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This long song is for my family, from our inner sanctum to the edges of its extended threads, and to the memory of my brother David Cherry, who went in search of his next riff (1958–2022).





I want to live the rest of my life, however long or short, with as much sweetness as I can decently manage, loving all the people I love, and doing as much as I can of the work I still have to do. I am going to write fire until it comes out of my ears, my eyes, my noseholes – everywhere. Until it’s every breath I breathe. I’m going to go out like a fucking meteor!

Audre Lorde






Prologue

I am standing in my kitchen. John Coltrane’s ‘A Love Supreme’ is playing. I’ve been listening to these songs since before I can remember. The melodies are in my blood. The fight and the freedom of the music is in me. I let it soothe me, speak to me in a language I understand. A rebellion is happening in the sound. I feel it. I hear it. Change had to come. Have faith, soldiers.

I had three parents – I guess that’s what we call a gift. Moki, Don, Ahmadu: givers of life. My parents were rebels, all three bound in a history so long and painful it hurts. I’ve always been a rebel. My children and grandchildren have it, too. Those same creative channels I was brought up in have carried me all the way here. What they made is how we lived, how I’ve lived as I forged my own life. The music tells me that here is now.

Africa opens up under a sky shadowed by Swedish pine trees dressed in silks. Now, west London thrums on.

Last night I soaked a bowl of pinto beans. Today I wash them until the water runs clear, just as my mother taught me. Boil them hard for ten minutes, remove the froth. A sweet smell circulates through the house and, for a second, I’m climbing the stairs of a Lower East Side tenement building, a memory of boiling beans and hair grease like another song in another life.

I cut a head of garlic, drop the two halves into the pot, a whole Scotch bonnet pepper, a chopped onion and a handful of thyme on its stem. Memory, familiarity, doing things that we know; this rhythm of life I return to again and again. I understand how to do this, and it brings security in a world spinning out of my control. I need to create these small gifts, offerings to life, for my sanity and for the people I love. I tip a can of coconut milk into the pot, stir and trust those pintos to do what they do. The beans want to be left alone, just a stir every now and then, with a wooden spoon that belonged to my grandmother, one of its corners worn away from a lifetime in the turn of her hand.

I live for love and music. These elements make life bigger, deeper, richer – but I know I cannot do it all on my own. I have always been a collaborator. To trust and to love is a strong survival instinct. I will not betray the trust of those I love, who helped me to become who I am today. But, with grace and respect, I also want to express some of the things that have happened. They are part of the journey.




Part One




My Mother and Her People

One day, many moons ago in Norrland, or ‘northland’ – a large province in the very far north of Sweden – my great-grandmother Ida found a needle in a haystack. The family lived in a tiny hamlet called Bjurå in Norrbotten, the northernmost county of this northern province, just below the Arctic Circle. To the east lies the border with Finland; to the west is Swedish Lapland. Norrland stays black and white in the persistent winter darkness; in the summer months, it’s flooded by endless sunshine. This pitiless environment gives its people a resilience and freedom of spirit. Even today, this remote northland feels quite separate from the rest of the country. There is a natural magic in the landscape. So few people live there, but it is home to many millions of trees. It is a place of legends. The forest whispers, deep and dark and knowing. Its hushed tones weave enchantment into the stories of my ancestors.

Ida’s house is quiet with the hush of her five small sleeping children, my grandmother Marianne among them. It is time to go check on her cows and settle them in safely for the night. Ida walks across the yard to the summer barn. Inside are the six cows that are her livelihood. More than that, they are like beloved members of the family. The winter barn has a fireplace burning bright to keep them warm through the freezing nights. Now, though, in the summer barn, Ida needs to draw the dark heavy curtains to shield her resting herd not only from mosquitoes but also the relentless midnight sun.

She steps inside and softly pulls closed the curtains, casting a blue shade across the backs of the sleepy beasts. The swallows, nesting in the dark of the eaves, are also at rest. Every year, they leave behind the sweltering West African heat, an intuition telling them that it is time to fly north. Straight up from Sierra Leone to Norrland, the swallow flies over 8,000 kilometres. The birds navigate the skies, sometimes covering more than 300 kilometres a day, never once touching the ground until, at last, they arrive with the light and promise of summer to nest in Ida’s barn. I imagine them swooping low over her head in celebration and reunion, worms dangling from beaks.

Ida spreads some fresh hay on the barn floor, then slips out through the curtains and closes the door behind her. When she looks down at her pinafore, she sees that the needle she always keeps pinned there is gone.

Dread rushes through her. In the farmyard, flooded in the bright night sun, you could hear a pin drop, yet she had not heard her needle fall. Did she lose it when she bent over to pick up hay? She is in despair at the thought of what might happen to any one of her cows who finds it with their soft mouth. Hurriedly she retraces her steps, and long into the night that is an endless day she searches the barn. How many hours did she spend looking? Nobody knows. But in the end, and as the story goes, Ida found her needle in the haystack.

I like to imagine Ida with the warm breath of the resting cows on her face, carefully picking through the hay with meticulous determination, each strand like the filament of a life, or a death, as all around the forest whispers loudly.

