

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.





CHAPTER 1

Whose Child Is That?

There is no such thing as other people’s children.

Russian proverb

I was walking through Abuja airport, sweating under the weight of baggage and baby. Nine-month-old Ezra balanced precariously on a hip-seat buckled awkwardly around my waist. A nappy bag, crammed to bursting, was slung low across my body, knocking my right thigh repeatedly.

I’m an anxious flyer at the best of times, and this was my first experience travelling solo with an infant. The journey itself had been relatively smooth. Yet my nerves were jangling after trying to breastfeed discreetly on a flying vehicle packed with strangers, changing nappies in the pop-up cot and being on red alert for six hours and counting.

Despite the combo of exhaustion and discomfort, I was bubbly with anticipation. It was my first visit home since becoming a mother. The first time I would present my newborn to his grandmother, who was waiting with open arms and full table at her home in Maitama.

I was born in Nigeria, and although the greater portion of my life has been spent abroad, when I talk of ‘home’, it’s still the first place that springs to mind. I consider myself a Londoner through and through, and of course, that is home too. It’s where I live, how I express myself, the city where my kids were born. But nothing compares to the feeling of stepping on native soil, taking in the familiar clash of scents, my skin shocked by the heat. Shocked but happy. Yes, my heart whispers, welcome back.

As I walked through the airport, I was increasingly aware of stares. Eyes snapping wide at the sight of dark-skinned me, proudly lumbering along with what could be described as a chubby Samoan baby on my hip.

When Ezra was born, he had straight, jet-black hair, almond eyes and pale skin. As the weeks went on, his cheeks and frame filled out and he took on the appearance of a jolly Buddha. I would sometimes entertain his dad by dressing Ezra up in a skull cap and waving his arms along to the lyrics of Fat Joe. He looked a lot like the Latino rapper and it cracked us up.

So there I was, Fat Joe bouncing along on my hip, heading blithely towards passport control.

The Nigerian character is the antithesis of subtle. As a nation, we are loud and in your face. Back in England, even if passers-by wondered about us, few would dare to remark on our difference. Here, in my homeland, the staring was audible. An airport official marched over.

‘Na your pikin be dis?’

From Pidgin English, this translates as ‘Is this your child?’

It was my turn to stare. What was this person asking me? How should I respond?

A part of me wanted to quip, ‘No, actually I picked him up at Heathrow’. But you don’t joke with Nigerian airport officials. Not unless you’re safely through customs or have several crisp notes to shake hands with if the laughter stops.

The stares and questions followed me not just through the airport but throughout our trip. People would ask how I got this oyinbo (White) baby, where his father was, if I was really his mum . . .

My responses veered from irritation to amusement. I got used to dishing out flat, forthright answers that rarely seemed to satisfy. Or making up stories. Like the one about Ezra’s father, the Sumo wrestler, who was stuck in Japan at a tournament.

Is That Kid Yours?

When your child is placed in your arms for the first time, the world comes sharply into focus. Nothing matters more.

I remember stepping out of the hospital, a brand-new Ezra in my arms, feeling like I’d been unplugged from the matrix. Every sense was tingling. I could hear, see and smell the city and all its dangers, but I was ready. Now I understood why I had been born – to be a warrior for my baby. I would slay dragons, tear whole armies apart with my teeth, if anybody tried to harm a hair on his head.

Yet with one question, a complete stranger could throw me off balance.

‘Is that kid yours?’

I didn’t know whether to laugh or scream. Yes, I carried that baby for nearly ten months. I cut out alcohol. I had sciatica and restless legs, crazy dreams and a belly that will never, ever spring back. Are you effing kidding me right now?

Maybe it’s not the question itself, but everything it implies: you don’t look like the mother, so you can’t possibly be the mother. Your child is approximately White, with that good hair and, well, look at you . . . How did you get to have such adorable kids – I mean you’re attractive and all, but still . . . Where’s the daddy? Is he White? Chinese? Why isn’t he around? Did he abandon you? Couldn’t you find any decent men of your own kind to procreate with? I wish I had cute kids like yours, I’d prefer them to be light-skinned, I’m thinking of getting a White man myself . . .

For most mums, being told you don’t belong with your child is like the ultimate slap in the face. My inner ‘Nigerian Big Madam’ swells up like, ‘Do you know who I am?’

