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To my daughter, Azuka, my granddaughter, Rhianne, and my late parents
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Foreword

I have been lucky enough to know Elizabeth Anionwu for a number of years. From the moment I met her, her intelligence, compassion and warmth shone forth. I know her as a patron of the Sickle Cell Society, an eminent nurse and professor and from when she was vice-chair of the Mary Seacole Memorial Statue Appeal. I have long admired her and her achievements, so I was more than happy to read her memoir, which provides a fascinating insight into her life and her dual-heritage Irish and Nigerian ancestry.

Elizabeth’s memoir explores her early years, from her time spent in children’s homes, to living with her mother then with her grandparents, and thereafter her life as an independent young woman. We are provided with an interesting insight into the social conventions and mores of the time when Elizabeth’s mother was pregnant with her – in the late 1940s – and the reactions of family and the Church once Elizabeth, who is mixed race, was born.

Throughout the memoir, Elizabeth’s mother’s love and determination are clearly evident. And Elizabeth’s first meeting and subsequent relationship with her Nigerian barrister father make for riveting reading.

Elizabeth’s memoir illustrates her long and illustrious life, including her discovery and further research into the life of Mary Seacole, and her own efforts to improve the knowledge and treatment of sickle cell disease and thalassaemia.

There are very many gems in Elizabeth’s reminiscences, including her comment to His Royal Highness the Prince of Wales during her investiture at Buckingham Palace, where she received her CBE. Dreams from My Mother is interwoven with Elizabeth’s usual humour and insightfulness, and I very much enjoyed reading it.

—MALORIE BLACKMAN, OBE



Preface

My favourite photograph is a black and white one of me sitting on my mother’s knee, possibly taken in 1948, the year after my birth. I don’t know exactly how old I am – maybe between nine and fifteen months. She was coming to visit me at St Joan’s Nursery, part of the Father Hudson’s Care complex in Coleshill in Birmingham, where I’d been placed as the child of an unwed mother. You can actually see the home behind us; always with the windows open to let in the fresh, bracing air.

I think it tells an incredible story: I’ve got that afro – I love that head of hair on me – and I’m wrapped in a shawl. For a long time I couldn’t work out what I was holding; I thought it looked like a toffee apple, but it’s actually a rattle and one of my socks, which had fallen off. A friend pointed out to me (because I’m not very observant) that you can see my mum’s chic bag lying on the bench. She’s got that late forties style you see in films and looks very smart with her hair done.

I don’t know who took the photo or its provenance. I don’t know if it’s the first picture she has of me. All the nuns of that era will be in their nineties or dead now, so they won’t be able to tell me if it was an official photo or whether one of her friends took it. But what I really notice is how happy my mother looks. There’s no stress in her face and she’s got a little smile as she looks directly into the camera. Certainly no lowered eyes.

[image: image]

This photograph has had an impact on so many people. Many mixed-race people and parents of mixed-race children have commented on how proud my mum is – there is no shame or stigma in the photo in an era when it was virtually unheard of to have a brown-skinned child. Even just to see a photo of a white mother with her mixed-race child during that era is so uplifting, they say. I’ve had people come up to me after talks saying that it’s this photo that resonates the most with them.

One person observed:

You stand on the stage and talk about your life but, Elizabeth, you don’t realise that you’re talking about issues that many of us have felt the same way about. Black, white, being in two worlds, how society views people of mixed-race heritage – these are things some of us find it very difficult to talk about. I’ve learned a lot from your story and have taken away the words: ‘For God’s sake, be proud of who you are and stop being influenced by negative reactions within society.’ I can see your pride and that you don’t dwell on the negative things that have happened in your life. In other people’s lives, they would be a two-hour lecture … but you just mention them and move on. Seeing how happy your mum looked, that’s carried on through you.



Chapter 1:

A Golden Child

In 1945, my mother, aged nineteen, was the first in her family to go to university. If you look at it from the Irish-Catholic context, this was their time. People from Irish, Italian and Jewish backgrounds had fought for the British army in both wars and now wanted to make something of themselves, and education was the channel to do that.

