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Introduction


I shall return again; I shall return


To laugh and love and watch with wonder-eyes


At golden noon the forest fires burn,


Wafting their blue-black smoke to sapphire skies.


I shall return to loiter by the streams


That bathe the brown blades of the bending grasses,


And realize once more my thousand dreams


Of waters rushing down the mountain passes.


I shall return to hear the fiddle and fife


Of village dances, dear delicious tunes


That stir the hidden depths of native life,


Stray melodies of dim remembered runes.


I shall return, I shall return again,


To ease my mind of long, long years of pain.


‘I Shall Return’, CLAUDE MCKAY, 1922


Read this poem above a couple of times and see if it elicits any kind of reaction. No? Well, me neither the first time I read it. It just seemed like a normal, you know, poem. Beautiful? Yes. Emotive? Absolutely. But nothing particularly special, to be honest. However, what I’d like you to do is keep the poem at the back of your mind for a bit, then reread it when you get to the end of this introduction. Then read it again when you get to the end of this book and see how you feel. See if the words take on extra resonance. It took me a beat to get it – well, it took me about five days of filming in Jamaica for my ITV documentary Empire’s Child (made by Doc Hearts) to finally understand and feel its words.


In no way am I suggesting you hop on a flight to a far-flung destination, but what I’m hoping is that through the stories I tell in this book, this poem makes you think about where ‘home’ sits in the story of your life. That it makes you reflect on where or what you may want to return to, as the poem suggests. When the penny finally dropped with me, it was a visceral and unexpected reaction that suddenly bubbled to the surface and overflowed uncontrollably. It was primal. It felt like I wasn’t in control of my body. It wasn’t as if the tears started coming slowly, it was as though years of pent-up immigrant emotions that had been building like a pressure cooker in my heart had suddenly burst. And with it came tears that overflowed. It was like I’d lost control of my legs. My entire body was hit by this juggernaut of emotions. My legs buckled, and I was bent over and groaning in pain; not physical – emotional. With that came the dripping of my tears onto the red dirt of the land of my ancestor’s birth. My heart was hurt, sad, joyful and at peace, all in one fell swoop. For me, it was weird and unexpected.


But if you get even half of that, it’s a connection that may sit with you for a while.


A historian was explaining the importance of this location to the history of the maternal side of my family; although I have distant relatives who still live in the area, I wasn’t aware of the origins of the connection, or just how far back it went. When I got out of the car, I could hear the familiar sound of reggae blaring out of someone’s sound system down the road, the sound of chickens housed in the coop in the garden of a house behind me. It was early afternoon after a journey which had seemed to take hours as the car weaved its way along the roads that twirled themselves round and round the hills in the searing heat of the day, as the driver tried to avoid the plentiful potholes that peppered the tarmac almost continuously. When we arrived and slid the door of the car open, what I wanted was the breath in fresh air that could bring some relief from the exhaustion and the passing car sickness – what I got instead was a slap in the face from the intensity of the heat that was beating down at the top of that hill. There was to be no relief from the heat that day, which made the bubbling emotions of the day become ever-more magnified.


We’d spent the day talking to various historians about my family’s connection to the slave trade, the aim being to find out more about the mixed heritage of my great-great-great-grandfather William Stanbury. That day we’d discovered that he was included on a list of enslaved people who were owned by John Stanbury – a white slave owner. The historian had concluded that John had listed his own children as property that he owned: making John my great-great-great-great-grandfather. As to whether William was a son he ever acknowledged we were never able to ascertain, so it had been an eye-opening but also frustrating day.


No one would tell me why we were on the top of that mountain; the producers kept repeating that my curiosity about the puzzle would soon be satiated. I looked out towards the valleys that were created by the swooping hill ahead. Lush green produce lay ahead as far as you could see. And it was a beautiful as you can imagine. I was then told to walk down the hill where another historian would join us to talk me through why we were on that hill.


She gestured towards a stretch of lush green land behind me, and explained that somewhere in there was the first piece of land my family ever owned when they became free. The name of that couple was Andrew and Elsey Pusey; they were enslaved people in Jamaica in the 1790s and became two of the first freed when slavery was abolished in 1834. Through the slave owner allowing them to buy a piece of land to call their own, they were able to grow fruit and vegetables to sell at the local market. That in turn put in motion a series of events which would lead to my grandfather, in the 1970s, upping sticks and moving to the UK, and my parents settling in the country of my birth. It was almost like a butterfly effect: the wings of my ancestors back in the 1830s caused a ripple effect that was still being felt today. To finally find out the catalyst responsible for the history of my family was quite something. And that’s when I glanced down at the poem again and its symbolism made sense. I had returned.