My friend Nomita Vaish-Taylor, owner of the blog Your ‘DIYFamily.com’, feels my pain. She talks about going home to Mumbai with her daughter, Anya, whose father is White. ‘People literally follow us in the street, and you can see them wondering about us. Like, where did she get her from? As if I stole her. It’s only when Richard is with us that we make any kind of sense. I shrug it off, but it’s pretty annoying.’

You don’t have to be of a different ethnic background from your baby to be probed in this manner. Mothers I’ve spoken to have faced intrusive comments for appearing older (grandma?), having multiples (IVF?) or if one child stands out from the rest (milkman?). For White mums of dark-skinned children, strangers often assume they’ve fostered them or adopted from overseas.

On parenting forums, mums share snappy comebacks to the very rude query: ‘Where did you get that baby from?’

‘From my vagina,’ is a personal favourite.

Who Does Baby Look Like?

One of the weird things about motherhood is how everybody and their mama (and she should definitely know better) has an opinion about you and your child.

From midwives to the man on the street, the first thing people will tell you is who your baby looks like. I’ve heard folks become adamant, almost rabid, about this.

‘He’s the spit of his father. He looks nothing like you.’

I spent 15 hours in induced labour with Ezra. From the first waves of pain, I was Bruce-Lee stoic on the outside, bawling on the inside. Doing my best to ignore my husband beside me, as he puffed on my gas and air for fun and asked helpful questions like, ‘What’s wrong? Are you in pain?’

Then came the emergency C-section in which I could feel the surgeon’s first cuts, after I’d peaked on pain meds. All this and, within moments of Ezra’s birth, nurses were tripping over themselves to tell me how ‘he looks just like his father’.

I didn’t mind at first. I thought he looked like Abiye too. But soon it started to get old. Sure, the resemblance was strong. But I did all the hard work – shouldn’t I get some credit?

For parents, claiming whose genes ‘won’ can become a competitive hobby. Maria Jose Ovalle is a Chilean American blogger and actress who says her three kids look just like her.

‘I personally love it,’ she says. ‘My husband gets a little jealous but admits they are my mini mes. Right down to their bossiness!’

Londoner and political activist Laura Vogel says she and her husband josh about who ‘owns’ whom, though her kids are a ‘good hybrid’. What she loves is seeing the ancestors echoing down the lines. ‘Just a glimpse of family resemblance makes you start thinking about how your kids connect the past and the future.’

I remember once lying on a bed beside my aunt, when she suddenly exclaimed, ‘Look at that!’, raising her foot up and inviting me to do the same. It was uncanny. Mine was pale, hers several tones darker, but otherwise they were almost identical. Right down to the shrivelled bulbs that were our baby toes. It set us off giggling. We get it from my grandmother, she told me.

There is a rare delight in seeing your ancestry passed down through you, to your offspring. So it’s one thing being told your child looks like his father (the handsome man that you chose to procreate with) and another to be told your baby looks nothing like you. I’d shrug it off, but sometimes I felt like a kid with my hand up at the back of class, watching the teacher erase my family tree from the board.

There’s a theory that all newborns look like their fathers, at least for the first six months. It’s a sort of evolutionary paternity test – a way of making sure Papa sticks around. For some animal species, it stops Daddy from snacking on his own children.1

However, the shuffling of up to 100,000 genes among 46 chromosomes – 23 from each parent – is complex, throwing up wild cards. People are often curious that my husband isn’t fully White, since our kids are so fair. But the ‘light’ gene also runs in my family.

My Auntie Obii gave birth to a very light-skinned daughter with hazel eyes, and she remembers people shouting through the village: ‘Come see wetin Pax wife don born o!’ (Come and see what Pax’s wife has given birth to.)

After she had two more children, similarly fair-skinned, tongues stopped wagging. Her third child was born in London. The maternity nurse who’d taken over duty from the night before came into the ward, carrying baby Daibi. Her cheeks flushed pink, as she held him forward.

‘I think this is your baby,’ she said, nervously.

‘It’s ok, he’s mine,’ my auntie said, laughing, as she claimed her White-skinned, blue-eyed boy.

Another of my mother’s sisters, Auntie Ngozi, told me about being mistaken for a nanny as she pushed her ‘White’ baby around Baltimore in the early ’70s. She said adults would bend down and speak directly to her daughter, cooing at the child, while ignoring her mother as if she was just the help.

