First of all, thank you so much for accepting this interview and congratulations with writing such a great and gripping book as “Someone knows my name” truly is. The books have received many awards and a lot of praise. How does that feel? 

YOU ARE VERY WELCOME, AND THANK YOU FOR YOUR KIND WORDS. IT FEELS WONDERFUL TO HAVE FOUND PEERS AND READERS IN A NUMBER OF COUNTRIES. IT IS ALWAYS A CHALLENGE FOR WRITERS TO CONNECT WITH NEW AUDIENCES IN OTHER COUNTRIES, SO IT IS DEEPLY GRATIFYING TO HAVE FOUND AN AUDIENCE IN NORWAY. I HAVE ALWAYS WANTED TO VISIT NORWAY, AND LOOK FORWARD TO SEEING  BERGEN AND OSLO IN SEPTEMBER, WHEN I WILL COME WITH ONE OF MY DAUGHTERS TO TAKE PART IN A LITERARY FESTIVAL IN OSLO.

How did you first come up with the idea for this book? 

I LEARNED ALMOST TWENTY YEARS AGO ABOUT THE SO CALLED ‘BLACK LOYALISTS’. THEY WERE AFRICAN AMERICANS WHO FLED SLAVERY TO SERVE THE BRITISH ON THE LOSING SIDE OF THE AMERICAN REVOLUTIONARY WAR, 1775 – 1783. WHEN THE BRITISH LOST THE WAR, THEY FLED NEW YORK CITY AND BROUGHT ABOUT 3,000 NEWLY FREED BLACKS WITH THEM TO NOVA SCOTIA, CANADA.  THIS CONSTITUTED THE FIRST MASSIVE MIGRATION OF BLACKS INTO CANADA. BUT MANY WERE TREATED BADLY, SUBJECTED TO SLAVERY, SEGREGATION AND ANTI-BLACK RACE RIOTS. AFTER TEN YEARS OF NEGLECT AND OPPRESSION IN NOVA SCOTIA, THESE DISHEARTENED BLACK LOYALISTS LEFT AGAIN, ACCEPTING AN OFFER FROM BRITISH ABOLITIONISTS TO SAIL ACROSS THE ATLANTIC OCEAN TO FOUND THE COLONY OF FREETOWN IN SIERRA LEONE, ON THE COAST OF WEST AFRICA.  IT TURNS OUT THAT MANY OF THE BLACK LOYALISTS SAILING FROM NOVA SCOTIA TO SIERRA LEONE WERE NOT MERELY TRAVELING TO AFRICA, BUT GOING BACK TO THE CONTINENT FROM WHICH THEY HAD BEEN STOLEN AND SENT INTO SLAVERY, DECADES EARLIER. IT IS AN EPIC STORY, SO I SAT ON IT FOR ABOUT 15 YEARS BEFORE I FELT READY TO WRITE THE NOVEL.

The book is quite strong when it comes to the historic details, and it is very clear that you have done extensive research. How was the process from you got the idea to the books was finished? Did you do all the research in advance, and then sat down and wrote the story, or did you write and do research all at the same time? 

I RESEARCHED AND WROTE FOR FIVE YEARS, AND THE TWO PROCESSES WERE SIMULTANEOUS. HAD I WAITED TO “FINISH” THE RESEARCH, I AM AFRAID THAT I WOULD NEVER HAVE DONE ANY WORK.  RESEARCH IS A GREAT WAY TO AVOID THE HARD WORK OF WRITING, SO I TRY NOT TO FALL INTO THAT TRAP.
You must have read a lot of sad stories during your research, and many must have had a great influence on you and the story. Were there any stories that made more of an impression that the others? 
THE STORIES THAT MOVED ME THE MOST WERE THE SLAVE NARRATIVES, WHICH ARE AUTOBIOGRAPHICAL ACCOUNTS OF FORMER SLAVES, MEN AND WOMEN WHO HAD ESCAPED SLAVERY IN THE 18TH AND 19TH CENTURIES, WHO WROTE THEIR LIFE STORIES TO ASSERT THEIR HUMANITY AND EQUALITY.

The book was first called “The Book of Negroes”. Then the name was changed to “Someone knows my name”. Why did you change the name? 