The Charles Dickens quote from Great Expectations always goes through my mind: ‘“Which dear old Pip, old chap,” said Joe, “you and me was ever friends. And when you’re well enough to go out for a ride – what larks!”’ That’s the feeling I get from the family – the excitement they would have had telling the whole extended family about what my mother, Mary, had achieved – winning a scholarship to Cambridge University. And the effect it must have had on her. She would have been the toast of the family and everyone would have been so proud.

Her parents, Michael Furlong and Florence Sloan, had been first-generation immigrants born in Liverpool in 1896. They had grown up in the working-class Irish-Catholic dockland community then jokingly referred to as ‘the capital of Ireland’. My mother, Mary Furlong, was born on 10 October 1926 at home on Lindsay Road in Walton. As her grandmother and aunt were also called Mary, she was given the pet name of Maureen, Gaelic for ‘Little Mary’.

From the age of three, Mary pestered her father to read the newspaper each day. ‘She was mad about learning to read and she nagged your grandfather. Every time he picked up a book she asked him what the words meant, so in the end he sat her down and taught her to read,’ my half-sister Marion once told me. As a consequence, she was able to read and write when she started primary school.

My grandfather had come from a family that embraced education despite many obstacles. In the nineteenth century, at a time when schooling for non-Anglican children was illegal in Ireland, his maternal grandfather, Michael Kehoe, had been a ‘hedge schoolmaster’ in Wexford County, teaching Catholic children in out-of-the-way places such as quiet roadsides to avoid detection. If caught, he could have been imprisoned, executed or transported – so he hid his teaching books on a shelf up the wide chimney. His Latin primer book was passed down to my great-aunt Kate, who became a teacher, but ‘it was dried up and fell apart’.

When his daughter Mary Kehoe moved to England around 1871, she took up domestic work and had a great desire to have all of her children properly educated, explained Kate. Thanks to her determination, my grandfather – the youngest of seven surviving children – became one of the first scholarship boys to attend the fee-paying Catholic Institute in Liverpool.


[image: image]

My Furlong great-grandparents in 1914. Grandad, aged fourteen, is kneeling.



There’s a legendary family story that on a Sunday afternoon, he failed to return home immediately after performing his duties as an altar boy at the Benediction. His mother went out looking for him and was so incensed to find him in an Italian ice-cream parlour, she hauled him out by the ear. The impact of Catholicism on the Furlong family passed down to the next generation, as my aunt Sheila and a cousin of my mother would eventually become nuns.

When the First World War broke out in 1914, my grandfather, aged eighteen, enlisted in an Irish regiment, the Connaught Rangers. My mother later told me his regiment had a reputation for marksmanship and, inspired by this tradition, he became a crack shot. He regretted this later, when it led to his being selected for a firing squad, which had to execute cowards and deserters. On his return home after the war, he took a civil service examination that qualified him to enter Customs and Excise. In 1924, he married her mother, Florence, who had been working as a bookkeeper.

After my mother was born two years into their marriage, there followed three more children: a son, Michael, in 1928, then, nearly a decade later, two more daughters: Sheila was born in 1935 and Pat in 1937. My grandfather was an incredibly intelligent man and head of the household; my grandmother doted on him. Every morning there was a ritual where she would whip him up a disgusting concoction of raw eggs in milk, setting it in front him before he drank it back and left for work. I always remember his lovely trilby and that he was a bit of a chain-smoker, with a pipe and cigarettes. He was also very bookish, which I think created a special bond between him and my mother.

My mother described the early years of her parents’ marriage in a letter to me:

[As my father] was moved from one temporary post to another, they stayed in boarding houses. I was born during this period, and travelled about with them. When I was two, my father was given a permanent post in Stafford, which was then a sleepy little market town, very English, conservative and Protestant. I don’t think he ever felt much at home there.

