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I strive to fulfil the four aims of the National Black Arts Alliance: to
redress the balance, to archive for prosperity, to build a legacy and to
establish collaborations.
Of course, when I first joined the arts, I had no aims aside from wanting
people to ‘like’ my poetry. I quickly learnt that art has the power to
reflect and challenge the world we live in, so I got down to business.
Now a recognized international performance artist and an in-demand
conference speaker, SuAndi pushed at the boundaries of poetry to
writing narratives for exhibitions, short films, community plays, the
Mary Seacole libretto and oral history research projects. Her onewoman show The Story of M (2003) is now on the A Level
syllabus. SuAndi is particularly acknowledged for raising the profile of
Black artists in the region as well as nationally. Since 1985 she has
been the freelance Cultural Director of the National Black Arts
Alliance; the position allows her to work in collaboration with other
art form members.

SuAndi has been recognized with honorary degrees from Lancaster
University in 2018 for her outstanding contribution to British art and
Manchester Metropolitan University in 2019 for her significant
contribution to art and culture, to the Black arts sector. SuAndi was
awarded the OBE in the Queen’s 1999 honors. In 2020 she received
the Inspirational Award from BME Network. Other awards sit
comfortably next to her being a Writing Fellow at Leicester University.

Jennifer: Both Lena and I were compelled by your identification as a
daughter working around maternal themes in your artwork. Does this
identification sit well with you and how you identify as an artist?
SuAndi: I don’t know if I identify as an artist-daughter, I think Story of
M (2003) has placed me in that position because of the response that
it’s had. 1 Early on I found identity as an artist really quite difficult and
that’s not modesty. I’ve always wanted my performances to sound like
someone was having a gossip, that I was talking to one person in the
audience. Sharing not necessarily a secret but something private.
There’s nothing more private than family. I used to be a residential
social worker, and we had a lad, Andrew, who would mimic all the
members of staff, whatever their habits were, scratching their head,
picking their nose, whatever it was. One day I said, ‘What do I do?’,
and he said, ‘Oh, yours is easy, yours is “I remember”’, so obviously I’d
always had that thing about the oral tradition.
Then you add that artistic side to my cultural heritage, which is
Nigerian/Liverpool-Irish, great cultures for keeping stories alive. So, I
think it just comes from that.
1

For more information see https://www.blackplaysarchive.org.uk/explore/productions/story-m.
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Lena: With this research project we are exploring topics around
motherhood and the maternal, so your position as a daughter talking
about your mother is an interesting one that we thought was
important. We understand that in a way one does not want to be
identified in one particular way, lots of difficulty comes with
pigeonholing artists Obviously, when we are working with these
intimate themes like a family, and in your case, you were working from
your position as a daughter, it has a lot to do with ethics as well and
confessions and sharing secrets and so on. So, how did you negotiate
this difficulty of disclosing autobiographical material?
SuAndi: I come from a generation where very few of us knew our
grandparents. Our history comes from the generation before us so is
reliant on their memory. Neither my father or mother knew their
grandparents and they were both orphaned at an early age. So, almost
in the romantic sense, they’re sat around a campfire, that was the
fireplace, sharing with their children what they couldn’t share with
their parents and grandparents; family members we never got to
meet.
Without realising it, I embraced the traditions of oral history while
taking a huge change in a career path (modelling, dancer,
restaurateur) to performing on the stage and making a connection
with an audience that have similar experiences. M has been fortunate
because she’s travelled so far and wide; not just the UK but
internationally North America, India, Canada and Ireland. I’ve never
been anywhere where somebody hasn’t wanted to corner me
afterwards and say, ‘I remember that, we did that, there’s a
connection’, or just tell their story. I think it’s also because it’s a very
simple story in its telling, there’s no fancy scenery, there’s no duh-duhduh-duh-duh-duh-duh, it’s very much as though they’re having a
2

