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For my parents. For Judith. And for David.





        


    





        



            


         


EPIGRAPH



[image: ]






Those are the same stars, and that is the same moon, that look down upon your brothers and sisters and which they see as they look up to them though they are ever so far away from us, and each other.


Sojourner Truth
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I was born in Chicago, city of the blues.

I grew up on the South Side, one of the blues’ seedbeds.

I’m the eldest child of plain-speaking people who came from people who, like them, worked hard, often for less than they were worth, and many times for nothing at all.

They partied on Saturday night and went to church on Sunday.

They raised their children to live better and longer than they did and to die wealthier.

And always to be ‘proper’ and to love the Lord.

They had no horizon other than the ‘better’ and they stayed amongst their own. Even if they didn’t want to do that all of the time, they had no choice, so it was best to make a virtue of it.

Education was basic and brief, but they aimed for more for their children, telling them to never forget ‘mother wit’.

They may not have completely approved of me, but would not have been surprised.

They were what the late poet Amiri Baraka called ‘Blues People’.

These ‘Blues People’ took the big trains up from the cotton fields of the South to be with kin and start anew.

I come from a people who always moved, once they were freed from being a part of the land. From being the land.

         

The great blues singer Howlin’ Wolf said: ‘Never forget your inherit.’

And with these moving people, you always had to call them by what they called their ‘right name’, the name you call yourself. Not the name given to you by others.

And the names?

‘Coloured’; ‘Negro’; ‘black’; ‘Black’; ‘African American’.

The words that have been used in my lifetime to describe me. I’ve used most of them myself.

But these words never came close to describing me, nor that parallel life – the one that sustains me, the one that propels me forwards. The one that has always directed me the other way, made me look on the other side.

It is ‘sans foi ni loi’ – ‘lawless.’ It is touched by nothing and no one. Not even me.

         

It has its route, and sometimes makes itself known, leaving me with the task of deciphering its language, learning all over again its codes, its rules, its terrain.

Still.

But it merges more often now.

This ‘parallel life’ holds my arboretum, my mythology, my landscape, my story. If I am lucky, it will be this parallel life that will be with me at the very end.

 

Words for me are rooted in music – sound and images. I remember people and events and eras that way. Words exist in images, colours, sounds.

Take the word ‘Negro’.

That word always had a grey, metallic colour in my mind. The sound of it was like a scouring brush on an old frying pan: harsh, hollow, ugly.

Its music is one of those soppy, sentimental harmonicas that always accompanied Sidney Poitier when he used to die in the movies a lot.

         

Never liked it. Never used it.

Which was funny because as a child growing up in the late 1950s it seemed to be the name du jour, a name that made people actually happy or invoked serious discussion on TV; the name screaming from the covers of magazines in the shops in our neighbourhood (‘Negro Discovers the Secret of the Universe!’) on the West Side of Chicago, Lawndale, the Badlands.

         

When Muhammed Ali asked once on TV: ‘Negro? Where is “Negroland”?’ I jumped up and down with glee. Somebody had finally said it.

Of course, I learned later on that ‘Negro/negro’ came from the Spanish. That was no excuse.

But it did give me something.

It was the word ‘Negro’ that gave me one of the first signs of my synaesthesia, that gift/curse – part of the socalled ‘primitive brain’, the in utero state – that can cause an individual to see sound. A note can be seen as an object, for example, or a word can conjure up an entire film. Or a word like ‘Negro’ was and is ugly in my mind’s eye.

I don’t care for ‘Black’, nor ‘African American’ nor ‘BAME’.

They’re not as bad as ‘Negro’, but they’re like a flat desert.

‘African American’ looks like one of those hair ads from the 1970s with the man seated in a high-backed wicker chair, a palm tree draped over the top of it, and his lady leaning towards him in a tiger-skin, off-the-shoulder gown.

I prefer ‘black’ to describe me.

Just plain ‘black’.

When I was a child, to call someone ‘black’ was an insult, a curse word, something that made you fight.

But to me it contains all of the history of oppression and resistance, of being close to the soil and the sky, of plain speaking. Of The Journey.

         

In the ’70s, I had to work my way through university, so one of my jobs was waitressing at a legendary blues club.

One night a big, tall, what folks would call a ‘country’ black woman, dressed in farmer’s overalls and with a guitar, climbed up onstage. Everybody stopped what they were doing.

She surveyed the audience and said: ‘Hello. I’m Big Mamma Thornton. I wrote “Hound Dog” and this is the way you supposed to sing it.’

She slowed it right down to the level of a menace to life. A truth-telling woman recounting a statement from another truth-telling woman to a man who messed up her life. Through her voice I saw a free woman, down on her land, a woman who knew how to kill her own chickens, hunt her own possum, cut her own cotton, fix her own roof, make her own whiskey, walk in her own shoes, and speak her mind, tell her own story.

A black woman.

Ready for the journey.

The Journey.




        


    





        



            


         


TWO



[image: ]






There is an irony in the American search for roots.

With the important exceptions of Americans descended from enslaved Africans, the peoples once called ‘Indians’, and those whose ancestors were part of the work cargo ‘imported’ from China in the nineteenth century, enslaved in all but name, Hispanic Americans and indentured Europeans – the majority of those who became Americans arrived more or less voluntarily, eager to forget their roots, or at least the unpleasant bits. This can make for startling discoveries.

I once met, in the South of France, an Italian American airline pilot named Sal. Sal had the profile of a Roman coin; he could be nothing but an Italian. He was perfect.

Sal sat in total amazement when, over several small glasses of spirit, my husband and I talked about Rome. And Renaissance Italy.

Suddenly he said, in a small voice: ‘Did Italians do all that?’

He then explained to me that his parents and grandparents told him nothing about Italy. Nothing. They’d wanted to forget it. Forget the Old Country. They wanted to be new. They wanted to be Americans.

