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Caribbean Contemporary Classics



Introduction


Over the last century, Caribbean authors, overflowing with stories about the life and society around them, have written many great and enduring works of literature. The Caribbean novels in this Caribbean Contemporary Classics collection were written from around the mid-1900s to the present day, and we are proud to publish them. They serve as unique and personal records and are also works of art, running parallel to what historians say about the region, and revealing to wider audiences the depth and brilliancy of generations of Caribbean writers.


The novels in this collection are re-issued in their original forms even though some words and phrases may seem derogatory in the eyes of modern readers. Some words have been partially redacted, but none have been removed. We acknowledge the sensitivities of persons who have experienced discrimination especially in the verbal form and would like to state without reservation that the publisher in no way supports discrimination against any persons or groups of persons by the publication of these works. As in all works of literature, the language used in these novels reflects the authors’ experiences and insights and forms an integral part of the text they set out to produce.


As the publisher, we have followed a number of principles in bringing these works to a wider audience. First, it is important to us to allow readers to interpret the authors’ words in the context of the story as a whole, reflected through the readers’ own experience, but without trying to dictate what that interpretation should be. Second, we respect the authors’ integrity and their intellectual property. Third, we believe it to be important to experience works of art from specific geographic and historical contexts in their original form. The choice, as we see it, is whether to publish the book or not, rather than whether to change its language or not. In the present series, we have opted to publish a series of books which we believe to be significant, valued and important parts of the canon. They are rich, engaging and luminous works, in the authors’ authentic voices, and we offer them to readers in the hope that they will delight, entertain and inform.
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INTRODUCTION





FOR A BOOK prepared in the early ’60s still to be in demand in the late ’80s seems extraordinary. But so it is with The Sun’s Eye: so much so that its publishers have requested a revised edition. Given the book’s content, its continuing vitality is not extraordinary at all. For, as one of the earliest school collections of work by West Indian writers it was able to draw on some of the very best writing from the region. Stories such as Timothy Callender’s An Honest Thief and Ralph Prince’s Sharlo’s Strange Bargain, poems such as Edward Kamau Brathwaite’s The Pawpaw and A. L. Hendriks’ An Old Jamaican Woman thinks about the Hereafter, extracts such as those from George Lamming’s In the Castle of My Skin and from Namba Roy’s Black Albino, first made available to a young readership through The Sun’s Eye, are now firm favourites in schools wherever West Indian literature is studied.


The Sun’s Eye’s long history began when I was teaching English to the first three forms of a girls’ secondary school in Jamaica. In the early ’60s, even with Independence so close, and with a fair quantity of good literature from Jamaica and the other West Indian countries already published, books by British authors alone were read in schools. This seemed to me unnatural, unfair and short-sighted: I wanted my students to be able to read stories and poems about people and places which they recognised, or experiences which were close to them. Also, I was myself an avid reader of West Indian writing, and wanted them to share my pleasure. I therefore read aloud to my students stories, poems, extracts from novels by West Indian writers which I thought they would like. Their response to this writing, their quickened interest in all that they then read, the improvement in what they then wrote – all this encouraged me to make a collection of West Indian writing for young readers in the region.


In this new edition I welcome the chance to make changes recommended to me by teachers, and to include work by younger and more recently-published writers. Here are the features of this new edition:




	
•  Again, both stories and poems are included, in the belief that they should be seen as a continuum of writing, and that poetry is not, as is sometimes feared, something strange and obscure. Stories and poems are now placed alternately, and in a new sequence.


	
•  More than half the original contents, including all the firm favourites, have been retained. Other stories and poems, found by students to be less immediately accessible and drawing a less vivid response, have been replaced by six new stories or extracts from novels, and seven new poems: by older writers whose writing was (unbelievably now) not represented here before – Louise Bennett, Mervyn Morris, Earl Lovelace, and by younger writers – Michael Aubertin, Hazel Campbell, Lorna Goodison, Fred D’Aguiar, Clyde Hosein, John Robert Lee, Grace Nichols, Olive Senior.


