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This book is dedicated to all leaders of today and tomorrow, particularly those from minority backgrounds. To the leaders that have navigated their way to the top of business and culture, thank you for being a beacon of inspiration for the next generation of talent. And to the rising stars who dare to dream, we salute you as you carve your own paths and create a better future.
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JONATHAN MILDENHALL
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Hello,


If you’re reading this, chances are you’re thinking about a career decision that will change your life.


I’ve had many of those moments in my life; ones that led me to Manchester Metropolitan University; ones that led me to a Senior Vice President position at the Coca-Cola Company, which was, at the time in 2006, the most valuable brand on the planet; and, ones that led me to the Chief Marketing Officer position at Airbnb in 2014, which ultimately became the most valuable and influential travel brand in the world. But before I get into the details and share some of the highlights, let me start by taking you right back to the beginning.


Owning my difference


During the 1960s, my mum had five sons to three different men. My beautiful mum is white, my two older brothers are white, and my two younger brothers are white. Born in 1967, I’m the child of a brief encounter my mum had with my Nigerian father, a handsome, dark-skinned and tall man, who had emigrated from Nigeria a few years earlier. So, not only did I grow up the only Black person in my primary family, but I also grew up on a predominantly white, poverty-stricken council estate in north Leeds. As a child, I faced abuse in different parts of my life: sometimes at home, occasionally in the classroom, often on the streets, and always in the playground. It was awful. That said, I don’t blame anyone specifically – racism was (indeed, it still is) a huge part of British culture.
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The late ‘60s and ‘70s was an era when Britain generally was struggling to come to terms with mass immigration from places like India, Pakistan, the Caribbean and West Africa. The racism these Black and brown communities experienced was brutal. There was a large and growing population of hard-core racists, with policies based on the idea of ‘Keeping Britain White’. The highest-profile group at the time was the National Front party. Founded the year I was born, in 1967, it reached the height of its electoral support during the mid-1970s, when it was the UK’s fourth largest party in terms of share of votes. The National Front (NF) was very active in Leeds. I remember being given National Front party flyers too many times, whilst being spat on by angry, hateful NF supporters as I left school. The leaflets were designed to stoke fear of or in Black people. They worked: each time, I was left a terrified little boy. One flyer I remember showed two illustrations of the human brain. One was supposedly the brain of a white man, the other the brain of a Black man. The white man’s brain was some twenty per cent larger. The headline read, ‘proof, Black men are stupid, they have smaller brains!’ I kept a bunch of those leaflets, hidden out of sight from my brothers and my mum. I guess I wanted to find ways to understand if any of the claims were true, so I kept them for later study.


Although extreme in their rhetoric, the NF party didn’t occupy a niche opinion. Surveys conducted in the mid-1960s revealed that four out of five British people felt that ‘too many immigrants had been let into the country’. The British media played a role too; broadly speaking this was a time when Black communities were communities to either fear or ridicule. Take British TV, for example. Each weekend I would sit with my white family, and oddly laugh at the portrayal of Black people on shows like The Black and White Minstrel Show or sitcoms like Love Thy Neighbour. Imagine the discomfort of being the only Black child in a room with your white family laughing about the Black people you saw on TV. The pain was made worse by knowing these shows, and others, would generate a fresh batch of racial abuse that I would have to endure at school as I was the only Black kid in my entire year. Although I loved school, I never liked Mondays. In short, I hated being Black because I hated being a target of hateful speech, ignorant humour or physical abuse. For me, all of these media portrayals of minorities not only affected how others saw me but also impacted how I saw myself. Was I a joke? Was I someone to be frightened of? Was I less intelligent than everyone in my class? For a time, I really didn’t know the right answer to these important questions. Honestly, before puberty, I would have given anything to be the same colour as everybody else in my family.


I’ve tried not to let individual incidents impact my broader sense of self and mental wellbeing. My mum played a huge role in this. When I was about five years old, she taught me a very powerful lesson about the difference between character and packaging.


One day, I came home from school very upset. As per usual, my mum was there, ready to comfort me. Some of the kids in school had called me a range of names. I didn’t know their exact meanings, but the vitriol, ridicule and anger in their tones made me feel that what they were saying was meant to harm me. And it had the desired effect. I was distraught.


Through my tears I told my mum all the names the kids in school had called me: ‘blackie’, ‘sambo’, ‘nigger’ and ‘paki’. I remember asking her if there was anything she could do to make me look more like her, more like my brothers, to make me white! Holding me close to her bosom, my mum comforted me and told me the most powerful truth, even to this day, I have ever heard. She said, ‘Jonathan, everywhere you go there will be stupid, ignorant people who might dislike you because of the colour of your skin, or the way you talk or even because of the clothes you wear. Most of the time, it is because they don’t like people who are different. But you, Jonathan, have something most people will never have – and that is your beautiful character that shines like sunshine; you light up every room and when people get to know you, they cannot help but really like you. It’s what’s inside of you, Jonathan, that people love, and your job is to let the inside of Jonathan shine brighter and brighter every day. They may call you names, but they can never, ever take away your character. Your character and your energy, Jonathan, will serve you more than you can possibly understand right now.’


