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Dear Reader,

I’m Emma Slade Edmondson, and I’m so happy to be writing to you.

I always find introductions a little difficult because (as I often say to other people when they ask me about myself) I wear a lot of hats. And by that, I mean I find it hard to describe exactly who I am and what I do clearly, and without too many words. But I’m going to give it a try – so here goes . . .

[image: A microphone on a stand used for radio and podcast recording.]
My name is Emma, and I am an author. I am also a podcaster, which means I get to chat to a lot of interesting people so that others can listen to our conversations.

Sometimes I’ll interview people more formally, like you might see on TV or on the news, and other times we will just have more of a casual chat. But either way I always, always learn a lot from the people I talk to, especially when they have different life experiences from me. That’s what I love most about making podcasts – it allows you to connect with others and to hear really rich and interesting stories about their lives.

I think that listening to other people’s stories is a brilliant way to learn more about the world and the different people in it.

My podcast is called Mixed Up and – just like this book – it’s all about the experience of being mixed-race. I am mixed. I was born in Britain, and my mum and her family are white British, originally from Cornwall, but I also have Jamaican heritage, and I am also part German Swiss.

I am all of these things at once.

I am mixed-race.

My biological father’s family is from Jamaica. The north of Jamaica specifically, and they are Afro Jamaicans.

I recently also learnt that part of my ancestry is Nigerian, which makes a lot of sense because I LOVE jollof rice so much (honestly, I could scoff so many plates in one sitting, and always have to take a little packed lunch home in a container when I visit my mum-in-law).

I have a huge round Afro (which I almost always wear as brushed out as big as I can get it), and I have big brown eyes and brown skin. On the other hand, my brothers are white with blond-brown hair and my dad, who brought me up and has looked after me all my life, is white and northern. That means I am the only mixed-race person in my close family.

It has taken me some time to be comfortable with all of the things I am because I used to find that being mixed-race can, not always, but at some points in life, feel lonely – sometimes it might feel like you are the only one. But talking about being mixed with lots of different people, and especially people who are also of mixed heritage, has helped me HUGELY. It’s helped me to understand how many mixed people there are in the world, and how we all have unique stories – stories that can bring us together.


HERITAGE:

The word ‘heritage’ brings together lots of special things that are relevant to your family’s past – stories, traditions, values – which come from your family and their culture. Your heritage can help you feel connected to your living family and also past members of your family. Understanding your heritage can make you feel proud of where you come from. And discovering more about it can be really interesting!



Through my podcast, I have spoken to footballers, historians, nurses, actors and actresses, and even famous singers and chefs, like Mel B and Big Zuu.

We have shared stories. We’ve cried together, when talking about things that have been difficult for us, times when we’ve been misunderstood or hurt by feeling excluded by different groups. But we’ve also laughed together, discussing shared experiences.

It’s been interesting to find out about how different it is growing up mixed in other countries outside of the UK. We’ll talk more about the differences we experience because of geography, location and exactly where we all grow up later in the book . . . but for now I want to finish this letter by telling you about one of the most important things I’ve learnt through making my podcast – mixed-race people come in all different forms.

Quite often on TV or in the papers and magazines (especially in the UK) we are portrayed as having one Black parent and one white parent. But I’ve met people who are Japanese-Jamaican, people who are Filipino-Ghanaian, people who are Mexican-Italian and someone just recently who is Iranian-Venezuelan. We are all so different, but in some respects, there are many things that unify us, and I want to talk about both our differences and our similarities in this book.

Because our stories are unique, and there’s no one way to be mixed, I’ve asked a few of my mixed-race friends to write letters that you’ll see throughout the book. I have always loved letter writing and pen pals, so I thought this would be the perfect way we can all learn together, from experiences that are not our own. You might find that you can relate to the experiences of my friends, or that what they’re saying prompts you to think about your own identity differently.


And that’s OK.



To tell you the truth, I’ve been on a bit of a journey with my identity. In fact, if I’m really honest with you, I am still on that journey. I believe that we may all be on a journey with our identities for our whole lives.

It’s actually a good thing because being willing to grow and learn about yourself is a really positive thing that can give you a real sense of pride. It can make you feel more aware and more confident to talk to other people about their own background and their cultures, which also helps us all be more considerate and understanding of one another.

I’ve had such a positive experience making the podcast, that I decided to write this book to share the things I learnt along the way. This book is one that I wish I’d had when I was younger. Having this information would have really helped me feel more confident and proud of myself. It would have answered questions I didn’t quite know how to ask the friends and family around me.

I hope that this book inspires you to be bold in the discovery of who you are, how you want to describe yourself and put yourself out into the world. I want it to help you begin to answer questions that might feel difficult right now. Use what you read here about other people’s experiences to support you in pushing back against the idea that you have to choose one side of your heritage over another, or that you need to be what other people say you are versus who you understand yourself to be.

I want to tell you that no matter where you may go or what you may hear, you are complete just as you are. You are enough. Not half of one thing and half of another, or more of one thing and too little of another simply because someone else says so (unless of course you decide that that is how you would like to describe yourself). In which case that’s just fine.

 Who you are is really up to you.

Emma Slade Edmondson x x




1

The Question


Dean Atta



is a British poet – his poetry often explores questions about identity and social justice.



