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  ‘“Mr Naipaul is an ‘East’ Indian Trinidadian with an exquisite mastery of the English language which should put to shame his

  British contemporaries.” Evelyn Waugh’s welcome for The Middle Passage in 1962 was generous and perceptive and true. V. S. Naipaul had indeed been a wondrous arrival on the

  English literary scene, as his dazzling early novels had already demonstrated. Since then he has established himself as one of the finest writers of his age, perhaps the greatest living British

  writer; a worthy successor to Waugh as supreme novelist and master of limpid prose.’
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  Preface




  IN 1950, just before my eighteenth birthday, I left Trinidad, where I had been born, to go to England. It was my hope to make myself a writer in

  England. It was a long shot, but miraculously (in my own eyes) it happened. My first book was published in 1957. Three years later there came an unexpected invitation from the government of

  Trinidad to revisit the island at their expense, to refresh myself with the local view. There had been a little political turbulence in Trinidad. It was soon to become independent, under the

  Prime-ministership of Eric Williams.




  Eric Williams, an academic, had become a name four years before, for the political-racial speeches he made at Woodford Square in central Port of Spain. Woodford Square was named after the first

  British governor of the island. He had been made governor when he was very young, in his twenties, and he was a reformer. He put an end to torture in the Port of Spain jail – until then a

  planter simply paid for his slaves to be flogged or maltreated in certain prescribed ways by the jailer (a Frenchman called Porto Rico or Bourrique) – and Woodford, to mark the change, had

  thick bronze letters (in the elegant Georgian style) manufactured in England, brought out to Trinidad, and placed over the entrance of the jail: Pro Rege et Lege, ‘for King and

  Law’.




  There was no link in people’s minds between Woodford the reformer and Eric Williams the emancipator. When I went looking one day for the Georgian lettering above the main gate of the jail

  I could find nothing. Woodford’s celebration of King and Law had been taken down because it was part of the colonial past. I was told it hadn’t been destroyed; it was hidden away

  somewhere, but no one knew precisely where.




  In 1960 Eric Williams was the supreme ruler of the little island. It was he who would have been behind the invitation to me to return to Trinidad for a ‘refresher’. The local

  nationalism Williams promoted was still at its romantic stage; it wished to stretch out to all elements of the multi-racial island. But in fact the idea of my refresher had been put to Eric

  Williams by C. L. R. James, widely known as a black Trotskyite, and less well known as a man of culture. I gathered, when I met James, that he had been following the monthly book reviews I did for

  the New Statesman. Williams wouldn’t have known or cared about that.




  In Trinidad now, on my refresher, I was invited to lunch by Eric Williams. This was an immense courtesy. Eric Williams was almost divine in the eyes of his admirers. He had published his

  doctoral thesis, Capitalism and Slavery, and this book, or the fact of its publication in the great United States, added to his myth; it was on the bookshelves of most educated people; even

  my father had bought a copy. It wasn’t an easy book to read; and it was hard to imagine local people turning to it for pleasure. But word had got around that Eric Williams had downplayed the

  role of the abolitionists in the abolition of slavery; his idea was that slavery had been abolished because it had ceased to pay.




  It was on topics like this that he lectured the Port of Spain crowd in Woodford Square, not shying away from difficulty, and so it came about that he was thought by his local admirers to be the

  second most intelligent or educated man in the world. He had power; he was immensely admired. Yet he lived simply. He was looked after by middle-aged black women; he felt safe with them; it was

  like an extension of his family life.




  He was small, unexercised and plump, with dark glasses. The lunch we had was simple and local, rice, fried fish, and fried plantains. His talk was of the various colonial regimes in the

  Caribbean area, and much of this was new to me. It was only later that I marvelled at the way we had been educated in Trinidad, knowing more about the larger metropolitan world, and almost nothing

  of what lay around us.




  It was during this lunch that Eric Williams put to me the idea of travelling in the region and doing a book about it. The travel would be paid for by the Trinidad government and I would be given

  a monthly stipend. It was all on a modest scale, nothing to frighten me (I would not be required to give accounts), and I was dazzled by the idea of the travel, with expenses paid.




  So, in the most frivolous way, I stumbled into the idea of the non-fiction book, the travel book. I had hardly thought about this as a form, and I thought at the lunch that the travel Eric

  Williams was asking me to do would be like a version of the various two-week jaunts I had done on the continent of Europe: new roads and streets, new cafés and restaurants, new newspapers,

  new cigarettes: pure pleasure. Everything, I thought, would hit me in the face, and I would be like a surveyor among many treasures.




  I decided to begin my Caribbean travel after Christmas and I decided to go to British Guiana first of all. I did so because at about this time I had met people who had been to British Guiana and

  were full of stories of the hospitality of the people.




  The people were hospitable. The only trouble for me as a writer, with the heavy duty laid on him by Eric Williams, was that I couldn’t see how to make a large narrative of this round of

  hospitality. These events made for bits and pieces of a journal. It seemed that to make a large story I might always be having to say, ‘And then,’ and then in the next paragraph saying

  it again. So very quickly I understood that to write this kind of book one had to be organized as a traveller. At its simplest, one had to make arrangements at the other end and – to make the

  bigger political or historical or social point – one had to travel as though travelling itself was a form of writing, one discovery leading to another. All the pleasant idle periods I had

  known so far in British Guiana I had to abandon as material – though those periods might in truth be thought of as part of the pleasure of travel.




  The reader of the pages that follow will see that the structure of the book I wrote was quite different from what I had imagined. I had to make a larger narrative of the material. So I wrote

  first of all of the journey out from England by steamship – and this enabled me to make points about the migration from the Caribbean to England. I had not intended to write about that

  difficult business at all. I found a second large narrative in my own life in Trinidad; and I found a third narrative in the politics of Cheddi and Janet Jagan in British Guiana: the colonial

  background, the Marxist or Communist overlay, the resulting mess. I could do no more in the way of large narrative after that; the reader will see that after that the book becomes broken and bitty

  at this stage.




