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#CaribbeanStrong#CaribbeanStrong
“the little English girl” in Barbados? I was 

reluctant to speak, and very self-conscious. 
At primary school I had tripped up on 
occasions, said things “wrong”: said ‘Ion’ 
instead of ‘Iron”; said “stove” instead of 
cooker; said “ant” instead of “aunt”.

Have I found home? Those months 
in Barbados, 2019 through 2020, I was 
meant to go home, back to London in May. 
But then in March COVID hit, and I found 
myself ‘trapped in Paradise’. My flight got 
cancelled; Virgin wasn’t flying on or off the 
island. There was a lock-down. There was 
curfew. There is a part of me that feels at 
home in Barbados; it might be because 
of memories and nostalgia, my parents 
especially. I didn’t grow up with strong 
connections to our extended family in 
Barbados, no grandparents or cousins. My 
speech, my first voice — my Bajan voice, 
which came to me through my parent’s — 
is a voice I get told sounds like someone’s 
grandmother. That would be about right, 
because mum and dad would be the voice 
of a grandparent, even a great-gran now, 
in Barbados. I didn’t always know that. 
So, when people would suggest I was 
mimicking, or putting on the voice, I would 
be very self-conscious, but as I learnt more 
about our diaspora through my studies 
(sociolinguistics and anthropology) I came 
to an understanding of my Bajan voice. 

When I’m in London — and I say 
specifically London because I know that 
some of what I what I speak is particular to 
London life — I enjoy its multiculturalism, 
its cosmopolitan lifestyle, and I miss it 
when I’m in Barbados. 

For the most part I’ve found home, the 
location of home is my flat in London. 
Home in the sense of being comfortable 
in my own body, in my own self; my 
Blackwoman-nappy-headed, 58-year-old, 
single, non-heteronormative, left-wing, 
unconventional, bohemian self! I’m at home 
with that, and finding ‘my tribe’ as people 
say, finding like-minded, kindred spirits. So, 
for me there’s a definite element of home-
being-where-the-heart-is. My heart is with 
significant others in Barbados, my heart is 
with significant others in Miami, my heart 
is with significant others in New York, and 
fundamentally with chosen family here in 
London. Home is located in me, in a sense. 
London unlike anywhere has my childhood 
memories, and I know these streets like 
the back of my hand. There’s nothing like 
being somewhere else to make you realise 
where home is.

Of all the possible African countries to return to in 
that first collection of poems, why was the decision 
made to go to The Gambia, as is recorded in such 
poems as “by river gambia”?

The Gambia was the first West African 
country that I went to. I received a 
welcome at the airport, “welcome home, 
welcome home, sister”. That visit was 
a consequence of my writing, I took part 
in a residential workshop, The Writer’s 
Hotspot. We stayed in Tendaba, on the 
River Gambia. I was coming to the end 
of my tenure, as Attached Live Artist at 
London’s Institute of Contemporary Arts, 
and I still had almost half of the award 
money. I spent it going on that wonderful, 

amazing, trip in December 1990. Later 
in the following year I went back to The 
Gambia on again another Writer’s Hotspot. 
This time the trip was paid for by the 
organisers. I went to shadow the organiser 
and on-site coordinator Kadija George 
Sesay. Then that December, so within a 
12-month period, I went back a third time. 
This time, leading a group of black British 
writers to the Gambia to experience a 
great time, and safely bringing them back. 
All of those three times were funded 
in one way or another and that was 
absolutely miraculous, and the Gambia, 
Gambian people, the landscape, the River, 
Serekunda Brikama, Banjul, the women at 
Tendaba camp, the local school, and the 
tailor there made a lasting impression.

I have to say I found the translation of the Medusa 
figure pretty inventive in the poem “medusa: cuts both 
ways”: “natural roots Blackwoman/ loving Blackwomen/ 
serious”. What is the basis of your fascination with 
Medusa?

