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ALL OUR JAMAICAS: A FOREWORD


INTERVIEWER: SHARON LEACH


SL: First things first, Jacqueline, I must say thanks for the commitment you have shown in conducting these interviews over the many years. What I want to know is this: when I asked you to do them, I was achingly aware that a newspaper in some metropolis would be able to commission you and financially compensate you for such a project. Why in heaven’s name did you agree to do this remarkable public service for the Observer?


JB: I guess there are several answers and not only one answer to this question. To begin with, I think one of the things I am always engaged with is writing my way back to the Caribbean, to Jamaica, and doing these interviews helps me to do just that. You see, one of the main things that these interviews have in common is all our engagements with the island of Jamaica, no matter where we are writing from. I am really fascinated to see how so many writers see this one place, even when we are spread out all over the world. So that is one reason to do this. A second reason, of course, is to engage with a Jamaican audience. I guess as someone who has lived longer outside Jamaica than I have lived on the island, I don’t want the two Jamaicas that exist for me to diverge too sharply: the Jamaica that I have in my head and the Jamaica that is there today. These interviews help me to keep the two (and more) Jamaicas in place. But more than that, I love the feeling that the work I do is appreciated, and you and the audience for these Bookends interviews have always let me know that these interviews were appreciated, and I was so happy about that. So that is another incentive. There is something to be said, too, for building an archive of interviews within Jamaica instead of outside the region. Finally, to be honest about it, I do not know too many publications here in the United States that would dedicate the kind of space to the far-reaching, wide-ranging interviews that Bookends does. You oftentimes dedicate the entire magazine to an interview. So those are some of the reasons why I do this.


SL: I find that you have grown into a formidable interviewer, dare I suggest one of the preeminent ones from the region. A Jacqueline Bishop interview, these days, has a certain cachet. What is it about the genre that you obviously love so much?


JB: My love of interviewing grows out of a love of reading and listening to a good interview and my training as well as an oral historian, which I did years back at Columbia University’s famed Oral History Program. I think when I am interviewing a writer I am always trying to understand a couple of things: to understand what went into the making of a body of work (and I always try to limit my interviews to a few pieces of work), even though, if you notice, I almost never interview someone who, as a writer, has published only one work. I have been around long enough to see so many people flame out so easily that I wait oftentimes to see what is going on first. That said, in an interview, I am trying to engage with and understand something about a work that I have in front of me. Consequently, I give the work a very close reading to come up with my questions. Next, I am trying to understanding something about the creator of that work and what they might be trying to say with this work. As a writer and visual artist myself, I know that a work can take you to all sorts of strange and surprising places, and it is those places that I am trying to get to in an interview and why I love the genre so much. Because it reveals the work and its creator.


SL: Following up on that question, I’ve read lots of interviews before, but there’s a quality about how you deal with your subjects that makes them so accessible, so human, and that seems to be the point of divergence from other interviews that range from pedestrian to unnecessarily academic. What in your opinion are the hallmarks of a great interview?


JB: I think it is all about what you see as the role of the interview, the purpose and audience for which you are conducting the interview. I see the role of the interview as both illuminating the author’s thoughts and shedding light on the author’s work. Saying that does not mean that this is an easy process, because some authors are resistant, sometimes unnecessarily so, and then there are a very few interviewees, a very few that I have met, who simply do not want to engage with the ideas in their work. But, overall, a great interview gives us insight into the author and the work that they have created. Now we need to pay careful attention here, because so many interlocutors see the interview as their chance to call attention to themselves. Yes, as I tell the students in my oral history class, an interview IS a conversation, but it is one in which you are trying to get the person you have chosen to interview to share THEIR ideas. If they ask you your opinion, I tell the students, feel free to go ahead and share your opinion; this is a conversation after all. But your interview is really in trouble if there is more of you in it than the person you are purporting to interview.


The other thing that I would say is this: An interview needs to adhere to all the forms of storytelling like a poem, a song, or anything else. There has to be a narrative arc in an interview. A clear beginning, middle, and an end, which people – ordinary people – can follow. Sometimes I am reading an interview and I get confused in it. I am reading one right now. Don’t know if I am up or down. No. You need a clear narrative arc. Finally, I want to say something about the language used in an interview. On the one hand, you cannot talk down to your subject, as if they are a simpleton or something. The very pedestrian language you are talking about and which often comes with the very pedestrian questions implicit in the questioning. What is your favourite colour? That kind of thing. I cannot begin to tell you how many times the women here have said about my interview questions, My goodness, I feel like this is the first time someone has taken me and my writing seriously. The other end of this is unnecessarily complex questions, what you call “academic” questions, which, in the final analysis, are really about the interviewer and their own anxieties. Anyway, I think I was lucky that my interviews were going to be published in a newspaper, and going to be read by a large swath of the public. That meant that I had to strike a balance: neither talking down to my subjects (and their audience) nor making things unnecessarily complex.


SL: You’re the definition of a multi-hyphenate. You’re a writer, a visual artist and academic. You seem able to effectively straddle the various genres, but, I’m wondering, is there a favourite? I have always told you your productivity is enviable. How do you find time to evenly distribute your time between your various interests?


JB: I often say that if someone were to wake me up at night and shake me loose, that poet would fall out first, followed by writer, and then visual artist, but I think those are only the art forms that I have practised longer and am consequently more comfortable in. At this point, there are no favourites, though some are more demanding than others. It is still the case that I can sit down at the computer and decide to write a fictional piece, and pretty much do it; while a poem is still something that I have to wait for. She shows up in her good time, Poetry, but the good thing is, when she does show up, Miss Poetry, she tends to hang around for a while so I never just get one poem, but several all at once; a bouquet. With the visual arts, I have to plan for that, or work through something, to figure out where I am going. That, incidentally, is something that all my art forms have in common: I never know from start to finish where they will end up. Time is often a consideration, and so I always relish the long school holidays, particularly the summer holidays, in getting things done. Interestingly enough, while I often devote large swaths of time to one project – I can get fixated on something for days or weeks at a time – I think it serves my interest to have multiple interests and preoccupations because I am fastidious and believe I would pick and pick one thing to death. So it is good to have several projects and things to move around.


SL: Growing up, did you envisage a career path in letters? If so, why? If not, what did you see yourself becoming?


