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Women Writers and the Windrush Generation: A 
Contextual Reading of Beryl Gilroy’s In Praise of Love 
and Children and Andrea Levy’s Small Island 
Sandra Courtman 

The MV Empire Windrush’s arrival in 1948 is repeatedly memorialised as the inaugural 

moment in West Indian immigration to England. In literature depicting the Windrush 

pioneers, West Indian men are fully represented either as saga boys hustling for a living, 

or as middle-class males in the midst of an identity crisis.1
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Atlantic take her to Europe, New York, and Guyana. Melda’s birth is the result of an 

extramarital liaison between her father and her aunt; growing up, she suffers emotional 

and physical abuse at the hands of her mentally-ill step mother. She has to be rescued by 

her much loved teacher, Mrs Penn, and leaves her family in rural Guyana to follow her 

brother Arnie to London. In Britain, she is able to identify with the abandoned West Indian 

children she comes across whilst teaching and starts to foster and care for them. Arnie 

has meanwhile met, impregnated, and subsequently married a blonde, blue-eyed East 

German refugee, named Trudi. Through Trudi, Arnie and Melda, Gilroy explores the 

growing number of mixed race relationships in the 1950s Britain and the roots of the 

prejudice these couples faced. With great honesty, she depicts Melda’s shock at Arnie’s 

choice of a white partner especially when faced with the physical signs of Trudi’s 

pregnancy. Growing up in the 1940s, Melda is unprepared for the idea of love between 

mixed races and this provokes anger: “Trudi, her belly now visibly swelling, bought me 

tea.[…] Trudi was not of the world I knew. She was different to us in every way–made of 

flesh over stone.”4 The two women struggle to come to terms with a relationship built on 

jealousy and misunderstanding. The novel explores the triangular relationship of Melda, 

Arnie, and Trudi. Melda and Trudi both suffer in different ways, having lost their homes 

and families. Eventually they help each other to heal past wounds.  

The setting, broad themes, and conclusions of In Praise and Small Island lead to a 

similar point of understanding. Thematically, the novels focus on children, girls in 

particular, whose families gave them away in order to improve their prospects in life. The 

circumstances surrounding Melda’s illegitimacy mean that she is treated so cruelly by her 

step-mother that she is sent away to Miss Penn. It is precisely because of her own 

experience of abandonment that Melda can help the children she meets. Hortense is sent 

away because she is light-skinned and her mother wishes to give her better opportunities. 

Queenie is sent away to live with Aunt Dorothy because she refuses to accept a life of 

drudgery on her parents’ pig farm. Queenie gives her own mixed race baby to Hortense, 

believing that this is the best prospect for her child. Thus, in both novels, set in the post-

war period, the future of a multicultural Britain is signalled by the birth of a mixed-race 

child. Moreover, both novels call attention to the prospects, potential, and limits of 

feminist agency and solidarity in an era of migration and social change. In Small Island, 

Gilbert, Hortense, and Queenie have a difficult relationship built on prejudice, including a 

misunderstanding that it is Gilbert who has fathered Queenie’s child. In the final section, 
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British writing about West Indian arrival. It is important for literary scholars to attend to this 

socio-historical perspective with its ‘winners,’ such as Levy, and its ‘losers,’ such as 

Gilroy. In this context, Gail Low’s case study of published Anglophone Caribbean Writing 

1950-1965 is especially noteworthy because she suggests the importance of 

understanding “… the network of connections between reviewers, publishers, readers, 

broadcasters and scholars […] to the promotion of the fledgling writers from the new 

Commonwealth.”5 Nonetheless, although Low examines the phenomenon of West Indian 

male writers’ success in Britain in the 1950s and early 60s, she overlooks the histories of 

women writers of the same generation, failing to take into account why women writers 

failed to enjoy the same kind of success as their male counterparts. These occluded 

feminist literary histories of women writers continue to be reclaimed by scholars such as 

Evelyn O’Callaghan, Susheila Nasta, Carole Boyce Davies, Alison Donnell, and Sandra 

Courtman.6  

To grasp fully the ways in which both Gilroy and Levy challenge our understanding 

of Windrush migration and its wider symbolic significance, we need to remember that this 

arrival story has largely been memorialised as masculine. The reasons for this are 

historical and political. Matthew Mead observes that the cultural memory of the Windrush 

often fails to represent accurately the far from homogenous group of migrants who came 

to Britain.7 Historically, post-Second World War migration from the West Indies was part 

of a wider crisis in British national identity.8 With an empire it could no longer afford and 

devastated by the losses of the Second World War, Britain was in the process of 
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procedure, provoked by a nervousness about black immigration, and 
then appropriated by the Caribbean community and sympathetic others.10 