I often look back on that moment as a real turning point in my own self-awareness and understanding of what makes a human being, as well as on what basis I want to be judged. For the longest time I wanted to blend in and be part of the crowd, but as I grew older and started to realise the impact I could have on people, I began to realise that my mum was right. It is in fact my difference that makes me unique; it is my energy that people are drawn to, my character that people grow to trust, my creativity that people get inspired by – and it is the colour of my skin that, honestly, helps people remember me.


The process of fully accepting myself took twenty-five years. Now aged fifty-five, the one thing I absolutely know for sure is that my mum was right: my character and my energy have taken me further than any other aspect of my being.


Dealing with bad advice


In my late teens, I went to Manchester Polytechnic, now called Manchester Metropolitan University, to study General Business and Finance. I was very suspicious of the course, but I followed some poor advice: ‘You should go to business school so you can become an accountant.’ This is what happens when someone with good intentions fails to consider your personality when they offer career advice.


Due to a lack of enthusiasm, I struggled to concentrate on the course and I failed several of the finance modules. I hadn’t failed at anything before and I was terrified that I would get kicked off the course. Meanwhile, I was also discovering and coming to terms with my sexuality. I was left with two fears: I didn’t want to fail and I didn’t want to be gay.


I sat down with the career advisor at Manchester Met and I was completely honest with her. I told her that I was struggling with the degree but didn’t want to get suspended. I wanted to be proactive in finding a solution. She responded with a sense of delight and confidence and said that with a triad, like mine, of personality, energy, and character, I should pursue a career in marketing. ‘Jonathan, I can see it now; you were born to become a great marketer’, she said.


At the time, I stared at her perplexed. But my confusion didn’t hold her back. I had no clue what marketers did, yet she spoke with so much assurance that I started to wonder why I hadn’t received that advice earlier and I dreaded the thought that I had just wasted a year pursuing a course that seemed to zap my energy. But there was a solution. She proposed that I swap some of the finance modules and replace them with marketing modules, one of which was in advertising.


In my first advertising tutorial, I started to learn how advertising and marketing underpin business, but there was still some hesitation and doubt. The professor introduced us to the three principal disciplines of an advertising agency. He talked about creative people who fill blank pieces of paper with scripts and concepts, and I remember thinking, ‘God, that sounds extremely hard!’ Next, he introduced us to strategic planning. He explained that these people directly interact with consumers and use data to figure out what the strategy should be. To my novice ears and without any reference points, that sounded rather boring. Unfortunately, Spotify Wrapped wasn’t a thing back then and I had little understanding of how data could be communicated in powerful, interesting and inspiring ways. Finally, he went into account management. He mentioned technical terms like ‘the hub of the agency making sure the creative teams are inspired and clear and working on time, on budget . . . managing all of these different relationships to get the work done . . . dealing with client relationships’. And ping, it was like a lightbulb went on in my head.


I had an epiphany. This was what I wanted to do. I knew it instantly. This was my second year at Manchester Met and I’d found my true focus, which I might not have done if I hadn’t been so unhappy with my original choices.


Right after that first tutorial and the lightbulb moment, I went back to my career advisor with this renewed sense of purpose and passion. I had found my calling and I wanted to pursue it right away. I thanked her for her advice and promised her that I would work incredibly hard and eventually get a job working for an advertising agency in London. I could barely sit still.


She clasped her hands, lowered her voice and said, ‘Jonathan I need to explain some things to you. The advertising industry is very white; it’s very middle class; and they only actually recruit from Oxford and Cambridge.’


In the space of a single sentence, she had respectfully told me that my paternal background, socio-economic background, and academic background were going to prevent me from pursuing this ideal career path. I walked out of her office and thought back to the advice from my mum all those years ago. I was determined to prove my advisor wrong and own my difference.


Giving it my all


My career advisor had unlocked something in me and there was no turning back. I had a healthy obsession with researching this new-found industry. With all of my research, I steadily cultivated it into a passion. I researched all the top London advertising agencies, their clients, their leaders, who invested the most in graduate training, campaign awards and different approaches to bringing a campaign to life. By the time I was ready to apply to different agencies, I was sure that I was armed with all of the knowledge and nuance, and this endowed me with the confidence I needed. This also allowed me to relax into the interview and allow my character to shine through.


Despite everything my teams have achieved at Coca-Cola, Airbnb, and TwentyFirstCenturyBrand, one of my proudest life moments is still when I went back to my career advisor, aged twenty-one, eighteen months after our initial conversation, and told her that I got a job at one of the leading advertising agencies in the world, McCann Erickson London, now called McCann London. I had done it. I was about to be the first ethnic minority to join McCann Erickson on their graduate training programme.