	
•  The inclusion of Louise Bennett’s poem and Olive Senior’s story signals the breakthrough in permitted language forms. When I first submitted The Sun’s Eye for publication in 1962, it was rejected because some of the writing was in ‘dialect’. By the time of publication in 1968, dialogue in ‘dialect’ was permitted, but no work written entirely in what was still considered a debased language form. Now that attitudes to language have been sensibly revised, and that much of the good new Caribbean writing is in ‘nation language’, more such writing has been included.


	
•  There are still no introductory notes, but there are – in response to persistent demand – three or four questions on each piece of writing: questions which first test surface comprehension, then provoke a search for deeper meaning, then stimulate an oral or written response to the writing.


	
•  As before, the notes on the contributors have been written, or updated, by the authors themselves. The aim is to let the writers speak directly to the students, so that they seem accessible and real, and so that their writing is shown to be part of their lives, rooted in the particular. In response to comments by teachers, authors have attempted to describe the occasion and context of each piece of writing.


	
•  These ‘Notes about the writers’, and the questions, are deliberately not placed beside each story or poem, but at the back of the book. This continues the accepted style of The Sun’s Eye, where the writing itself is uncluttered by notes, in the hope that the students’ response may be fresh and direct. The questions follow the order of the contents, with a page reference; the ‘Notes about the writers’ are in alphabetical order by author.





Each time I return to the Caribbean – my most recent visits were in 1981 and 1986 – I meet teachers who say their students have enjoyed and benefited from using The Sun’s Eye. This new edition is dedicated to them: for keeping faith with the concept of the book, and for making this new edition possible.


Again, as before, I must thank many people: the writers, especially those who have been in the book from the start, and who have so kindly agreed that their work should continue to be in it; the teachers, who have advised and encouraged me: Veronica Jenkin initially, and more recently Liz Gerschel and Dorothy Noel, who have given me many specific suggestions on the contents, and given practical help with the questions. I thank in particular Edward Kamau Brathwaite for his creative interest when the book was first put together, Mervyn Morris for his valuable help with preparing the new edition; and Arthur Seymour for his long-standing encouragement, and for permission to take my title from his poem, ‘For Christopher Columbus’:




In the vast Atlantic


The sun’s eye blazes over the edge of ocean
And watches the islands in a great bow curving
From Florida down to the South American coast.





And finally, warm thanks always to my pupils at Westwood High School, Jamaica, and the late Dorothy Parsons, then headmistress, without whom The Sun’s Eye would never have come into being.


Anne Walmsley


London 1987
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HYMN TO THE SEA





Frank A. Collymore


Like all who live on small islands


I must always be remembering the sea,


Being always cognizant of her presence; viewing


Her through apertures in the foliage; hearing,


When the wind is from the south, her music, and smelling


The warm rankness of her; tasting


And feeling her kisses on bright sunbathed days;


I must always be remembering the sea.


Always, always the encircling sea,


Eternal: lazylapping, crisscrossed with stillness;


Or windruffed, aglitter with gold and the surf;


Waist-high for children, or horses for Titans;


Her lullaby, her singing, her moaning; on sands,


On shingle, on breakwater, and on rock;


By sunlight, starlight, moonlight, darkness:


I must always be remembering the sea.


Go down to the sea upon this random day


By metalled road, by sandway, by rockpath,


And come to her. Upon the polished jetsam,


Shell and stone and weed and saltfruit


Torn from the underwater continents, cast


Your garments and despondencies; re-enter


Her embracing womb: a return, a completion.


I must always be remembering the sea.


Life came from the sea, and once a goddess arose


Fullgrown from the saltdeep; love


Flows from the sea, a flood; and the food


Of islanders is reaped from the sea’s harvest.


And not only life and sustenance; visions, too,


Are born of the sea; the patterning of her rhythm


Finds echoes within the musing mind.


I must always be remembering the sea.


