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For my parents. For Judith. And for David.



        

    

        

            
         
EPIGRAPH

[image: ]



Those are the same stars, and that is the same moon, that look down upon your brothers and sisters and which they see as they look up to them though they are ever so far away from us, and each other.

Sojourner Truth
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I was born in Chicago, city of the blues.
I grew up on the South Side, one of the blues’ seedbeds.
I’m the eldest child of plain-speaking people who came from people who, like them, worked hard, often for less than they were worth, and many times for nothing at all.
They partied on Saturday night and went to church on Sunday.
They raised their children to live better and longer than they did and to die wealthier.
And always to be ‘proper’ and to love the Lord.
They had no horizon other than the ‘better’ and they stayed amongst their own. Even if they didn’t want to do that all of the time, they had no choice, so it was best to make a virtue of it.
Education was basic and brief, but they aimed for more for their children, telling them to never forget ‘mother wit’.
They may not have completely approved of me, but would not have been surprised.
They were what the late poet Amiri Baraka called ‘Blues People’.
These ‘Blues People’ took the big trains up from the cotton fields of the South to be with kin and start anew.
I come from a people who always moved, once they were freed from being a part of the land. From being the land.
         
The great blues singer Howlin’ Wolf said: ‘Never forget your inherit.’
And with these moving people, you always had to call them by what they called their ‘right name’, the name you call yourself. Not the name given to you by others.
And the names?
‘Coloured’; ‘Negro’; ‘black’; ‘Black’; ‘African American’.
The words that have been used in my lifetime to describe me. I’ve used most of them myself.
But these words never came close to describing me, nor that parallel life – the one that sustains me, the one that propels me forwards. The one that has always directed me the other way, made me look on the other side.
It is ‘sans foi ni loi’ – ‘lawless.’ It is touched by nothing and no one. Not even me.
         
It has its route, and sometimes makes itself known, leaving me with the task of deciphering its language, learning all over again its codes, its rules, its terrain.
Still.
But it merges more often now.
This ‘parallel life’ holds my arboretum, my mythology, my landscape, my story. If I am lucky, it will be this parallel life that will be with me at the very end.
 
Words for me are rooted in music – sound and images. I remember people and events and eras that way. Words exist in images, colours, sounds.
Take the word ‘Negro’.
That word always had a grey, metallic colour in my mind. The sound of it was like a scouring brush on an old frying pan: harsh, hollow, ugly.
Its music is one of those soppy, sentimental harmonicas that always accompanied Sidney Poitier when he used to die in the movies a lot.
         
Never liked it. Never used it.
Which was funny because as a child growing up in the late 1950s it seemed to be the name du jour, a name that made people actually happy or invoked serious discussion on TV; the name screaming from the covers of magazines in the shops in our neighbourhood (‘Negro Discovers the Secret of the Universe!’) on the West Side of Chicago, Lawndale, the Badlands.
         
When Muhammed Ali asked once on TV: ‘Negro? Where is “Negroland”?’ I jumped up and down with glee. Somebody had finally said it.
Of course, I learned later on that ‘Negro/negro’ came from the Spanish. That was no excuse.
But it did give me something.
It was the word ‘Negro’ that gave me one of the first signs of my synaesthesia, that gift/curse – part of the socalled ‘primitive brain’, the in utero state – that can cause an individual to see sound. A note can be seen as an object, for example, or a word can conjure up an entire film. Or a word like ‘Negro’ was and is ugly in my mind’s eye.
I don’t care for ‘Black’, nor ‘African American’ nor ‘BAME’.
They’re not as bad as ‘Negro’, but they’re like a flat desert.
‘African American’ looks like one of those hair ads from the 1970s with the man seated in a high-backed wicker chair, a palm tree draped over the top of it, and his lady leaning towards him in a tiger-skin, off-the-shoulder gown.
I prefer ‘black’ to describe me.
Just plain ‘black’.
When I was a child, to call someone ‘black’ was an insult, a curse word, something that made you fight.
But to me it contains all of the history of oppression and resistance, of being close to the soil and the sky, of plain speaking. Of The Journey.
         
