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MOVING BEYOND BORDERS
A History of Black Canadian and Caribbean Women in the Diaspora

Moving beyond Borders is the first book-length history of Black health care
workers in Canada, delving into the experiences of thirty-five postwar-era
nurses who were born in Canada or who immigrated from the Caribbean
either through Britain or directly to Canada. Karen Flynn examines the
shaping of these women’s stories from their childhoods through to their
roles as professionals and community activists.

Flynn interweaves oral histories with archival sources to show how
these women'’s lives were shaped by their experiences of migration, pro-
fessional training, and family life. Theoretical analyses from postcolo-
nial, gender, and diasporic Black Studies serve to highlight the multiple
subjectivities operating within these women’s lives. By presenting a col-
lective biography of identity formation, Moving beyond Borders reveals the
extraordinary complexity of Black women’s history.

(Studies in Gender and History)
KAREN FLYNN is an assistant professor in the Department of Gender and

Women’s Studies and the Department of African American Studies at
the University of Illinois.



STUDIES IN GENDER AND HISTORY

General Editors: Franca lacovetta and Karen Dubinsky



This book is dedicated to

My partner Will Mitchell and my son Marshal James Flynn-Mitchell; you both have
brought such joy to my life

Viviene Dickson for being a supportive mom!

To the best siblings anyone could ask for: Chris (Donovan): Kirk (Marlon) Simone,
Shawna Flynn, George Mitchell, and Dwayne Reynolds

My nieces Amanda Reynolds and Shaya Flynn-Thompson and nephew Jesse Flynn —
wishing for you both a better tomorrow

Marjorie and Larry Gibson for embodying the principles of inclusivity

Kathryn McPherson for seeing the best in me




Acknowledgments

When I began this project a decade ago, I dreamed of this moment, but
had a difficult time believing it would actually come to fruition. I could
not have completed this project without the support of many people
and institutions who, across geographical spaces, provided intellectual,
spiritual, and emotional support. I first want to thank the Creator who
sustains me daily and who has blessed me beyond my wildest dreams.

My ‘first’ friends who dared to dream with me and whose friendship
and love I couldn’t imagine living without: Debbie Miles-Senior, Andrea
Peart-Williams, Jackie Porter, Jo-Ann Gibson, Phillip Cole, Delia Gren-
ville, Silvano Figaro, Marlon Paul, and Duane Griffith. Along the jour-
ney, I met some of the most wonderful and supportive friends anyone
could ask for: Geena Lee, Nevilla Stapleton-Street, Audrey Taylor, Erica
Lawson, Pramila Javahari, Alijcia Gibson, Suzzette Rhoden, Monique
James-Duncan, Dalia McKenzie, Neil Armstrong, Cindy Lou Henwood,
Tameron Rogers-Cambridge, Janet Haughton-Quarshie, Ronell Mat-
thews, Ann Phillips, Tanash Lawence-Reid, Nicoline Ambe, Avonie
Brown-Reaves, Hess Auguste, Sharon McLeod, Flora Calderon-Steck,
Toni McRae, Michael Banfield, and Andrew Smith.

My multi-purpose friends are not only brilliant in their own way, they
understand the intricacies and demands of academic life. Your encour-
agement and unerring support means a lot. My thanks to the Canadian
expatriates Dwaine Plaza, Terry-Ann Jones, Charmaine Crawford, and
Amoaba Gooden. I am grateful for the friends I met at St Cloud State
and the University of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign: Jessica Millward,
Pamela Salela, Leslie Reagan, Ruth Nicole Brown, Christina Denilco,
Brendesha Tynes, Erik McDuffie, Menah Pratt Clarke, Edna Viruell-
Fuentes, Assata Zerai, Lisette Piedra, and Chamara Kwayke, who helped



x Acknowledgments

care for Marshall when I needed assistance. Also included in the multi-
purpose category are those who provided comments on various stages
of the manuscript: Patricia D’Antonio read the entire manuscript and
offered invaluable editing suggestions; Erica Lawson read multiple
chapters and was instrumental in helping me refine my analysis, espe-
cially around Black women and paid work.

At the beginning stages of the book, Jayne Elliot helped to edit and
organize the chapters. At the conclusion of the process, my colleagues
in the Department of Gender and Women’s Studies and History read
individual chapters; I appreciate all their thoughtful comments. 1 espe-
cially want to thank: Terri Barnes, Siobhan Somerville, Sharra Vostral,
Liz Pleck, Vicky Mahaffey, and Antoinette Burton; my friends Margaret
Shkimba and Shannon Littleton who provided editing suggestions; Win-
ston James who offered his expertise on the Black Diaspora in Britain
and Doreen Grant-Wisdom who offered hers on growing up in the colo-
nial Caribbean. To my colleagues in African-American Studies (especial-
ly those who are no longer at UIUC), thanks for the encouragement; I
miss you all. Irene Moore Davis willingly shared information regarding
Blacks in Windsor and the surrounding areas, and she also provided the
names of some of the interviewees.

