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This Black History Month, we wanted to create a space in which we could explore,
showcase and celebrate thoughts, expressions and experiences of (a selection of) the
black community, both within the firm, and externally. We assessed how much interest
there was from people to put together short pieces on the topic of "Community", whatever
that meant to each of the contributors. What we did not recognise, was how much the
process of putting this publication together would mean to us. We have been struck by
how open, vulnerable and honest the contributors have been. We have also been struck
by the amount of internal interest there was to contribute to the publication, although on
reflection, this is perhaps unsurprising, as an opportunity to have one's voice heard can feel
incredibly valuable.
Not only have we been able to read through these contributions, but we have also had
conversations with the writers, about their entries, and about the wider topics surrounding
their entries. It occurred to us how strange it is that over the past few months, despite feelings
of isolation due to the COVID-19 lockdown measures, and despite feelings of heartbreak
due to events that sparked another iteration of a civil rights movement this year, that this
has also been a time in which we have been able to foster a greater sense of community;
both inside and outside of work; both with other members of the black community, and
with allies to that community. The resurgence of the Black Lives Matter movement has,
for those who feel comfortable enough to do so, created a space for the black community
to talk about our experiences, both good and bad, to others, and also amongst ourselves.
With large amounts of people working from home, the concept of "community" can feel
quite alien, but in reading these entries and having these conversations, it has been an
opportunity to get to know some of our colleagues on a more personal level.
There are clearly some reoccurring themes across these contributions. Some touch on the
topic of investment, both in terms of the investment people have appreciated from others
in their lives, and in terms of the decisions people have made to mentor, sponsor and invest
in others. Clearly, these relationships can mean so much, and they can create an arresting
obligation to pay that forward. The contributors also mention a topic that has received a lot
of attention this year – allyship. They talk about being one of the few, or being the only one
– and therefore being many things to different people. They touch on our idea of blackness;
where this comes from and what this means. We hope you enjoy reading through these
contributions, and we'd encourage you to think about how interesting it is to unpick each
writer’s individual depiction of the theme, and perhaps ask yourself how similar or different
these are from your own ideas of community.
We hope you appreciate the honesty of the contributors in the way we have done. We
recognise, that within honest expressions, there are various feelings – and some of those
feelings are sadness, anger and frustration – but we must remember that some of those
feelings are joyful celebrations of the black community. We hope there is an opportunity
for you to take this as a celebration, and recognise the joyful reflections on what part
community has played for each individual – from walking us through memories of their
upbringings, extended families, personal achievements, celebrations of identity, and
much more.
One of the lessons that we may be able to take from some of the events of this year, if
we give it enough thought, is that we don’t have to wait for a certain month in the year to
think about an issue affecting a certain community, and it may be that an approach like
this contributes to an incremental distance between communities. We hope, therefore,
that this publication contributes to what has felt like an increasing effort to have open
and honest conversations, as the preceding step to making concrete changes, both big
and small, in order for everyone to play their part in creating a community that is fair for
all of its members.

Corinna Cherrie and Tanisha Onyenaoha cochair the HSF Black Asian and Minority Ethnic
Committee. The BAME Committee works with
the Graduate Recruitment and Diversity &
Inclusivity teams to improve the representation of
ethnic minorities within the trainee population at
the London Office. Corinna is a Trainee at the firm
and Tanisha has just qualified into the TMT group.
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MARVIN FIHOSY

THE IMPORTANCE OF
REPRESENTATION AND
POSITIVE ROLE MODELS
I was born and raised for the first 10 years of my life in Battersea,

Unfortunately, in my career to date, I’ve not sat in many meetings

South London in the early ‘80s – a Battersea that was very different to

where I look across the table and see people that look like me. There

the more developed and richer Battersea that exists today. I grew up

is a stark contrast between my experiences inside and outside of the

in a mixed heritage household, my Mum is St. Lucian and my Dad is

office, particularly when I travel for work, where I am often reminded

Nigerian. My early experiences of culture and community were very

of the feeling I had moving to ‘plain’ Croydon.

rich, deep and broad! One of the benefits in growing up in the area
was the exposure to a variety of cultures, cuisines and languages –
celebrating a variety of independence days, religious events and other
cultural events outside; it was very much a cultural education. I have
‘Uncles’ and ‘Aunties’ (family friends) that originated from all parts of
the globe. Although I’m not fluent in all of their languages, I knew a
few insults in each!

I think Black History Month is really important for the communities I
know best, it shines a spotlight on the importance of the contribution
of black people to the UK, which sadly, is not widely known. It is an
opportunity for everyone to recognise the positive influences that
black people have had, and are having on our communities. Even
more importantly, I think it’s a great way to foster an environment of
aspiration and inspiration for young black children so that they know,

My family (Mum, Dad and younger brother) moved to Croydon just

understand and embrace that they can also be a part of Black History

before I started secondary school. When I first moved to Croydon,

whilst holding on to, and being proud of, their identities.

which at the time I thought was the ‘countryside’, it felt very plain
compared to what I was used to. My environment of council flats and
community centres, were replaced with ‘proper’ houses and large
green fields. I completed my secondary education in Croydon, which
itself became more culturally diverse during the time I lived there; I
then moved to an even plainer location in Canterbury, Kent where I
lived for four years until I completed my Masters. Fast forward a few
years, I now live in Kent with my wife and three children and I always

Many of the children that are currently growing up in the areas similar to
1980’s Battersea, may not necessarily be aware of all the opportunities
that are available to them and may not have the confidence to go after
what they truly want, so I make it my mission to be visible so young
people can see someone who looks like them. In addition, being present
so young people can leverage my life experience to overcome hurdles
is important to me.

think about the differences in their upbringing compared to mine in

I also believe it’s important to keep telling my story in the hope that my

terms of community and cultural diversity.

children and their generation can break down barriers, smash those

One of the constant themes in my life has been positive role models.

glass ceilings and excel in corporate spaces, if that is their wish!

My parents exposed my brother and I to an environment of aspiration
and inspiration – whether that was learning about historical figures,
or through engagement with people we met in everyday life. My kids
will grow up in an area that is not as diverse as the area I grew up in
and as a result, they have less access to diverse community-driven
programmes. This means my wife and I have to make an extra effort to
expose them to role models that look like them.
The importance of identity was a consistent theme growing up. My
parents’ message to my brother and I, as young black boys navigating
different spaces from education to employment was, “know yourself
and understand the value that you can bring to every space you decide
to occupy”; they reminded us that everyone has an important story
and it’s our choice how we tell our stories and use our journeys to
inspire others.

Marvin Fihosy is the Head of Internal Audit at HSF. He is
a Chartered Accountant and he also has a Masters in
Management Science and Computing. Marvin has eight
years of experience both being a School Governor and
mentoring. He is married and a father of three.

I’ve been fortunate in my career to work for, and manage teams
in, organisations that recognise the value they can bring to their
neighbouring communities. I’ve participated in many community
outreach and mentorship programmes, and became a school governor
through another programme. I have also volunteered personal time in
similar activities including more recently visiting my old primary school
to talk to the students. Speaking to under-11s about the ‘sexy’ parts
of accountancy, finance, audit and risk is not easy! However, each of
these activities gave me an opportunity to tell my story, speak about
my journey and answer questions, all in the hope that I can inspire
whoever is listening in some way.
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HONEY SANUSI

INVESTMENT IN THE
NEXT GENERATION
In order to form a community, there has to be a common

bring your different perspectives and resources together to make

characteristic. The common characteristic could be absolutely

even more impact. Once you identify what role you can play, a

anything – it might be the area that a set of people live in, mutual

few years from now, when you read the Future Leaders lists, I’m

values or simply the fact that a particular group of people like cake!

confident that you’ll be proud of the return on your investment!

On this occasion, the common characteristic that I’d like to explore

Those you have invested in will continue the cycle and my hope is

is investment. When we think of the term investment, we tend to

that we will make many different sectors much more diverse.

think about real estate, bonds and things alike. Investments of this
nature are incredibly important, however, I strongly believe that
supporting and nurturing the next generation is one of the most
important investments we could ever make.
We are all products of investment. Our parents and wider family
have invested in us. Our friends, colleagues, mentors, sponsors and
many others have also taken the time to invest in us. I can confidently
say that investment has made a huge difference to my personal and
professional development. There’s a wonderful tribe of people that
have encouraged, challenged and supported me – that community
has shaped me into the woman that I am today. This is one of the

Honey Sanusi works in HSF's Pro Bono and Citizenship team

reasons why I feel that we should all make more effort to be part of

with a focus on the global social mobility strategy and wider

the community that supports bright young people.

community investment programme. During her time leading

When I started my career, I realised that I was often the only black
person in the boardroom. I want to see more black men and women
thriving in the City. Like me, many individuals and organisations
would like to improve ethnic diversity at all levels across a number
of different sectors – we’re only likely to see progress on this front
if investment is a key element of a multi-faceted action plan.