In the ’70s, I had to work my way through university, so one of my jobs was waitressing at a legendary blues club.
One night a big, tall, what folks would call a ‘country’ black woman, dressed in farmer’s overalls and with a guitar, climbed up onstage. Everybody stopped what they were doing.
She surveyed the audience and said: ‘Hello. I’m Big Mamma Thornton. I wrote “Hound Dog” and this is the way you supposed to sing it.’
She slowed it right down to the level of a menace to life. A truth-telling woman recounting a statement from another truth-telling woman to a man who messed up her life. Through her voice I saw a free woman, down on her land, a woman who knew how to kill her own chickens, hunt her own possum, cut her own cotton, fix her own roof, make her own whiskey, walk in her own shoes, and speak her mind, tell her own story.
A black woman.
Ready for the journey.
The Journey.
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There is an irony in the American search for roots.
With the important exceptions of Americans descended from enslaved Africans, the peoples once called ‘Indians’, and those whose ancestors were part of the work cargo ‘imported’ from China in the nineteenth century, enslaved in all but name, Hispanic Americans and indentured Europeans – the majority of those who became Americans arrived more or less voluntarily, eager to forget their roots, or at least the unpleasant bits. This can make for startling discoveries.
I once met, in the South of France, an Italian American airline pilot named Sal. Sal had the profile of a Roman coin; he could be nothing but an Italian. He was perfect.
Sal sat in total amazement when, over several small glasses of spirit, my husband and I talked about Rome. And Renaissance Italy.
Suddenly he said, in a small voice: ‘Did Italians do all that?’
He then explained to me that his parents and grandparents told him nothing about Italy. Nothing. They’d wanted to forget it. Forget the Old Country. They wanted to be new. They wanted to be Americans.
But the official erasure of any existence before enslavement – as if black Americans did not exist before the yolk and the chains and the whip – has always created a passion for us. Black people need to find out. We have to find out Who We Are. And Where We Come From.
         
Records were kept in some cases, but they were – to the minds of the record keepers – stock inventories, records of pedigrees. Nothing to do with people.
Human beings – to them – did not exist within the pages of plantation records.
We had to find our own humanity, our own roots.
 
In 2011, in of all places the lobby of the Royal Opera House, Covent Garden, while waiting to begin rehearsal for an opera whose libretto I was writing, I allowed a swab to be taken of my cheek cells.
I had been asked by a newspaper to take part in a human genome study. Dad was dead by then, and anyway, I had always felt – with the exception of Aunt Bernice – closest to Mamma’s family. So I chose to learn about my deep ancestry on the maternal side.
Eighty thousand years ago.
Like every human being on earth, I’m descended from what the human scientists call the ‘African Eve’, or ‘Mitochondrial Eve’, the most successful human being in history in terms of human generation.
She is the common ancestor of every member of genus homo sapiens sapiens, that is to say, modern human beings. This fact, of course, makes racism not only stupid and unscientific, but a reduction of wonder.
         
The report from IBM came back a few weeks later.
I’ve read the report over and over because it never fails to move me.
It begins very simply – like the Homeric tale that it is:
         
Your Branch on the Human Family Tree
 
Your DNA results identify you as belonging to a specific branch of the human family tree called haplogroup L3.
Haplogroup L3 contains the following subgroups: L3, L3*, L3d, L3e, L3f, L3g.
The most recent common ancestor of everybody in your haplogroup L3 is a woman who lived around 80,000 years ago.
An individual in L2 underwent a mutation in her mitochondrial DNA, which was passed on to her children. The children were successful, and their descendants ultimately broke away from the L2 clan, eventually separating into a new group called L3.
While L3 individuals are found all over Africa, including the southern reaches of the sub-Saharan region, L3 is particularly known for its push northward.
Your L3 ancestors were significant because they are the first modern humans to have left Africa, representing the deepest branches of the tree found outside of that continent.
Why would humans have first ventured out of the familiar African hunting grounds and into unexplored lands? It is likely that a fluctuation in climate may have provided the impetus for your ancestors’ exodus out of Africa.
The African Ice Age was characterised by drought rather than by cold. Around 50,000 years ago the ice sheets of northern Europe began to melt, introducing a period of warmer temperatures and moister climate in Africa.
Parts of the inhospitable Sahara briefly became habitable.
            
As the drought-ridden desert changed to savanna, the animals your ancestors hunted expanded their range and began moving through the newly emerging green corridor of grasslands.
Your nomadic ancestors followed the good weather and plentiful game northward across this Saharan Gateway, although the exact route they followed remains to be determined.
Today, L3 individuals are found at high frequencies in populations across North Africa.
From there, members of this group went in a few different directions.
Some lineages within L3 testify to a distinct expansion event in the mid-Holocene that headed south, and are predominant in many Bantu groups found all over Africa.
One group of individuals headed west and is primarily restricted to Atlantic western Africa, including the islands of Cabo Verde.
Some of the other L3 individuals kept moving northward, eventually leaving the African continent completely.
These people currently make up around 10 per cent of the Middle Eastern population, and gave rise to two important haplogroups that went on to populate the rest of the world.
 
The first of these groups, M, was the result of the first great wave of migration of modern humans to leave Africa.
These people likely left the continent across the Horn of Africa near Ethiopia, and their descendants followed a coastal route eastward, eventually making it all the way to Australia and Polynesia.
            
The second group, haplogroup N, also consisting of L3 individuals, moved north rather than east and left the African continent across the Sinai Peninsula, in presentday Egypt. Faced with the harsh desert conditions of the Sahara, these people likely followed the Nile basin, which would have provided a reliable water and food supply in spite of the surrounding desert and its frequent sandstorms.
 