conversation. There is a writer, she’s not called this anymore, but
Valerie Mason-John 2 when she published her book The Banana Kid
(2008), she rang me up and said M had allowed her to tell her story.
Her story was so hard and horrific but she said M opened that door
for her. So, I think if that is what it does, I take the title as an artistdaughter, I embrace it in that way, it just wasn’t an intentional move.
Jennifer: I was interested in the diversity of the maternal in
performance. It seems that the complexity of mother, from the
daughter position, is missing. I found myself having to tell more
stories because my daughter’s grandmother died before she was
born. I told stories that I wouldn’t have had to tell otherwise if the
grandparents had been alive. I was so interested in the daughterness,
the other side of maternal performance, and wondering about the
visibility of that position in the story of what maternal performance
means.
SuAndi: I have a poem that talks about how my mum used to come to
the parents evening at school and how they would ask whose mother
she was and look shocked when she said she was my mother. And how
society disowned her; in their eyes, she could not be my mother, or
people used to question, ‘Was I adopted?’ and, ‘Oh, wasn’t she
wonderful for taking in this African baby’, all that sort of thing and how
she really had to fight for that status and hold onto it with pride. I
mean there was difficulty obviously being a white mother of a Black 3
child in those times.

See About — Valerie Mason-John (valeriemason-john.com).
SuAndi requested that Black is always spelt with a capital B as a political term embracing African,
Caribbean and Asian heritage.
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So, there was always an element in wanting to tell her story and in fact
before I joined the arts, after my mother died, I actually attempted to
write a book. I sent the only copy I had off to all these publishers,
fortunately I kept getting it back, but they kept saying, ‘There’s not
enough racism in it’, it was like they wanted blood and gore, not the
sly subtleness of racism. It was over the years from that writing that
M became a piece. I wrote M on a train in about an hour. I did a show
This Is All I Have to Say (1993) at the ICA.4 The last poem in the piece
was a dedication to white women who’d had Black men partners. Lois
Keidan, 5 who was the director, was really good at critique, we went
through the whole piece and then she said, ‘The best part was the last
poem, the best place to start writing is the bit you know the best, what
you have lived’. I wrote M on the train, crying, in First Class, with all
these people looking without looking, ‘That Black woman’s crying’.
Tears flowing down my face I realised once I opened that door it was
so easy because her voice, my mother’s voice, was still there in my
head.
I need to share this. I look like my father. I'm Black like my father but I
also look like my father, I’ve got lines on my face like my father, but a
couple of years ago I was at a funeral. I was stood outside, and along
down the road came two little white ladies, their hands under the
bust, you know, in their seventies or whatever. And as they got parallel
to me they said, ‘Bloody hell SuAndi, you’re the spit of your mother’,
and walked on. A friend who was stood next to me said the tears came
out like a jet stream. Nobody had ever said that to me and it was so
casual, it was so in passing, you know the confirmation that, I am my
mother’s daughter.
4
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ICA | Institute of Contemporary Arts
Lois Keidan - School of English and Drama (qmul.ac.uk)
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SuAndi, images from Story of M (2003)

Lena: You had that story within you and then you just wrote it up
because it was there, accumulated in you. That’s brilliant. Obviously,
Story of M is an autobiographical story and then Strengths of Our
Mothers (2017–2019) has moved to interviews and it’s more about
biography. 6 Could you tell us a bit of that difference between
autobiography and biography?
SuAndi: In 2013 I started a project called Afro Solo UK. 7 I wanted to
record our fathers’ stories, particularly because there’s such emphasis
on the Windrush as a timeline. So little attention is given to African
migration to England. Our history is getting pushed aside and of course
Caribbeans don’t care about that because they’ve got the profile of
6
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See Strength of our Mothers.
See Home | Afro Solo UK.
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the Windrush. So, my application said many of us have lost our fathers
and we’re losing the next generation and all that history. I said this
needs to stop. I interviewed the fathers or their children. I interviewed
– it was meant to be twelve – but I think I did thirty-three life stories
in the end.
We are a generation of mixed-race children, men who came over from
1925 onwards, there were no Black women here and anyway my
Uncle Tottoh said that his father said, ‘When you go to England marry
a white woman, don’t marry a Black woman, we’ve got lots of Black
women here’ (laughs). And whether they were good, bad, or
indifferent, everybody also talked about their mothers. I had Story of
M and I realised I wanted to capture those other stories because the
stigma that white women have had for having Black children, you
know, seen as victims, seen as low-life without morals, all of that. I
wanted to capture that they represent all walks of life: good, bad, and
indifferent role models as mothers. In Strength of Our Mothers four
people died within two weeks of me interviewing them, which was
really creepy but at least I could give people four, five hours of
recorded interview – I would love my mother’s voice. Two people
pulled out, having given their story they actually couldn’t cope with it.
What happens is that people often don’t realise how much they are
sharing which is why the interviewer should always be someone in
common, be that race or gender. When I did Afro Solo the first guy I
interviewed, who has since passed, Tony Atta, said to me, ‘Yeah, I’ve
got about an hour, I’ll nip round’, he left five hours later. I panicked
and thought ‘Ooh, how do I type it up?’ Thank God for my friend Sadie
Lund who’s done all the transcribing. When I met back with Tony, he
couldn’t believe what he’d shared with me. Everybody I’ve
interviewed has been shocked by how much they opened up and how
honest and trusting they’ve been. So, in the Strength of Our Mothers
6