But the official erasure of any existence before enslavement – as if black Americans did not exist before the yolk and the chains and the whip – has always created a passion for us. Black people need to find out. We have to find out Who We Are. And Where We Come From.

         

Records were kept in some cases, but they were – to the minds of the record keepers – stock inventories, records of pedigrees. Nothing to do with people.

Human beings – to them – did not exist within the pages of plantation records.

We had to find our own humanity, our own roots.

 

In 2011, in of all places the lobby of the Royal Opera House, Covent Garden, while waiting to begin rehearsal for an opera whose libretto I was writing, I allowed a swab to be taken of my cheek cells.

I had been asked by a newspaper to take part in a human genome study. Dad was dead by then, and anyway, I had always felt – with the exception of Aunt Bernice – closest to Mamma’s family. So I chose to learn about my deep ancestry on the maternal side.

Eighty thousand years ago.

Like every human being on earth, I’m descended from what the human scientists call the ‘African Eve’, or ‘Mitochondrial Eve’, the most successful human being in history in terms of human generation.

She is the common ancestor of every member of genus homo sapiens sapiens, that is to say, modern human beings. This fact, of course, makes racism not only stupid and unscientific, but a reduction of wonder.

         

The report from IBM came back a few weeks later.

I’ve read the report over and over because it never fails to move me.

It begins very simply – like the Homeric tale that it is:

         


Your Branch on the Human Family Tree

 

Your DNA results identify you as belonging to a specific branch of the human family tree called haplogroup L3.

Haplogroup L3 contains the following subgroups: L3, L3*, L3d, L3e, L3f, L3g.

The most recent common ancestor of everybody in your haplogroup L3 is a woman who lived around 80,000 years ago.

An individual in L2 underwent a mutation in her mitochondrial DNA, which was passed on to her children. The children were successful, and their descendants ultimately broke away from the L2 clan, eventually separating into a new group called L3.

While L3 individuals are found all over Africa, including the southern reaches of the sub-Saharan region, L3 is particularly known for its push northward.

Your L3 ancestors were significant because they are the first modern humans to have left Africa, representing the deepest branches of the tree found outside of that continent.

Why would humans have first ventured out of the familiar African hunting grounds and into unexplored lands? It is likely that a fluctuation in climate may have provided the impetus for your ancestors’ exodus out of Africa.

The African Ice Age was characterised by drought rather than by cold. Around 50,000 years ago the ice sheets of northern Europe began to melt, introducing a period of warmer temperatures and moister climate in Africa.

Parts of the inhospitable Sahara briefly became habitable.

            

As the drought-ridden desert changed to savanna, the animals your ancestors hunted expanded their range and began moving through the newly emerging green corridor of grasslands.

Your nomadic ancestors followed the good weather and plentiful game northward across this Saharan Gateway, although the exact route they followed remains to be determined.

Today, L3 individuals are found at high frequencies in populations across North Africa.

From there, members of this group went in a few different directions.

Some lineages within L3 testify to a distinct expansion event in the mid-Holocene that headed south, and are predominant in many Bantu groups found all over Africa.

One group of individuals headed west and is primarily restricted to Atlantic western Africa, including the islands of Cabo Verde.

Some of the other L3 individuals kept moving northward, eventually leaving the African continent completely.

These people currently make up around 10 per cent of the Middle Eastern population, and gave rise to two important haplogroups that went on to populate the rest of the world.

 

The first of these groups, M, was the result of the first great wave of migration of modern humans to leave Africa.

These people likely left the continent across the Horn of Africa near Ethiopia, and their descendants followed a coastal route eastward, eventually making it all the way to Australia and Polynesia.

            

The second group, haplogroup N, also consisting of L3 individuals, moved north rather than east and left the African continent across the Sinai Peninsula, in presentday Egypt. Faced with the harsh desert conditions of the Sahara, these people likely followed the Nile basin, which would have provided a reliable water and food supply in spite of the surrounding desert and its frequent sandstorms.

 

In addition to being the first to leave Africa, and producing the groups that went on to populate the rest of the world, L3 is an important haplogroup because it is also found among many Americans of African ancestry.

Most of the L3 lineages found in the Americas are of West African origin, with some lineages representative of west-central and south-eastern Africa also being found at lower frequencies.

L3b and L3d individuals are mainly West African, with a few types shared with eastern and south-eastern Africans.

Occasionally L3b and L3d individuals can be found in southern Africa, though these are largely the result of the Bantu migrations that brought derived lineages into these ancestral southern territories.

 

Members who [like myself] are L3* fall within the L3 haplogroup, but are not L3b or L3d, which is determined based on your genetic sequence.

L3* individuals include some of the more common and widespread African-American mtDNA lineages, and most likely derive from West Africa between Angola and Cameroon, or from south-eastern Africa in Mozambique.

These lineages are also found among the São Tomé and Bioko in the Gulf of Guinea in West Africa.

            

However, the transfer of slaves from Angola and Cameroon in the eighteenth century to work the sugar plantations of West Africa, and the subsequent transfer of slaves to the Americas, is responsible for the wide geographic distribution of L3s in western Africa and the Americas and makes pinpointing their geographical origin difficult.

This is where the genetic clues get murky and your DNA trail goes cold.

Fortunately, collaborative sampling with indigenous groups is currently underway to help learn more about these origins.

Your initial results shown here are based upon the best information available today but this is just the beginning.

With more genetic information from Africa, our anthropologists may be able to untangle the complex L3 landscape and begin pinpointing the origins of specific lineages.

Our goal is to bridge the gap that was created during those transatlantic voyages hundreds of years ago.

Although the arrow of your haplogroup currently ends across sub-Saharan Africa, this is not the end of the journey for haplogroup L3.



‘The gap that was created during those transatlantic voyages hundreds of years ago.’

That gap is the matrix of ‘Saudade’ – The Longing, I think, that all Africans in the West have, that is at the root of the blues and jazz and soul and rap. If you listen you can hear it, elusive, fleeting, full of melancholy anger.

