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Foreword



Unwritten: Caribbean Poems After the First World War


Unwritten is an attempt to tell a story that has rarely been told before: that of the Caribbean men who fought alongside the British army in the First World War. In this anthology, ten poets from the Caribbean and Caribbean diaspora explore a narrative that, for a multitude of reasons, went unwritten at the time.


Almost as soon as the First World War broke out in 1914, Great Britain’s Caribbean colonies lined up behind the British government in support. Nonetheless, it took a year for the War Office to accept the first Caribbean troops as volunteers. Founded in 1915, the British West Indies Regiment (BWIR) eventually grew to encompass eleven battalions and around 15,600 men, two-thirds from Jamaica and the remainder from Barbados, the Bahamas, British Guiana, British Honduras, Grenada, the Leeward Islands, St Lucia, St Vincent and Trinidad & Tobago. They served with distinction everywhere from Messines to Egypt, Passchendaele to Palestine. A total of 81 BWIR servicemen received medals for bravery, with a further 49 mentioned in dispatches. However, more than 1,200 never made it home: 185 were killed in action, with a further 1,071 dying of illness during the conflict.


The Caribbean men who volunteered for the BWIR were sent to the same battlefields as their British colleagues, but they were not treated as equals. The authorities viewed BWIR troops as second-class citizens: the War Office initially limited Caribbean volunteers to support roles rather than combat positions, and BWIR soldiers were later denied a pay rise that had been granted to white British counterparts as they had been classed as ‘natives’. Such discrimination extended to the disrespectful and sometimes racist treatment they received from their fellow soldiers. Many Caribbean troops returned home resentful and angry, their vital roles in the conflict unheralded and perhaps even disregarded by those whose orders they had signed up to follow.


The wartime stories of these Caribbean servicemen were largely unheard at the time and have remained so ever since, written out of a history that grows more distant with every year. We know many of their names and the roles they played, but we have few first-hand accounts to tell us what their lives were like during the conflict. Nor, for that matter, do we have much art from those Caribbean men who served. While the war poetry of Wilfred Owen, Siegfried Sassoon and others has had a profound impact on our perceptions of the war, very little of this poetry is connected to or drawn from the lives of the Caribbean men who served in the BWIR and elsewhere.


Unwritten: Caribbean Poems After the First World War is an attempt to address this gap in the narrative. One hundred years after Armistice brought the war to a close, we have invited contemporary writers from both the Caribbean and the Caribbean diaspora to find their own creative responses to the First World War, both historic and contemporary. They contemplate what it means to be left behind and rendered mute by history, forgotten in our collective memory. And they consider broader issues of identity, belonging and prejudice, which were faced by many men who served and which continue to be relevant today.


Unwritten is part of 14-18 NOW, the UK’s national arts programme for the First World War centenary. 14-18 NOW has commissioned artists from across the UK and around the world to create new works for a new generation, works for stage, gallery, publication, concert hall and the public realm that look afresh at the First World War and its impact on our world today.


Unwritten features a wealth of powerful new perspectives on the First World War by writers from both the Caribbean and the Caribbean diaspora, from internationally acclaimed poets to exciting emerging voices. Some are written from a historical perspective, inspired by the true stories of relatives or compatriots. Others forge fresh links between contemporary society and the turbulent world of a century ago. A notable feature of all the works in this anthology is the empathy of their connection to the Caribbean men who served and fought as unsung heroes during the conflict.


A great many people have contributed to this unique project. Unwritten is co-commissioned by 14-18 NOW, BBC Contains Strong Language and the British Council; my thanks go to them all, and particularly to Susan Roberts, the BBC Director of Contains Strong Language, and Emma Dunton, the producer of Unwritten for 14-18 NOW. I am grateful to Birmingham Literature Festival and Wrecking Ball Press, Hull for their collaboration on the live launch events for the book; Calabash Festival for hosting in Jamaica; and our publishers, Nine Arches Press. Most of all, I would like to offer my sincere thanks to Karen McCarthy Woolf, the editor of Unwritten and contributing artist and co-curator for the project, and to all the writers she has brought together within these pages: Jay Bernard, Malika Booker, Kat François, Ishion Hutchinson, Jay T John, Anthony Joseph, Charnell Lucien, Vladimir Lucien, Rachel Manley and Tanya Shirley.



