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Abstract

Literature on migration has until recently, marginalised or overlooked Black and
migrant women’s experiences. Neglect of these perspectives extends to first
generation African Caribbean women. African Caribbean women have grown old in
Britain and now face the end of their life course in their adopted country. They are

passing away and taking their stories with them.

The study seeks to explore the narratives of a now aged group of African Caribbean
women and to explore their experiences of migration, family separation and reunion
during the Windrush era. Some African Caribbean mothers were reunited with their
children after a short time, whilst for others the reunion took many years later. Some
of the women successfully achieved family reunification but for other families this
never took place. The process for many women and mothers was traumatic and
fragmented. The project draws on semi-structured interviews with 12 participants
featuring life histories and stories of mothering, childcare and work during 1950 and
1960s England. The analysis shows the prolonged stresses to which Black women
and mothers who migrate are exposed. As visible minorities, this includes negative
‘race’-based experiences, and the thesis explores the women’s responses, strategies

and resiliencies.

The findings highlight the intersectional lives and identities of Black women and
mothers who migrate for work. The themes of gender, ‘race’ and ethnicity are
presented along with the constraints and opportunities migration brings for women.
The study explores and re-imagines mothering, family and belonging, in the context of
families separated by migration. The study’s conclusion is that the constraining and
enabling factors for migrant mothers include navigating both personal racial hostilities
and those enacted by the state, compounding their traumatic stress of loss and family
separation. It argues that the public sector is part of the system responsible for pulling
migrants to Britain and therefore it should act to enhance the support available for

women and mothers who migrate.



Chapter 1: Introduction

‘we are daughters, reweaving our mother’s stories into our own’
(Springfield, 1999, xii)

Introduction

The subject of this research project is the exploration of the migratory experiences of
African Caribbean women and the impact of migration on mothering, family
relationships and family reunification. The thesis is interested in exploring the
experiences of migration, family separation and reunion. In particular the historic
accounts of migration, loss and separation, resettlement and reunion experienced by
African Caribbean women, many of whom were mothers who left behind children as
well as families in the Caribbean, to come and work and live in England after the WW2.
Some families were reunited after a short time, whilst for others it was many years
later that their families reunited.

For some women, the process of family reunification never took place, or if it did, the
process was traumatic and fragmented (Lashley, 2000; Arnold, 2006; Pratt, 2009).
Many of these women are now elderly, they are passing away and taking their stories
with them. It was some of this still untold and neglected story that | sought to capture
from the ‘first generation’, those who left their families and homeland for the ‘mother
country’. The voices of these women in this thesis give space to some of those who
are not traditionally heard, and whose stories have only been partly heard.

Denzin (1989) points out that the researcher’s choice of topic is often a very personal
one. This topic had a very personal appeal as it sought to give meaning to my
own personal and family history, as a woman of African Caribbean descent born in
England. It would not be possible for me to write an account of this study from a
distance, as if | had no autobiographical presence, therefore in situating myself,

ethically | have reflected on my particular situation and locate myself as:

‘self-knowing and responsible, rather than detached observer’ (Fook, 2000, in
Powell, 2002, p.28).



In doing so, | acknowledge that different types of writing style are appropriate in the
context of this research. Formal academic third person writing is conventionally
necessary to report on certain kinds of factual knowledge, however its exclusive place
within this thesis is challenged as, ‘facts never speak for themselves’ (Webb, 1992, p.
749). In addition, subjective writing about lived experience is at one level, a decolonial
act and a response to historic trauma and oppression (Gordon and Zukowskil, 2023).

Nelson and Castell6 (2012, p.38) assert that different ‘discursive resources’ are
suitable for different relationships to ‘one’s data, arguments and audience’. These
different writings involve a variety of voices that all shape such literatures, especially
interdisciplinary writing. They include an authoritative scholarly voice, an authentic,
reflexive voice that it situated within and related to the author’s identity. Cultural voices
are also drawn upon as these emphasise the customs, languages, spirituality, and
traditions that are passed down from one generation to another and act as protective

factors against colonial practices (Gordon and Zukowskil, 2023).

Therefore, the thesis begins with a fictionalised narrative of my mother’s story. The
fictionalised biography is of my mother’s migration, child and family separation. It is
used to illustrate particular aspects that pertain to the project, the commonality of child
shifting in the Caribbean, the lack of agency of children, the anguish of child-parent

separation and the challenges of family reunification.

My own mother was a first-generation African Caribbean woman, a mother, who came
to the UK in 1957, bringing some of her children with her and leaving others behind. It
was many years later that she returned to her birthplace of Jamaica to be reunited with
the children and family she had left behind. My mother spoke very little about that time
in her life and it was something very difficult for her to talk about it. From my personal
experience, | knew of other African Caribbean women who had had similar migration

journeys.