It was in our family, too. It was the filter through which I saw everything as a child. I could not defend myself against it. I didn’t want to.

         

 

When I first saw that word ‘saudade’ in a book about Brazilian music, I felt an instant attraction to it.

I wanted to know precisely what it meant, so I did something that would probably be considered by many to be a bit too corny even in pursuit of knowledge: I listened again for the umpteenth time to ‘The Girl from Ipanema’. This song embodies, in many ways, ‘saudade’. And you can hear in it the ‘quilombos’, the settlements created by those who ran away, who revolted against enslavement, and there’s also the slave owners, and the sailors and the indentured and the Church which blessed it all.

The music of Cabo Verde, Cape Verde.

This brings me back to the IBM report, and the fact that moved me the most: that my deep ancestry – the ancestry of all black people in the so called ‘New World’ – may have passed through those islands thousands of years ago. They may have settled then, and then left, or were brought back east, and eventually to the ships that would take them across the Atlantic on the Long Voyage where they would become me.

This word ‘saudade’ is considered to be the constant desire for something that does not exist and cannot exist. ‘Saudade’ is deeper than nostalgia.

I think that it is the condition of all of us taken away.

By the light of ‘saudade’ – a greenish blue for me like twilight over the Atlantic – I studied the IBM map of my ancestry.

I watched it snake from East Africa, to the west and the south, then to the edge of the Sahara, where the report states, ‘The trail runs cold.’

It has to be at this point where ‘saudade’ begins, the condition of a people who may have been enslaved many times, may have even been a slave caste.

         

As a child, I heard people on their doorsteps and the corners talking about stolen royalty, that we were all descendants of kings and queens.

This never made sense to me. I never bought it.

But I could buy (and indeed have bought) the idea, the feeling, that my deep ancestors – we L3*s – may have been enslaved all of our lives, that the Atlantic Slave Trade, as insidious and unique as it was, could have been a continuation for us.

Most of the literature on Cabo Verde says something like this: ‘Except for a few vague and questionable accounts of unknown islands by passing Phoenician or Arab sailors, the Cape Verde Islands were as yet undiscovered and uninhabited when the Portuguese arrived in the 1460s.’

Pliny the Elder in Historia Naturalis gave Cape Verde the name ‘Gorgades’, home of the Gorgons.

         

But my ancestors could not slay the Gorgons that engulfed us.

Daddy would say to me: ‘There is always another story. They tell you to believe one thing. But there’s always the other side. You always have to know the other side. Every story has one. There’s always the other side. Buck Bonnet, you always have to know the other side.’

‘Buck Bonnet’ always looks for that other side.
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In this age in which all secrets can be known, one of the last bastions of secrets is the family.

My brother-in-law Harry, my sister Lelia’s husband, in the search for her ancestors, of course also researched mine.

It is always a dangerous and poignant thing for a black person to look back and to see.

I think sometimes: Is it possible to imagine these people, to dream about them?

 

It was Harry who found these people, to my surprise, people I cannot imagine, strangers as far away as those eighty thousand years ago:

Green McKissick; North Carolina, 1803, and Patsy McKissick, 1805, who wound up in Tennessee. On both sides of the family, there were marriages in the 1820s: a person born in Virginia; a housekeeper in Tennessee in the 1870s. In 1890 a man named Ben Greer Sr married Lelia Putnam and they had children.


My sister Lelia was named after her.

I think I was between three and four when, with my sister, my baby brother Ben, and Mamma and Daddy, I travelled down South to see her.

         

I was to learn later that the train from Chicago became officially racially segregated (as opposed to ‘de facto’ segregated) when it entered the South.

Black people had to, by law, sit in the often dirty, cheap seats no matter who they were and what they were prepared to pay. The only black people allowed in the dining car were those who worked there.

I can still remember the smell of cold fried chicken in the shoebox on Mamma’s lap. Our seat was cramped and the smell of Mamma’s chicken made me very hungry. She struggled to feed us in the crowded car.

And what would she have done if Benny needed his nappy changed, or any of the number of the things that a mother has to do while travelling with three young children?

My next memory of that trip down South is of a dusty yard with chickens running all around and the quiet composed demeanour of Grandmother Lelia.

I can recall her bedroom full of afternoon shade. She was tall and slender and moved gracefully. She showed me the things on her bedroom dresser, delicate, fragile things, miniature glass objects, her own glass menagerie.

From my brother-in-law Harry:


Census Report from 1870 of Maury County, TN shows your most distant ancestors Green and Patsy McKissack born in 1800 in North Carolina and 1805 in Virginia, respectively. They show up with their son Augustus and his wife, Caledonia, farming land and keeping house in Columbia, Tennessee just southwest of Nashville.

By 1880 they are still there, but Augustus and Caledonia have added 3 children – Willie (female), Annison (male) and Gustin (male).

            

Another 1880 Census of Madison County, TN which is just northwest of Nashville shows the Boone (or Boon) family. Samuel Boon (52) is head of household with his wife, Selah (40) and his mother Rachel (70) along with 9 Boon children, 5 boys and 4 girls. Sam Boon is 9 yrs old. He will go on to marry Willie McKissack on Feb. 15, 1894 and give birth to Nora Boone, your maternal grandmother on July 4, 1908. She is one of 6 girls and 3 boys as well as what appears to be an adopted brother and sister. Willie McKissack-Boon(e) raised them as a widow, although it is not clear exactly when Sam passed away.

The 1900 Census in Maury County, TN, shows Boones and McKissicks/McKissacks living next door to each other.

In 1920 the census shows Willie McKissack (48) as a widow with 6 girls, 2 boys and 2 wards. Your grandmother, Nora, was 11 years old.