He was a member of the Fabian Society, the avant-garde of socialism in those days, an ardent Catholic and still interested in Irish politics, sympathising with the Republican movement. Religion and politics were frequently talked about in our house, and although I didn’t understand much of it, I formed a strong impression that my father was a fish out of water among his colleagues and acquaintances.

The rented house in Stafford where the family finally settled was a spacious three-storey family home in a leafy cul-de-sac and a world away from transient boarding houses and uncertainty that had come before. It had three bedrooms, a couple of attic rooms and a front and back garden. There was an elderberry bush and an apple tree, which the local children were free to come and take fruit from. Neighbours living in nearby semi-detached houses in this middle-class area of Stafford included the owner of two coal mines and a prison parson.

My grandmother was often very poorly (she was later diagnosed with pernicious anaemia – essentially a deficiency of vitamin B12), but what I really remember about her was her lovely smile, great sense of humour and huge belly laugh. She reminded me of the Queen Mother because she was short, plump and – until she got older – very jovial.

She also loved storytelling; the impact of Irish culture was so much more obvious in my grandmother. She’d spent her early life in Ireland but had grown up with her extended family in Liverpool, which was an Irish-Catholic enclave. She was a devout Catholic and, while she was very humorous, she was also very narrow-minded.

The most insightful description of her was from my mother in a letter: ‘Two things stand out in my mind about my mother. First, her devotion to the Catholic faith, the obverse of which was a somewhat bigoted attitude to other denominations. Secondly, her poor health, which seemed to decline as the size of the family increased.’

However, even with two much younger sisters and a mother who was often ill, Mary wasn’t expected to take on household chores. She wasn’t necessarily ‘the favoured one’, but she was obviously a gifted child and there was a lot of hope, expectation and love poured into my mother. I think she was probably spoiled a little because of it. I don’t know for sure, but she was certainly given a lot of attention. Both of her parents recognised her potential and, while she seemed closer to my grandfather, I’m sure her mother was still proud of her. It was clear both of them recognised her academic abilities, and she was treated slightly differently as a result.

Her younger sister Pat gives the impression that my mother was slightly self-centred with her siblings, leaving them in awe of their older sister – or she was at least someone they’d have to negotiate around. Pat remembers: ‘I used to get your mum to do my Latin homework because I was no good at it and I would clean her bike in exchange because she wouldn’t do it for nothing.’ Sheila was very sporty and won all sorts of cups and medals for the school and Pat, who excelled at maths instead of Latin and sports, used to be irritated by the teachers comparing her to her sisters.

Living in Stafford during the Second World War, Mary was a typical teenager, frustrated and irritated by the everyday privations and food shortages: ‘We lived in a safe area, so I can’t pretend that the tragedies and triumphs of the Second World War made much impression on me. I remember the civilian inconveniences; gas masks, rationing, having to share the school with evacuees, the blackout and the sudden disappearance of organised amusement for my age group.’

But even war and its effect on society didn’t hold her back from success. Attending the local convent school, Mary stayed on to take the Higher School Certificate – the equivalent of the later A levels – then won a scholarship to Newnham College, Cambridge, to read Classics, during the last year of the war. It was at Cambridge where my mother would meet my father.



Chapter 2:

Cambridge Life

Around the time my mother won her place at Cambridge, there had been a host of educational reforms opening up universities to women – Cambridge awarded their first degree to a woman in 1948, the last of the big-name UK institutions to do so.1 My mother was in the position to take advantage of it all. As a bright woman with a loving family and good free schooling, all the factors were coming together for the first time.

I think Cambridge must have been beautiful for her. She walked into a privileged society – a learning environment of the first degree, which she must have found so joyous because she loved her Classics and her books. A women-only college, Newnham actively encouraged female students from all social classes.2 I don’t know anyone who went to Cambridge with her and she never spoke about it later in her life, but if you’re very gifted and you’re doing things that nobody else in your family is able to do, then surely that gives you confidence? Gaining admission in spite of the deprivations of war and all the restrictions, that would have given her a real sense of achievement.