performance, the script is verbatim. I could hear people in the
audience saying, ‘I said that, I said that’, you could hear it. It was a
rough-edged little piece but it was wonderful. Before the launch as I
stood outside HOME, 8 people were walking up crying and I was going,
‘Bloody hell, it’s not started yet, and you’re crying’. Of course,
emotions were high. One Sistah (sic) cancelled her first interview
because it was the anniversary of her mother’s suicide. When she did
attend it was her mother’s birthday. We cried and laughed together
all the way through it. This is what I have tried to capture in the
mothers’ project and in M.

Strength of Our Mothers cast, photo by Joel Fildes, HOME in Manchester, May 2019

Lena: I suppose with interviews like that, when it’s life stories, people
just want to speak and open up and talk about themselves.
SuAndi: I believe that our lives, families, experiences have been a topic
that we have constantly talked about but among ourselves because
8

HOME Manchester (homemcr.org)
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no one was listening. We as a social group, were always the topic
referred to and talked about. I hope I have helped to archive our
experiences for future generations without all the negative
connotations. I want to write about the first generation of mixed-race
guys. I was giving some of the books out again at a funeral – we have
big funerals – I end up on a table talking with four or five guys, I wasn’t
talking, I was listening. I'm going to tell you this story because it’s
important.
One guy tells a story how he and his kid sister were living with their
mother and a step-father, the step-father in this case was Jamaican.
So, the mother goes off to work that day, the step-father goes off, but
they don’t go to school, they stayed behind. Now, they must have
been living in one room, so they’re playing away, next minute they
hear a sound and the step-father comes in with a woman and takes
her to bed. They’re little kids, they don’t know what they’re seeing,
and when the mother comes home, they tell their mother even
though they’ve wagged school. A big fight occurs and he said she’s
given the step-father as much as she’s getting but obviously she’s
losing the fight, so she takes her baby, she puts it in the pram, she
takes her two children – now this is poverty – and she puts them
underneath her coat and she walks from Manchester to Chorley,
which I think is about twenty-five miles, back to the family that threw
her out, who said, ‘You can stay tonight but you must leave in the
morning’. It must have been rural because they put them in the barn
and this guy said, ‘And they put the candle wax round us and when we
woke up in the morning there was f-ing fur coat’. ‘Fur coat?’ And
somebody else said, ‘Oh, yeah, the rats.’ That candle wax was to stop
the rats attacking the children and I thought, ‘I’ve got to get these
stories.’
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I think, society gives a lot of attention to the missing father but actually
there are many missing mothers … it all begins with the mother,
doesn’t it? Especially for sons, their mothers are their Queens or that
B!
Jennifer: I was thinking as you were talking about your own artistry,
as the interviewer, the poetics of mothering your interviewees, the
people that you’re talking to. It’s almost like this midwife role. I'm just
wondering how you feel about your own artistry? Do you feel that in
that process, your own craft, or how do you see your role?
SuAndi: I don’t see it as a performance. I hope there’s no fakery in
what I bring to the table. What I’ve got to be very careful of is not to
talk more than the person who I'm interviewing, the role is to listen.
When you do heritage funded projects, there’s a big thing about
volunteers, but that doesn’t work, you’re not going to get people to
open up with a stranger in the room, they’ve got to feel comfortable.
My big measure is when I arrive, are you going to make me a cup of
tea? If I don’t get a cup of tea this is not going to go well. Sometimes I
get a cup of tea at the end of it, sometimes I’ve gone back and I’ve got
lunch waiting for me, but if I don’t get a brew I know I’ve got a wall to
get over. I'm almost like, the swan: I'm paddling like mad under the
water and the only way I can break down the barrier is to share. So, if
someone says, ‘My father was really violent’, ‘Yeah, mine was’, that’s
all I have to say, ‘Yeah, mine was.’
This city of Manchester, for Africans, was a village of which the women
were almost a gang of survivors, who supported each other. There was
a huge moral standing, and at the same time no lack of empathy or
sympathy for the ‘working women’, i.e. prostitutes, if the working
9