  There was nothing I could do about that. I had not yet mastered, for the purposes of writing, the art of travel, the art which seems effortlessly to lift people and events from life to the

  printed page. I hadn’t yet discovered that this kind of travel, however natural it might appear, was in fact artificial; and the reader will understand why during the writing of this book the

  art of fiction seemed to me much more natural and rewarding.




  With all its flaws, however, the book is suffused with the writer’s delight in travel, and this delight is responsible for such virtues as the book has: the pace, the detail, the love of

  landscape, the people, the comedy. Fifty years after the writing some of the shipboard dialogue is still with me. And the still fresh memory of certain passages of landscape is like a blessing,

  bringing back youth itself: the openness of the savannah country of the Rupununi in Guyana, the cool streams of the Highlands with neatly cracked boulders (displaced by giants, as it seemed) that

  caused the mind (perhaps ignorantly) to play with geological ages.




  The book is also full of jokes, a young man’s jokes. They lighten the darker material that Eric Williams spoke to me about at lunch. Perhaps the comedy was too unsuited for the book Eric

  Williams had in mind. Perhaps Eric Williams, misunderstanding the nature of my work, as much as I misunderstood the travel form (so that here as elsewhere it might seem we met in a kind of mutual

  misunderstanding), perhaps Eric Williams felt let down by the writer to whom he had extended his patronage. His government scrupulously paid the expenses he had undertaken to pay. But he sent me no

  word about the book. At about this time he also quarrelled with his former champion, C. L. R. James, and eventually put the old man under house arrest. Whatever the personal conflicts, the reason

  for his mood of rejection might be that he, Williams, out of the very fullness of his power, and his clear view over time of its limits, had become bored.




  







  They were valued only for the wealth which they yielded, and society there has never assumed any particularly noble aspect. There has been splendour and

  luxurious living, and there have been crimes and horrors, and revolts and massacres. There has been romance, but it has been the romance of pirates and outlaws. The natural graces of life do not

  show themselves under such conditions. There has been no saint in the West Indies since Las Casas, no hero unless philonegro enthusiasm can make one out of Toussaint. There are no people there in

  the true sense of the word, with a character and purpose of their own.




  

    James Anthony Froude: The English in the West Indies (1887)
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  Foreword to the 2001 Edition




  In September 1960 I went back to Trinidad on a three-month scholarship granted by the government of Trinidad and Tobago. While I was in Trinidad the Premier, Dr Eric Williams,

  suggested that I should write a non-fiction book about the Caribbean. I hesitated. The novelist works towards conclusions of which he is often unaware; and it is better that he should. However, I

  decided to take the risk. The Trinidad Government paid for the travel.




  







  1. MIDDLE PASSAGE




  

    

      

        

          

            In the carriage with me were several gentlemen; officers going out to join their regiments; planters who had been home on business; young sportsmen with rifles and

            cartridge cases who were hoping to shoot alligators, &c., all bound like myself for the West Indian mail steamer. The elders talked of sugar and of bounties, and of the financial ruin

            of the islands.


          


        


      


    


  




  

    James Anthony Froude: The English in the West Indies (1887)


  




  

    THERE WAS SUCH a crowd of immigrant-type West Indians on the boat-train platform at Waterloo that I was glad I was travelling first class to the West

    Indies. It wasn’t an expensive first class. Ninety-four pounds, which might have bought cabin-class accommodation on one of the ships of the French Line, had got me a cabin to myself on the

    Spanish immigrant ship Francisco Bobadilla.


  




  Most of the people on the platform and many of those in the train were not travelling down to Southampton. But the compartment I got into remained crowded. One man with a Nat King Cole hairstyle

  was dandling a fat bonneted baby that was gift-wrapped in ribbons and frills, with a rubber nipple stuck like a gag and a final flourish in its drooping, dripping mouth. Two ladies with felt hats

  and pink stockings sat slumped against the window. They wore gauze-like dresses over satin petticoats of a fiery pink. The powder on their faces had dissolved in patches, and they crumpled tiny

  embroidered handkerchiefs in large shining hands. They looked constrained and unhappy. There were baskets with food and baby-supplies on the rack and on the floor.




  The man with the baby was talking to the man opposite him of the hardships of life in London.




  ‘Is like that Stork on television,’ he said. ‘Three out of five can’t tell the difference from butter. Three out of five don’t care for you.’




  He spoke in a slow, negligent way. The slumped women stared out of the window and said nothing. The baby, fat-cheeked, big-eyed, dribbled. London rolled away on either side of the railway

  canyon: the grimy backs of houses, the red tops of buses, the bright new advertisements, the signs on small shops, the men in white overalls on ladders: pictures that already felt like memories:

  the promised land from which we were already separated: the train just another of the morning noises.




  ‘Eh! I tell you about the foreman?’ He spoke easily; the train was not England. ‘One day he say, “Blackie, come here a minute.” I watch at him, and I say,

  “Good. I coming.” I went up and hit him baps! Clean through a glass window.’ He didn’t gesticulate. He was dandling the baby on his knee.




  In the baby’s basket one saw the things of England, a few minutes ago commonplace, now the marks and souvenirs of the traveller: the bottle of Lucozade, the plastic baby bottle (in the

  West Indies it would have been a small rum bottle), the tin of baby powder.




  ‘Baps! Clean through the glass window.’




  The ticket collector, tall and elderly, slid the compartment door open. On this train he was a foreigner, but his manner was neutral; he might have been on the Brighton train.




  ‘T’ank God, I didn’t have the monkey-wrench in my hand. I wouldn’t be sitting down in this train holding this baby on my lap today.’




  The ticket collector examined and clipped, and slid the door shut.




  From the next compartment a very tall and ill-made Negro stepped out into the corridor. The disproportionate length of his thighs was revealed by his thin baggy trousers. His shoulders were

  broad and so unnaturally square that they seemed hunched and gave him an appearance of fragility. His light grey jacket was as long and loose as a short topcoat; his yellow shirt was dirty and the

  frayed collar undone; his tie was slack and askew. He went to the window, opened the ventilation gap, pushed his face through, turned slightly to his left, and spat. His face was grotesque. It

  seemed to have been smashed in from one cheek. One eye had narrowed; the thick lips had bunched into a circular swollen protuberance; the enormous nose was twisted. When, slowly, he opened his

  mouth to spit, his face became even more distorted. He spat in slow, intermittent dribbles; and when he worked his face back in, his eyes caught mine.