I’ve always felt like a sum of many parts. I’m British, I was born here, and I’ve lived here my entire life. But I’m also Jamaican. The food, traditions, culture, language and personality traits of my ancestors are integral to who I am. But all those things are also true of the British side of me. It’s been a learning curve. I remember being at a birthday Sunday lunch at a mate’s house when I was in my early twenties. Her mum brought all the food to the table and sat down, and everyone started eating. I was aghast. I said to her mum that she’d forgotten to bring the rice to the table. Everyone looked at me confused, and my friend Chantal explained that English Sunday dinner doesn’t include rice – it blew my mind, folks. BLEW MY MIND! By that point I’d spent almost twenty years of my life having rice with my dinner every Sunday (for we Jamaicans, rice is very much a staple). I genuinely thought that’s what everyone did!


So, what home feels and looks like for me can be varied and beautiful and full of contradictions. London is my home, England is my home, Britain is my home, Jamaica is my home, the Caribbean is my home. My DNA shows that West Africa is also historically my home. But where among these myriad coordinates on a world map is the place that’s home in my heart? It’s a difficult one really. When your lineage is spread out across three continents, trying to navigate in your mind to the location that fills every part of your being with a sense of stillness, with a hint of belonging, and a side of peace can be a tough one. It’s one that I still struggle with, to be honest. I often find that I feel like a square peg trying to force myself into a round hole. Only parts of it fit, and the rest is left out. There are still so many instances where I have to explain why my hair is different, or why I still have to put sunblock on (‘You burn, really?!’), it can be tiring. It’s moments like that that make you wonder if home can really be the place where you find yourself constantly having to explain parts of yourself.


Through the process of writing this book, I spoke to lots of people about how they view the world in terms of home. And with each interview I would gain even more clarity, and yet still be more confused, because each person saw it very differently.


I’ve always felt incredibly lucky to have been born and raised in London. It’s where we’re raising our children. Just under half of the people who live here identify as an ethnic minority1 and its sights, smells and sounds are very much a reflection of that. Walk through parts of London and you could be transported to a place in the world that you’d never been fortunate to set foot in before. And yet here, you can. It’s a bus, Tube, train or walk away. Save for a few stints working abroad, and elsewhere in the UK, I’ve lived in London my whole life. So, does that make it home?


On the other side of the coin, I have friends who packed up their lives and headed to London in their twenties, lured by the city of opportunity, hoping to make their mark in the world. For those who’ve spent over half their lives living here, does London feel like home? Or are they, like me, slightly conflicted over exactly what home means? For many of them it means jumping on a train and walking through their family’s front door to the smell of their mum’s cooking, the sound of their dad watching footy too loudly in the living room and their siblings mostly ignoring them but secretly excited to see them. For others it could be jewellery handed down from grandma, a scarf that smells like mum, notes left in a book by their dad, or just stepping off a plane and smelling the familiar air of where you grew up.


I grew up in Lewisham in south-east London, an area which, according to the latest census, is the local authority with the highest proportion of people identifying as Black. Not a surprise since, at times, it felt like I lived in a Jamaican household in a corner of London that was quintessentially Caribbean. It was a beautiful place to be raised. At home there was me, my younger brother Joshua and sister Carina, the textbook middle-child. And, of course, my mum and dad, Dorrett and Denniston. Memories can sometimes be skewed over time, I know that, but I remember it as a house that was never truly quiet: there was always one of my parent’s friends popping in unannounced if they were driving by (pre-mobile phones, obviously), or one of my many aunts and uncles, usually with a couple of cousins in tow. Our house was the centre for so many people, and we all loved it that way.


It was sold in my mid-twenties when we became a blended stepfamily. So as a fully fledged, card-carrying, bill-paying grown-up, any cravings I’ve had for ‘going home’ have never been satiated. I’ve always been slightly jealous of people who return to their old bedrooms at Christmas, and I’ve often wondered what it might have been like to run ‘back home’ when my heart had been broken by boys masquerading as men, or when the heaviness of grown-up life became too much. Or to have my kids experience sleeping over in my old bedroom, complete with posters of RnB bands from a bygone era – Jodeci, Take That, Ultimate Kaos – the windows slightly stained by the nicotine of friends sneakily smoking out of my window.