Symbol of fruitfulness, symbol of barrenness,


Mother and destroyer, the calm and the storm!


Life and desire and dreams and death


Are born of the sea; this swarming land


Her creation, her signature set upon the salt ooze


To blossom into life; and the red hibiscus


And the red roofs burn more brightly against her blue.


I must always be remembering the sea.
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CATCHING CRABS





George Lamming


BOY BLUE LEFT us and crept towards the crabs, approaching them from the back. Crab-catching was a pastime which we used to test our speed as well as lightness of touch. After heavy rains the village was often invaded by crabs, large blue-black creatures sprawling stupidly here and there to get their bearings. The men and boys came out in droves with sticks and pokers and traps of every description. Children and women screamed when they saw the catch. Sometimes it yielded hundreds of crabs, and the boys and men who had trapped them made a prosperous business. Even those who had condemned crab-catching as a dirty sport bought them. They were delicious if you prepared them well. But these crabs that leaned uncertainly on the slope of the shore were different. They were very small and decorous, like cups and saucers which my mother bought and put away. You couldn’t use them for drinking purposes. They were too delicate and decorous. These little crabs had that quality. Small, enchanting bits of furniture with which the shore was decorated. You wouldn’t eat them although the meat might have been as delicious as that of the big village crabs, which were ugly and gross in their crawling movements.


Boy Blue didn’t really want to eat one of these. He wanted to catch them as a kind of triumph. He could show what he had done after spending so many hours on the other side of the lighthouse. Catching things gave us little boys a great thrill. Sometimes we shot birds and carried them exposed in the palm of the hand. Everyone could see what we had done, meaning what we had achieved. It was like talking to the fisherman, or climbing a mountain which no one had hitherto dared ascend. The thrill of capturing something! It was wonderful! Boy Blue looked like a big crab crawling on all fours, and he made us laugh with the shift and shake of his slouching movements.


The crabs dropped their eyes and remained still. It was always very difficult to tell what a crab would do. Sometimes they would scamper wildly if you were a mile away, and at other times they would crouch and bundle themselves together the nearer you approached. They seemed to feel that they were unseen because their eyes were dropped level in the slot that contained them. Boy Blue lay flat on the sand with his hands stretched out full length. The crabs were trying to make a way in the sand. They had seen him but there was no great hurry in escaping. Perhaps the sand was their domain. They could appear and disappear at will while you waited and watched. His hands had them covered but there was no contact. The difficulties had only started.


When you were catching a crab with bare hands you required great skill. You had to place your thumb and index finger somewhere between the body and the claws of the crab. That was very tricky, since the crabs’ claws were free like revolving chairs. They could spin, it seemed, in all directions, and they raised and dropped them to make any angle. Hundreds of boys were squeezed time and again in their effort to trap the crabs barehanded. If you missed the grip, or gripped a minute too soon the claws had clinched you. And the claws cut like blades. You had to know your job. You had to be a crab catcher, as we would say.


A master at the art, Boy Blue considered he was. He had caught several in his time. The art had become a practised routine. It was simply a matter of catching them. In this art he carried the same assurance and command we had noticed in the fisherman. He lay flat with his hands pressed on the crabs’ backs. He was trying to gather them up all together. His thumb had found the accustomed spot between the claw and the body of the crab. The crabs were still but buckled tight, so that it was difficult to strengthen the grip. Sometimes they seemed to understand the game. They remained still and stiffly buckled, and when you least expected, the claws flashed like edged weapons.


The waves came up and the sand slid back. It seemed they would escape. If the waves came up again the sand would be loosened and they could force a way easily into the sand. Boy Blue had missed his grip. The wave came again and the sand sloped. Boy Blue slid back and the crabs were free from his grip. He propelled his feet in the sand in an attempt to heave himself forward. His weight pressed down. The wave receded and the sand shifted sharply. He came to a kneeling position and the sand slipped deeper. The crabs were safe. He threw his hand up and stood. The sand shifted under his feet and the waves hastening to the shore lashed him face downward. The salt stung his eyes and he groped to his feet. Another wave heaved and he tottered. The crabs! The crabs had disappeared. We could not understand what was happening. Boy Blue was laughing. It made us frightened the way he laughed. A wave wrenched him and now he was actually in the sea. We shivered, dumb. A wave pushed him up, and another completing the somersault plunged him down. He screamed and we screamed too. He was out of sight and we screamed with all the strength of our lungs. And the waves washed our screams up the shore. It was like a conspiracy of waves against the crab catcher.