 

The Ancestors

 

Samuel Boone (1870–?); William McKissick (1871–1938); Ben Greer Sr (1890–?); Johnnie Boone (1899–?); Mazey Boone (1899–?); Eliott Boone (1902–?); Ida Boone (1905–?); Syntha Crutcher (1910–?); Nora Boone (1908–1956); Lelia Putnam (1900–?);

 

Obituary

 

Mrs Donie Huddleston was born in Springhill, Tennessee to the union of Samuel S. and Willie Boone on January 29, 1895. She departed this life on Sunday, January 23, 1994 at 12:15 p.m. Donie was the sixth child born to this union. At a very young age, Donie joined tabernacle Baptist Church in Nashville, Tenn. In 1945, she moved to Chicago. Later she moved to Idlewild, Michigan, where she joined New Hope Baptist Church where she was a faithful member until stricken with ill health.
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That litany of names, carved in the wood of the world, the memory of ordinary folks. Nothing fancy. Had one of them known someone who had heard the Emancipation Proclamation read on the day it was issued, 1 January 1863?

The day the Diaspora had begun. The day the Great Migration had commenced:


Some man who seemed to be a stranger (a United States officer, I presume) made a little speech and then read a rather long paper – the Emancipation Proclamation, I think. After the reading we were told that we were all free, and could go when and where we pleased. My mother, who was standing by my side, leaned over and kissed her children, while tears of joy ran down her cheeks.

– from Up From Slavery, the original ‘pull yourself up by your bootstraps’ manual published in 1901, a book that divided the black community written by a man who divided the black community.

            



I saw a photo in one of the books that Dad puchased by mail order to enhance his limited formal education and fuel his dinner-table orations.

The picture was simply captioned: ‘Some of the colored men of the 369th (15th N.Y.) who won the Croix de Guerre for gallantry in action.’

         

They were open-faced young men, recently out of boyhood, leaning into the camera, confident, free. Did they come back?

Or did they stay in Paris to become one of the founts of that legend of the ‘African American in Paris’, something still pursued almost a century later.

James Baldwin pursued it and left for Paris the month I was born, November 1948.

Dad, Ben Greer Jr, was born on Saturday, 7 June 1924, outside of Greenwood, Mississippi, the youngest son.

Mamma, Willie Mae Randolph, was born on Friday, the 22 July 1927, in Nashville, Tennessee. The oldest child and eldest daughter. Like me.

The difference between the bathtub-gin era, champagne bubbles and hot jazz of the year of Dad’s birth –1924 – can be read in Langston Hughes’ first collection of poetry The Weary Blues (1926). This book was championed by Carl Van Vechten, one of the white people who found a haven in Harlem, and one of those who created the ‘Harlem Renaissance’ brand which was for black people a kind of escape valve from the broken, war-weary West.

         

The poem ‘Weary Blues’ was a revolution.

The piano-player subject of the poem is called ‘Negro’, a word not often used in art at the time.

There was language, hard to read, but easy to hear. And that’s what mattered to Langston the most: ‘Mellow croon’; ‘Ain’t got nobody but ma self. I’s gwine quit my frownin’… I ain’t happy no mo’.’

‘Improper’ language.

The black-and-white keys of the piano are the symbols of the forbidden alliance of black-and-white, a battle against the grand-mal segregation that Dad was growing up under: ‘separate but equal’, which actually meant the exclusion of black people from the privilege of the citizenship they were entitled to at birth.

         

The Weary Blues laid out all of Langston’s great themes of patriotism not only to America, but to black America: direct, uncomplicated, humorous in the face of adversity.

         

While Dad was growing up a black boy in the most dangerous state in the Union to be both black and male, Bessie Smith and Ma Rainey were presenting a diamond-encrusted blues, high-living and truth-telling, rolling through the South in its own train under its own steam. And black people were on the move. Their blues was a woman’s blues, not the doom-laden Depression-era masterpieces that were popular in the 1930s, mostly composed and sung by men. In 1926, when Dad was a two-year-old in the Delta, a treacherous and beautiful place, the blues was a woman…

It was the Great Migration. The War had loosened the soil of their being, the soldiers came home with postcards of the Eiffel Tower, pictures of themselves smiling and free beside the Seine.

But by the time Mamma was born – 1927 – the glory of heading North to freedom was dying.

‘Up North’ became a statement that said things were no different on the South Side of Chicago and in Harlem then they were in Mississippi. It was just bigger and dirtier, more crowded and colder.

Langston published Fine Clothes to the Jew, a title that got him in more trouble than he bargained for.

         

The title practically killed the book, a book in which Langston laid out the reality of the North that Mamma and her family would soon move to: a place of disappointment and death.

‘Song for a Dark Girl’ (1927) begins with the words ‘Way down South in Dixie’. In this masterpiece of compassion and compression, Langston documents the pain of a black escapee from the concentration camp that was the rural South after the Great War.

         

1924 – black people as light of the new post-war world.

1927 – then darkness descends in the cold world of the North Star.

Nobody thanked Langston for this poem, for this collection. The title was offensive, insensitive, maybe even racist. And there was too much information for the black elite and those in the clergy who wanted to keep it all clean and correct.

And the poem tells the pain of a dark-skinned girl, one of Langston’s beauties.

 

But Mamma wasn’t a ‘dark girl’.

She was light-skinned and had ash-blonde hair. I remember her baby picture – wide-eyed, her head covered in a flapper’s bonnet, a baby version of the Roaring Twenties.

There is another family photo – a jaunty one – a bit like a black Nora Charles flanked by two Nick Charleses, a black version of Dashiell Hammett’s elegant sleuths from the ’30s.

My mother’s father – my grandfather – William Randolph, and his brother and sister, James and Lillian. They are dressed in slouched hats and trench coats, my ultra chic Aunt Lillian in a fur jacket, all of them haughty and magnificent, defying the Depression, defying being black in those times.

Aunt Lillian was always extremely elegant and so was my Uncle James, Mamma’s favourite uncle. I thought that Aunt Lillian looked down on us a bit. But Uncle James was a boulevardier, and very friendly.

He and Mamma were very close up until the day he died in his Washington apartment decades later.