HSF’s education and social mobility programme, she has
impacted hundreds of young peoples’ lives and collaborated
with organisations such as Goldman Sachs, BP and Sky. She
was shortlisted in the 2018 UK Social Mobility Awards Rising
Star category (for those 30 years or under), described as a
“role model of the future making a significant contribution to
advancing the cause of social mobility and the heart and soul

So how can you invest? Try and mentor at least one person for

of HSF's efforts". Honey is a school governor, a member of the

a minimum of six months. There are a number of mentoring

HSF Multiculturalism Network, an advisor to the PRIME Board

programmes available for you to support. Alternatively, you

and she sits on the City Solicitors Horizons Steering Committee.

could make contact with your old school and/or a school in your
local area – you could deliver a career insight session to inspire
the students. You could also become a school governor - school
governors play a vital role in the school system and becoming one
offers a wonderful way to get involved and give back to your local
community whilst developing your professional skills in a different
capacity. I’d encourage you to collaborate with others so you can
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TAJ FOSTER

BUILDING CULTURAL
AWARENESS
My parents were first-generation Jamaican immigrants. They came to

One of the aims of Black History Month is to help society to develop

the UK as part of the ‘Windrush generation’ which saw thousands of

and foster a better understanding of black history. I think it is also a

people from the Caribbean travel to the UK to help rebuild the country

great opportunity for individuals to broaden their cultural awareness.

after the Second World War. This meant that whilst I grew up in the

This deeper understanding, particularly in the workplace is a catalyst

heart of south London, my upbringing was richly immersed in West

for creating truly inclusive environments. We should no longer focus

Indian culture; from the loud reggae music that rang through my house

our concern on whether individuals are a good cultural ‘fit’. We should

on a Saturday morning which was the indication that it was time to

seek to cultivate environments with individuals who are viewed as a

wake up and start my weekend house chores, to the elaborate cornrow

cultural ‘add’. This consciousness sets the foundation for building

hairstyles that crowned my head after hours of sitting between my

a culture that not only accepts diversity but embraces and more

mother’s legs in silent protest as she repeatedly told me to ‘sit still’ so

importantly - celebrates it.

that my hair would be neat for school the following Monday.
Having a large extended family meant that I had a wide network of
aunties, uncles and cousins who all played an important role in helping
me to develop. This included cheering for my successes, advising on
things that I wasn’t sure of and freely scolding me for my indiscretions.
Although I didn’t always love their constant input, the lessons I
learned from them shaped my approach to life and armed me with
foresight when navigating new environments. They also taught me
the importance of family and the value that comes from being able to
interact with and seek guidance from people who share and understand
your cultural context. This was the first sense of community that I

Taj Foster is a Senior HR Adviser at HSF. She has been at the

became conscious of and it continues to be my initial go-to for support.

firm for two years and initially supported Business Services.

As I continued my journey through college, university and into work,
the familiarities of my home environment became more removed as I

She is now a HR Business Partner for Disputes and also a
member of the Multiculturalism Network.

began to occupy new spaces. These spaces included fewer and fewer
people who shared my cultural understanding. At times this has felt
uncomfortable, but I have been fortunate enough to have supportive
mentors, managers and colleagues. I have also had the pleasure of
using my position to help to provide a sense of community for others
through mentorship and social mobility programmes.
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NAOMI OFORI

OUR
VARIOUS “SELVES”

A little over two years ago I met my (work) soulmate. Or rather, my

my “authentic self” sounds and acts, but the version of me when I’m

“twin soul” as we often now call each other.

with my mum is probably the best benchmark. On the whole, I feel

We were formally brought together through a mentoring scheme
designed to pair incoming Black, Asian and minority ethnic trainee
solicitors with mentors who might be well-placed to understand
their experiences and help them navigate the complexities of a City
legal career where, despite the frequent conversations and initiatives
around diversity and inclusion, you might regularly find yourself as
the only person of colour in a meeting or possibly even a department.
We first met on a sunny day in June; we sat in the square outside our

pretty comfortable being myself at work – it’s one of the things I value
most about the team I work in. Yet through intangibles like our shared
cultural references, speech patterns and sense of humour, in my
relationship with Tanisha I’ve found a space at work to comfortably
access a version of myself that I didn’t know I needed or was missing.
I know that technically “two people does not a community make” but
if the value of community lies in there being a connection between
people who have a shared sense of identity there are few recent
experiences that have done more to personally remind me of this.

soon-to-be shared offices and talked about everything and nothing.
On paper, we had some immediate qualities in common – both
black, both women, both Londoners (and both frequent exploiters
of the versatility of Kanekalon hair). I went back to my office feeling
invigorated in a way that I didn’t quite understand but put it down to
the combination of good weather and the afterglow of a first meeting
with someone you naturally get on with.
Two years on and she is now a fully qualified solicitor, for which I feel
an unearned but enormous amount of pride. Technically she is still my
mentee but her presence at work has easily been as significant to me
as I hope mine has been to her, and we slipped into the comfortable

Naomi Ofori is an Associate in the Real Estate team at HSF,

informality of friendship many months ago.

having trained at the firm. She graduated from the University of

For many of us our identities are complex and multi-faceted and the
ways that we move through the world reflect that, sometimes without
conscious effort. As an example, I very rarely deliberately change the
way I speak but know that I have a dozen voices and vocabularies

Oxford with a BA in History. As well as co-chairing the London
Multiculturalism Network, she is one of the firm's graduate
recruitment ambassadors and involved in many of the firm’s
Diversity & Inclusivity initiatives.

that adapt themselves to the rooms I’m in and the people sitting in
them. I’m not sure when I developed this reflex: at school some of the
kids thought my mum and I sounded “posh”… and then I went to a
university where half of the students came from independent schools
(despite independent schools educating only around 7% of school
children in England) and spent the first three months trying not to feel
like I sounded like the black modern equivalent of Eliza Doolittle.
Whatever its origin, this variation of code-switching is now second
nature to me and many others. I don’t have a fixed definition of how
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DAMMY SOKALE

IT TAKES A VILLAGE –
THE IMPORTANCE OF COMMUNITY
IN RAISING ASPIRATIONS
There is an African proverb that says “it takes a village to raise a

As I have grown and my career has progressed, my mentoring

child”. The proverb recognises the importance of community when

relationships look slightly different, but the role mentors play

it comes to parenting and acknowledges the shared responsibility in

is just as important as when I was first starting out. Right now, a

ensuring a child grows up in a safe and happy environment.

relationship I value greatly is the support I receive from my partner

The proverb has always resonated with me and speaks a
fundamental truth that can provide a useful starting point for
considering the vital role that community can play in breaking down
barriers, and more specifically the communal effort often required
for social mobility and career progression.
I have often considered some of the reasons why minority groups
experience disadvantage and are often underrepresented in positions
of power. Whilst there is a plethora of research into why this is, I have
found that the positive impact of community can be a useful method
of deconstructing or mitigating any systemic disadvantage.
A key way community can help raise aspirations and increase
diversity in leadership roles is through providing more opportunities
for mentoring relationships to be formed and for existing
relationships to be strengthened. For many, a mentor is integral to
reaching goals and character development.
From a personal perspective, community has played a pivotal role in
where I am today and this is largely a result of the strong mentoring
relationships I have formed.

mentor at work. It has been really useful in navigating entering
the professional legal world. My partner mentor is someone that
provides a useful sounding board, cares about my development and
I know always has my back. My partner mentor has also helped to
demystify the idea of a “partner” and it has stopped being an elusive
thing and something I can actually aspire to.
I have found that the key to great mentorship is the bond of trust
and mutual respect that is formed. Often this is easier to establish
through casual mentoring, however, even more formal mentoring
relationships can feel more organic where individuals are paired
together and investment is poured into that relationship.
I contribute to my community in turn by sending the “elevator”
back down and mentoring other people coming up. Whether this
is through volunteering to be a mentor on various schemes or just
allocating a couple of hours every week to respond to LinkedIn
messages or connecting people I meet with others in my network,
this is an invaluable way community can raise aspirations.
We all have a part to play in creating a community where people
can thrive. Therefore, it is important to remember as you move

For example, a pivotal moment that solidified my career path and

forward, to take a look back and open the door for as many people

my desire to enter the legal profession occurred when I was in

as you can.