Maybe I’d been desperately trying to find home when I started the journey of looking into my family history. The weight of what I might find to complete the puzzle was sitting very heavily on my shoulders when I arrived in Jamaica in the summer of 2021. As soon as I stepped off the plane, I breathed in that Jamaican air for the first time in three years, and against my better judgement I could just feel the British stiff-upper-lip attitude I’d flown over with slowly but surely ebbing away. I’d left London with the attitude that whatever I found wasn’t going to move me; in fact, I didn’t want it to move me. History is history, right? Why should it have any impact on my present? But what I know now is just how wrong, infantile and ill-judged that was. What I hadn’t realised, as the plane started its ascent from Gatwick, was that sometimes you have no control over the way your body can react to things: sometimes your body processes it first, while your brain plays catch-up.


Like many immigrants, my family is transient. And like many Jamaican families, I’m the descendant of 450 years of enslaved people, meaning that Britain has been part of my make-up for quite some time; even though to many, my darker skin means that I’m anything but. So perhaps that’s why ‘home’ can be so difficult to quantify for me and so many others. When your family’s been moved from pillar to post and has started from scratch so many times, it can be hard to know where you belong. It can be hard to pinpoint the place where, when its smells fill your lungs, when your feet touch its soil, when its sounds fill your ears, when your eyes widen with recognition of its scenery . . . it immediately feels like home.


The journey to find my roots and figure out where I came from was sparked by my Aunty Eleanor, upon the death of her dad, my grandad Byron. Once he was gone, she lost any answers to her questions about our family history. It’s not to say that something was missing from her life, it’s just that she wanted more of an understanding of where she came from. I guess she – like me – just wanted to feel complete. To feel whole. If there’s one thing that I would constantly tell people, it is to ask those questions of your elders while they’re still here, because once they’ve gone the answers could be gone for ever.


That was something that never crossed my mind in my twenties. I just wasn’t really that bothered about feeling whole, I was too busy partying hard and enjoying life. The yearning didn’t turn up in my thirties either. But then I had kids and reached my forties. And I suppose I felt a bit discombobulated. I was a mother learning to mother without a mother, and I felt a bit out of sorts. Unfinished, somehow. I’ve definitely taken a lot of my mum’s mothering traits. I often hear her as I speak her words when I’m telling the kids off, or when I’m praising them for conquering a task. ‘Ooh nah earr muss feel’ was one of her favourites [Translation: ‘If you don’t hear you will feel.’ Which basically means if you don’t do as you are told you’re likely to get reprimanded]. Another favourite, ‘Yuh nah tek up a book from maarning?’ [Translation: ‘Have you done any schoolwork today?’]. Oh, and this one I heard frequently due to my always-inquisitive mind: ‘Yuh fi come outta big people business’ [Translation: ‘This is an adult conversation’]. I may not repeat them verbatim to my kids, but the sentiment is basically the same.


I often wonder if my mum got those words and phrases from her mum and dad, and did my grandparents get them from their parents? What did they want to keep from their lives growing up in the Caribbean and pass on to their children, and what did they want to leave behind? What parenting and life traits did they pick up when they moved to Britain, and did they feel any less Jamaican being here? I’ll just never know because I didn’t bother asking my grandparents or my mum when they were alive.


I do often wonder if those who move away from the country of their birth make a conscious decision to pick and choose which elements of their life they take with them, and which they are happy to leave behind. I think I had a very Caribbean upbringing, very strict in parts, very focused on education, and always keeping us on a very short lead. My parents were also very wary of eating anywhere other than the houses of people they knew personally, just in case their kitchen was unsanitary or their hygiene standards were questionable. It took them a really long time to mellow out and let me eat at friends’ houses. That was after they had mellowed and allowed me to go to friends’ houses in the first place. Both of these scenarios are peak Jamaican in terms of the way my mum and dad handled and instilled discipline.


But I do understand that they were feeling their way in terms of how to parent in their second home. They had been raised with one kind of parenting in Jamaica, another with Jamaican parents in London, and were now trying to figure out their own version of that scenario. My dad had clearly figured it out once my younger brother reached his teens, since he was basically allowed to do anything. I might as well have been locked up for my entire teens compared to the freedom that child enjoyed.