         

Mamma told me that Dad met Uncle James for the first time when, home unexpectedly from work to the shared house I was brought home to from the hospital, he came into their little bedroom to find Uncle James, in from D.C., asleep in their bed, Mom and me asleep next to him.

Grandpa William, I was told, illustrated shoes for newspaper ads. He died in his mid-thirties, maybe from diabetes. Maybe from alcoholism. Or maybe from being a black man with dreams bigger than the life he was allowed to lead.

There is another old photo, lost in one of the floods in our second home: Mom is standing with all of her brothers and sisters. She looks about eight or ten years old. She’s scowling in the sun and the light is shining through her fine, fair hair.

Her little brother Marvin, who later died a toddler, is on her hip. She was already a woman taking care of children. A mother.

And that little girl’s face is essentially the face she would have all of her life.

Behind her in the photo is what looks like an alley. It is the West Side of Chicago, the tenements, the black community, the ‘ghetto’.

The freedom destination.
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Old people used to say that there were two groups of folks who didn’t lose out in the Depression: poor black people and the Kennedys.

The Kennedys because old Joe the patriarch pulled out before the Crash. And black folks because we had nothing to lose.

Dad’s little sister. Bernice, born in April, 1928. Our beloved Aunt Bernice.

A tiger, she suffered and suffers no fools. She helped Mamma take care of me when I was a baby and I would sometimes be mistaken for her child because I resembled the Greer side when I was little.

Mamma’s youngest sister, Ernestine – who also took care of me before she had a family of her own – was born in 1932 on 9 November, born on the day that Franklin Delano Roosevelt was elected to his first term. Which meant that she came into the world to the sound of Roosevelt’s ‘Happy Days are Here Again’. Aunt Bernice and Aunt Ernestine. My other mommies. Still.

There was one more child, but he died. Grandma Nora needed to feed and care for her kids somehow. This left Mamma, at about fifteen, having to take a job to help, and soon she found a flat of her own and lived on Chinese food – it was plentiful and cheap – as she worked in a factory, eventually making parachutes for the war effort.

         

After work she would go to the movies with her girlfriends, putting herself in the place of Bette Davis and Joan Crawford and Olivia de Havilland – all honorary black women. Especially Bette.

I imagined her at night dancing at the Club DeLisa, the interracial nightspot on the South Side of Chicago. There was a floor for black customers and one for white customers and one where they all mingled together.

They would have liked her. She was a very pretty girl. And she loved to dance.

She still does.

 

On the day of Aunt Ernestine’s birth, Dad was eight years old, growing up, without doubt, understanding the meaning of the poem that Langston Hughes wrote in protest against the treatment of the wrongly accused Southern black boys called ‘The Scotsboro Boys’.

There is a Life magazine photo of a little black girl on a street in Greenwood, Mississippi, near the town where Dad was born.

         

The little girl is barefoot, standing in the dirt street, dressed in a kind of short romper suit.

Her hands are playfully folded on her head the way kids do when they are answering a question from an adult. Her belly thrust forward like a child’s, too firmly rooting her on the ground.

She is standing like a child stands, as if the ground belongs to her. As if she knows the earth intimately.

But her head is bowed as she stands in a kind of deference in front of an old white man, dressed in overalls and wearing a white hat, bending over to talk to her.

         

Her upraised hands resting on her head in relation to him now look like a kind of submission, a kind of proof that she knows even at this young age to assume a posture of surrender.

Behind her, a little way off, is another white man, dressed in overalls and a cap, his hands on his hips, watching her as if he had just released her from somewhere and was waiting to claim her and take her back.

This picture was taken by the great documentary photographer Margaret Bourke-White, who took most of the classic Dust Bowl photos and this one, too.

She knows this child, not much younger than my own father, is at the mercy of these two men. Her entire family is.

The title of the photo: ‘Plantation Child’.

Dad had come North by the middle of the 1940s, first to Waterloo, Iowa, to family. Legend had it that he talked too much for a black boy and had to leave.

He enlisted in the Army. A racially segregated Army.

He arrived in England as part of the D-Day invasion that happened the day before his twentieth birthday.

He never forgot the United Kingdom.

He saw black men.

He wasn’t relegated to unpacking crates and making amphibious landing craft – the work of most of the black men in the US Army.

Yes, he romanticised England. Who could blame him? White people did not run away from him. They said ‘hello’ to him. He was a human being to them.

Michael Powell honoured these black GIs in his classic film A Matter of Life and Death, made in 1946. They are in the audience, part of Powell’s unfolding tale. One of them is on the Heavenly Jury.

         

Sometimes I look for Dad in that film. And in the newsreels. Maybe he’s there. Maybe.

Daddy had grown up in the Mississippi of the ’20s and ’30s and had seen the worst that humans could be.

He had survived the last German offensive called by the Allies, the Battle of the Bulge; he had been a soldier in the Ardennes in a bitterly cold winter.

He and the other black GIs were formally given guns a little before then. Previously, they were not routinely armed, used mainly as support. (Patton had said that he didn’t care if the men were green as long as they could fight.)

In other words, a black man with a gun was a bigger threat than a German soldier.

He told me, from time to time, about a concentration camp he had seen, a vague and imprecise tale that made me wonder if he actually had. But hearing about them, listening to witnesses had to be traumatic in itself, a feeling he kept, even though as a boy he had been taken to a lynching in the Mississippi woods.

He kept his soldier’s French all of his life, most of it full of phrases to get a lady into bed, but edited, of course.

Dad was at war but he was also away, abroad. People fascinated him, unlike Mamma, who liked the tried and familiar and staying close to home.

He would have stayed in Europe, in England, if he could.

He’d seen Something Else.

Soon he was back in the US.

Back to Chicago.

Back to the status quo for young black men.

But unlike post-First World War: the script had flipped.