Year 9 and a solicitor from a local high-street law firm, called Mary,
came into my secondary school to speak about her job and what
it meant to be a lawyer. Prior to this I had been interested in law as
an abstract concept however, it was at this point that I experienced
a mind-set shift and I began taking practical steps to achieve my
goal of becoming a lawyer. After the talk, I remember chasing Mary
to her car and she gave me her business card and after weeks of
corresponding with her secretary, aged 14, I managed to secure my
first ever legal work experience placement over the summer.
Through Mary, I gained an unparalleled insight into the legal world,
I had legal terminology explained to me, read case files, went to
court, sat in on client meetings and was given a first crack at drafting
documents. After this experience, I was able to secure further
opportunities at other law firms and a mini pupillage at chambers.
From aged 14, unknown to me at the time, I was already building up
my CV and developing my commercial awareness.

Dammy Sokale is a Trainee Solicitor at HSF. She is involved
in various committees and networks at HSF such as the
Women Lawyers Trainee Network Committee, the BAME
Committee and the Legal Tech and Design Thinking Team.
She is also actively involved with NOTICED, an inter-firm
diversity network.
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NAOMI KELLMAN

BUILDING THE TARGET
OXBRIDGE COMMUNITY
At the age of 21, I was given the opportunity to start something

university African and Caribbean Society committees to spearhead

that has gone on to be bigger than I ever dreamed it could be. I was

university access programmes and events.

working at Rare, a diversity specialist that supports students from
ethnic minority and lower income groups into top jobs. A few months
into my role, a media storm shone a light on the very low numbers of
Black students at the universities of Oxford and Cambridge.

Target Oxbridge’s growth has also been made possible by the power
of community. The programme has grown from just six students a
year to 160 students a year, and now receives over 1,000 applications
annually. A large number of these applications are as a result of word

I thought it was wrong for there to be so much negative coverage of the

of mouth, with applicants often referencing their friends or family

issue and yet so little positive action being taken to solve it, and Raphael

members who encouraged them to apply. In some cases parents

Mokades, the Managing Director of Rare, agreed with me. To my

have kept the programme bookmarked for years having heard about

surprise, he gave me the freedom to design and launch a programme

it from family!

to tackle the specific issue of access to Oxbridge for Black African and
Caribbean students. A few months later, we launched Target Oxbridge,
and started with our first cohort of six Year 12 students.

When I started working in this area, the term ‘hard to reach
communities’ was commonly used when discussing groups
underrepresented at elite institutions. My experience with Target

At the time, there were not any programmes with this specific focus,

Oxbridge has shown that the nature of what you ‘reach out’ to

and I was often asked why Target Oxbridge took such an approach. I

communities with is what can make a big difference.

explained that generic approaches would not fix this problem. If Black
students, who had felt excluded from Oxbridge for so long, were going
to feel welcomed by the universities, then a programme explicitly
designed with their needs and interests in mind was necessary.
I therefore designed the programme I wished I’d had whilst applying

By creating a programme focused on the needs and experiences of
Black students, with honest discussions about the barriers they face,
we have been able to reach thousands of Black students through
Target Oxbridge, and have created a lasting and active community in
the process.

to Oxford and feeling fearful about being one of few Black students
there. It included advice on subject choice, personal statement
writing and test preparation, as well as visits to the universities,
academic sessions and interview practice. Target Oxbridge also
provided a sense of community, which proved to be more important
and powerful than I initially realised.
Central to the programme was our commitment to providing the
students with access to role models. We regularly held panel
discussions with Black Oxbridge students and graduates, to dispel
the prevailing myth that there was ‘only one Black student at Oxford’.
These sessions had a truly positive impact, but over time I realised

Naomi Kellman studied Philosophy, Politics and Economics

that the Target Oxbridge students gained just as much from spending

at the University of Oxford. On graduating in 2011, she joined

time together.

diversity specialist, Rare. In this role she founded Target

A significant proportion of our students were the first in their family to
be applying to university. They were also often the only person in their
immediate friendship group applying to Oxbridge. This potentially
lonely experience was transformed by being connected with other
young Black students who had the same aims and ambitions.

Oxbridge, a programme that has helped over 200 black
students secure Oxbridge offers, and currently supports 160
students a year. Naomi is currently Rare’s Senior Manager
for Schools and Universities, and a Trustee for Ebony Horse
Club, a charity. Naomi co-founded both the BAME Fast
Stream Network and the Oxford Black Alumni Network,

As we walked around Oxford and Cambridge on our trips, or down

and has made appearances on Sky News, BBC News, BBC

the corridors of our sponsor firms for our academic sessions, I would

Radio and Channel 5 News to discuss Oxbridge access and

smile as I listened to the students swap tips on problem solving and

graduate recruitment.

reading materials. When we gathered feedback from the students at
the end of the programme, they would often comment on how happy
they were to have made friends with similar interests.

rarerecruitment.co.uk
targetoxbridge.co.uk

These connections have proved to be long lasting and impactful.
I know of Target Oxbridge students who have become best friends
and supported each other through university. A large proportion
of our alumni choose to give back to the community by mentoring
younger Target Oxbridge students and joining our panel discussions.
In addition, each year a number of Target Oxbridge alumni join
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DR TUNDE OKEWALE MBE

CREATING
COMMUNITY
Having a sense of community unites us. Being a part of a community

a constricted tunnel-like field of vision that can be so enticing that

can make us feel as though we are a part of something greater than

individuals can forget about the world outside of their community, or

ourselves. It can give us opportunities to connect with people, to

regard other communities with subtle or overt prejudices. The tragedy

reach for our goals, and makes us feel safe and secure. It's important

has created an opportunity for communities to come together and

for every person to have a sense of community.

combat [anti -black] racism. Hopefully the dialogue will be focused

We are all members of multiple communities and we constantly move
in and out of them, depending on the situation. The current global

on targeted and tangible changes and promote collaboration between
communities and the state in all its various emanations.

pandemic and recent protests as a result of the killing of George Floyd

The COVID-19 pandemic has created [social] distance between many

have both highlighted the different ways people engage and identify

communities. Paradoxically, working apart and staying apart (social

with different communities.

distancing) is bringing us closer together. Society has come together

Growing up and during my career journey in law I had three primary
communities. Firstly, my geographic community (Hackney, east
London) during the 1980s [pre-gentrification] comprised of the
lower working-class migrants who clustered into affordable housing
which took the form of dilapidated council estates. Their children
went to schools that innocuously perpetuated the soft bigotry of low
expectations. Secondly, my cultural community, which is linked to

to celebrate the key workers and service providers who have gone
above and beyond during the pandemic. It has also thrown different
communities into the deep end together, which has forced us to be
more caring and supportive of one another in these strange and
uncertain times. We are required to do more than just find the right
video meeting platform, but to metaphorically all clap and lock arms
and support each other as a community.

my ethnicity and ancestral origins – my parents are first generation

The COVID-19 pandemic and killing of George Floyd have shown that

migrants from Africa and were part of a different community who had

the process of building communities – coming together with people

high aspirations and valued education and professional occupations.

across cultures to share goals and ideas – is more important than

Finally, there is my occupational (the legal) community; the industry

ever before.

which I sought to work in and which I currently do. All three
communities had separate and often distinct customs, traditions,
norms and values. This taught me that through an awareness
of intersectionality, we can better acknowledge and ground the
differences among us.
Most of my work has been focused on connecting communities and
creating webs of mutuality. My work ethic and resolve to be better
despite my environment is what led me to create the charity Urban
Lawyers, as a way of getting people from less privileged communities
to positively engage and consider joining the legal community.
Additionally, we aim to get the legal community to widen participation

Dr Tunde Okewale MBE is an award-winning Barrister,

and create an environment that promotes diversity and inclusion. I have

who practises at the Doughty Street Chambers. He has

been a part of, and spearheaded, numerous social initiatives focused

been involved in community projects over the course of his

on increasing diversity in the profession. This includes creating and

career, in 2011, becoming an adviser to the community-led

managing Urban Lawyers, which has supported 13,000 students with

Citizens Inquiry into the Tottenham Riots. He went on to

aspirations to practise law. It was oftentimes difficult to shine a light on

found Urban Lawyers, a charity focused on making the law

what were at the time taboo subjects of race and the glass ceiling, but

more accessible to marginalised groups, and co-founded

it was, in my view, in the public interest for the profession to face the

One Case At A time, an organisation with a mission of

issue head on.

facilitating access to justice and legal representation for

In this current era, as a result of technology, we are all part of the

disenfranchised minorities.

digital community and are brought together and sometimes divided
by the messages and content shared. The killing of George Floyd
has demonstrated that there is something potentially dangerous
about communities. Communities often create safety, comfort, and
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AYO SOKALE

DELIVERING POSITIVE
CHANGE FOR THE
COMMUNITY
Community is at the heart of my ability to be a change maker. It has

point to my community to support the provision of free menstrual

always been my goal to give my highest contribution for the benefit of

products, for more funding for schools and for more support on the

my local and global community and to achieve positive change.

maintenance of nurseries. This all resulted in me successfully being

As a young person, I was in awe of the role Civil Engineers played in

elected as Councillor for Caversham at Reading Borough Council.

improving society and transforming communities. Inspired by this, I

In light of the global outcry at the murder of George Floyd and the

chose to pursue a career in the industry to shape the world around me.

inequality brought to light during the COVID-19 pandemic, I once again

Today, I am a Chartered Civil Engineer working in flood and coastal risk

used the power of community to make lasting change. I engaged with

management where I deliver projects that provide positive outcomes

charities, school governors and grass root activists to offer mentoring,

for local communities. For example, protecting families from floods

support coaching, work experience and created relationships across

and improving the environment.

organisations that will uplift my community.

