PREFACE

A

t fourteen I tattooed the initials of what I thought was
my name into my hand. The tattoo is still there but it
wasn’t my name. It’s a reminder that I’ve been somewhere I
should never have been. I was not who I thought I was. The
Authority knew it but I didn’t.
The Authority had been writing reports about me from the
day I was born. My first footsteps were followed by the click
clack clack of a typewriter: ‘The boy is walking.’ My first
words were recorded, click clack clack: ‘The boy has learned
to talk.’ Fingers were poised above a typewriter waiting for
whatever happened next: ‘The boy is adapting.’
Paper zipped from typewriters and into files. The files
slipped into folders under the ‘S’ section of a tall metal filing
cabinet. For eighteen years this process repeated over and
over again. Click clack clack. Secret meetings were held. The
folders were taken out and placed on tables surrounded by
men and women from The Authority. Decisions were made:
Put him here, move him there. Shall we try drugs? Try this, try that.
After eighteen years of experimentation The Authority threw
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me out. It locked the doors securely behind me and hid the
files in a data company called The Iron Mountain.
So I wrote to The Authority and hand-delivered the letter.
The reply informed me I had to write to Customer Services.
I wrote to Customer Services. Customer Services replied to
say they were not permitted to release the files. The Authority
placed me with incapable foster parents. It imprisoned me. It
moved me from institution to institution. And yet now, at
eighteen years old, I had no history, no witnesses, no family.
In 2015, following a thirty-year campaign to get my records,
the Chief Executive of Wigan Council, Donna Hall, wrote
me a letter. She had them. Within a few months I received
four thick folders of documents marked ‘A’, ‘B’, ‘C’ and ‘D’.
Click clack clack. On reading them, I knew.
I took The Authority to court.
How does a government steal a child and then imprison
him? How does it keep it a secret? This story is how. It is for
my brothers and sisters on my mother’s side and my father’s
side. This is for my mother and father and my aunts and
uncles and for Ethiopians.

2

611YY_TXT.indd 2

16/07/2019 10:56

CHAPTER 1

Awake among the lost and found
The files left on the open floor
The frozen leaves on frosted ground
The frosted keys in a frozen door

E

ighteen years of records written by strangers. All the
answers to all my questions were here. Possibly. And yet,
I feared what they’d reveal about me or what they’d reveal
about the people who were entrusted with my care. What
truths or untruths? Maybe I was loved. Maybe my mother
didn’t want me. Maybe it was all my fault. Maybe the bath
taps in the bathroom were not electrified. Maybe that was
false memory syndrome.
A friend burned her files when she received them from
The Authority. Another can’t look at hers to this day. I’ll start
by simply recording my reactions to the first early documents
and we’ll see how this unfolds.
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St Margaret’s House was an institution for unmarried mothers
‘affiliated to the Liverpool Board of Moral Welfare’. On 30 June
1967, State Registered Nurse L. Winnard wrote that ‘Lemion
Sissey’ (misspelt) was ‘free from infectious disease’. In a second
note on the same day she recorded that the six-week-old baby
– now ‘Lemn Sissey’? – weighed nine pounds.
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In the letter below I’m six months old. At this point my
mother is invisible.
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And then there was this:
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On the back of the photo it says:

So my name has changed to Norman Sissay; I am supposed
to be part Greek. An adoption agency asks whether ‘Ethiopian
means he is negroid or not’. This is the first time I have
seen myself referred to as ‘Norman Sissay’.

When the letter from which this extract is taken was written,
I was almost eight months old. In England unmarried pregnant women or girls were placed in Mother and Baby homes
like St Margaret’s with the sole aim of harvesting their
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children, then the women were shipped back home to say
they had been away on a little break. A little break. They
were barely adults themselves. Many of them didn’t understand the full implication of the word ‘adoption’. They were
sent home without their newborns after signing the adoption
papers. They must have been bewildered and in shock at
the loss of their first child. I found testaments online from
people who lived near to St Margaret’s.
It was very eerie in certain parts it really felt haunted.
I can remember being in the Billinge Maternity unit when
one of the young girls from St Margaret’s had her baby.
The only visitor was a lady social worker and on the day
mum and baby were due to leave, mum was taken away in
one car (crying) and baby hurried away in another!

My mother would not sign the adoption papers for Norman
Goldthorpe. So Norman Goldthorpe defied her and assigned
me to ‘long-term foster parents’ Catherine and David
Greenwood.
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I was 228 days old at the time. I must have been with them
from at least 150 days old. My foster parents told me some
years later that I was alone in the hospital because no one
would adopt a ‘coloured’ baby. They said they chose me after
praying to God and that my mother didn’t want me.
Mr Goldthorpe was adamant that my name would be
Norman. Norman means ‘Man of the North’. The foster
parents wanted to call me Mark from The Gospel of Mark,
and their last name was Greenwood. My name was Norman
Mark Greenwood. The Authority wouldn’t officially acknowledge the name my foster parents called me. I am Norman
Sissay in the files. The foster parents wouldn’t acknowledge
the name The Authority gave me. I was Norman Mark
Greenwood and I knew no different. It was a land grab. But
without my mother’s signature on the adoption papers The
Authority could not adopt me.
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My mother must have been at her most vulnerable. She was
pregnant and alone in a foreign country where she had come
to study for a short period of time. Her college in the South
of England sent her to the North of England to St Margaret’s
to deal with her pregnancy.
These places were baby farms. The mothers were the earth
and the children were the crops. The church and state were
the farmers and the adopting parents were the consumers. My
mother was supposed to give birth and sign the adoption
papers. She didn’t. She wouldn’t.
Testimony has come to light in national campaigns for
unmarried mothers in England that in the 1960s coercion and
subterfuge were used to get vulnerable women to sign the
adoption papers. This is exemplified in the 2013 film Philomena.
My mother understood what adoption meant and would not
sign. Her father – my grandfather – was dying in Ethiopia. She
had little choice but to return to Ethiopia without me. With my
name changed and the foster parents’ identity hidden there was
little chance she could find me if she wanted to.
I was three and a half years old when The Authority served
a Notice on my mother via her church in Ethiopia to say that
‘all the rights and powers of the parent of Lemn Sissay be
vested in the local authority it appearing to this Authority that
the parent has abandoned this child’. The document further
states that: ‘If not later than one month after the service of
this notice, you shall serve a notice in writing on the Council
objecting to the resolution, the resolution shall lapse on the
expiration of fourteen days from the service of the notice of
objection . . .’
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She was given one month to object to the notice. Then she
would have fourteen days to take The Authority to court,
where she would have to prove to the court that she was a
fit mother. The notice would have taken approximately a
month to arrive in Ethiopia and another month for the letter
to return. There were no direct flights from Addis Ababa to
London. My mother would have had to fly from Addis Ababa
to Athens and then from Athens to London. It was an impossible deadline. It was a set-up.
The Authority depends on the sleeping prejudice of
assumptions because for this notice to have any premise we
must assume that the mother didn’t want the child or that she
was unfit to keep the child.
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My story begins without her or any knowledge of her.
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