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Preface
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As scientists, we pride ourselves on being at the leading edge of new discoveries – all a result of a constant curiosity about the world around us, and a need to understand why things happen the way they do, and how we can use knowledge to solve the problems we encounter.

It was no surprise then when this scientific curiosity was awakened by the simple act of putting an end to my Hair Locks hairstyle days, opting for the ‘big chop’. The idea was to just let my Afro hair grow out of the scalp naturally the way Mother Nature intended - sans comb, sans braiding, sans chemical and sans heat treatment, as these had all been Afro hair treatments that I had had a few unpleasant encounters with in the past. Take for example my not so pleasant relationship with the comb, which arose from memories of having my head held between my matriarch’s knees while she raked a metal comb through my already kept short hair, all in an attempt to make iingqaqa zam​[1] presentable for school. My brief sojourn into the world of chemicals and heat started and ended when a single episode of having my hair chemically straightened and curled with hot tongs left it feeling like burnt plastic. Lastly, a low tolerance for pain meant that I was never going to put up with pain in the name of beauty. This is why my one attempt at a ‘lock’ style braiding that had taken two days and about a dozen bags of braids to complete, came out so tightly pulled and painful that I had no choice but to take it all off the very next morning, after enduring a night of sleeping with my face firmly planted on the pillow. 

The simple act of growing my hair naturally out of my scalp proved to be fraught with difficulties. I was not prepared for the dry steel wool-like feel of my hair straight after shampooing that had me racing to the shops to find anything I could apply to smoothen the rough dry texture of my hair strands. To say there are multitudes of remedies on store shelves for this very problem would be an understatement. I bought many, tried them all and initially, it would look like they’re delivering what they promised, but after a couple of weeks, my hair would be back to the steel wool feel. Yet, when looking across to my Caucasian counterparts, they could simply grow their hair naturally without the need to use heat or chemical treatments if they so desired. I couldn’t understand why the simple act of cleansing my hair with the same shampoos and conditioners they were using, would not leave my hair feeling soft like the Caucasian hair adverts promised. After all hair is hair, irrespective of whether it’s Caucasian, Asian, or African – or so I thought. 

In addition to the dryness, my hair had the persistent problem of forming knots and tangles, almost as if someone had taken the ends of two strands and tied them together. Breaking the knots using my fingers became a constant preoccupation during quiet times. I remember thinking that perhaps if I could patiently split all the knots, I would finally get rid of all of them. But as soon as I thought I was done splitting one section of hair, the knots would still be there. It was a never-ending exercise that got me wondering why my hair would get knotted and tangled like this. A scientist must do what a scientist must do – I turned to what I know best, research. 

Key amongst the initial findings was the discovery that ordinary highly-foaming shampoos contained sulphates that are designed to strip excess oils from Caucasian hair, and that they should not be used on Afro type hair as they leave it dry (cue in steel wool) and more likely to break. Armed with this new knowledge, I went looking for a sulphate-free shampoo. There weren’t many options available to choose from, but I was delighted with what I thought was the perfect find - a shampoo with an Afro image covered in bits of foam, and emblazoned in bold with the words ‘sulphate free’. I took the shampoo home, but before using it, I decided to read through the list of ingredients. Lo and behold, there it was! The very same oil-stripping sulphate but present in a supposedly milder variant of the original sulphate.

A shampoo is a shampoo, and it will do what it is designed to do, and that is to strip oils from hair. Without scientific training it would be difficult for ordinary customers to recognise the sulphate variant, and that is if they even looked at the ingredients. I felt cheated, and angry on behalf of many like me who struggle to grow Afro hair naturally because of all the dryness. Sadly, when they learn what the right thing to do is, they discover that the supposed solution they are buying is not a real solution after all. 

I dug deeper into my biological science archives, and the result was a better understanding of why Afro hair behaves the way it does, and in the process discovered that this little detail, that of protective oils or lack thereof, and the invention of shampoos to remove oils from hair, was the answer to many of the challenges encountered when trying to grow Afro hair naturally. The end result was the creation in 2018 of what I was not able to find in stores, the AquaLoc4cee™ by DrB! product range that is designed to work with, and not against the natural nature of Afro hair – hair that grows upwards like a crown towards the sun.

I didn’t want this Aha! moment to end with just the founding and formulation of yet another set of Afro hair care products – even though, not to brag or anything, AquaLoc4cee™ by DrB! products are the best thing you never knew your Afro hair, beard and skin needed! I wanted to ensure that anyone with an interest in Afro hair could understand its true nature, why it behaves the way that it does, the dos and don’ts in looking after it, and be able to easily access the right products for it through the AquaLoc4cee™ by DrB! online store/website: https://aqualoc4cee.com/. 

After many occasions of unsolicited advice given to total strangers, or information shared through seminars, I knew I needed to find a way of more broadly sharing what I had learnt about Afro hair, beards and dry skins. This is what this book is intended to share, and this is so that when we know better, we do better.
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1.  ​What is Hair?
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In order to understand the dos and don’ts when it comes to Afro hair, it is important to first understand the science of hair. Therefore, bear with me as we tackle content that might at first glance seem unnecessary – there is order to this madness. The technical aspects will soon make sense, and will provide the reader with the background knowledge needed to make informed decisions about how to better take care of their hair going forward.
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I. The Hair Shaft

The hair shaft or hair strand is the section of hair that is exposed on the outside of the scalp, and forms the hair length. Depicted in Fig. 1.1 is the cross section of the hair shaft. The hair shaft is made up of 3 layers – the medulla, which forms the inner core, which is surrounded by the cortex, and which is in turn surrounded by the outer layer of overlapping scale-like structures – the cuticle.

Depending on the treatment that hair is subjected to, the overlapping scales of the cuticle can be made to open up to achieve different outcomes, for example during colouring of hair to make the colour penetrate the cuticle, or when using hair shampoos to strip excess oils from hair. You can feel open cuticles as roughness if you run your fingers along the length of the hair shaft, or the steel wool-like feel you get from shampooing Afro hair strands with oil-stripping shampoos as mentioned earlier in the preface. The hair shaft is made up of a protein called keratin, the same protein that makes up skin and nails – but just laid differently to create structures of differing strengths depending on function. Skin has the softest or most pliable keratin protein structure, followed by hair and then nails with the hardest structure. 

Protein is sensitive to heat, which is why heat-based hair treatments will eventually lead to deterioration of hair quality. It’s a bit like subjecting the albumin protein found in egg whites to heat by boiling or frying. Once the translucent egg whites are heated through boiling or frying, the albumin protein becomes white due to being irreversibly denatured or damaged by the heat. Once the protein is damaged, there is no reversing it to restore the original translucent structure and function of the egg white. The same applies to hair. Admittedly, albumin is structurally a more fragile protein that keratin, but with repeated heat exposure even the more hardy keratin hair protein will eventually deteriorate, resulting in damaged, poor quality hair.

[image: Yellow Light Bulb]Applying heat treatments to hair protein damages hair in the long run.
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The hair shaft has no blood vessels, meaning that no nutrient uptake or water absorption can take place externally into the hair shaft. In other words, the hair shaft is effectively dead. The only living part of the hair shaft is found at the bottom of the hair root inside the skin or scalp, where new hair is generated using water and amino acids obtained from dietary protein via blood vessels.

[image: Yellow Light Bulb]Many treatments
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II. The Hair Follicle (Hair Root)
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