My mum and her siblings all moved to Britain – my aunt arrived first aged eleven and the others joined them in the years that followed. My dad moved here in his late teens. But so many of their generation immediately moved back to Jamaica once they reached retirement age, despite so many of them spending more than half their lives in Britain. To them, time changed nothing. Home was always Jamaica, no matter how many years were spent here. Which is true of many immigrants who move to the UK – irrespective of their original country of birth. I spoke to my Uncle Errol about it for the documentary. This is a man who moved to London in his early teens and moved back to Jamaica in his sixties. He put it more far more eloquently and succinctly than I ever could: ‘Charlene, Jamaica is the land of my heart. Britain was the land of opportunity.’


When he said that it really hit me, you know? We were sat on a wall overlooking the port in Jamaica’s capital, Kingston. We hadn’t seen each other for three years, since the last time I was in Jamaica, so we were perched on this wall catching up. The country was still taking tentative steps out of the Covid-19 pandemic so the city was still really quiet. It felt at times like we were the only people in the port that day, and it was very different to the Kingston I had visited over the years. What hadn’t changed was my uncle; moving ‘back home’ made him seem younger somehow. His skin was glowing, his smile seemed brighter, he seemed more statuesque than before. Since returning, he definitely appeared more at peace; there was a stillness about him.


Talking to my uncle at the port that day may well have been the point when I started questioning where home is supposed to be for me. Can a country still be seen as the land of opportunity if you’re born here? I’m not quite sure. But before we even get to that, I’ve got to figure out what home actually means. It’s by no means a simple dictionary definition; that’s too basic.


Home: a noun meaning the place where one lives permanently, especially as a member of a family or household.


As I said, the literal definition is too basic. It goes far deeper than that.


Over the years I’d just taken it for granted that of course my dad and my uncle were going to move back to Jamaica in retirement. I don’t remember a time in my life when that wasn’t the plan. They talked about it enough when I was a kid, and had been saving incessantly for years to be able to achieve that dream.


But that was their home. So where was mine? I remember snippets of just about every family trip to Jamaica. I remember my grandad buying a goat when we arrived one year when I was seven years old. I think I was even with him when the seller brought it to the house. My grandad spent weeks fattening up this goat. I think I may have even helped him feed it; I’m not sure I was entirely certain why there was a random goat tied to the tree in my grandad’s front garden. But I genuinely think I decided to just roll with it.


I remember very clearly when D-day arrived: literally ‘Death-Day’. The day before my mum’s birthday was when the penny dropped: they were going to kill it. I remember my mum shutting me in the house and closing the curtains, without really properly explaining what was happening. But I, with the aforementioned inquisitive mind, waited for her to leave the room, then went straight to the curtains and cracked them open wide enough so that I could see, but not wide enough that the grown-ups outside could spot what I had achieved. And I watched the whole thing unfold, fascinated.


As an adult I do realise why they wanted to hide it from me. They wanted me to love the land of their birth, their home, and understand my roots. What they didn’t want is for me to be traumatised by watching a goat’s head being hacked off, and associate Jamaica with that trauma for ever. But in the end, it was my mum, and not me, who had an everlasting reaction to events that afternoon. She became a semi-vegetarian that year. I, on the other hand, thought the curry goat was absolutely delicious.


Having taken my kids to Jamaica a couple of times I can completely understand why my parents wouldn’t want their children to associate the country of their birth with any negative connotations. My Aunty Annette in Jamaica raises chicks and sells the chicken, plucked and ready to cook, once they’re fully grown. When I was there last there, she had a new batch of chicks which both my children (Alfie, aged six; Florence, aged four) were obsessed with. I explained in very careful terms what lay in the chicken’s future, but I wouldn’t expose them to the last few minutes of the birds’ lives, just in case that’s what they would always associate Jamaica with. I want them to feel connected to it like I do, and I want them to know, understand and respect their roots. Although, saying that, Florence is more like me personality-wise, and would more than likely find it fascinating rather than grotesque.


