Windrush

The year is 1948, the date, the 24th of May. And, whether I know it or not, I am about to be making, and be a part of, one of the most historic days in history. The departure of the Windrush. Am I ready????
Chapter 1~the docks
 My heart stars to beat faster and faster. Today is the day; I am leaving my paradise for the opulent country of England. Ms Bessie once told me that the very paving stones you walk on are coated in gold. 

On the docks one sees quite a different side to my country. The normally relaxed and chilled out environment seems out of kilter in this bustling scene. The docks are heaving with throngs of people, all trying to assure themselves of a prime spot on the magnificent vessel before me, TheWindrush. I stand on an upturned crate, allowing myself to be still and recognise the importance of this day, and how I, the insignificant Bessie Jane, am about to be a part of one of the most influential migrations in history. Suddenly I swell up with pride. Pride due to the fact that I have paid for my passage, with the money Ms Wilson gave me for working at the post office. I saved it up in my pot below my bed, and when I reached £28 and two shillings I ran around the village telling everyone I saw.
I hold my ticket as if it is the only thing that is dear to me in this bold new world. I stand there and shut my eyes, not caring about the little girl holding on to her mother’s hand staring wide –eyed at me. Nor do I care about the man berating his son with an agonising humiliation that one can’t help but sympathise with. I do not stand here for the sake of standing. I stand and wait, wait for a noise. A noise that is to introduce the next stage in my life, England. I hear a reverberating noise, echoing through the docks. The sound of my future. Suddenly I see my future planned out before me, which I am to fill with my achievements and memories. I pick up my embarrassingly light suitcase, clench my ticket to reassure myself I am not dreaming and smile, a smile so big that it radiates through my whole body. I am elated. Once near the front of the queue, I am overwhelmed by the sheer structure of the metal machine that is to be my home for the next month. Papa told me that the Windrush is capable of holding around 1,400 people. Papa always loved boats. All of a sudden my dreaming comes to an abrupt halt at the strong and forceful presence of the ticket officer. “Ye have your passport missis ?” I take my passport out of my battered handbag, and gleam at the faded red leather. The officer opens it to reveal a picture of me. In the picture I am dressed in my Sunday best, as insisted upon by my mama. Mama always said to dress up in my best for such occasions. She was mighty proud the day we went to the travel office to get the picture taken. How mama wanted to see me off on this fine day. But her coming down with the flu made papa very cautious. I remembered my promise, to write the minute I got settled down. With a quick glance in my direction, the ticket officer gives me back my passport and ushers forwards the next group of people to be put under his scrutinizing glare.
Chapter 2~ the girl and the boat
Once on the ship, I make my way to my shoe box of a cabin. Inside I drop my bags down, only to hear minutes later a soft knocking on the door. I straighten my hat and open the door. A girl appearing to be around the same age as me, with dark, curly hair coiled in perfect ringlets. In her hand she held a suitcase twice as battered as mine. “Hello, me name is Francis” she uttered, in a voice so quiet I almost didn’t hear her. In an equally quiet voice I introduced myself. “Please to meet you. Me name is Bessie Jane.” I studied her face as she did mine. There was a minute of silence and then almost simultaneously a wave of recognition hit us both as we realised that not only had we met before, but we had learnt to read and write together at Sunday school, at the ages of four and five. Our mothers had been great friends. But then Francis had had to move away to the next town as that was where her father’s new shop was to be. At once I felt greatly relieved that I was not to spend this journey with an utter stranger, who I may, or may not get along with.      
Acquainting ourselves with our new home was a pleasurable task. Bessie and I soon made more friends and soon we became a group. Despite the all but shabby conditions on the boat, everyone on board managed to bring the Caribbean’s culture with them. Every night there would be home spun entertainment. From singing to dancing we had it all. But it was on one very special night that I plucked up the courage to sing. I had always known that I could sing, but when starting with my first song, I seemed in my element. The small crowd around me sung along to the familiar tune. If England were to be like this, I would live a life of contentment. England seemed a world away. I could not even begin to think about it, for it was a daunting prospect.
On about the second day of being aboard the ship, something bad happened. I had seen the effect it had on others and prayed every night that it would not consume me; sea sickness. Sea sickness stormed into my thoughts and senses like a disease. There was nothing any nurse could do about it, but tell you to lie down. So I lay, tears streaming down my face, a bucket beside me and the ever so faithful Francis perched at the end of my bed, waiting for any command from me to perform. After a day, the sea sickness subsided, much to the relief of Francis, who was getting increasingly worried as I turned from pale to green. 
As the departure from the Windrush got closer, Francis and I prepared our cases for our arrival in England. I was told we were to arrive in Tilbury in Essex on June the twenty-second. As I packed my battered suitcase I thought of Mama back home. I put my note paper in the pocket of the suitcase, along with my shiny new fountain pen. These I was to use to write to Mama as soon as I had settled down. Like me, my family was intrigued as to what this supposedly magical country was to hold in store for me. After I had packed all but the clothes I was to wear the next day, I slept. I slept with nothing on my mind but England haunting my dreams.
I awoke bleary-eyed to the darts of light streaming through the cracks around the doorway. I stumbled towards Francis’ bed and screamed at the top of my voice, “it’s today Francis, it’s today !” As a result of my outburst, my heart began to beat in my chest. I hurriedly put my dress on and made my way to the now packed upper deck and squinted into the distance. Land!!! England. Francis joined me minutes later only to exclaim “Bessie is it really? Is it really England” I turned to her with a smile so wide every tooth in my head was visible. “Yes Francis, yes”