My fascination with Medusa is a 
personal one. As a younger woman, 
20-something, I started to locs-up. A 
central and important part of the process 
was being confronted by my own nappy-
headedness, and as my locs grew and took 
on various shapes I got called Medusa. 
I got called a witch. Back in secondary 
school, one of my exam subjects was 
Greek Literature in Translation. I liked Greek 
myths and stories and the plays, with their 
magical realism; gods-goddesses and 
human beings interacting. I remembered 
Medusa and the story of Perseus. At 
that time I had a copy of the Woman’s 
Dictionary of Symbols and Sacred Objects 
and I think it was in there, or else in Mary 
Daly’s Gyn/ecology, or a text like that, 
where I read she was a Libyan, a North 
African princess. That made me think about 
the origins of Medusa, as monster. Of 
that story as a metaphor for two cultures 
clashing, and the culture of Perseus 
being that of the victors. Walking around 
the streets of London, with my blatant 
nappy-head self, I would get looks not 
only from white people but my own: the 
disgust, the despair, the disappointment, 

the bafflement was just palpable. I was 
committing some kind of sin, transgressing 
some kind of unspoken agreement to not 
let the white people see our hair in that 
state. 

So, Medusa became me, diasporic 
Caribbean woman-identified Blackwoman. 
A monster in the eyes of some, her human 
characteristics, her physicality demonised. 

My notion of Medusa plays off the 
first European encounters with “the 
other”. Early Europeans venturing into 
parts of Africa and coming back with 
ridiculous drawings of people they did not 
understand. It made me question the point 
of view of Perseus: What was he seeing; 
who was he seeing? If Perseus saw me 
with my nappy-headed dreadlocks self, 
what kind of horror or fear might I inspire? 
What tales would he tell to impress his 
mates, when he got home? And of course, 
you know, the version that Perseus put out 
there would be ‘the facts’. Anything that 
I might have to say about how I looked 
would pale into insignificance beside 
his-story. 

Another significant aspect in my 
development of the Medusa poems, and 
‘Medusa: cuts both ways’ especially came 
from reading Audre Lorde’s “Eye to Eye” 
essay. Where she wrote of those looks that 
we, as Blackwomen, reserve especially 
for each other, and the painfulness that 
cut-eye is. Growing up in London, with the 
racism and colonial British education, made 
me fearful of my own people, fearful of my 
own self. All of those experiences fed that 
invention.

Now, let’s move on to the collection Ship Shape 
which has at “its heart a sequence of poems that 
excavate the missing history of Samboo — renamed 
Bilal — an African who died within days of his arrival 
18th century Lancaster”. How did you find out about 
Samboo and why did you become so interested in him? 

I found out about Samboo because I 
was approached by an organisation in 
Lancaster and offered a commission to 
write a modern-day elegy for Samboo. I 
learnt there was a grave up North, just 
outside Lancaster actually called Samboo’s 
Grave. It’s on the Sunderland Point part 

of Morecambe Bay; further up that bay is 
Liverpool. So just outside Lancaster was 
its port where the ships would dock. I 
had no conception of Lancaster as a port. 
Lancaster isn’t a place that immediately 
comes to mind when one thinks of Britain’s 
slaving past. It’s Bristol. It’s Liverpool. 
These are known as Britain’s slave ports; 
these are the cities that in the present-day 
have historic mixed-heritage populations, 
Black populations that go back to the 
1700s. Say “Lancaster” to British people 
and, like me, most people wouldn’t even 
identify Lancaster as a port. Researching 
the commission, I learnt Liverpool, Bristol 
only came to prominence as earlier 
significant small ports like Lancaster’s 
Sunderland Point became too small as 
the size of ships grew to accommodate a 
growing Atlantic slave trade.

I was taken by the commissioning 
bodies, around the city and out to the 
coast. And to various museums, for 
meetings with local historians, archivists, 
curators and to meet Dr Alan Rice from 
the University of Central Lancaster. They 
gave me access to materials, ephemera, 
documents, ledgers, that spelt out for me 
Lancaster’s involvement in the Atlantic 
slave trade at a significant point in its 
urban development, such that one historian 
claimed that Lancaster was transformed 
from a town of wood to a city of stone due 
to the influx of money.