•

My mother, Monika Marianne Karlsson, known as Moki, was born on 8 February 1943 in Koler, Norrbotten. Her father, Werner, my morfar, was one of nine children. He grew up on a farm at the opposite end of the country, in Finja, in the Gräsabygget, literally the ‘grasslands’, near Hässleholm, Skåne, the southernmost county in Sweden.

At sixteen, Morfar left home. After a spell as a farm labourer and then in the merchant navy, he took a qualification to work as a stationmaster on the railways. At twenty-five he was posted to Norrland, where he met and fell in love with my mormor, Marianne, Ida’s daughter. A year later, when she was just nineteen, they married.

My grandparents moved often as my grandfather took up posts in different parts of the country. In Koler, the first place that Moki lived in was a beautiful black stationhouse with a red ochre trim. The plates rattled in their old oak dresser when the long cargo trains rumbled by. At night in bed, she would pretend she was in a sleeper car.

[image: A young Neneh Cherry wears a ponytail and stands holding her mother’s hand, in a garden. Her mother, Moki, wears a frock and round sunglasses.]
My mother, Moki, and me, circa 1966.
When she was barely two, her mother gave Moki her first pair of scissors, made of steel, small and very sharp. Marianne showed her how to hold them to a sheet of paper so that she wouldn’t cut her fingers. By the heat of the wood-burning stove, the smell of the birch-bark kindling on fire, porridge and cinnamon in the air, Moki would sit shredding paper in the kitchen. It was like magic, seeing the paper separate, slicing a beautiful line: instant love. Next, she was handed a mail-order catalogue from which she cut out tiny household objects such as pots and pans, beds and chairs. She began to craft miniature domestic worlds.

In another time, in another kitchen with Mormor Marianne, I did the same thing. By then my grandparents were living in Rinkaby, Skåne, not far from Morfar Werner’s family, in what had also been a stationhouse. The former waiting room was now a post office, run by my grandmother. I spent a lot of time in this red-brick house with the train tracks at the back. Mormor would settle me down with an old mail-order catalogue and some scissors and then go to work behind the post office counter on the other side of the wall. I was happy, lost in my own world, cutting out whole households, putting tiny paper kettles and toys, cups and tables, inside an empty box to make a home.

When Moki was four, she taught herself to read by cutting out letters and words from newspapers and gluing them next to the household objects from the catalogues. She never lost her fascination with and passion for words. Later in life she would sometimes spend all day in bed reading, eating peanut butter from a jar, with me and my little brother, Eagle-Eye, content beside her.

It was Moki’s Aunt Gertrud who introduced her to the world of fabrics, threads and sewing machines. Gertrud worked as a dressmaker and would order the Paris fashion magazines to copy the latest modes, and she also created her own designs. In her parlour, Moki could delve into baskets full of fabric scraps from which she would make dolls and wonderful creatures.

Just before Moki turned five, my grandfather’s work brought the family south to Södervidinge, on the west coast of Skåne. Again, they lived upstairs in a stationhouse. It was the happiest era of Moki’s childhood. Her mother would tell her not to leave their yard, but as soon as she could Moki would escape and go exploring in the village, knocking on people’s doors and asking to visit. She discovered three old sisters in an old house, singing quietly and making exquisite gloves from the softest kidskin for the aristocracy; the blacksmith hammering horseshoes and the blacksmith’s wife who gave her coffee, forbidden at home and which she loved; a man who made sundials and astronomical clocks; a chicken farm where two women from Japan sorted the newly hatched chicks. She went round the houses asking for old magazines, which she brought home and cut up with her scissors. Then she returned and sold her collages to the villagers. One time, someone came to the house and told my grandfather that they had bought ‘such a lovely collage’ from Moki. He went berserk. The idea that people might think they needed the money made him angrier than Moki had ever seen him. Much later she said it was probably the anxiety from this experience that made it hard for her to engage with selling her work.
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Me and my brother Eagle-Eye playing at our grandparents’ former stationhouse in Rinkaby. Moki and Mormor sit behind us, with Tipp the poodle.
[image: A young Moki and a little girl stand in a garden holding hands. Both girls have a doll on the other hand. Tall trees stand in the background.]
A young Moki with her cousin in Norrland.
In 1950, when she was seven, Disney’s Cinderella was released. Watching the famous scene where, as Cinderella sleeps, the birds and the mice get busy with scissors, tape measure and needle and thread to fix up her mother’s old dress, transforming it with pink ribbons and bows so that she might, after all, go to the ball, Moki was transfixed. She knew this was what she wanted to do. A dream began to form.

After the magical discovery of reading, Moki found school a disappointment. She was more interested in snails and butterflies than in humans. She spent most of her days after class on her own, outdoors in the forest. Dressed in dungarees, she would go out riding on her bike, a shoebox attached to the pannier rack to collect insects. For a while she had a pet hedgehog called Totte.

In 1962, when she was nineteen, Moki moved to Stockholm to attend classes in cutting, patternmaking and drapery. The haute couturier Rune Ullhammar had offered her a design apprenticeship, but when she got into Beckmans Designhögskola, an alternative art and design college in Stockholm, she moved on.