Not the Nanny

In a public library, I was flicking through Grazia magazine, while keeping an idle eye on Ezra roaming through the bookshelves. Jed was asleep in his pushchair. A voice piped up beside me.

‘These boys are so cute. Are you the nanny?’

Record scratch.

It wasn’t the first time someone had assumed I was the childminder. I thought about the many hours I’d studied to get a postgraduate degree. I thought about the barriers I’d faced, as well as the choices I’d made, that had led to being a work-from-home mum. I caught a glimpse of my reflection in the library window, in jeans and headscarf, and wondered if I’d have assumed the same thing too in another person’s shoes.

In 2017, Professor Robert E. Kelly was caught being ‘video bombed’ by his kids during a Skype interview on BBC’s Newsnight.2 The sight of Prof Kelly trying to maintain a straight face while his toddler and baby bopped into frame is pure gold. It hits peak hilarity when his wife, Jung-a Kim, slides in, grabs the kids and bolts. The world screeched with laughter, the video went viral and Prof Kelly and family became Insta-celebrities.

But the story took an ugly turn when some mainstream press and social-media commenters described Jung-a Kim as the nanny. While some people claimed it was an honest mistake (‘look how she was dressed’), others said it played into racist stereotypes. Like the one about Asian women in subservient roles. Or the idea that an esteemed White professor couldn’t possibly hook up for life with a Korean native. Some people went on to insist that she couldn’t be the mother because she just didn’t look like her kids.

In response, mothers from all over the world hit social media and shared their own stories of being mistaken for someone other than their child’s parent. #NottheNanny became a trending hashtag. Some of the stories were funny, but many brimmed with indignation, anger or deep hurt.

‘Being challenged over my connection to my children strikes me on such a personal level, I can’t even explain it,’ says Justine (name changed). ‘It’s almost like I’m not worthy to be their mum. Worse, I’ve imagined maybe I’ll be separated from them in some way, by people who’ve decided we don’t belong together.’

‘Are you the nanny?’

The lady asking me this question in the library that day was a Black woman herself, who was nanny to the two White children in her charge. She was just trying to make conversation, as it turns out.

I smiled and explained who I was, and that was the end of it. But my first instinct was to look over at Ezra, to see whether he’d overheard. I’m not always bothered by intrusive, lazy, dumb or flat-out racist speculation. However, it bothers me when it happens in front of our kids. Because children absorb, they take notice and, frankly, they deserve better than our ignorance.

Since my kids have got older, the questions about their parentage are not so frequent. As often happens with Black babies, their skin got a little darker over time, their hair bloomed into glorious Afro locks. Their features are a happy combination of mine and their father’s, and many people think they look just like me.

I still face curious glances at airports, but mostly because we use different surnames. I’ve learned not to attempt leaving the country without a letter of paternal consent. It’s a safeguard to prevent children from being kidnapped or taken out of the country against another parent’s wishes. Although for many mothers, it grates on a visceral level. Another slap in the face.

Belonging

I’m no longer fussed about whether people think I look like my boys. Instead, I worry about raising Black boys in a world that sees colour first. A world that has been putting a price on their skin tone since they were born.

‘What am I?’

It’s a question that raises my hackles, as innocent as it sounds. A question that is typically asked of people whose racial mixture isn’t quite clear-cut. One that threatens to dehumanise. What even are you?

Ezra is waiting for my response. ‘What am I, Mum? I mean, what race am I?’

His father answers sharply, ‘The human race’.

We all know the answer is much more layered, and political too. When I’m faced with the form requesting I check a box for my kids, I usually check Black African. That’s the bulk of their heritage (through me) and at first glance, that’s how they will move through the world. No matter if they’re seen as having fairer skin and ‘good hair’, for all intents and purposes they’re Black boys.

‘But am I mixed race?’ Ezra wants to know. Jed smirks and Ezra shoots him a look. ‘If I’m mixed race, that means you are too, by the way.’

Jed’s eyebrows go up.

Ezra is the lightest-skinned person in our family, and he’s told me that when he was younger, in primary school, some of his friends thought he was White. It amuses me, as there’s nothing about his features other than his complexion that would suggest it. Yet, his nana is White and so, by definition, he’s mixed heritage. It’s clouded by the fact that in this country, mixed heritage usually means one of your parents is White.