A community that has helped me in my journey is the Institution of

In the famous words of Gandhi, “be the change you want to see”

Civil Engineers (ICE) where I was selected to be one of the President’s

and of Theodore Roosevelt’s “don’t fear the critics”. We all have the

Future Leaders, affording me the opportunity to be mentored by the

capacity to play our roles and should take action today to create a

then ICE President. I was able to work on some life-changing projects,

better tomorrow for ourselves and our communities.

including a report by ICE on the Grenfell disaster that will help
engineers and wider society improve building construction to ensure
that a disaster like that never happens again.
As an engineer, I understand the challenges facing society are multifaceted and impact the economy, the environment and society. These
challenges are best described by the United Nations Sustainable
Development Goals and the scale of the challenge requires a huge
uptake of engineering by young people. I work within the community
to promote engineering through outreach days in schools and
mentoring young people. I also present engineering and larger stem
related subjects in visual media.
Throughout my journey to engineering, I have utilised other tools
such as volunteering and fundraising to deliver positive change in
my community. I founded an annual charity event to raise funds for
Derriford Hospital's Children's Cancer Service (DCCS). I have also

Ayo Sokale is a Chartered Civil Engineer working in flood and
coastal risk management. She graduated with a Masters in
Civil and Coastal Engineering from Plymouth University in
2016. In 2018, she was selected to be one of the Institute of
Civil Engineering (ICE) President’s Future leaders.

supported various other charities by running a half marathon, several

Ayo is the Councillor for Caversham at Reading Borough

boot camps, organising fashion shows and singing in a harmony

Council, having been elected to this positon in 2019. She

group and volunteering at the homeless shelter. To further support

is a keen advocate for contributing to local and global

my community goals, I competed in beauty pageants to increase my

communities through charity and community activities.

platform and outreach in my community winning the following titles:
Plymouth Galaxy 2012/13, Miss Sussex 2013, Miss Earth South East
and Miss Earth East Sussex 2014/15.
Over the last few years my focus has shifted more to the power of
campaigning, community organising and working with existing
community leaders such as councillors and MPs. My political journey
largely began through the work I did within my party to deliver training
and to advocate for unrepresented groups as the women’s officer. I
knocked on doors and listened to the issues affecting residents. For
example, upon the closure of the post office that had been at the centre
of the community, I campaigned for an alternative post office. I also
campaigned against period poverty and brought a Red Box collection
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INUA ELLAMS

ON COMMUNITY,
NIGERIANHOOD AND
BLACKNESS.
A few years ago, on returning from a six-week theatre research trip

I look back at these words and wish I knew then what I know now:

across anglophone sub-Saharan Africa, I was asked to contribute

how profoundly wrong I was, and how little I understood.

to The Good Immigrant, a collection of essays on the ethnic minority
experience in present day England. I pitched ‘Cutting Through’, a
series of diary entries drawing cultural and societal parallels between
the countries I had visited in Africa.

The first time I was called Black was on the day I began secondary
school in England. I was 12 years old and we had emigrated from
Nigeria a few months before. On my first day in Holland Park, the
relentless racist and bully from my class, Mitchell, called me a ‘nig-

The play I researched was called Barber Shop Chronicles and my essay

nog’. I was walking down the hall towards the headmaster’s office,

for The Good Immigrant concluded with a criticism of the word ‘Black’

though I didn’t know this at the time, and Mitchell started begging me

as employed to unite peoples of African descent. It reads: “The term

not to report him, not to get him in trouble. I’d never been a victim of

‘Black’ was employed by African Americans as both a political and socially

racist abuse before. I didn’t even know what racism was. I didn’t know

conscious alternative to ‘negro’ (or the much darker nigger). It was as an

what a nig-nog was, or the bigger word it emanated from. Mitchell

act of defiance, self-identification, and as a way to distance themselves

was a white British kid. He begged again. I looked at him, confused.

from the ‘African’ label, which had abundantly negative connotations at

Another white kid, Jack, was walking with us. Jack saw the question

the time. Nowadays, the label is used for darker-skinned people of sub-

marks in my eyes and was moved to explain that Mitchell’s insult

Saharan descent everywhere: in the Americas, Asia, Europe and on the

was racist, that racism is bad, and that Black people should not take

African continent itself. In Europe where whiteness is the default, blackness

that from white people he said. There were several things I had to

stands in contrast and any race is ‘other’. On the African continent, not

understand quickly. Firstly, that I was suddenly Black, secondly that

only is blackness NOT the default, given North Africans who are generally

there was a ‘them’ and ‘us’, Thirdly, that Jack was also an ‘us’ but a

lighter-skinned, but blackness isn’t the default in all sub-Saharan countries;

different kind of ‘us’ to Mitchell and finally, that I had been wrong to

countries like South Africa, Angola, Namibia or Zambia have large British,

believe I was just like everyone else.

French or German communities. In the countries I visited that have a greater
percentage of ‘black’ nationals, the concerns, motivations and emotions
of the men I met differed, not just from country to country, but within
countries, along tribal and socio-economic lines – differences so sharp and
clear they had become stereotypes. Dividing them along tribal lines, those
six countries alone break down to 558 different types of ‘black’ men. ‘Black’
men from all 54 African countries live in England, so even a conservative

I was born a man and
only became Black when
I came to England.

estimate would put at least 1,000 different types of them in the country.
England is also home to ‘black’ men from the various Caribbean Islands, from

Barber Shop Chronicles opened to resounding acclaim at London’s

North and South America, as well as ‘black’ men born in England, who have

National Theatre, and in a filmed promotional interview for The Guardian

never touched African soil... men of different tribes, temperaments, natures,

Newspaper, thinking of what had happened when I was 12 years old, I said

political and socio-economic backgrounds and beliefs. Despite these

to the journalist, Iman Amrani, “I was born a man and only became Black

obvious nuances, phrases like ‘black-on-black crime’ or ‘black community’

when I came to England”. This became the tag-line for the interview.

are used to suggest a monolith and when there are disagreements within

It garnered hundreds of thousands of views which encouraged me to

said monolith, it is portrayed as dysfunctional, rebellious, animalistic and

repeat the line over and again, to various journalists across the world.

mutinous. … As we know the earliest human, ‘Lucy’, was found in Ethiopia,

I did so until I met Panashe Chigumadzi. A young novelist, author

it’s safe to say inhabitants of these countries and all of humanity came from

and Harvard Academic, we met at the Aké Writer’s Festival in Ogun

sub-Saharan Africa, that sub-Saharan Africans are genetically coded with

State, Nigeria and began discussing racism and blackness. She visited

all of humanity’s assemblage, that they contain all hues, variations and

London a few months later and resumed our conversations. I expressed

cultures: eye shape, pupil colour, hair texture, hip thickness, bone density,

discomfort at being snagged by the word Black. I felt distanced from

finger width, tongue and skin tone. To put it mildly then, it is insulting,

its African-American socio-political origins and the Black diaspora

reductive, counter-productive, lazy, disingenuous and deeply, deeply,

community. Why didn’t she as an African, indigenous to Zimbabwe and

deeply, problematic to attach a single label – one of Western invention as a

South Africa, resist it? Didn’t her Africanhood precede her Blackness?

shield against racism, one as porous a description of skin pigmentation, as

Isn’t that more important? Doesn’t she feel somewhat colonised or

‘black’ – to a group of people so vastly varied and numerous. Whenever we

limited by the word? Panashe’s reply halted me. “My Blackness isn’t

beg for nuances, for our differences to be articulated, for more diversity and

limited” She said, “As many stars as there are in the night sky is how

accuracy in how our communities are described, in the characters written

vast my Blackness is”.

for ‘black’ actors on stage, on television, or in film, our voices are either
silenced or ignored.”