  I felt I had attracted his malevolence. And thereafter I couldn’t avoid this Negro with the ruined face. I went to the lavatory. Our eyes met, twice. I went looking for a buffet car. I saw

  him. There was no buffet car. On the way back I saw him. Next to him sat a much smaller Negro, in a grey coat as well, with big blank eyes as lack-lustre as boiled eggs, long arms and long hands,

  clumsily clenched, resting on his knees. His trousers were too short and rose tightly inches above his socks, so that he looked like a boy who had outgrown his clothes. His mouth was open. In the

  same compartment there was another Negro with the physique of a wrestler, and two young white men, one fat, one thin, both bald, in new sports jackets and sharply-creased flannels.




  In my own compartment the baby was being fed. Its nose ran; its mouth leaked; it slurped and squelched and was frequently winded.




  ‘ “So you want rent?” ’ the baby-feeder was saying. ‘ “I tell you I ain’t paying any more than what I was paying before.” He say, “Blackie,

  I coming up to get my rent or to get you out of that room.” I watch at him and I say, “Good. Come up, bakra.” He come up. I give him one kick bam! He roll down the

  steps bup-bup-bup.




  ‘I pass round there last week. He gave up a big sign in green paint. Please No Coloured. In green paint. I tell you, man, is like Stork.’




  At Southampton there was a further thinning out of passengers. The man with the Nat King Cole hairstyle was only seeing off his wife and baby; he himself was remaining behind to face aggressive

  landlords and foremen and Please No Coloured signs.




  We were directed to one of the ocean terminal’s less luxurious waiting rooms, next to the railway sheds, in the gloomy recesses of which we could see the immigrants who had arrived that

  morning on the Francisco Bobadilla: a thick, multi-coloured mass herded behind wooden rails, and as silent as though they were behind glass. We stood at the doors and watched. No one stepped

  out of the travellers’ waiting room into the immigrants’ shed. There was interest, disapproval, pity and mockery in the gazes, the old hands sizing up the clothes of the new arrivals,

  clothes like those in which they had themselves landed some time before: thin white flannel trousers, sky-blue tropical suits, jackets with wide shoulders and long skirts, and those broad-brimmed

  felt hats, unknown in the West Indies yet de rigueur for the West Indian immigrant to Britain. Cheap cardboard suitcases were marked with complete addresses, all ending with ENGLAND in large letters. They stood motionless in the gloom; about them bustled dark-coated porters and railway officials; and there was silence.




  The Negro with the ruined face stood, tall and totem-like, in the centre of the waiting room. Beside him was the stunted Negro with the short trousers, long arms and big eyes; from time to time

  he swivelled his head, his eyes never changing expression, his mouth open and collapsed, his large clumsy hands loosely clenched. The fat Englishman gave a cigarette to the man with the ruined face

  and lit it for him. There was much solicitude in this gesture, and I wondered about their relationship.




  As yet we were subdued, as silent as the immigrants outside. But whispered rumours were beginning to circulate. Seven hundred, a thousand, twelve hundred immigrants had come on the Francisco

  Bobadilla. Two trains were taking them to London, from where they would make for those destinations written so proudly in those illiterate hands on their suitcases.




  

    ‘You wouldn’t want to travel with all them West Indians,’ the man at the travel agency had said. ‘Even the dockers are sick when they come off those

    ships. And it takes a lot to make a British docker sick.’


  




  The Francisco Bobadilla was indeed in an appalling condition. The crew had not had time to clean up after the seven hundred immigrants. Paintwork was tarnished, metal rusting. In my

  first-class cabin, so cramped that I could open my suitcase only on my bunk, there was dust and fluff everywhere. The water carafe was hazy with dirt; the hot water didn’t run; the lights

  didn’t work. I rang for the steward; and many minutes later such an old, fatigued man appeared that I regretted disturbing him. I mentioned only the lights and the dust. He argued; I

  insisted; I mentioned the hot water.




  ‘Luego, luego,’ he said.




  It was a more urgent word than mañana. When, some time later, I passed his cubby-hole, I saw him dozing on his chair.




  But there was an advantage. On this outward journey there were few passengers, and most of those who lined the deck rails as we moved down the Solent were travelling tourist. When the dinner

  gong went they disappeared to their canteen below decks. There were only nine first-class passengers, and we sat at three tables in one corner of the large shabby dining room.




  As he sat down, an elderly coloured man said, just to open the conversation, ‘A lot of these black fellers in Tobago are damn intelligent, you know.’




  We were in the West Indies. Black had a precise meaning; I was among people who had a nice eye for shades of black. And the elderly coloured man – a man, that is, of mixed European and

  African descent, with features and skin-colour closer to the European – was safe. There were no black men or women at the table. The coloured man’s wife was, we were told, Spanish.

  Correia was a Portuguese from British Guiana. And Philip, who came from Trinidad, where he had ‘a little business’, could have been white or Portuguese or coloured or Jewish.




  ‘A lot of those black fellers in B.G. ain’t no fools either,’ Correia said.




  The intelligence of black fellers in Trinidad and Jamaica and Barbados was assessed; and then they started groping for common acquaintances. It turned out that Correia and Philip had some, in a

  football team that had toured the West Indies in the 1920s.




  Correia was a small, bald man. He wore spectacles, had a sharp hooked nose and had lost his teeth. But he was once a goalkeeper. He had a booming voice.




  ‘You remember Skippy?’ he asked.




  ‘I can’t remember when last I see Skippy.’ Philip said.




  ‘Well, you not going to see him again. Son of a bitch catch a pleurisy and dead. Frankie and Bertie and Roy Williams. All of them dead like hell.’




  The waiter, middle-aged and mournful, couldn’t speak English.