JB: No, I did not envision a career at all in letters. Poetry, in fact, was going to be this thing that took care of me and would fill up these notebooks and it would be all mine. I was going to be a medical doctor… my big important and “serious” job in the world. Mind you, I could not do the sciences, and, frankly, had little to no interest in them. But I was going to be a medical doctor. You’d be surprised how long I carried on that charade. I just spent a day at the beach with a friend of mine from high school, and we got to talking about why our high school, which is one of the more prominent Catholic girls’ schools in Kingston, has not produced as many writers and visual artists as, say, St. Hugh’s High School (where I know you went to school, Sharon) did. One of the things that really stands out in these interviews is how many writers St. Hugh’s produced! I think the answer to why St. Hugh’s produced so many fine women writers, yourself among them, Sharon, with Lorna Goodison, Jean D’Costa and several others, is that fine library that Jean talks about in her interview and the emphasis placed on creative writing there.


But back to my friend and our day at the beach. As we were sitting and chatting in Far Rockaway, she told me how she was discouraged from becoming a teacher by the guidance counsellor, then discouraged from her second choice of career, which was a veterinarian; and then she said, OK, then, I want to be a medical doctor, and that pleased the guidance counsellor enormously and she was tracked as such. In my case, I was pushed to be a medical doctor and kept doing advanced maths, physics, chemistry and all sorts of things that I failed miserably at. Honestly, I should have been taking literature, art, needlework, all the things I loved. Plus, all those things would have been far more beneficial to my life these days, and I would have felt less like a failure. If you look at the school where I went to, Holy Childhood High School, we have been very good, excellent actually, in turning out women in the medical profession, women in business, law and education. We truly excel in those areas. But much less so in the arts, and I think it is where the focus and the emphasis is put. At Holy Childhood, at least when I was there several decades ago, those who ran the school then believed in you so much, and wanted so much for you and from you, that they made sure to let you know, arts and letters, and all the things considered traditionally “female”, were not going to limit you in any way shape or form. So much so that they weren’t even going to prepare you for any such thing in the first place. I think in this book of interviews, only Marcia Douglas and I, as writers, actually went to and graduated from Holy Childhood High.


SL: You were born in Jamaica. What was a young Jacqueline Bishop’s childhood in Jamaica like?


JB: I was born in Jamaica and lived on the island until my late teenage years. What stands out about my life on the island is some sharp contrasts and contradictions. Since we were renters, my family moved around a lot. As a child, I did not see much of my mother at all and was raised in large part by my grandmother. I have whole stretches of my life where I cannot recall my mother at all, but can always recall my grandmother. We lived in rented houses in many of the places considered garrison areas these days, and it was me, my grandmother, my older brother, and my aunts and uncles. My mother was a presence that would flit in and out. She, my mother, lived “uptown” and had another family, with my younger brother and his father. My father was a postman based at the Cross Roads Post Office and he would come and visit me when we lived on Penrith Road and he would always throw me up in the air and catch me. My father delighted in me and I delighted in him. The few times I saw her, I thought my mother was the most beautiful woman in the world because she was very dark-skinned and had a huge “souls” Afro.


My father, on the other hand, I still think of as the most handsome man, ever. Everyone falls in love with my father. My grandmother loved him to her dying day. Nights when my grandmother was washing I would lean into her side as she washed, and I believed myself to be one with my grandmother. In fact, my grandmother had two daughters who lived with us – Milva, who was slightly older than me, and Venice, who was a year or so younger than me – and I remember plotting how to get rid of these two girls so I could have my grandmother all to myself!


We lived for a long time, all of us, in an apartment on Penrith Road, where there was a school called Grantham College. Lord, the escapades that we children had at that place! But certain things come to mind so strongly. There was a tree that had blossoms that Venice and I would pick and comb the hair of those blossoms (the woman’s tongue tree); there was a large Lignum Vitae tree in that yard; and all around there seemed to be bush land. Large guinep and mango trees, and such. One time my brother, who seemed afraid of absolutely nothing in life, climbed the large guinep tree and the branch broke and he fell to the ground and was knocked unconscious. My grandmother ran around with him, sick with worry. I remember two white rabbits that we somehow had as pets, and a cherry tree in the neighbours’ yard that was full of ripe, red cherries, and I let my infernal brother talk me into going over the barbed-wire fence to pick de people’s cherries. De Chinese people next door where the cherry tree was based had large dogs and my brother started saying, de people coming, de dogs coming, and in hurrying to get back through the barbed-wire fence I tore up my leg and started crying. My older aunt Milva and my brother of course begged me to stop my crying and not say anything to Granny, but they were worried about the rust on the fence, and knew they had to do something about my leg. The solution they came up with was to open up and throw salt into the wound. Of course, Granny found out about the escapade, what with all the cow-bawling! Then there was the time my brother tricked me into eating bird peppers, saying that they were so pretty they must be sweet, and Granny chased him around the house to give him a good whipping! And on and on.


I remember going to several basic schools before I started out at John Mills All-Age School, and I must say I loved John Mills All-Age. I went there up until grade four or five when, on my first try, I sat and passed the Common Entrance examination for Holy Childhood High School. Two things stand out for me about John Mills: in the middle of the school yard, there were two elaborate gardens. One, a flower garden and the other a vegetable garden where I saw eggplants being grown for the first time. No one ate the big purple things, but they always appeared and seemed rather mysterious to me. There were jungle gyms and swings at that school, and the only thing I hated about John Mills were the bathrooms which were always filthy. I was very, very bright at John Mills. Very bright. Always did well in school there. Two teachers, Mrs. Brown and Mrs. Trowers, stand out in my mind. Mrs. Brown in particular, because I would finish reading all my school books so early that she would always give me additional books to read. I was ahead of everyone else. If I grew up to become a teacher, it is in large part because of those two women.


SL: You’ve lived most of your life in the United States, but you still think of yourself as Jamaican. Correct? Indeed, your writing, and even your painting, tends to reflect what I think is a sort of emotional and psychological conundrum about where, exactly, home is for you. The Italian critic Michela Calderaro noted of your recent By the Rivers of Babylon exhibition that your works “reflect the dichotomy of artists who live at a distance, both physical and psychological, from their birthplace”. Would you say that you are any closer to resolving that tension?