Dear Reader,

Dean here, nice to meet you.

When I was ten, people often asked me where I was from. Sometimes, they wanted to know which part of London I was from, but usually, they wanted to know about my heritage.

My mum’s family is from Cyprus, and my dad’s family is from Jamaica.

That’s an interesting mix.

It is an interesting mix. Later, I learnt that Cyprus and Jamaica were once part of the British Empire as colonies – both countries have a complicated history with the United Kingdom.

I didn’t visit Cyprus until I was fifteen, and I didn’t visit Jamaica until I was an adult. When I was ten, what I knew about Cyprus and Jamaica came from family, family friends, schoolteachers, and school friends, as well as what I watched on TV and heard on the radio.

I didn’t have access to the internet back then, so I couldn’t just look it up. But I could’ve gone to the library to borrow books about Cyprus and Jamaica, or I could’ve turned to the encyclopaedias my mum bought me. These big books, full of facts, started with the letter A and went to the letter Z. However, I didn’t look in Book C for Cyprus or Book J for Jamaica because I’m dyslexic and found reading difficult back then. My identity felt as jumbled as words on the page, especially new words. And at ten, so many things were new to me. I often heard new words I didn’t understand in the languages my family spoke around me – Cypriot Greek and Jamaican Patois. But my family in London could all speak English as well, so it wasn’t until I visited Cyprus at fifteen and met family members who didn’t speak English that I felt excluded from conversations.


PATOIS:

Patois is a language spoken by Jamaicans that is a combination of English and West African languages.



If I could give one piece of advice to anyone with another language in their family, it would be to learn that language. It will help you connect with your family and others who share your heritage. It could make visiting a country of your heritage easier and more fulfilling. You may consider moving there for a period of your life.

If I could give a second piece of advice to all mixed people, it would be to ask your elders (older family members) about their lives. When I began to ask my grandparents, great-aunts and great-uncles about their lives, I found I understood my parents, aunts and uncles better, and in doing so,

I understood myself better.

Our elders are like the internet, or the encyclopaedias I described earlier. Full of information. But many won’t share their wisdom with us unless we ask them. We may not always agree with our elders’ opinions or follow the same customs and traditions, but it is worth trying to understand why our elders think and do what they do.


Here are some ideas of questions you could ask your elders:


	What was your life like at my age?

	Who raised you, and what were they like?

	Do you have any favourite memories?

	Will you teach me a recipe that’s special to you?





I hope asking them these questions will help you feel closer to them and lead you to a deeper understanding of your family as a whole.

Food has always been my special connection to my family and heritage. I learnt to make egg-lemon soup the way my Cypriot grandmother made it, and rice and peas the way my Jamaican grandmother taught me. I’ve also taught myself to make other Cypriot and Jamaican dishes from recipe books and the internet.

I know not everyone has their elders around. When I haven’t been able to get answers from elders, I’ve turned to books, films, TV shows and the internet to fill the gaps in my understanding. But I’ve realized

there’s no such thing as a complete or total understanding of yourself or your heritage.

And what you think of as fact is often more complicated than an encyclopaedia, elder or any book can explain.

Dean Atta x

‘What are you?’

OR

‘Where are you from?’

is probably (I’m going to bet) a question you’ve been asked before.

It’s certainly a question I’ve been asked many times, and when I talked to some of my friends and the awesome people who wrote the letters in this book, they all agreed that a version of this question is up there as one of the things they are asked most frequently.

But what does this question really mean? What information are people actually looking for when they ask this?

Well, this is interesting because it’s what we call a loaded question. That means that although on the face of it’s just one question, if you look a little closer it’s actually loaded up with many questions layered on top of one another – a bit like a question burger.

[image: An illustration of a burger made up of different layers. There are question marks within the different layers.]
For example, when people ask you ‘Where are you from?’, they could be asking what town or city you live in. They could be asking where you were born, they could be asking what country your parents were born in, or, they could be asking what race or ethnicity you are. Or like Dean mentioned in his letter, they could be asking about your heritage and where your parents and their parents were born (without explicitly asking).


QUICK DICTIONARY PULL-OUT



RACE

The idea of race as we know it today was created by European philosophers as a system to identify and group people across the world based on the way they look, whether it’s their skin colour, hair texture, facial features or eye shape. This way of grouping people has been used as a way for people in one group to falsely claim that they are better than, and more deserving, than those in another group.

People are
















	 Avoid answering it, or

	 Ask them a question in response.
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		What words would you use to describe yourself, your race and your heritage?

		Do you think this is different from how your parents, family or friends would describe you? If so, how?

		How do those differences in your description and their description make you feel?

		It can be really difficult to hear someone describe you in a way that you’re not comfortable with. How do you react if you hear someone describe you differently from the words you’ve used above?

		Do you feel more drawn to one side of your heritage than another?

		How do you see yourself? What words spring to mind when you think about the kind of person you are? Who are your role models? Who do you look up to? What inspires you to do the things you do? What foods do you like? Where do you feel most comfortable, and who with? How do you feel about the way you look?

		Do you think this is different from how others see you?

		Do you have any words that people have used to describe you that make you feel bad or negative about your identity? Why do you think this is?

		Notice what words you use to describe yourself. Why do these words feel right?
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