  ‘But look at this, nuh,’ Correia boomed. ‘And I got to spend fo’teen days on this ship. Look here, man, look here. I want some tomatoes. You got that? Tomatoes. Having a

  lil trouble with the stomach,’ he explained to us. ‘Tomatoes. You got that? Me. Wantee. Tomatee. Me wantee tomatee. I don’t know where they pick up these people who can’t

  speak English.’




  The Spanish lady couldn’t talk Spanish; Correia himself couldn’t talk Portuguese. West Indians are English-speaking and when confronted with the foreigner display the language

  arrogance of all English-speaking people.




  A young couple from Northern Ireland and an English librarian sat at the next table. The librarian was distressed. She had been under the impression that the Francisco Bobadilla was a

  cruise ship and had booked for the round trip. She had just learned that we were going to the West Indies to pick up another seven hundred immigrants.




  When I went down I saw the old steward coming out of my cabin with brush and pan. He smiled and limped away. But the floor was still dusty; the balls of fluff were still under my bunk; the

  carafe was still dirty; the hot water didn’t run. I couldn’t complain, though: the lights were now working.




  

    Early next morning I was awakened by Correia. He had the cabin across the corridor from mine. He came into my cabin naked except for a pair of pants. He was without his

    spectacles; his little face was haggard; his beard had begun to sprout; his thin hair was disarrayed; and he was hugging himself.


  




  ‘Hi there, man. How you sleep? Lemme see a cigarette, nuh.’ He took one of mine and lit it. ‘You look as if you sleep well, you know. I had a hell of a night, boy. Didn’t

  want to wake you up earlier. Thought you would be sleeping. But I can’t open my suitcase. The one with pyjamas and soap and razor and Eno’s and every blasted thing in. You want to try

  it?’




  The canvas suitcase was bulging and taut; it was a wonder that Correia had managed to close it.




  ‘I try those blasted keys all how,’ he said, sitting on his bunk, while I tried.




  Eventually we opened it, Correia jumping on the suitcase, I turning the key.




  ‘Thanks, thanks, man. I hope I ain’t catch a cold, boy. You ain’t have a lil Eno’s or Andrews with you? Stomach giving me hell, boy. Went three times already this

  morning. Not one blasted thing. Is this damn mañana food. First and last Spanish ship you catch me on.




  And all that morning he padded up and down outside the lavatories, smoking, head bowed as if in meditation, tie slackened, spectacles half-way down his nose, hands in pockets. Whenever I went

  down he gave me a progress report.




  ‘It coming, it coming. I feel it coming.’




  By lunchtime, to add to his troubles, he was sea-sick.




  I reported this to the table.




  ‘He wake me up at five this morning asking for Eno’s,’ Philip said.




  The coloured man, Mr Mackay, said, ‘We have two madmen with us this trip. Black fellers. I was talking to their keepers this morning. White fellers. The British Government paying for them

  going out and coming back.’




  ‘I see them walking up and down,’ Philip said. ‘Is a funny thing. But you could always tell people who make it their business to keep other people lock up. They have this walk.

  You ever notice?’




  ‘You see how these black fellers going to England and stinking up the country,’ Mr Mackay said. ‘I mean, if a black feller want to get mad, he could stay home and get mad

  there.’




  They spoke of the telephone strike in Trinidad, which had been going on for some time. Mr Mackay said that the strike was a racial one. He spoke of this with feeling. Quite suddenly he was

  identifying himself with the black fellers. He was an old man; he had never risen to the top; superiors had always been imported from England.




  ‘Is these Potogees who cause the trouble, you know,’ he said. ‘They have their hands in the stinking salt-fish barrel and they are still the first to talk of nigger this and

  coolie that.’




  ‘I believe the ship has a list,’ Philip said. ‘Go up on the sun deck and see.’




  ‘I must say I don’t care for the look of those lifeboats. If anything happens we drowning like hell. As soon as we get to the Azores I am going to try to insure Mrs Mackay and myself

  against accident. I suppose you could do that sort of thing in the Azores?’




  ‘But you don’t know the language, Daddy,’ Mrs Mackay said.




  ‘Why, what they talk there? A sort of Potogee patois?’




  ‘Something like that,’ Philip said. ‘But I could help you with it.’




  ‘What, you know Potogee?’




  ‘We used to speak it at home,’ Philip said.




  So Philip was Portuguese.




  Mr Mackay fell silent. He stared at his plateful of Spanish food and looked unwell.




  Philip said briskly. ‘This Trinidad coming like a little America. All these strikes. All these hold-ups. You hear about that man the police catch with eighty-three thousand dollars in

  notes stuff up in a chest-of-drawers?’




  Mr Mackay spoke at length about getting insured at the Azores. And for the rest of the journey he was silent about Portuguese and others and spoke only of black fellers. It was a cramping of his

  style; but in the West Indies, as in the upper reaches of society, you must be absolutely sure of your company before you speak: you never know who is what or, more important, who is related to

  what.




  

    It was warm. The tourist-class passengers, who had for a day or two been battened down, it seemed, on the lower decks, emerged singly and in pairs and sunned themselves. The

    two lunatics came out with their keepers. The young Baptist missionary from the North of England, off to the West Indies on his first posting and travelling tourist out of a sense of duty, read

    large theological works and made notes. A Negro woman of about eighty, wearing sensationally old clothes, wandered about with cheerful inquisitiveness. She had left St Kitts to look for work in

    England; the rumour went round that the British Government was paying for her passage back.


  




  Because there were so few passengers the class divisions on the ship were ignored. An Indian butcher from British Guiana trotted round the first-class deck morning and afternoon. A tall handsome

  Negro, who spoke to no one, walked around the deck as well, for hours at a time, smoking a tiny pipe and holding a paperback called The Ten Commandments, the book of the film. This man,

  according to Mr Mackay, had had some mental trouble in England and was being sent back, at his own request, at the expense of the British Government.




  We all rooted among the tourist-class passengers and brought back stories.




