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In recognition of International 
Women’s History Month, 

Bookends presents its annual 
series of March conversations 
between the writer and scholar 
Jacqueline Bishop and women 

writers from the region and 
diaspora. Today’s featured author is 

Jamaican Donna Hemans.

D
onna Hemans, you are an exquisite 
writer. So, I’m thankful for the 
opportunity to interview you. The 
interview will be on your novels, 

River Woman and Tea by the Sea. An 
abandoned child is at the centre of both 
works, and, indeed, abandonment is a 
theme within your work. Why is this theme 
so important to you?

I’m fascinated with the idea of 
belonging rather than abandonment, and 
the questions that are at the heart of 
my longer works so far are: Where do I 
belong? To whom do I belong? In River 

Woman, Kelithe’s mother left her behind 
in Jamaica when she migrated. In 

Tea by the Sea, Lenworth kidnaps 
his new-born and Plum spends 
17 years searching for her child. 
So, in Tea by the Sea, it’s less 
a story about abandonment 
and more a question of where 
and to whom the child, Opal, 
belongs. 

At the same time though, 
family separation — 
whether it is an abandoned 
child, a child left behind to 
be raised by other family 
members or surrogate 
parents, voluntary migration, 
deportation, slavery — is 

a significant part of the 
Jamaican story. Migration 

has always been part of the 
Jamaican story. I’ve read recent 
studies that say about 38 per 

cent of Jamaicans live abroad. 
That’s a high number and I imagine 
that the number of children who 
are left behind by migrating 

family members remains high 
today. I write about these issues 
because I don’t think we can 
truly tell the Jamaican story 
without looking at migration and 
family separation, both on the 
migrants themselves and the 

family they leave behind. 

There is too, in both works, the sense that 
history is always repeating itself. What, 
if anything, can those who have been 
traumatised do to stop this repetition?

We have to give trauma air. I think that’s 
the role writers, and artists generally, play 
in society. Whether we are writing about 
our own individual trauma, family trauma 
or the historical trauma on a nation or 
community, exploring it in the arts allows 
us all to recognise and acknowledge what 
has happened and may still be happening. 
That’s not to say that all art has to be 
about trauma. It’s important to explore 
every aspect of our respective cultures — 
the positive and the negative stories, the 
happy ones and the sad ones. 

In River Woman one of the main characters, 
Kelithe, notes: “I’m not sure if my mother 
loves me … Love is not a thing we talk 
about.” Firstly, do you believe it is easier 
for Jamaicans to talk about more negative 
emotions — such as revenge and hate 
— than it is to talk about love, and if so, 
why? How do you account for this difficulty 
in talking about love, and by extension, 
tenderness?

Sometimes it certainly feels that it’s 
easier to talk about anything but love. 
Perhaps it’s rooted in our history, in the 
idea that we know the person or people 
we love will be sent away or will leave. 

But I certainly don’t want to say that 
Kelithe’s statement reflects the idea 
that Jamaicans as a whole prefer not to 
talk about love or show tenderness and 
find it easier to talk about more negative 
emotions. Kelithe’s statement directly 
reflects her complicated relationship 
with her mother, Sonya. Sonya did not 
want to have a child, and from Kelithe’s 
earliest days her grandmother is her 
primary caretaker. When Sonya migrates 
without Kelithe, it is easier for Sonya to 
send barrels back with goods for her child. 
Kelithe’s understanding of love is therefore 
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rooted in the things her mother sends to 
her, rather than her hearing the actual 
words, “I love you.” Adding the geographic 
distance and the complications of Sonya’s 
immigration status, it is some time before 
Kelithe and Sonya reunite. So Kelithe has 
never felt her mother’s love. She has never 
heard her mother say, “I love you.” 

While it is questionable whether Sonya 
bears any love toward her child, there is 
something about the act of caregiving — in 
Sonya’s case, sending barrels of clothes 
and food — that is meant to equate 
love. Kelithe’s grandmother doesn’t say “I 
love you,” but her actions — defending 
Kelithe, standing up for her, nurturing and 
supporting — are all acts of love. Kelithe 
feelsher grandmother’s love and doesn’t 
question that love. 

Teenage pregnancy is another huge theme 
in your work. Here again, there seems to be 
the sense that history is always repeating 
itself. Why does this theme remain so 
important to you?