We screamed and the fisherman came out from behind the lighthouse. We motioned him to the spot where we had last seen Boy Blue. There was a faint scream in the air. We could not understand how it had happened. We could not follow the speed of the fisherman’s movements. He had gathered up the net and tossed it in the sea over the area we had indicated. He hauled earnestly and the body of the net emerged with the strangest of all catches. Boy Blue was there. He was rolled up like a wet blanket. We were dumb with fright. He looked so impotent in the net. His eyes were bloodshot and his body heaved with a great flood of wind. He gasped and gasped, like a dog that had strained itself with too great speed in the chase.


The fisherman hauled him up the beach and emptied the net as if it contained a useless dead thing. He looked at Boy Blue with a kind of disgust. Boy Blue was like a fly that had buzzed too long. You slapped it down and were sorry that you made such a mess of your hands. You might have left it. But you couldn’t. It was unbearable. A necessary evil. The fisherman looked down at Boy Blue, unspeaking. There was no trace of what we could call bad temper. Just a kind of quiet disgust. Boy Blue sat silent, his teeth chattering and his whole body a shiver of flesh in the wind. We could not speak. We were afraid of the fisherman. The way he looked at us! He was like someone who had been sorry for what he did, and yet not sorry since he knew it had to be done. He looked so terribly repentant and at the same time there was an expression which we could not define. Under the marble eyes and the impenetrable stare there must have been something that cried out for life. He knew the catch was not a fish, but he hauled the net with the earnestness that could only have meant a desire beyond his control for the other’s survival. Now he looked so terribly penitent. We were frightened.


‘I should have let you drown,’ he snarled, and his voice held terror.


‘Thank you, sir,’ Boy Blue said, catching his breath. It was the first time Boy Blue had spoken.


‘By Christ, you should have drown,’ the fisherman snarled again.


‘You mustn’t say that,’ Boy Blue said. We were stunned by the impertinence of the words. But there couldn’t have been impertinence. Boy Blue was shivering like a kitten that had had a bath.


‘Why the hell shouldn’t I have let you drown?’ the fisherman shouted. It was the first thing he had said that made us think he was really human like us. The way he said it! He now looked angry.


‘Tell me,’ he snapped. ‘Tell me to my face why the hell I shouldn’t have let you drown?’


‘Cause if I’d drown I couldn’t have been able to tell you thanks,’ Boy Blue said. He was serious and the fisherman walked back towards the lighthouse.


The little crabs had appeared again. Boy Blue looked at them and as quickly looked away.


‘Don’t look that way,’ he said, and led us by the arms towards the other side of the lighthouse.


from In the Castle of My Skin
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BIRD





Dennis Scott


That day the bird hunted an empty, gleaming sky


and climbed and coiled and spun measures of joy,


half-sleeping in the sly wind way


above my friend and me. Oh,


its wings’ wind-flick and fleche were free


and easy in the sun, and a whip’s tip


tracing of pleasure its mute madrigal,


that I below watched it so tall


it could not fall save slow


down the slow day.


‘What is it?’ said my friend.


‘Yonder …’


      Hill and home patterned and curved


and frozen in the white round air


‘Yes, there,’ he said, ‘I see it – ’


                                                up


the steep sky till the eye


lidded from weight of sun on earth and wing!


‘Watch this,’ he said, bending for stones,


and my boy’s throat grew tight with warning


to the bird that rode the feathered morning.


‘Now there’s a good shot, boy!’ he said.


I was only ten then.