Young, talented and passionate, Moki was having the time of her life. In the early sixties, Stockholm was a hub of cultural innovation. She and her artist friends made things happen. She went to see all the musical greats, the young kings, masters of jazz, mostly at the city’s Golden Circle, a club that hosted experimental players including Ornette Coleman, Cecil Taylor and, later, Don Cherry’s group. There she hung out with people like Albert Ayler, a young horn player who, Don said, sometimes played so deep that he spat blood. Moki and Albert became friends, and he often came to her studio to practise while she worked. People gravitated to Moki’s apartment for vibes and for music. Mostly, though, they came for her.

I love hearing her friends talk about her: fun, creative, central. She had a great record collection, and she always looked fabulous. She cut her hair very short. She did it one night herself. She made a short leather skirt the colour of red wine, with a matching short top that buttoned at the back. Moki was cool, so people wanted to be around her. She had her own little circle.

Then, she met my father, Ahmadu Jah.




My Two Fathers

Moki and Ahmadu found each other at a student party, a week after his arrival in Stockholm, in autumn 1962. She had just started at Beckmans College. He was in his early twenties, on a scholarship to complete his engineering studies at KTH Royal Institute of Technology. As she told it, he was magnificent, beautiful, elegant in a Savile Row suit that she would later discover had been bought for him by a wealthy London lady friend. The plan was that when he finished his postgraduate degree, he would return to an independent Sierra Leone and use his knowledge to make things better back home. They say you should never tell God your plans. Before long, Moki and Ahmadu were living together in an apartment in the centre of the city, on Birger Jarlsgatan.

Ahmadu and six other young men had boarded a liner in Freetown two years previously. They were the first students from Sierra Leone to go to university overseas on scholarships; my father was probably the only Muslim. They made the front page of the Freetown newspaper – young, beautiful pioneers in fine new suits and hats, photographed on the gangway of the ship. They had no idea how the cold would bite, how hard and unforgiving the Western world could be.

Our ancestors were nomads of the Fulani tribe. My great-great-grandfather Cherno Abass had walked south through the bush with his two wives and ten cows from Senegal to Sierra Leone. They paused at Labe in the north of Guinea, until finally they reached a village settlement called Gbinti. Here they stopped. They sold some of the cows and built a hut out of mud and grass. Some of it still stands. And now, all these years later, we are scattered across the world, but Gbinti is still our Jah family headquarters.
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The only photo I have of my mother and father together.
Ahmadu’s mother – and my namesake, Haja Neneh – married her first husband, my grandfather Cherno Abass Sere Jah, in her teens. She was one of two wives. She bore him four children, all sons, my father Ahmadu among them. When Ahmadu was two years old, his father died young and suddenly from fever. The tradition was that if the brother-in-law next in line wanted to inherit the wives of his dead older brother, he could. Haja Neneh was young, beautiful and had borne four strong sons. Her husband’s brother wanted her. All at once my father had a whole new set of siblings. One of them, his uncle Lamin Sadiki, was like a father to him.

When Ahmadu was six, Haja Neneh sent him to live with his uncle outside a big town called Port Loko, so that he could attend a local school. Every morning the call to prayer would pull him out of his dreams – that, and the squawking chickens running loose in every yard. His little bare feet on the dirt track, walking to class in the growing light, the bunion on his right foot just starting to push through the bone on the side near his big toe. (I have one, too, in the very same place.) My father did well at junior school and won a boarding scholarship to the Prince of Wales School in Freetown. Sierra Leone in the late forties was still a British colony, and this prestigious school catered primarily for the children of the white expat British governing class, those of the Sierra Leonean Krios (Creoles), often the country’s upper-middle class, and the kids of the wealthy Lebanese. Ahmadu always told me that he was the first Muslim student to attend his school, and the other kids bullied him relentlessly. But Ahmadu was smart. He graduated with outstanding grades, after which Haja Neneh put him forward for the scholarship to study in the West.

Those scholarship boys left home as the chosen ones, but they arrived on the East Coast of America as second-class citizens. The labels ‘Black’ and ‘African’ stripped them of all their grace and beauty and made them barely human. The United States of America? Rosa Parks had not yet boarded that bus. It was brutal. While some of his fellow Sierra Leoneans stayed, Ahmadu did not want to settle there. Instead, he sailed to London to study civil engineering. He rented a room in a boarding house run by a respectable English widow. ‘My African boy has very good manners,’ she would say if anyone asked. She was nice enough, he said. At some point on this journey, Ahmadu discovered jazz. He spent most of his spare time in record stores or hanging out at the various clubs in the West End. Dancing and listening, he found expression through the music.

When Ahmadu arrived in Stockholm, he brought with him all this extraordinary African music, new sounds and levels that Moki had not heard before. He also showed her how to make the food of his childhood: peanut stew, pepper soup and fufu (stews were Ahmadu’s speciality). I picture them at home, Ahmadu’s furniture draped in fabrics, the tables covered with wooden bowls and calabash instruments from Africa, the steam and the warmth of the kitchen, something fragrantly spicy bubbling on the stove, the music on the record player.

Before long, my mother was pregnant with me. When she told Ahmadu the news, he was initially unsure. He suggested that the child – me – should be sent to Sierra Leone for his mother to bring up. Ahmadu’s response shocked Moki. It had never entered her head that they would not raise this child together. She spent the weekend in bed with me inside her. She was craving the sweet, sticky flesh, so she bought a whole box of oranges and then lay in bed, reading and peeling the fruit, eating them one after the other, throwing the peel on the floor. And then, on the Monday, she knew what she was going to do. She was going to keep me and bring me up. That weekend, we had our first conversation.