Southern boys like him back in the 1920s and ’30s would have had heard the tales of the soldiers who had returned home from the Great War, full of Paris with the photos to prove it, too, only to find themselves – if they were lucky – run out of town.

         

If unlucky, their destiny was much worse.

Lynchings were also big news, a deterrent.

But the sons of these men had fought on Iwo Jima; been burned alive in their hundreds in a naval disaster in San Francisco; treated like dirt while German POWs were treated with deference; watched black servicewomen sexually harassed by white servicemen; sat enraptured by the translucent Lena Horne, singing alone against a pillar in those MGM musicals so that she could be cut out when the picture played in the South.

But they saw that she was just for them alone.

Black GIs like Dad and black servicewomen, too, who had entered the military as ‘coloured’, ‘Negroes’ and worse – and came out Americans.

And they wanted the lot.

Most of the new homes being built were not allocated to them. So they fought at housing sites, wearing their uniforms and medals – the ones lucky enough to be given them. Many were never medalled even though they had earned them.

One vet told me – as part of a radio documentary I was making for the BBC: ‘I saved this captain from a burning Jeep, but they didn’t give me a medal. They told me that “Negroes don’t get medals”.’

Then he burst into tears, still hurt and angry and humiliated sixty years later.

In some cases, German prisoners-of-war were given more privileges than the black soldiers who guarded them.

Black vets revolted.

They were new.

They took jazz, which had become cosy and swinging and homogenised, and blew it apart.

         

Theirs was the generation who understood best the most influential three minutes or so of music of the twentieth century: the Charlie Parker Quintet’s epoch-making rendition of the Gershwin song ‘Embraceable You’, featuring a very young Miles Davis on trumpet.

These three minutes of music had been released from another plane and that plane was ‘hip’, was bebop.

Bebop aimed for the speed of light, to be faster than the white man, faster than the black man who stood back and accepted it all.

 

These new Black people had their movie, too: Home of the Brave, whose protagonist had originally been Jewish on the stage but became a black man portrayed by the great James Edwards, a man who prefigured Sidney Poitier and Denzel Washington. An actor who carried in himself what Dad and others like him were.

         

Dad loved that film because it told everything about the discrimination, the racism, the cruelty of the service.

It was the first film since The Emperor Jones, a decade before, to use the word ‘nigger’. The real deal.

         

Dad found a job in a factory and was introduced to Mamma by Aunt Bernice, whose friend she was.

She called herself ‘a little piece of leather that’s well put together’.

They went out dancing. She was a very pretty girl, just twenty, free and happy. She was fascinated by the Royal Family. She and her girlfriends – those black girls free and working in factories, earning their own money – watched the newsreel of the wedding of Princess Elizabeth and Prince Philip.

And soon, Mamma and the future Queen became pregnant at the same time.

         

Except the Princess was married.

And Mamma was not.
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They were married in May, Mamma, Joan Crawford-glamorous in a white-shouldered coat, her hair piled on her head.

Dad looks radiant, as if he has won the biggest prize of all. His face is beautiful and he is impeccably dressed in a dark suit and tie.

They look full of promise, full of the future.

Mom is two months short of her twenty-first birthday. Dad will turn twenty-four the next month.

Kids.

There was some sort of contest somewhere for the mother who gave birth when the then Princess Elizabeth, Duchess of Edinburgh, did.

It was a year’s supply of free nappies.

My parents needed those nappies.

Mamma couldn’t work while pregnant with me and money was tight.

Unfortunately, I was born thirty-six hours after Prince Charles, a little after 12:16 p.m. GMT (6:17 a.m. CST) in Chicago.

I was given some kind of baptism by nuns in the delivery room, and my exact time noted, which Mamma said meant something but she never told me what.

I was named ‘Bonnie’, a fashionable name at the time, because apparently the infant Prince Charles was called ‘Bonnie Prince Charlie.’

         

My name has always given me a great affinity for Scotland.

Decades later, it was Scotland that first allowed me an artistic life in the UK. It was Scotland that welcomed my work first.

Mamma got her revenge on me for being late: on every one of Prince Charles’s birthdays, I had to celebrate it, or at least remember it.

He’s always been in my life, in a strange way. When I finally met him and told him that I was named after him, his eyes grew as large as saucers and Camilla howled with laughter.

Dad called his sister ‘Bonnie’ and ‘Bon’ and he called me ‘Buck Bonnet’. I think he named me.

He loved me, and he loved his wife.

When Dad was dying at the end of the nineties and the heat had to be kept up full blast and Mamma walked around wearing a T-shirt as she nursed him after he shrunk to almost nothing, I could feel his passion for her and hers for him. Even then they needled one another.

Daddy had given up cigarettes long ago, yet he was dying of cancer, and Mamma, a two-pack-a-day chain-smoker, was going strong.

He said to her one day: ‘You know, you shouldn’t be smoking around me.’ Mamma looked at him and said: ‘Afraid I’ll give you cancer?’

The look they exchanged, something with a complicity and understanding that totally locked me and everyone else out, was something I will never forget.

I must have sensed this bond, too, as I slept between them in the first few months of my life.

Just as I knew their poverty, too, very early on.

         

 

My first home was living in one room in a shared house.

There was a photo of me – a few months old, in front of that brownstone. Mamma, like a South Side Madonna, had me perched on one hip, her belly already round with my sister.

At night I lay between them in their bed in their tiny room.

Mamma had to tiptoe into the kitchen in the dead of night to heat up my bottle when I woke up.

Mamma said that the landlady was harsh and strict.

This was the South Side – the ‘ghetto’ – not a place of romance but, for many, a place of poverty and the only place they could live.

They were not allowed to live elsewhere.

White landlords would not rent to them, not even to a hardworking, charming young black GI with ‘mother wit’, who had fought for his country in the worst war humankind had ever known and who had a young wife and new baby and had a job sweeping up at a factory.

That room gave me my next word after ‘Mamma’ and ‘Daddy’ – ‘rat hole’.