Yet, the subject of African Caribbean women’s experiences of family separation has
been missing from the stories, formal or otherwise that have been told and passed on
about their migration experiences. It is not discussed within many families. There is a
sense that it is in the past and best forgotten and so it has remained relatively
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unspoken and untold. Within my family, there were only a few fragments of information
and glimpses into these experiences and the emotions generated, short answers to
questions bluntly communicated and then shut down. It was never possible to explore

these further or to ask more questions.

| decided to write a fictionalised version of my mother’s story during the closing stages
of my thesis, after the data had been collected. Although | had not intended to feature
her life story in such a significant way within the work, it felt right that | give space to

her story, as it seemed to be to be unusual in certain respects.

Having written her story very quickly it was important to consider where to place it
within the thesis. The place | chose would have significance, whether at the beginning,
to frame the whole thesis, or at the end, as a coming together of all that had gone
before. Both positions had merit, but in the end, it was placed at the beginning to

provide a contextual metaphor for the stories and themes within this thesis.

My mother’s story was the cause of some deep reflection. | worried about what my
family would think and feel about my inclusion of her story. | discussed these matters
with my closest family. It generated a long and intense but mostly very productive
discussion in which we explored our thoughts and feelings. My family recognised the
ethical need to treat my mother’s story with respect, to honour the dignity of her
personal story. Therefore, | fictionalised the story to interlink with wider themes

explored in the thesis.

Some scholars identify this kind of ‘imaginative as-if story,” as fictionalisation, it is a
form of enquiry that provides researchers ‘with a way to understand their experiences,
to become an active part of their own story and the stories of others’ (Eliastam, 2019,
p.19).

Writing someone else’s story is not just emotional but raises ethical issues. It raises
questions about ownership, truth, interpretation and perspective. | tried to provide a
truthful, accurate narrative, but it is ultimately not truth but a fictionalised account
based on real events. It is also presented as a coherent story, as though her life
experiences took place in a stable, logical manner that is far from the reality (Strawson,
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2004, cited in de Fina and Tseng, 2017). It is recognised that this is one version of her
story. It is incomplete and appropriated. The story is told below.

1.1 Betsy’s story

Once upon a time, there was a young woman named Betsy- She was born in
Jamaica during the 1930s- She lived with her mother but spent most of her
early life with her Grandmother- It was a happy childhood, though there was
much to-ing and fro-ing from her mother’s house to her mammy, as she called
her Grandmother- There was just her and her Mammy- Her grandfather had

gone to fight in the war and never came back-

Then one day, when she was 9 or 10, her mother took her to live with her
Godmother- This lady had no children of her own and Betsy’s mother had five
other mouths to feed and no decent man to help her- It was a common thing
for such women, who had money but no offspring, you know, to harvest the

children of other women- “Give me one of yours nu?” they would demand,

belly?” “Dopn’t be mean! Look what / have! Look, what you khave!”

And so, Betsy went to Miss Lillys to live: Miss Lilly never worked, not like her
mother, but you know Miss Lilly was a cold, hard woman, little love to give
poor Betsy: She was warm and fed but she shed silent tears at night, missing
her only brother and her mother, though she often heard “what khave you to
cry for? You are so lucky to have all this!”

She went to school, learnt Spanish, and dreamt of being a teacher- Only Betsy
had a problem- She was a beautiful girl- Coco brown skin, shining dark eyes,
with a woman’s figure by the time she was 15+ So of course, the men came:-
Old, young little and large they came, they eyed her, slyly at first, then
accosted her boldly, putting question to her...“ Ok, i like you, you krnow,” they

said-

“Get away, get away”, Miss Lilly told them, “she /s not for you”- She said,
“You are too good for these dark men Betsy- Look at your pretty light browr

12



shin, straight nose and good kaiw”: “l want to be a teacher, Miss Lilly”, Betsy
said- Miss Lilly just Kissed her teeth:-

Then, one day an old man came, Mr Knight- Plenty of money he had- Miss
Lilly all smiles now- “Betsy, you must marry this man- VYou are so lucky! Look

what ke has! Look what / have done for you!”

S0 marry him she did- She was 16 years old, her dreams washed away- A child
a year she bore him- This man she did not love, though he was kind- Until one
day, a letter from her mother came: “/r77 1n England”, it said, “come to me”,
it said- “£ngland streets are paved with gold- England /s our Hotkher courntry-
Come, come nuk?” What about my children? Betsy thought- How can | leave

them?