A considered account of the facts we know about Windrush’s arrival can only suggest the 

multifarious nature of its passengers and crew, totalling 1027 people, who largely 

disappear without trace into traumatised post-war Britain. As Mead suggests, knowledge 

of these factual slippages serves to illustrate that the mythologisation of Windrush’s 

arrival was not only symptomatic of wider socio-cultural anxieties at the time but has also 

contributed to a reductive chronicle of the actual events. In fact, the pioneers who came, 

in Louise Bennett’s famous words, to reverse the process of colonisation were not all 

West Indian males.11 It is not just the “492” number that is reiterated. It must have taken 

more than a day to process the arrival of Windrush’s passengers and although June 22nd 

is usually given as the historic date of arrival, it would appear that the ship must have 

docked a day before as June 21st is stamped on some passenger lists.12 The Windrush’s 

“Summary of British and Alien Passengers” enumerates the number of men, women, and 

children who are British citizens from the West Indies, alien refugees displaced during the 

War, stowaways, and members of the forces and crew.13 Of the 941 adult passengers, 

257 were women with 69 of them accompanied by their husbands and 188 travelling 

alone. Yet this female presence is often reduced to that of the tale of a courageous 

female stowaway, dressmaker—Evelyn Wauchape—whose relationship to the only other 

stowaway, Samuel Johnson, remains unknown. It is highly likely that both individuals 

would have concealed their identity from the port authorities, and Sam King, a passenger 

on the Windrush, contends that Evelyn’s real name was Eva Buckley.14 In terms of the 

other women passengers, we know nothing of what happened to the 66 displaced Polish 

women and children who boarded at Tampico, Mexico to be dispersed in camps and 

hostels across the UK. Of the 108 first class passengers, there are several women 

including the famous writer Nancy Cunard. The Windrush’s multiple narratives of class, 

race and gender are occluded within the “492” male Jamaicans. 

Although Andrea Levy was born in England, she has a strong personal connection to 

the history of Windrush through her father’s migrant journey. Winston Levy travelled to 

England on the ship with his twin.15 He numbered among the men who engendered the 

kinds of social anxieties that (as we have already seen) were exploited by the media. Yet, 

by the year of Levy’s birth in 1956, media concerns had shifted to reflect the gender 

demographics of migration. A Picture Post article, entitled “Thirty Thousand Colour 

Problems,” depicts young women arriving in Southampton on May 28th 1956 and 

disembarking from the SS Irpinia.16 Images of respectable-looking women, sitting with 

their suitcases, are at odds with the headline that reads “Trouble and Distress Are 

Brewing.” These young women (photographed by Haywood Magee) seem unlikely 

victims of a prostitution racket, but this is what Hilde Marchant’s report suggests:  

[…] with only a vague idea of what job they want to do, and their 
qualifications are even vaguer, except perhaps for their good looks 
[author’s italics]. It is not unknown that the economics that drove her off 
the shores of her home have driven her on to the streets of London. A 
walk round the West End of London or some provincial city like 
Birmingham, readily confirms it.17 



88 | Women Writers and the Windrush Generation��

��

With this depiction of young West Indian women as morally slack and opportunistic, 

Marchant is peddling familiar racial and sexual stereotypes. Underlying a seeming 

concern for their moral welfare is a discourse of miscegenation-fear, comparable to the 

sort that percolates through Sam Selvon’s The Lonely Londoners. Also published in 

1956, Selvon’s novel is a stream-of-consciousness narrative, either directly or as 

reportage, about the experience of a group of West Indian ‘boys’ who immigrate to 

London. The narrator’s views of the prostitutes who trade in Hyde Park is uncomfortably 

close to the fears expressed by Marchant: 

[…] also lately in view of the big set of West Indians that storming Brit’n it 
have a lot of dark women who in the racket too they have to make a 
living […] it have some white fellas who feel is a big thrill to hit a black 
number and the girls does make they pay big money but as far as 
spades hitting spades in ain’t have nothing like that for a spade wouldn’t 
hit a spade when it have so much other talent on parade.18 

Aside from the narrator’s affair with the city, there are no love stories in The Lonely 





90 | Women Writers and the Windrush Generation��

��

quest for a white partner: “I marry white culture, white beauty, white whiteness. When my 

restless hands caress those white breasts, they grasp white civilisation and dignity and 

make them mine.”30
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However, the importance of women’s stories had been foregrounded by the time 