During the writing of this book, I've travelled back and forth to Cana-
da to conduct archival research and have had to depend on the kindness
of individuals. At critical junctures in my career, Kathryn McPherson has
provided advice and support; I have, and continue to learn many valu-
able lessons from her. I am grateful to Ed Ratz, Pauline Taylor, and Mar-
lah Walker (New York City) who always makes sure that I'm well fed and
feel at home when I visit.

To those friends who have made living away from family more bear-
able, I'm grateful that biology alone does not define family: June Par-
rott for being so wise! Dr Tiffani Clarke Dillard, my church sista friend,
and who safely delivered my most precious gift, Marshall! Carla Bloom
for being consistently kind and dependable; Omege Rose and V] for
reinventing Jamaica in Springfield. It’s been a pleasure having you all in
my life. Denise White, your consistent encouragement and your desire
to live in the moment is really appreciated. Josiah Khaleed, welcome
back! Lauren Wheeler, your visits with your mother are truly appreci-
ated. Damion Mitchell, thank you for your spiritual example.

It is difficult to survive the academy without a spiritual home, and I
have been blessed with two wonderful congregations: the folks at Park
Avenue SDA Church (my home church), it’s been a wonderful seven



Acknowledgments  xi

years; my friends at Bible Chapel SDA Church (especially Paula Irby),
who consistently kept my name on the prayer list until I completed the
manuscript, your support is appreciated beyond words. To my mother-
in-law Olah Robinson whose support is unwavering, and whose love I
feel in the phone calls, I am truly grateful.

Stephanie Clemons was divinely placed in my life at the final stages
of this project and provided a safe and nurturing environment for Mar-
shall, T am very thankful. Pastor Omar Palmer and members of Mead-
owvale SDA Church supported and nurtured my father, the late Errol
Flynn, during his struggle with cancer.

My parents (including the late Errol Flynn) Beverley Johnson, and Vivi-
ene Dickson have supported my efforts and the path that I have chosen.
I have also been blessed with (an other mother) Hyacinth Grenville who
has been unwavering in her support for me from the moment I decided
to pursue a post-secondary education. I've also been fortunate to have
Marjorie and Larry Gibson in my life; they acted in a parental capacity on
so many levels, and words cannot express my gratitude to them. And to
their daughter (my sister) Jo-Ann, thank you for being my very personal
cheerleader from the moment I decided to write this book.

I wish to express my gratitude to: my brothers and sisters Simone,
Shawna, Chris (Donovan), Kirk (Marlon), George, and Dwayne, I feel
honoured to have such amazing and thoughtful siblings. My partner
Will, for going beyond and above so that I could complete this manu-
script; on a daily basis, you challenge those gender roles that suggest
parenting and domestic responsibilities are primarily ‘women’s work.’
My son Marshall, you are such an incredible joy. My nieces Amanda
and Shaya and nephew Jesse, I wish for you a more equitable and just
world. Even though we rarely see each other, my aunts Dawn McGregor-
Johnson, Andrea Johnson, Althea Johnson, and Jacqueline Bruce, and
cousin Carol Johnson have encouraged me over the years. My sisters-in-
law Liz Washington and Jeannette Flynn, who I love having in my family,
and Jadaya, Alicia, Tenisha, Kristie, it is my hope that you too will follow
your dreams.

My childhood friends and family that I have reconnected with: Susan
Palmer, Evris Shepherd, Betty Bailey, Hillary Allen, Rosemarie Ryder, and
the Grove Primary School folks; Elizabeth Davis, Viola Davis-Hamilton,
and Sharon Blake, I look forward to the future that lies ahead.

The librarians at the public library in Trinidad and Tobago and the
archivist at the University of Windsor, thank you for your patience. Spe-
cial thanks to Orchanian-Cheff, Toronto Western Hospital, and, in par-



xii  Acknowledgments

ticular, Bob McCauley, George Brown College, and Harold Averill at the
University of Toronto who always made sure that my trips to the archives
were productive. Agatha Campbell and Sarah transcribed the majority
of the interviews; I cannot thank you both enough.