Within the hour a horn blew; the same horn that represented the beginning of my journey was to now represent the end. Tears welled up inside of me, only to produce torrents of salty tears that streamed down my face, stinging my face in the cold, bracing winds. Although Francis and I had already decided to live together when we got to England, I was to miss many other friends that I had made aboard the Windrush. I also mourned for the friends in Jamaica that I wasn’t to see for many years. I cried like I had never cried before. I cried for a new start in life. I cried for the loss of my country, but mostly I cried for the loss of my Mama.
Chapter 3~England

Papa says that England owe us jobs, as we fought with them in the war. I step off the gangplank, eager to see my first look of England. In one hand I clutched my suitcase which I tried to hold behind me so that no one would see how battered it was. In the other hand I held in a firm grasp Bessie’s gloved hand. I squeezed it and she returned the squeeze; we were both so excited. Once off the gangplank, I see a group of English men with placards, which I assume are greeting cards, inviting us into their country, but this all changes when I see Bessie’s face suddenly drained of colour. “What is it Bessie? Do you miss home?”
“No look at those placards” she whimpers

“I have” I say carelessly

“No look at them carefully” she stammers insistently

I do as instructed. The signs, obviously handwritten, contain three letters; K.B.W. What could this mean I think? I look more carefully. Underneath the bold capitals it reads in small print: Keep Britain White. I look at the placard again to check. It is true, we are unwanted. I look at the men, well dressed with slicked back hair and black caps, and then look back at us, in our summery, colourful attire. Suddenly I feel a heart-renching pain, it is home-sickness. 
After hours of waiting, Francis, me and about 200 other travelers decided to go to Clapham South deep shelter in south-west London, which was to be our temporary housing for the time being.
Once there we took a steep descent of stairs down into the underground shelter, which had been converted for our use; it had been used as a refuge during the war, when there was bombing all over London. The shelter was damp and in parts the ceiling was dripping. Inside it was packed with people and suddenly a sense of claustrophobia swelled up inside me, making me feel quite nauseous. Francis and I decided that in the morning we would awake early, as to avoid the queues and crowds that would inevitably burden the labour exchange. Once there, we were to find a suitable job and wage to support ourselves. Back home I had worked in the post office with Ms Wilson. In my pocket, perfectly folded, lay a letter; a letter that Ms Wilson had written in her perfectly rounded typography, a recommendation for me, the hard- working Bessie Jane, who had attended work punctually for the last five years. I glowed with pride the day she handed me the letter. I saw that letter as a token of love and goodwill for my future. I always looked fondly on my childhood years in Jamaica; they had been filled with so much memories and loving people. I looked at Francis, who was laying out her blanket on the stone floor and remembered what she had been like as a child; mischievous and naughty, I looked at her now, tired, weary, her eyes red from crying. I hoped that having a job and a proper roof over our heads would change all that. I prayed that night, in a state of upset and anger. My anger was not directed at the men by the docks with their obscene signs, but it was directed at my naivety, that I thought we would be welcomed to their shores. We had always been taught at school to pray for the prosperity of England, but was this who we had prayed for? Was this the repayment? I prayed until my knees ached from kneeling; I prayed until I could see the faint lustre of the dawn throwing pools of warm light over the array of sleepless travelers. I prayed for a home, I prayed for the prosperity of my family; but mostly I prayed for my future, our future, Francis’ and mine. I Slept.