In November 1963, when she was five months pregnant with me, Moki was on her way home from a jazz club when she saw my father in the street with another woman. She knew of others, too. Ahmadu found it impossible to be monogamous. (As the family tree attests, his branch is heavy!) And while it cut Moki to the core, she was never bitter about his infidelities. She knew who he was, this breathtakingly beautiful young man who sent the women in Stockholm crazy. She was able to focus on the love they shared, which was bigger than the hurt. She said that they never had a single fight.

•

I was born in Stockholm on 10 March 1964. Whenever Moki talked about my birth, it came with its own soundtrack. I like how romantic it is.

‘You were born at midday exactly,’ she would tell me. ‘The church bells were ringing over Södermalm as you exited me and entered the world.’

She would speak of me sitting, with a little support, straight back, steady and strong on her lap at the table, just one month old. Firm flesh, chubby but solid. She always said that the children in our family have perfectly round heads. I loved hearing her tell the story, with a single-minded devotion to what she saw as my perfection. I love that it was me she was talking about – what she saw and felt when she held me.

[image: Moki in big frame glasses holds the newborn Neneh Cherry in her arms and smiles at the baby.]
Moki holding newborn me, Stockholm, 1964.
Though they never met, my grandmothers, Mormor Marianne and Haja Neneh, were connected the moment I was born. My new blood made them family. A vast landmass between them, their cultures so far apart they might as well have been on different planets, yet they were bound in the sisterhood of women. The motions in which they loved and held their children, stroked a feverish forehead, hummed at the stir of a pot, cussed at the men when they interfered with their daily rhythm, were the same. Over 8,000 kilometres apart and still connected.

When Moki arrived home from the hospital with me, she found blonde hairpins in the bed. Three months later, she told my father they were done, and she packed up his stuff. She did not back down. She stayed in the apartment; Ahmadu moved out. She knew he was not able to change. The time they shared had been magical and, despite everything, they had never fallen out of love, but still she chose to end it. I did not see Ahmadu again until I was nine.

•

Moki met Don Cherry on 17 January 1963, a year before I was born. He was on tour with the Sonny Rollins Quartet. It was the first time that Don had travelled beyond North America, and half of Stockholm’s inhabitants, it seemed, had flocked to the concert house to listen to Sonny Rollins, Don Cherry, Henry Grimes and Billy Higgins. That night in January, Moki and Ahmadu had joined the excited crowd. Moki later wrote: ‘There was a fire in the subway below the building. Smoke was seeping through the floor, but no one moved. When Don Cherry’s sound appeared, it reminded me of the magic I had found by myself in nature while growing up.’

After the concert, Moki went with some friends down the street to the smaller Golden Circle, where Johnny Griffin’s group were playing. Sonny Rollins’s band was already there, sitting in with them. At one point, Moki and Don noticed each other. ‘I saw this woman wearing bamboo glasses, short hair and amazing clothes,’ Don would say about the moment he first saw Moki. He came over and spoke with her. Moki wrote, ‘We stood in the floor-to-ceiling window on the second storey looking out at the snowy street, talking about love on some other elevated plane – music. I was nineteen. My motto was: to help make a more beautiful world.’

Ten months later, in November 1963, when Moki was pregnant with me, she went with Ahmadu to see Don performing at the Golden Circle with Archie Shepp and the New York Contemporary Five. She was tired afterwards, but Ahmadu didn’t want to go home, so Moki took a taxi with a friend. That was the night she saw him in the street with another woman. She asked the driver to turn around and headed back into the club. Don was there. That was their beginning.

When they parted that night, Don told Moki that he would return and see her. And he did. In October 1964, Don was back in Stockholm, on tour with Albert Ayler. By then I was six months old, and Ahmadu and Moki had broken up. After the tour ended, Don travelled to Africa, visiting the Rif Mountains in Morocco where he met with the Master Musicians of Joujouka. On his return to Europe in December, he went once more to Stockholm, just to see Moki and me. It was then that they decided, in Moki’s words, ‘to find a way to share our lives together’.

Don was a very special, unusual man. With his lean, graceful frame, he was beautiful. As a father, musician, collaborator and teacher, he had a gift for inspiring others to see their own untapped potential. He was a leader and a lifelong learner.

Don was born into a musical family in Oklahoma City in 1936. When he was four, like so many other ‘Okies’, his family moved to Los Angeles. There Don’s father, Ulysses, ran the bar at the Plantation Club, a leading jazz venue in Watts, where local musicians of the LA bebop scene played with visiting stars like Billy Eckstine and Erskine Hawkins.

When Don was fourteen, his mother Daisy bought him his first trumpet. Although Ulysses did not approve – he did not want his son getting mixed up with musicians, fearful that he would fall prey to ‘the dope thing’ – the trumpet took over Don’s life. He skipped classes to roller-skate to a neighbouring school, where he snuck into the lessons of the legendary music teacher Samuel Browne. Mr Browne encouraged his brass-band students to play music by Dizzy Gillespie and Stan Kenton. It was exciting, until Don’s actual school cottoned on to his ‘playing hooky’ and he was sent to an all-boys disciplinary school. There he met and started to play with the drummer Billy Higgins.

