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The idea of Sweet Mother originally came about because 
of my own personal experiences; witnessed growing up 
with a white mother and Nigerian-born father, in the 
Liverpool 8 area. 

My Mum originally came to Toxteth from Bootle, in her 
early 20’s, after her older sister settled here. As a child I 
remember their mum (my Nan) coming to Toxteth to 
visit. When she left my Mum would be crying in bed for 
days. At the time I never understood why. 

I never felt a sense of closeness with my Nan and  
she was always very distant with me and my siblings.  
I soon started to realise how disconnected my Mum’s 
family was to us because they lived in Bootle, which at 
the time was a predominantly white area. It was as if  
my Mum’s family had disowned her for living in Toxteth 
and having children to a black man. Although [their 
racism] wasn’t something I was aware of at the time,  
I do remember that her side of the family never visited 
us. I later learned my Nan asked her to choose between 
the family or my father. As a child I was not aware of  
the racism that my mum endured because of who she 
fell in love with. I knew that she had brothers and sisters 
who lived in Liverpool, however I did not meet them  
until I was a teenager. 

We did go to Bootle occasionally to visit my Nan, but  
she would never interact with us, so I didn’t know what 
having a Nan felt like.  Growing up I did not have a 
relationship with my aunties and uncles. I had my one 

aunty who lived close by and also had married a man  
of colour.  Growing up, I was very close to my aunty 
Nelly. I loved her so much. She was all I had in terms  
of extended family, in Toxteth, apart from my mother.  

Toxteth was a mixture of all different nationalities.  Most 
of the mothers in my area had mixed-heritage children.  
My mother and my aunty would go out on a Monday 
night to the Nigerian Club for a dance...they loved 
dancing and frequently had friends over, dancing the 
night away in the living room, putting records on repeat 
on the record player and singing along at the top of their 
voices.

Life was not all rosy with laughter and songs though.  
I remember the poverty that my mother and many 
others had to deal with. Back then the women stuck 
together and would support each other by lending each 
other money and even food, if needed. The women that  
I grew up with were strong and very resilient.

My mother brought six children up on her own. We  
did not venture far from Toxteth when we were growing 
up. We stayed in the community because it felt safe.  
Looking back it must have been hard for Mum; she  
was not educated in how to care for black skin and  
afro hair. She learned to cook Nigerian food and she 
adored African -rather than British- music. 

 As I got older, I really admired the resilience and 
strength of not only my mother and her sister, but the 
many other white women who lived in Liverpool 8 who  

I am honoured to know. Ultimately, I wanted to hear 
their stories and explore how they came to settle in 
Toxteth at a time of great racial and political unrest.

This then led me to creating Sweet Mother, a play that 
shares the stories of the white women who fell in love 
with Black men and resided in the Liverpool 8 area. I 
initially developed the basis of the play by conducting 
interviews with the woman. The main aim of the play  
for me was to convey the intimacy and truth of people’s 
thoughts and experiences of their personal feelings 
towards issues that affect them. 

On a whole the play considers how some women gave 
up their white privilege, after facing abuse and 
discrimination from their own communities. It centres  
on shared experiences; lived across the1960-80s; 
featuring friendship, hunger for change and hope. The 
show features a capella singing, film and music. After 
the show sold out its premier (March 2020) at 
the Liverpool Royal Court Studio. I have decided to 
take it to Camden’s People Theatre in London where it 
will be showcasing in October 2022.

Tickets £12/£10 conc.

Maria Paul is a local arts practitioner and founder of Nwoko Arts. Introduced to the Festival by long-term 
peer and friend, Peter Ward (Hope Street Theatre, Brouhaha International, Jewel on the Hill), Maria’s play 
Sweet Mother touches on themes we have long been discussing in the Festival: mixed-race relationships, female 
visibility and the Liverpool experience. Here, Maria explores a little more about her direct relationship with these 
subjects, setting the context for Sweet Mother’s production.

Sweet Mother
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In:Visible Women 
and women’s work

Family 

Nook and Cranny Spaces 

Irish Famine Trail and heritage 
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continues 
on page 28
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Hallowe’en spot-the-difference (c) Pjs and Paint .com
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The Armagh Rhymers have been 
delighting audiences in their native 
Ireland and across the world for 
45-years.  Some have commented 
that they are like ‘cow clap’, never 
off the road! I suppose in many ways 
that is true, their work takes them to 
numerous places. A recent standout 
moment was a TV appearance on 
The Antiques Roadshow with the 
formidable and delightful Fiona 
Bruce.