When they offered me the role at McCann Erickson, they told me I was their ‘experiment’. They said ‘there’s something special about you, Jonathan. You come from a Polytechnic university, you are working class, you’re from Leeds. We don’t know if you will fit in with our culture and clients, but there’s something about you that is truly special and we have all agreed to experiment with it and see where it takes us. How does that sound?’


At the time I was grateful for their honesty and their invitation to ‘experiment’. It almost released me from the pressure to perform and from the instinct to try and hide aspects of my background so that I could fit in and have a greater chance of being a success. I even called my mum and said, ‘I got accepted mum, but it is as an experiment. If it doesn’t work out, I’ll have to find something else to do. At least they are giving me a chance!’ For me, there was something very powerful and empowering about how they framed it. Positioning it as an experiment gave license for both parties to fail. When both parties have that license, the pressure of failure disappears and the opportunity for success emerges. Thirty years later, and I think it is very fair to say their experiment was a success. It paid off. And now I make a habit of putting talent experimentation forward. Just because someone hasn’t done something doesn’t mean that they cannot do something. McCann Erickson hired me because of the potential that they saw in me. I now hire on that premise too. I ask myself the question, ‘how far can this individual go?’ The resume only tells me where they have been, not where they can go. I’m a great example of a pretty ugly resume, as far as academic and intern experience goes, being overlooked by the good folks at McCann Erickson in favor of my potential. Once you experience this, you have an ongoing obligation to pay it forward.


I have enjoyed a fruitful and rewarding career in the advertising and marketing industry. Among other accolades, in 2017, Forbes ranked me in the top ten most influential Chief Marketing Officers in the world. I have helped build hundreds of billions of dollars’ worth of value through the work that I do and the teams I partner with. My calendar is full of meetings with prominent business leaders, entrepreneurs, celebrities, investors, philanthropists and journalists. I have travelled the world, visiting over sixty countries. I’ve been to the finals of the FIFA World Cup and the opening ceremonies of the Beijing and London Olympics. I took my mum to the latter and honestly it was another one of the proudest moments of my career. From a council estate in Leeds to a VIP box at the opening of the London Olympics with my mum. It was a surreal moment for both of us.


Thankfully, I am in a position now where, if my husband and I invest our wealth wisely, we will have created generational wealth meaning that our children’s children will have the financial resources to get a brilliant start in life in terms of education, empowerment and choices. That means a lot to me.


Yet, the issue of positive representation is still burning, especially in business. The upper levels of industry just don’t represent the rich diversity of talent across race, sexuality, religion, (dis)abilities, and socioeconomic backgrounds that the world has to offer. We need more experiments; we need more opportunities for companies and aspiring professionals to experiment with risks they may have never previously considered. There isn’t a month that goes by where I don’t experiment with myself, pushing myself into experiences I have never had, seizing responsibilities I have never taken up before.


But the most satisfying experiments I do today involve offering young folks who think they can’t, opportunities to prove to themselves that they can. I couple this with building teams of deep and robust diversity, and then I stand back and watch the creativity run wild. It isn’t easy or passive work. Experimenting with talent is hard, active work for any leader but it truly is the most rewarding work of my career.


A Colourful View From the Top


When I reflect on my life, I have numerous moments of incredulity. It could have been very easy for me to have taken a different path. I haven’t had positive role models who look like me in such close proximity since my days as a high school athlete. Don’t get me wrong, I don’t think for one minute this has held me back in terms of my achievements and the impact my work has had on the brands and businesses I have served. That said, I know that if I had been able to follow others who looked like me then I would have arrived here quicker as I wouldn’t have endured impostor syndrome for as long as I did. I would have known that I belonged. Nonetheless, when I look back on my life, I still always have a tremendous sense of pride. I made it all the way to the top of my industry and now I do my part to ensure that it is a fairer and more inclusive place for women and minorities.


However, the change we need to see is still happening at a pace so slow I know it will take a couple of generations of professionals before all industries fairly reflect the communities they serve. In 2020, during the aftermath of the murder of George Floyd, my co-founder, Neil Barrie and I were brainstorming on what actions we at TwentyFirstCenturyBrand could take to help address the challenges of systemic racism in the US and here in the UK. We wanted to make sure that we did something positive that leveraged our own expertise.


We knew how stories can shift culture and that we needed to tell more stories about outstanding Black and brown executives who have achieved extraordinary success across a number of professions where the top achievers are predominantly white and male. It was Neil’s idea to publish a series of books. I loved his idea, the title A Colourful View From the Top instinctively flashed into my mind, and this book was born.


Two and a half years later, here I am writing the introduction. This powerful book is made up of the personal life stories and reflections of twenty-one people who have each defied gravity, societal biases, and prejudice to climb their way to the very top of their chosen profession. To ensure we uncovered new names it was important to us that each executive built their reputation purely off the back of their chosen profession. Because of this we avoided celebrity business people who have built businesses on the back of popular fame. Whilst we truly respect and deeply admire such talent, we were committed to promoting emerging names alongside some iconic names I have no doubt you will be familiar with.