At the time I lacked the imagination to fully grasp her meaning. I told her
I thought her views were verging on Black Supremacy, which to me was
as problematic as White Supremacy, which she understood, then asked
if I believed Black people could be racist. I confirmed that I did so, and
arrogantly batted away her attempts to nuance the issue and explain
why she believed otherwise until, exasperated, Panashe said ”I’m tired
of talking to Nigerians about racism; You guys just don’t get it!”

P10
A few months later she published an essay online that detonated

African History is the history of Black people, not vice versa, and our

across the African Literary world but specifically over us Nigerians.

socio-political Blackness preceded the creation and colonisation of

Provocatively titled “Why I’m no longer talking to Nigerians about

Africa and its countries, preceded our enslavement and continuing

Race”, I saw how expansive and wise Panashe’s was, and in that, how

battles for survival and freedom. To be Black and proud then, isn’t

the innumerable stars were the only worthy reflections of her limitless

just to stand up to discrimination and subjugation, but it is also to

Blackness.

fall in step with our oldest ancestors and to sit with them around
their fireplaces, sit beside them on their tables. This is the Blackness

To be Black and proud
then, isn’t just to stand
up to discrimination and
subjugation, but it is
also to fall in step with
our oldest ancestors
and to sit with them
around their fireplaces,
sit beside them on their
tables.
In the essay, she describes joining a panel at the Aké Festival titled
‘The Irony of Black Lives Matter in Africa’. Like the other panellists,
most of whom were Nigerian, I’d failed to see the global and historical
links of people of sub-Saharan ancestry within the context of global
white supremacy. Panashe continues “…the indifference to the missing
Chibok girls in Nigeria, the country with the largest black population on the
planet, is as much linked to the unpunished police shootings of unarmed
black people in America as it is linked to the murder of black mine workers
demanding better wages in South Africa as it is to extra-judicial killings in
Kenya. All of these different attacks on black bodies—whether on African
soil or outside of it—is not unrelated to white racial capitalism and coloniality
which is sophisticated enough not to need the presence of white bodies to
function. This is after all why, for example, African countries remain one of
the world’s largest markets for skin lightening creams.”
“What I find missing in my interactions with many Nigerians who dismiss
our experiences of race is this: a profound lack of empathy that takes the
form of unwillingness to understand and share the pain of another, as well
as a willful refusal to self-examine the tacit, but powerful presence of the
racialized politics that already operates in their own society."
The Nigeria I was born into, the Nigeria that educated me until I moved
to England, still taught a syllabus that had been designed by British

Panashe saw… unlimited, ancient, vast, new, ever reinventing itself,
finding new expressions, all encompassing, political but also deeply,
deeply personal.
Panashe’s essay also demanded that I consider what privilege I had
had in being born amongst the largest black population on the planet,
and as I considered this, to practise empathy and to think of those
born under the grinding pestle of racism. This poem (taken from my
forth coming poetry collection, The Actual) is part a culmination of
that meditation. I’d like to thank Panashe and Minna for carrying on
the West African griot tradition of passing on knowledge and wisdom
through storytelling.

Fuck / The Incalculable Unknown

For Panashe
Whomsoever asks if Black folk can be racist
/ I will now answer / One / Define racism /
Two / Define Black / Three / In which world
are these Black folk Black / Four / To whom
is the racism aimed / Five / Recount their
history with said group / Six / In what context
is the question raised / Seven / Who are you
who asks / and should all answers satisfy /
should they intersect / as in a Venn diagram
/ the lines in praxis / spiralling toward an
outlined emptiness / an incalculable unknown
/ a power vacuum in which humanity is
equal / an Earth I've never known / one unobliterated by whiteness / For the souls of
Black folk swallowed by ocean water / For the
ancestors whipped to string meat and screams
/ For the boys handcuffed for breathing / who
leave precincts in body bags / For the dark
girls chemically cooking out their melanin /
bleaching / their brown eyes blue and blind /
the best I could venture / would be / maybe /
maybe / Fuck that / No

colonisers. It was not designed to liberate the Nigerian mind, but
instead to subjugate it for British financial and socio-economic benefit.
This is evident in how the syllabus failed to address its own construct. It
failed to teach about the invention and proliferation of race and racism,
the invention of Whiteness, and subsequently the necessary invention
of political Blackness. As a result of this, I hadn’t examined myself or
my country’s history and so was ill prepared to deal with Mitchell’s
racist attack. I was Black. I had always been Black, I had to be Black, I
just hadn’t known it. This was my community.
Panashe proved to me the political context that unites all people of
sub-Saharan descent, that ‘Black’ is a necessary uniting word for
members of our community, and that Black Lives Matter is as relevant
a political rallying cry, within and beyond the continent. But beyond
politics, beyond police brutality and capitalism, before slavery and
colonisation, were my sub-Saharan African ancestors Black? Would
they have considered themselves so? Would they be part of the
contemporary global Black community? Could they? Would they even

Born in Nigeria, Inua Ellams is a poet, playwright &
performer, graphic artist & designer and founder of: The

want to be? I believed they couldn’t and wouldn’t. Again, I was wrong.

Midnight Run (an arts-filled, night-time, urban walking

Early this year, The Black feminist writer, Minna Salami, published her

Party) which celebrates poetry & hip hop, and Poetry +

magnificent progressive collection of essays Sensuous Knowledge. In
the chapter titled ‘On Blackness’, she explains that the word ‘Africa’
originated in the word Ifriqiya, the name formerly used for North
Africa. Sub-Saharan Africa, Minna continues, “had multiple names, and
all of them had to do with blackness. For example, Aethiopia, the word that
once referred to all of black Africa, means “black” or, literally, “sunburned”
in ancient Greek. Similarly, Bilad as-Sudan, as the Arabs called all of black
Africa, means “the land of the blacks.” One of the first known human
civilizations, the ancient Egyptians, called their civilization Kemet, which
means “the black land.” Mauritania, another term that once meant black
Africa, stems from maurus, “black” in Latin, and informs Moor… The term
black is itself one of the world’s twenty-three “ultraconserved words,” or
humanity’s oldest words, which have meant mainly the same thing in
several language groups for over fifteen millennia.… blackness has a long
history that goes beyond the modern racial hierarchy system or nationalistic
borders. As long as we see ourselves only as African: Nigerian, Yoruba,
Hausa, Igbo, Mende, Zulu, Swahili, Fulani, Bambara, Mandinka, Tigrinya,
and Tutsi, and not black, we will neglect the framing of continuity between
history and the present; diaspora and continent.”

experience.) The Rhythm and Poetry Party (The R.A.P
Film / Hack (P+F/H) which celebrates Poetry & Film.
Across his work, Identity, Displacement & Destiny are
reoccurring themes in which he also tries to mix the old
with the new: traditional West African oral storytelling
with contemporary poetics, paint with pixel, texture with
vector. His books are published by Flipped Eye, Akashic,
Nine Arches & Oberon.
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NATASHA OWOH

MY COMMUNITY
When I think of community, my mind is assaulted with images of

me that I couldn’t achieve because of my gender (I dare anyone to tell

colour and noise, with extended families and large groups of friends

my Nigerian mother-in-law that she is limited because she is female!).

getting together and staying up to the early hours of the morning - all of

My own mother’s relentless drive to do what was right even when faced

which were missing from my formative years. Equally, I never really had

with unbelievable adversity taught me that there would never be any

a mentor, network, sponsor or any of the other obvious expressions

conceivable reason to give up, and certainly not because of my gender.

of collective support. At a cursory glance it is easy to conclude that
community had been absent from most of my history, a conclusion
I too had mistakenly made. I look back at each phase of my life and
have always felt like the ‘only one’. I grew up in Bristol and was the
only black girl in my school (one of three black children in a school
of 3000). We then moved to London and I was now a Bristolian (i.e.
not black enough) in inner city London. I went to university and I was
the only black person on my course. Started work in the City and was

It has been important for me to clearly see the nature of my own
community and how it has shaped me in order to provide this for
others. Without this clarity, it is easy to check out and convince
yourself you have nothing to offer. At its core, community has been a
set of people and relationships that have offered me the right to ‘peer
in’ and garner what I needed at any given time. It has been the context
that always pushed me to be better.

the only black professional and quite quickly became the most senior

I really do stand on the shoulders of giants even if ‘my community’ is

black person in my context. At the same time a gulf began to emerge in

not recognised as such by others.

my social context as my academic and professional life began to take
shape. These experiences often left me feeling isolated and void of a
sense of belonging.
However my romanticised version of community had robbed me of
the ability to see the beauty of the relationships that had shaped my
life. If community provides a context for one to grow, to be challenged
and develop a sense of self all whilst providing the energy to keep
striving, then I have had that in bucket loads.
My ‘community’ has often been messy, disconnected, temporary,
loving, challenging, professionally and economically unsuccessful but
full of wisdom and strength. I can look at each part of my life and find
its source in a relationship that exists outside of myself.