women looked after their children. If they didn’t look after them,
these women, this gang of survivors, didn’t deal with them. There was
a sense of sisterhood but it was a little bit eclectic, you know, in that
the sisterhood embraced quite a lot (for that time), of trans men who
were living as women, raising their children. They’d say things like,
‘Dorothy, you know, the fella Dorothy, she was a lovely mother’, stuff
like that.
Lena: In a way, being a mother or caring was very important. So, you
could do whatever you wanted, as long as you were a good mother?
SuAndi: Your kids were clean, they were fed. For Black kids their hair
had to be combed properly, even if you didn’t know what to put on
the kids’ hair, the kids’ hair wasn’t wild and all over the place. That
was so important. No ashy skin, legs had to shine with Vaseline or
whatever was available to cream away the dry skin.
Lena: In Strength of Our Mothers in one of the interviews and in the
show there was a line about a child having clean knickers, and an
action attached to it of putting up the skirt and showing that.
SuAndi: Yeah, that was Steve Kelly’s Liverpool Mother.
Lena: As an artist you also work as an interviewer, as a facilitator, you
said you were a social worker, you did autobiographical performance
and obviously you’re a writer, a poet. How do you change through all
these different modes?
SuAndi: Depends on the size of the cheque my dear! I came to the arts
really late, before I was in the arts I ran restaurants, I was a residential
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social worker, everything I’ve done, I’ve kind of jumped off into the
deep end.
I got a job at Commonword Publishers 9 running the Black women's
course for Cultureword. Previously I’d written this book as I
mentioned before and some friends had read it in a reading group and
this job came up and I applied and got it, I didn’t know anything about
publishing.
I liked poetry in school and I’d written all those, you know, ‘Nobody
loves me’, poems and, ‘He’s left me’, poems, all that kind of thing, I
worked with Lemn Sissay. 10 Lemn had started working there not that
long before and for a while he was definitely my mentor.
Together we women, in 1987, formed a group of poets called
‘BlackScribe’. Originally, I was their administrator as I learnt the job.
One night I said, ‘I think I want to perform’. I knew that I didn’t want
to do that overused intro: ‘I wrote this poem because’, you know, ‘I
was inspired by blah blah blah’, a five-minute introduction and then ‘I
think the poem speaks for itself’. Well, you just did five minutes of
introduction, so the poem obviously doesn’t speak for itself.
I learnt very quickly that I wanted the audience to not look at me as
the voice of the poem. So, I began to try and change my voice, so it
wasn’t ‘just’ a Black poem that was coming out of my mouth. I hoped
that the words would resonate with different people. I’ve got a poem
about a white woman who gets the perfect suntan. She gets arrested
on suspicion of shop lifting, gets imprisoned, loses her suntan, so gets
9

Commonword (cultureword.org.uk)
See Home — Lemn Sissay.
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released. People were saying to me, ‘Oh, did that happen to you?’, and
I was going, ‘No, she’s white’. So, I’d have to do it in a rather posh,
white voice.
In joining the arts, I quickly learnt never to say no. If somebody offered
me something I would say yes and then I would consider, ‘Am I going
to make a fool of myself?’, but each door that might open just might
be a golden opportunity to learn something new. When Larry Cooke
offered me the libretto for Mary Seacole, I didn’t know what a libretto
was and I couldn’t spell the word so I couldn’t look it up but I said
yes. 11 I didn’t realise that you have to write the lyrics before the music,
I thought they’d send me the music and I’d just write over the notes
so to speak. Do you know that Seacole was regarded as ‘the mother
of the men’? I think you have to diversify to grow and develop. I will
never consider myself to be this incredible artist but what I hope I am,
is entertaining and truthful.
Lena: What are you doing now? Strength of Our Mothers is such a
massive project because it’s a book, it’s a performance, it’s the
interviews, it’s the website which is really impressive, it has so many
different outputs.
SuAndi: And hundreds and hundreds of cigarettes. I’ve just done a
very tiny little book Tru-Talk (2021), which was a little lockdown, two
grand funding. There’s twelve stories and I think six about mothers. I