She would also have enjoyed the social side of university life (after all, she had me). She liked dressing up, she liked lipstick and going out dancing. On the one hand, my mother was a real intellectual character and, on the other, she enjoyed life. She obviously flourished. At Cambridge, she won the Goodhart Memorial Prize for Classics in 1945 and the Eleanor Purdie Prize for Greek in 1946, and she gained a First in her Classics prelim exams. The Newnham College authorities later told my grandfather that she was expected to obtain a First in part one of her tripos.

While she was excelling in the academic world, I know from my own health visitor background that the brightest of people sometimes don’t have any idea about sex. My mother wouldn’t have had sex education at school and the war meant she’d had a very sheltered upbringing, without even the normal opportunities to socialise with other teenagers. Nobody would have explained that there’s a logical process to sex and pregnancy, or even mentioned the passions of life. Her entire world would have been education, religion and home life. She would simply have moved from Stafford to Cambridge. And it’s this bit that I wonder about. When did she start socialising? When did she start mixing with men? When did she meet my father? When did sexual activities first occur?

My mother became pregnant with me in her second year of university, in November 1946. This was one of the worst things she could do as a woman. In that era, and from an Irish-Catholic family, to become pregnant as an unmarried woman was a disaster. Once my mother realised she was pregnant, she couldn’t bring herself to tell her parents the truth. I can’t help but think about the relationship she had with her father – she wouldn’t have wanted his bubble of expectation, adoration and love to burst. My grandfather was an intelligent man and had won his scholarship to school, so she was really following in his footsteps and that must have created such a special bond. It makes it all the more sad and poignant for it to have come crashing down.

It must have been terrible. That’s before you take into account all of the expectations of her family. I often wonder what she must have gone through mentally the minute she missed her period. What was she going to do? Did she go into denial? I don’t know any of her friendship circles, so would she have revealed it to anybody? There would have been fear, but I think shame would have been the biggest factor.

All the things affecting this situation: religion, class and the aspiration to move up in the world, education (which was really important to the Furlong family and its history) and (what her parents didn’t know about at this point) race; you have the family thinking she’s doing well, winning prizes in her first and second years – but what was it like for her as her abdomen expanded? After all, she was small like me, not even five feet tall, so she would easily be showing.

In the end, it was when she went home in the spring of 1947, when she would have been around six months pregnant, that my grandmother realised what had happened. ‘Mum was making Mary a summer skirt and when she went to try it on her, it didn’t fit on the waist,’ my auntie Pat told me. ‘Mum asked her if she was pregnant and she replied, “Yes.” Mum said: “When were you going to tell me about it?” Mary replied, “I wasn’t. I was going to go and jump off a bridge.”’



Chapter 3:

The Dossier

Letter from my mother, 18 April 1994:

My parents’ reaction to the news of my pregnancy was sheer horror. They insisted that it must be kept secret, and I was virtually a prisoner in the house until I could be sent to a home for unmarried mothers, run by nuns in Birmingham. The official story was that I had had a nervous breakdown, and gone to stay with relatives in Ireland to recuperate.

Shock and silence surrounded everything. My aunts were twelve and ten at the time and weren’t told anything about me, while my uncle Michael was away at sea. My grandfather might have written to him, as they had a very loving relationship but, to this day, I don’t know for sure. Looking at the Irish and Catholic narratives around illegitimacy – never mind mixed-race issues – silence, shame and stigma suffocated everything surrounding my arrival.

The stigma of being an unwed mother in 1947 was insurmountable. From the Victorians’ ‘fallen women’ to the British workhouses for unmarried mothers (the last of which were closed in the 1930s),1 giving birth to a child out of wedlock had many connotations, including being morally lax and mentally unwell. From 1913 to 1959, a girl’s family could use the Mental Deficiency Act2 to label pregnant unwed women under twenty-one as moral imbeciles and send them to asylums. This was also in the aftermath of the Second World War, when a woman had a duty to help rebuild the country by being a good wife and mother – a country struggling with the fact of its 70,000 illegitimate children born to American servicemen.
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Uncle Michael.