‘You’re Black and biracial,’ I tell him, which is as close as we can get to a straight answer. We talk more about the political implications of choosing ‘mixed’ over ‘Black’. The complexities of checking boxes or leaving them unchecked entirely. The fact that ultimately, you don’t have to clip your wings with someone else’s labels or string out your identity in a series of hyphens.

You are Nigerian, and so am I. You are British, and so am I. You are a Londoner, and so am I. You are Kalabari and Sierra Leonean, like your grandfather. You are Scottish and New Zealander, like your grandmother. You are Owerri and Onitsha, like your mother. You are Black and White, like your father. When we watch sports, we support Britain and Nigeria. We also support France, because your older brother is half-French, and your auntie has lived there most of her adult life. You are Arsenal through and through.

We are all a compendium of the genes we inherit, the places we visit, the people we move with, the ones we fall in love with and the ones we give birth to. There is no single story to the way we look, sound or interact.

There is no single story to how we make a family. If your child worries about people who are different or questions where they fit and how, reassure them with this simple truth. Belonging is more than skin deep.

Fifteen years ago, my mother adopted a baby girl in Nigeria who now could pass for my blood sister.

‘It’s weird,’ my older sister tells me. ‘She looks just like you.’

Whose child is that?

Na my pikin. Na your pikin. They belong to all of us. Let’s act accordingly.

• Talking Points

Q. What do I tell my child to say when someone asks where they’re from?

A. Teach them to state clearly and with confidence where they were born, or where they live, if that’s how they identify culturally. Also, they should follow up with: ‘And where are you from?’ It doesn’t matter if the person they’re talking to is White, Black, Asian, Muslim, mixed ethnicity or of ambiguous origin. They can treat it like a conversation starter, rather than an interrogation. If the person pushes for more information (‘Where are your parents from?’ for example) they are welcome to answer if they choose or say, ‘Why do you want to know?’ Once again, encourage them to turn the question on the person asking. The point is that your child should not be made to feel like a stranger in their own country, simply because they look different or their parents were born overseas. 

 

Q. How can I talk to my child about our lack of family resemblance?

A. It can be tough when your baby looks nothing like you. Especially if they appear to have different ethnic origins. This can be tricky as your child grows and wonders why they look so different from Mum or Dad. I find it’s helpful to track through your lineage, look at old family photos together; often you’ll find someone that resembles your child. A great-grandmother, a distant uncle. You can also look for stand-out features you and your child might have in common, such as size and stature, hair colouring, shape of ears/nose/fingers. If there’s no visible resemblance or your child is adopted, you can talk about shared personality traits, interests and passions. Look for other things that connect you. Also celebrate your child’s unique qualities, how each of us is as individual as our fingerprints. Don’t forget children’s faces change throughout their lives. All my childhood and early adulthood, I was told I was the spit of my father and my paternal grandmother. But as I grow older, I see more of my mother too. My smile, the shape of my mouth, how I tilt my head sometimes. I’ve always had her long fingers. These features comfort me now she’s gone.

 

Q. If my child is curious about someone’s family background, how can they ask without appearing rude or racist?

A. They could wait until they’ve got to know that person better, so that it’s a natural conversation. As they become friendlier or more intimate with somebody, it’s normal to share personal details such as family heritage. What’s not ok is asking questions like ‘What are you?’ Encourage them to share their own family background, with the hope (but not the expectation) that the other person volunteers that information too. Depending on the relationship, approaching the topic with ‘I hope you don’t mind me asking/I hope I’m not being rude/please feel free to tell me to go away’, etc. can also take the sting out of the feeling of being ‘othered’. Try to manage their curiosity, and teach them this simple rule of thumb: always question yourself (and your intentions) before you question someone else.





CHAPTER 10

Please, Don’t Touch My Hair

I think judges should wear Afro wigs. They’d look funky.

Ezra, age eight

‘Your daughter is so pretty.’

I held back a smile, as four-year-old Ezra glared up at the lady peering down at him. 

‘I’m a boy!’ 

‘Oh, really? But you’re such a beautiful boy. And just look at that hair.’

Without warning, the woman plunged her hands into his thick tangle of curls. Ezra snapped backwards, practically growling. A frown cut his forehead like a middle parting.

‘He doesn’t like people touching his hair.’

‘I’m sorry,’ the woman said, not looking remotely apologetic. ‘I couldn’t resist. What amazing hair.’

