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To my parents, who made me. And to Abiye, Ezra and Jed who make me want to be a better human.





Contents

Author’s Note 

Preface

Introduction

 

1 Whose Child Is That?

2 How Kids See Colour

3 Conversations About Race

4 The First Time

5 Under the Skin

6 Mixed

7 History Lessons

8 E Is for Equality

9 Bananas in Public

10 Please, Don’t Touch My Hair

11 What’s in a Name?

12 Different Shades of Beauty

13 Books Will Save the World

14 Babes in the City

15 Raising Global Citizens

16 Don’t Feed the Monsters

17 Be Cool, Be Kind, Be You

 

Further Reading

References

Acknowledgements

About the Author





Author’s Note 

The path to publication for a Black author in Britain is not always easy. In an industry that is nearly 90 per cent White, you wonder if there’s space for someone who looks and sounds like you. On June 15, 2020, energised by global Black Lives Matter protests, the newly formed Black Writers’ Guild put out an open letter to the publishing industry calling for sweeping changes. I was proud to add my signature to a list of incredible writers including Afua Hirsch, David Olusoga, Candice Carty-Williams, Malorie Blackman, Sir Lenny Henry, Benjamin Zephaniah and Bernadine Evaristo.

There is a lot to do but I’m hopeful that changes will happen. If you are a Black or Brown or marginalised writer who’s never had the confidence to pitch your work before, I hope you will seize this moment. The world is waiting for your story.

I am so grateful to the many writers and mentors who have supported my journey to becoming a published author (see Acknowledgements). However, I would like to credit my cousin here. She was aware of my blog and my experiences as a Black mother, and she insisted I should write a book on the subject. When initially I hesitated, my cousin sent an email to agents asking if they would like to read a book proposal from me. I am not sure I would have written this book without her persistence.





Preface

When I was pregnant with Ezra, like any first-time mother, my number-one concern was bringing him into this world alive and healthy. I remember the panic of a slow-kick day, when I’d move around vigorously just to shake my belly awake. Then there were the sleepless nights when Ezra wouldn’t stop scoring ‘top bins’ in my womb.

From the minute I learned I was pregnant (several cocktails too late), I knew I was having a boy. I knew he would have fat cheeks, like his half-brother, Isaac, and soft hair, like mine. I imagined him running into his father’s arms, squealing with delight. Curling up on my chest to fall asleep.

The one thing I didn’t think too much about was how racism might affect him. I’m a Black Nigerian woman who grew up in Britain, so I’m no stranger to prejudice. But most of my mental space was taken up with browsing baby catalogues, dreaming about eating soft cheese or counting heartbeats on a monitor. All I wanted was a healthy, happy baby.

Just before Ezra was born, my husband, Abiye, and I moved back to London after two years living in Lagos. I had my first taste of being treated like the Other again. While Abiye and I were going through prenatal classes, the hospital demanded we provide ‘proof’ that we were staying in the country. That we weren’t planning to drop sprog and run. We knew that, in spite of our British passports, our Nigerian names had flagged us up as potential health tourists. The hospital threatened us with a large bill if we didn’t offer evidence right away.

There was some heated back and forth, culminating in my husband firing off a letter outlining his disgust at their treatment of us, and inviting them to look us up in a year’s time. But they never bothered. And we were here to stay.

Both my sons, now 9 and 13, have grown up in London since birth. They are the smart-mouthed, fun-loving stars of my blog, ‘Babes about Town’, all about raising cool kids in the capital. We find parent-friendly things to do around town, and I share with my audience around the world the cute conversations we have, as well as funny and insightful tales of family life.

One story I shared with my Facebook followers happened after an Arsenal match. The babes are keen footballers and we’d seen an image of striker Pierre Aubameyang standing tall and strong, over a banana skin that had been chucked at him from the stands.

‘What does that even mean?’ my boys wanted to know.

I sighed. I told them about the use of bananas as a racist symbol directed at Black people. Why some idiots call us monkeys, and how many footballers have had to endure bananas and worse over the years. They were outraged for a moment and then, as kids do, they moved on to something else. But it broke my heart a little.

We are proud to live in London, one of the most diverse and integrated places on earth. However, even in London, you can’t escape the many shades of racism.

Professor Beverly Tatum, an author and clinical psychologist, describes the effects of racism as ‘smog in the air’.1 You can’t avoid it, because it’s everywhere. In the looks my kids get in certain spaces. The manner in which some people speak to them. The stuff that goes over their heads. And the stuff that makes them cry, even when they don’t know why.

How do you bring up your kids to be cool, kind and happy when there is so much out there trying to break them down?

This book is my attempt not necessarily to answer this question definitively, but to consider it with the weight and attention it deserves. For it’s a question that affects us all.





Introduction

Happiness is the meaning and the purpose of life, the whole aim and end of human existence.

Aristotle, Greek philosopher

A little girl sat on a playing field, her bottom damp with early-morning dew. Behind her, a tall stone building, the entrance to one of England’s top boarding schools. Beyond her, more grass and trees and farmland, as far as the eye could see. It struck her that no matter how long she walked, she would be the only Black girl for miles. The little girl hugged her knees to her chest. She had never felt so far away from home.

