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Stitching Together Memories: An Interview with Poet Grace Nichols

back yard whenever there was a flood.
The symbol of the fish has a lot of 

significance for me. As a writer, I think 
you have to be able to fish in your inner 
sea, that whole shadowy area of your 
memories, emotions, dreams, etc. My 
father was a head-teacher so I attended 
the Methodist school where he taught 
before going on to primary and secondary 
schools in the city, Georgetown.

Why did you leave Guyana for England, and what 
was your early life there like? When did you realise you 
were a writer? What, if any, mentoring did you receive 
in becoming a writer, and what was the process of 
getting published like?

If I hadn’t met my poet-partner (now 
husband) John Agard, I doubt very much 
I would have ended up in England. We 
were both journalists working for one of 
our national newspapers, The Chronicle, 
in Guyana, so we were already engaged in 
the writing process. I loved writing feature 
articles and would often come up with 
my own topics.  John’s dad had already 
settled in England and we both had hopes 
of becoming full-time professional writers. 
Guyana had no publishing house apart from 
a small Government-owned press.  

I arrived in England with John in 1977 
(with my four-year old daughter from my 
first marriage). I’d already written nearly 
half of my (one and only novel) Whole of 
a Morning Sky, and a couple of poems. 
Back in Guyana, John had a small self-
published collection of poems. Perhaps 
it was the emotional separation from 
Guyana that made me turn more and more 
to poetry which was a deep love of mine 
from childhood when I would dip into my 
father’s poetry books. I come from a big 
family of five sisters and one brother and 
didn’t expect to miss home as much as I 
did. Neither John nor I had received any 
mentoring or attended any workshops 
when it came to poetry. Everything I’ve 
learnt about poetry came from widely 

reading books of poetry, my love of 
language and the music and imagery of 
words, as well as my own perception of 
what constitutes a poem. 

I think we were lucky coming to England 
when we did, as it was the beginning of 
both a multicultural awareness and the 
feminist era when publishing houses were 
open to more of a cultural diversity. Even 
so, when I approached Oxford University 
Press with my first book of poems, I is a 
long-memoried Woman, I was told that 
even though they ‘admired’ it, they felt 
that Kamau Brathwaite, the Barbadian 
poet, in his trilogy, had already covered 
that diasporic journey from Africa to the 
Caribbean. 

The poem “Two old black men on a Leicester Square 
Park Bench”, written years ago, indeed does make me 
think of the Windrush scandal and generations of early 
immigrants from the Caribbean being denied citizenship 
in England these days. What are your thoughts on this 
present situation?

As far as I know, it originated from the 
fact that some Caribbean people who 
had been living and working in Britain for 
decades, and who had arrived from the 
Caribbean as children on their parents’ 
passports, had never applied for citizenship 
in their own right, presuming they were 
already British. They got caught up in 
the more recent drive by the British 
Government to tighten up on immigration 
in the face of more and more migrants 
from eastern Europe and also refugees 
seeking asylum. But we were all outraged 
by the shameful way some were treated. 
One man found, for example, that he was 
suddenly being denied medical treatment 
for cancer by the National Health Service 
as they couldn’t prove how long he’d been 
living in Britain. In fact, some of those 
affected were entitled to compensation. 
People often think of Caribbean migration 
beginning with the arrival of the Windrush 
ship in 1948, but the black presence 

goes back to Roman times and many 
Commonweath soldiers gave their lives 
fighting for Britain in the First and Second 
world wars.

This is so interesting, because you were kind 
enough to take me to certain places in London, and 
one of the things you said to me on one of our ventures 
that startled me, but really shouldn’t have, was, “But 
Jacqueline, this too is very much part of your heritage, 
of who you are. This belongs to you too.” Can you 
develop this idea further for me?  

What I meant by that, Jacqueline, is 
that coming as you do from one of the 
former British colonies, namely Jamaica, 
the English language for starters is part of 
your linguistic DNA, and all that goes with 
it. We in the English-speaking Caribbean, 
like India and parts of Africa, have all 
contributed to the wealth of Britain as 
depicted in its architecture, art galleries, 
culture, etc. It is also part of our heritage. 
What makes Shakespeare so great is that 
he’s always drawn from the well of many 
cultures for his work, and I think as poets 
and writers, we should allow ourselves the 
same freedom.