Mamma’s brother, Uncle Don, brought back a miniature Japanese kimono while on leave from Japan.

He was a bebop man, a hipster, and called everybody ‘Man’. There was another picture: me in that little kimono, looking like Dad and probably being addressed as ‘Man’ by my uncle.

I was told that Grandma Nora took one look at my chubby legs and announced that I would be short, no doubt about it.

She was a prophet.

Mamma had a painted porcelain lamp on the dresser, a kind of belle époque thing that belonged to her mother.

She carried it with her to the places we moved to.

         

To me she is that lamp, delicate, sturdy, weathered.
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In Euclidean geometry, two parallel lines do not intersect. But there are other mathematical systems, other realities in which these parallels do connect.

In the limit to Infinity.

Speak memory.

The biggest influences in my life were and still are my parents. Two people who lived parallel to one another. And yet, at the same time, found their conjunction. Every day.

Even now they still fascinate me, perplex me. I will never know them and yet I know everything that is important about them. I knew where they came from. Not their hometowns nor their people but who they could have been if they’d been allowed.

I felt the price they paid for not being there.

I learned from them the profound cost of discrimination: the diminution of human potential and the cheating of the human species – of history and progress itself. They both taught me by their being to mourn this. To fight this.

And, also, when I think of them in my life, their influence, their guardianship, even now, I see Velázquez: Las Meninas.

         

The man at the top of the painting. Is he coming inside? Or is he leaving? Is he an aspect of me?

The people in the background, in the shadows … one is a nun, her head tilted like a Renaissance Madonna, still, serene, looking at the Christ Child – that baby she didn’t ask for but here he was – in her arms.

         

The woman of restricted growth, dressed beautifully, but her face a map of the world she has seen and is seeing; looking beyond the canvas both with a ‘What you lookin’ at?’ gaze and also as if she is surprised that she is here. Surprised that anyone would care about her enough to paint her. Let alone a Master.

There is a little girl beside her, diligent, focused. A Head Girl in embryo.

In the midst of the small group from which the woman of restricted growth stands aside are two girls, solicitous, helpful, relegating their lives and being – the blonde child in the middle, the Princess, sure of her beauty and her power in the world. She knows that she is the fulcrum of this small group, its epicentre – the epicentre of desire.

In the shadow stands Velázquez himself, the Painter.

 

His failures, his accomplishments, are all visible in the eyes of the world and we are here with him in real time. This is his studio, his work place. He stands before a huge canvas, about to work, or has he paused like all people do before a big work, asking themselves: Is it possible? Can I do it?

In the shadows on the walls of the studio are other paintings, perhaps studies or cartoons of work yet to be made.

In the mirror of his studio … outside of the canvas – beyond us, the viewers, but controlling everything – are the King and the Queen.

The King and the Queen in the mirror.

They taught me that our innate aggression is the will to live. It is the irrationality of our species, too, as well as our need to conform, our inborn conservatism, our herd instinct. And also our yearning for transcendence. Our constant looking-up at the stars from what Oscar Wilde called ‘the gutter’, and the majesty and beauty and poignancy and bravery of that.

         

They taught me that we – the only species as far as we know – who exist with the knowledge of our own end and yet continue … do continue because they did. They did that every day of their lives and they did that not in a ‘religious’ way … but from an acceptance of life.

When I was a little girl and had installed them in my own private pantheon complete with a padlock, I could sense the high refinement that Mamma and Daddy had within them which must have drawn them to one another. I saw it, too, in the faux Fragonard wallpaper they bought for the basement of the first house we lived in that I can recall.

I could sense their natural delicacy and refinement, a kind of ‘Nick and Nora Charles’ in their own minds. I was and still am convinced that I interrupted their movie by getting conceived and born.

I tried to apologise by being a good kid but couldn’t get a word in edgeways because of their intense dialogue with each other. ‘The smallest and the oldest,’ Dad used to call me.

They were beautiful dressers; Mom made her own clothes from patterns that she studied assiduously. Nothing overly shiny, nothing cheap or false. ‘Cool’ is not even close to what they were together. I was a klutz, a spectator. And in awe.

But they had no way in what I call their ‘day life’ to exercise this beauty and grace on a regular basis.

Mamma was what used to be called a ‘housewife’ – 5 a.m. to 2 a.m. the next morning. On the job.

 

Daddy, the fount of my prose.

         

He was very handsome, very bright and very powerful.

I really didn’t begin to know him until a few years before he died. He came to see us in London – he made the trip alone; Mamma is afraid of flying (because she can’t control the aircraft) – to commemorate the fiftieth anniversary of D-Day, in which he had a part.

We were walking back to our house – my husband David’s house. Daddy, of course, was staying with us.

The night before, David had taken him and two male neighbours out to the local pub.

Daddy told me – in quiet awe – that no one turned to stare at him as he walked in with three young white guys, the way that the black shoppers at his local supermarket back on the South Side of Chicago stared as David followed him with a trolley around the aisles a few years earlier.

He said to me: ‘Now when they ask me why you moved over here, I can tell ’em.’

That meant more to me than I could say to him, than I knew how to say. We were, to me at that moment, like two English people, the sort who never express emotion to one another and yet all of the emotion that they have for each other exists in the handling of a teacup, the inflection of the voice, the tilt of the head, the glance of an eye.

I moved a bit closer to him as we walked down Notting Hill Gate back to the house. I wanted to hold his hand because I never had, at least since I was a child.

I had fought this man, in so many ways – not even conscious to me – from as young as I can remember. And here he was, acknowledging my choice of life. I had done the right thing. He had spoken.

Because he was the King, the Man. To me, he made sure that everyone knew that he controlled everything and we were to do what he said. No questions asked. He almost slapped me once when I was about ten and came home crying because some teenage girl gang members had mugged me for Mamma’s cigarette money. He expected me to stand up to them. That wasn’t possible, they were much bigger than me. But he had stood up to white men at his factory, white men who had wanted to beat his brains out with a baseball bat because he was a union organiser. No child of his was running away from a fight, especially a fight administered by girls obviously so stupid that the only outlet they had was to be in a gang and dress alike and look alike.