Chapter 4~ Work, Work, Work
Francis and I tiptoed around the sleeping travelers, being careful not to awaken any of them. We were not surprised to be the only ones up; it was a particularly Caribbean trait to be late risers, it just seemed to fit with the slow, relaxed pace of the country. The makeshift door swung open on its rusty hinges. We climbed the newly painted rungs up to the street ahead. The police officer the day before had given us instructions to the labour exchange, so with Francis in tow we walked along the street. People were already bustling around the street. Francis and I nodded a good morning to the pedestrians we passed. Not that that swayed their callous behaviour towards us. 
Francis and I had just spotted a sign towards the labour exchange when Francis’ face dropped. “What is it Francis ?” I asked insistently. She nudged me in the ribs and pointed to where her stony face was directed. I let out a soft cry. Outside a small house across the street was a sign. It Read in bold red capitals “ACCOMODATION INSIDE” and in the front window lay a small sign, reading: NO PETS, NO DRUNKS, and NO BLACKS.
Reading of this, I held my head up high, clutched Francis and strode down the street, with long and purposeful strides. I would not whimper at the shudder of a white man’s step. My polite, but strong presence would demand their respect. Francis followed my example. Suddenly a determined and an unyielding smile spread across Francis’ face and I knew that the friend that I had grown up with and loved had returned.
The Labour exchange was a small and dilapidated building. We opened the door into a grubby waiting room. And we were soon summoned into an equally grubby room, unfurnished apart from a small desk and three chairs. On one side of the desk there was an awaiting interviewer. Francis and I took our seats. We filled out a description of ourselves. For a few minutes all you could hear was the sound of pen against paper, and then his blunt voice took control. “Let me give you a list of the jobs available” he said in an unenthusiastic tone. He paused, giving me the chance to give him Ms Wilson’s handwritten letter. He read it with an amused smirk playing across the corners of his mouth and looked at me.” That won’t do nothing” He uttered. 
“Well couldn’t you possibly…”

“No” he cut in, stopping Francis in mid-sentence.
“Look ladies, I’ll try my best to give you a job at delivering the post but…”

This time it was my turn to cut in. “Back home I used to be a manager of the post office, I’ve got my qualifications in my bag” I said, now in an almost pleading tone.
“But you’re black” He said

Suddenly a fury grew up inside me. As he finished his sentence, it felt as if he had put petrol on a fire that had been dying down up to now.
“What do you mean?”

“I mean exactly what I just said, and if you continue to raise your voice with me, you can forget even having a job.”

“Let’s go” Francis ushers me to the door

“A bunch of lunatics and the day hasn’t even started” the ticket officer mumbles to himself

Once outside, Francis attempts to cool me down. “Don’t take it to heart Bessie, you know you’re better than that”

I don’t reply.

Francis and I decide to go into a corner shop to get a newspaper and see if anyone will accept “a black” into their house. We go into the shop pick up a newspaper, and as I hand the money to the man behind the till, he utters to someone that I presume is behind the door: “Mary there’s another black”
Mary replies “that’s the tenth this morning

“This one can count” He chuckles to himself, as I hand him the correct change. Papa used to teach me how to count all the time. I wince as I think of him. “Something wrong negro ?” The man asks
“I’m fine” I answer briskly

As we leave the shop, I see the man recounting the money. 
Francis and I see a bench and we sit down and look through the vacancies. A certain Ms Jones seemed to offer the perfect residence. So that was how Francis and I found ourselves minutes later sitting around a table holding steaming mugs of tea, bantering with a wonderfully welcoming, old lady. “Bring your cases round immediately” she suggests, immediately taking pity on us after Francis recalled the events of the morning. She sat quite still, shocked at the behaviour that had been shown towards us.
Chapter 5~ Home?