‘If you see any more be sure to shout


but don’t look at the sun too long,’ he said,


‘makes your eyes run.’
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AN HONEST THIEF





Timothy Callender


EVERY VILLAGE HAS a ‘bad man’ of its own, and St. Victoria Village was no exception. It had Mr Spencer. Mr Spencer was a real ‘bad man’, and not even Big Joe would venture to cross his path. Besides, everybody knew that Mr Spencer had a gun, and they knew he had used it once or twice too. Mr Spencer didn’t ever go out of his way to interfere with anybody, but everybody knew what happened to anybody who was foolish enough to interfere with Mr Spencer. Mr Spencer had a reputation.


Now, at the time I am speaking of, every morning when Mr Spencer got up, he made the sign of the cross, went and cleaned his teeth, and then left the house and went into the open yard to look at his banana tree. He had a lovely banana tree. Its trunk was beautiful and long and graceful, the leaves wide and shiny, and, in the morning, with the dew-drops glinting silver on them, it seemed like something to worship – at least Mr Spencer thought so.


Mr Spencer’s wife used to say to him, ‘Eh, but Selwyn, you like you bewitch or something. Every morning as God send I see you out there looking up in that banana tree. What happen? Is you woman or something? Don’t tell me you starting to go dotish.’


And Mr Spencer would say, ‘Look, woman, mind you own business, eh?’ And if she was near him, she would collect a clout around her head too.


So one morning Mrs Spencer got vexed and said: ‘You going have to choose between me and that blasted banana tree.’


‘Okay, you kin pack up and go as soon as you please,’ Mr Spencer said.


So Mrs Spencer went home to her mother. But, all said and done, Mrs Spencer really loved her husband, so after two days she came back and begged for forgiveness.


Mr Spencer said: ‘Good. You have learn your lesson. You know now just where you stand.’


‘Yes, Selwyn,’ Mrs Spencer said.


‘That is a good banana tree,’ Mr Spencer said. ‘When them bananas ripe, and you eat them, you will be glad I take such good care of the tree.’


‘Yes, Selwyn,’ she said.


The banana tree thrived under Mr Spencer’s care. Its bunch of bananas grew and grew, and became bigger and lovelier every day. Mr Spencer said: ‘They kin win first prize at any agricultural exhibition, you know, Ellie.’


‘Yes, Selwyn,’ she said.


And now, every morning Mr Spencer would jump out of bed the moment he woke and run outside to look at his banana tree. He would feel the bunch of bananas and murmur, ‘Yes, they really coming good. I going give them a few more days.’ And he would say this every day.


Monday morning he touched them and smiled and said: ‘They really coming good. I going give them couple days more.’ Tuesday morning he smiled and said, ‘A couple days more. They really coming good.’ Wednesday morning – and so on, and so on, and so on.


The lovelier the bananas grew, the more Mrs Spencer heard of them, all through the day. Mr Spencer would get up from his breakfast and say: ‘I wonder if that tree all right! Ellie, you think so? Look, you better go and give it little water with the hose.’ Or, he would wake up in the middle of the night, and rouse his wife and say, ‘Hey, but Ellie, I wonder if the night temperature ain’t too cold for the tree! Look, you best had warm some water and put it to the roots … along with some manure. Go ’long right now!’ And Mrs Spencer would have to obey.


One morning, Mr Spencer came in from the yard and said as usual, ‘Ellie girl, them bananas real lovely now. I think I going pick them in couple days’ time.’


‘Always “couple days”,’ she said, peeved. ‘Man, why you don’t pick them now quick before you lose them or something? You ain’t even got no paling round the yard. Suppose somebody come in here one o’ these nights and t’ief them?’


‘T’ief which?’ Mr Spencer said. ‘T’ief which? T’ief which?’


The truth was, nobody in the village would have dared to steal Mr Spencer’s bananas, for, as I have mentioned, he was a ‘bad man’.


Then, one day, another ‘bad man’ came to live in the village. He was the biggest and toughest man anybody had ever seen. He had long hairy arms and a big square head and a wide mouth and his name was Bulldog.