JB: Yes and no. I have lived long enough in New York that New York feels like home to me. My apartment where I have lived forever in Harlem is certainly home. I love it, and hate to be away from it. It is where I am always trying to get back to – even from Jamaica these days, because everything I want is there including my much-beloved cat, Dali. But you and I are close friends, Sharon, and when I talk to you – or my father – and you are in Jamaica, and I am away from Jamaica, I get nostalgic. The different fruit seasons are particularly hard on me. These days I find myself wondering if my nostalgia would be lessened if I lived somewhere like Florida, where so much of the fruits and the flowers and the landscape are the same as in Jamaica. I am forever and always, it seems, plotting my return to Jamaica, even though when I am there, there is so much colour/ class/ racial politics to drive me insane. And there are simple day-to-day inconveniences that I cannot see myself living with on a daily basis. A friend of mine, who is not exactly poor, was telling me about the recent shortage of medications for chemotherapy and for high blood pressure and diabetes on the island. My father, who lived through that unforgettable 1980 general election, finds the crime and murder rate on the island incomprehensible these days, and only escalating. To me, the level of crime and insecurity on the island is a public health crisis. I don’t know if I can take on all of that right now, by moving back “home”. So I will continue in my tenuous state.


SL: Of that same exhibition, the artist Margaret Evangeline had this to say: “Bishop’s performative-writing paintings are many things, among them luminous visual texts and personal reflections, especially about exile and memory (collective and personal), but they are, above all, political paintings on different levels.” Some artists shirk from that ‘political’ tag. Do you think of yourself as an artist, and for that matter, a writer, who is political? Is it possible to be an artist who isn’t?


JB: I think the underlying premise of your question is that it is not possible to NOT be a political writer and with this I agree. I see myself as a political writer. Politics imbues everything we do. Those moments when we say that we are not being political are when, I think, we are at our most political. I do think, though, that it is also true that our works, our creative works, can almost become didactic in their politics and the work can become more about the politics than about the craft, so I think we have to watch out for that, too. It is a delicate dance. Perhaps the politics functions best in a work when it emerges within the work than when it is foisted upon the work. What do I mean by this? It seems fashionable these days to say, I write the books I want to read. But I much prefer saying, I write the books that choose me to bring them into the world. The ones where the characters are, like, Hey, you, I choose you to bring me into the world. And I’m oftentimes, like, Go away, I want to sleep! I want to paint! I have other things to do! And the character is sitting on the bed, studying her nails, and looking back at me from time to time, and you know that no one is going to bed tonight, until you start listening to what this woman has to say. And still another way to look at it is this: In one of my workshops with Paule Marshall when I was in grad school, we were workshopping a story, and after we had all spoken, Marshall said, “But what about this fish tank in the story?” And we all were, like, the fish tank? Who cares about the fish tank? And she said, “Well, look at the fish tank and, when the man puts his hand in the fish tank to catch the fish, how big and distorted his hand gets. Isn’t it like the relationship this woman has found herself in with this man! Those big distorted hands in that fish tank? I think it’s all about the fish tank!” And suddenly we all saw it. The fish tank was the main image, the political image, in the story, but not even the writer had seen it. The politics was there, imbued within an image in the story, but it was organic to the story instead of foisted into the story.


SL: I know this will be difficult, but I have to ask anyway. One of the hugest influences on your life was your talismanic grandmother, who died about three years ago. Anyone who has read your work knows she was the great love of your life. Tell me, what has the adjustment been like, living and working in a space where your beloved granny isn’t there physically and psychologically to inspire and motivate you in your various mediums of endeavour?


JB: Why you want to make me cry, Sharon Leach? Why you want to do this to me? Have me talk about my grandmother? Losing my grandmother is by far the hardest thing that I have ever gone through in my life thus far. You know, a part of me still does not believe it. That she is gone. Not my grandmother! She is/was so larger than life for me. I get called on the fact, all the time, that I still speak of her in the present tense, and I still jump up out of my sleep at night thinking someone is coming to tell me that my grandmother has died. The way I describe my grandmother is that she was a woman who never saw a mountain she could not climb. My grandmother was a woman who would strip herself naked in a fight. She would give me the most amazing straightforward advice. I guess the long and short of the answer to your question is that I don’t believe she is gone. That is, of course, until I go to Nonsuch and I get to her house and it is empty. Or I have to drive past the cemetery, and I turn my head and look the other way, because the whole thing is too unbearable. I interviewed her before she died, so I have her voice recorded, but I just find it really hard to believe such a presence can ever be stilled.


SL: You’re a beloved professor, a master interlocutor, a formidable writer; you seem to have it all. What frontier is left for you to cross now? Why does teaching thrill you so much?


JB: Of course, I can think of all the ways I do not have it all. But why bore the reader with that? I doubt there’s anyone who ever feels that they have it all. Money in the bank would certainly help, that’s for sure! I have a dream of seeing some of my short stories made into films. That is certainly a frontier, a dream of mine. Regarding the question about teaching, I think what I love so much about teaching is how much you get to engage, over and over again, and touch the future. That is perhaps the best part about teaching. I teach undergraduates, who are often teenagers and young people coming from all parts of the world, and I think, oh wow, I get to see what the future will look like in ten or fifteen years. That really excites and thrills me. Another thing that really thrills me about teaching is how much I learn from my students. I think teaching is a two-way street: you learn at least as much from your students as your students learn from you. I have been teaching at NYU for decades now, and I am lucky in so far as I have students literally coming from all parts of the world to study at NYU, and so I get to see and understand and glean, if imperfectly, some of the forces at play in different parts of the world.


SL: Why did you choose to use the framing of “Creating a Cultural Imagination”; “Explaining Ourselves to Ourselves” and “Writing a New Jamaican Story” that you used in putting together this book of interviews?


JB: I think the framing came from the women in the book and the interviews themselves much more so than they came from me. I think, more than anything else, I was just lucky enough to spot the framing among the interviews. While the framing device did help in organising the interviews – in so far as I think that where I placed the women is how I see them operating within their writing – the borders among the framing devices are quite porous, and, in fact, what I first did in organising the book was to arrange women based on when they started publishing. The device of arranging interviews based on when the authors started publishing fell, oftentimes, in line with the themes that came up in the interviews, which again, I emphasise, is porous. But what I started to notice, as well, is that some interviews just seemed to be in conversation with other interviews. For example, based on when she started publishing, Opal Palmer Adisa, should be in the section “Creating a Cultural Imagination”, but what her interview was largely about – speaking clearly and directly about menstruation and female sexuality – was more in keeping with the work of Tanya Shirley and your work, Sharon Leach, and so she ended up in the section “Writing A New Jamaican Story”. Similarly, the ways in which Marcia Douglas utilises non-linear narrative in her work, I could see her in the section on “Writing a New Jamaican Story”, but in her interview, she spoke so powerfully about the Asian women’s experience that her interview fed right into Ann-Margaret Lim’s interview, so I ended up placing them next to each other. Similarly, Kerry Young’s interview could be placed in the section “Writing A New Jamaican Story”, but because of her detailed explorations of the Chinese-Jamaican story, I felt it spoke quite well to issues in Ann-Margaret Lim’s and Marcia Douglas’s interview and so it was placed in the section “Explaining Ourselves to Ourselves.” More than anything, I placed the interviews in order of how they seemed to be speaking to each other. So, the sections of this book are very porous, questionable and tenuous.