The other thing about Lancaster in the 
1700s that came as a surprise to me was 
that many of the significant nouveau-riche 
families that rose to prominence, these 
families were Quaker. My identification, 
like a lot of peoples, up until that point 
associated the Quakers with anti-slavery. 
A hundred years later, yes, but in 1700s 
Lancaster they were in there with 
everybody else. The Quaker community 
hadn’t yet formulated a clear position on 
buying and selling people. So, families like 
the Dilworths, the Satterthwaiths (I name 
them in a poem) were cautioned by the 
Meeting House about their involvement. 
So, they thought about it and some 
families left the Meeting House so they 
could continue with their trading. 

My commission was part 
of a wider initiative by STAMP, 
the Slave Trade Arts Memorial 
Project, about building a memorial 
in Lancaster to the slave trade. 
My elegy to Samboo, was to 
respond to an original poem 
by a local Lancaster clergyman 
used to raise funds to mark the 
supposed grave a generation after 
Samboo’s burial. I say supposed 
grave, because I discovered 
that there are no actual physical 
remains at the location. It’s never 
been verified archaeologically, 
but there is a site that was 
marked with a stone engraved 
with the Reverend’s poem. This 
is known as Samboo’s grave, on 
Sunderland Point, and is part of 
the local folklore. So much so, 
that local primary school children 
are taken on organised visits   
during our Black History month, 
to acknowledge him and pay their 
respects. 

I found, even within the scope 
of the commission that I couldn’t 
do just one poem, I produced five 
poems. I found it impossible to 
write with integrity about Samboo 
without writing about Lancaster, 
about the Quakers. And in those 
initial poems, I presented a live 
performance with sights and 
sounds from Sunderland Point in a 
short film I put together because 
I felt strongly, it was important 
for people to see the site. To 
have a sense of this location of 
Samboo’s grave. After, I found 
I could let it go, and what you 
see in Ship Shape is a sequence 
of poems that emerged in the 
subsequent years since Samboo 
wouldn’t leave me alone. I kept 
asking myself who was he and 
what his name was. Samboo 
is the name he was given. I 
became preoccupied, beautifully 
obsessed, I wanted to give him a 
voice. I felt I had a responsibility 
as a poet, to use my gift, my 
craft, to articulate something of 
his experience, put some flesh on 
the bones of the local folklore.

In the poem “because I’m nothing you 
can name” Samboo offers the following: 
“I am not brave, I do not offer resistance.” 
After this, the enslaved lies down and dies 
when he believes his master has deserted 
him. Couldn’t this be read as an unnatural 
attachment to one’s oppressor and a sign of 
failure on Samboo’s part?

The story of Samboo as 
told locally, is that on being 
abandoned by a ship’s captain, 
in The Ship’s Inn, he slips into 
a state of stupefaction, lays 
down and dies. So, in working 
with that idea, I thought of this 
child Bilal: like it or not that’s the 
only person that he knew, so his 
captor/oppressor is familiar, and 
this familiar figure disappears, 
abandons him. This is a child, 

he’s not brave, doesn’t offer 
resistance. He’s sad, lonely, 
scared and depressed. In writing 
the Samboo sequence, I always 
knew it ended with his death, 
not with his escape, not with his 
living on in England, or his return 
to his homeland. So yes, you 
could judge him as having failed, 
that his attachment was some 
kind of Stockholm syndrome, 
but why not? At that point what 
else did this child have? His 
connection with the captain 
would have held something of 
his past; the captain knew where 
he came from; the captain had 
been to West Africa: The captain 
knew Barbados — that’s where 
he found Samboo and picked 
him out as a gift for his wife. 
There were things that he and 
the captain shared. You read it 
as an unnatural attachment, but 
I had to figure what else did this 
nine- or 10-year-old have. He’s 
overwhelmed with fear and panic, 
and he wants to be out of it, he 
wants to lie down and not wake 
up. But I couldn’t leave him there, 
so I gave an alternative, imagined 
ending of the return. Perhaps his 
last dream, a vision, perhaps his 
spirit travels home; I’d like to think 
it did.