With 20 years’ experience working with law firms, Natasha
Owoh has been at HSF for four years as Head of Business
Finance, Corporate. She is a qualified accountant and a

I reflect on my sense of gender as an example of the powerful, shaping

mother of two.

impact of community. For many years, I had experienced a semisubconscious dissonance regarding female empowerment. I knew
the narrative regarding women’s perceived lack of achievement but
it never really resonated with me. An element of this was driven by
the complexity of my minority status where black disempowerment
absolutely trumped female ‘oppression’. However, I also realised my
community had been dominated by women. The good, the bad, the
successful and the failures were all women. It had never occurred to
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KURA DIONE-WARREN

A RARE
COMMUNITY IN
TRAUMA AND TRIUMPH
At Rare, community is at the heart of what we do. We help businesses,

speak as Big Ben’s bells chimed at the first ceremony. He said ‘all the

and governments, and as many professions as we can, to look more

feathers of the eagle are needed for the eagle to soar’. As much as

like the communities and the countries that they serve. In doing this

this event is about individual effort, success and reward, every year

for the last fifteen years, we have built a Rare community of staff,

I am moved by how much it is also about family, friendships and

former staff, candidates, alumni and clients.

support. Mr Boateng’s eagle is community and Rare Rising Stars is

This community has always been important for people from a
variety of underrepresented groups but has been more important
than ever, for Rare’s black community, in light of the Black Lives
Matter resurgence in response to the murder of George Floyd. Our

our celebration of the black community. When celebrating the stars
we see this community come together. We need this celebration of
our community with our community now more than ever.
I have never been more proud to work for Rare.

community has been a point of knowledge, advice and support for our
candidates, colleagues, clients and alumni over the past few months.
This support network has been even more critical in the midst of a
global pandemic.
We have continued our predominantly one to one candidate support
online, we have designed online education and training for our clients
on race; specifically focussing on the issues that black employees
face, and we have run sessions for our alumni on ‘Closing the Ethnicity
Stay Gap’. I am most proud of our Race Fairness Commitment which
simply demands fairness at work for people of all backgrounds. I
am proud of the concrete actions that it puts in place, that it holds

Kura Dione-Warren is a Director at Rare, a company that

firms to account and shows minority ethnic people what they

focusses on recruitment and retention in order to make

should expect from a workplace. Our commitment mandates that

professions more diverse. She originally joined Rare as a

organisations institutionalise anti-racism. There is substance behind

candidate, becoming a Director in 2013. During that time,

this commitment that we believe will lead to real and long-lasting

she has been instrumental in helping the business to grow

change. I am proud that Herbert Smith Freehills was one of the first

by delivering outstanding results for Rare’s clients, with

firms to back it.

oversight for more than sixty client law firms. She has

I write this two weeks before our first online awards ceremony for Rare
Rising Stars. Rare Rising Stars showcases the incredible achievements
of the best black students in the United Kingdom and follows the
continued progress of previous award winners. I have watched Rare

designed retention programmes and advised widely on
inclusivity and diversity, and now heads Rare’s Strategic
Development.
rarerecruitment.co.uk

Rising Stars grow from the very first publication to what will be the
tenth ceremony this year. I will never forget listening to Paul Boateng
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RONKE JOSEPH

THE CROSS, THE SHELL
AND THE ONE EARED
CRYSTAL MOUSE
Moving home comes with its trials and tribulations and I am still

dictionaries follow suit using

experiencing these seven months on. At the top of the list would be

words like region, locality, social

unpacked boxes that still sit in the spare rooms despite precious time

unit, religion, race values, and

taken off work and promises to tackle them almost every weekend.

customs in their definitions.

Unfortunately, a lie in, daytime TV and nattering on the phone seem
to bump these boxes off my to do list. To my credit though, I must
admit that on one of these days I managed to make some progress- a
pink plastic box with a variety of small items I own managed to make
its way from the spare room downstairs into the storage part of the
wardrobe in our bedroom.

If this is all the essence of
community is, it leaves me
wondering

why

a

simple

seashell sets off a chain reaction
in me starting from thoughts of
Bola’s kindness, leading to the vivid

It was just as well this happened because about a month ago when I

memory of how the evening dinner dance

was looking for the beautiful bracelet Winnie gave me for my birthday,

event in Portugal with my old school mates ended up being an

that box was the first place I looked. Placing it carefully on the bed, I sat

extremely moving evening where there was not a dry eye in the room

on the firm mattress and with each article that I took out of the box and

as we bared our souls and shared things about ourselves that made us

placed on the bed, there was the renewed hope that the silver bracelet

vulnerable before each other, but took our relationship as ‘sisters for

would be revealed somewhere in between the rest of the contents of

life’ to a different level. We laughed, we cried, we hugged one another

the box. I however found that as more objects came out of the box, my

and above all we had a newfound respect for each other. Why does

interest in finding the bracelet diminished. I kept on discovering things

the funny looking cross vividly remind me of how I sometimes held

that I had almost forgotten I owned, and it almost felt like opening

it on my hospital bed feeling a close connection to my Saviour, Jesus

Christmas presents. By the time the box was empty, our bed was partly

Christ and to my church family who I knew I could rely on to pray for

littered with its contents and although the bracelet was nowhere to be

me until I felt better? Why is it that despite its broken ear, my crystal

found, I had thoroughly enjoyed going through my box.

“rodent” still stirs up those feelings of being deeply appreciated and

“Time to put all this back”, I thought as I sort of scanned the items

valued by my former employers?

with my eyes. For some reason, three of them tugged at my heart

I think there is a missing link in our definition of community. On a base

strings. A small cream coloured seashell given to me by Bola when we

level, our physical characteristics do tie us together with people who

went to Portugal with 20 of our old secondary school mates. I clearly

have common interests, but a true connection with the people in our

remember how touched I was when she handed it to me, saying

community is found in the genuine relationships that we have with

“Ronke, I brought this back for you because you couldn’t get off the

these people. A relationship that is underpinned by care, kindness,

boat with us”. As part of the itinerary for the trip, we had gone for a

fellowship and trust, which in turn brings a true sense of belonging.

boat ride and when we stopped off at a small beach, I could not get
off the boat because the makeshift steps were too difficult to use with
my prosthetic leg, so I sat on the boat while they all spent about an
hour at the beach. Sitting on the bed too was a small wooden cross.

I challenge you to look around your home. You will probably find that
you won’t have to look too far to find the essence of community under
your own roof.

When Jo, my best friend’s sister-in-law gave it to me while I was in
hospital, I chuckled at how asymmetrical it was, but at the same time
I felt such a great sense of gratitude at the fact that she gave me what
I needed the most at that time - a reminder that God was with me
and that many people in my church were praying for me. And then
lying there on the bed almost hidden by bigger objects was the tiny
Swarovski crystal mouse ornament that I had owned for so long that
one of its ears had come off. It took me way back to the early days of
my IT training career when I spent an untold amount of time ensuring
I was well prepped to run quality training courses. This token gift was
given to me one year as a reward for my hard labour (apart from my

Ronke Joseph is the IT Training Manager at HSF where she is

pay of course!).

responsible for IT training for the UK, EMEA & US. She has

Rubbing my fingers over each of these three small but extremely

over 20 years’ experience working in the IT training industry.

meaningful items, one word came to my mind. Community. Imprinted

Ronke is an author of the book "IMPACT: My Story, My

indelibly on my heart was not just the individuals who handed me

Ebenezer, My Victory" which gives an account of a life

these priceless gifts, but the communities they tied me to. I have to

changing road traffic incident she experienced resulting in

admit that I am uncomfortable with the use of the word “community”

the loss of her right leg. She is a committed Christian, she

in sole reference to physical characteristics that tie people together,

likes to play the guitar and enjoys a good sing song.

like the food they eat, the social media outlets they use, the colour
of their skin, the area in which they live and other such similarities.
The Cambridge dictionary defines community as “the people living in
one particular area or people, who are considered as a unit because
of their common interests, social group, or nationality”. Many other
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MELAT NEGASH

THANK GOAT
IT’S FRIDAY!
Living in vibrant Vauxhall means sharing the neighbourhood with

In return, local communities and businesses have shown their

communities from all corners of life, including farm animals. Among

appreciation by donating generously to the farms’ fundraising efforts

my favourite neighbours are Abigail and twins Bambi and Thumper.

after losing most of their income stream during the lockdown.