Don and Billy would roller-skate far out of the Watts neighbourhood to the other side of the city to catch the music coming from basement jazz clubs, manoeuvring clumsily on their skates to peer down through the window slats, straining their eyes to catch a glimpse of the players, and their ears to hear them talk and warm up.

By 1954, and still in high school, Don had earned a union card and was playing professionally. Often, he would compete in talent shows around the neighbourhood with people like Johnny ‘Guitar’ Watson. Don said that Johnny, slicker than the rest, always won. With Billy, George Newman and Pee Wee Williams, they formed a group called the Jazz Messiahs, playing bebop and jazz in clubs around town. Together they played R&B clubs, going as far north as Vancouver. That’s when the drugs came in. Ulysses’s worst fears for his son were not unfounded. By seventeen, like many other jazz musicians in his circle, Don was addicted to heroin.

During that time, through his schoolfriend Jayne Cortez, Don became friendly with the young Ornette Coleman. Jayney, as they called her, grew up in the same neighbourhood as Don and his sister Barbara in Watts. She was the hippest woman in the hood and introduced them all to the newest sounds. No doubt she felt that Ornette and Don needed to connect. Her instinct was right. It was a sweltering hot LA afternoon on the day they first met, but Ornette was dressed in a wool coat and two-tone shoes, his hair worn long. Don said that he looked like the ‘Black Jesus Christ’.

That meeting was to change the course of jazz history: Ornette asked Don and Billy to join his group, along with bassist Charlie Haden, becoming the Ornette Coleman Quartet. Together they threw out the rule books to create a whole new type of free jazz. They moved to New York to record with Atlantic Records and, in November 1959, secured a residency at the Five Spot Café. Everybody who was anybody came to hear them: Leonard Bernstein, Charles Mingus, Thelonious Monk. The quartet’s innovations blew the minds of many, who hailed them as the ‘New Thing’, but some people just didn’t get it. The ‘free’ in free jazz did not mean that their playing had no structure. In fact, they rehearsed Ornette’s compositions all day long until they could play each piece back to front – literally – so that when it was time to stretch out, they were free to push beyond the limitations of traditional musical structures.

In the beginning, Don and Ornette performed to limited audiences and received little acknowledgement for their groundbreaking work. Kindred spirits, they understood each other – they were both reaching for freedom, in ideas and politics. It was the music – bold, inquisitive, uncompromising – that spoke for them. Don and Ornette found that they could spread their wings and fly high, through pain, hope, rage and beauty. It was an absolute necessity, a lifeline. The way in to a way out.

America was a hostile environment that held no respect and offered no dignity for young Black men and women. Don and Ornette blew all that anger into their music, making something unique and powerful. Rebels turning musical structure on its head, they made a world that could change things. It changed them, allowing them to see clearly, inviting them to live in a different realm. And as they flew, they spread that potential, passing it on to all who heard their sound. Music is about so much more when it is about everything – about the fight, about being men, being human. I look at the 1961 Ornette Coleman Quartet This Is Our Music album cover now – all four men in suits, Don in shades – and I am floored, full of pride and admiration.

When Don played with all those gifted musicians, he would reach for the outer limits. But then he would put down his trumpet and step back into a place that, for a Black man, could be so harsh, so unforgiving, so cruelly unfair. Everyday life was one of financial hardship, racial discrimination and often abuse.

In contrast to Don’s life as a musician in America, in Europe in the fifties and sixties, he and many of his contemporaries enjoyed a positively rapturous reception. In Sweden, this strange clean place, full of people who were mesmerised by their music, they were treated like kings, or, at least, rock stars. Indeed, in November 1962, when the John Coltrane Quartet arrived at Arlanda Airport in Stockholm, they rolled out the red carpet. Little wonder, then, that Europe became a place where a lot of artists came, stayed and made new lives.

•

By 1965, Don, Moki and I were living in Gamla Stan, literally Stockholm’s old town: gamla, meaning ‘old’, and stan, a contraction of staden, meaning ‘town’. Today this small island with its museums, palaces and gabled townhouses is a popular tourist destination, but in the sixties the buildings were crumbling and many had been divided and subdivided into tiny apartments. Our building was at number 9 Baggensgatan, a dark cobbled alley, by the corner down to the square with St Göran och Draken, the statue of St George and the Dragon.

On the ground floor was a hairdresser’s shop where, apparently, the young Greta Garbo had been a regular client. We lived on the second floor in a small flat with double doors and high ceilings. There wasn’t even a bath or a shower, but the rent was cheap. Off the hall to the left was an old non-flush latrine. We had a tiny kitchen with a two-ring gas stove and a sink with a cold tap. No running hot water. Once a week or so, we would have a bath – a big red plastic tub for Moki and Don, and a smaller tub for me and, later, my brother Eagle-Eye. Moki would heat up the water on the stove and she and Don would take turns in the big tub. Don sitting in that red tub, me sitting in the little tub next to him, playing with his arm, the feel of his soft soapy skin.