  Miss Tull, the librarian, came back distressed. She had met a woman who had left England because she couldn’t get a room for her baby and herself. ‘The landlord just threw them out

  when the baby came,’ Miss Tull said, ‘and put up a big sign in green paint. No Coloured Please. Do you mean that in the whole of Britain they couldn’t find room for one woman and

  her baby?’




  ‘They’ve found room for quite a lot,’ Mr Mackay said.




  ‘I can’t understand it. You West Indians don’t seem to care at all.’




  ‘All this talk about tolerance is all right,’ Mr Mackay said. ‘But a lot of you English people forget that there is a type of black man – like the Jamaican – who is

  an animal.’




  ‘But this woman isn’t Jamaican,’ Miss Tull said, conceding the point.




  ‘A lot of these black fellers provoke the English people,’ Mr Mackay said, putting an end to the discussion. Like all good West Indians, he was unwilling to hear anything against

  England.




  My own encounter had been with a fat brown-skinned Grenadian of thirty-three. He said he had ten children in Grenada, in various parishes and by various women. He had gone to England to get away

  from them all, but then had begun to feel that he should go back and face his responsibilities. He thought he might even get married. He hadn’t yet decided who to, but it probably would be

  the mother of his last child. He loved this child; he didn’t care for the others. I asked why, then, he had had so many. Didn’t they have contraceptives in Grenada? He said with some

  indignation that he was a Roman Catholic; and for the rest of the journey never spoke to me.




  From our ventures among the tourist class we came back with stories, and sometimes with captives. Correia’s captive was an Indian boy called Kripal Singh from British Guiana, who so

  endeared himself to the company that he was invited to tea.




  ‘So handsome,’ Mrs Mackay said over and over. ‘So fair.’




  ‘This boy,’ Correia said, ‘comes from one of the best families in B.G. You never hear of them? Biggest people in the ground provision business. Singh Brothers, man. Singh,

  Singh, and Singh.’




  Kripal Singh looked correctly modest, his manner suggesting that what Correia said was true but that he didn’t want to boast. He was tall and slender; his features were fine, his mouth as

  delicate as a girl’s. He smoked with nervous elegance.




  ‘Tell me about your family, Kripal,’ Correia said.




  Kripal, bowing slightly, offered cigarettes. He was a little drunk. So was Correia.




  ‘They don’t grow the ground provisions, you know,’ Correia said, taking one of Kripal’s cigarettes. ‘They does only buy and sell. Tell them,

  Kripal.’




  ‘So fair,’ Mrs Mackay said.




  For the rest of the voyage Kripal remained attached to the first class, only sleeping with the tourists and eating with them. He could find no suitable drinking companions among them; and he

  shared a cabin with the British Guianese butcher, whom he detested.




  ‘The man s-say he went to England for holiday,’ Kripal said, recalled to the subject by the sight of the butcher running around the deck. ‘And he s-spend all s-seven weeks

  drawing dole.’




  Kripal himself had gone to England to study. This studying in England is one of the strange activities of West Indian youth, of well-to-do Indians in particular. It can last until early middle

  age. Kripal had studied deeply in England and the Continent until his father, alarmed at the expense, had summoned him home to the business and marriage. By travelling tourist Kripal was having his

  last subsidized fling; his studies were almost over.




  One morning, not long after we had left the Azores, I found Correia in a sparkling mood.




  ‘How, how, man? You is a son of a bitch, you know. You never tell me you was a educated man. Let we go and have a drink, nuh.’




  Correia had been lucky in me. He became sea-sick: I had Marzine pills. He had headaches: I had Disprin tablets. He developed a corn: I had Dr Scholl’s cornplasters. When he wanted to drink

  and couldn’t find Kripal Singh, he came to me. Drinking with him had its dangers. He drank rapidly and became drunk in a matter of minutes. And he seldom had money on him: he preferred to

  settle later.




  ‘You know,’ he said at the bar. ‘I had a damn good wash-out this morning. First try.’ This explained his mood. ‘You are a damn good writer, boy. Yes, man. I watch

  you at the post office in the Azores. Writing off those cards so damn fast I couldn’t even read what you was writing.’




  Philip joined us. He had been reading the Kama Kalpa in his cabin. I thought he had been reading the wrong book, but he said, ‘This Indian philosophy is a great thing.’




  ‘It is a great thing,’ Correia said, drunk already. ‘What is the first thing you going to do when you get back home, Philip?’




  ‘I think I have to see about insuring the car, first of all.’




  ‘I’m going to have a damn good purge-out with some Epsom Salts, boy.’




  Both Correia and Philip had married daughters in England, Correia’s daughter had been married not long before; Philip had just attended his daughter’s wedding.




  ‘You know what it makes a father feel to lose his daughter, Naipaul?’ Correia asked. ‘You know how he does feel when she cry out at the train, “Don’t go, Pa”?

  You don’t know, Naipaul. “Don’t go, Pa. Don’t leave me.” His one and only daughter.’ He beat his feet on the rung of his stool and burst into tears.

  ‘He don’t know, Philip.’




  ‘No, old man. He don’t know.’




  ‘Where your daughter living, Philip? Mine living in a kiss-me-arse place called Dudley.’




  Philip didn’t answer. He left the bar and came back some moments later with an album stamped on the white leather cover: The Wedding of Our Daughter. Philip was anxious about his daughter

  and now, looking through the album, recognizing the working-class faces, clothes and backgrounds, I understood why. What had been desirable in the West Indies appeared differently in England.




  Everyone seemed to be thinking about his children that day. The Mackays had left their son in England. Mr Mackay had made his last voyage; he would never see his son again.




  ‘He’s picking up all sorts of English habits,’ Mrs Mackay said with pride. ‘Everything for him is a “flipping” this and a “flipping” that. I just

  can’t keep up with his English slang and English accent.’




  Mr Mackay smiled, remembering.




  It is possible for an escaped English convict to be welcomed by the white community in Trinidad and set up in business. And the West Indian, knowing only the values of money and race, is lost as

  soon as he steps out of his own society into one with more complex criteria.