The second section of this book is one 
that for me is full of silences and evasions. 
For example, in the poem “a room full of 
feeling” the narrator says: took my suspect 
self/ to a place where I could think the 
possibility … Would I make do with a man/ 
or open the door on a room full of feeling?” 
Can you explain what those statements 
mean? What do you make of my reading of 
the “silences” of this section?

I’m surprised, yes, by your 
reading of poems like “a roomful 
of feeling” as being full of silences 
and evasions. That poem is 
about a moment, a questioning 
of one’s heterosexuality. You 
don’t yet name it, and it is the 
poet’s own troubled relationship 
with the term ‘lesbian’. When I 
came out to my mother, I didn’t 
use that word quite deliberately, 
I spoke of loving women, loving 
a particular woman, my partner 
at that time. So, in the poem “a 
room full of feeling” the “suspect 
self”, is a self in question. It’s a 
poem about daring to embrace 
difference. In my case as poet-
narrator in the poem there was 
a potential element of ‘making 
do’ — if circumstances were 
different, I may well have ended 
up in a heterosexual marriage, 
unsettled by thoughts of what 
if...if only... A notion of what you 
don’t know, supposedly been 
unable to influence your thoughts 
and feelings.

But thinking about it, I can 
see where you’re coming from 
with the silence, evasions. If I 

was going to say anything about 
silences in that section, I’d 
say that diaspora has silences, 
memory has gaps, there are 
things that are remembered 
and maintained and that survive 
in diaspora, and then there are 
things that are forgotten, not 
spoken about, the evasions of 
our Caribbean parents — as 
children of migrants we know 
about not asking/not telling, 
finding out stuff and having a 
parent say ‘well, you didn’t ask 
me’. How am I supposed to ask 
about stuff I don’t know about? 
I was one of those kids asking 
questions, I wasn’t up for silences 
and evasions, and I hope that my 
work is about combatting those 
silences and evasions even as I 
represent them.

Let’s talk about your life and your 
formation as a writer and a poet. Can you 
speak a little about your childhood — 
where you were born, who your parents 
were, schools you attended? When did you 
know that you were a poet and how did you 
nurture your craft?

I was born in London; both my 
parents were from Barbados. I 
grew up with an older sister, also 
born here in London. We went 
to a Church of England primary 
school, St Mary’s, and then onto 
a good comprehensive girls’ 
school, Garratt Green. I stayed on 
to the sixth form, did ‘A’ levels: 
sociology; psychology. I left 
school intent on being a nurse. 
I had absolutely no conscious 
intention of being a writer, poet, 
or anything like that. However, 
my friends were going on to art 
schools, my then boyfriend was 
going to do fashion, another friend 
was to do fine art, a school friend 
had done ceramics in her ‘A’ level 
art. I was going to be a nurse. 
So, when did I know that I was 
a poet? I was probably about 30 
by then. I’d started writing poetry 
for myself in my late teens when 
my sister left home and left me. 
I was on my own and I turned to 
writing my thoughts and feelings, 
and poems would come out. In 
my early 20s I still kept a diary in 
which poems happened. I had a 
few poems published in my early 
20s.

I attended a book fair and was 
introduced to writers from the 
Caribbean and women writers 
like Elean Thomas a poet. Her 
work was very much about 
representing the experiences of 
Jamaica, and she was forthrightly 
political in her work. As was 
Jean ‘Binta’ Breeze. I came 
across Lorna Goodison and 
Grace Nichols. I was blessed by 
working in a radical independent 
bookshop, so I could buy these 
and other writers, look at them 
and see their words. Also, 

African-American writers came 
to prominence, like Alice Walker, 
Toni Cade Bambara, Audre Lorde. 
There were two international 
feminist book fairs in London 
that exposed me to a lot of 
writers and poets. These writers 
delighted, inspired, motivated me. 

