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■■ Derrick■Thomas■with■his■book■and■Olympic■torch,■outside■the■town■hall■on■the■Cornhill■in■Ipswich.■Inset below right,■Adele,■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■Derrick’s■mother.■ � Main�picture:■SImOn■PArker

his story deserved to be committed 
to paper. Derrick met the teacher in 
1996, through a friend, and she 
talked to him about his memories as 
a tape recorder captured the 
triumphs and frustrations, verve 
and colour. It’s taken a while to see 
the light of  day, but Hold On To 
Your Dreams is the result.

There are quite a few laughs. Ten 
years ago, for instance, he joined the 
Orwell Community Choir in 
Ipswich. Visiting a chateau, while on 
a singing trip to Paris, they bumped 
into a Japanese tour group that kept 
shouting “Sidney Poitier” whenever 
they saw Derrick. “In the end I even 
had to pose for photographs.”

June says in the 80-page 
paperback: “When he talked about 
his life and experiences, I wondered 
what it was that made him different 
to all the other young black men 
that came to Britain in the 1950s and 
1960s. I concluded it was simply a 
desire to succeed, and a refusal to 
allow outward forces, such as other 
people’s prejudices, to dictate how 
his life would turn out.

“Derrick Bobbington Thomas is an 
example of  what is possible, as long 
as you have faith, determination 
and a positive outlook.”

He was born in Guyana – next to 
Venezuela, on the northern coast of  
South America, but part of  the 
Caribbean – in the autumn of  1936. 
Father James was a foreman for a 
bauxite company (it’s an aluminium 
ore) and Adele was a teacher before 
raising her own brood of  five.

At 17, Derrick became an assistant 
trainee manager at a department 
store, though his ambitions lay in 
marine engineering. He got an 
apprenticeship as a motor engineer 
with the Rootes Group and it wasn’t 
long before England beckoned. 

His parents encouraged him to 
travel, though, as he explains, “At 
the time, I was torn because I loved 
the freedom and beauty of  Guyana. 

I decided, however, to go with the 
intention of  getting a good 
education, and returning after five 
years... I cried and cried when my 
mother booked my passage.”

Before leaving Rootes in Guyana to 
join the company in England, his 
manager told him: “You will find in 

England most English men go to work 
in pinstripe suits and bowler hats.”

“Surprise! Surprise! When I 
arrived at the workshop I found the 
floor was cleaned by an Englishman 
wearing a dirty overcoat.”

Derrick left his home country in 
1957. His journey took him via Italy. 

“During my stay in Florence I was 
followed around by a man who kept 
asking me where my tail was: my 
first experience of  racism.”

In the spring of  1959 he was called 
up for national service. With his 
City & Guilds qualification in motor 
vehicles under his belt, he joined 
the RAF – realising after a while 
that he’d been put at a rank lower 
than his test results deserved. Other 
incidents of  prejudice would follow 
in life. “But somehow they only 
seemed to strengthen my resolve.”

Derrick qualified as an aircraft 
electrical fitter. He was promoted 
and went to work on flight 
simulators, needing MI6 clearance 
because he was on the Lightning 
Simulator Mark VI Flight aircraft in 
Aylesbury, the most secret aircraft 
at the time and the first to fly faster 
than the speed of  sound.

He had become accustomed to 
being the only black man, or one of  
very few, among his peers. But when 
he arrived at the factory, he says 
nobody except the men on his team, 

Why�we�should�never�������give�up�on�our�dreams!

M
um was strict – 
perhaps not 
surprising, as she’d 
been a teacher and 
knew what children 
could be like. Son 

Derrick was a prankster, getting up 
to all sorts of  tricks. Adele, the 
disciplinarian of  the family, called 
him “that bad man from Brimstone”.

Derrick was a choirboy, though not 
angelic. “I remember a carol 
service, during which I stuck a pin 
in the baritone’s bottom while he 
was singing Hark the Herald Angels 
Sing. For this I received a good 
beating from the priest in the 
vicarage,” he confesses.

Adele did insist on good manners, 
though, and Derrick – who would 
leave the British colony for a new life 
in England – learned the lesson well.  

If  we could bottle the fizz and 
get-up-and-go of  Derrick Bobbington 
Thomas, we’d make a fortune. A 
black man in the RAF among a sea 
of  white faces, he became a flight 
simulator specialist and then a brain 
and body scanner expert with EMI’s 
medical department.

We meet at 9am at his Ipswich flat 
– to which the 78-year-old 
grandfather recently downsized 
from a three-bedroom house – to 
talk about the life story he’s had 
published. I’ve managed to crawl 
out of  bed, down some breakfast 
and get here in the nick of  time; 
Derrick’s already been to the gym.