When you start out with a project like this, your greatest fear is that you won’t be able to persuade the people you want to feature to actually agree and put in the time to tell their stories. I’m so heartened to tell you that that has not been our experience and we are very grateful to have an amazing collection of world-class leaders who have so generously given their time and truth.


The stories you are about to read are utterly inspiring, captured so beautifully via interviews conducted over the past two years. These Black and brown luminaries have all become heroes to me. They have a number of traits in common:


•   None of them understand the meaning of ‘no’. They have all faced challenges, insecurities, doubts, disappointments, setbacks and failures. But these are just more reasons to get back up and try harder next time. Tell them ‘no’ and they’ll tell you they can.


•   They all work extremely hard and smart, and take great pride in pushing themselves to be the very best executive, creator, entrepreneur or industry leader they can be.


•   If the world they want to see doesn’t exist, then they will literally create it, build it or shape it into being. They are all united in this conviction.


•   None of them enjoy the current status quo in terms of diversity in business and all of them spend a lot of time and energy ensuring their companies, industries or organisations are making it a whole lot easier for the next generation of Black and brown talent to enter the workforce and be set up for ongoing success.


•   They are united by their passion to create the world they want to see.


This brings me to you, the reader. This book is specifically targeted towards young people who are either thinking about what career to choose or who are starting out in their chosen profession. The community of A Colourful View From the Top all hope that this book inspires you to dream bigger than you ever thought possible. Why? Because our collective future on this planet is dependent on people like you climbing all the way to the top so that you can help make a more balanced, more inclusive and fairer world for all. You might not think, right now, that you have what it takes to succeed – I didn’t when I was starting out. But the one thing I know for sure is that incredible things do happen when you believe. We hope this book will stoke your sense of belief in what it is you can become, and the gifts you have the potential to give to the world.


Before you go any further, take another good look at the cover which represents all twenty-one of our heroines and heroes. There’s a lot going on there: pride, focus, willingness to learn and a streak of defiance too. But most of all, there’s inspiration. You’re looking at someone who has been inspired to set out on their own hero’s journey.


We dearly hope that these twenty-one stories help inspire yours too. This book is designed to serve as a wisdom companion on your journey: it’s packed with extraordinary stories, life lessons and daily affirmations.


With love and untethered encouragement,


Jonathan Mildenhall











SIR DAVID ADJAYE OM OBE


[image: Illustration]


David Adjaye has always been curious about fusing the arts and sciences, culture and engineering. He started out on a foundation year art course at university, then after carrying out a redesign and rebuild of a café in Hampstead as a twenty-year-old student, he switched track to architecture and has become one of the most respected, exciting and purpose-driven architects in the world. In 2000 David founded Adjaye Associates, which today operates globally, with studios in Accra, London and New York, commissioning an array of prize-winning public, civic and private projects around the world. His firm has won pitches for projects including the world’s largest museum dedicated to African American history and culture, the Smithsonian’s National Museum of African American History and Culture located in Washington DC. Other projects include the Studio Museum in Harlem, Princeton University Art Museum, the Bernie Grant Arts Centre in Tottenham, London, the UK Holocaust Memorial & Learning Centre, the Stephen Lawrence Centre, the SKOLKOVO School of Management in Moscow, the Gwangju River Reading Room in South Korea, the Abrahamic Family House in Abu Dhabi and the National Cathedral of Ghana. Adjaye Associates has also worked on residential commissions for public figures including Sue Webster, Chris Ofili, Ewan McGregor, Alexander McQueen and Jürgen Teller.


David has written several books about architecture and the urban landscape, including the seven-volume Adjaye Africa Architecture, which features his photographs from a journey around fifty-three African cities. He has co-authored two seasons of the BBC’s Dreamspaces TV series and presented the documentary Building Africa: Architecture of a Continent.
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He is the winner of the prestigious and highly acclaimed Royal Institute of British Architecture’s Gold Medal and featured in Time magazine’s 100 Most Influential People list in 2017, the same year the late Queen knighted him for services to architecture. In 2022, Adjaye was appointed to the Order of Merit, selected by Her Majesty the Queen, in recognition of distinguished service in his field.


You don’t necessarily have to choose between your passions


As a teenager, I was torn between pursuing my passions and pursuing a career. I thought they were mutually exclusive. I wondered whether my admiration for engineering, specifically chemistry and physics would be enough to satiate my love for science. I thought that choosing science would mean I would have to dilute my curiosity in the arts. I was not prepared to give up on either so I needed to find a discipline where they could co-exist.


My father was a diplomat and he believed that ‘to escape all the ills of the world’ one must enter a profession. I realised that I cared more about confronting and tackling the ills of the world than escaping them. I had no idea how I would get to that point. As a teenager, this felt like a very lofty idea. My father instilled a lot of confidence in me, even at the very early stages of my idea development. He could have easily dismissed my ideas, but he instead gave me some hope. I am forever grateful that he allowed me to take an unconventional path and trusted me enough to follow through on my intuition.