Then a voice inside her whispered: ‘That’s ok. You will never be one of the crowd. And that makes you special. You can choose who you want to be. That means you’re free.’

Growing up Black

Growing up between Britain and Nigeria in the ’80s, I had a shifting sense of identity. Nowadays, there’s a term for it: ‘third-culture kid’. It was disorienting at times, but also liberating. I realised early on that I didn’t have to be one thing or the other. Straddling two cultures added a depth and richness to my life, and an openness to new experiences.

My early encounters with racism were minor compared to what my older sister went through. As the first Black girl at our boarding school, she was once tied to a chair by fellow pupils hurling racial insults at her. She was six years old.

By the time I joined the school, I was one of at least four other Black kids, including my two older siblings. Still, my difference marked me out for jokes like: ‘Smile, otherwise we can’t see you,’ after the lights went out. Sometimes I wonder if my overtly smiley personality came as a response to comments like these. Toothy grin, lips stretched wide, just wishing to be seen.

Actually, I’ve always been a happy-go-lucky kind of girl. Old photographs, and scratchy video footage from early childhood, reveal my giggly nature, or what my sister fondly calls me to this day, a ‘laughing jackass’.

My memories of growing up are overwhelmingly happy ones. Ours was a tight-knit school where I made many friends. We’d roll down hills, climb swing ropes, play Stuck-in-the-Mud and whisper secrets in the dark. I had my first long-term romance with an English boy. We ‘dated’ for two years, between the ages of 9 and 11.

Holidays in Nigeria meant endless cousins for sleepovers, afternoons spent devouring the contents of my parents’ bookshelves, or playing cowboys outside, climbing trees for fruit, watching The Sound of Music on repeat.

Yet, I also remember the helplessness of walking down a London street and someone shouting ‘Nigger’ from a car window. Being called a ‘blot on the landscape’ by a girl who would later call me her best friend. A toddler reaching out and trying to rub the brown off my skin. Cracks about Africa and monkeys and mud huts.

I remember my best friend at age nine pulling me in for a tight embrace and then looking at me with sorrow (or pity?) in her eyes.

‘I wish you were White,’ she said, before running off.

I can still feel the visceral shock of having the word ‘Nigger’ spat at me by a boy in my class. I didn’t know what I’d done, if anything at all, to offend or provoke him. Several friends leaped to my defence, but I had no words, and that was part of my shame. Words were my allies, my armour, but they had let me down.

I smiled and I carried on.

I could imagine a future, though, when things would be different. I wanted my kids to grow up in a world where nobody could make them feel less than they were, just because of the tone of their skin or the tightness of their curls. I wanted a life in which insults like ‘Nigger’ would never have the power to leave me speechless.

I had it all planned out. I would be worldly, wealthy and magnanimous. I’d adopt a rainbow tribe of babies from every corner of the planet, like Josephine Baker (or Angelina Jolie, as it happened). Of course, by that time, grand-scale poverty, disease and famine, nuclear disarmament and peace in the Middle East would be sorted too. Yes, I too had a dream.

 

It’s 2020 and I’m no longer dreaming. As a woman of colour in today’s Brexit and Trump climate, you have to stay woke.

Things didn’t turn out as I’d imagined, although we’ve certainly come a long way.

I live in one of the most cosmopolitan cities on earth. London is one of the few places where I get to feel like me. Not solely a Black woman or a Nigerian or an African, but just another mum going about her day. I’ve lived in America, where – even in New York – I ‘felt Black’ every time I stepped out of my front door. In Nigeria, my birth country, I can be singled out for the way I talk, how I dress, what my kids look like. In London, I feel free. I can choose who I want to be.

Yet it’s hardly Utopia. People of colour in Britain overwhelmingly face social barriers. Class barriers. Stop-and-search barriers. Prison barriers. Employment barriers. Professional barriers. Media barriers. Economic barriers. School-exclusion barriers. Knife-crime barriers. Policing barriers.

‘Babes About Town’

In 2010, I launched a popular blog about raising cool kids in one of the coolest cities in the world. By 2011, London was on fire. The riots turned neighbourhoods over and burned to ashes any notions of the UK as a ‘prim, proper and post-racial’ society.

We were watching news images of people looting and buildings set aflame, and my then five-year-old Ezra turned to me, solemnly.

‘Mummy,’ he said, ‘the youths are going crazy.’

I couldn’t help chuckling at his turn of phrase, but my heart felt heavy. How could I begin to explain to a small child what was happening? I could hardly understand it myself. But I knew there was a lot more to the picture than the misplaced anger of displaced youths. The riots were sparked by the death of Mark Duggan, a young Black man who was killed in a police shooting.

At what age would I have to have ‘the talk’ with my boys about how to keep yourself safe in a world that often sees young Black men as a threat?

I carried on blogging. I wanted to take back the city I call home. I wanted to showcase the best of what I love about London, and to encourage other families to seek more fun, wonder and adventure in the everyday.