He goes three or four times a week, 
and does a bit of  Zumba, too. “Just 
to tone up,” he smiles. “Stretching’s 
good, for the joints.” Exercise has 
been a cornerstone. He and his 
friends started a “gym” when he 
was 13. Unable to afford proper 
weights, they fashioned their own 
using carriage wheels found at the 
railway yard.

All things considered, it’s little 
wonder that June Hamilton thought 

It’s a long way from Guyana to Ipswich but Derrick 
Thomas has made the leap in quite some style, 
defusing any prejudice with good manners and a 
smile... and even running with an Olympic torch. 
SteVeN ruSSeLL hears his story

no■regrets■at■often■putting■career■first

Derrick doesn’t shy away from 
admitting that his career has often 
been his primary concern, and 
acknowledges this had consequences 
for his personal life.

In 1958, the year after he came to 
England, he met a nurse, Marjorie, at 
a party. Their daughter, Barbara, was 
born in 1959, the year Derrick was 
called up for national service. 

The RAF fuelled his passion for 
travelling, he admits in his book. “After 
about a year in the Air Force I finally 
made the decision that I didn’t want 
to get married; apart from being, in 

my mind, ‘far too young’, the Air Force 
had opened up a host of possibilities 
for me.

“My relationship with 
Marjorie continued only for 
a short while after I joined 
the Air Force. The end was 
inevitable, because we both 
wanted different things. I 
did, however, continue to 
support my daughter and 
play a significant role in her 
upbringing.”

Derrick did get married in the spring 
of 1961, to Sybil.  They’d first met 

on a boat travelling to England and 
then bumped into each other again 

at Victoria station two and a 
half years later.

Barbara later became part 
of the new family. They all 
spent two and a half years in 
Singapore when Derrick was 
posted there.

The early years of the 
marriage were very happy, 
he says, but after he left the 

RAF in 1971 his career took him all 
over the world – and therefore away 
from home. It caused tension, which 

increased when he took a change of 
direction and went into the financial 
services business. 

That created more difficulties. They 
stopped speaking to each other and 
began to drift apart.

Today, he reflects that he and his 
wife had different outlooks. He feels 
that as the main breadwinner he did 
have to pursue a career and take the 
chances that arose, and perhaps it was 
hard to achieve a balance.

But there are no regrets. “If I had to 
take the opportunities to do the same 
thing again, I would.”
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and his instructor, would talk to 
him. He’d say good morning to 
everyone, but was met with silence. 

Then one day a woman replied and 
that seemed to open the floodgates. 
He was invited to lunch, sought out 
for the darts team, and more besides.

He became a qualified simulator 
service engineer, well supported by 
senior colleagues. “Nevertheless, it 
would be unfair to underestimate 
my whole attitude, philosophy and 
approach to life. I firmly believed 
then, and still do now, that those 
doors were open to me because I 
was able to overlook the sometimes 
negative behaviour of  others; was 
always committed to my work; and 
focused on my goals. 

“A lot of  people were unable to take 
the humiliation and inequality that 
comes with prejudice… But for me, 
for most of  the 12 years I spent in the 
Air Force, there were only a few 
small incidents, which I was able to 
shrug off. I never really had any 
major problems.” It was different 
elsewhere. He remembers one 

weekend leave. He had a flat in 
Ladbroke Grove. London, and was 
walking down the road on the 
Sunday evening. A crowd came out 
of  the pubs and pelted him with 
stones and chains. “There must have 
been about 20 of  them. I was an 
athlete, so I ran away as fast as 
I could…” He was still 
trembling when he got back to 
the camp in the early hours. “I 
looked at the racks where we 
stored the guns and considered. 
That was what I felt 
inside… That was the first 
time I felt like doing 
anybody any harm, but 
then I thought to 
myself  ‘No, Derrick, 
that is not the way.’”

The RAF posted him 
to Singapore for two 
and a half  years, and 
then from 1968 he was 
stationed at RAF 
Wattisham. He 
decided to make 
Ipswich his home 

and bought a bungalow. A good-
sized one could be had for £4,500.

In 1971 he left the RAF, after 12 
years. Before going, he applied for 
three-dozen jobs and got about six 
replies. “The place of  birth section 

on the application forms probably 
hindered my progress… Few 
companies, it seemed, were 
open-minded enough to take a 
chance on a well-qualified, 

black, aircraft engineer. I 
took all this in my stride 

and kept going.”
Derrick did secure a 

job as a flight 
simulator engineer at 
Schiphol airport in 
Holland. Later he 
joined EMI’s medical 
department, which 
had a lab making 
body scanners. The 
section later became 
part of  General 
Electric, and work 
installing and 
maintaining brain 

and body scanners and related 
equipment took him to countries 
such as Dubai, Pakistan and Turkey.