“Leave thermr”, said the letter. “Leave them with Miss Lilly- /t’s only for a

Vttle while: Vou will soorn come back”

“Bye ther”, said Miss Lilly holding onto the eldest, a boy- “No!’ cried Betsy-
“Blright, said, Miss Lilly, “give me the other boy” and then snatched the eldest
girl too, quick time- Betsy looked again, only the oldest boy, Finlay and the
baby girl, Deedee left to hold onto-

Leaving was hard, so hard- All by herself with just the two little ones- Nobody
knew about the one she carried in her belly, just as well- The ship set sail for
England- England! So far away! How would she ever get back? When would she
see the children again? They didn’t even come to see her off, Miss Lilly saying
“there’s no pomt upsetting therm” As she sailed away, Betsy watched the land
grow more distant till there was nothing to see but the vast ocean, the salt

spray splashing her face and hiding her tears-

Having the children to keep her busy helped but the voyage was a blur- Betsy
kept to herself, avoiding the faces of the other women, where she could see
the same grief she wore on her own face: She set her face: It was a face she
was to wear throughout her life, though she would laugh and enjoy a joke,
Betsy’s features acquired an air of sorrow, her gaze and mouth downturned,

even when she smiled-

13



On arrival in England she was met by her mother and step-father- Her mother
took one look at the children and scolded her, “you should have /left therm../t
wasn’t gommg to be Ffor longe How you gomng to manage them? You come to
work not look after chrldren!” Betsy looked at her mother, this near stranger

to her and wondered “could she rnot see the painr /77 1my eyes?”

“Leave her alone- Her stepfather said, eyeing her- “Such a pretty giri skhe’l/
fnd a man to look after her-” And she did- The men came quickly as men do
when they see a young pretty girl by herself, vulnerable, open to exploitation:
Lots of them were married ones, who wanted something on the side: Then

there were the single ones who wanted her but not the children-

Her fifth child was born in England on Christmas Day 1957 Betsy worked in a
laundry until she was too big to walk- They didn’t keep her on afterwards but
she found more work when her daughter was 6 weeks old- Factory work - her
dreams of teaching gone forever, for who could train for such a profession with

so many children!

Lord, England was hard, hard! The racism from the white people, No Blacks,
No Dogs, No Irish- That’s what the signs said, everywhere Betsy go- No Gold
on the streets, just dog mess- Doors slamming in her face, none of them want
to look after her kids: They look her up and down when she walk into church
or go into the shop like she going to steal from them, you know- She get serve
last and they touch up the food with their hands, then call her a dirty black
bugger-

Betsy missed the sun on her face every day, and the soul food that tasted of
sunshine: Her skin and hair became dry and dull like the English weather- She
couldn’t keep warm and the paraffin heaters they used in the house poisoned
the air- She couldn’t dry the baby nappies properly: Betsy missed the children
so much, so badly you know- Lord she missed Jamaica! The sunshine! Her
grandmother who had loved her, her sister, she had left them behind too-

At first Betsy wrote the children every week, “/y dear children, / hope these
few words Fnd you 171 the best of health” ...she long to see them- She send a
little money when she can for them but Miss Lilly don’t bother much to even

14



let her know how they going on- One letter every few months, no photographs,
though she ask her to take some snaps of them and send to her, she never
does: Betsy’s brother came to England, but she didn’t know him and he never
live with her- He live in London with his expensive wife and they buy a house

with garden, while Betsy still living with her mother-

Then Betsy meet a man- A nice, quiet man, Jayston- They took to each other
straight away, both quiet like: He had a beautiful deep speaking voice like on
the radio- Betsy fell for him and then quick time, she fell pregnant again- What
a trial! But Jayston came every day and played with the children and so she
went to stay with him and things work out for a while you know- At the
weekend, they take the children to the field and play rounders and cricket-

Back home Jayston was a carpenter but here he can’t get such good work,
they won’t take him on- “7hem’s white marn’s jobs, ” they said- “Vou lot curm
‘bere to drive buses and trams, clean factories and torlets-” Jayston was a fine
cook too, could have been a chef- “MNot Ffor you mate, ” they said, smiling in
his face: He and his friend would cook for people at the Blues dances and later
they got a little club in the back corner of town and Jayston would cook, play
cards and drink ‘till all hours-

On Sundays, the girls g0 to church and then 9o do chores for their grandmother-
They all got Godparents from the church, some even 9ot white ones- After
church, the children would g0 and visit them, eat fairy cakes and drink pop,
while the white people smiled at them-

She and Jayston renting a place but it’s too much money, you know, full of
roaches and damp- They sharing a bathroom and kitchen with too much other
people, sometimes fight breaking out over the stove and the hot water: Betsy
have to wash the clothes in the bath or walk to the laundry with the children
on her back- In the winter, it is so cold in the room, one of the baby catch
pneumonia and nearly die- Then the drinking and the violence start up and she
have to run back to her mother’s house:

’