They live in Vauxhall City Farm and the twins were born in April 2020

Vauxhall City Farm cost around £30,000 per month to run during the

during the lockdown. (See photo below).

lockdown (or £40,000/pm when it’s open). As of mid-August, the
farm had raised an incredible £170,000, which means it will stay open
and continue its work in the community.
As I finish this article, I am preparing to start volunteering at Oasis Farm
Waterloo. It is one of the smaller farms that is tucked away in Waterloo
next to St Thomas’ Hospital. It is a half-acre strip of land packed with
plants, three polytunnels, a barn, goats, sheep, chickens, guinea pigs
and bees. One of the things that makes Oasis truly unique is that it is
also home to a small architects’ studio (Feilden Fowles) who founded
and helped build the farm on derelict land leased from the hospital.
From its very beginning, Oasis is an inspiring story of collaboration
between all sorts to create a cherished community space. Sadly, it

I have lived in Vauxhall (south London) for almost 15 years and hadn’t

is a temporary site that will eventually (by 2022) be returned to the

really appreciated my neighbourhood until recently. But five months

hospital for redevelopment. Even so, it is heartening to see how much

into the pandemic, I know nearly all the animals at the farm by name. I

work has gone into creating this hidden gem. Unlike most other farms,

visit every week (usually on Fridays), I’ve gotten to know the volunteers

Oasis is generally not open to the public and specialises in working

and got some freshly laid eggs when there were none to be found in

with disadvantaged young people in local schools. They do this

my local supermarket. This urban oasis has been a respite from the

through a partnership with Jamie’s Farm, a national charity that works

pressures of the past few months and I feel very lucky to have it as

to transform children’s lives through farming, family and therapy.

part of my community.
There are at least 20 City farms across London (some are on the map
below), often located within densely populated urban communities.
Among the fun events they host is the annual Oxford v. Cambridge
Goat Race that is organised by Spitalfields City Farm, which is just a
20 minute walk from our Liverpool Street office.
It is difficult to put into words what these spaces mean for their
local communities. They provide education; a connection to nature
and something ‘real’ that is not on a screen; and unique hands-on
experience on rearing farm animals, horticulture, growing food,
volunteering and lots of other life skills. Many of the farms are deeply
rooted in their neighbourhoods because they were born out of
community activism and locals reclaiming urban wastelands in the
1970s and 1980s to transform them into green havens. In an area
like Vauxhall that is undergoing one of the largest urban regeneration
projects in Europe and that has changed beyond recognition, the City
Farm is one of the few community spaces that remain unchanged and
is almost a symbol of defiance against the backdrop of high rise towers
that now dominate the area. The farm is a humane and nurturing
hub where city and rural life co-exist in surprising harmony; a place
for escaping to a way of life that would otherwise be inaccessible.
Beyond the cute animals and lush gardens, it’s a space to immerse in
sustainability and learn about self-sufficiency too, especially at a time
like we are in now where so much seems uncertain and out of our
control. Sometimes when I visit, the farm brings back memories of my
grandmother’s homestead where she kept cows, goats, chickens and
where we got fresh milk every day while as I was growing up in Addis
Ababa, Ethiopia.

Melat Negash has been at HSF for nearly 12 years, currently
in the Strategic Insight team within Legal Operations. She is
originally from Ethiopia and has lived in London since 1992.
Her roles have been varied during her time at the firm, and
she has enjoyed working with lots of different people across
the firm. Melat is keen on environmental issues, and in
particular on waste reduction. She started a project in 2019

All the farms had to close their doors to the public during the

on a campaign to cut down waste from gift wrapping paper

lockdown, although some of the animals could still be seen in outside

(mindthewrap.org), which she is planning to run again this

paddocks or from adjacent parks. Staff and volunteers have dutifully

year in the build up to Christmas.

continued to look after the animals, and many of the farms served
their communities by providing fresh produce.
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OLIVIA ODUBANJO

BEING AN ALLY
TO THE BLACK COMMUNITY
“Let me know if there’s anything I can do” became a line I heard

It was encouraging and positive to see people from across the HSF

frequently from non-black friends, peers and colleagues in the

network engaging in discussion following the message put out by

wake of George Floyd’s death back in May 2020 and during the

our CEO Justin D’Agostino on the Black Lives Matter movement

subsequent revival of the Black Lives Matter movement. My initial

and the importance of having open conversations about racial

reaction was that the sentiment was welcomed and those offers of

inequality. I watched as colleagues shared their honest thoughts,

help did make a difference during what was an emotionally taxing

suggested resources and educated each other in an open and

time. At the same time, the messages forced me to consider what

candid forum. For me, this was the perfect example of allyship and

exactly they could do to help. Words were just the beginning and

confirmed to me that HSF is truly a community that cares about its

it was important that meaningful action took place to combat the

people.

issues faced by the black community in the UK and globally.

The step the firm took to sign the Race Fairness Commitment

Whilst the Black Lives Matter movement is not new, it certainly

created by Rare in July 2020 was another example of allyship in

felt like something had changed this time around and the new

action and the firm using its positioning as a leading firm to tackle

momentum highlighted the need for the movement to be pushed,

the issue of racial inequality in the legal profession head on.

not just by the black community, but by everyone in society,
including those who occupy positions which allow them to make
real change. To be an ally is to stand with a community and take
action to support that group. To be an ally to the black community
is also recognising where privilege has played a part in upholding

This Black History Month, while we share experiences;
commemorate black history, and; celebrate the contributions and
achievements of the black community, I hope we continue to see
allyship at HSF and promote meaningful change.

certain institutional and systemic inequality and doing your bit,
however small, to fight against it.
In this ongoing journey of fighting racial inequality, what are some
of the ways that you can be an ally to the black community, during
Black History Month and beyond?
1) Amplify black voices:
An abundance of resources and art have been produced by
the black community. Share and engage with these where you
can. Support does not go unnoticed and it helps to create a
genuine and positive sense of community.

Olivia Odubanjo is an Associate in HSF’s Dispute Resolution
division, working in general commercial litigation. She

2) Every little helps:
Charitable organisations, funds, petitions all need support
and contributions, however small, can have an impact. For
example, The Black Curriculum (theblackcurriculum.com) is
an initiative that campaigns for the teaching of black history
in schools, not just in Black History Month, but throughout

studied Law with European Legal Studies at King’s College
London. Olivia is passionate about diversity in the legal
industry and is a mentor to aspiring Law students. She is an
avid traveller and she spent six months on secondment at
HSF’s Singapore office.

the year. Organisations such as this are vital for instilling
education in young people who could go on to be tomorrow’s
leaders.
3) Speak up:
Calling out offensive or inappropriate behaviour is paramount
and it really does make a difference when such behaviour
is called out from people outside the community. It is
particularly important that this is done in the workplace,
especially those in which the black community is
underrepresented.
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ABIGALE WORKU

COMMUNITY IN THE
CURRENT GLOBAL
CONTEXT
Community by definition is a group of people living in the same

from a former city lawyer turned insurance underwriter who works

place, having particular characteristics in common or it’s the

for a well known international company. When you consider that

condition of having the same interest, belief system or values. The

Africa is a continent with a population of over 1.2 billion and 56

recent race fuelled events in the US have highlighted the, at times,

countries, the sheer ignorance of that sentence from someone who

lack of community for Black people here in the UK. As the events

is seemingly educated is staggering.

of George Floyd’s death and the Black Lives Matter movement
was gaining momentum in the US, most people couldn’t see the
parallels of the experiences of Black people in the UK. This is

For anyone who wants to create a sense of community for ethnic
minorities:

because discussing issues that affect ethnic minorities is still seen

1) Normalise the discussion of race-related issues. If you want

as a taboo, especially in the workplace. Every time I describe a

to understand the issues that affect me, ask, I am happy to

micro-aggression in the workplace some are baffled by the fact

oblige.

that they have missed it while some can’t understand why such
behaviour would be considered offensive to Black people.