The rhyming tradition in Ireland 
stretches back into the mists of 
time, in fact to when the first person 
donned a disguise and stepped into 
a neighbour’s house to entertain 
them with a song, dance, story or 
poem. When was that? I’m not sure 
anyone knows. Such traditions live 
in the heart of the people rather 
than history books. Nowadays The 
Armagh Rhymers celebrate their 
tradition through song, dance and 
drama; art forms that bring them to a 
staggeringly large range of audiences 
and venues. Their work in schools is 
legendary, with people now in their 
40’s and 50’s recalling the day The 

Rhymers came to their school. Their 
wonderment and sometimes fear relived 
when they meet the group 30 or 40-years 
on at a festival or an event and often in the 
company of their own children. 

From the earliest days of The Rhymers, 
their trademark willow and straw masks 
aroused a sense of tradition and history, 
evoking the spirit of the Wren boys 
and the ancient house visiting tradition 
of Ireland. The rhyming tradition is a 
celebration of the ‘theatre of the people’ 
and over the years has inspired poets 
such as John Montague, Brendan 
Kennelly, Seamus Heaney and John 
Hewitt. It is a tradition that had been 
embraced by all beliefs in Ireland. In 
the 1980’s The Armagh Rhymers were 
the first group to bring Catholic and 
Protestant school children together 
and often in each other’s schools. The 
children took active parts in the anarchic 
and highly comedic storytelling ritual. 
The audience were the rest of the school, 
teachers and parents.  For that brief time 
the laughter, music and the joint purpose 
of helping The Rhymers tell the story 
made differences dissolve. These were 
landmark events for the participating 
schools, in many cases the first meeting 
that led to many more.

With Covid came challenges. Fortunately 
it appears that zany folk drama also works 
well on Zoom. The Armagh Rhymers 
were able to reach thousands of children, 
in their own classrooms, and the craic 
didn’t seem to be diminished at all! The 
group have recently released their second 
CD, The Armagh Rhymers VOLII and a LP 
containing bonus tracks from recordings 
in Cultra Folk Museum the 1990’s. 
These are perhaps the first commercial 
recordings of a mummers’ play. Over their 
45-years the group have toured widely 
throughout the world including USA, 
China, South Korea, England, Scotland, 
Wales, the Baltic States, Portugal, France 
and Italy. The group have recently been 
commissioned by the United States 
Library of Congress to make a film of 
their music and tradition.  

The Armagh Rhymers have enjoyed 
a great relationship with Liverpool 
Irish Festival and are honoured to be 
associated with such a fine city. Of course, 
Liverpool is home to so many Irish people 
and the musicians really enjoy making 
the connections with the diaspora as well 
as meeting people from Liverpool’s very 
diverse population. It never fails to delight 

when they meet up with someone from 
‘home’ who wants to tell them where they 
came from and maybe discover a friend 
or even relation in common. The Family 
Day at Museum of Liverpool is their base 
during the festival and here they perform 
their eclectic blend of storytelling, music, 
dance and song. There’s always a chance 
to join in and they are never short of 
volunteers. Sunday brings them to the 
Liverpool Irish Centre for the Samhain 
Céilí. The group are honoured to play with 
the superb local musicians. They grew up 
listening to The Liverpool Ceili Band and 
watching them win All Ireland titles. Here 
they re-enact parts of the Old Mummers’ 
Play for the audience. Again, stories 
abound from around Ireland of the old 
days when mummers, rhymers and Wren 
boys visited the houses in the dark days 
after Christmas or for the wedding of a 
son or daughter. 

This year The Armagh Rhymers will 
present their very own take on where 
the Liver birds came from and how they 
have affected the fortunes of the city they 
are famous in. The story is told through 

an old monk who found two little sibling 
birds after a storm, after their father and 
mother and all their kind had perished in 
the storm. The kindly old monk reared 
the two little siblings and even taught 
them to speak. People from all over the 
world came to see them and wonder 
in amazement at their human powers. 
Generous individuals gave gifts to the 
old monk in thanksgiving for the two 
marvellous birds and the old monk used 
the money to help feed the poor. The 
birds went on to live very different lives, 
but their many adventures led to them 
being immortalised as sculptures perched 
high above the city where they can watch 
generations of Liverpudlians come and 
go. Our version of the story was adapted 
by Dara Vallely and has been beautifully 
illustrated by Annie June Callaghan. 

The Armagh Rhymers look forward to 
appearing at Liverpool Irish Festival 
again this year. Come and meet them, 
try on their masks and hear about the 
adventures of those two birds!
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Medb, later presented as Meadhbh, Méibh and Méabh is often 
anglicised as ‘Maeve’ or ‘Maev’. However, for the purposes of this story 
we’ll continue to use her original name.

