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Chapter 1: Background & Heritage
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While stories are synonymous with success, tales are with failures, though that may not be a universal rule. Humans love stories; they may come in different shades, shapes, and packages. The world follows gossip, trending stories and breaking news. Everyone has a story, whether they tell it or not. 

I have always aspired to be a reliable narrator of my own life. With a host of different experiences, I fear I will grow too old before I have the chance to jot it all down. I recall every instance of these past sixty years with much detail. Even the memories of my formative years spent in Nigeria I can still conjure in my mind at will.

On one occasion, I sat down with a close friend, and we began sharing our first impressions of each other. Without skipping a beat, she said, “You seemed incredibly strong-willed.”

Strong-willed, caring, independent—and not to mention an incredible cook. I have never found myself denying these perceived attributes because they are certainly true. Looking in the mirror, I see a tall, strong woman with a contagious smile dancing on her cheeks. I love to dance, something I share with my maternal great grandfather, Pa Fabunmi, from a royal family in Okemesi, who loved to dance, too. His nickname was Arijomajeun, meaning he would rather neglect his food to dance when the music is turned on.

I have a vivid memory of the final hours of Pa Fabunmi’s life. He was 105. My mom and I were at his home near lunchtime with some other relatives. He was so weak after using the toilet that we had to help him back to bed. He then began to sweat profusely, went silent and his breathing became shallow. I felt completely helpless, standing there and wishing I had the skills of a nurse so I could do something for him. After he took his last breath, my Aunty Bimbola, who is a nurse-midwife, began preparing his body, using cotton wool. She noticed me watching her and asked, “Is nursing something you would like to do?” Despite the deep wish I’d just had, I just smiled and said, “Not at all.”

A decade has passed since I first started working as a nurse in hospitals across the U.S. But while I am now counting down the days to retirement, that chapter is not the beginning of my story.

My story begins sixty years ago, when I was born in Nigeria on January 15. I am the firstborn to my dad, the late Chief Rufus Olayinka, a building engineer, and my mom, Mrs. Modupe Olayinka, a schoolteacher; both of Ijesa ancestry from the hometowns of Ilesa and Ibokun, respectively, nestled in Southwest Nigeria. However, I first opened my eyes in a private clinic in the flourishing city of Ibadan, about sixty miles away.

I was an incredibly pampered child, the direct result of being a long-awaited miracle. My parents spent the first two years of their marriage navigating the crushing weight of Nigerian societal expectations, where conceiving quickly isn’t just a hope, it’s an unspoken rule. As the months turned into years, their private worry was met with public, probing questions of “What's wrong?” By the time I arrived, I wasn’t just a child; I was the answer to their prayers. They poured all that long-held love into me, never letting me forget how cherished I was.

While they say, “it takes a village to raise a child,” my experience as the firstborn was different. I was lavished with so many gifts from an early age that I never lacked anything to do. I was constantly surrounded by everything I needed to keep myself bubbling with joy.

I grew up under the watchful, doting eyes of my parents. By the time I was ten months old, I had begun walking, using my arms to push myself onto my feet, balancing my weight, and shifting from one foot to the other.

My parents told me much more about my childhood. For instance, I know for a fact that dancing has always been something deeply close to my heart. Amid the “spraying of money” at a party, I’d move to the rhythm and beat of the music, but often not even needing any music to get myself moving.

By the time I turned one, my parents had already discovered my love for dancing. At my first birthday party, I was set on showing off my moves. But on that day, a deeply traumatic event occurred. The first Nigerian military coup plot and the assassination of several prominent Nigerian politicians led to the violent overthrow of Nigeria’s democratic government, which was just six years old at that time. The chaos and fear across the country brought my birthday party to a halt. And worst of all, I couldn’t dance like I intended. My parents later told me that I cried until I fell asleep.

My aunts also shared stories about how generous I was as a child. I was a giver at heart, always ready to share what I had with others, even if what I had was not enough. If I had any bit of food in my hand, I’d eagerly be ready to share with the first person I bumped into. One of my aunties, Aunty Detoun, was the most frequent recipient of my generosity, though I was just as happy to share with anyone else.

Perhaps that freedom to do as I desired was what transformed me into a bold child—not an intolerable brat, but someone who knew how to navigate life with resilience. My parents realized that their daughter was quite a confident, daring child, even at a tender age.

