except for two Englishmen at one table. The waitress was rushing about trying to serve us all. We were in no hurry, just happy to be together and talk about going home. But the two English civilians were getting impatient. One got up and shouted at the girl: ‘We’ve been here for nearly fifteen minutes and you haven’t even taken our order yet!’

‘Give us a chance’, the girl said. ‘I’ve got all these others with orders before you. I’ll come to you in turn.’

The English chaps wouldn’t have it. I remembered the times when I waited to be served in a restaurant. This time it was the English who were waiting. The girl went on serving and on one of her many journeys with a trayful of food she passed these two fellows and one put his foot out. She tripped over and fell and spilled the food all over the floor. She was furious. She got up and shouted at these two. One of them reached up and pulled her forward.

‘Who the hell do you think you are, serving these blacks before us?’

‘If you don’t like it get out!’

We sat at our tables, quiet now, and waited. The two English civvies went on shouting, calling her all the dirty names they could think of. One of us, a strong serious fellow, finally got up and ambled over to the Englishmen’s table.

‘Leave her alone, she is only doing her job. You don’t have to insult her.’

The Englishmen didn’t answer. They got up and walked out. The manager came and the floor was cleaned up and we settled back to our food and the evening went on. AT one corner table were two Jamaicans due to return home on the first boat. They were brothers and this was the first time they had met for over two years. They had been split up and sent to different camps for most of the time they’d been in England. They were the first to get up and leave the restaurant.

As one opened the door to go out a gun was fired.

Two shots were heard, it happened so quickly. He fell backwards, and his brother saved his fall and we went to help. We picked him up and brought him to one of the tables. As he lay on the table he tried to say something but before he could say it he just died. It was very sad. It was sad because he had served four years in a strange country in a war without being wounded. It was sad because he was going home on the first boat out. It was sad because he had just met up with his brother after so long. It was sad because he was shot and he was dead.

We were all silent as these thoughts came to us. Then we got angry. The waitress said: ‘It was those two fellows. I know it. I’m sure of it.’

The police came and warned us not to do anything rash. We insisted that we knew what they looked like. We could find them quicker than the police. After a lot of argument the police officer gave in and said: ‘All right, go ahead and find them. But no fights mind. Don’t harm them. Just bring them in to the nearest police station.’

It was like a fire let loose in a high wind. All the Jamaicans in London took it upon themselves to search the city. We went to every café, every bar, every dancehall, every YMCA; we called out the boys and we all searched. We looked everywhere but nowhere could we find them. We went to bed sad. We tried to console the brother. There was hate in us, and regret, and there was sadness. We were sick, sick of this country, sick of everything. We couldn’t understand. Every day seemed worse, every day seemed more confused, more full of conflict. And now death. What next, we asked ourselves.

The two men were found eventually. It was the waitress who informed the police. She had a friend who knew one of the men. I’m sure it was her acceptance of us that made her come forward, but that didn’t come out in the trial, The two men denied they had shot the boy but admitted to having a gun. When the case was first tried the court was so crowded with Jamaicans that many of us had to stand outside. And when we felt the case would go against us we all put what money we had together and got enough to send to Jamaica for a lawyer. A Mr Manley KC* was asked to come over. He said he would come to the Old Bailey but he would not want any money. 

The two men were convicted. The jury wanted to let them go on the grounds that there was insufficient evidence but Mr Manley managed to get a verdict of technical guilt and they were sentenced to ten years each.

This was some justice for us, but a lot of us were not satisfied. At that time, the death sentence was in force in England and most of us felt they should have been hanged. We didn’t feel that ten years in prison was adequate for the unnecessary killing of an innocent boy who just wanted to go home with his brother. But these things happen and this is how you feel when you belong to a minority deprived group in a larger powerful society. Every wrong is the greater because you are the victim, and the wound is more painful because you feel it and there can be no redress.

Guns can only kill. There had to be another way.

Most of the good folk I knew were British servicemen, the Jocks and Paddies and Geordies and Taffies, boys who had joined up like me and now had hopes of making a new life out of the mess. We went around together. Sometimes I went home with them…

Maybe we had been used. We believed we had been contributing to the war effort, that we had some purpose in being here. We’d been used the world over for centuries…. I was getting accustomed to being shouted at, insulted, rejected and, sometimes, protected by white people.”

(The murder took place in December 1946)

*A KC is a King’s Counsel, a high-ranking barrister. Norman Manley was also a political leader in Jamaica, later to be its Prime Minister.
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