From http://www.maryseacole.com/maryseacole/pages/nursing_annualevents.html – ‘The new
opera, 'The Mary Seacole Showcase' was produced by Gye Nyame For Performing Arts and was
presented at The Watermans Arts Centre in July 2000. This company was the brainchild of Larry
Coke (producer and lighting designer) and was created to produce multi-cultural opera and dance
productions. Richard Chew (composer), SuAndi OBE (libretto) and David Richards (Director)
combined with Larry in the creation of a cultural event that was an exciting celebration of the life and
achievements of Mary Seacole.’
11
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said to them, ‘Whatever you want to tell me, just tell me a story’, and
that’s what they did.
One of the contributors, told me a story that she didn’t want to be
included, it was about when she first came to England. Many
Caribbean parents coming over to England were forced, due to
economics, to leave their children behind at first. Sadly, when she first
came over, she resented her mother for taking her away from her
grandmother. The grandmother would talk to her, tell her about the
old days and the old ways but the mother in England was busy, she
was working long shifts, she was more, ‘Eat your food, go to bed’, and
she missed that oral history.
Jennifer: I have been wondering about the dynamics of insider versus
outsider in maternal performance. Are spoken word artists ‘outsiders’
in maternal performance? Are we including spoken word artists in this
idea of the maternal performance? I was interested in that and also
how much we self-select ourselves out. Strength of Our Mothers was
under the umbrella of the National Black Arts Alliance (NBBA), the
Story of M was commissioned as part of a live arts programme for the
ICA and I was curious how important are creative networks for you?
Which ones do you feel that you belong to and are there any that you
feel excluded from?
SuAndi: Creative networks are incredibly important and I don’t feel I
belong to any really now, apart from NBBA. My first performance I
wrote, directed, put it together and it wasn’t very good, but it was
mine. In a conversation recently we were discussing a performance
that I knew from its form, delivery etc. without reading the publicity,
who had directed it because I could see the director in the
performance. Now, there was nothing wrong with the performance, it
13

was really good but the kudos the artist has received, in a way, wasn’t
really theirs alone because, they’d not done the leg work.
What is happening now with the Black artists, and particularly in the
wake of Black Lives Matter, the institutions want to harvest Black
artists to reap the crop of their shows and say, ‘Look, look what we
grew into maturity’, but if there’s no cultural connection then we, the
audience, especially we the Black audience, go, ‘Wait a minute,
something’s not right here’.
For me, when I was developing my craft, remember I came to the arts
old (well not old, let’s say mature), the Black artist was fighting like
hell to get a rightful appreciation – I'm not saying there’s no fight now
– but we had to fight harder, we had to hire the venues, do everything
ourselves and the network was so important. There was a little gang
of us that always turned up at conferences and sat in the back row like
naughty children and the conference must have thought, ‘All the Black
artists are at the back’. We liked it there so we could share comments,
our dismay and always disbelieve at the agendas we were witnessing.
Networks are hugely important, hugely, because it means you can
walk into towns and cities and somebody’s going to hug you,
someone’s going to come to your performance. Most importantly
they knew your name as a member of the ‘Black art revolution’. It also
made you want to travel say to London to possibly meet one of the
Southall Black Sisters 12 or into the Midlands for BLK Art Group. 13 The
different art forms didn’t matter, in fact they could inspire as well as
inform your own craft. I am not aware that the same level of
networking exists any longer. Nowadays fame seems to be the main
12
13