With these two things in mind, a love for science and art, and a desire to create something meaningful for society, I set out to test the waters. Thankfully, I had some pivotal guidance along the way. My high school art teacher told me that I was a talented drawer and that I had a promising ability to communicate abstract ideas. He also appreciated that I adored the rational, methodological, and analytical aspects of science, and suggested that I should dip my toes in a foundation year art course. He reassured me that I would have the opportunity to combine these interests, and so I enrolled on the foundation year art course at Middlesex University in north London. I had a phenomenal experience, so much so that I decided to stay on. I still was not completely invested in architecture, so continued along the adjacent path. I chose a three-dimensional design and art course, also at Middlesex, and that was when I had a very convincing breakthrough that architecture could be the path for me. Several weeks into this degree program, I met my first clients. My business acumen was still at its early stages, but I had enough knowledge to write a proposal for the project


When opportunity knocks, take the chance, no matter how outrageous it might be


One day at university, some international students on a business studies course ventured into the design studio. They happened to walk in just in time to watch a presentation of a project I was delivering. After class, they approached me and mentioned that they had been thinking about building a café in north London. They had secured a plot of land in Hampstead Heath near to a new shopping centre and wanted to open a quaint and trendy shop. I showed them my mini portfolio of work from my foundation year and some other more abstract and conceptual pieces that were part of my personal sketchbook. Bear in mind that I was not yet an architecture or an interior design student, but I had enough transferable skills to show them what I could create in the right context. I had no idea what would stick or what would inspire them.


They seemed to like what they saw and a few conversations later, I whisked up a brief. It outlined the key components of the design for the café, the key constraints we would need to consider, a rough idea of the timeline and materials, and finally, a budget. It was so unprecedented to have this type of opportunity with such little professional experience, but I was determined to test my theory that I could somehow bridge the sciences and arts in impactful ways, so I was adamant that I had to give it my best shot. They eventually commissioned me and two of my best friends from my course. We designed and built every detail of the space. It was a very iterative process and I learned a tremendous amount about balancing different stakeholder needs. Our design evolved throughout the process, but thanks to constant communication, we remained aligned even as the design of the café changed and exceeded some of our expectations.


We counted numerous mistakes along the way, but it was fascinating and humbling to simultaneously feel like an expert and a beginner. Even if I did not have all of the answers to their questions, I would always go back to the drawing board and problem solve with my collaborators. I also became a regular at my professors’ office hours. It was quite amazing to think through different challenges and apply what I was learning in the classroom to a real-world project with real stakeholders.


Call in help when you need it


Whenever something arose that was beyond the scope of our rather limited expertise, we contacted some of our professors. This one time, our clients asked us to design a metal piece of furniture. I had taken one metalwork class. So, what did we do? We consulted our metalwork teacher and realised it would take too long for us to build expertise in that area. So we hired him. He of course did a phenomenal job, but he also taught us along the way. I did not realise this at the time, but those early experiences in collaboration were pivotal lessons that would serve me and my teams well in the future. Later in my career, I realised that collaboration is a fundamental part of architecture and problem-solving. For example, although Adjaye Associates was the lead design architect on the Smithsonian Museum project, we collaborated with three other architectural firms and thirty-six consultants.


In hindsight, the dynamic from the café project helped to accelerate my learning and build my communication skills. The knowledge from my foundation year was also incredibly helpful. It helped fill gaps in our knowledge and fundamentally ensured that whatever we built, the right building blocks were in the right place, both metaphorically and literally.


We built all of the furniture; we plastered the walls, and we thrifted second-hand shops to acquire all of the kitchen equipment. The café ended up gaining an unexpected level of media attention in the design press. To our complete surprise, this led to job offers from some of the most prominent architectural firms.


If you’re going to believe in yourself, make sure you deliver


My experiment seemed to be working in my favour. I now had some tangible results of how to fuse the arts and sciences. I got some advice on my potential next steps. One option was to pursue an architecture degree, but the caveat of this option was that it would disregard my previous university years and I would in essence have to start from scratch. I had now had a taste of the industry and was inspired enough to commit to architecture as a fusion of my career and passion. However, I was not prepared to take what felt like an unnecessarily long route. I knew that there were significant gaps in my knowledge and that in order to confer confidence, authenticity, and craft in future clients and ultimately get their respect, I would need to have some form of professional accreditation.


Typically architecture degrees take approximately three to seven years to complete depending on the number of years of experience. I was willing to spend one more year formally learning in a university context. My friends from the café project and I devised a plan. We decided to contact as many architecture schools as possible and pitch that, with our previous university education, experience, and portfolios, we skip to the final year. It was a bold proposition, but what did we have to lose? After several schools rejected our proposal for an expedited degree, we received some promising news from London South Bank University. The Head of the School remarked that our portfolios demonstrated a senior level of craftsmanship and he was prepared to waive the typical requirement and allow us to complete our degrees in one year. Just like before, there was a caveat. He stipulated that we would have to demonstrate an excellent grasp of the material during the first term. If we did not deliver, we would have to go back to the second year. We struggled to envision a scenario where we went back to the second year, so we converted that agreement into motivation. We honed our craft and developed a rigorous, passionate and meticulous work ethic.