In your introduction to your collection Sunris, 
you detailed your thoughts on calypso and Carnival’s 
importance to understanding not only your work but 
vernacular Guyanese culture. This introduction is 
written to that long and remarkable poem “Sunris”, 
which is also a love song to your mother. This 
introduction made me wonder what your writing 
process is like. For example, do you get an idea for 
your collection of poems, and explore that idea through 
several poems? Or do you write several poems and see 
where you have arrived at, or is it some other process 
altogether?

You yourself know, as a poet, that poetry 
isn’t a logical activity. Many of my poems 
begin as shadowy ideas that disappear 
and, if they’re strong enough, return again. 
I might begin a poem on a single theme, 
then suddenly see its potential to develop 
into a cycle. I love writing in cycles, as in 
The Fat Black Woman’s Poems, Sunris, 
‘Weeping Woman’ from my book Picasso, 
I Want My Face Back. Cycles offer me 
more imaginative scope for exploring a 
subject or character although I’d written 
many individual poems. There are no hard-
and-fast rules. Most of the time you’re 
following your own instinct and intuition 
when it comes to writing a poem. You 
know what will remain a single poem or 
what you’ll develop into a sequence or 
whole book.

There is a character/persona Cariwoma who shows 
up in several of your poems. Who would you say she is? 
Why do you think she keeps recurring?

Cariwoma is found specifically in my 
book Startling The Flying Fish. I gave her 
that name, which is a fusion of Caribbean 
and woman, so she is Cariwoma, a 
quintessential Caribbean woman who 
embraces all her different racial strands 
and incarnates the spirit of the land 
and sea. She can likewise be seen in 
Sunris who also sets out on a journey of 

transformation and reclamation to embrace 
all of herself. I think this is important to 
me subconsciously because history and 
colonialism have divided us up when our 
salvation lies in being one spiritual family.

Another character who keeps recurring in your work 
is Eve, though she certainly changes over time until 
in your most recent collection in the poem “Adam and 
Eve”, when the fruit she is handing over is a mango 
and not an apple. Why do you think you have this 
fascination with Eve? 

I don’t think the fascination is just with 
Eve, though. There are, too, Oya, Yemanja, 
Cassandra, Kali, Penelope, etc. I guess 
I’ve been engaged in my own myth-
making without even being conscious of 
it, especially from a female perspective, 
though male mythic figures like Anansi 
and Shango also feature in my work. I’ve 
always felt that as modern poets, we 
should also be engaged in creating and 
using our own ‘indigenous mythology’ as 
Andrew Salkey’s does in his wonderful and 
inventive Anancy’s Score. 

Fairy tales and Caribbean and Latin American 
folktales and legends hold a similar fascination, 
particularly the women in these tales and legends. Why 
is this?

This is all part of my fascination with 
myths and legends. From childhood I 
was excited to hear and read all kinds 
of stories, fairy tales, the adventures of 
Odysseus. My father was a head-teacher, 
so our home always had these books. I 
think myth, fairy tales and folktales have 
always had an influence on the imagination 
of poets. It has a strange way of infiltrating 
your brain and surfacing in all kinds of 
ways. I don’t know why this should be as 
distinct from the real everyday stories that 
you hear. I think, for example, of Walcott’s 
“Omeros”, which takes on Homer’s “Illiad” 
but is filtered through a Caribbean lens. 
These mythic stories and fairy tales belong 
to humankind, not just the culture from 
which they emerge, and poets love that — 
the fact that they can be reinterpreted and 
reinvented.

In The Insomnia Poems I noticed that there are 
a lot more literary references than in your earlier 
collections, and wondered why that might be so? I also 
found myself wondering how autobiographical these 
poems were. In other words, I am trying to faas in your 
business, Ms Nichols, as we Jamaicans say, and ask if 
you struggle with insomnia as I have from time to time?

Yes, I’ve had a problem with sleeping 
for many years now. In fact, ever since 
the birth of my first daughter. But one of 
my sisters and my brother also have the 
same problem so perhaps it ’s genetic. 
There are quite a few literary references 
in the book. I began by writing the odd 
poem about not sleeping, but felt it 
would have been limiting both for me 
and the reader to have poems simply 
about not sleeping. So I widen out the 
book to include the mythic associations 
of night and darkness. I found myself 
reading the myths and stories and 
fairy tales associated with sleep like 
Sleeping Beauty and Rip Van Wrinkle, for 
example. 
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