With all the years I’ve spent toing and froing between Jamaica and Britain both as a child and adult, I often wonder if I should feel even more Jamaican – in a similar way to my parents? The fact is, my blood is Jamaican. I may have been born in Greenwich, London, and have a British passport but I have two Jamaican parents. Every inch of the blood flowing through my veins is Jamaican so should I really consider my home to be anywhere else? Again, it comes down to the definition of home. But the spanner in the works, of course, is that my DNA shows that my bloodline is not that of the Awaraks (the indigenous population of Jamaica). It lies further afield.


I had my DNA tested for the TV programme and there was a strong presence in Nigeria, the connection obviously being the Transatlantic Slave Trade. This nugget of information will come with a level of annoyance from my Ghanaian friends who are absolutely convinced that I belong to them. Britain’s lucrative slave trade is well documented, and my DNA shows that my ancestors were native to the west of Africa but were transported alongside an estimated 12.5 million men, women, and children in ships to the Caribbean and the United States as part of a slave trade that killed countless people who were forced into a life of servitude to line the pockets of those who cared little for people whose skin was darker than theirs. Around 12 per cent of those who started the voyage didn’t survive.


So, my DNA markers were not hugely surprising. For most Jamaicans their ancestry leads them to faraway places they’ve only ever seen on TV and read about in books. Very few have had the chance to walk the land from which they came, their ground zero when it comes to their home. The villages and towns from which my ancestors were dragged, however, will never be known. The British didn’t care to keep those kinds of records, because Black enslaved bodies did not warrant that sort of attention to detail.


When my dad visited the Gambia a few years ago to stay with friends, he returned and regaled us with stories of the sense of belonging he experienced from the moment he arrived. On more than one occasion when he was walking around, Gambians thought he was a local, and when he visited Kunte Kinteh Island, one of the slave ports, he had the same visceral feeling that I described at the start of this introduction. My dad isn’t an overtly emotional man, we’re very similar in that way, so for him to say that he suddenly felt a connection really is something.


This is a place he visited for the first time in his sixties, in a country he’d never set foot in before, but a land in which his ancestors had once roamed freely, until that freedom was so brutally ended. It does, then, beg the question: was the blood flowing through his body responding and reacting to being ‘back home’? Or was it just a simple reaction to a place that had borne witness to the beginning of a trail of destruction that would last over 340 years? It did make me wonder if his heart somehow realised that his body had a direct connection to the land. Did one of my father’s ancestors board a ship from that land never to set foot on it again, which would mean that, much like Claude McKay details in his poem, my dad ‘had returned’?


That brings me back to the poem that we started this introduction with. Let me explain: I was sat in my hotel room in Kingston, Jamaica, when my producer handed me a photocopy of Claude McKay’s poem. We’d been in the country a couple of days and were finally out of quarantine and able to start filming. The producer and I had become quite close by this point: we had been filming together for a few months and the quirks of genealogy programmes meant that she knew way more about my family history than I did at this point. She knew what I was about to find out over the next few days but couldn’t tell me. Regardless, she had to prepare me emotionally.


We were sat in the hotel room by the windows looking out over the ever-vibrant colours of Kingston, with Blue Mountain peeking out in the distance. Everything just seems so bright in Jamaica; it’s almost like someone tweaked the landscape with an Instagram filter in order to perfect its brilliance, which brings such a level of beautiful calmness.


She asked me to read the poem and explained that there was a connection to my story but couldn’t give me any more detail. She just wanted me to take a look and familiarise myself with it. I remember nonchalantly glancing over it, more concerned with getting on with the filming that we were planning to do that day. Knowing me well enough by that point in proceedings, she told me to sit down, read it through a few more times and try to internalise the words, and the rhythm of the piece. I, once again, glanced over it, then folded it up and popped it in my backpack. Not doing exactly as I’m told, or just doing things my own way, is possibly not one of my better personality traits.


Fast-forward to the final filming day in Jamaica. By this point I had found out a lot about my family history including finding out who was the slave owner responsible for the family surname, ‘Stanbury’, as well as learning more about the family that came from him. We’d been able to go back to the 1700s – further than most descendants of enslaved people are fortunate enough to be able to do. I was standing at the top of a hill in Clarendon, a spa town in the south of Jamaica, talking to a genealogist who would reveal the final piece of my family puzzle. We were doing it slap-bang in the middle of the midday sun (and yes, I sang ‘Mad Dogs and Englishmen’ several times that day), so I was hot and bothered. I’d taken in a lot of information in the lead-up to that day, so I was mentally exhausted too. I’d learnt so much about the needs and wants of my family: what they’d been through and the path they’d taken in order to survive and take charge of their own lives. So, I was probably a lot more emotional that I’d realised. If you’ve ever had the opportunity to properly trace back your ancestry, you may agree that it’s more of an emotional roller coaster than you ever thought it would be. And those emotions were bubbling away under the surface without me even realising. Even if I was aware, I was too tired and too hot to deal with it so I was in a constant battle trying to push the emotions back down until I had the headspace to properly deal with them.