“7o0ld you so,” said her mother- “Mever rmnd, / never liked him anyway- You

can stay khere with us” said the stepfather, eyeing her-
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She went back to Jayston after he promised he wouldn’t beat her again- He
promised he would help with the kids and help her to bring her children over-
Betsy wrote and told them she was trying to get the money to send for them,
like other women were slowly doing- Miss Lilley never reply to that- Then more
children start to come, faster and faster, seem like no sooner she drop one
than she pregnant again- Oh Lord! The more children Betsy have, the worse
Jayston get- The nice kind man turn into a monster that like to beat her and
frighten the children- Every time she has another child, they sack her from her
job and she have to start again somewhere else: They treat her like dirt but
Betsy hold her head up “/ arm married you hrow”’, she tells them- “my children
tbave a father’, she says, when they call them her bastards:

She took the children back to her mother again, only this time her mother
said, “Give me ome of your prichkrey, you have so many, / have rone’” Her
mother snatched the baby boy from Betsy’s arms- “Peter?” She scorned,
“What kinda name /s that? /'l name you Clive, after you fatkher,” she said
handing him over to her husband-

Betsy took the rest of the children and ran- She ran to London to her brother
and his wife- Sorry they said, “you can’t bring your bastards kere, there’s 1o
room- You can sleep on the Foor for a day or two, then you must go back to
your marn” A woman friend from back home she knew offered her a room in
her house with her white husband- It was a nice place and she was safe, for a
while, ‘till the husband started watching her and her friend stopped smiling at

her, eyeing up her children instead-

No money, no help: So back she went- The promises followed by the beatings
from Jayston- Her mother and stepfather eyeing up her children- Every week
they went to church and prayed to God /e good Christians, nodding and smiiling
with the white people who said, “Ook, look at the pretty coloured girls: Al
neat and tidy 177 their white socks and dresses, khair plarted and combed, shin
stining with Vaseline:” While they looked her up and down and whispered,

where’s her man?
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Then one day a phone call from Jamaica! Miss Lilly said, “7khe children wish to
speak to you”

“Good day, MNother,” said the boy-
“Good day Motkher,” said the girl-
“We are very well and learrn our lessons and go to church We love our Hiss

Lilley and we never want to leave her,” they said-

“Oh,” Betsy said- Her dreams of being reunited with them shattered, while
the kids talking excitedly about their brother and sister from ‘bak a yard’-

You know, it would be years before she saw them again-

Then one time, Jayston went too far, and police came and locked him up- They
would have let the white man off with a caution, like the Irish family who lived

next door, but they send Jayston to prison-

Still, for the first time in years, Betsy felt free: They took her to the Council
and they gave her a house: Just for her and the kids, though it was too small
for all of them and the kids still had to share beds- Finlay left to join the
army, followed quickly by Deedee, the first two she had brought with her gone
into the world never to return- The others all moved up into the space like
bird chicks, mouths still wide open- The oldest one she had left now she called
Delicate, after she survived the pneumonia, and she had the sickle cell too- The
next one down was her right arm, Leena- Anything Betsy need her to do, Leena
would do it After she came Audrey, then Kattie, then Celie, then her only
boy left, Gladstone and then the baby Junie: So many of them!

S0, life went on you know- Betsy qgot a job in a factory, two bus each way
just to get there and back, she leave 6oclock a morning- Miss Lilly finally send
a photograph of the children back home- S0 grown up now- Betsy would stare
at them and wonder what they thought of her, they seem to stare back
accusingly- She put the photographs in the album next to the pictures of the
kids in their school uniforms, past and present, side by side and closed the
book:
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One day, there was a strike at the factory where Betsy worked but she couldn’t
afford to strike you know- Not with so much Kkids to feed- They called her
black scab and threaten her and other black girls there so Betsy had to leave-
She found another job in a biscuit factory, they would collect the girls from
town in a coach at 6-30 a morning and take them to the factory- It was a
long way every day, but it was work- The kids would get themselves up and
ready for school- Thank the Lord, she had the free school dinner for them
though the house still had the ‘roaches and the outside toilet-

They all had their chores, one do the hovering, one sweep the stairs, one clean
the bathroom and one do the kitchen- Then when Betsy come from work,
everyone in the kitchen peeling potato and washing dishes: Once a week on
Friday night, they have fish and chips and Betsy bring the food home on the
bus- The kids all come flying down the road to them up the seven bags from
her- Life was hard but it was good too!

Sometimes Betsy had to beat them to get them to listen to her- She made
them hide the marks from the teacher in case it bring trouble to her door-
She mostly tried to use her look on them, just a look, to say, “mi na tell yu
agair Vou must listen whern mi speak to you-” Then, clap them if they don’t
heed you!

Time passed- She made a few friends on the street- There was a few other
black women o