[image: Don Cherry pushes a young Neneh Cherry in a pram and converses with Moki. Neneh has a doll with her.]
Moki, Don and me, and my doll Anita, in Gamla Stan, Stockholm.
When Moki’s new term at college started in January 1965, I was always with her, mostly sleeping soundly in my basket under her desk. Don went to Paris for the first time. There he met Karl Berger, a pianist and vibraphonist from Germany; Argentinian saxophonist Gato Barbieri; French bassist François Jenny-Clark and the Italian drummer Aldo Romano. They formed a group called Togetherness, successively known as the Don Cherry Quintet, the Complete Communion Band and the International Quintet.

[image: Don Cherry plays his piano placed against a wall. A painting of a tree, a vehicle emitting smoke and a wild tiger standing under the tree hangs on the wall.]
Don at the piano with the ‘golden throat’, in Tågarp.
In March, Don returned to Stockholm for my first birthday. He needed a piano, so the day before he arrived, Moki ran into a second-hand piano store owned by two elderly men. She made her way round the shop, sitting at every single one, placing her fingers on the keys, gently producing sound. She stopped at a light grey one, then went back around the room to try each of them again before returning to it. The sound it made had roused something deep inside: a feeling of rightness filled her heart.

‘This is the one,’ she said. She told the wizened old piano dealers that she could put down an initial payment of 50 kronor and asked if they could arrange delivery for the following morning.

‘All right. For you, yes – because you picked well,’ came the reply. Don would later tell an interviewer that, although Moki was not a pianist, she had somehow chosen the most wonderful piano in the shop. It had, he said, ‘a golden throat to it’, and on it he wrote some of his most important compositions. Some years afterwards Moki painted the piano’s carvings in her steady hand, embellishing it in glorious bright reds, pinks, yellows and blues, giving it its own identity. On that piano, Don’s son David discovered music, and my brother Eagle-Eye’s little fingers wrote his first tune. Now, the hands of my daughters, Naima, Tyson, Mabel, and those of my grandson Flynn live there, navigating sound.




An Unconventional Childhood

Stockholm was the beginning of a new musical journey for Don, but still he missed New York’s relentless rhythm, the food, the language and the dialogue he shared with his peers. His soul needed all of that. The city called, and, in winter 1966, he and Moki answered. We moved into a loft at 107–109 Broadway, Williamsburg, in Brooklyn, that the mighty saxophonist Marzette Watts arranged for us.

I still remember the dry heat and sweet cardboard tang of the stairways – a New York building smell. Sitting in the kitchen and hearing the traffic from the bridge. When the J train passed, heading out into the depths of Brooklyn, the floor shook. Climbing the stairs, in my red shoes and a red-and-white striped vest, my hands reaching for the handrail; the smell of cigarettes; the painted walls basking in muted yellow light; the sound of the cats rehearsing burning holes in my ears.

Only musicians lived and worked there. Everyone, it seemed, rehearsed in that building. Ornette Coleman; John Coltrane, and his drummer Rashied Ali; Elvin Jones; Albert Ayler; Marion Brown – and countless others, practising in different parts of the building. ‘Coming down the street, you could feel it shivering and hear it screaming from all that free jazz,’ Moki wrote in her journal.

Those men who loved their instruments as much as their kids or mothers, and way more than some lovers, always fussed over me. I felt safe there. I have been told that John Coltrane thought I was cute. I like that. Don was so respectful when he talked about him, as if Coltrane had something holy in him and playing with him brought him into that holy place, too.

Williamsburg was the hood, with people of colour from all corners of the world – Puerto Rican and Dominican migrants, African Americans and people from the West Indies – many of whom had flocked there to work in the factories and the Brooklyn Navy Yard after the war, along with European refugees, especially the Orthodox Jews of the Satmar Hasidic sect from Hungary and Romania. But by the sixties, heavy industry was in decline and unemployment, crime, gang activity and the drug trade were on the rise. Those with the means to move out of the area often did, and the low rents allowed people like my parents – those other migrants, impoverished artists and musicians – to move into streets lined with bodegas and barber shops.

Under the Williamsburg Bridge, full lives were being lived – every tiny part of New York was occupied, used, abused, loved. Nuyorican salsa bands rehearsed underneath, reverberating in time with the traffic and trains. I still melt inside when I think about the sound – an echo from another life.

[image: Two photos. A young Neneh Cherry sits on a chair beside Moki, who writes with a pen on a notebook. In the other photo, a young Neneh Cherry sits on a chair beside Don, who points to something while conversing with the little girl.]
Outside a café in Paris.
But life in New York was hard, and that was a shock for Moki. She was twenty-three years old, in a strange city with very little money. She was working on her designs and had begun to sell a few pieces to a design store, but her earnings didn’t stretch beyond rent and feeding us. We may have been living in a building where divine music was being made, but it was old-school New York. Real but rough. It was freezing. My bronchitis was born. I saw my first water bug, which Don called ‘ugly’. Even now, whenever I hear that word, that’s what I see. We were so far from Sweden and Moki was heartbroken. She wasn’t prepared for the discovery that, in New York, her heroes, Don included, lived hand to mouth, in squalor. Most jazz musicians in America were poor. They had nothing. Jazz is one of America’s greatest legacies, but even today it isn’t honoured enough. There was to be more heartbreak, too. There, in Williamsburg, Don’s demons returned to claim him.