Much like my dad’s reaction in Kunte Kinteh Island, my body started taking over in ways I’ve never experienced before. As the genealogist started explaining my connection to Clarendon and this piece of land, internally my head and my heart were in the midst of an epic battle. My emotions trying to bubble to the surface, my brain fighting them back down. I really wasn’t comfortable showing my emotions on screen. It’s an alien concept for me. I steadfastly didn’t want to do it.


The genealogist told me that day that we were standing by the small piece of land my ancestors bought in Clarendon when they became free, at an age not dissimilar to mine – their early forties. They made a choice to no longer financially depend on slave owners; they wanted to take charge of their own lives and start again at a place called Nairne Castle. It was a former plantation owned by Daniel Nairn, who had 150 enslaved people working on the property. After emancipation it became a Free Village, with the farm divided up among twenty previously enslaved families. This allowed them to work on their own small pieces of land and begin to create lives, and a future, in which they were in charge of themselves, as opposed to being property belonging to their owners.


This became the biggest marker of freedom for those who had spent their entire lives being someone else’s property. They’d spent a lifetime being forced to work for the benefit of others, on land which had become synonymous with trauma, death, violence, coercion and exploitation. But it was also the land that would signal the beginning of something new, a tangible way to wipe the slate clean, and set in stone the development and growth of not just themselves, but of future generations – from the ashes of a trade that had destroyed so many previous generations. This is where the creation of Free Villages became instrumental, but there were stumbling blocks along the way. As you can imagine, getting hold of land was hard due to plantation owners feeling bruised by the changes in the law and reeling from their human cash cows walking away. So they were of little to no help, unsurprisingly (but let’s not feel too sorry for them, eh? Britain was still paying its debt to slave owners until 2015. And the compensation package helped to secure the legacies of some of the most monied families in Britain today.) It fell on Christian missionary groups, and the few plantation owners whose consciences couldn’t cope with the guilt, to help the now-formerly enslaved to cement their rebirth through land.2


The missionaries would buy up large swathes of land, and then divide them up for sale. The whole idea was created following the ‘Ejectment’ and ‘Trespass Acts’, which meant that enslaved families could be thrown off the ex-owner’s land with just a week’s notice, leaving them homeless and without work – but let’s not forget that these were homes in which they had been born and lived in their entire lives. The creation of Free Villages no doubt saved countless lives across the Caribbean.


In the case of Nairne’s Castle, Daniel left his plantation to his partner Sara William who was Black (they couldn’t marry because it was illegal). They had six sons together, and Daniel left the land to Sara upon his death in 1816. It wasn’t until the abolition of slavery in 1833 that she could officially become the owner. Andrew and Elsey and their children were among the twenty families who lived on the divided-up farm. So too was the family of Claude McKay, who was born in 1889. The emotional and physical impact of moving your life from enslaved to free is demonstrated by the long and fruitful lives both Andrew and Elsey lived atop that hill in Clarendon. They lived out their years at Nairne’s Castle, with their family. Elsey died in 1878, age ‘unknown but very old’. Andrew died in 1885, aged ninety.


Their decision to buy a plot of land and become a part of the Free Village movement, rather than continue to work on the land of the person who had owned them since birth, meant that they knew they were worth more, that they wanted to be more, and that they deserved more from their lives. These are traits that have permeated throughout my family, generation after generation.


That afternoon, I was stood under the beating sun, looking over the land which had not only enabled my great-great-great-great-grandparents Andrew and Elsey Pusey to start again, but marked the start of a new life for all the generations that followed: it was as beautiful as it was magical.