SL: Why the focus on female Jamaican writers?


JB: Well, why not the focus on Jamaican female writers? Why not hear what we/they have to say? Especially in the age of #MeToo. Though I have been conducting these interviews long before the #MeToo stories started coming out. I think oftentimes people forget how submerged women’s voices actually are in Caribbean literature. If we go back to the so-called “Golden Age” of Caribbean literature it is almost all male, and we seem now to be in another age where the main voices given space in Caribbean and Jamaican literature are male voices. There are complicated reasons for this, but they all in one way or another revolve around sexism and misogyny and the undermining of female voices and female creativity, and oftentimes other women are complicit in this. Class, as well, plays a powerful role in this. What women produce/ ed is oftentimes more easily discarded and seen as “less than”. In addition, a man and a woman can produce the exact same thing or a woman can produce this thing and it is overlooked and a man takes it, runs with it and wins a gazillion awards and is celebrated. Of course, there are enthusiasms and outbursts, where attention, and particularly lip-service, is paid to women’s creativity but it never seems to be in any sustained way. The serious producers, it seems to always be asserted, are the male producers. So much needs to be deconstructed and looked at. When will women’s writing and women’s work and women’s worth be “serious” enough? “Hard-hitting” and “enduring” enough? As much as those new masculinist traditions of today themselves are rife with anxieties! In this regard, the interviews of Christine Craig and the biographer of Eliot Bliss, Michela Calderaro, speak very eloquently to these questions. As Craig points out in her interview, so many men are quick to give empty lip service, but not much more, to women writers. Calderaro unpacks the various ways that Bliss was thwarted, over and over again, in seeking to get published and how she died leaving behind boxes and boxes of unpublished work. I am not so sure it is that much different for many Jamaican, and other Caribbean women writers today, than it was for Eliot Bliss, back when she was writing, so that is why the focus on female Jamaican writers.


SL: Where would you say that Jamaican writing is moving to these days? What were some of the interesting things and takeaways you found out in doing these interviews?


JB: Taking the second question first, I was surprised that Jamaica had an openly lesbian writer born on the island in 1903 and that she was white creole and that she wrote and published and lived her life fully as a lesbian. That was absolutely stunning to me. She knew Jean Rhys and influenced Rhys’s Wide Sargasso Sea. That is just a big W.O.W! Welcome home and welcome to your tribe and to this book, Eliot Bliss. Thank you, Michela Calderaro, for doing so much in returning her to us. I hope there will be reprintings of Luminous Isle, Saraband, and all the other works that Michela found. I hope that Michela’s biography of Bliss, which I had a chance to read in manuscript form and which is totally amazing, will, as well, find a publisher.


Sometimes small things open up into larger moments. For example, there was a small food store when I lived in the Bronx that had a section that sold Caribbean literature, and in this section I found books by Hazel Campbell, which I bought. I remember buying, for example, Tillie Bummie & Other Stories for my younger sister who at the time was a little chubby. Years later, I met Hazel Campbell and I was a little overwhelmed, because Hazel had lived so long in my mind as a writer. These days, I would say Hazel and I are friends and I adore that woman. Still, in her interview, it was surprising to know how much she loved music and song.


I think where I see Jamaican literature moving, as expressed in these interviews, is deeper and deeper engagement with various aspects of Jamaican history and culture. The women are staking out moments and places in Jamaican history and they are really examining those moments and those places quite forcefully. The interviews by the Jamaican women in the first part of the book, along with that of Pamela Mordecai are breathtaking in this regard. Pamela Mordecai, for example, rewriting atrocities in Thomas Thistlewood’s diaries. Ann-Margaret Lim engaging with the Jamaican Tainos. Millicent Graham talking to the great Grandy Nanny. Keisha-Gaye Anderson advancing alternatives to Christianity about a very Christian country! And all along Olive Senior and Lorna Goodison have been making of Jamaican history and culture, a muse, and introducing us to all kinds of fascinating Jamaican characters and historical moments and cultural practices.


For the women mainly in the last section of the book, there is a fresh new engagement with the female body and with a more urban Jamaica. These are women who are listening to sound systems and who enjoy going to dancehalls. They enjoy the pleasures of the body. Indeed, some of Tanya Shirley’s poems crack me up with laughter and outright self-identification. Tanya Shirley (like Opal Palmer Adisa and like you, Sharon Leach) is not at all afraid of sexual pleasure, and seems to relish it. Not in any kind of prurient or even self-conscious way, but as a fact of life. With you three, people live in apartments, some of these women are involved with other women’s husbands, they are using public restrooms and reading what other women write on these restroom walls, they are identifying with what these women have to say, all the while praying for rain because the place is so hot and there is a shortage of water! In the case of Patricia Powell, they have completely changed their gender in their writing and assumed a male identity, and they have assumed the responsibility of male damage, due to sexual abuse, onto themselves in their writing. For her part, Shara McCallum unapologetically celebrates women and revels in Jamaican patwa. The scope is hopeful, boundary-breaking and breathtaking.


I will end by saying, as a writer myself, doing these interviews, has been such a rewarding experience. Totally fulfilling. These interviews are not at all the end or even the sum total of Jamaican women writing these days. I see this as but a selection of Jamaican women writers writing today. When her interview was published in Bookends, Velma Pollard sent me a note that said, Jacqueline, these interviews are all like an ixora chain following behind each other. Velma will never know how much she made me cry when I read what she said that day as I thought, yes, Velma, these interviews are individual blossoms in a great big bunch of ixora flowers. Now, all because of Velma Pollard’s words, I will always see these interviews, each of them as individual chains in a great big bunch of ixora. I hope our readers will become part of our bright red ixora flowers.













FEEDING THE CULTURAL IMAGINATION
















NOVELIST JEAN D’COSTA BELIEVES IN FEEDING THE CULTURAL IMAGINATION
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JB: Jean D’Costa, it feels particularly wonderful for me, since I read and absolutely loved your books as a student in high school, to have this chance to interview you. For this interview, I want to focus on your two novels for young adults, Escape to Last Man Peak and Sprat Morrison. But before I do, I want to find out something about the writer of these books: Can you tell us about your childhood?