I cannot remember my parents’ bed catching fire. I do not remember my mother jumping up from her sewing, the smell of burning cotton drawing her into the bedroom, pulling Don up, throwing the mattress in flames out of the window. I do not remember being in the cot right there beside the blaze. I was sleeping. Then I was crying. I cannot remember, but Moki told me. Until that day she did not know about her man’s bit on the side, a snake that went by the name of heroin – a hero-in pain.

Just before the fire, the fashion photographer and film-maker Bert Stern (of the 1959 film Jazz on a Summer’s Day, which documents the 1958 Newport Jazz Festival) had offered to sponsor Moki as an artist-designer for the iconic midtown Manhattan department store Henri Bendel. Her career was about to take flight. But on what should have been her first day, she called Bert to tell him that she wasn’t coming in.

‘I can’t,’ she said. ‘I forgot my scissors in Sweden. I have to go get them.’ She never went back to the store, but she always said that Bert Stern’s recognition of her talent gave her the courage to choose to combine motherhood and her work with Don. While Bert’s offer was a huge chance turned down, it was also confirmation of her value and identity as an artist.

That day – yellow cabs on the bridge honking, a saxophone playing two floors up, the tears of a crying child mixed with her own, the lingering stench of smoke in the bedroom and the presence of death staring her in the eyeballs – Moki made a pact. In that duel between life and death, she chose life. The flip side of that deal was always looming, but right then, she had to make a commitment, not just to keep Don alive, but to keep our family together.

She knew she had to get Don away from New York. They would return to Sweden where she would pour her energy into the existence they could make there together – with love, art, music – a space full of colour and hope. A certain kind of beauty.

My parents set out to create their own world – a flying carpet strong enough to hold us together and withstand any form of ugly that was staring us in the face. Keep Don out of trouble. We can fight this, she determined. Moki – the warrior, the mother, a creator herself – became our protector.




Movement Incorporated

On our return to Sweden, Moki threw herself into painting, gripped by a creative fervour. A certainty had formed in her mind that she and Don needed to elevate their home and working lives to match the heights of the new music and art they wanted to make. She kept painting, working on pieces of paper and board, which she’d hang on the walls. This was our home – a work of art in progress. She produced a dozen pieces within weeks. One of those paintings was on the first album cover that Moki made, for Where Is Brooklyn?, which Don had recorded during our short time in Williamsburg. Our building is in the picture. The music born there is in flames, burning up, spilling out of hearts on fire.

Moki also painted big yellow flames licking up the dark blue walls of our Gamla Stan kitchen. She used bright strong colours like other people used white and beige. She was moving away from repetitive textile patterns in her paintings, experimenting with a new eloquent language in bold colour palettes: hands, flamboyant birds and exotic creatures, sunbursts and skies all spilled from her paintbrush and on to the walls. She said, ‘Rooms are our place in space, something fantastic that one doesn’t have time to think is boring.’ She was always sewing on her machine, and crocheting, making our clothes and even the bags we stuffed our belongings into when we were travelling.

Don was also in a space of discovery, composing, studying, exploring limitless possibility. There were always different musicians coming to the house, like Maffay Fallay and Okay Temiz, who taught Don the music and rhythms of their Turkish homeland. Day and night, playing, practising, improvising, laughing, exploring, creating, living.

[image: Moki Cherry rests on bolster pillows on a carpet in the living room of her house and glances through a book. A young Neneh Cherry sits on a rocking chair and bends to her side. A trolley of toys is beside her. Moki\x92s artwork adorns the walls, with plush wavy and winged patterns and human figures.]
Home is where the heart is – with everything painted by Moki.
My parents were developing the idea of family and home as a creative and collaborative journey that you lived, an experience rather than a static reality. There was to be no division between the making of art and the making of dinner. Don and Moki understood that it was the now that mattered. They fought to expand our lives, to make them bigger and richer by bringing people together. The dream was to create a world more beautiful, a life less paranoid, more embracing of other cultures, full of spirit, letting their creativity add to the universe rather than just taking from it. The funds were often limited but the resources and potential endless. They conjured a lot – created a boundless universe of their own – from very little. Passion, creativity, inspiration were a force and a privilege, because for them there was a choice.

I was raised amid all that energy and movement. Sharing space, each of us doing different things, influencing each other with interesting collisions. It was the together part that was inspiring. Moki hung a red wooden swing in the doorframe, where I would rock in time to the music. Sometimes it was Don who was playing; sometimes the music came from the record player, which sat low on a wooden crate painted blue. As soon as I could reach, Moki showed me how to lift the arm gently to put the needle on the record and make it play.

[image: Don, Moki and young Neneh Cherry wear smocks and sit on pillows in a room in their house. Don sits in a meditative pose. Moki and the little girl converse with each other. Moki’s artwork adorns the wall behind them. A box filled with books stands in one corner. A hollow mask is on top of the box.]
Family time.
I sometimes liked to stand sentry in the tall windows of our apartment, their windowsills wider than my feet. Taking the big step up to stand in the frame, cold air would nip in, bite my cheeks and make them red. From my vantage point two floors up, I’d keep watch over Gamla Stan, my naked toes gripping the shiny paint on the sill. Two blocks down lay the sea; a few blocks over to the left stood the king’s castle. When Don was home, he might take me to watch the changing of the guards, pushing me in my carriage over the cobblestones that would make my voice vibrate. We liked the rhythm of drums echoing in the courtyard of the palace. Don wrote a song inspired by the sound, called ‘March of the Hobbits’.