I CALLED THE NOVEL THE BOOK OF NEGROES IN THE FIRST EDITION, PUBLISHED IN CANADA, BECAUSE THAT WAS THE TITLE THAT SPOKE TO ME MOST INTIMATELY. THE TITLE DERIVES FROM A BRITISH NAVAL LEDGER BY THE SAME NAME, WHICH RECORDED THE EXODUS OF 3,000 BLACKS FROM MANHATTAN TO NOVA SCOTIA IN 1783.  THIS DOCUMENT, KNOWN AS “THE BOOK OF NEGROES” AND CONSTITUTING THE FIRST FORMAL DOCUMENTATION OF THOUSANDS OF AFRICAN AMERICANS IN THE UNITED STATES OR CANADA, IS HOUSED IN THE NATIONAL ARCHIVES OF THE UNITED KINGDOM.  IN THE NOVEL, THE BLACKS WHO ARE FLEEING NEW YORK CITY AT THE END OF THE REVOLUTIONARY WAR ARE REQUIRED TO PROVE THAT THEY SERVED THE BRITISH DURING THE WAR AND TO HAVE THEIR NAMES ENTERED INTO “THE BOOK OF NEGROES” BEFORE THEY ARE ALLOWED TO SAIL FROM MANHATTAN TO NOVA SCOTIA, CANADA.  THIS BECOMES CENTRAL TO THE NOVEL ITSELF, AND I CHOSE THE TITLE TO MAKE READERS MORE AWARE OF A FORGOTTEN ASPECT OF AFRICAN CANADIAN AND AFRICAN AMERICAN HISTORY. HOWEVER, THE AMERICAN PUBLISHERS WERE CONCERNED THAT THE WORD “NEGRO”, WHICH NOW HAS NEGATIVE AND INSULTING MEANING IN URBAN BLACK CULTURE, WOULD OFFEND AFRICAN AMERICAN READERS. I WAS REQUIRED TO DROP THE WORD “NEGROES” FROM THE AMERICAN TITLE SO I CAME UP WITH A NEW TITLE FOR THE AMERICAN MARKET, WHICH IS “SOMEONE KNOWS MY NAME”. I ALSO LIKE THAT TITLE, AND IT FORMS THE BASIS OF THE NORWEGIAN TITLE OF THE NOVEL.

I was very impressed by the way you have written about Aminata and for example her thoughts - it actually felt like I was reading the thoughts of an actual eleven year old girl. And you have also managed to let her grow so slowly into adulthood that every thing we read feels so authentic. How did you accomplish to get under the skin of your main character like that?
I TRIED TO IMAGINE THAT AMINATA WAS MY OWN DAUGHTER, AND ASKED MYSELF THE QUESTION: HOW WOULD MY OWN DAUGHTER HAVE SURVIVED, BOTH PHYSICALLY AND EMOTIONALLY, IF THIS HAD HAPPENED TO HER. AND TO STEP MORE FULLY INTO THAT IMAGINARY STATE, I NAMED THE MAIN CHARACTER AFTER MY ELDEST DAUGHTER.

Did you become a writer so that you could shed a light on all the wrong doings towards your father’s people or was it out of totally different reasons? 

NO. I BECAME A WRITER BECAUSE I NEED TO WRITE TO MAKE SENSE OF THE WORLD, AND MY PLACE IN IT, AND BECAUSE EXPRESSING MYSELF CREATIVELY IS MY WAY OF JUGGLING WITH THE WORLD, COMING TO TERMS WITH IT, AND EXPRESSING MY LOVE OF LIFE.

Which authors have inspires you the most? 

THE AFRICAN-AMERICAN WRITERS WHOM I FIRST STARTED READING AROUND 1971, WHEN I TURNED 14 YEARS OLD: LANGSTON HUGHES, RICHARD WRIGHT, RALPH ELLISON, ZORA NEALE HURSTON, JAMES BALDWIN, ELDRIDGE CLEAVER, AND OTHERS TOO.