That evening Ms Jones, who insisted that we called her Vicky, cooked us a wonderful meal. She offered us a temporary job at her teahouse, until we heard back from the labour exchange. Once we settled into our beds, I decided now would be the time to write to my mother. I took out my fountain pen and note paper, and as I started to write tears began to well up inside. Tears stained the crisp paper, but I continued undeterred.
Mother,

I am here, In England. Not quite the gold coated paving stones, but a mighty country all the same. Francis and I went to the labour exchange today, I handed the official my recommendation from Ms Wilson; he seemed impressed.
I lie to my mother, so as not to upset her. It was her who persuaded Papa to allow me to come. To tell her of the true events of this morning would only break her heart. So I decided to tell her of Vicky.
We also have found a wonderful place to live with a truly special old lady, Vicky. How you would love her Mother. She has also offered us a temporary job at her teahouse. Mother I want you to know that I miss you dearly. When you get this, please reply instantly. I have told Vicky what a wonderful woman you are, and given what she has heard of you, she agrees most sincerely.
Kind regards to the family

Bessie Jane faithfully

As I sign my name, Francis comes over to where I am seated and gives me a tight hug. “We’ll post it in the morning, you’ll hear from her soon” Francis assures me. That night I cry myself to sleep. Sleep eludes me until the small hours.
Morning puts quite a different perspective on England. With a roof over my head, a loyal friend, and a warm breakfast, things start to look up. Francis and I accompany Ms Jones to the tea house, on the way we post my letter. When we get to the tea house, Ms Jones gives us the books for various recipes. Francis and I start, all too pleased to have some work. When we get back to the house, the normally cleared, concrete path contains a message, newly painted, in black paint: GO HOME NEGROES!!! This time it’s Francis who starts to cry. I remain strong, that it is until we get in. On the doorstep lie piles of papers, all with the same message. Vicky looks at them in disgust and puts them in the bin; she makes some tea and comforts us. “If we’re going to cause this sort of trouble, we’ll leave” I said to Vicky, once my tears had stopped
She was sombre “No, I’m going to support you whatever happens. My Dad had a friend in the war time who was from Jamaica, and he became like a second father to me. I will take you through this struggle, we’re a family now” And with that said she walked up the stairs and went to bed.

Chapter 6~Mama

Francis and I sat in the kitchen eating breakfast, the sun filling the room with its presence. Vicky came into the kitchen, holding a bulging parcel; at once I knew what it was. I ran over to her. She gave it to me, and even she couldn’t help but smile at the joy that ran from one side of my mouth to another. “Go on” she laughed. I opened it. I read it at the breakfast table.
Bessie Jane,

It’s Mama. You have no idea how much joy your letter brought to mine and Papa’s faces. We are so glad that you have settled in. Tell Ms Jones that we are ever so grateful for her kindness. Also tell Francis that we are so glad that she is well. I am glad that Ms Wilson’s letter helped. When we told her, she was elated that she had helped. We miss you so much, and we are so proud of you. I have bought three presents, the tags say who they are intended for, please reply with haste.

Mama&Papa
Once I had read the letter at least twice, I looked over to the parcel. Inside were the three gifts. I read the labels, and handed one of the packages to Francis and one to Vicky. Vicky was shocked as I handed her the small parcel, neatly wrapped in brown paper. “I don’t know what to say” she stammered.
“You don’t have to say anything” I uttered, equally speechless “just open it”

We all opened our presents in silence, as if it was a sacred task which demanded quiet. Vicky opened hers first. Inside was a handwritten letter, no doubt thanking her for her generosity, and promising Vicky that I would help around the house and do any chores that were required of me. Vicky unwrapped the present to reveal a colourfully knitted tea cosy, Mama’s speciality. Vicky’s eyes welled up with tears. “I’ll write your mother a letter this evening” she said
“I’m sure she would be mighty grateful” I said. In mine and Francis’ there were hand knitted jumpers, which were soft to the touch.

I put my jumper on, cleared away the breakfast table, and went to work. Things were going to be all right. Or as Papa loved to say: ‘Daylight show through the little keyhole.’