When my cousin suggested I should write a book, inspired by my blog, on the experience of raising happy Black boys in a prejudiced world, I struggled at first. That’s not what my blog is about, I told her. I write often about my heritage, featuring photos of our family life and highlighting activities around town that are multicultural. But I’ve deliberately steered away from making our Blackness a ‘thing’.

However, the more I thought about it, the more it made sense. A big part of my blog is giving my kids an immersive cultural education in London and beyond. I take my boys everywhere – not just to street parties and family festivals, but to traditionally ‘White’ venues like theatres, the opera, ballet, the National Gallery, classical concerts. I am fully aware that we are helping to change the narrative of how Black people engage, create and consume the culture at large. We flip the script, simply by being visible in those spaces.

My audience is mostly UK-based, but I have readers all over the world. By inviting them to be part of our journey, we are changing the way many of them see Black people too. And our presence encourages more people from Black/ethnic backgrounds to follow in our steps. It’s important to show that these spaces are not just for a certain ‘type’ of Londoner, but for every one of us.

A simple but powerful message.

On a deeper level, showing happy Black boys thriving in the face of negativity and low expectations is in many ways a radical act. We were living #Blackboyjoy before it became a trending hashtag.

‘Babes about Town’ is ostensibly a blog for parents in London (and beyond) who want to find fun things to do with their kids, recover their cool and rediscover their city through new eyes. But the true story is that of a modern Black multicultural family out there, living our best life, in spite of the haters.

It is a story I’ve been writing my whole life.

So why this book? Because we have so much work to do, collectively. Parenting is hard, for sure. Racism and bigotry might be the last thing you want to think about when you’re just trying to keep a tiny human alive.

But there’s nothing more urgent than bringing up our kids to think globally, fairly and with empathy for their fellow human. We need to be responsible for raising a generation of people who are more open, more tolerant, less afraid. We need to challenge the Boogie Monster of the world and cut it down to size.

Happy Lives Matter

Sometimes it feels like we’re living through an increasingly dark and disturbing period in global history. It’s not always easy holding your head up and encouraging your children to keep theirs up too. But we can all be part of a quiet revolution. Choose joy over fear. Choose love over division. Choose education over discord. Every single day.

Mark Williamson, director of Action for Happiness, has interviewed hundreds of parents over the years. He says the number-one thing they say about their kids is, ‘I really just want them to be happy’.

Happiness matters. And the wonderful thing about happiness is that it’s contagious. An extensive study published in the British Medical Journal in 2008 identified that our individual happiness can affect others by ‘three degrees of separation’.1 In other words, our happiness makes our friends happier, and our friends’ friends happier, in turn.

How do we raise happy kids? For a start, we raise them strong. Studies about Danish people, who regularly top global happiness scores, reveal an interesting factor. The Danes are masters at reframing – looking at things that happen from a broader point of view. Apparently, this is one of the keys to happiness. The ability to see any situation from a new angle, to focus on the more positive aspects and to bounce back, no matter what life throws at you.

I’m blessed with two exceptionally bouncy boys and, as they grow older, I am trying to empower them with a strong sense of self, rooted in that playful spirit. I tell them possessions aren’t important, but they should keep their cool, their sense of humour and their sense of perspective. When faced with a challenge, I encourage them to think, take a step back and look at the bigger picture.

In this book, you’ll hear from a range of professionals and influencers, friends, family and colleagues who have been directly touched by the issues raised. I’ll share personal stories and conversations I’ve had with my kids too.

When my youngest, Jed, was around four years old, he took my face between his chubby little hands:

‘Do you know why I love you so much, Mummy?’ he asked. ‘It’s because you’re brown.’

Such a sweet, innocent, surprisingly moving statement. An affirmation for my brownness, for seeing himself in me, for loving me as he sees me. Not wishing I was something entirely different. Not switching the lights out on my identity.

Fat, tall, wide, small, pink or brown . . . all any of us wants is to be seen and appreciated for exactly who we are. This is the essence of love. In my native Igbo language, when we say ‘I love you’, it translates as, ‘I see you with my eyes’.

To the blond woman being asked if her Brown child is her son/daughter when she is picking them up from school, I see you. For the little girl watching wide-eyed as her dad gets roughed up by police, I see you. For the couple trying to comfort their son after he’s called ‘Darkie’ in the playground, I see you. For the mixed-heritage Londoner holding back another sigh after that familiar question, ‘So, where are you actually from?’, I see you. This book is for you.

And this book is for that little girl inside me, still smiling her heart out. I see you too.

A caveat: I am not a parenting expert. In truth, I’m not sure such a person exists. I consider myself an expert in parenting my own kids, and even then, I’m learning as I go. In writing this book, my goal is not to have the last word, but to encourage you to have these conversations within your own homes and beyond, and to keep them going. Every voice matters.

Please note also, this is not a how-to manual in the typical sense. It will include insights and tips from experts and others. And each chapter will end with some talking points, based on discussions I’ve had with members of my community. But what you’ll hear most of all are stories. As a storyteller, I believe we don’t need more ‘strategies’; we need more stories. Not just stories of woe, but stories of joy, enlightenment and transformation. After all is said and done, it is our stories that save us.
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