Franca lacovetta and Karen Dubinsky showed interest in the project
from the very beginning and provided wonderful advice. To the edito-
rial staff at the University of Toronto Press, Len Husband, you are abso-
lutely the best editor a first author could ask for; Frances Mundy, for
calming my fears at the conclusion of the process. My research assist-
ant, Angela Glaros, for reading multiple drafts of the manuscript and
remaining committed to the very end. Esther Okero, you are an angel
in disguise. To all the wonderful scholars, especially Peggy Bristow and
Hermi Hewitt who took time out of their busy schedules and responded
to e-mail queries, thank you. I am grateful to the anonymous reviewers
(especially reviewer 2) for paying such careful attention to the manu-
script. I have presented aspects of this research over the years at various
conferences including the Caribbean Studies Association and American
Association for the History of Medicine, and at other talks. The feed-
back has been helpful.

It is important for me to recognize those teachers and professors
who directly and indirectly influenced my career trajectory. In Jamai-
ca, Monica Harris (Ms. Rose) my basic school teacher; Pat Bennett
and Mrs Smith, my primary school teachers who made me feel as if
I was the smartest girl in the world; Mrs Newell (then Richards) who
was more than a history and social studies teacher at Papine Second-
ary School. I'm so happy we have reconnected. Mr Luft and Mrs Rose-
mary Evans, my history teachers at Brampton Centennial Secondary
School (Canada) were there at a critical time in my life; I appreciate
you both for believing that I was capable and not just another statistic.
At the University of Windsor, I was fortunate to have been taught by
Bruce Tucker and Christina Simmons (my MA supervisor) and at York
University, Kathryn McPherson (my doctoral supervisor), and Bettina
Bradbury who helped to shape the initial project. At the University of
[linois, Chris Mayo helped make my move to Gender and Women's
Studies possible. My current chair, Chantal Nadeau, thank you for
being amazing! And, if I forgotten anyone, please forgive me; it was not
intentional.

This project would have not been completed without the financial
support of the University of Illinois Research Board, and the Hewlette
Foundation Travel Grant. During the doctoral stages of this project, I



Acknowledgments  xiii

was fortunate to be awarded the Hannah Institute for the History of
Medicine Doctoral Award and the Ramsey Cook Fellowship.

To the thirty-five women whose lives are at the centre of this book,
without you this project would not have been possible; my deepest and
heartfelt gratitude. Some of you may not agree with my interpreta-
tion and conclusions, but I do hope that you all recognize my sincere
attempts to do justice to your lives.

Although I have been influenced by many scholars, all mistakes, omis-
sions, and errors are mine.



Contents

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS  iX

Introduction: Locating and Conceptualizing Black Women'’s
Narratives 3

1
2

O Ot o 00

The Family as the Agent of Socialization 17

‘I Wouldn’t Be Where I Am Today’: Creating Moral Citizens through
Church and School 42

‘The Sky Is the Limit’: Migration to Britain 72

Nurses’ Training and Education 94

‘T've always Wanted to Work’: Black Women and Professionalism 127
Combining Work, Family, and Community 164

Nation, Home, and Belonging 189

Conclusion 215

APPENDIX: BIOGRAPHICAL DETAILS OF THE WOMEN INTERVIEWED 227
NOTES 241

BIBLIOGRAPHY 277

INDEX 297

Illustrations follow page 114



MOVING BEYOND BORDERS
A History of Black Canadian and Caribbean Women in the Diaspora



0



Introduction: Locating and
Conceptualizing Black Women’s
Narratives

Inez had walked with her Aunt Daisy down the corridors of Savwanna-
La-Mar Hospital in the parish of Westmoreland in Jamaica ever since
she could remember. At fifteen, she decided to follow in her aunt’s foot-
steps and become a nurse. In 1955, nineteen-year-old Inez entered the
nursing program at the University College Hospital of the West Indies
(UCHWI)," where she completed the three years of training. Within
months of completing it, she met Owen Mackenzie, who expressed a
romantic interest in her. The two began dating, but the romance was
cut short when Owen migrated to Canada to attend Toronto’s Ryerson
Polytechnic Institute, an educational opportunity unavailable to most of
the island’s inhabitants. Prior to his leaving Jamaica, the couple agreed
they would correspond, and over time, according to Inez, ‘we actually
became serious, [writing] that we would get married.”* Marriage plans
were placed on hold, however, as they focused on completing their stud-
ies in Jamaica and Canada.

In 1961, Inez also migrated to Canada, where she had no difficulty
finding employment. In fact, Caribbean migrant nurses such as Inez
proved instrumental in alleviating the post-Second World War nursing
shortage in Canada. When Owen graduated in 1962, the couple mar-
ried. Approximately one year later, they welcomed their first son into
the family, and a second child was born in 1968, events which confirmed
their desire to settle and make Ontario home. For almost fifty years Inez
and Owen Mackenzie have lived in Ontario, working and raising their
children, combining lessons they learned while growing up with new
experiences gleaned from various sources to which they had access in
Canada.