I’ve come across children of all complexions with adorable hair: golden dreadlocks, strawberry-blond ringlets, big, soft Afros, bouncy auburn curls, purple mohawks, sculpted ’frohawks, jet-black glossy hair that was almost bum-length. Never would I reach out and snatch some child’s hair in passing. A child I don’t even know? Why would anyone think this is ok?

Recently, an Instagram clip showing a White lady fondling a woman’s Afro in a salon and talking about how ‘strange’ it was sent some of my Black friends into a frenzy.

‘No, she did NOT!’

‘Aww, HELL no. Nope.’

‘You will definitely not be touching my hair.’

My niece Mayowa had a more pragmatic response. ‘You just have to do it back until they get uncomfortable.’

Both my boys were born with jet-black straight hair that added to queries about their heritage. Japanese? Chinese? Maori? Ezra lost his fine baby hair, turning shiny bald and then growing soft little curls that became thicker and twistier as he got older. Washing his hair became a daily fight. He’s tender-headed and the mere sight of a wide-toothed comb would send him into a tailspin. Some evenings I would dedicate more than an hour to applying sulfate-free shampoo, deep conditioner, oiling and detangling. While Ezra screamed blue murder.

Owing to their Scottish New Zealander ancestry (from their nana, Helen), my children’s Afros have a slightly looser curl pattern. Jed’s is a little wavier. Ezra’s folds into itself naturally, strong and stubborn, like his personality. Strangers used to ask me how I got his hair to twist and lock like that. 

‘I just let it do its thing,’ I’d admit, with a shrug. Outside of our washing battles, I pretty much left it alone. I wanted my kids to embrace the hair they were born with. But it was a source of consternation for my mum, who couldn’t work out why I let her grandsons go around like ‘dada’ (a Nigerian term for the madman walking half-naked in the street, muttering to himself and scratching his matted hair). On rare occasions, when Ezra let me comb his twists out into a springy, Brothers-Johnson-style Afro, my mum would nod with relief. 

‘Eh-hen. See how handsome he looks now. Very respectable.’

A Black Hair Story

Black hair and respectability have a long and knotty history. For centuries, we have been judged by our hair and judged ourselves more harshly. In certain circles, you can’t step out with a strand out of place. Your ‘edges’ (hairline) and your ‘kitchen’ (back of your head) have to be on point. Unkempt Afro hair can provoke feelings of deep shame and self-loathing going back to the days of slavery. 

Africans held as slaves were often left dishevelled, as part of the propaganda to depict them as subhuman. Images were distributed of enslaved people either naked or with torn, grubby clothing and hair like scraps of burned wool. Slave owners kept their dogs and horses better groomed. Sometimes slave mistresses would shave their female slaves bald to ensure their husbands didn’t find them attractive. Not that it stopped Master sneaking into the slave quarters at night or assaulting slave girls by the cold light of day.

No matter your complexion, one feature that screams ‘I have African heritage’ is your hair. Therefore, it was one of the easiest ways to debase Black people. Anybody with tight, curly hair growing up in a Eurocentric society has been taught to despise this particular feature. Curly or (gasp) frizzy hair is seen as unruly, untamed, unmanageable. We’ve been sold on the model of long, silky, preferably blond hair. The Farrah Fawcett. The Jennifer Aniston. Remember that Friends episode when Monica gets cornrows on holiday? Then she removes them and her hair takes on a life of its own. It’s hilarious watching Monica’s hair expand in the humidity. But the racial undertones aren’t quite so funny for any of us who have been ridiculed for having ‘puffy’ hair.

Author, podcaster and relationships expert Natalie Lue is of Jamaican Chinese heritage and grew up in Dublin. She’s married to a Sierra Leonean and has two daughters. She remembers feeling like the odd one out as a young girl at her all-White private convent school. Until she got braids in her hair that helped her fit in more. With her own kids, she’s done her best to give them more confidence:

 

From the outset, we encouraged them to know and love their hair, to play with, read and watch things where they could see themselves. That doesn’t mean that they haven’t both wanted at times to have ‘princess hair’ or ‘to have hair like the other girls so that people stop touching it or telling me that it feels weird’.