The view from the top of Clarendon is just stunningly perfect. It’s as green as green can be, as far as the eye can see, with the peaks and troughs of the mountains opposite blurring into one. You can hear the faint sound of streams running through the mountains, you can smell the faint smell of the sweetsop and mangoes, you can see the spindly stalks of the yams growing, the callaloo spouting out the ground. You can hear the birds shouting at each other in the stillness, the dogs barking at everything and nothing. The sound system that had been cranked up loudly from the moment we arrived started blasting out Chevelle Franklyn & Lady G’s ‘Thank You’, with the heavy bass reverberating against what felt like the sides of every hill we could see, and in all honesty at that point I think it was also probably reverberating against my heart. I was breathing but struggling to breathe, and my heart was pounding. It was the perfect storm for what happened next. I was struggling to take it all in, and I was desperately trying to calm myself down, when the genealogist finally explained the connection to Claude McKay.


The genealogist told me that McKay was a Jamaican poet who was instrumental in the Harlem Renaissance but was born in Clarendon. On the drive up to Clarendon we had passed the high school that bears his name. His family also started again, once freed from enslavement, in Nairn’s Castle, so his family and my family would’ve been neighbours: two families starting their lives with no idea of the ripple effect their decisions would have in terms of the quality of the lives of future generations.


I was then handed ‘I Shall Return’ and asked to read it aloud, the opening lines of course starting:


I shall return again; I shall return


To laugh and love and watch with wonder-eyes


At golden noon the forest fires burn,


Wafting their blue-black smoke to sapphire skies.


I could barely continue beyond that first line, the significance of his words suddenly hitting home. I had returned. I had returned to this piece of land which had seen so much violence and death, but which then became a place of hope. I had returned. And then came that final line, which broke me.


I shall return, I shall return again,


To ease my mind of long, long years of pain.


And that’s when I just crumbled. I felt like the pain of my ancestors was flowing through my veins. I had returned to this spot with their blood, their DNA, but, like them, a free woman – the only difference is I was the ancestor who’d returned having only known a life of freedom. And it genuinely felt like I had returned to let those ancestors know that the long years of pain that they had endured had not been repeated. That their family was content and at peace.


Everything I’d been feeling from the moment I got out of the car in Clarendon, everything I’d been feeling throughout my time in Jamaica, it all suddenly came to a deafening crescendo when I read Claude’s words. Without wanting to, without meaning to, without even realising I was doing it . . . I just started crying. A proper, guttural cry from the pit of my stomach, as though I was crying out pain that I didn’t know I had inside me. Like I was letting go of the generational pain that had been sitting dormant for centuries. Everything that I’d been trying to push down exploded to the surface and I collapsed into my producer’s arms. I had returned home.









Chapter 1


The Battle of Two Islands


Being the child of immigrants can be an often-constant tug of war in your heart and your head. You tentatively walk a tightrope between being enough of a representation of the country and culture of your parents’ birth, while also trying to successfully assimilate into the country and culture of your own birth. Despite it being a battle that can leave your heart battered, bruised and scarred . . . there are no winners. How can there be? It’s akin to a kids’ superhero cartoon like Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles, where the characters are faced with a challenge which they overcome at the end of each episode – but then when the next episode begins, something else is thrown in their direction and they have to navigate their way through in order to succeed, again. When your home is two distinct characters which you’re trying to successfully balance, the cultural conundrums can feel never-ending. As you conquer one, another is thrown in your direction.


The tapestry of identity is complicated. Imagine the long tapestry of your own life hanging up in a museum. As you stand in front of it, taking in the wealth of images and pictures that represent you, which pictures and moments collectively tell the whole story of you? As you step forward to take a closer look, walking the length of the tapestry, the light catching images that make you smile or hit your heart, as your fingers brush against the intricate detailing of the weaving, what in those pictures shows your identity? For me, it’s not just about the interesting moments in my life, it’s also about representing the mix of me: the cultures and traditions that melted together to make me who I am. But as I walk the length of the tapestry of my own life, which pictures should take precedence in terms of the cultures that created me – the Jamaican side or the English side? For me, which seems more like home?


See, there we are. Back in battle once again.


