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Bambadjan Bamba

WHEN I WAS TEN years old, in the winter of 1992, my family moved
to the South Bronx from Cote d’Ivoire in West Africa. For my family, mov-
ing to America meant falling from upper-middle class to poverty. Back then,
my pops was a high-level banker and we were “balling.” We lived in the best
neighborhood in Abidjan, we attended posh French private schools and spent
Christmas Eve at the Hotel Ivoire ice-skating rink. Yep, ice skating in Africa.
Imagine that! When I landed in the cold concrete jungle that is the South

Bronx, nothing could have prepared me for the brutal culture shock I was

about to experience. We lived about a mile away from Yankee Stadium. Right

off the 167th Street stop on the 4 train. It was the hood but a step above the

projects. It was a predominantly Puerto Rican, Dominican, African-American,
era, so you could get robbed

and African community. This was pre-Giuliani ‘
for your sneakers and MetroCard just walking down the block. Not speaking
a lick of English and having a name like Bambadjan Bamba definitely didn't

help.

My first day of school at James McCune Smith PS. 200 was probably

249
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entire class was on th - ; ) .
¢ floor rollmg, lncludmg Alpha, who couldn’t contain

with him and the entire class and said,

P to adjust.” Yeah right! Then, the bell
rang and all the kids jetted out of class, just like

teacher told Alpha to escort me to the bathroom
for lunch.

himself. The teacher got 4 bj¢ stern

“Bambadjan needs everybody’s hel

Of course he tried to lead me to the girls’ bathroom, but I didn’t fall for

ors. He was having the time of

his life misleading the FORB (fresh off the boat) African kid. What he didn’

know was that I had a reputation for being a trickster in
promised my parents I wouldn’ get into a fight and [

jail, I played it cool. As we headed to the cafeteria | was so excited to have
American food. Until then, all T had in Abidjan was our version of overmar-
inated French-style pizzas and hamburgers. The cafeteria looked and smelled
like a hospital. There was nothing appetizing about the way the food was
presented either. The food looked like it had been in the freezer forever. I

chose lasagna, because it looked like spaghetti. I also got the cup of mixed

that one, because I saw the pictures on the do

Abidjan, but since I

didn’t want to go to

fruit. For drinks, the only options were small red and brown cartons. I asked
Alpha which one was sweet, and he told me the red carton. When we sat
down to eat, I almost puked! The food had no taste at all. The lasagna was
dry as hell, and the cheese inside smelled disgusting. The mixed fruit was
slimy. How can people eat this? Alpha was laughing so hard he was almost
crying. The straw that broke the camel’s back was the unsweetened, cold
white milk. First of all, I couldn’ get the carton open! After trying a few
times I just ripped it. Now, mind you, in Abidjan milk has to be warmed
and sweetened before you drink it. As soon as the nasty cold milk hit my
tongue I spit it out. It was almost like a gag reflex. Alpha was laughing out

loud by now with tears in his eyes. That was it. I grabbed the chocolate milk
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entire class was on the floor rolling, including Alpha, who couldn’t contain
himself. The teacher got a bit stern with him and the entire class and said,
“Bambadjan needs everybody’s help to adjust.” Yeah right! Then, the bell
rang and all the kids jetted out of class, just like in Saved By the Bell. The
teacher told Alpha to escort me to the bathroom and then to the cafeteria
for lunch.

Of course he tried to lead me to the girls’ bathroom, but I didn’t fall for
that one, because I saw the pictures on the doors, He was having the time of
his life misleading the FOB (fresh off the boat) African kid. What he didn’t
know was that I had a reputation for being a trickster in Abidjan, but since I
promised my parents I wouldnt get into a fight and I didn’t want to go to
jail, I played it cool. As we headed to the cafeteria I was so excited to have
American food. Until then, all I had in Abidjan was our version of overmar-
inated French-style pizzas and hamburgers. The cafeteria looked and smelled
like a hospital. There was nothing appetizing about the way the food was
presented either. The food looked like it had been in the freezer forever. I
chose lasagna, because it looked like spaghetti. I also got the cup of mixed
fruit. For drinks, the only options were small red and brown cartons. I asked
Alpha which one was sweet, and he told me the red carton. When we sat
down to eat, I almost puked! The food had no taste at all. The lasagna was
dry as hell, and the cheese inside smelled disgusting. The mixed fruit was
slimy. How can people eat this? Alpha was laughing so hard he was almost
crying. The straw that broke the camel’s back was the unsweetened, cold
white milk. First of all, I couldn’t get the carton open! After trying a few
times I just ripped it. Now, mind you, in Abidjan milk has to be warmed
and sweetened before you drink it. As soon as the nasty cold milk hit my
tongue | spit it out. It was almost like a gag reflex. Alpha was laughing out

loud by now with tears in his eyes. That was it. I grabbed the chocolate milk
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never let my friends beat me up.” That statement broke my heart. He dis-

regarded the fact that I kept my word to him in the face of being ridiculed

in front of the entire school. I guess he, too, was trying to teach me what he

he didn’t have any family around, or
a family village as a plan B in case it didn’t work out in the city. He went

had to learn the hard way. In America,

from traveling the world and making huge financial deals for the bank to
driving people in a gypsy taxicab. He was alone in a new country with new
rules and he was doing his best to provide for his family. He had enough on
his mind and didn’t have time for any additional unnecessary nonsense.
Even Alpha was probably trying to take some heat off his back too. Now
that I was here, he wasn’t the only African kid anymore. They say hindsight
is twenty-twenty but in my ten-year-old mind I didn’t understand any of

this. All T felt was betrayal from my pops and that I needed to teach Alpha a
lesson.

The next couple of weeks in school were like breaking out of jail every
day. After the final bell rang I had to run as fast as I could to catch the train
because a mob was after me to jump me. I had become the punk African
kid who didnt fight back. They called me African booty scratcher and
Kunta Kinte. They asked me if people wore clothes in Africa and if we slept
in trees with monkeys. The jokes were never ending. I kept trying to figure
out why it was mostly African-American kids I had the most beef with. I
finally caught up with Alpha and actually kicked his behind, but beating
Alpha down didn’t help me much because I was still African. Back then,
being African made you a target. We didn’t have Akon, Idris Elba, or Black
Panther, All people knew of Africa in the hood was Roots (the TV mini-

series, not the band!), African safari programs on the Discovery channel;

and charity ads about starving kids. Those ridiculous stereotypes about

ision and in the
Africa were perpetuated everywhere you turned on televis
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b
ever represent where you're from?” That was a huge question for me to an-

swer. While I was trying so hard to become American, I internalized all the
pain and anger. It wasnt until that moment that | realized that I was ashamed
of being African.

That realization made me do some serious soul-searching over the next
couple of years. It is said, “When you submit your will to other people’s
opinion, a part of you dies.” Well, I was dying inside, because I was a peo-
ple pleaser. I spent most of my time trying to be something I wasn’t just so I
could survive and fit in with my peers. I was trying to be my idea of cool. It
wasn’t until I started studying acting in college that I allowed myself to
emotionally explore how this internalized resentment affected my life. As an
actor you have to draw from your own personal emotional i .breathe
life into characters. I did not have the capacity of being my authentic self. I
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My past experiences have helped me define what it means to be Ameri-
can. It has nothing to do with speaking perfect English, trying to be the
American version of cool, or fitting into a mold. It's about celebrating the di-
verse cultures and heritage that enrich this country. It’s about playing your

part to help make it a better one,

Becoming the best version of you is hard as hell—and it takes time. But
as long as I'm doing that, I'm cool.