Levy was writing about Queenie and Hortense. Her contemporary Caryl Phillips often 

narrates from his women characters’ perspective. Dorothy’s point of view is fully 
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structure of In Praise less successful. In answer to a question about barriers to her 

general development as a novelist, Gilroy replied that a major factor was a “lack of 

guidance”: “Someone to take your novel and say, look try to structure it in this way.”62 The 

two novels and their relative technical accomplishments are connected to the author’s 

respective relations to a particular literary historical moment and aesthetic tradition. Their 

success is, in part, dependent on very different responses from publishers, awarding 

bodies, and readers to the structure of the two novels. Whereas In Praise is largely 

narrated through a limited first-person perspective, Levy uses her characters and their 

multiple perspectives as a structuring device for the novel as a whole. This fragmentation 

foregrounds the subjectivity of each character, leaving the reader to negotiate meaning 

based in his or her interpretation of each of these voices and their relations to one 

another in the fabric of the narrative as a whole. Whilst the stories may have some 

elements in common it is the narrative structure of the two novels which mark each as of 

its own time. According to David Lodge in The Art of Fiction, 

[t]he structure of a narrative is like the framework of girders that holds up 
a modern high-rise building: you can’t see it, but it determines the 
edifice’s shape and character. The effects of a novel’s structure, 
however, are experienced over time—often quite a long time.63 

The use of narrative structure and the arrangement of time highlight the distinctive 

ambitions of each writer. Levy explores a personal history that encompasses the 

experience of her parents’ generation, but observes that this has grown into “a slightly 

bigger canvas in that for me now it’s about placing the African-Caribbean experience 

within British history and how we got here.”64 This is why the white racist Bernard’s story 

is given an equally compelling voice to that of her favourite character, the Jamaican, 

Gilbert.65  

The reception of any literary work will inevitably be influenced by the availability of 

“paratextual framings of text
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first-person narrator inevitably restricts her perspective to that of a single character. 

However, Melda’s story strains at the leash of its simple structure through the introduction 

of flashbacks to Guiana, digressions concerning family members in New York, and 

authorial interjections, which seem to have little to do with advancing the plot. In many 

ways, we can see Gilroy experimenting with techniques that have subsequently become 

staples of postmodern fiction, such as temporal fragmentation and metafiction. Levy’s 

Small Island circles back to earlier times (constantly cycling through the periods of 

“1948”and “Before”) and deviates from linear plot progression. From the ‘Small Island 

Read’ research project, it seems that contemporary readers largely accepted the 

temporal fragmentation in Levy’s novel. The project observed that Levy’s skills in 

narrative technique had mostly helped “readers to overcome destabilizing effects such as 

chronological shifts and use of dialect.”74 

Postmodern Caribbean narratives have established a fictive continuum between past 

and present by moving much more freely in space and time. For instance, in Curdella 

Forbes’ collection of short stories, Songs of Silence (2002), the narrator explains that 

these digressions and diversions are integral to her use of a Jamaican cultural form:  
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esteem, and we might recognise Hortense’s affectations as a defence mechanism. Levy 

uses Hortense’s self-regard to provide much needed humour at moments of high drama. 

Gilroy’s use of humour may be less successful; she admits that “[a] lot of people miss the 

humour in my writing. I think it is excruciatingly funny. All the things I write.”84 

The effective use of humour is just one of Small Island’s literary accomplishments in 

a story made relevant because of its timeliness. Levy observes: “I think this country is 

kind of ready to listen to that story now. It’s been 60 years since the Empire Windrush 

came.”85 When Levy won the “Whitbread Book of the Year” in 2005, the judges’ chairman 

was Sir Trevor McDonald. Growing up in Trinidad during the Windrush era, he was part of 

its history.86 Whilst McDonald denied backing Levy’s entry, he told a Guardian interviewer 

that it “emerged as a clear winner” because “it is a beautifully observed novel of a period 

of English history which many people seem not to know very much about.”87 Maria 

Helena Lima suggests that Levy’s fictional terrain is personal: “It seems as if a return to 

the past is required for her protagonists to move on.”88 Whilst Gilroy writes in the heat of 

the moment, Levy’s texts seem to address an audience made ready by their historical 

distance.89 Small Island’s place is inscribed in the Windrush memorial as a multiple prize-

winning novel, a radio production, and a BAFTA-nominated television adaptation. It 

seems that In Praise has slipped between the cracks—metaphorically speaking—the 

victim of a shifting literary timeline which saw the promotion of writing by West Indian 
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