Having parents who come from somewhere else is a real blessing. Life is just never bland or vanilla. From the moment I popped out of my mum that one Sunday morning in June 1980 in Greenwich, I was never going to just blend in. I was the child of two black immigrants. I was different. I was a minority. Our food was different, our weekend routines were different, how we spoke to grown-ups was different, our churches were different, our house parties were different, our weddings, funerals and christenings were different. I could go on. Culturally we were polar opposites of the English (but very similar to the Irish). And I loved it. It seemed like we lived a more exciting life than some of the white kids I went to school with. Our lives were colourful and vibrant and loud. All attributes that seemed to irk the English. But Jamaican immigrants didn’t care. They were vehemently determined to hang onto their culture. It’s a culture they’d had to create out of nothing.


Let’s not forget that the majority of Jamaicans come from Sub-Saharan Africa (it’s thought to be almost 80 per cent), and most notably from what is now known as Ghana. They were dragged across to the other side of the world by boat, dumped in fields and forced to work for free. They were enslaved. Dehumanised, brutalised, stripped of all dignity. But when everything you know and love is taken away from you, you have to find joy somewhere, anywhere. Life without any joy equals no real existence. And that’s where the creation of culture and tradition comes into play. When your home is taken away, you find joy by placing your stamp on the world with traditions and cultures that the generations that follow will continue to hold onto to feel grounded. To feel whole. To feel like they belong to something bigger than themselves.


My grandparents being invited to Britain to help after the war, rather than being forced to come here didn’t mean that the need to hold onto that culture was lessened in any shape or form. Despite probably being more British than the English when they got here (my grandparents were British subjects, who were educated in a British education system in Jamaica), they were made to feel like anything but. They were unwelcome outsiders in so many different ways. This, despite the fact they had been asked to help the motherland rebuild itself having been ravaged by war. When you’ve moved to a new country to help, and the reaction is less than welcoming, it must have seemed strange back then. Although time hasn’t lessened the bizarreness of that situation, to be honest.


The death toll after the Second World War was high. With 384,000 soldiers killed in combat and 70,000 civilian deaths (largely due to German bombing raids during the Blitz), this left a huge gap in terms of the people needed to help the country get back on its feet. Not only that, but the total working population had also dropped by 1.38 million between mid-1945 and the end of 1946. This was caused by many things, including families emigrating post-war, and the high numbers of married women and retirement-age workers who’d taken on roles during the war but now wanted to return to ‘normal’ life.1


And that’s where the (almost former) British Empire came in handy. Having colonies all over the world hugely benefitted the British; it provided the country with valuable materials like metals, sugar and tobacco, a raft of money-making opportunities for wealthy Brits, and manpower for both the First and the Second World Wars. Advantages which were rarely, if ever, passed onto the indigenous communities.


The Second World War changed much of that, though, and not only altered Britain’s view of its ‘Empire’, but also how the world viewed it. The war had left the country weakened and economically broken – not the biggest selling points for an empire – and so, the remaining parts of what was the British Empire eventually became the Commonwealth. This, despite Winton’s Churchill’s 1942 protestations: ‘We mean to hold our own. I have not become the King’s first minister in order to preside over the liquidation of the British Empire.’


In an ideal scenario, I would have imagined that former majority-white colonies like Australia and New Zealand would have been the British government’s preferred choice for workers (less of a ‘visual’ shock to the locals, if you see what I mean), but both countries were also on the hunt for workers and had tapped into their old colonial black book and lured white British families over with treats like hot weather and beaches. And so, rather than getting neighbours who would ‘throw another shrimp on the barbie’, the British government got an oil drum, jerk chicken and Scotch bonnets. The ‘clutching of pearls’ action must have been epic.


With the white former colonial nations effectively ‘out of office’ by 1948 – three years after the Second World War ended – Britain needed to reach out to the Caribbean for help. This coincided with the 1948 Nationality Act which gave people from the Commonwealth the right to live and work in Britain if they wanted to.2


And that’s where my grandparents, their children and thousands of others enter the equation when they made the journey. My grandparents and my Aunty Eleanor first arrived in the early 60s – my uncles and my mum arrived later. They are part of what is known as the ‘Windrush generation’, those who arrived in Britain from the Commonwealth between 1948–1971. Britain went on a recruitment drive in Jamaica to plug the gaps created by war: in the steel and coal industry, iron, food, construction, the health service, public transport. The list was endless, but it proved to be a lucrative offer to those who had high aspirations thousands of miles away on that little island in the Caribbean. However, it was mutually beneficial: Jamaicans were able to start new lives and better their economic situations, while Britain – with help from the Caribbean – was able to rise from the ashes of war.
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