As was the case with my father’s support, I was very grateful that the Head of the School recognised my potential and was willing to take a calculated risk. It paid off. Several months later, I completed my degree in architecture with a First Class honours. Because of my grade, my student project, the Respite Centre, was entered into the judging pool of the Royal Institute of British Architects (RIBA) President’s Medals. These are annual awards, open to students from over one hundred architecture schools worldwide. They are seen as the most prestigious student architecture awards. The three categories are Bronze Medal, Dissertation Medal and Silver Medal. In 1990, following my student project, I was the Bronze medalist. The Respite Centre was deeply autobiographical. It drew inspiration from the hardships my brother, Emmanuel, endured after he contracted an infection as a toddler that left him disabled. The Centre envisioned the inclusion of disability respites as integrated, beautiful parts of our urban environments. In hindsight, the project was an opportunity for me to process a more seamless way for my brother to navigate the world. I realised that accessibility should be thoughtfully, intentionally and beautifully designed pieces of architecture as opposed to add-ons and that, architecture and design were about problem-solving for dignity, community and a way to solve for human need. I learned that architecture was not about aesthetics; it was about democratising knowledge. Aesthetic beauty and form were byproducts of intentional problem-solving. I could not appreciate this at the time, but that project set the foundational ethos and mission for my practice. I wanted to use architecture as a means of cultivating the changes I wanted to see in society. It was comforting and affirming to see the ways in which I could blend science and arts to support making the world more accessible for people with specific mobility needs, without compromising on elegance or charm.


The award also struck a deeper and more personal chord. On both a personal and professional level, this was tremendously important for me. It unshackled me from having to prove that this was the right path. It also offered more tangible evidence to my family that it could be possible to blend my passions and carve out my own career. Unbeknown to me at the time, this was just the beginning. My father, my high school art teacher and the head of Architecture at South Bank had planted the seeds. It was my turn to nurture them. Also, my relationship with time was changing. I no longer felt like I was in a rush to prove something.


Don’t disregard early life experiences


My father’s job as a diplomat meant that my family travelled a lot. By the time I was eleven years old, my family and I had lived in Dar es Salaam, Kampala, Nairobi, Cairo, Beirut, Accra, and Jeddah. As a child, I found this quite difficult because I was always trying to assimilate into a new environment and as soon as I felt connected to a new place and people, it was time to move again. We had to find stability in movement and I learned that home is about how a place makes you feel and what kinds of relationships the space allows you to create. As I progressed along my architecture path, I started to understand more about this idea and more importantly see it in practice. It was beautiful to re-engage with a feeling I had as a child and understand the theoretical component, but more importantly, help to recreate a sense of home for others. My early travels sensitised me to the plurality of the world. It taught me to challenge my assumptions and appreciate the vast ecologies of the world. Seeing and experiencing so many different versions of home and constructions of space helped me understand the dialogues between culture, technology and beliefs around the world. Although I could not make sense of all of these thoughts at the time, I tried to absorb as much of it as possible: the confusion, the questions, and the curiosity. However, that is not to say that I did not appreciate being in one place. When my father chose for the family to settle in London, I felt comfort in knowing that I would have the opportunity to build a more long-term relationship with the city.



Success can bring its own share of issues


What is important for aspiring design leaders to understand, and what I have come to understand is that success is a non-linear journey, and it is not overnight. Some markers of success came earlier to me than expected and that brought some challenging seasons in my life. I was of course very grateful for the recognition, but I did not expect it. I expected some markers of affirmation, but the significance of the awards meant that I also developed a confusing relationship with the ideas of success and failure. I knew that I had earned my recognition, but it was difficult to believe that I was actually in that position. As a result, I developed a fear that that my success was a fluke. I was therefore scared to fail, which for an architect, someone used to iterating and learning from mistakes, felt very unnatural.


By this time, I was no longer working at Eduardo Souto de Moura’s studios in Porto, Portugal; I now had my own architecture firm, which was and remains fairly unprecedented as a person of colour in this industry. Part of my ambition in opening my own firm was to champion the value of architecture and inspire people to pursue it, just like I had, as an opportunity to fuse multiple seemingly competing passions. If I had not been lucky enough to have the right support, I could have ended up pursuing what would not have been the right path for me. Some of these reflections inspire me to ensure that I can support the next generation in their pursuits and advocate for architecture as a tool to tackle global problems. It brought me back to some of my teachers, the less encouraging ones, who actually made comments about how my background as an African automatically ruled out architecture as a career path. Those memories inspire me to do some of the work I do such as supporting the Amos Bursary’s internship programme, partnering with Rolex.org to mentor the next generation of architects, particularly those of African heritage, or co-founding the African Futures Institute (AFI), a new architecture school headquartered in Accra. Working with stellar rising talent such as Mariam Kamara and Sumayya Vally on how to ensure African architecture has its own identity while simultaneously helping them unlock their true potential, is very rewarding.