In addition to being the first to leave Africa, and producing the groups that went on to populate the rest of the world, L3 is an important haplogroup because it is also found among many Americans of African ancestry.
Most of the L3 lineages found in the Americas are of West African origin, with some lineages representative of west-central and south-eastern Africa also being found at lower frequencies.
L3b and L3d individuals are mainly West African, with a few types shared with eastern and south-eastern Africans.
Occasionally L3b and L3d individuals can be found in southern Africa, though these are largely the result of the Bantu migrations that brought derived lineages into these ancestral southern territories.
 
Members who [like myself] are L3* fall within the L3 haplogroup, but are not L3b or L3d, which is determined based on your genetic sequence.
L3* individuals include some of the more common and widespread African-American mtDNA lineages, and most likely derive from West Africa between Angola and Cameroon, or from south-eastern Africa in Mozambique.
These lineages are also found among the São Tomé and Bioko in the Gulf of Guinea in West Africa.
            
However, the transfer of slaves from Angola and Cameroon in the eighteenth century to work the sugar plantations of West Africa, and the subsequent transfer of slaves to the Americas, is responsible for the wide geographic distribution of L3s in western Africa and the Americas and makes pinpointing their geographical origin difficult.
This is where the genetic clues get murky and your DNA trail goes cold.
Fortunately, collaborative sampling with indigenous groups is currently underway to help learn more about these origins.
Your initial results shown here are based upon the best information available today but this is just the beginning.
With more genetic information from Africa, our anthropologists may be able to untangle the complex L3 landscape and begin pinpointing the origins of specific lineages.
Our goal is to bridge the gap that was created during those transatlantic voyages hundreds of years ago.
Although the arrow of your haplogroup currently ends across sub-Saharan Africa, this is not the end of the journey for haplogroup L3.

‘The gap that was created during those transatlantic voyages hundreds of years ago.’
That gap is the matrix of ‘Saudade’ – The Longing, I think, that all Africans in the West have, that is at the root of the blues and jazz and soul and rap. If you listen you can hear it, elusive, fleeting, full of melancholy anger.
It was in our family, too. It was the filter through which I saw everything as a child. I could not defend myself against it. I didn’t want to.
         
 
When I first saw that word ‘saudade’ in a book about Brazilian music, I felt an instant attraction to it.
I wanted to know precisely what it meant, so I did something that would probably be considered by many to be a bit too corny even in pursuit of knowledge: I listened again for the umpteenth time to ‘The Girl from Ipanema’. This song embodies, in many ways, ‘saudade’. And you can hear in it the ‘quilombos’, the settlements created by those who ran away, who revolted against enslavement, and there’s also the slave owners, and the sailors and the indentured and the Church which blessed it all.
The music of Cabo Verde, Cape Verde.
This brings me back to the IBM report, and the fact that moved me the most: that my deep ancestry – the ancestry of all black people in the so called ‘New World’ – may have passed through those islands thousands of years ago. They may have settled then, and then left, or were brought back east, and eventually to the ships that would take them across the Atlantic on the Long Voyage where they would become me.
This word ‘saudade’ is considered to be the constant desire for something that does not exist and cannot exist. ‘Saudade’ is deeper than nostalgia.
I think that it is the condition of all of us taken away.
By the light of ‘saudade’ – a greenish blue for me like twilight over the Atlantic – I studied the IBM map of my ancestry.
I watched it snake from East Africa, to the west and the south, then to the edge of the Sahara, where the report states, ‘The trail runs cold.’
It has to be at this point where ‘saudade’ begins, the condition of a people who may have been enslaved many times, may have even been a slave caste.
         
As a child, I heard people on their doorsteps and the corners talking about stolen royalty, that we were all descendants of kings and queens.
This never made sense to me. I never bought it.
But I could buy (and indeed have bought) the idea, the feeling, that my deep ancestors – we L3*s – may have been enslaved all of our lives, that the Atlantic Slave Trade, as insidious and unique as it was, could have been a continuation for us.
Most of the literature on Cabo Verde says something like this: ‘Except for a few vague and questionable accounts of unknown islands by passing Phoenician or Arab sailors, the Cape Verde Islands were as yet undiscovered and uninhabited when the Portuguese arrived in the 1460s.’
Pliny the Elder in Historia Naturalis gave Cape Verde the name ‘Gorgades’, home of the Gorgons.
         
But my ancestors could not slay the Gorgons that engulfed us.
Daddy would say to me: ‘There is always another story. They tell you to believe one thing. But there’s always the other side. You always have to know the other side. Every story has one. There’s always the other side. Buck Bonnet, you always have to know the other side.’
‘Buck Bonnet’ always looks for that other side.
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