Southall Black Sisters - Southall Black Sisters
The BLK Art Group: how the West Midlands collective inspired the art world | Art UK
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ambition, fame over charting our journeys via our stories. Of course,
maybe it’s because we’re getting older, a lot of people have been worn
away by the struggles within the arts, by fighting the mainstream,
fighting the definitions that go with that. I miss it, yeah, I miss it, very
much the sense of belonging to something bigger than the individual.
Of not being a lone voice but in a choir moving forward singing in
harmony (OK not always in harmony) but always in tune.
I don’t want to make it seem that everything has been lost. I spend
incredibly important time with younger artists as well as artists who
are not Black. I suppose in the end it is up to each individual to create
their own network. I have already passed the copyright onto Carla
Henry14 who has played M’s nurse the most.
Lena: Jennifer and I are both migrants to Liverpool, I originally come
from what was called Yugoslavia before and my hometown is
Dubrovnik, and Jennifer is from Chicago. We did a performance about
our journeys to Liverpool which was one of our collaborative
performances together. We have been thinking of this notion of smallscale migrations within the city, so for example, in Liverpool moving
from the north end to the south end or moving through race by
marrying a Black guy, moving from one culture into a different culture,
so these kinds of small-scale migrations that are just as important. 15
How do you feel in terms of your own migrations?
SuAndi: So, yes, small migrations are very interesting, very interesting.
I haven’t been to Liverpool for ages but I laugh when I go to Liverpool
because people will say to me, ‘Oh, you’re from round here?’, and I
Carla Henry - Wikipedia
These geographies of race in Liverpool, particularly white Liverpool women migrating to the docks
and creating families with African sailors is explored in Dropping Anchor Setting Sail (2005) by
Jacqueline N. Brown — Hunter College (cuny.edu).
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think, ‘I'm not’, but as soon as I step into Liverpool, I do find myself
speaking in this really bad Scouse accent. But there’s migration, as you
said, across cities.
In Manchester there was a time when it suited many Black people to
claim they were from Moss Side 16 when actually they lived in
Chorlton. 17 By saying they lived in Moss Side it made them crucial
Black, frontline Black, and because I left Moss Side years ago they say
to me, ‘So, you’ve never (“little Miss Half Caste”) been to Moss Side?’,
and I go, ‘Born there’, you know? It doesn’t make you more Black,
Toxteth doesn’t make you more Black, Brixton doesn’t make you more
Black. Anyway, for the record I started my life in Hulme, but the fib
was worth the reaction it got.
I have poem about a young girl who gets pregnant. I had to change her
voice because teachers were saying to me, ‘Oh, well, early pregnancy,
that happens a lot in the North, doesn’t it?’. Well, no, actually it
happens all over and actually it happens in a lot of upper middle class
families where there’s enough room to have separate bedrooms,
where mothers have their own account and money and they can
sneak that daughter off for the abortion and father never knows.
Jennifer: I thought it would be nice to open a door for SuAndi to share
a poem, if that’s okay?

From Moss Side - Wikipedia: ‘In 1981, the Moss Side area was one of England's inner city areas
affected by a series of riots. Analysts trace the 1970s origins of Manchester's gang crime to social
deprivation in the south-central part of the city – Hulme, Longsight and Moss Side – where the activity
of the underground economy encouraged a trade in illegal narcotics and firearms contributing to
Manchester's later nickname of "Gunchester".
17
A left-leaning suburb a sprawling hive of artisan coffee shops, boutique clothing stores, parks, pubs,
restaurants and bars.
16
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SuAndi: When I write a poem on paper, I very rarely memorise it. If I
write it in my head, it’s a performance piece. Okay, here’s one. I'm
reading Lady Making (2012).
My mother bleached
kitchen tops
toilet bowls
curtain nets,
sheets that dazzled white
against the redness of her hands
Now I handle life in different shades –
the polished hue of manicured nails –
and thank my mother for all she did
to make a lady of her daughter.
Lena: I just wanted to know, SuAndi, to which degree do you
appreciate performance as an art form, as opposed to writing?
SuAndi: I love it. Eartha Kitt, 18 let me name drop, Eartha Kitt told me,
‘If you want to hang out with Eartha Kitt go buy a ticket, if you want to
hang out with Eartha let’s go and have dinner together’, and that
made me realise that the persona you put on stage is not the one you
live with. So, I love donning the performance and then stepping back
and becoming SuAndi again.
Do you want to hear this other poem, Hands (2015). This is meant to
be in the mother’s voice.
I have wrung my hands
African American singer, actress, comedienne, dancer, and activist 1927-2008, for more
information see Eartha Kitt - Wikipedia.
18
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soaked them in the dishwasher
cleansed them in the weekly wash
every Monday, Tuesday
a few extra things Thursday
just the sports kit Friday
and nothing for church, late on Saturday
I have sizzled them over frying pans
singed them with the Sunday roast
blistered their tenderness at almost every meal time
These hands have slapped out in the temper of concern
the sudden disappearance when my back turned
They have smoothed brows
and wiped away tears
over and over again
Late evening, they have tucked themselves under an armpit
or kept warm over the right – never my left – breast
They have sought out love
and been the security of simply crossing the road
Now I look at them
the nails are strong but plain
the palms still determined to be useful
So I wonder why
they move almost on their own
to hold my face and hide it as I cry.
18