I have my mother to thank for mentorship. She was adamant that if I wanted to pursue architecture, then I should take the steps to make it a reality. I really loved how confident my mother was in my and my brother’s aspirations. My brother wanted to be a scientist and she also told him to take the steps to make it happen. He is now one of the most renowned scientists in Germany. Reflecting on my parents, what strikes me about their approach to parenting is they did a phenomenal job of managing our expectations. If we wanted to do something extraordinary, they would encourage us while also sharing the reality of the hurdles we may have to overcome from a purely practical perspective. That meant that while my brother and I were aware of the potentially laborious process, we at least could make informed decisions and weigh up various options.


Navigating identity politics


One of the things I found – and still find – challenging is being seen as a colour before being seen as a person. From my early architecture experiences, I was aware of how I was an anomaly in the industry. However, I had only ever been known as David. My family saw me as David and my friends saw me as David. I was David. So when people started to call me the Black guy or the Black architect, it was quite unsettling. During my time at Middlesex University and my final year at South Bank, people called me ‘the Black guy’. I was the only Black person in my classes, so I understand why that name stuck. It was probably the easiest way for people to demarcate me from my peers, but it made me feel quite uncomfortable because I felt that people recognised me because of how I looked as opposed to what I could offer, what skills I had, or my character. I would not have expected people to call me an architect; I was still very young. However, I wanted to be perceived beyond just the colour of my skin. Then, after I received the RIBA Bronze Award, I was referred to as ‘the Black architect’. That was significant for me, but there was something about it that still made me feel uncomfortable and somewhat limited. I, of course, wanted to be respected for my craft, but I did not want it to just be seen through a racialised lens. As my career progressed, I took more visits to the US to meet various clients, and I got inducted into different African American communities. These communities helped me understand the nuances of my experiences; they endowed me with a sense of pride but also ‘safety in numbers’ because, for the first time, I was surrounded by a group of phenomenally successful Black people at the top of their fields, and, as a group, we saw each other for our values, character traits and purpose, as opposed to being Black.


Connecting and learning from different kinds of communities has been pivotal to my design process and has inspired many of the projects that I take on. It has helped me feel more whole, integrated and authentic. I feel inspired and unapologetic about designing pieces that explicitly respond to social injustices such as the UK Holocaust Memorial and Learning Centre, the Cherry Groce Memorial Pavilion and the Stephen Lawrence Centre. Stephen Lawrence, a young nineteen-year-old Black boy, was murdered in a racist attack by thugs in London in 1993 and the police’s treatment of the case led to the coining of ‘institutional racism’. One of the many things I love about architecture is that it allows you to make huge statements without using words. It has the power to teach, inform, and inspire action.


RIBA Gold and the Knighthood


In 2021, thirty years after receiving the RIBA Bronze Medal, I was put forward for the RIBA Gold Medal. This award is typically given to someone or a group who has significantly influenced the advancement of architecture globally. It was launched in 1848 and former Royal Gold Medallists include Zaha Hadid (2016) who designed the 2012 London Olympics Acquatics Centre, Norman Foster (1983) who designed The Gherkin, Apple Park and City Hall, and Sir George Gilbert Scott (1859) who designed Westminster Abbey and St Pancras Renaissance Hotel. I was very humbled and honoured to win the Medal and to be considered part of this group alongside some of my biggest inspirations. I was also the first Black architect to receive the award. For me, receiving the Gold Medal was validation of this vision I have of a different design world, where issues of inclusion, issues of design exploration, issues of different references into the canon are finally being accepted into the mainstream. And that’s thrilling, because that’s what has become a signature of my work – this very idea that you can make architecture that reflects not just the image of what you see around you, but also another trajectory of knowledge. Knowledge that can be brought in to enrich the context and celebrate a different representation. For the RIBA Gold Medal jury to recognise my work remains one of the highest moments in my career to date.


For me, the greatest privilege is not just to work in one place, but to be able to touch many lives around the world. What is so powerful about the Gold Medal is that I believe it has and will continue to propel me to places that I would not have been able to reach before. And I’m grateful and deeply honoured by that opportunity.


As a person of colour being offered the knighthood stirred all these complex questions about the British Empire, the Colonial Project and its legacy so I grappled with whether to accept it. I accepted it because I saw my knighthood as a symbol of how the empire is changing and what the definition of knighthood means in our contemporary world. Ultimately, it’s a recognition that you are at the top of your field in your professional career. For me, it’s not about a duty or service to the monarchy but about your professional impact.


Lessons


Opportunity can knock at any time. For young David it was a student project that led to his first breakthrough commission, designing a café in Hampstead.


Don’t be afraid to fuse your passions and your career. Once you have a vague idea of what you care about, start testing the waters. Once you find a way to blend everything, make a commitment to be the very best you can be.


To be the very best in the industry you first have to learn the rule book, then over time know what rules you need to break in order to move the industry forward as you set new standards and industry norms.


