Sylvia’s biography

Sylvia was born in 1928 in Jamaica. She first left her parents home when she was 16 to earn a living as a cook and dressmaker until she saved enough money to move to the UK in 1961. ‘I have some friends that came here before and they said "Oh come on, come on over"... so I say well, alright and I save up some money.’ 

When she came to England she had to make the decision to leave her children behind, and after two years she was able to save enough money to bring them over to England as well. She travelled over to England by boat, but hated every day of it, ‘It was terrible. I sick all the way.  I couldn't go up on the deck and look over at the sea, I couldn't go in the restaurant! ... When I went on there I met a chap that I used to work with and he used to bring me food to my cabin because I couldn't go in the restaurant. I couldn't go anywhere, I was so sick.’ 

Sylvia first lived in Wolverhampton, but then moved to Trowbridge as her brother told her it was far easier to get work there. She much preferred living in Trowbridge, as her first year in Wolverhampton had been quite a culture shock for her. ‘When I came here I all I wanted was to go back home, because when I came here I was so frightened, I’d look up and I see that black fog that we had at that time we. Oh my God! I cried my eyes out because I soon started to realise it was so cold. I wanted to go back home. I cried until I got used to it. I didn't like it up there at all.’ 

After she moved to Trowbridge, she started working at Bowyers, a local meat produce factory, and she remembers her time there fondly. ‘When I was working in Bowyers the people were ever so nice. Everybody there was just like one big family. It’s been quite a while now since I retired, but back then they never passed you by without calling to you. We were just one big family who would laugh and make jokes, it was ever so nice.’ Sylvia is adamant that she has never had any trouble with racism, because she doesn’t allow herself to get involved. ‘I never had any trouble with anybody. No trouble with being called names and things like that, because those things don't bother me. If I go up the street and somebody shouts out any names I just keep on going, I just take no notice. They have the problem. I have no problem with them.’

Sylvia didn’t expect to stay in England for very long, ‘I didn't come to stay and settle down. I didn't think I would be here by now! Because most Jamaicans came to England for five years, you know, they could earn some money then go back home. The majority of us that came here had land back in Jamaica, so they came here for five years, made some money and  went back home. But then it didn't work out for that way for me.’ While Sylvia still feels like Jamaica is her home, calls England her ‘adopted’ home.  ‘I love this country, but I wouldn't like to give up Jamaica and say I'm not Jamaican, because I was born there and I grew up there. I can't just give it up ... but the most success I achieved in life, I did it all here. So I respect this country and I love it! But I still love Jamaica. So I don't know which one I love more than the other, but I love this country. And I would cry my eyes out if the government came up and said all Jamaicans have got to go back to Jamaica. I would be crying, and loads of people would be crying their eyes out, because they wouldn't want to leave.’