I haven’t read that for a long time.
Jennifer: It’s wonderful to be able to be here with you as a poet.
SuAndi: I'm going to indulge myself and do one more. I knew I had
something about her breast. This is called The Twin (2011).
My mother had one
just the same
Not identical
naturally
thankfully
It wasn’t that I hated it
but with the disdain of a teenager
I wanted it to be hidden
under wraps
constrained in public
whereas my mother favoured hers
with an affection of rubbing
and cooing in delight
Pampering Christmas-gifted talcum
the indulgence of cream cakes
and Bavarian slices
not to mention any-night fancied
Fridays fish and chip suppers

19

New Year barely passed before
Cadbury Cream Eggs supplanted
Duncan Walnut Whips19
Click – click
Whereas I
her daughter
have endured, sacrificed
and denied
so many temptations
And in spite – yes! –
in spite of all my efforts
the bulge that rests arrogantly
beneath my breasts
is twinned in shape and form
to the stomach-bulge belly
of my mother's.
Lena: In these poems, there is presence of food, and comfort, and also
a very bodily experience of the maternal.
SuAndi: As a child I was fascinated by the fact my mother had
porcelain white skin, I never wanted to be white, that was never an
issue for me. I knew exactly who I was. At the time it was ‘acceptable’
to be ‘half-caste’, but at the same time I was fascinated by this white
skin, it was so white. Whereas so many working class women seemed
to be ruddy faced, often caused by their labour cleaning or working in
19
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laundries. But my mum had really white skin and it just fascinated me,
always.
Lena: The presence of the body is so strong through maternal works.
It’s kind of obvious, we come from bodies, but when we are talking or
writing about motherhood it goes back to the body oftentimes.
SuAndi: I went to an installation once in Birmingham, it was a
complete house, and in one room a performer dressed as Marilyn
Monroe was on the bed and she did this one thing where she offered
you chocolate and as you reached out she pulled the box away and
then she asked you a question – a smell that held memory? Mine was
my mother’s armpits and the musky smell of the sweat of work. I
hadn't thought about it until the question and it wasn’t a nasty smell.
The smell that reminds me of my father is fufu 20 (gari), it’s a maize, its
aroma used to kind of hang around in the kitchen but it’s not a smell
of my father, you know, it’s not of his body.
Jennifer: Did your mother cook the fufu or did you father cook the
fufu?
SuAndi: Oh God, my mother couldn’t cook. My mother was bacon
butties and meat with too much gravy. No, my dad was the cook. My
dad said no one would marry me because I couldn’t cook but actually
I can cook. My father was the best cook.
Jennifer: Just when you said the smell of fufu, I thought of how I often
cook my mother’s dishes for my daughter so that she’ll know my
Dough made from boiled and ground plantain or cassava, used as a staple food in parts of western
and central Africa.
20
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mother through this sensory experience, because they’ll never know
each other.
Deidre Osborne’s writing about your work is interesting, she considers
how you perform ‘mixedness’ and the matrilineal in the Story of M. 21
Your body is performing something that was erased and that is
completely radical in terms of the current culture, British culture and
Black Lives Matter and institutional racism too, through your
performance, as a daughter performing the maternal, you’re fighting
back an erasure.
SuAndi: Well, it’s history, isn’t it? History is stories. It’s not ours, it’s
not women's, it’s not working class people’s, it’s a story written by the
few for the many. That’s why for Strength of Our Mothers, and, for
Afro Solo, people were eager to come forward once they’d learnt the
trust, because who was interested in their stories? No one was
interested.
On that cooking thing, in Afro Solo everybody talked about their
father’s cooking, even when the mother’s learnt to cook African dishes
their memory was father’s food, father’s soup or father’s breakfast or
whatever it was, more than their mothers. My mother wasn’t a good
cook, she was raised in an orphanage, she couldn’t cook anything
beyond the basics. But my Aunty Josie could cook, my Aunty Josie
definitely could cook, but she’d cooked for the Nuns so she’d learnt to
cook in their kitchens because they ate food the orphans didn’t even
know how to dream of.

