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Summary

After Your Mother Left for Britain:
The Afro-Caribbean Children and Their Family Reunion

Nobuko Okuda

Britain in the 1950s saw the permeation of the so-called Victorian family
ideal to every corner of society. More people were getting married young
than in the pre-War days. Better economic situations meant stable jobs for
husbands and better wages. Working-class wives could now stay at home
doing household work and rearing children. On the other hand, the British
economy was suffering from severe labour shortages in some essential
industries and services, such as mining, cotton, transport, and domestic
work. Men and women of the Caribbean islands emigrated to Britain to fill
these shortages. Women left their children behind with their grandmothers
or other people. This arrangement was called ‘child-shifting.” Those
children were sent for later when their mothers saved enough for the
travelling fares. Sometimes, this took 10-15 years, or even longer.

Based on the personal narratives of two women (Floella Benjamin from
Trinidad and Dorothy Francis from Jamaica) who had been left behind, we
see how they see their childhood lives and family reunions. Floella, who
was left in Trinidad with unkind godparents for 15 months, tells a happy
reunion story, in which both the mother and children rejoiced to reunite.
Dorothy, on the other hand, who had been left with her maternal
grandmother in Jamaica at the age of one, and had happy childhood
memories with her loving grandmother. Dorothy’s narratives of her family
reunion were full of sorrow and confusion. She could recognise neither of

her parents, the fact she had younger sisters and brothers made her feel

Studies in Victorian Culture, No. 21 (2023)
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isolated.

Family reunion and immigration to Britain meant Dorothy had to start a
new life with strangers in an unfamiliar and hostile environment. She and
her parents never constituted strong emotional ties even after Dorothy grew
up.

Interviews with Afro-Caribbean immigrants in Britain who had been left
behind after the emigration of their mothers show broken ties with their
mothers and emotional confusion on both sides, which family reunion
could not convalesce.

The Victorian family ideal was never a reality in the Caribbean Islands.
They had different family forms and emotional ties within the family. Their

migration history presents a different perspective on British family history.