JDC: I was born on Jan 13th, 1937, at 20 Carpenter Road, Half-Way-Tree (now Kingston 10), in my grandmother’s vast four-poster bed: I was the last of three children for my schoolteacher parents. My aunt Lilla (Uncle Bob’s wife) and my grandmother Mumah (Mrs George Creary) were in attendance. I arrived squalling and quarrelling. Uncle Bob, my dad’s older brother, registered my birth: I was probably the sixth or seventh Creary baby born on Carpenter Road, and the last but one of some 25 grandchildren.


The small-farmer Crearys had moved to Kingston from Glengoffe in the St Catherine hills, in the 1920s; Uncle Bob, a sanitary inspector, and Aunt Lilla lived next door to Pupah and Mumah, who had a two-room cottage built by Pupah, a skilled carpenter/cabinetmaker. George Creary Sr died about two years before my time, but I have always felt close to him because every wooden thing in that cottage had been made by him: his work was exact, symmetrical, careful, and everyone remembered him as a kind and affectionate man.


I was not a wonderful baby: I cried and cried, ate very little, and visited doctors, but no one knew what was wrong.


My mother was an Anglican, so I was christened by Canon H.G. Lovell (Dad’s friend) at St Andrew Parish church in March 1937, and not at the Methodist church in which my father, George Lemuel Creary, had been raised. My given names were Jean Constance, and my godmothers were Mrs Edith Dalton James, my mother’s sister, and Mrs Espeut, Mamma’s friend from Shortwood College days; my godfather was a nephew of Mrs James, because this christening marked a major reconciliation with Aunt Edith and the James family: “Jean was the olive branch,” said my father in later years. He probably said it at the time, too.


By three months, I was stronger and less fretful, so Mamma took me home to Vaughansfield in St James, where Dad was principal of an elementary school run by the Anglican Church (and held in the church itself). My mother had taught there (1927-30), before she was married to Dad, so Vaughansfield has great importance in our family lore. They had returned there in December 1936 after four years in the rainy Saint Andrew hills, Mount James, where I was conceived and where I have always longed to live, so rich and romantic were the stories told me of the place we had come from, just before “my” time. There was no teachers’ cottage at Vaughansfield, so my family lived in the old rectory up the hill from the church. My father got us out of that house in about December 1938, because he considered it too dangerous: fierce thunderstorms were common, and he feared a lightning strike.


My first and deepest memories are of Vaughansfield, a place where government roads ended and the Cockpit Country began. These memories have never left me, even though I have changed, and the place changed, so that going back there did not recreate those first and glorious times.


My memory is cinematic and sensory: I see scenes that are completely lifelike, and sometimes the memories include the feel of the air, the wind, the light, textures of walls, windows, the flooring under my feet and hands, water in a bathtub, washing my face, sheets and scratchy blankets in bed, and a few smells, like the jasmine bush and its perfume at night. I especially remember things out of reach: doorknobs, towels on racks, tables, desks, shelves. Everything was so fascinating but so high up and far away, hard to reach. So were people.


My first memory is of sitting on the floor in a pool of golden afternoon light, wearing only a cloth diaper, and noticing that something clear and crystalline was flowing out from me and streaming away down the floor. It was the same temperature as me. Miraculous! I worked out that this mystery came from inside me, but how? Why? I couldn’t stand or walk, so I sat and admired, and wondered, until huge disapproving noises miles above my head stopped all thought, and a pair of hands as big as buckets picked me up. For years, I told no one about this memory, believing that everybody remembers such commonplace things! When I was in Kingston, aged about nine, I told Dad about it and he identified the house and the likely date (September 1937), and told me that very few people remember so far back in their lives.


I have other memories of crawling on the rectory verandah, going down its stone steps on hands and bottom, or of being pushed around on a tricycle by the Big Two (my sister Pansy and my brother Bobby), and not being able to reach things on tables, and studying big people’s feet, shoes, stockings, socks, toes, skirts, trousers, and listening to these people make regulated noises above my head that they said were praying and Bible reading, quite different from just talking.


When we moved over to Mr Sinclair’s house nearby (but lower down, safer), I could walk and run, but everything was still high over my head: the dining table, guinea grass down the hillside, most beds. I remember climbing over the rails of my crib bed one afternoon because I did not want to waste time sleeping when Life was going on. The floor was very far away, but I made it safely. Mamma was upset; Dad laughed.


Some vivid memories include Dad opening a newspaper full of huge black letters and saying, “They’ve gone and done it now.” That was September 1939: WWII.


The smell of Vicks Vaporub recalls black rainy nights when our nursemaid, Zenie, plastered it on my face to make me stop talking and go to sleep. And there was the two-day stay at MoBay hospital, never to be forgotten.


I loved the hills, roads, and fields of Vaughansfield, its changeable weather, the voices of people, the life around the school.


There are a great many vivid Vaughansfield memories: my suddenly refusing to sit beside my brother, because he had “whiteskin”, avoiding him for a week, and then suddenly switching, and refusing to sit beside my sister’s best friend, Patsy, because she was “black skin”. I was not punished: instead everyone seemed to be avoiding me, which was worse. It was like an illness that I could not stop, and then it went away by itself. The remarks about colour went on around me all the time: “A who him? Him a white man or him a backra?” “She favour coolie royal.”


“You come from my country?” This last from a Chinese shopkeeper to my sister. Unknown to our parents, we three used to introduce ourselves to strangers as “sister-brother-sister, same-father-same-mother”, for people expected to account for our non-resemblances, and we did indeed have the same two parents, unlike many people we knew.


As for all the gossip, the duppy stories, the tales of disasters near and far, the rumours of war: all settled on me like dye into cloth. And stayed along with the choral voices singing in the school, the first church goings and prayer meetings, and voices calling by night from the hills, with drums.


We stayed at Vaughansfield until December 1940, when we moved to Somerton, St James. World War II had begun to affect our lives, first through news of disasters such as Dunkirk, and then in threats to Jamaica itself. Dad and my mother talked to us, explained things, told stories of all kinds, loved jokes, and made sure we understood whatever happened to us or around us.