  

    The captain, an aristocrat in visage and bearing, invited no passenger to his table. He dined with his senior officers. I didn’t know whether this was Spanish naval

    etiquette or whether it was the etiquette of the immigrant ship. I think it was the latter. From the wireless officer and the purser, the only officers who permitted us to approach them, we

    learned that just before loading up with the West Indian immigrants we had seen at Southampton, the ship had taken several hundred Moroccan pilgrims to Mecca. Some of these pilgrims had died on

    the way and had to be thrown overboard; afterwards the ship had to be deloused.


  




  As England receded, people prepared more actively for the West Indies. They formed colour groups, race groups, territory groups, money groups. The West Indies being what they are, no group was

  fixed; one man could belong to all. A small group of Indians, dropping the competitive talk of London and Paris and Dublin and brilliant children studying in England, Canada and America, discussed

  the political situation in Trinidad. They spoke of Negro racism, and on the subject of miscegenation repeatedly wound themselves up to hysteria. The British Guianese Indians, among them a man who

  spent much of the voyage playing Monopoly and reading the first volume of Radhakrishnan’s Indian Philosophy, were less impassioned. Believing that racial coexistence, if not

  cooperation, is of urgent importance to the West Indies, I was disturbed by these Indian views and wanted to explore them further. But I had to drop out of the group because of the unpleasantness

  with Mr Hassan.




  Mr Hassan had lent me a copy of Time magazine. I had lent it to Philip (in exchange for his Kama Kalpa), and when on the following day Mr Hassan asked for his magazine, it

  couldn’t be found. Thereafter, four, five, six times a day, Mr Hassan asked for his magazine. He waited for me on deck. He waited for me before and after the film show. He waited for me

  outside the dining room. He waited for me in the bar. I bought him drink after drink. But he never relented. I promised to buy him a copy in Trinidad. But he wanted his particular copy of

  Time. I told him it was lost. That didn’t matter. He wanted his Time. After three days of this persecution I burrowed deep down into the tourist class and, miraculously, found

  someone who had a copy of the magazine. It was then, needless to say, that Mr Hassan’s own copy turned up. Mr Hassan’s main subject of conversation had been his wealth and his

  persecution, at the hands of government departments, customs officials, shipping companies, his wife’s family, his children’s teachers. From the depths of my heart I wished his

  persecutors greater strength and a long life.




  And one day there was very nearly a racial incident in the bar. It seemed that a group of tourist-class passengers, made restless by the long journey and the approach of their various native

  lands, and provoked by the comparative emptiness of the first-class bar, had decided to rush it. A group burst in that evening, singing. They came running in and bobbed up and down before the bar.

  They called loudly for drinks. The barman refused to serve them. The group, still bouncing abruptly stilled, their high spirits gone, stood silently in front of the bar for a few seconds. One man

  withdrew. The others followed him. They walked in a body down the deck, then back again. They stood in the doorway and muttered. At length one man left the group and, buttoning his jacket, walked

  up to the bar and said, ‘Gimme a pack of cigarettes, please.’ The barman handed over the cigarettes. The man looked at the cigarettes, surprised. For a second he hesitated. Then, with

  careless swinging steps, he strode out. The group, moral victory theirs, went running off to the tourist bar, singing loudly.




  And poor Miss Tull became more and more worried about her return journey. No one could console her. Philip suggested that she should abandon her sunshine cruise at Trinidad and fly back to

  England.




  ‘I’m not going to lie to you,’ Mr Mackay said. ‘When I saw that pack of orang-outangs getting off the ship at Southampton, I didn’t feel good. It was a damn

  frightening thing to see. You can’t blame some people for not wanting to call themselves West Indians.’




  ‘Angus always tells people he’s Brazilian,’ Mrs Mackay said. ‘He could pass for one too.’ Angus was her son, who spoke English slang with an English accent.




  

    * * *


  




  We were near St Kitts. A drink, a sunset as flamboyant as one could have wished, the Caribbees pastel-grey outlines around us, the waters where the navies of Europe acquired

  their skills in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries: it wasn’t enough to take our minds off the horror that was nearly upon us. That evening we would take on our first load of emigrants.

  St Kitts, the mother colony of the British West Indies, ‘the first and best earth’ (according to an inhabitant of 1667) ‘that ever was inhabited by Englishmen amongst the heathen

  cannibals in America’, today an overpopulated island of sixty-eight square miles, producing a little sea-island cotton, having trouble to sell its sugar, and no longer growing the tobacco,

  the first crop of the settlers, which Thomas Warner took back to England in 1625 to prove the success of his enterprise. The romance of its history – Warner and his Amerindian mistress, their

  son ‘Indian’ Warner – is buried. There are reminders only of the brutality of that history: the slaves shanghaied there, their descendants abandoned when prosperity went, and now

  their descendants, their belongings packed, their good-byes said, searching the sea for the black smokestack of the Francisco Bobadilla, prepared for another middle passage.




  It was night when we anchored, far out at sea. We saw nothing of St Kitts except the scattered lights of its capital. We looked for tenders; several lights deceived us. Nothing moved, except the

  headlamps of motor-cars.




  ‘Eh!’ Mr Mackay said. ‘They have motor cars here too?’




  Tourist class, first class, we were one now, lining the rail, watching the lights of the toy capital where people took themselves seriously enough to drive cars from one point to another.




  Mr Mackay, joining us later in the bar, reported that one of the lunatics had been taken off. A launch had taken him away with his keeper; the keeper had returned alone. Presently the keeper

  himself turned up in the bar. In spite of the gravity of his charge, he had come prepared for the tropical climate, and we had observed his degeneration from grey-flannelled, soft-soled official

  into red-shirted, sandalled cruise passenger.




  A commotion, and some shouts, told us that the emigrants had arrived.




