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Sonja Lewis chose not to have children but has few regrets, thanks to her many nieces and nephews, and her godson Chas Phillips, 15.

Sonja Lewis grew up in a big, traditional Southern U.S. family surrounded by kids — six siblings, as well as nine nieces and nephews. And that’s not counting her 13 first cousins, all of whom have children.

Lewis, 48, doesn’t have any. The globetrotting journalist and author made the decision to stay childless almost a decade ago, believing kids weren’t a good fit for her busy life.

It seemed like the right thing to do until six years ago, when her beloved 78-year-old aunt, who’d also chosen not to have children, uttered a few fateful words on her deathbed: “Do not end up like me.”

“When she died, everything was just thrown in my face again,” says Lewis. “I panicked. My husband and I started considering adoption, but I came to the conclusion after she died that I didn’t want to end up like her in that she internalized all the stigmas around childless women.

“I think her bitterness came from being considered a misfit in society.”

Rather than procreate, Lewis began an extraordinary personal journey. She examined the lives of dozens of childless women, among them Oprah Winfrey and former U.S. Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice, as well as the assumptions that those without kids are “selfish, mean-spirited people.”

Out of her research she wrote a novel, The Barrenness. It is as much about her personal struggle — which tends to rear its head as Mother’s Day approaches — as that of millions of women who, by chance or choice, remain childless.

She spoke to the Star from her home in London, ironically just hours after the Royal Wedding — a union that’s likely to result in a newborn heir to the throne in the not-too-distant future. This is an edited version of our conversation:

Women have so many choices today, so why is it still considered unusual to be childless?
Because motherhood and womanhood have been linked for so long. I think the socialization we grew up with has a much bigger hold on us than we realize.

What were you trying to say to other women with this book?
That I want us to let go of unhealthy, conventional beliefs — that we’re cold, selfish, that we cannot be fulfilled unless we have children. 

What came as the biggest surprise during your research?
That women are focusing more on the fantasies of getting married, having children and settling down at a younger age. I see it as a reaction to the hardships of the economy, the fact that young women are concerned that there aren’t as many doors open to them. I’m not saying that is necessarily a bad thing, but I do think it’s important for young women to accept that you can be happy as long as you accept yourself, whether you have children or not.

How did your partner take your decision?
He has a daughter from a previous marriage (she’s now 30), so he was quite supportive and comfortable with it.

What’s been the most difficult part of being the only child in your family without kids?
The holidays when we all get together and everybody has a child around. That’s when I begin to wonder whether I’ve missed something.

Do you think that will haunt you forever?
I’m very comfortable with the decision I’ve made. But at the same time, I do think as a human being you can be happy with the choices you’ve made but still have moments.

I was surprised that many of the childless women you talked to were concerned about their personal legacies — that if they had no one to carry on their name, they at least wanted to leave something of themselves behind.
It’s very easy for people like Oprah because she has affected so many children (through her charitable endeavours), and (former U.S. Secretary of State) Condoleezza Rice is going to leave a lot behind. But for everyday women like myself ... whether we like it or not, we are all going to leave memories of what kind of person we were. My aunt’s life certainly had an impact on me, so I’m determined to be as happy and do all I can to be an example to girls and other women that childlessness may be unconventional, but it’s not abnormal.

What was the thing you feared most in making this decision?
The future — being alone (her husband is 11 years older). But I’m surrounded by so many wonderful people, nieces and nephews, who I don’t think would ever allow me to be alone.

How do you plan to spend Mother’s Day?
I’ll be in the U.S. visiting my mother. Mother’s Day is in April in the U.K. and there is a tradition where children bring daffodils to all the mothers in the church. A few years ago there was a woman there clearly having a tough time, and a child brought her a daffodil. That brought tears to my eyes. But one thing about Mother’s Day is we can all celebrate because we’ve all had mothers. It’s important not to focus too much on what you don’t have, but on what you do have and try to find comfort in your own space.