Living in Brixton, on Nursery 
Road, I was part of a community 
of creative black women, and 
active in Brixton black women’s 
group. I was encouraged to share 
poems at women’s events, and 
I remember leading a poetry 
workshop at a black women’s 
creative day conference. Mostly 
because I felt there needed to be 
one, and no one else was going 
to do it! I didn’t think of myself 
as a poet, I just wrote poems. I 
liked going to poetry workshops, 
and I liked hearing poetry being 
performed. 

I liked the poetry and listening 
to music; what was important 
to me were the lyrics. Before 
I was reading or listening to 
poetry being performed, I enjoyed 
the poetry of lyrics. It’s what I 
liked about Joni Mitchell, Bernie 
Taupin and Elton John, Joan 
Armatrading, Gil Scott-Heron, 
Bessie Smith and old blues 
singers, and Sweet Honey in 
the Rock, later on. As I became 
more consciously a poet, I 
sought out other poets, going to 
workshops; taking advantage of 
opportunities to share my work; 
being encouraged by the positive 
responses that I was getting. 
Jackie Kay, in those early days, 
was the one British-born Black 
woman I knew who had the 
audacity to call herself a poet! I 
was impressed and in awe of her 
for that, and she liked one of my 
poems! That was amazing to me. 
My creative Blackwomen friends 
and lovers were hugely important 
in encouraging and validating my 
growing sense that I could be 
creative too. I could be a poet! 

I know that you are doing postgraduate 
work. What’s your reason for carrying out 
this work in the Caribbean?

My practice-led PhD is 
‘queering’ the West Indian 
migrants who were involved 
in the construction of the 
Panama Canal, 1904-14, and 
making a case for poetry as a 
creative methodology for filling 
the gaps in the conventional 
archive. I’m using ‘queer’ in the 
broader sense of ‘unusual’, as 
well as in terms of sexuality 
and gender, so I’m also looking 
at traditional spiritual practices 
such as Obeah, Myal, ‘science’ 
and roots-medicine. I chose 
Cultural Studies at the University 
of the West Indies, Cave Hill 
for several reasons. Primarily 
because it was important to 

me at this time in my life to 
finally have a black (of African 
ancestry) teacher/supervisor in 
my formal education. I’ve never 
had one, even with doing my MA 
Anthropology at Hunter College. 
I’ve had persons of colour, but not 
someone from sub-Saharan Africa 
or its diaspora. Also, I’m fortunate 
to have a base in Barbados, 
thanks to a chosen-family 
member having apartments there 
and as a Bajan citizen, it’s an 
advantageous overseas choice. 
Finally, at Cave Hill I was able to 
find the academic and personal 
support I knew would be key to 
this journey, and it’s thrilling to 
be part of a Caribbean feminist 
community. 

In Reader, I married him, 
individuals engage in acts of solidarity that 
are both a “lifeboat” and a “love boat”. As 
such, can you detail what the title poem 
is about and how you came to write this 
poem? 

The poem “Reader, I Married 
Him” is in a way connected to my 
PhD research, in that it speaks to 
some of the ‘invisible’ motivations 
for migration and engaging in 
heteronormative activity, ie, 
getting married. The protagonist 
in the poem, is doing her gay 
best friend a favour by marrying 
his Jamaican boyfriend, so said 
boyfriend can escape persecution 
in Jamaica. He already bears the 
physical scars of a violent attack 
and leaving is a means to save his 
life. As a political act of love and 
humanity the Zami protagonist 
uses her British citizenship and 
her “redundant hetero-sex right 
to marry”, to offer the young gay 
Ja guy a means of escape. To do 
this they play up to tourist and 
hetero-normative stereotypes. 
The poem was inspired by 
real-life situations. I know of 
Caribbean, West African, and 
European LGBTQ persons, in the 
not-too-long-ago days before gay 
marriage, who used this strategy 
to enable their lives. 

Finally, I say to you Barbados. And you say... 
…nuff gyal dem!! [Lol!]
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