In both places I was surrounded by talk and storytelling. I heard and reheard accounts of my parents’ and grandparents’ lives, all kinds of family gossip and family history. These stories were so vivid that they became in some cases part of my memory, as if I were the little boy who ran all the way to the Chinese shop in January 1907, to find all the goods thrown on the floor, and everybody terrified of the earthquake. Some of my parents’ childhood stories have entered my fiction as part of the characters’ adventures.


I felt as if I had been alive since 1900!


The place also influenced me. Vaughansfield marked the end of government roads, and the beginning of trails into the Cockpit country. At Vaughansfield people talked about Maroons and rebels, and plotting uprisings, and though I did not know the names, the fever and passion of Jamaica 100 years before still lingered in the air. At Christmas, I heard children far and wide crying out, “Chrismus come but once a year! Hooray!” I did not know that this was the echo of the slaves’ only holiday, but I felt a poignancy and urgency in the re-echoing voices, and they have never left.


At Somerton occurred some of the most important literary/linguistic events of my life. We were read to constantly, and I was able to read by the age of four. I sat my first exam (a Sunday school exam at the Presbyterian church) in 1941, and passed. It was a lovely challenge. Words and stories simply stuck in my mind, burrowing deep and turning up when least expected. My conversation with adults was precocious and sometimes highly embarrassing for everyone except me. I asked questions nonstop. I studied people’s faces, bodies, dress, mannerisms, and behaviour. I remembered a great deal. My mother lived in terror of my remarks, questions and suppositions. She always answered my questions clearly and fully. I trusted her and told her everything.


The next great event came in about 1942, when I woke one morning with an acute toothache and a high fever. There was no doctor or dentist: I must wait two days to be taken to Montego Bay on the bus.


I sat at the dining table, weeping, with my swollen face, when my father came and sat in front of me. “Would you like me to tell you a story?”


I agreed, miserably.


He then began to recite. The rhythm and words were music, and soon the drama, tragedy and romance of Walter Scott’s famous The Lady of the Lake filled every space around us, blotting out the immediate world and lifting me far, far away into a fight for a homeland, into loyalties and betrayals, with fiery beacons raised on mountain tops, murder and revenge in a land of wild mountains and lakes, lonely glens, waterfalls and ruined castles, and Scots pursuing Scots across time and space. I was bewitched. Some 10,000 lines later, his voice relaxed, and ceased. I came slowly to myself. The sun now shone through the opposite, western window. It was no longer morning but early afternoon. The fever was gone; the pain was gone; my face was not swollen. I was not ill. I was well. It was like coming back from a long, vivid journey and seeing the everyday world again, with dazed surprise. The words had hypnotised me; transformed me; transported me. I was no longer quite the same person as before.


My father had a deep love of history and literature; his college books and his college memories were treasure troves. My mother also loved books: romances, adventures, tales about animals, family life, strange journeys. Both parents loved dramas, and they composed many school plays, pageants and rallies. Bible stories were everywhere.


Pilgrim’s Progress was a standard source of drama. I was surrounded with people making up scenery and costumes from whatever lay at hand. The Presbyterian Sunday school (1941-44) was a wonderful place for recitals, plays, and children’s activities. Nothing in Kingston ever met that standard!


My mother read us many novels, of which the most important, for me, was Victor Hugo’s Les Miserables. I now realise that this tale was so real to us that it became branded on my memory, as if I had been an invisible witness to all of its doings, and the ethical world it held up to us became the ethics of my family, and of my own self.


By December 1944, I felt completely formed as a mind and as a personality; all that remained was for me to go on learning.


So when people ask me, “Where did you grow up?” and I say, “St James,” it is true. Many very important events lay ahead of me, and I had lots to learn, but the main framework of my tastes, my mind, my ethics, my views of people and of myself were in place by the time I left St James in December 1944.


This sense was hammered home in December 1943, when my aunt Edith James tried to adopt me. She offered to take me over, send me to St Andrew Prep School (an expensive privilege!), and have me live with her at Lyndhurst Road in Kingston. My three cousins (all older than me by some ten to fifteen years) would be my home companions.


My mother was dead set against this. She recalled her unhappy time with the Jameses, but much had happened since 1927. My father laughed and said, “Let Jean decide.”


My sister was starting as a boarder at St Hugh’s High School in Jan 1944, so it was decided that Mamma, Pansy and I would all go to Aunt Edith’s in Kingston. Mamma settled Pansy at St Hugh’s and left for home. I had a week on my own in which to make up my mind.


The Jameses tried to make me happy. They wanted me to have Shirley Temple curls, but I despised Shirley Temple and curls. My hair needed plaits, not stupid curls! I rejected the fussy dresses they got me as foolish. I was not allowed to use the books in the bookcase. I could not go back into the bedroom once I was up and dressed. Adults were not to be approached unless in an emergency. There was no one to talk to except one boy next door, and he did not know very much. In those days, I preferred adults to children, because adults knew stuff, and children knew very little.


Aunt Edith was interesting but hardly ever at home. She took me to a bookstore downtown, and told me that I could have all the books I wanted off the shelf by the front entrance. I thought her magnificent! After chatting to the manager at the back, she came back to find that I had piled about fifty books on the floor: the shelves were quite bare. With some coughing she explained that she could afford only ONE book, and I should choose. I understood very well about money and the shortage thereof, so I put everything back except a lovely novel, Princess Charming, the first novel I ever owned, and one that I have read again and again through the decades.


At the end of the week I told Aunt Edith that she was too busy to have me around, for I had many questions and she had no time (I did not mention curls and Shirley Temple – I had some manners by then). We parted as good friends. A kind lady let me sit beside her on the country bus back to St James. I returned in triumph.


During these years, other important experiences changed me. My first movie (in 1941, I think) was the musical Rose Marie. The operatic music thrilled me even more than the romantic ballads like Indian Love Call. I fell in love with the stage, with opera and ballet, although I lacked the words for them, and no one else at home was interested.


I was also reading The Gleaner avidly, noting movies, movie stars, local news and most of all, war news and international news. The names of places and people rang music in my mind. Great horrible battles went on at Stalingrad, at Singapore, in Okinawa, at Kursk. One name was prominent: Field Marshal Timoshenko. I took that name, and so did many other Jamaicans, but I think I am the only female who did so. He was one of my heroes for years. The map of the whole world became depicted in my mind: for my mother loved maps and geography, my father loved history and ideas, and they were always ready to talk about such things. They talked to friends and people who came to see them on school and church business. Universal adult suffrage was a high point; everyone would vote in 1944. We knew all of the party songs. We even had a pet goat named Census. Country life was full of visiting, talk, and getting along with people.