Osborne, D. (2013) ‘Skin Deep, a Self-Revealing Act: Monologue, Monodrama, and Mixedness in
the Work of SuAndi and Mojisola Adebayo’ Journal of Contemporary Drama in English, 1(1), 54-69.
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Jennifer: Sorry, which orphanage? My daughter’s nan, my daughter’s
Scouse grandmother was raised in a Catholic orphanage and she
couldn’t cook either and I was wondering if it was the same
orphanage.
SuAndi: Knolle Park22 in Liverpool. I think it’s closed. I did fib to my
mum once and said I’d gone to visit it and I didn’t, I went out with a
boyfriend and she never forgave me.
Jennifer: That is the same orphanage my daughter’s grandmother was
in. The scars of being raised in an orphanage without a mother run
through her dad’s family.
SuAndi: My mum, for a while was a Magdalene Sister. 23 She went back
to the church with my brother and it wasn’t until that wickedness
came into the public domain that I thought, ‘Oh my God, that’s where
she was’, because she had talked about working in the laundry. She
stayed there for a couple of years. It keeps coming up doesn’t it, about
the Nuns giving away the children and she says in M, ‘But nobody
wanted a Black baby, so thank you blessed Jesus.’ Racism saved my
brother from being given away or sold.
Lena: You’re doing such important work, it’s incredible really, of
course with your own story but also with Strength of Our Mothers and
putting it in context, it’s so beautiful. Going from the autobiographical,
from your own story, and then contextualising it and making such an
important archive of history. The book and the performance are both

Knolle Park Poor Law School (Church-road), under Sisters of St. Catherine. See 1900 orphanages
(formerchildrenshomes.org.uk).
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very moving. I’ll definitely use it in my teaching next year. And that
way help disseminate such important cultural and artistic work.
Jennifer: There’s such a responsibility to really talk to young people
about dismantling the systems of racism and how you use your
privilege to work for justice. We have a massive responsibility for
teaching young people how to stand-up for justice, to dismantle the
systems of racism.
SuAndi: What was interesting is that the number of people in the
audience, and I’ll leave you to guess who I'm referring to, asked me if
one the girls acting in Strength of Our Mothers was in fact of Black
heritage. It’s interesting how we, as Black people, spot the bloodline
in people who sometimes don’t even know themselves. Did you listen
the other day to the Gary Young podcast from the book Passing? 24
I think more than anywhere else you can walk around Liverpool and
look at somebody and know that two or three generations back, a
mother, grandmother, whatever, some white woman said, ‘I don’t
care what shade this family’s going to become, my face is staying’, so
you’ll get somebody of colour with completely white features because
it comes straight down. It’s like this woman said, ‘I ain’t going.’
This might be a really nice place to end. One last poem All Your Family
(2011).
I am your family
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It wasn’t the truth
or a lie, either
My father – her husband –
lived outside our days
by his own choosing
leaving mother and daughter
so different and similar
My mother fought for recognition
at parents’ evenings
hospital appointments –
everywhere we went
together
I am your family
she told me
cursing the air she breathed
every time I risked my life
in the foolishness of late nights out
dangerous canoodling with boys too young
to make their own families
Saturday –
her one day of leisure –
I would watch and worry
that the swell of her breasts
and fullness of stomach
the pale alabaster of her skin
compared to the rich nutty brown of my own
might pass gene to gene to my slim form
25

I looked close and slightly disapproving
Now she is gone, left for ever
I find her in habits and rituals
I remember as hers
but now sit naturally as mine.
Alone I understand
I was loved totally by my mother
she was all my family.
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