There had always been a yearning 
to work in sales, though, and in the 
spring of  1989 he left General Electric 
for Allied Dunbar Financial Services. 
The new recruit took to it like a duck 
to water, and he says his 11 years 
with the firm were very successful.

It was while watching the BBC 
Sports Personality of  the Year 
awards in 1999 that Derrick thought 
of  becoming a toastmaster. He 
shelled out £3,000 for a course and 
has hosted many events, including a 
breakfast meeting for Trevor 
Phillips when he was striving to 
become Mayor of  London.

Derrick has also been master of  
ceremonies at an 80th birthday 
party in New York and for the 
Ipswich charity premieres of  three 
James Bond films. In 2005 and 2008 
he was the presenter for the West 
Indian Nurses Association Concert 
at Westminster Central Hall. “This 
brought back special memories for 

me, because at the age of  12 I used 
to sit with my mother and sister 
next to the radio to listen to the 
concerts on a Sunday afternoon 
which came from this place. 

“So to stand there, over thirty 
years later, and address 300 people 
in this hall was a milestone for me... 
which brought tears to my eyes.”

In 2012 he was one of  the 8,000 
torchbearers who each ran a short 
distance in the weeks before the 
London Games. Derrick also took 
part in the opening ceremony of  the 
Paralympics, as a twirling character!

He still has his Olympic torch. It’s 
never to be sold, he’s told his family 
– he has two grandchildren in their 
20s. He’s even turned down offers 
from a man whose bid started at  
£500 and rose to £2,500. 

His ambition is to visit all those 
countries where he worked. “I 
would like to retrace my steps, Alan 
Whicker style, revisiting and 
reacquainting myself  with the 
places where I enjoyed myself  so 
much as an engineer, sportsman and 
general bon viveur.”

 ■ Hold On to Your Dreams can be 
obtained via 07702312807. It’s £6.99. 
there’s a signing session at tower 
ramparts shopping centre in Ipswich 
on December 13, 10am to about 3pm.

■■ Derrick■Thomas■with■his■book■and■Olympic■torch,■outside■the■town■hall■on■the■Cornhill■in■Ipswich.■Inset below right,■Adele,■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■Derrick’s■mother.■ � Main�picture:■SImOn■PArker

Why�we�should�never�������give�up�on�our�dreams!
keep■going!

Derrick Thomas hopes to use the 
message of his book and his skills 
as a speaker to encourage young 
people to keep on going, “no matter 
what prejudice and disadvantage 
they are faced with and no matter 
what background they are from. 
And to never give up on their 
dreams.

“I also believe in education. If 
you have a good education, and can 
put good manners along with that, 
it helps. I’ve seen in the 57 years 
I’ve been here how manners have 
deteriorated. Children’s respect 
for parents has deteriorated. Have 
respect for your parents, because at 
the end of the day your parents are 
your best friends.

“And if you haven’t got any 
respect for yourself, how can 
people respect you? This is the kind 
of thing I try to portray when I talk 
to people.”

The virtually unstoppable march 
of computers and other gadgets 
really hasn’t helped, he feels.

“They (children and teenagers) 
come home from school, put down 
their bag and go straight up to their 
room. They’ve just left their friends 
but then they’re on the phone!”

Pursue your aspirations, but be 
ready to get up and dust yourself 
down if it doesn’t work out.

“Another thing I tell them is 
everyone can’t be a footballer; 
everyone can’t be a pop star. So you 
have to have something to fall back 
on. Even if you’re a good footballer, 
you might get injured. This is the 
sort of advice I try to pass on.”

■■ Left,■Derrick■in■1960,■as■
part■of■the■first■aircraft■
fitters’■course.■
■ � Photo:■COnTrIbuTeD
■
below,■Derrick■abseiling■
down■Ipswich■Hospital,■for■
charity.■
■ ■ PHOTO:■PAuL■JenkInS

■■ Left,■Derrick■in■
Ipswich,■in■1995,■
with■miss■east■
Anglia■for■a■british■
Heart■Foundation■
charity■event.■
below,■Derrick,■
right,■in■1957,■
during■his■
apprenticeship■
with■rootes■uk.■
■ � Photographs:
■ ■ COnTrIbuTeD