Growing up in the 1980s, Jamaican radio 
and TV stations were full of advertisements 
and warnings about teenage pregnancy. 
There was a popular tagline, “Two is better 
than too many.” And the song, Sharon, a 
pregnant you pregnant?, I didn’t understand 
until recently how high the teen pregnancy 
rate in Jamaica was then and what we as a 
nation were dealing with. But the message 
was etched in my brain. 

Add to that, I remember young girls 
who got pregnant in high school were 
sent home and for many the opportunity of 
returning to school or having a profession 
or career was limited. It’s generally the 
young girl who is punished and whose 
life stalls. The second part of that too is 
acknowledging and addressing who is 
impregnating the young girls. Some of the 
fathers are teens but too many are older 
men who prey on young girls. That’s our 
sad reality. 

With all of that though, when I set out 
to write fiction, these aren’t the ideas 
that drive the stories. These are some of 
the concerns that emerge in the writing 
and in building the characters and their 
circumstances. 

The story of the River Mumma is given pride 
of place in River Woman. My observation 
is that several Jamaican and Caribbean 
women writers retell the river maid’s story 
time and time again. Why are you interested 
in this story, and can you take a guess as 
to why so many women writers are equally 
fascinated with the figure?

There are lots of nuances to the River 
Mumma folktale that make it ripe for 
retelling: the power of moving water, greed, 
the elusiveness of dreams, temptation. 
The River Mumma herself is both siren and 
temptress. I could go on. It’s a fascinating 
story that gets at the essence of our 
deepest desires — wealth and love — and 
how those desires can also destroy.

River Woman is laced throughout with not 
only folklore but, as well, songs that are 
heard frequently, but especially in churches 
in Jamaica. What point where you trying to 
make in having so many Christian songs in 
the novel?

Funny enough, that wasn’t a conscious 
choice. I wasn’t aware of the number of 
Christian songs I had included until after the 
book had been published and an audience 
member asked a similar question. And I 
think the number of Christian songs goes 
back to growing up in a country that infuses 
Christianity in everything — prayers before 
meetings of all kinds, nurses in public 
hospitals leading patients in prayer service. 
There’s no agenda on my part — just 
portraying life in Jamaica as I have seen it.  

Now, turning to Tea by the Sea, one of the 
things that stood out for me is that your 
books tend to be rural-based; Kingston 
barely figures into the narratives. Indeed, 
your descriptions of the countryside are 
graceful and elegant. The reader is left to 
wonder not only about the nature of your 
fascination with the Jamaican countryside, 
but as well how to make sense of the fact 
that such terrible things can happen in so 
beautiful a place. Why make both Tea by the 
Sea and River Woman so relentlessly sad?

I wish I could write humour, but I just 
can’t. At the same time, I don’t set out 
to write books that are sad. Jamaica is 
such a diverse country with a diversity 
of communities and stories, as well as a 
diversity of writers to tell all of our stories 
— those that are light and funny, serious 
and sad. We need all of them. And I’ll leave 
the humour to writers who are better at it. 

As for writing about the countryside, I 
grew up in the country. And, as a child, 
weekends often involved a day trip to 
St James or Clarendon and sometimes 
Kingston to check on relatives. So, all 
of that is deeply ingrained in me. That’s 
Jamaica to me. That’s the Jamaica I know 
and want to write about. 

The beauty of the island — and as a 
matter of fact, the beauty of any setting 
— doesn’t have any bearing on the horrors 
the people within it endure. Our ancestors 
endured truly horrible things on this 
beautiful island.  

Perhaps now would be a good time to tell 
us a little bit about yourself — where 
you were born and grew up in Jamaica, 
schools you attended on the island, what 
connections you have to the island, and 
where you consider to be home. Also, when 
and how did you realise that you were a 
writer? Who are Annie and Eustace, whose 
descendants Tea by the Sea is dedicated 
to?

I was born in Jamaica, and I grew up in 
Brown’s Town, St Ann. I went to Westwood 
High and left Jamaica shortly after high 
school. Though I don’t live in Jamaica, it is 
still home, will always be home. 