My elementary schooling was as significant as secondary school. In January 1944, I began life in what is now grade four, where I stayed for two terms and then moved up to grade five. It was highly enjoyable. I loved my teachers but found most of my classmates boring. That changed.


In December 1944, we made the great move to Kingston, and I started at Whitfield Town elementary school (where my parents taught) in grade five. Then my first major educational disaster happened. Schools had exams at different times then, and at Whitfield we sat the annual exam in March. Alas, I passed. I was sent up to Grade 6 although I knew I couldn’t do the maths, and begged and begged to stay in Grade 5. No dice. My grasp of decimals and other mathematical concepts never fully recovered. The result would be long-lasting anxiety and many failures in maths at the secondary level. Apparently, I had come first, but that doesn’t mean that any of us children had really understood what we were being taught. If it was bad for me, what about the others? At that time, a faint sense of anxiety for the welfare of other children seeped into my mind, and never left. I did not have many friends among classmates, because they bored me. Children knew so little, and a lot of it was nonsense, so I went after books and adults. Yet it was these children who befriended me, who warned me, firmly and clearly, about the dangers of life in Kingston. The black-’eart man; the rich man in the flashy car, offering sweets; the big ole man offering anything. They explained what the strange limp rubber things were that sometimes appeared in the school after a weekend; they explained what these “rubbers” were for; they drew a cordon around the dangerous world of adults, and our world. I have been everlastingly grateful to them.


Thanks to all of these elementary school mates, I became conscious of people’s difficulties: of not being able to read properly; of being “passed up” through grade after grade; of not having the books, or the writing materials, or a new uniform, or good shoes that fitted; of sometimes not having enough to eat; of not going to the doctor for an illness; of putting up with trouble. And with all of this, they loved jokes, tales, games and plain mischief, in which I found myself able to assist. I discovered the heady joy of making children laugh.


In 1948, my best friend took me to the most private and serious place at school (behind the girls’ toilets) and said solemnly, “Jean Creary, you are the headmaster’s daughter and you are the WORST child at Whitfield School!” It was the nicest thing anyone had ever said to me.


It is in these days that my love of entertaining children began to grow. I told stories and listened to stories; I read to others; I made up games; I played tricks; I made people laugh; we all acted in plays; we shared novels; we went to special movie shows for schools (Pearl Buck’s Dragon Seed – it terrified me and stayed in my mind for years – Lassie movies; my heroine was Margaret O’Brien, tomboy, adventurer).


We went to hear Paul Robeson sing; we went aboard a British warship in Kingston harbour; we walked in military file to the Carib cinema and to Ward Theatre, and because these movies and shows were so rare, they blossomed in our minds.


The Children’s Library at Half-Way-Tree reconciled me to living in Kingston. By 1949, I had read the entire collection (a couple thousand?), some several times, and could recall the titles and authors’ names for several years to come. I now had favourite authors; favourite series; and always the hope for more. Anything in print simply begged me to read it. This was also the period in which I discovered the joy of study for its own sake, and I gladly read my parents’ college texts (except for mathematics); devoured (many times) the 12 volumes of Newnes Pictorial Knowledge (edited by Enid Blyton and others, designed for Grades 6 to 10); books about words and their origins; anatomy texts; and any other books I could lay hands on.


During the run-up to my second attempt at an island scholarship, Dad let me stay home for six weeks to study. This period was one of the best in my life, finishing worksheet after worksheet and rewarding myself with any of the textbooks lying around the house. I was alone at home (I paid no attention to either my grandmother or to our helper) and I read all day, and took breaks going fast on the swing on the guinep tree. My brother and sister (the only people I really enjoyed) were off at boarding school, but I missed no one: the books were more than enough.


Unknown to the parents, I borrowed pulp westerns from the 20-year-old fellow next door, and hid them under the mattress. They taught me melodrama, the uses of landscape, and dynamics of character. In summer 1947, I read my sister’s Senior Cambridge texts: Lord Macaulay’s Lays of Ancient Rome and Conrad’s Youth and Gaspar Ruiz. Once more I was altered by the experience. I did not mean to learn Horatius by heart: it simply happened, as if reading it was like being injected with a magical substance. Once heard in my mind, it could not be erased. The summer holiday took on strange and glorious echoes; I felt sort of drunk. The effect of Youth was similar, but different. I was ten, but the saga of the old ship on her last voyage, her strange and glorious death in brilliant fire, a flaming jewel in the Indian Ocean – all this passed into me and changed me. But Gaspar Ruiz, with its focus on mature married love and divided loyalties terrified me. Set in vast mountains, amidst violent revolution burns the violent love of hero and heroine. I was scared. And I was spending holidays roaming wild at Orange Valley estate in Trelawny, dreaming of finding Arawak or Spanish remains among ruined old sugar factories.


JB: Now, can you talk about your educational and early professional experiences? Where did you attend for your secondary and tertiary education? What were those experiences like? What did you study?


JDC: In January 1949, I left home for St Hilda’s DHS, a boarder at what was said to be the best academic school for girls in Jamaica (but St Andrew High School and Wolmer’s High School might differ). St Hilda’s came as a horrible shock. Brown’s Town was lovely, but St Hilda’s was a prison. Because I was bright, I entered a form with girls 18 months older than me, girls who had already done two years of geometry, algebra, Latin and French. I was supposed to catch up – without assistance. The kindly French teacher assigned me a “French sister”, for which (and to whom) I am eternally grateful. I discovered I could take geography instead of Latin, an easy option for me; but there was no solution to my ignorance in mathematics.


For the next three years, I suffered the anxiety and humiliation of constant failure in those subjects, knowing that failure in mathematics would deprive me of a School Certificate, no matter how good my other subjects might be. I could not let down my family, so from then on I studied during every single vacation.


I now had the lasting benefit of discovering what it means to fail. And what it means to get up each time and try again. From then, I began to spend every holiday studying. My sister was good at maths and helped me a little; my father was too busy and worn-out in those days to help. I worked alone, mostly. My mother encouraged me, and helped me with French vocabulary. It pained me to realise that I was getting an education far beyond hers. I felt I had to make up to her for things she had never had. She was very distressed at my unhappiness at St Hilda’s, and lent me her Jane Eyre. I read it every holiday from 1949 to 1953: the romance lacked conviction, the mad wife was no Jamaican imaginable, the missionary suitor was a cold jerk, but the school was very, very real, and Helen Burns was my ideal. Lowood was St Hilda’s.