One incident comes to mind, which my mother would often recount to me. I was almost two, and it was around Christmas time, when Father Christmas (Santa) would come around bearing gifts. I stood waiting with other kids my age for Santa to arrive. But once that tall, white-bearded Father Christmas showed up, all the kids cowered back in fear. Some, not knowing what else to do, began wailing and crying. All their mothers could do was kneel and try to “shush” them. I didn’t see what was to fear. Instead, I walked straight up to Father Christmas and stood before him. He looked somewhat taken aback at seeing a young child act so fearlessly. “Give me my gift!” I said without missing a beat. Father Christmas was outright astonished, as were the other kids around us. I did end up with a gift that day.

Another time, when I was five, my father and I were driving home after a long trip. It was getting late, which meant police surveillance was tightened for security. As we drove along, we suddenly heard a siren from behind, signaling us to pull over. My father did as he was directed and waited for the officer to explain what he’d done wrong. In my childlike mind, my father was faultless. He wasn’t speeding nor had he done any other unforgivable deed.

Without hesitation, I jumped out of the car and confronted the police officer. “Why did you stop my daddy?!”

The police officer marveled at my courage, not knowing what to say to such a young girl. In all honesty, I didn’t blame him. I would have been just as confused, if not more, at having a child demand answers from me with my boldness to confront a police officer. The police officer bent down to my level and said, “Ma’am, I’m just trying to do my job here.” After a brief conversation with my dad, I got back into the car, and we drove off.

It wasn’t as if I was rude or a bratty kid; I simply had an inquisitive nature. I was highly intentional when I set my mind to do something, yet I always valued the wisdom from others.

* * *
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IBADAN WAS CONSIDERED one of Nigeria’s largest, most rapidly developing cities. It was home to the first Nigerian television station, Western Nigeria Television (WNTV), which began broadcasting in 1959 from 4 to 10:30 p.m. WNTV became the National Television Authority (NTA), which aired Tales By Moonlight, a classic children’s program I watched. The first Nigerian university was in Ibadan, the University of Ibadan, founded in 1948. The city also boasted the nation’s first sports stadium, Liberty Stadium, which opened in 1960 and was later renamed the Obafemi Awolowo Stadium. Where traditional pursuits of farming were the sole drivers of the economy across wider Nigeria, a great deal of budding industrial start-ups opened across the town of Ibadan—weaving, tanning, blacksmithing, and other commercial centers featuring stores like Kingsway, Leventis, and United Trading Company (UTC). It was the perfect place to build a new life. The non-discriminatory nature of the populace encouraged a massive influx of people, including my own family.

As the de facto capital of the Yoruba land, its dominant family-oriented culture shaped my orientation from early childhood. I can recall the rolling hills and the lush, inland landscape of this area.

The Yoruba culture was neither stifling nor difficult to tolerate. We were taught honesty, hard work, and self-sacrifice—not that we were to live under the shadow of others, but that we were to uplift those around us. We were to be empathetic yet determined, assertive yet calm. All that I love about myself, my confidence, my resilience, and my faith, all come from my upbringing in Nigeria, and it was those values that ultimately allowed me to live a fulfilling life.

Our communities were sheltered from the hubbub of the inner city because we were content with our way of life. Our culture in Yoruba was entirely community-oriented, with a deep focus on family ties, unity, and respect for the elders.

My childhood home was quintessential and warm, brimming with these values. Even if uncles, aunts, and cousins did not live under our roof, they were always close by. If they weren’t, they would always make the trip to see us, and we did the same for them. I remember the very first of a long list of lessons I was taught from my youth.

Do not speak to your elders as you would to your siblings or your friends. Be respectful. Do not call them by their first name but call them “Uncle” or “Aunt.”

This lesson applied even to elders who were only two or three years older than oneself. We would call them “Sister...” or “Brother...,” while those further along in years were addressed as “Aunt” or “Uncle,” even if we weren’t related by blood. It was curious to see someone of smaller stature receive such deference, but size mattered little; age alone was enough to earn respect.

Then there were the names, never as simple as they might sound. Their sharp phonetics often seemed foreign to visitors from the West, yet underlying each name was a profound meaning. Every child was named with meticulous care, as a name serves as a calling for a blessed future. This is why, in Yoruba culture, the naming ceremony held on the eighth day after birth is so significant.

Many names in the Yoruba culture are prefixed with Olu—the shortened term for Oluwa, which means “God” or “Lord.” These names are given to anchor a child’s future, ensuring that a divine connection accompanies them throughout life.

For example, my name Olu-bukola carries a deeper meaning that is, “God has added to my wealth.” I was not named with the hope that I might lead a life with wealth; rather, it was an assertion that God had already bestowed wealth upon me. Most children born in the Yoruba culture are named with similar divine assertions.

My mother, having attended a Convent school taught by nuns, instilled strong Catholic beliefs in our family. These beliefs, combined
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