Sometimes I sat on Moki’s lap and pressed on her belly. I couldn’t understand how I could ever have fitted in there, but I knew that we fit together. I loved her hands on me, or her arms around me, but I also liked it when she let me go. I felt free because I knew she was always there, working in the room behind me, sitting at her sewing machine on the low table that had its legs sawn off because she liked to be close to the floor.

That first winter back in Stockholm, Moki brought me to the ice rink in Kungsträdgården Park as soon as it opened. I knew how to skate already. Once when I was staying with my grandmother in Rinkaby, she’d taken me across the train tracks outside her house where a big puddle had turned into ice after a cold night. She tied a pillow around my bum and I held her hands tight until my feet in the skates stopped bending and slipping and the pillow couldn’t get any more wet, but I could stand alone.

Moki and I walked all the way to Kungsträdgården. I had a winter coat made of fur, soft and fluffy like a white rabbit, with hairs that tickled my nose. It had red binding around the wrists and along the zipper, which Moki closed tight all the way up to my face so my ears kept warm. I didn’t need a pillow any more. I just ran out on to the ice by myself, but I could always see Moki because she didn’t look like anybody else. Maybe she is perfect, I thought.

Because it was the opening day, a man was taking photographs at the ice rink. He was talking to Moki. The next day I was in the newspaper. My grandmother cut out the photograph of me and framed it.

When I was about three, I started nursery so that Moki could study and work more. I didn’t like it when the lady there tried to make me go to sleep. She seemed to not like me. I was happy when Moki picked me up.

‘How was it?’ she asked.

I told her that I didn’t want to go back.
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At the ice rink in Kungsträdgården, in my much-loved rabbit fur coat.
‘Why, Neneh?’ she said. I liked the way my mother said my name.

‘The lady didn’t have kind eyes,’ I replied.

The next day, Moki went to the nursery, looked the lady in the eyes and came to the same conclusion as me. I never went back.

‘Neneh, du är Klok,’ she said. ‘You were right.’ After that I had a childminder called Tant Nora. She gave me a rag doll with long black yarn for hair and a red silk dress, which I still have today.

I loved that Moki thought I was wise. We were connected. Maybe the bond between us was an invisible cord that remained after the doctor cut our physical one. Love. I was so happy there, in Gamla Stan, as a child.

•

With money to make and concerts to play, Moki often took me on the road with Don. We journeyed across Europe and moved in and out of temporary homes more often than I can mention. And more than I ever realised at that time, my parents’ choices were as much political as personal. They chose to move beyond the mainstream. Our itinerant lifestyle meant it was important for Moki to practise her art in mediums that were as portable as possible – textiles and painted paper hangings that could be rolled up and taken on tour. She would continue to work wherever we found ourselves, and her artworks made our temporary lodgings a home. Wherever we landed – Brooklyn, Stockholm, Paris, Milan, Amsterdam, Berlin – every space that Moki inhabited was an organic, living, constantly evolving work of art.

We briefly lived in Paris, in 1967, when Don had a residency at Le Chat Qui Pêche. They weren’t really into children in France. I was only three, but that was the first time I remember feeling melancholy. I noticed other people’s unhappiness, and that everybody cleaning the streets was Black. Feeling their disappointment and hopelessness, I started to think about what they had imagined they were coming to before they arrived in this city with its streets that reeked.

Moki was tired of the dark, airless, smoky, male-centric, sometimes seedy inner-city jazz clubs. With a small child in tow, maybe she realised that this lifestyle was wearing on all of us. It was particularly destructive for Don, and not only because the shadow of his addiction was always there. His work was reaching a new elevated plane but still he was treated badly, endlessly ripped off by club promoters and record-label managers.

Money was a constant problem. Don was hardly materialistic, but he was acutely aware of the struggle to access his earnings. The business was endemically racist; all the big managers and record-company men were white. The musicians didn’t own the rights to their records and the royalty system was rigged so that even if they had hits, they didn’t see the profits. They were often paid in cash – pin money for clothes, rent and food – while the long-term assets went to the record-company owners. Don and Moki wanted to take the music out of this corrupt commercial environment and into a community of mutual respect, to give creativity another dimension in which to live.

Back in Gamla Stan, they began to imagine a way of working together in which Moki’s art could interact with Don’s music as part of a collaborative experience. Performances would take place in all manner of venues, from museums and art galleries to educational spaces or the home. My parents would integrate family life into their creative endeavour and, likewise, other families and children could form part of the audience or join in. Don and Moki were committed to radical theories about child-led education and believed in the value of lifelong learning for everyone. Big, new ideas. They called their project ‘Movement Incorporated’.

Don referred to ‘collage music’ to describe his jazz quintet’s use of improvisation as the sole basis for their work, but Movement Incorporated was how he and Moki described their performances and workshops. The aim was to incorporate visual arts and music, professionals and amateurs
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Flying back to the States with my uncle Christer, my mother’s brother. (I had flown the other way by myself, aged five.)
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