  Part of the port deck had been roped off; the companion-way had been lowered. Bright lights made the deck dazzle, bright lights played on the black water. There they were, rocking in the water,

  in three large rowing-boats. Men sat on the gunwales and with long oars steadied the boats. Policemen had already come aboard. Tables had been placed just in front of the companion-way, and there

  the purser and his officials sat, consulting long typewritten sheets. Below, the boats rocked. We could see only white shirts, black faces, hats of many colours, parcels, suitcases, baskets. The

  men with the oars shouted occasionally, their voices dying quickly in the darkness. But from the passengers we heard no sound. Sometimes, for a second or two, a face was upturned, examining the

  white ship. We saw women and children, dressed as for church. They all looked a little limp; they had been dressed for some time. The lights played on them, as if for their inspection. Beyond there

  was darkness. We picked out suits, new broad-brimmed felt hats, ties whose knots had slipped, shining faces.




  ‘They could at least have brought them out in launches,’ Miss Tull said. ‘At least in launches!’




  The tourist class looked down, chattering, laughing whenever a rowing-boat struck the side of the ship or when an emigrant tried to get on the companion-way and was turned back.




  Presently they started coming up. The companion-way quickly became packed, a line of people from ship to boat. They looked tired; their clothes were sweated, their faces blank and shining. With

  policemen on either side, they produced tickets and brand-new passports. Separated from them by ropes, we stood and watched. The blue-dungareed crew leaned over the rails, exclaiming at the beauty

  of black women and pointing; we had never seen them so animated.




  The deck became crowded. Passengers recognized an emigrant here and there.




  ‘What, you come back already?’




  ‘I just went up on a lil holiday, man.’




  ‘I think I would go up and try my luck. You see Ferdie or Wallace or any of them up there?’




  But most of them were subdued. One or two tried to duck under the ropes before presenting their papers. The tourist class, with sudden authority, bullied them back. The deck was choked with

  plastic bags in plaid patterns, brown paper parcels, cardboard boxes tied with string. The crowd grew. We lost sight of the purser and his table. The crowd pressed against the rope. One man with a

  blue suit, a slipped tie and a hat was jammed against me. He pushed his frightened, red-eyed face close to mine. He said hoarsely, anxiously, ‘Mister, this is the ship that going to

  England?’ Sweat was running down his face; his shirt stuck to his chest. ‘It all right? It does go straight?’




  I broke away from the group behind the rope and walked round to the starboard deck, where it was still and dark and silent, and looked at the lights of the island.




  ‘Well!’ someone said loudly.




  I turned to see a tourist. We had not spoken during the voyage.




  ‘The holiday is over,’ he said. ‘The wild cows are coming on board.’




  He spoke in earnest. And what was he, this tourist? A petty official perhaps, an elementary school teacher. The wild cows are coming on board. No attitude in the West Indies is new. Two

  hundred years before, when he would have been a slave, the tourist would have said the same. ‘The creole slaves,’ says a writer of 1805, ‘looked upon the newly imported Africans

  with scorn, and sustained in their turn that of the mulattoes, whose complexions were browner; while all were kept at a distance from the intercourse of the whites.’ On this ship only the

  Portuguese and the Indians were alien elements. Mr Mackay and his black fellers, the tourist and the wild cows; these relationships had been fixed centuries before.




  The emigrants were running all over the ship. They peered in at the window of the bar, stood in the door-way The ship was suddenly crowded. The first-class bar was the only place of refuge, and

  to it now came many of the tourists who had come with us from Southampton. No one objected. There were now only two classes: travellers and emigrants.




  The barman vented his rage on two small emigrant children who had drifted into the bar, still in their fussy emigrant clothes. He lifted the counter flap, shooed the young emigrants to the door,

  and, blind to their charm, lifted them firmly and with an expression of distaste out on to the deck.


  Sometimes for as much as three months at a time a slave ship would move from anchorage to anchorage on the West African coast, picking up its cargo. The Francisco Bobadilla would be only

  five days. It would go from St Kitts to Grenada to Trinidad to Barbados: one journey answering another: the climax and futility of the West Indian adventure. For nothing was created in the British

  West Indies, no civilization as in Spanish America, no great revolution as in Haiti or the American colonies. There were only plantations, prosperity, decline, neglect: the size of the islands

  called for nothing else.




  What are the points in the history of an island like Jamaica? ‘This isle,’ we are told in 1597, in A True Relation of the Voyage Undertaken by Sir Anthony Shirley, ‘is a

  marvellous fertil Isle, & is as a garden or store house for divers parts of the maine. We have not found in the Indies a more pleasant and holsome place.’ From that, to Trollope in 1859:

  ‘If we could, we would fain forget Jamaica altogether. But there it is; a spot on the earth not to be lost sight of or forgotten altogether, let us wish it ever so much.’ From Trollope

  in 1859 to the Ras Tafarian of 1959, who rejects Jamaica entirely and wishes to return to Africa, to a heaven called Ethiopia: ‘Jamaica was a nice island, but the land has been polluted by

  centuries of crime.’




  When Columbus put his ideas to King John II of Portugal in 1483, King John, telling Columbus nothing, sent a ship out into the Atlantic. Within weeks of the discovery of the New World in 1492,

  Columbus’s companion Pinzón, deserting, took the Pinta off on his own to look for gold in an unknown sea. And there, in the treachery of the Portuguese king, in

  Pinzón’s courage, treachery and greed, are all the elements of the European adventure in this part of the New World.




  There is a myth, derived from the Southern states of America, of the gracious culture of the slave society. In the West Indian islands slavery and the latifundia created only grossness, men who

  ate ‘like cormorants’ and drank ‘like porpoises’; a society without standards, without noble aspirations, nourished by greed and cruelty: a society of whose illiteracy

  metropolitan administrators continued to complain right until the middle of the last century; illiteracy which encouraged Governor Vaughan of Jamaica to suggest the placing of a collection of books

  in the English language ‘in the most conspicuous places where such of the gentry as are studious may always resort, since there is nothing more ridiculous than ignorance in a person of

  quality’; grossness to which traveller after traveller testifies and which made a seventeenth-century observer say of Barbados: ‘This Iland is the Dunghill whareone England doth cast

  forth its rubidg: Rodgs and hors and such like peopel are those which are gennerally Broght heare. A rodge in England will hardly make a cheater heare; a Baud brought over puts one a demuor

  comportment, a whore if hansume makes a wife for sume rich planter.’1




  How can the history of this West Indian futility be written? What tone shall the historian adopt? Shall he be as academic as Sir Alan Burns, protesting from time to time at some brutality, and

  setting West Indian brutality in the context of European brutality? Shall he, like Salvador de Madariaga, weigh one set of brutalities against another, and conclude that one has not been described

  in all its foulness and that this is unfair to Spain? Shall he, like the West Indian historians, who can only now begin to face their history, be icily detached and tell the story of the slave

  trade as if it were just another aspect of mercantilism? The history of the islands can never be satisfactorily told. Brutality is not the only difficulty. History is built around achievement and

  creation; and nothing was created in the West Indies.