A lot of your writing, with “Someone knows my name” as no exception, has touched upon issues of identity and belonging. Have you ever felt that you didn’t belong and struggled to find your place in the world? 
AS A CHILD AND TEENAGER I HAD TO WORK TO DEVELOP A SENSE OF MYSELF, RACIALLY, AS I WAS THE SON OF A MIXED RACE COUPLE (BLACK FATHER, WHITE MOTHER) IN AN OTHERWISE ENTIRELY WHITE NEIGHBOURHOOD IN TORONTO.  MY PARENTS HAD MET IN THE USA AND LEFT THEIR NATIVE COUNTRY THE DAY AFTER THEY MARRIED IN 1953. MY FATHER CAME TO CANADA BECAUSE HE WANTED TO LIVE OUTSIDE A SEGREGATED COUNTRY. HIS FIRST TASTE OF LIVING FREE OF SEGREGATION TOOK PLACE IN OSLO, SHORTLY AFTER THE END OF WORLD WAR II. AFTER THE WAR, DURING WHICH MY FATHER WAS AN AMERICAN SOLDIER, HE STUDIED FOR A YEAR AT UNIVERSITY IN OSLO, AND FELL IN LOVE WITH THE COUNTRY, AND VOWED UPON HIS RETURN TO THE USA THAT HE WOULD NEVER LIVE AGAIN IN A COUNTRY THAT PRACTISED RACIAL SEGREGATION. SO THAT IS WHY HE AND MY MOTHER MOVED TO CANADA, A FEW YEARS BEFORE I WAS BORN.

Many of the readers might feel compelled to read more about the transatlantic slave-trade and slavery in America after reading your book. Which books do you recommend for this? 

THERE ARE HUNDREDS OF BOOKS, SO IT IS DIFFICULT TO KNOW WHERE TO START. NATURALLY, I AM TEMPTED TO SUGGEST MY SECOND NOVEL, WHICH WAS CALLED ANY KNOWN BLOOD AND PUBLISHED BY HARPERCOLLINS CANADA IN 1997.  BUT AS FAR AS OTHER WRITERS ARE CONCERNED, ONE INTERESTING AND LESS STEREOTYPICAL POINT OF ENTRY INTO AFRICAN AMERICAN LITERATURE IS TO READ THE SLAVE NARRATIVES WRITTEN BY FORMER SLAVES, THEMSELVES.  THE AFRICAN AMERICAN SCHOLAR HENRY LOUIS GATES ASSEMBLED AN ANTHOLOGY CALLED “THE CLASSIC SLAVE NARRATIVES”. THAT WOULD BE A GOOD PLACE TO START.

“Someone knows my name” is being made into a movie. Can you tell us more about that? When is the film going to be shot? 
I HAVE RECENTLY FINISHED CO-WRITING THE FIRST DRAFT OF THE SCREENPLAY FOR THE FILM.  RIGHTS TO THE MOVIE HAVE BEEN ACQUIRED BY CONQUERING LION PICTURES, A CANADIAN FILM COMPANY. THE DIRECTOR WILL BE CLEMENT VIRGO, WHO IS A  WELL KNOWN AND WIDELY RESPECTED AFRICAN CANADIAN FILM MAKER.  IT IS TOO EARLY TO SAY EXACTLY WHERE THE SHOOTING LOCATIONS WILL BE, OR WHEN THE FILM WILL BE FINISHED. WE ARE IN THE EARLY STAGES AND IT TAKES YEARS TO MAKE A FILM. THE NEXT STEPS ARE FOR THE FILM COMPANY TO SET UP INTERNATION CO-PRODUCTIONS AND FINANCING, AND TO COME UP WITH A GOOD CAST OF ACTORS.

What do you think about when I say Norway? 
I THINK ABOUT HOW NORWAY SHOWED MY FATHER, RIGHT AFTER HE SERVED AS AN AFRICAN AMERICAN SOLDIER IN THE HIGHLY SEGREGATED AMERICAN ARMY IN WORLD WAR II, THAT IT WAS POSSIBLE TO LIVE IN A COUNTRY THAT DID NOT PRACTICE RACIAL SEGREGATION. MY FATHER FELL IN LOVE WITH NORWAY, WHEN HE CAME TO LIVE THERE FOR A YEAR AROUND 1949, AND I HAVE ALWAYS WANTED TO VISIT THE COUNTRY THAT HELPED TO LIBERATE HIM AND OPENUP HIS OWN LIFE. SO I WILL BE HAPPY TO VISIT BERGEN AND OSLO IN SEPTEMBER, AND TO TAKE PART IN THE LITERARY FESTIVAL IN OSLO.

And last: What is your favorite book?

MY FAVOURITE BOOK IS ALWAYS THE LAST BOOK THAT I READ AND TRULY LOVED. TWO OF THE NOVELS THAT I HAVE MOST RECENTLY ADORED ARE “BEL CANTO” BY ANN PATCHETT AND “BROOKLYN” BY COLM TOIBIN.