Jenny Waldman
Director, 14-18 NOW






Introduction




Karen McCarthy Woolf



Unwritten invites Caribbean and diaspora poets to respond to the region’s engagement in the First World War as part of 14-18 NOW’s Centenary commissions. In doing so it provokes a necessary consideration of what it means to have played a part yet be rendered invisible within a larger, international collective memory of that event. As editor, co-curator of the project with Susan Roberts at the BBC and a commissioned writer, I have had the opportunity to consider the discernible and distant resonances of this global conflict from many angles. A diversity, which, it is hoped, is reflected in the range of poets, styles, approaches and geographies we have collected here, which includes writers living in the Caribbean, UK and the US—each of whom brings their own, individual interpretation of key moments and prevailing ideologies that surround war and its theatres.


A hundred years is little time in the deep frame, yet it is long enough for the living voice to have faded into the archival realms of history and remembrance. Once there, art as an act of witness and excavation becomes more vulnerable to external authorial perspectives. Inevitably, the writer is referred back to the now iconic works of Rupert Brooke, David Jones, Wilfred Owen, Isaac Rosenberg, Siegfried Sassoon and Edward Thomas. Collectively, this poetry did much to change the way people in Britain understood and processed the emotional fallout of war; in the same way the conflict itself, with its global reach, technological innovation and unprecedented casualties, altered how war was propagated and fought. A million-and-a-half artillery shells were fired by the Allies at the Somme in the first week; almost as many casualties occurred in that battle alone. The psychological impact, of what we now know as Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), was viscerally evoked by Sassoon, for example, whose ‘Repression of War Experience’ is the source text for Malika Booker’s poignant and deeply affecting Golden Shovel ‘In Memory of Herbert Morris’.


Yet despite the revolutionary impact the War Poets exerted on the national psyche, this canonical roll call is dominated by white men. Perhaps, if Private Herbert Morris, a shell-shocked, seventeen year-old Jamaican boy who fled the battlefield in France had been treated fairly, he would have been admitted to a military hospital, not executed at dawn for desertion. Perhaps, had he been taught Latin, Greek and English literature at a British public school, then he too might have written influential verse that testified to the trauma of his experience. However, like most of the 15,600 men who were eventually allowed to volunteer for the British West Indies Regiment (and then allocated auxiliary roles lest they rebelled against their colonial masters), Morris had no access to privilege, whether via race or class. As Rachel Manley’s lyric essay ‘Brothers in Arms’ makes clear, even men like her great-uncle Roy and grandfather Norman Manley—a Rhodes scholar who was to become Jamaica’s first Premier—were not immune to British racism’s ubiquitous embrace. It is in this sense that Unwritten might be seen as an anthology of revisionist ambitions. Not as a book that seeks to diminish or opaquely overwrite the value of the associated literatures that have gone before, but rather as one that aims to widen the aperture of inclusion to bring marginalised experiences and contexts centre stage.


These skews also prompted a consideration of women’s stories and perspectives. The Penguin Book of First World War Poetry incorporates works by women poets, including Mina Loy, as well as Charlotte Mew and Alice Meynell whose  ‘Cenotaph’ and ‘Summer in England’ respectively inspired component parts of Jay Bernard’s luminous and formally inventive account of life for black people in the UK. Bernard’s sequence, written partly in Jamaican patois, evokes a particular light, a restless mood that intimates a precursory moment in history and includes an imaginary monologue from the activist Dr Harold Moody, who was local to Peckham, south London and founded the League of Coloured Peoples. This attention to local histories alongside wider diasporic geographies is shared by Trinidadian–British writer and musician, Anthony Joseph, who also sets part of his piece close to home: in this case a housing estate in south east London. ‘They are building/ a memory, a blue memorial/ putting up/ a plaque, consecrating the space where/ George Roberts lived’ he writes in ‘Pride’, the concrete poem that opens his sonically astute ‘Suite for the British West Indies Regiment’. Pride is an important word here, as is the notion of consecration: both of which are key thematics in Ishion Hutchinson’s ‘School of Instruction’ which operates as military log book and historical epic—reaching all the way back to the Middle Passage in its psalm-like, oceanic lament.
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