  

    In the morning I was calmer. The emigrants had got out of their going-away clothes and were sitting in the sun in simpler, less constricting garments, so that the deck looked

    like a West Indian slum street on a Sunday. One or two of the women had even put on slacks; the cloth was new, not yet washed, and one could detect the suitcase folds.


  




  I fell into conversation with a man who was wearing khaki trousers, blue shirt and unlaced white canvas shoes. He was very big, with thick hands and slow thick speech. He was a baker. In a good

  week he could make thirty dollars. This I thought to be a very good wage in the West Indies, and I wondered why he had given up his job to go to England.




  ‘Look, eh,’ he said. ‘I ask God, you hear. I went down on my two knees and ask God. And I always do what God tell me. Don’t mind the Jamaicans gone and stink up England.

  I bound to get through. Morning and evening I does go down on my two knees and consult God.’ His eyes became smaller, fixed on the horizon, and he was slowly raising his enormous hands in

  what could have been a suppliant or a strangulatory gesture.




  I tried to change the subject to baking.




  He didn’t listen. In biblical language he spoke of his religious experiences and his colloquies with God. Then, breaking off, he asked, ‘You know Sloughbucks?’




  ‘Slough, Bucks?’




  ‘Is there I going. You think they have bakeries there? How much you think they would start me off at? Twelve pounds? Fifteen?’




  ‘I don’t know. You could bake good bread?’




  ‘With the help of the Lord.’




  He worried me. But many of the emigrants I spoke to had consulted God and He had advised them to throw up their jobs – no one I spoke to was unemployed – and go to Sloughbucks. In

  Sloughbucks wages were high. And once they made it clear that they were not Jamaicans, they would be treated with regard. Only Jamaicans were beaten up in race riots, and deservedly, for they were

  uneducated and ungrateful and provoked the English people.2




  The young Baptist missionary, with his collar on, worked hard that morning, explaining in what direction England play, where London was, and unscrambling the apocalyptic name of Sloughbucks. He

  drew innumerable diagrams of the London Underground, and advised one man against taking a taxi from Southampton to Sloughbucks.




  

    From the St Kitts Labour Spokesman (‘Sound Speech That Cannot Be Condemned’ – Titus ii, 8), 14 September 1960:


  




  

    

      

        Considerable difficulties throughout the reaping of the 1960 sugar cane crop came to an end last Monday morning when the Basseterre Sugar Factory gave the final signal

        that the mills at the factory have ceased grinding operations . . .




        Declining interest on the part of some workers became evident at the early stage of crops as (a) there is the possibility of migrating to the U.K. and (b) the obvious difficulty to recruit

        young agricultural workers in the Sugar industry . . . Without being seriously affected by the number which left for England steady production results were maintained down to April when at

        short notice managers were informed of the intention of workers to leave for the United Kingdom.




        Larger was the outflow in May and some estates were evidently in trouble to reap the total crop.




        The second year of the existence of the production Committee, establish [sic] by the Union and the Association, was somewhat disastrous as some managers disregarded the importance

        of the work of the Committee, and its full function therefore became fruitless. This however worked out to be detrimental to most of the estates as both managers and workers could not easily

        bridge some of the gaps in industrial relationships. It is on most of these estates that a substantial amount of cane remain [sic] unreaped last Monday . . .




        Two hundred and twenty-three workers were recruited from Barbados . . .


      


    


  




  

    OUR QUESTION BOX




    Is it true: That the complexed Estate manager who was concerned only with his monthly salary is now trying to accuse the Union for the 600 tons of unreaped cane?


  




  Encouraged by the example of the missionary, I went among the emigrants after lunch – they were fed at long tables, in relays: ‘Son buena gente, they are good

  folk,’ a member of the crew said – to find out what had made them leave St Kitts, what they hoped to find in England. I had no official position, no clerical collar, and I attracted the

  attention of the emigrants’ leader, a tall, high-bottomed brown-skinned young man.




  ‘Don’t tell him nothing,’ he said, running up, some of his flock at his heels. ‘Don’t tell him nothing. What he want?’




  He was an educated man. He travelled first. He spoke very quickly.




  ‘What you want? Why you discouraging the poor people?’




  He didn’t give me a chance to speak.




  ‘The poor people just come on board the ship and you discouraging them?’




  ‘I wasn’t doing nothing, and he came up and start asking me all sort of question. Why I was going to England and things like that.’ This was from the God-inspired baker.




  ‘Don’t worry with him,’ said the leader. ‘He is a propagandist.’




  This appeared to be a well-known word of abuse among the emigrants.




  ‘What happen, man?’




  ‘We pick up a propagandist.’




  ‘A propagandist?’




  ‘You come from Kenya, nuh?’ the leader asked. ‘I bet you you come from Kenya.’




  ‘He call me a nigger,’ a man said. (I had jotted down his details on the Labour Spokesman an emigrant had given me: $3.90 a day during the crop season, $2.82 during the slack

  season. His destination was Sloughbucks. He had not consulted God.)




  ‘What is this? What is this?’




  ‘A propagandist from Kenya called Boysie a nigger.’




  ‘He call me a nigger,’ Boysie said, his voice now touched with genuine hurt.




  ‘Well, this ain’t Kenya, you hear,’ the leader said. ‘I mad to get the boys to give you a ducking. The British Government send you out here as a propagandist, eh? Let him

  prove that he don’t come from Kenya?’
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