The lives of Caribbean- and Canadian-born Black professional women
like Inez are the central focus of this research. Drawing on theoretical
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analyses culled from postcolonial, feminist, and diasporic Black studies,
in conjunction with insights from labour and nursing history, [ argue that
Black women’s* multiple subjectivities and identities were first forged
within the context of childhood - in the family, church, and school -
then shaped and reshaped by various transitions such as migration, pro-
fessional training, and their roles as wives, mothers, single women, and
community activists. Following Chris Weedon, I define subjectivity as the
‘conscious and unconscious thoughts and emotions of the individual,
her sense of herself and her ways of understanding her relation to the
world.™* Identity, on the other hand, involves the internal, external, and
the subjective. Always being reconstituted, identity is a socially recog-
nized and fluid position.” At the heart of this book is a narrative that
underscores Black women’s multiple and contradictory subject positions
as they have navigated the transition from childhood to adulthood. This
narrative raises new and interdisciplinary questions about migration,
education, work, activism, and family.

Intersectionality — the notion that race, gender, class, and sexual-
ity operate as simultaneous and mutually constitutive forms of oppres-
sion and identity — is often the primary analytic tool used by scholars to
theorize about Black women'’s lives. An intersectional analysis seeks to
expose how power relations structure Black women’s identity as racial-
ized, classed, gendered, and sexualized beings. In this book, however,
I argue that race, class, gender, and sexuality are not the only vectors
that contribute to identity and subjectivity formation. From childhood
to adulthood, the critical importance of other markers in forming and
reforming subjectivity and identity is evident. More specifically, we see
how family of origin, religion, cultural values, hard work, education, fam-
ily commitments, activism, and migration have also shaped these wom-
en’s identities and subjectivities.

Scholars interested in questions concerning childhood, family, migra-
tion, reproductive responsibilities, and labour force participation have
often considered these elements of Black women’s lives as discrete phe-
nomena. In the Canadian context, the richest area of scholarly focus is
on Black women as domestic workers. But this single focus can result in
a compartmentalization of Black women’s subjectivities without much
consideration of these women as wholly embodied and active subjects.
To avoid this shortcoming, I use a life-course paradigm in conjunction
with oral interviews to compare and contrast the material subjectivities
of Caribbean- and Black Canadian-born women. Life course ‘refers to the
age-graded life patterns that are embedded in social institutions and
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subject to historical change. These patterns are defined by trajectories,
which extend across much of the life course, such as family and work,
getting a full-time job, and marrying.”® Thus a life-course perspective,
while attentive to social structures, allows us to see commonalities that
the interviewees for this study share with women of other cultural and
racial backgrounds. In tandem with an intersectional analysis, the life-
course perspective allows a more nuanced and complicated portrait of
Black women’s lives by connecting over a lifetime common themes —
such as work, family, and religion — that contribute to identity formation.
In this vein, a life-course paradigm allows an exploration of themes criti-
cal to Black women’s lives.

Postcolonial research into the formation of multilayered diasporic
subjectivities tends to focus primarily on Black expressive culture. The
implication is that texts such as literature, music, and theatre render
the most complex and interesting constructions of identity formation
and reformation.” I posit that cultural analyses alone do not adequately
uncover the material lived reality of people’s lives. Consequently, my
research grounds the theoretical debates over Black diasporic identities
in empirical investigation, particularly through the use of oral history as
a methodology. I also depart from the male-centred thrust of these stud-
ies to focus on Black Canadian and Caribbean professional women who
trained as nurses as a way to explore multiple identity formation.

Why nurses as opposed to another occupational group? Until the late
1940s, Black women were excluded from nurses’ training in Canada.
In addition, the Department of Citizenship and Immigration placed
restrictions on the number of Caribbean migrant nurses allowed to enter
Canada. Some hospitals in Great Britain also denied Caribbean migrant
women employment and training. Hence, those interviewees who began
nurses’ training in the late 1940s and 1950s were pioneers. These women
integrated not only nursing schools but also hospitals in Canada, Brit-
ain, and the United States. Despite the initial barriers to nursing educa-
tion, nursing has remained a particularly important skilled occupation
for Black women over the past four decades.” Indeed, the education,
training, and credentials required of nurses engender questions around
identity and professional status that are different from those pertaining
to domestic workers. Unlike domestic workers, the experiences of Black
female professionals remain an underexplored area in the Canadian
literature. Although a substantial scholarly debate exists as to whether
nursing and other white-collar occupations should be considered ‘mid-
dle class,” there is no doubt that within Black communities registered