         

He threatened us all with his belt and sometimes used it, too.

I can remember that something in me fought him back. I fought him back. He made me sniff out what I felt was tyranny, especially in males.

Nuts, I know. But that’s what Daddy’s ‘power’ created in me.

And at the same time, because he was so beautiful, I yearned to be ‘taken away’ by some overpowering dude I didn’t actually know but somehow I would discover in the prison he made for me.

All I had to do was be quiet, be an object. Somewhere inside me I still don’t understand power, or how it can be good.

But I love sheer power when I see it because it is so simple. So clean in a strange way.

Naturally, this attitude has led me into some interesting episodes and narrow escapes involving men in my adult life. Sometimes I didn’t escape.

The mystery of my father – his aloofness – was the very embodiment of Professor Robert Farris Thompson of Yale’s concept of African American ‘cool’, that concept of what used to be called ‘grace under pressure’.

         

‘Cool.’

The way that some guys in my neighbourhood would cross the street. Even when a speeding car was right up on them, they never broke stride, never corrected what was called the ‘pimp’ – a kind of half stroll, half dance with one hand in your pocket and one shoulder jutted forwards, and never, ever hurried no matter what the circumstances.

I discovered Farris Thompson’s Flash of the Spirit – a masterwork that analyses black American art and culture – when I lived in New York in the 1980s.

         

The guys I knew used to laugh when I raved about Farris Thompson because to them he was ‘Jungle Jim’, the white guy who used to front a show about the African jungle on TV when we were all children.

I would really get angry because I didn’t see what the colour of Farris Thompson’s skin had to do with anything. But when things like that happened, Dad would always say to me: ‘The information is what matters, not who gives it to you.’ And, when folks made disparaging remarks: ‘Consider the source.’

And I always do.

Dad gave me the contradiction of the need and pleasure of human relationships combined with a profound necessity for solitude, something he never really had. Except at the end when he died alone in his bed sometime in the night, his face turned towards the window.

He was vastly interested in human beings and wanted to be a presence in the lives of people he encountered on a regular basis, but his sharp intellect saw their shortcomings and would criticise too much.

He often spoke before his great compassion came through – another trait I inherited from him.

And no matter what he said, I knew that when he spoke that way it was a cry to be left both included and alone… alone … to read, to hunt, to tinker, to think and ponder.

         

He had a beautiful smile which he used often, but not to me. He was too busy trying to keep me alive, trying to prevent me from suffering the kind of racism and the lack of opportunity that he had experienced.

He was a man from the Old School, our father, a patriarch in every sense of that word.

Men did certain things and women did certain things.

Girls cooked and cleaned and boys took out the garbage.

But he never said to us girls that we could not pursue the life of the mind, his daughters as well as his sons. No man was better than us. Not in education anyway.

Even the idea that women were not capable was absurd because – as a rationalist – he saw the human brain as largely composed of equal capabilities and possibilities.

The notion that a woman was incapable of the highest intellectual achievement was a non-starter and he wouldn’t hear it even discussed. Even black women could do it. If somebody would just give us a chance. Being black in a white world was his constant realisation.

He knew and I knew the quality of his intellect, its potential. But he had no opportunity to express it, to test it. He studied various trades, read the manuals, passed the tests. But he wanted to talk about Paradise Lost, the Rosetta Stone.

         

I take after him – somewhere I didn’t think I had the chance to be fully myself.

Who would allow me to pursue philosophy or to paint or to study mathematics?

No one allowed my father.

Better to work, stay alive, stay out of the way of those who could crush you, erase you.

         

He never said this but it was in his voice, in his eyes when he would tell me later on to ‘be careful, Bon.’ He’d grown up in the Deep South during the Depression. He’d seen and heard of too many people taken away in the night for ‘expressing’ themselves.

Education was the way out, the way to beat them. And education wasn’t just about getting a job, although that was important. No welfare folks for him. He believed purely and simply in learning for its own sake.

‘They can take everything from you but what you know.’

But the other side of the scholar was a free-living bon vivant; a man-about-town lived inside of him. He needed to be on his own, to withdraw from time to time. His inability to withdraw, to do that, was not only because he was too busy providing for a wife and seven kids but because he had no model of a black man who had lived the life of the mind and survived.

He needed to be away from us and away from Mamma to see the world that fascinated him.

He’d kept his GI, World War Two, D-Day French, much of which I don’t think he could actually repeat in polite company. And when he finally did travel for the fiftieth anniversary, he strode off the plane as sprightly as a teenager.

He was an autodidact supreme, a man who read way above his schooling.

He was devoted to the Encyclopaedia Britannica, which he bought monthly from a door-to-door salesman. He bought those books for us and for himself. They made me come to see European history as it unfolded in its pages – Europe itself – as a breath of fresh air, a haven.

         

The illustrations of the statues in the British Museum were amongst his favourites. He could never have dreamt that I would become Deputy Chair of that museum some day.

         

But maybe he did. Maybe he saw it in those pages as we talked about Pliny and Euripides and Socrates. Maybe he knew.

Because of those books, and our talks – fleeting but intense – I came to understand that some things are better than others.

Daddy taught me that Tolstoy is better than Tolkien; Michelangelo better than a Hallmark card illustration. This stance has narrowed my range, kept me out of the loop, made me deeply uncool. But I know what is a classic. And that there’s no such thing as an ‘instant’ one.

He read the same articles over and over and showed me how even a piece of writing ripens with age – like the bourbon he liked to drink clandestinely.

When – after he came to visit us in London and David introduced him to single malt Scotch whisky – he finally knew what ‘the good thing’ was, he took a bottle back to the South Side, to the neighbour next door, who simply stared at it in awe. David explained to him that he was never to mix it with water and Dad understood and never did.
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