
A black girl growing up in poverty in Northern Ireland at the height of the
Troubles, Annie Yellowe Palma faced almost every kind of disadvantage and

discrimination. Now a social worker, she tells Shahid Naqvi about a unique
and traumatic childhood – and the lessons it taught her

B
y any accounts, Annie

Yellowe Palma had a tough

childhood. Neglect,

parental alcohol misuse,

abuse, domestic violence,

poverty and deprivation all

featured heavily. Add to this the fact that she

grew up in the back streets of Portadown,

County Armagh, an area notorious for being in

the ‘Murder Triangle’ due to the high numbers

of paramilitary killings during the Troubles.

Add too that Annie was one of only a handful

of black children in an environment where

identity was everything. Mix it all together and

you’ve got a recipe for an almost impossibly

difficult childhood to navigate.

Annie survived – just – and went on to forge

a career as a social worker and write a book

about her early life. For the Love of a Mother –

The Black Children of Ulster, offers an insight

into a unique history. It also raises issues

about identity and racism still pertinent today

in Northern Ireland and beyond.

Born of a Protestant Irish mother, her father

was a Nigerian merchant seaman who was

absent for most of Annie’s life. One of six

children, five of dual heritage, she suffered

discrimination from an early age because of

her colour. When she tried to play with other

children on the street she recalls being

rejected and ridiculed. “One day they’d say I

was too black, the next day, too small, the

next day my hair too curly, the next day they

thought I wasn’t a real Protestant... every

single day someone somewhere wanted to

hate me for something or exclude me for

reasons I couldn’t understand.”

Two incidents from her childhood

graphically illustrate the psychological impact

of this. The first was when she let a school

friend try and bleach her skin white. The

second was an attempted suicide by putting

her head in the kitchen oven in her teens.

“In some ways I feel Ireland stole my

childhood,” says Annie. “Because they

wanted me to become something that was

impossible; they wanted me to become white.

When they realised that my skin colour didn’t

come off they tried other ways to make me

sound more white.”

This included a headteacher insisting on

taking the ‘ie’ off the end of her first name and

the ‘e’ from the end of her surname to make it

“more Protestant”.

Alcohol misuse

Such acts, accumulating over years,

inevitably nurtured a sense of self-loathing. 

“They made me hate myself. I tried to cut

my hair short so you couldn’t see the frizz. I

looked at myself in the mirror and pinched my

nose to look a little bit more like them.”

Annie believes the racism she and her

siblings suffered helped push her mother into

alcohol misuse and an abusive relationship

with a partner who brutally beat her.

“If that racism was not perpetuated on

myself and my brothers on a daily basis my

mother may not have abused alcohol. I

believe the many issues affecting my family

forced my mother to be with a violent partner.

He took on this woman with six children, five

with dual heritage. My mother thought ‘how

can I leave him?’ She thought she was lucky

to have him in her life. What other man would

have taken on a woman with such a diverse

family and several children born out of

wedlock when all of this was frowned upon?”

One of the great confusions of Annie’s

childhood was that the same people who

racially abused her also saw her as “one of

us”. Annie recalls: “I was in the town centre

and someone from the National Front tried to

spit on me. In seconds he was surrounded

and beaten within an inch of his life.

“Probably half of those kicking him would

have been involved with the National Front

and Combat 18. To this day it makes me feel

uncomfortable.”

Annie’s childhood was as much blighted by

poverty as racism. She recalls moving from

one substandard accommodation to another,

sleeping in “piss stained” bedsheets while her
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mother was often downstairs with her

“drinking cronies”.

The children regularly went unfed and cold,

lacked clothes and had vermin in their homes.

Looking back as a social worker living in

London, Annie believes she and her brothers

would have been taken into care today. This,

however, applied to so many of the children

she grew up with.

“I knew that people beat their children. I

heard the screams and saw the evidence in

the form of bruised eyes, cuts, fat lips,

flinching and the look of fear in some

children’s eyes when their parents raised an

arm to scratch their nose. We were

desensitised because of the Troubles.”

Outside the home, Annie remembers being

surrounded by violence. It took the form of

people regularly beaten within inches of their

lives simply for straying into the wrong area.

Balaclava-wearing armed paramilitaries

would march through the streets. Revenge

killings, kneecappings and petrol bombs were

part of life, with the “Mafia”, as Annie

describes the paramilitaries, ever-present.

“I was so frightened and traumatised by the

constant visions of violence around me. I

wanted to run away and hide… I wanted to

live in peace surrounded by love.

“There were things that I encountered as a

child that would horrify me now. That makes

me happy because it confirms to me that I

have learned more normal behaviours.”

Annie’s eventual escape came when one of

her brothers who had moved to London

invited her to visit.

“When I went over I was so overwhelmed

with happiness. It was like jumping into a

candy bag. I was so amazed to see I was not

the only black person on the bus.”

She moved to London and worked as a

nanny before getting a job in a children’s

residential home. It was while there that she

started to think of social work as a career.

“Social work found me. The reason I started

to take interest in social work was because I

started thinking I don’t have to continue living

the way I had lived, and other people with

similar issues don’t have to either.”

Studying social work also helped her

understand the backdrop of her childhood.

“At university I went into the library one day

and touched a book. When I looked at the

spine it said something along the lines of, ‘are

all people in Northern Ireland suffering from

post-traumatic stress disorder?’

“I thought, imagine supposing that we are

all stressed out because of the problems in

Northern Ireland! But as I read the book I

recognised some of the symptoms of PTSD in

myself and many of my friends and family. I

don’t think anyone in Northern Ireland who I

grew up with wasn’t tainted by the Troubles.

Everyone I know has been

affected in some

way.”

Annie believes the

current political

impasse in Northern

Ireland since the

collapse of the power

sharing government in

January is a symptom of unresolved divisions.

“I go back every year. There are still

sectarian killings but you just don’t hear about

it so much. People are supposed to accept

the peace process is working but they can’t

work together because the underlying hatred

is still there.

“When the peace process started all that

happened was the Government said you

Catholics and you Protestants get together

and get on with it. There has been no

programme to address the underlying issues

about sectarianism or

racial hatred.”

She sees solutions in

social work and believes

one of its key principles –

non-discriminatory

practice – has important

lessons for Northern

Ireland’s politicians.

“Social workers have to

have anti-discriminatory

practice training so why

can’t that be mandatory for politicians?”

Because of her childhood, Annie feels she

has ‘lived experience’ of many of the issues

faced by the people she works with.

“When you go into people’s homes of

course you are not there to tell them where

you have come from, but people sense that I

get them. At a grassroots level I can

absolutely connect with them.”

But perhaps the biggest gift social

work has given Annie is an

understanding of her mother and the

oppression against which she struggled.

“When I was a teenager I had a love-

hate relationship with her. How could

she let us live the way we did? But now

as a social worker and a grown woman

I look back on my mother with absolute pride. 

“She badly neglected us but she loved us.

She probably thought however badly

neglected her children were with her, they

were better off than if they went into a

children’s home. Many children did not make

it out of some of those homes. Recently a

mass grave of children was uncovered at the

site of a former care home in Tuam.”

Annie’s story has a happy ending. For the

Lover of a Mother has been added to the

Special Collections and Archives Library at

Queen’s University in Belfast where it is

preserved for future research.

She has travelled the world since leaving

Northern Ireland and written books of poetry. 

“I still have close ties with all my brothers,

some of the people I grew up with in Northern

Ireland and many new friends in London,” she

adds. “Life is good!”

For the Love of a Mother – The Black Children of Ulster, is

available on Amazon. Visit Annie’s website at

www.annieyellopalma.simplesite.com
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