Kulchalee’s biography

Kulchalee is a travelling artist who was born in England in 1959 after his parents emigrated from Jamaica the previous year. During his childhood he often felt as though he didn’t fit in and was sometimes subject to racism. ‘There were good times but there were a lot of daunting times ... I was trying to just be a white kid in black skin, just an innocent kid playing football you know, doing things that boys do. But unfortunately the skin colour was a problem because you're always in fights, people are calling you names and all that type of stuff you know, if I'm playing football and they say yep couch has got the ball, look there's a dark cloud coming over ... they could call it banter but for me that was hurtful and there were times when you have to go through racism for a good portion of your life. Yeah I remember all I wanted to be was just a white kid in black skin and I was forced not to be this white kid, I end up pushed to the other side of learning about the blackness, the culture you know. When you went through things, and most of my friends were white, most of my friends were English guys, so ... you don't fit in because you're always at the centre of jokes, joke making and micky taking and all that stuff, so there are times when your emotions were so high that you would go home and cry your eyes out, bend up on your knees and say, Oh God, why did you make me black, why didn't you make me white, because everything white is alright but everything black has to stay back, so that was the kind of tarnished feeling as a kid growing up, butterflies all the time, you know even up to the age of probably about, eighteen, nineteen, twenty.’

 He struggled with finding his sense of identity. ‘It’s taken me all my life before I found my true identity, and my true identity is that I'm ACB. That’s what I call it, ACB. Cos when I go into my presentations to people, police and teachers, I say, have you ever heard of that, I'm an ACB, and I'm proud to be an ACB. They say, what’s that then? Well A stands for African Ancestry, C stands for Caribbean heritage, because both my parents come from Jamaica, B stands for I'm black and proud, but I'm still proud to be British. As long as the British stuff is positive.’

 Kulchalee first visited Jamaica in 1992 to see the place where his father had grown up, he told us ‘When you were a kid growing up, I hating being born here [England], I always used to say why was I born here, I wish I was born in Jamaica, I wish I was born in Jamaica! It’s only when I went to Jamaica that the penny dropped. Because what it was, my uncle was working in the sugar fields, sugar cane cutting and I said, Uncle! When you cut sugar cane how much do you get for that then? And he said well we go into the cane field for three days and we have to cut a tonne ... and I never forget this because I was sitting on a hump, like in the field watching them, taking pictures and all that stuff, and then he said to me, yeah four of us go in there, and we get £7.50 between us and it takes up for two weeks for it to come. I jump off my stool like this and say you know what I'm glad I'm from England because we couldn't work, I couldn't work for less than two fifty each, because you know you can do better. So, that's when the penny dropped and then it made me realise that when I went back to England, I said I'm going to embrace everything positive about England and anything negative let it go, yeah. But, I'm going to embrace everything that’s good.’ 