 

At one point, the comments and ‘othering’ turned into outright bullying:

 

This girl and another sat behind my daughter and they dissected her hair loudly, as my daughter smarted with humiliation. ‘Why do they have hair like that? It’s gross . . . Do you think it’s dirty? . . . Look at it. It’s so weird . . .’ and on and on. She was distraught, wouldn’t eat, didn’t want to go to school. Terrified that if I spoke to the teacher, the girl would beat her up. Of course, I had to speak to the teacher, and they dealt with the bullying swiftly. But my daughter insisted on having her hair braided a few days later and wouldn’t wear it out at school for the remainder of Year Seven.

 

Former journalist Rachel remembers her own struggles for hair acceptance when she moved from Nigeria to the UK at age 12. She was determined her daughters would grow up feeling positive about their hair and praises it daily: 

 

I’m really proud of them. They can wash, plait and style their own hair from an early age. I tell them our hair was born to stand up, our hair was born to shrink. Embrace the shrink, it’s beautiful, it’s lovely. There’s nothing wrong with how you look, what your hair does. You’re gorgeous.

Tangled

It can take years to untangle hair-esteem issues. How does a child grow up feeling comfortable in her skin when the hair that grows out of her head is seen as unworthy?

Lekia Lee is founder of Project Embrace’s #Afrovisibility, an award-winning billboard campaign promoting positive images of Afro hair and beauty. She says:

 

For Black girls, #Afrovisibility means validation. It means self-worth. For the rest of humanity, it means they can enjoy the full potential of Black and Brown girls. They will be able to see them for who they are and not through limiting stereotypical lenses. When anyone is given a chance to be who they can be, everyone benefits. Also, it is good for White girls and boys to see others as equal. Seeing yourself as superior brings with it a kind of pressure that can be quite damaging to one’s mental health.

 

For decades, we have soaked up negative messages through social conditioning, media and music videos, and Black people can be our own worst critics. Comedian Chris Rock made the powerful documentary Good Hair in response to his daughter asking him, ‘Daddy, why don’t I have good hair?’ ‘Good hair’ is a common term used mainly by Black people across the African diaspora. ‘Good’ meaning anything but Afro.

I had a friend at secondary school called Anahita who told me how, when she was little, she would cry about not having a ’fro. She wanted Afro hair that she could wear in two bunches on her head. I would stare at Anahita’s long, tousled locks – the stuff of dreams – and think she was batshit crazy.

Even before I came to the West, I fantasised about hair that I could flick over my shoulders. I would wear tights on my head and swing it to effect, making myself dizzy. My sister and cousins and I would put on our ‘hair’ and strut out to the tunes of Diana Ross, Donna Summer and Chaka Khan. We were Hot Stuff. We were Every Woman.

Back in the day, the only way a Black woman could become ‘beautiful’ was to deny her Afro. According to Victoria Sherrow’s Encyclopedia of Hair: A Cultural History, enslaved women found ingenious ways to fix their hair, such as curling it with butter knives or using a mixture of potatoes, lye and egg that often caused severe scalp burns.1 It was worth it though to look more acceptable and earn more privileges in society. Lighter skin? Check. Longer, straighter hair? Check check. 

After emancipation from slavery, certain elite Black churches would hang a comb outside their door. If your hair snagged in the comb, you weren’t allowed inside to worship. This might sound like an urban legend, but a similar method of segregation happened during the apartheid era in South Africa: the pencil test involved sliding a pencil through your hair, especially if your racial origin was uncertain. If the pencil fell to the floor, you could pass as White. If the pencil stuck, tough luck. You were classified ‘Coloured’ or (if the pencil didn’t move at all, no matter how you shook your head) ‘Black’. The bottom rung of society.

It’s telling that America’s first self-made millionairess was Madam C. J. Walker, who made her fortune from hair-straightening creams. Her hair relaxers were so in demand that she helped spawn a billion-dollar global industry. Relaxers have been linked with a number of severe health problems, from fibroids to endometriosis, recurring miscarriages and cancer. Yet huge companies are still dealing in them.

As a child, I used to wonder at the term ‘relaxer’ as I never found processing hair in any way relaxing. Perched in a hard-backed salon chair, bracing myself for the assault of chemical smells, the cold relaxer cream, and the sensation of ears and scalp on fire. The risk of scalp burns didn’t bother me.