Impostor syndrome is a natural part of a high-impact career. Embrace self-doubt, name it and push through it.




Affirmation: Today, I’ll be the best I can be and then I will become better.














AMALI DE ALWIS MBE
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After finishing school, Amali studied manufacturing engineering at Birmingham University, then, in what appeared to be a radical shift, switched to the London College of Fashion at the University of the Arts London. She graduated with a degree in Product Design and Development with a specialism in shoe design. After a successful spell at the venerable British shoemakers Clarks, Amali took another equally dramatic change of tack and entered the corporate world. She upskilled as a quantitative researcher at TNS Global and then joined PwC, first as a ‘Research Manager’ and then moved across to be a ‘Thought Leadership Manager’. She was so highly regarded that she was seconded to the World Economic Forum in Geneva to undertake a project that looked at the relationship between trust and business performance. Amali and her team then presented the insights from the research at the Forum’s annual meeting in Davos.


However, it didn’t take her too long to realise she could have a stronger positive impact on society away from conventional corporate life and she found her true calling in empowering others in business and tech. She joined Code First: Girls (CFG) in 2015 as its first CEO. CFG is a not-for-profit company dedicated to closing the gender gap in the tech industry. It has become the largest provider of in-person free coding courses for women and non-binary people in the UK. The organisation prides itself on creating a safe, empowering and nurturing environment for its members to learn coding skills. It also helps large corporate companies to recruit and retain diverse tech talent. Under Amali’s leadership, CFG had tremendous growth and was teaching more women to code each year than any computer science undergraduate degree program in the UK. Following Amali’s time at CFG, she joined Microsoft as Managing Director of Microsoft for Startups in the UK where she spent a number of years supporting startups operating in the ‘B2B SaaS’ (business-to-business software-as-a-service) sector to scale and grow. Most recently, Amali returned to mission-focused entrepreneurship by joining Subak as CEO. Subak is a data cooperative and the world’s first accelerator focused on not-for-profit climate data startups.
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Outside of her day job, Amali sits on several boards, and is currently on the board of Ada, National College for Digital Skills; the Raspberry Pi Foundation; and Unboxed 2022. She was a founding member at Tech Talent Charter, was named as ‘The Most Influential Woman in UK IT’ by Computer Weekly and was awarded an MBE in 2019 in the New Year’s Honours list for Services to Diversity and Training in the Tech Industry.


Make the most of whatever life gives you


I was a curious kid who asked a lot of questions, and, thankfully, had family members who would answer a lot of those questions for me. Also I’m asthmatic, so as a kid I used to have to carry a little bag of my asthma medications with me, which was brilliant because it doubled as my ‘MacGyver’ bag (referencing the main character from the 1980s TV series MacGyver, an adventurer who could construct any lifesaving gadget from the contents of his pockets). I’d put in pen knives, compasses, bits of string . . . everything I could find that enabled me to go on adventures. That was something I really loved; the idea of exploring and building new things. My mother trained as a tailor and my dad was a doctor so they made or did things – so for me, whether it was doing crafts or building mechanical things out of stuff I could find or little radios out of electronic kits, I didn’t really mind. I just liked the idea of finding, building, and making things. As a kid, I was a maker, and I guess it began with my MacGyver bag.



Don’t be put off by a name


The main reason I chose to study engineering at university was because it felt like the natural place for me to exercise my innate curiosities. It also felt like the only pathway that would allow me to couple abstract creativity with practical creation. However, I soon realised that the building blocks of engineering exist in other professions. If we look back to some of the ‘Renaissance man’ type characters, like da Vinci and Copernicus, it is so clear that they were not confined to one profession. They exercised their plural interests and pursued the most relevant outlets. They were painters, artists and illustrators; they designed and built things; they were polymaths. There’s a connection between the creativity and technology that I think is really important, especially when we talk about what sorts of jobs exist for girls and what sorts of jobs exist for boys, and how we incorrectly stereotype people as more likely to be creative or mathematical based on gender. In reality, creativity, maths and logic apply across lots of different sectors. For example, you can have artists who are fantastic engineering thinkers and then engineers who are artistic and creative.


One of the other mistakes we often make is assigning a job as technical or creative based on a stereotype of an industry. For example, when I did manufacturing engineering, I remember taking drafting classes where we had to draw exploded diagrams of components which gave an exaggerated view of all the different parts, the different angles, the measurements and all of the component parts. Then, when I moved to my degree in shoe design, I had to do the exact same style of drawings. The only difference was that I was drafting shoes instead of car parts. I was completing these incredibly technical drawings on how these things would fit together, including the measurements and angles involved. It got me thinking about how we have these two industries, of which people may say, ‘Oh yes, fashion design is all for women . . . and engineering is for men’. But we miss the key point: both industries require the same skillset. The issue is that we view these careers through a gendered lens which often means we pigeon-hole highly capable people and don’t give them the chance to explore and apply incredibly valuable skillsets to different kinds of industries.
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