2) Educate yourself, there are countless resources by scholars
who are far more knowledgeable than me. My story and

I am an immigrant, Black woman and English is my second language.

my experiences are mine; I don’t speak for the entire Black

I couldn’t be more different from some of the people that I work

population.

with. I fully understand that most of the issues that I have to grapple
with are not on their radar. Most people watched the horrible video
of George Floyd's killing, thought it was completely abhorrent and
got back to their dinner. As a Black woman, with a half-brother who
lives in the US I watched the video in horror thinking that could
have been my brother. People talk about “white privilege” quite a
lot these days and that concept has never been more obvious than
in this situation. Every time I pick up a newspaper I dread to read
about all the ills of the world that have been placed on the doorsteps
of Black people and immigrants. Every story tells you about the
person’s skin colour and immigration status like this has somehow
contributed to their alleged crime. When it’s another race you read

3) Recruit and retain diverse talent. I recently came across
a phrase, “I can’t be what I can’t see”. I am yet to see
anyone who looks like me in a top position at a law firm
or in-house. I am hopeful that the next generation will be
different.
4) Become an ally, go to Black network events, ask questions,
listen, participate in the discussions.
5) Take action if you witness micro-aggressions or racism in
your presence. It’s 2020, silence is no longer acceptable
when you are in a position to know better.

about their mental health status and all the contributing factors
that could have led them to their alleged crime.
Without realising it I have grown up with an apologetic feeling for
being who I am and making sure I do not step a foot out of line,
given I am not judged the same way as others. The fact that others
don’t have to worry about their skin colour or how they pronounce
certain words being considered as a factor of how they are treated
and the fact George Floyd’s and other similar stories do not evoke
memories of their own unpleasant experiences. That’s privilege. I
once told an acquaintance that I was going to visit my sister for
the weekend and they responded with, “oh you will have lots of
fun in south London this weekend”. I never mentioned where she
lived. I have been asked countless times if I am from Birmingham
due to my accent and one person even asked me why we need
Black History Month since racism no longer exists. Perhaps the
most ignorant of them all is being told that I didn’t have “negroid”
features for someone whose parents are from Africa. And this is

Abigale Worku is an Associate in the Litigation and
Regulatory Proceedings Group at Goldman Sachs
International. She earned an LLB from City University,
a Masters in Law and Economics from UCL and
completed the LPC at BPP London.
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NAOMI OFORI AND NIC PATMORE

A NOTE FROM OUR
MULTICULTURALISM
NETWORK: QUESTIONS
TO ASK OURSELVES
As we’ve found when writing this piece, community is one of those

With access to a never-ending stream of information and opinions

concepts that you might regularly use and entirely understand what

and so many competing priorities it can sometimes feel difficult to

it means to you, but still find almost impossible to define to others.

know where to start, particularly as the one thing we do know is

Formal definitions vary – some emphasise physical proximity while

that there will be no easy answer. However it seems self-evident

others focus on shared characteristics, attitudes or interests. Even

to us that an essential part of the process will be ensuring that we

in the absence of an agreed definition it is clear that communities

amplify the voices of those who might otherwise be overlooked,

have become ever-more important in today’s world, particularly in

and engage with our histories to learn how we came to be where

challenging times such as these.

we are.

What is essential to the idea of community, in our view, is the sense
of the collective; of shared values or common ground. In this year full
of unprecedented events, for many of us it feels like a time in which
black people, black bodies and black lives are being considered and
discussed with a sustained and international recognition that we’ve
never experienced before. As Black Lives Matter protests have
rippled across the globe and anti-racism activism has been taken
up within organisations large and small, it has been impossible
not to feel a sense of community – amongst our black colleagues,
within our local areas, and with fellow people of colour in whose
experiences we can see parts of ourselves.

Naomi Ofori and Nic Patmore are Co-chairs of HSF’s London

Communities can serve a range of purposes for the individuals
within them. They can provide a space to listen and to share with
people who speak your language, literally or metaphorically; to be
understood without effort. They can also be a source of support
during challenging times, and celebration during positive ones; this
adaptability is easy to overlook and is often their most valuable
quality.

Multiculturalism Network, which focusses on the firm’s
commitment to developing its understanding of diverse
ethnicities, religions, faiths and cultures, as well as improving
the representation of these groups in the demographic of the
firm. Naomi is an Associate in the firm’s Real Estate team,
and Nic is a Senior Associate in the firm’s Disputes team.
Nic has also been involved with, what is now, the firm’s Black
Asian and Minority Ethnic Committee, since its inception.

Within our small corner of the world that is the HSF London
Multiculturalism Network, these are some of the qualities that
we aspire to provide for those that are looking for them within the
firm. The challenges that we face in doing so are in many ways a
reflection of those facing organisations and societies more broadly:
how do we measure concepts as amorphous as diversity and
inclusion? How do we identify not just overt instances of inequality
or bias, but the ways in which our structures and processes assume
norms that no longer reflect those working within it? How do we
harness the collective strength of listening to minority voices
without obscuring the individual experiences of those of different
racial, ethnic and religious backgrounds?
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DINESH BANANI

A NOTE FROM A
MULTICULTURALISM
NETWORK SPONSOR:
WHAT WE CAN LEARN
FROM HISTORY
Over the last several months, the killing of George Floyd has

So when I think about Black History Month, I think about the

awoken my consciousness on the importance of being a strong

courageous actions and sacrifices, both large and small, that so

ally to the black community in the firm. As an Indian-American,

many members of black communities have made over the past

I can understand the struggles and challenges that a minority

several hundred years in the US and UK. I also know, however, that

community faces in a white-dominated society. However, to

many of those actions and sacrifices may have never occurred

understand what black communities in the US and UK have had to

without the strength and support of others in the community. The

endure over the past several hundred years, education about black

struggle for Black civil rights is certainly not over, and maintaining

history is invaluable. This is especially true when you grow up, like I

that strength and support remains as important as ever.

did, with few black friends.
Growing up in suburban Massachusetts, a lot of my early history
education was focussed on the American Revolution and the
war between white English settlers and their white English rulers.
However, as I began to learn about modern American history, I
had a school teacher who opened my eyes to the US Civil Rights
Movement. We learned about the movement through primary texts
as well as an American public broadcasting documentary called
"Eyes on the Prize".
I've recently been re-watching Eyes on the Prize on YouTube, and
have been struck by the strong sense of support and empathy that
members of the black community from all over the US provided to
one another, especially during a very dark period of history when
black Americans were openly discriminated against, segregated
and abused by many white people in the southern United States.
That sense of support and empathy exhibited itself in many ways
– in some cases it just required being 'present' and showing up to
rallies and church sermons. In other cases, it involved laying one's
life on the line for a cause that is bigger than any one individual.
This desire to support one another in a time of crisis is fundamentally
human, but it's not always easy and, in the case of the US Civil
Rights Movement, it required a courage of conviction in the face
of opposing danger and violence. It's also important to remember
that the US Civil Rights Movement was a movement of non-violent
resistance. The fact that so many people were able to maintain non
-violent resistance for such a long and important period of American
history is a testament to the strength of a community's bond.

Dinesh Banani is a Partner at HSF in London. He was born
in India, grew up in Massachusetts, USA, and has lived in
the UK for the last 16 years. He remains keenly interested in
learning about black history. Dinesh is a Partner Sponsor for
the London office’s Multiculturalism Network.
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CORINNA CHERRIE AND TANISHA ONYENAOHA

SOME FINAL WORDS…
We hope you have enjoyed reading this
publication, the firm's first Black History Month
Publication. We hope that this will become an
annual publication, to provide an opportunity for
those within the black community, both at the
firm and externally, to share their experiences
and thoughts, if they wish to.
We hope that this year - a year in which the
resurgence of the Black Lives Matter movement
has created an emphasis on understanding the
issues facing the black community - will provide
an impetus for significant and lasting change.
Corinna Cherrie and Tanisha Onyenaoha
HSF BAME Committee
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ARTISTIC CONTRIBUTORS

LEONIE CAMPBELL-KING AND PAUL VAUGHAN

ARTISTIC CONTRIBUTORS
Leonie painted the artwork which
features throughout the publication.
Paul is the graphic designer who put
together the publication.

Leonie currently works as legal counsel for a fintech company.
As well as being a trained commercial solicitor, Leonie enjoys
creating paintings that celebrate black culture and the black
community. In most of her work she focuses on portraits but she
also enjoys putting together abstract work. During her training
and subsequently, Leonie has been an active participant in the
BAME networks at her workplaces.
Paul is a graphic designer and illustrator producing creative work
in various formats. He is constantly seeking out new methods
to create interesting work and deliver memorable experiences
for those who engage with it. Over the past few years the digital
landscape has expanded and he has become interested in pushing
past print, towards animation and mixed media. Paul has been a
member of the HSF graphic design team for nine months.
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