Queen Medb of Connaught was a fierce, headstrong, Irish warrior best 
known for the cattle raid of Cooley and Cú Chulainn’s downfall. When 
Medb left her unhappy marriage, to King Conchubar of Ulster, her 
sister Eithne was offered as her replacement. Despite Medb’s dislike  
of Conchubar, this union sparked a jealous rage in her and she 
drowned her pregnant sister. However, the baby survived and was 
removed from Eithne’s body, an oversight Medb would later regret.

After Conchubar subjected Medb to a revengeful and humiliating 
assault at Tara, Medb’s hatred of Ulster -and its men- intensified. So 
determined was Medb to see Conchubar’s end that she re-named all 
her seven sons ‘Maine’; the name prophesied by a druid as the name 
of someone who would go on to kill Conchubar, when she asked the 
druid who would avenge her. Although ‘Maine’ would go on to kill a 
Conchubar, it was not the Conchubar Medb had had in mind. 

Medb was not a woman to be messed with, and as Queen of 
Connaught, she had equality with her male leaders. After Conchubar, 
Medb found the qualities she desired in her husband Aillil - a lack of 
fear, meanness and jealousy.  A jealous husband would have struggled 
by Medb’s side, as she was said to charm many men. It was rumoured 
no new leader could be crowned before spending the night with her. 
Medb’s name is etymologically related to the word for mead, and is 
said to mean ’she who intoxicates’.

Aillil was not without imperfection. He foolishly teased Medb about 
who was the more powerful of the two. Although fairly matched, Aillil 

had one thing over Medb: a magnificent white-horned bull. Medb 
could not bear this imbalance and immediately sought her own beast. 
Treasures untold were offered to the owner of a commensurate brown 
bull, but the offer was refused. Enraged, Medb assembled a large army 
to invade Ulster and pilfer the bull.

The Ulstermen were cursed at this time by the Goddess Macha.  
Macha had been forced to race against a horse while heavily pregnant, 
leading to the death of her twins.  Following this she decreed that for 
nine days annually, the Ulstermen’s strength would leave them when 
they needed it most, reflecting the the agony of childbirth. Medb 
planned to use this to her advantage. 

The only remaining line of defence was young Cú Chulainn, who was 
immune to the curse. Cú Chulainn’s skills -however mythical- posed a 
realistic threat to Medb’s army. Medb spared no expense in convincing 
Connaught’s best warriors to fight, even promising the hand of her 
daughter Fiandabair to whichever warrior destroyed Cú Chulainn. 

Such was this prize, that among those who attempted to kill Cú 
Chulainn’s, was his old and dear friend, Ferdiad. Despite embracing 
after each day’s battle, and sharing food, drink and healing herbs;  
Cú Chulainn knew that his friend would die by his hand. Ferdiad’s  
fate was sealed when on the third day, Cú Chulainn’s invincible  
spear -the Gae Bulg- soared through him. As a final act of affection,  
Cú Chulainn took his body back across the border so it did not  
lie with Medb’s men in the west.

Through the distraction of the fighting Medb eventually managed  
to smuggle out her bull, only for it to be gored to death by Aillil’s  
bull on arrival in Connaught. 

Medb did not easily forget Cú Chulainn’s assault against her men  
and plotted a long-drawn revenge. She fostered six children,  
orphaned by Cú Chulainn, and sent them to sorcery school. This 
charity was rewarded when the children returned, transformed as 
goblins, armed with three unconquerable enchanted spears. Filling Cú 
Chulainn’s head with paranoid sounds of war, he rushed to gather his 
weaponry and chariot. Many were suspicious that trickery was afoot 
and begged Cú Chulainn not to go, for they feared he would not return.

Cú Chulainn again raced towards Medb’s alarmed forces. At the  
critical moment Cú Chulainn’s enemy Lugaid hurled the spears. The 
first killed Cú Chulainn’s charioteer. The second, his horse. The final 
spear found its mark in Cú Chulainn’s side. In a dying act of defiance 
Cú Chulainn tied himself upright to a post facing his enemies. Too 
afraid to approach, they waited three days until a raven landed upon 
him, signifying that the mighty Cú Chulainn was now a mortal corpse. 

Medb’s own downfall came in later years as she bathed in her favourite 
pool on Lough Ree. Her nephew Furbaide had never forgotten his 
mother’s murder. He honed his slingshot skills until he knew could hit 
a mark from a distance as wide as the pool. The next time Furbaide 
saw his aunt swimming, he killed her with a piece of hardened cheese. 
Medb’s hostility towards the Ulstermen lingered even after death, 
when she was buried upright, to face her enemies.

We will release two new stories from Maria, complete with her 
illustrations in the next six months over on our website. Just  
search ‘Maria Crean’ to locate. 
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ArtsGroupie was founded in 2016, and became incorporated  

as a Community Interest Company in 2018. 

artsgroupie.org
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