While I always wrote as a child, I didn’t 
realise until my undergraduate years that 
writing as a career was an option. When 
I graduated from Westwood and in my 
freshman year, I contemplated becoming 
a lawyer. I started taking journalism 
classes and a creative writing workshop 
and stumbled upon writing. I took an 
independent study class and the professor 
had me read Zora Neale Hurston’s Their 
Eyes Were Watching God. The language 
in that book and the community Hurston 
described reminded me quite a bit of 
Jamaica. I wanted to write a book like that 

about the communities I know, about the 
people I know, and in some way preserve 
parts of my heritage.

Well, I hope that’s what I have been 
doing and will continue to do. That’s part 
of why I dedicated Tea by the Sea to 
the descendants of Annie and Eustace, 
my paternal grandparents. The house 
where Lenworth lives is based on my 
grandparents’ house. Setting a book there 
is sort of my way of preserving that part of 
my heritage. 

I must admit to struggling a bit with not 
only the character of Lenworth in Tea by 
the Sea but as well with the character of 
Plum. As a reader, I kept trying to figure out 
if Lenworth was selfless or selfish in his 
motivations in taking Opal from her mother.

Based on feedback I’ve heard, I think 
most people would say he’s selfish and 
worthless. But I like to think he aims to be 
selfless but fails. We are not all good or 
bad, but a mixture of both. In some cases, 
we’re looking to make the best decision for 
ourselves. Depending on your perspective 
some of those decisions will come off 
as selfish, while others will come off as 
selfless. 

Lenworth was convinced he was doing 
right by Plum. He grew up in a household 
where the women were dependent on men 
and had few opportunities to make a full life 
for themselves. He saw Plum’s life playing 
out in the same way and thought he could 
give her the opportunity to go off and have 
a meaningful life without being burdened 
with a child at a young age. That sounds 
selfless. But on the other hand, he didn’t 
consider Plum’s desires. He didn’t give her 
an opportunity to make that decision for 
herself. He denies her agency, and so from 
that perspective he is selfish. 

As a writer, I don’t think it’s my job 
to create characters that people love or 
hate, but to create a scenario where a 
character’s motivation is believable, to 
make sure readers understand why a 
person takes a certain action. We might 
not agree with the particular action, but 
we should at least understand why that 
particular person took that specific action. 
As a writer, it’s not about whether an 
action is good or bad but the why behind it. 

You are the author of several short stories 
and essays. What would you say are the 
similarities and differences in writing short 
stories and a novel? Will there ever be a 
collection of short stories and essays by 
Donna Hemans?

Structurally, short stories are similar 
to novels. Of course, a novel adds more 
complexity in terms of plot development, 
pacing, timeline, characters. While a short 
story generally has one theme and single 
main character, a novel can explore multiple 
interrelated themes and focus on multiple 
characters’ stories. I prefer the novel for 
that reason. There is room to explore the 
varied nuances of people and places. 

While I’ve toyed with the idea of a 
collection of short stories — and perhaps 
that will be project number 5 — I’d be 
more likely to work on a linked story 
collection, which gives a writer room to 
build a collection that has a strong unifying 
element. The short stories I have written 

and published so far don’t interrelate 
sufficiently for me to consider pulling them 
together in a single collection. I’d have to 
take a more deliberate approach on theme, 
recurring characters, a central setting 
to write stories that, when put together, 
create a unifying whole. When a linked 
story collection works well, the stories are 
great as standalone pieces and are even 
more satisfying when read together. That’s 
a challenge I hope to tackle — and tackle 
well — in the future. 

Finally, you have recently completed a new 
novel The House of Plain Truth. What is this 
work about and when might we expect it? 

The new novel will be published this fall. 
The novel traces the migratory patterns of 
a Jamaican family as its members make 
their way to Cuba in 1917 in search of 
work, their hurried return in 1933 when a 
wave of forced repatriation and persecution 
of black migrants occurs in Cuba, and 
one daughter’s later move to America. 
In the hours before Pearline’s father dies, 
he says the names of his oldest children, 
which he has not uttered in nearly 60 
years. His words to her are: “Find them 
for me. You are my memory now.” Newly 
returned to Jamaica after giving up on her 
life in Brooklyn, Pearline’s quest is to first 
understand who her father wants her to 
find and what memory her father wants 
her to carry on. Along the way Pearline 
discovers a secret her parents held about 
the origin of the family home she is trying 
to save.

Donna Hemans