Even as I got older, there was so much silence around my birth; I never wanted to ask my mother questions about sensitive issues because my stepfather and half-brothers and -sisters were always around when I went to see her. She did respond to some letters in March 1972 and 1994, when I asked her direct questions about my father and her life, but even they weren’t always the full story – her lived experience was different from the stories I’d hear from Auntie Pat or my own understanding.

In 2011, eight years after my mother’s death, and at the grand age of sixty-four, I at last decided to do something about what had been at the back of my mind for decades. I only had the one photo of myself from my childhood, but I could also remember a tiny one of me as a toddler riding a tricycle in the hall, which I could no longer find. So I decided to find out if there were any photos of me during my years at Nazareth House.

After getting in touch with The Sisters of Nazareth Archive at Nazareth House in Hammersmith, they advised that I contact Father Hudson’s Care in Birmingham. Now a Catholic social care agency helping older people, people with care needs, families and children, this was where I’d lived as a baby until the age of three and a half.

While they now no longer deal with child adoption, they realised that many people wanted to connect with their own beginnings and find a sense of identity. In 1993, they set up the Origins department with 40,000 records on the children who had been adopted within their organisation dating back to 1902.3 After they recommended that I send a letter with my details, I was called by their social worker, Siobhán. Much to my disappointment, she told me that no photographs existed. However, what they did have was correspondence about my time living there and at Nazareth House.

She asked if I wanted to come and visit her, as her offices were in Coleshill in the same place where I would have spent the first years of my life. It felt so exciting and a little weird and incongruous to go back there. But rather than emotion, it was my curiosity and love of history that powered my interest in visiting. Looking around and realising this was where my mum would have come to see me was an incredible feeling.

In her office, Siobhán handed me a thick blue dossier with my name on the front. It contained fifty-seven documents – from a crisp, new birth certificate (a sharp contrast to the tatty, torn and Sellotaped copy that my mother had given me in 1965) to a neat list of Mother’s visits. There was also letter after letter written by my mother and grandfather to the Reverend (later Canon) Flint, who was the administrator of Father Hudson’s Care and secretary of the Birmingham Diocesan Rescue Society.

Dating from April 1947, a few months before my birth in July, to September 1956, when I left Nazareth House Convent aged nine, these records were a historian’s dream. I was amazed by both them and the fact that the dossier was mine to take away.

Back at home on my own – I couldn’t be around anyone else – I started to read its contents. Siobhán had prepared a letter that explained what was inside:

Dear Elizabeth,

We were first contacted by your maternal grandparents when your mother was pregnant. We understood that your mother, Mary Furlong, was a student at Cambridge University who had completed two years studying Classics. She had become pregnant and as she was just beginning to show, her parents were keen to have Mary provided with accommodation so as to conceal the pregnancy. Adoption was mentioned as the plan. At this time, we were advised that your father’s name was unknown. It is probable that at this stage Mary’s parents assumed he was white.

Ploughing through the letters inside was so moving. My mother’s and grandfather’s words felt like a window into the world before I was born. The thought that struck me was: My God, the date of this letter shows that my mum would have been eight months pregnant and she’s about to have me; I’d never experienced such a thing before. The correspondence was an insight into the emotional impact that my birth had had on such a devout Catholic family.

OPS/images/img_17.jpg





OPS/images/img_26.jpg





OPS/images/cover.jpg
A true story of a mother and daughter

separated by society but united by hope

DREAMS

FROM MY

w - o
A &

DAME ELIZ






OPS/images/title.jpg
DREAMS

FROM MY

MOTHER

Dame Elizabeth Anionwu

SSSSSSSSSS





OPS/images/img_12.jpg