Everybody said, ‘One o’these days Bulldog and Mr Spencer going clash. Two bad men can’t live in the same village.’ And they told Mr Spencer, ‘Bulldog will beat you!’


‘Beat who? Beat who? Beat who?’ Mr Spencer said. He always repeated everything three times when he was indignant.


And Bulldog said: ‘Who this Spencer is? Show him to me.’


So one evening they took Bulldog out by Mr Spencer’s, and he came up where Mr Spencer was watering his tree and said: ‘You is this Mr Spencer?’


‘How that get your business?’ Mr Spencer asked.


‘Well, this is how. If you is this Spencer man, I kin beat you.’ Bulldog always came straight to the point.


‘Who say so? Who say so? Who say so?’


‘I say so.’


‘And may I ask who the hell you is?’ Mr Spencer asked. ‘Where you come from?’


‘You never hear ’bout me?’ Bulldog said, surprised. ‘Read any newspaper that print since 1950, and you will see that I always getting convicted for wounding with intent. I is a master at wounding with intent. I would wound you with intent as soon as I look at you. You wants to taste my hand?’


Mr Spencer didn’t want to, however. He looked Bulldog up and down and said: ‘Well, I ain’t denying you might stand up to me for a few minutes.’ He paused for a moment, and then said: ‘But I bet you ain’t got a banana tree like mine.’


He had Bulldog there. It was true that Bulldog had a banana tree, and, seen alone, it was a very creditable banana tree. But beside Mr Spencer’s, it was a little warped relic of a banana tree.


Bulldog said: ‘Man, you got me there fir truth.’


‘That ain’t nothing,’ Mr Spencer said. ‘Look up there at them bananas.’


Bulldog looked. His eyes and mouth opened wide. He rubbed his eyes. He asked: ‘Wait – them is real bananas?’


‘Um-hum,’ Mr Spencer replied modestly. ‘Of course they still a bit young, so if they seem a little small …’


‘Small!’ Bulldog said. ‘Man, them is the biggest bananas I ever see in my whole life. Lemme taste one.’


‘One o’which? One o’which? One o’which?’


Bulldog didn’t like this. ‘Look, if you get too pow’ful with me, I bet you loss the whole dam bunch.’


‘Me and you going get in the ropes over them same bananas,’ Mr Spencer said. ‘I kin see that. And now, get out o’ my yard before I wound you with intent and with this same very chopper I got here.’


Bulldog left. But he vowed to taste one of Mr Spencer’s bananas if it was the last thing he ever did.


Mrs Spencer told her husband: ‘Don’t go and bring yourself in any trouble with that jail-bird. Give he a banana and settle it.’


‘Not for hell,’ Mr Spencer said. ‘If he want trouble, he come to the right place. Lemme ketch him ’round that banana tree. I waiting for he.’


‘C’dear, pick the bananas and eat them all quick ’fore he come back and t’ief them.’


‘No,’ Mr Spencer said. ‘I waiting for he. I waiting. Let him come and touch one – just one, and see what he get.’


A few days passed. Bulldog had tried to forget Mr Spencer’s bananas, but he couldn’t put them out of his mind. He did everything he could to rid his thoughts of that big beautiful bunch of bananas which had tempted him that day in Mr Spencer’s yard.


And then he began to dream about them. He talked about them in his sleep. He began to lose weight. And every day when he passed by Mr Spencer’s land, he would see Mr Spencer watering the banana tree, or manuring it, or just looking at it, and the bananas would seem to wink at Bulldog and challenge him to come and touch one of them.


One morning Bulldog woke up and said: ‘I can’t stand it no longer. I got to have one o’ Spencer’s bananas today by the hook or by the crook. I will go and ax him right now.’ He got up and went to Mr Spencer.


Mr Spencer was in the yard feeling the bananas. He was saying to himself: ‘Boy, these looking real good. I going to pick them tomorrow.’
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