St Hilda’s was snobbish, racist (although I did not understand or realise this aspect for many years), and full of cliques, “teacher’s pets”, and designated outsiders. In my first term, I realised that one of my dormitory mates, JM, was always alone during afternoon recess because she did not belong socially with the little white/light upper-class 10-year-olds in third form. I offered to read to her during recess: at her wish, I began with Julius Caesar. We got to Act 3 in about four days. The head mistress summoned me to her study, a terrifying matter.


Miss Norman was a shy, reserved English lady with a damaged throat: her speech was difficult and scratchy. She told me that St Hilda’s girls never had friendships save with members of their own forms, and that JM and I must not spend time together. I became coldly and bitterly angry with the injustice, especially for what it would do to JM’s isolation and loneliness. We were expected to sit or walk in twos and threes during free time and recess: I made sure to sit and walk alone thereafter. I felt eyes watching me, and I was glad. I became known as a most peculiar person who used long, strange words and was conceited. I had no real friends, but in my form I was the designated lookout for danger (teachers and Nurse) if the form decided that it needed privacy. I trusted very few people at St Hilda’s.


I also was astonished to hear the deputy headmistress informing some sixth-formers that “domestic work is soul-destroying: therefore, we have menials to perform such tasks”. They sat there and believed her, not noticing that the head parlour maid was standing right beside them, also listening. I guess that she read my face, for slowly, thereafter, that parlour maid went out of her way, discreetly, silently, to do small but very kind favours for me for the rest of my days at St Hilda’s. Later on, this included making sure that we sixth-formers ate up the last of the mistresses’ Sunday supper: cake, Jell-O with tinned fruit, sandwiches. Elvira had my back! Twenty years later when I visited the school, she was head of domestic staff, full of dignity and know-how. I will never forget the hug we exchanged. Meanwhile, my troubles mounted. One term I earned 2% on the geometry final. Mercifully, my first maths teacher won a scholarship and left for London. She was replaced by one of Jamaica’s best: Marjorie Thomas, later head of St Hugh’s High School, and a brilliant teacher. Miss Thomas had no pets; she made no jokes; she spoke very little; she explained superbly. She counselled each of us as to how to manage our skills in the subject, and our time of study, and in the exam itself.


From the teachers at St Hilda’s came my baked-in philosophy as a teacher: doing by and large the opposite of what they did.


Above all, respect the subject. It matters more than you or me. It will be alive when we are dead.


Have no favourites.


Never insult a student in front of others. Insults may be delivered in private, to best effect.


Surprise people with kindness. It works better and longer than rage.


Measure the energy and strength of each student and engage at that level, for best results.


Allow students to redo, rethink because that is when the subject truly takes root in them. Give sudden, unexpected extensions.


Remember that each one will see the material in a unique way, so listen to each viewpoint.


The subject matter is greater and of more value than any of us: we are conduits.


I got a respectable but not brilliant pass in Senior Cambridge at the age of fourteen. Thanks to being so young, I spent the next three years in sixth form at St Hilda’s; became a prefect; became Head Girl (I was really shocked at that); helped run the school during the polio epidemic of 1954; and survived the shock of my mother’s death in 1952 (I was fifteen) by reading all of Tennyson.


Those three years of leisurely study were fabulous. I took English literature; history; French; and art. I had three sets of classmates over three years, and I studied three different exam syllabi: 18th century British history; 19th century European history; the lives of Mazzini; of Garibaldi; of Napoleon. In English, ten Shakespeare plays and four of Chaucer’s Tales, as well as the General Prologue to the Canterbury Tales. In French – oh joy – the poetry of Hugo, Baudelaire, Verlaine, and others, with Molière, Corneille and Racine to balance things. I discovered Mallarmé and the Symbolist poets.


In afternoon recess, those days, I went with another sixth-former to St Mark’s church so that she could practise on the pipe organ; she played Bach and Handel while I read War and Peace. I was fairly drunk with words and books those days, even managing to read Anna Karenina in French, because I couldn’t find it in English. I even started Latin and enjoyed it immensely for one term, until the return of the deputy head from a term’s leave led to Miss Norman writing to tell my dad that students could not take subjects at the Senior Cambridge level if they were also sitting Higher Schools. Dad and I believed Miss Norman, and the classes stopped. In 1963 when I began teaching at the University of the West Indies, I happened to go to the offices of the Cambridge Overseas Examinations Unit and idly asked if this rule still held.


It had never existed.


Miss Johnson, angry because I took geography instead of Latin, and angrier because I did not become one of her satellites, had her revenge. I did not even know.


In December 1954, I left St Hilda’s, the Lowood of my life. After Christmas I discovered that I could return to school for a year and try for the Jamaica Scholarship. I was confident of being good at history and French, but unsure of English literature, even though I had always seemed to do best in English. St Hilda’s deputy headmistress had succeeded in making me unsure of English as my subject, even though my marks were as follows: English Literature (A+); history (A-); French (B+); art (A).


I chose to go to St Hugh’s, one of the most important choices of my life.


As a boarder in a small boarding house near the school, I found myself with two other sixth-formers in charge of about twelve younger girls. Our landlady matron had little idea of what to do, other than feed us and keep the place clean and tidy. So all of the discipline, advising, helping and caretaking fell to me, Hope M, and Daisy M. It was here that I became closest to and fondest of children as children. Escape to Last Man Peak may have been formed here, as a social unit. We looked after each other; the oldest of us checked on the health of the others; we were all friends. It was the opposite of St Hilda’s.


At school, it was wonderful. The teachers actually liked the children. Also, St Hugh’s had the best school library in Jamaica; here were all the Russian novelists, just waiting. St Hugh’s also followed a somewhat different curriculum. In English and European history I now studied the 16th and 17th centuries, a great boon ever after. The English literature teacher was a young, brilliant Englishwoman who lent us all sorts of novels. I read For Whom the Bell Tolls, and never recovered. I also read in astonishment The Secret Life of Salvador Dali, understanding nothing of orgasms or intrauterine memories, but finding him a vivid, drunken mind.


St Hugh’s gave me, in addition, a significant and lasting gift. I was due to take the University scholarship-entrance examination in March 1955. The headmistress, Mrs Landale, sent for me before she signed the form. She was very puzzled and troubled because I had listed French and history as my exam subjects, excluding English totally. When she asked me why, I said truthfully that I thought I was better at those subjects than I was in English. There was a long silence.


“But you got an A+ in English; your other subjects are good but that is stellar.”
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