The first time I had my hair relaxed, I was one of the happiest little girls alive. The joy of swishing my hair, feeling it blowing in the wind. It was the closest I could get to the visions of beauty on magazines and TV screens. No wonder I chased that high again and again, for another 25 years. If my hair wasn’t relaxed, it was in braids, again giving me the illusion of hair that drops rather than springs up. 

Braiding your hair as a child was almost as stressful as relaxing it. I have memories of sitting clamped between the burly knees of a market woman in my dad’s hometown, Onitsha, as her fingers wove someone else’s hair into my own. Flies buzzing, the smell of her lunch hovering, my scalp stinging as she sectioned my hair with a fine-toothed comb. Any time I would move or squint or whimper, she would clamp me tighter and instruct me to be still. Be silent. Don’t interrupt the work or we would be there all day. 

Beauty is pain, they say, and your hair is your crown. As a young Black girl, keeping your crown beautiful could feel like a form of torture. Taking your braids out was another laborious task. I would carry my braided look to boarding school and leave it in well past its due date. The embarrassment of sitting in class and spotting one of your tiny braids come loose. Schoolmates running after me holding the evidence. 

‘Your hair fell out!’ they’d shout, half-amused, half-horrified. 

If my hair was relaxed, I’d do anything to avoid being out in the rain. Water was like kryptonite to straightening creams, turning a sleek mane back to a headful of frizz. Swimming was a no-no. We were imprisoned by our hair, but we felt free. At least a little more acceptable in mainstream society.

I have a photo of my late mother in 1961, on the deck of a ship from France to New York. She was one of only four Nigerian women to win an Aspau academic scholarship to pursue her first degree. My mother attended Mills College, a women-only college in San Francisco, where she continued to excel academically. This journey would change her life, as it would eventually lead her to UCLA where she met my dad, a young doctoral student. It would eventually lead to me. 

I love seeing her in this picture, standing proud among the Africans and European men, a far-off look in her eyes. She is wearing what looks like a short, straight wig. As one of the few Africans in her college, my mum told us, one of the banes of her daily life was keeping her hair ‘did’. How the Black women would hide out in their dorm rooms, searing their scalps and ears and foreheads as they worked out kinks with burning hot combs. Every single night. Otherwise, they’d invest in wigs that showed off the latest styles like bobs, bangs and beehives. Even when the Afro came into power in the mid-’60s, most of them had traumatised their natural hair so much, they had to resort to Afro wigs.

Nowadays, the natural Afro hair movement is in full bloom. I love the creativity and versatility of Afro styles. The fact that more young Black kids can grow up fully embracing their God-given curls.

Throughout history, the only other ‘tribe’ of people that have faced wide-scale hair prejudice are people with red hair. Strangely, this is mainly in the UK; typically, redheads are revered in the US, Latin America and Scandinavian countries. National Redhead Day (also known as Love Your Red Hair Day) is a worldwide festival for people who’ve been described as having ‘fiery’ locks.

In a similar vein, World Afro Day is a global celebration of Black hair. Founder Michelle De Leon launched it on the day the State of Alabama passed a law allowing companies to deny jobs to people with dreadlocks. She writes: ‘I was incensed, the rage boiled up inside of me. How could a law be passed against Afro hair in the 21st century? The race was on, I wanted to put World Afro Day on 15 September 2017 to mark this dreadful law.’ 

World Afro Day hold the Big Hair Assembly every year to promote positive messages around Afro hair, and the event in 2019 was livestreamed to 7,000 schoolkids around the globe. They also provide school and media training, an awards show and a Hair Equality Report.2 The report addresses the hair discrimination, particularly against Black children, that has been going on unrecognised for decades.

In BBC coverage of World Afro Day 2019, there’s a lovely interview between pop star Jamelia and her daughter.3 The singer talks about why she chose to let go of her long, straight weaves and show off her natural ’fro. She wanted to be a better example for her little girl. For her daughter, it was a revelation because she’d assumed her mother’s hair was straight, and suddenly she realised ‘oh my gosh, we have the same hair! And I felt like, that means my hair is nice as well.’

The look of pride on her sweet little face is everything.

Who Owns Our Hair?

Black women still spend thousands every month buying hair from Asia and the Middle East to use in wigs and attachments. Afro hair is a trillion-dollar industry, mostly controlled by men, very few of them of African descent.

And while many Black customers carry on buying into a Eurocentric hair ideal, there’s a wave of Westerners and Asians adopting traditionally Afro looks. We all
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