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  Preface




  EVERY LITERARY FORM has its restrictions and its possibilities. The reader of the prefaces to the new editions will have noticed my learner’s

  attempts to move into fiction and then into non-fiction, to move especially from fiction to the travel book. In this book I revisit certain themes, to open them out in the way of fiction. Sir

  Walter Raleigh’s misadventure at San Tomé in Guyana can be reconstructed from the historical records, but this reconstruction is dry; and there is enough material to fill out another

  kind of narrative.




  And the same can be said of Miranda’s apparently idle year in Trinidad before his misguided assault on the Spanish Main. Historians tend to mention the year just like that, so that there

  appears to be a hole in Miranda’s story at this critical time.




  Miranda, canvassing support among governments and business people for his political venture, presented a picture of Venezuela as a county of oppressed noble people waiting only for his

  leadership. Venezuela was of course a racial mess, with its mulattoes, slaves and others, full of racial hatred, this hatred waiting to explode with a revolution. But Miranda could not have

  presented that picture of Venezuela to his patrons; this would have undone half his story. He especially didn’t know what to do with the slaves, and it was these people who gave him most

  trouble when the time came. His enemies could turn the slaves they controlled against him; and when he sought to undo that damage by enrolling slaves in his own army, he created much ill-will

  elsewhere.




  The situation in fact was beyond his management, and he very soon decided to leave the insurrection and to go back to England on a British ship, which was waiting on the coast. He took some

  portion of the Venezuelan treasury with him, and above all, he was concerned with the papers he had been amassing for more than thirty years. It is possible to say that these papers were his most

  valuable possession. He had had them beautifully bound in sixty-three volumes by the London firm of Dulau and they were in three boxes.




  In the confusion of his flight these boxes were mislaid and were lost to view for more than a hundred years, and all Miranda’s life was thereby lost. In the 1920s an American academic had

  the brilliant idea that during the uncertainty at Guairá, Miranda’s papers might simply have been put aboard the English ship and then would have gone into the possession of the

  English minister. The minister would have been Lord Bathurst; and sure enough in the Bathurst library in Gloucestershire the bound volumes were found, with everything as fresh as when Miranda had

  put them together. So this story can come to us.




  In the Gulf of Desolation, the Golfo Triste, as the Venezuelans called it, Miranda, the apostle of colonial freedom, was very nearly at the end of his own. He was soon to be a prisoner of the

  Spaniards and he would be their prisoner for three years until his death. It is an important part of his story. He was sometimes in chains, but that was the least of his griefs. The man who was so

  concerned with beauty and elegance was pursued in these last months of his life by one contagious disease after another; with one illness he haemorrhaged through the mouth.




  When at last he died the jailers took him in the clothes he was wearing and with his bedclothes to his grave. They then burned all his possessions.




  It gave me great pleasure to use my local knowledge to fill the gap and marry it to the rest of the historical narrative. It set the tone for the rest of the book. The stories in this book make

  a whole. They add depth to the historical narrative, though not always successfully. One of the themes touched on is immigration and the difficulty for the children of even successful immigrants to

  find spouses in the land of their adoption. This important point was missed by the reviewers. They hardly saw what was being said; they preferred instead to see it as an ironical point about El

  Dorado.




  And I should perhaps here state that the figure of Lebrun (‘On the Run’) is based – but only based – on the revolutionary C. L. R. James. The other figures

  (‘Passenger: A Figure from the Thirties’ – ‘Home Again’) are made up.




  So the book is a pleasing mixture of fantasy and fact, always based on knowledge, and I consider it one of my profounder works.




  





  

    

      

        

          

            

              And year by year our memory fades




              From all the circle of the hills.


            


          


        


      


    


  




  





  

    

      

        

          

            

              Till from the garden and the wild




              A fresh association blow,




              And year by year the landscape grow




              Familiar to the stranger’s child.
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  Prelude




  AN INHERITANCE




  I LEFT HOME more than forty years ago. I was eighteen. When I went back, after six years – and slowly: a two-week journey by steamer –

  everything was strange and not strange: the suddenness of night, the very big leaves of some trees, the shrunken streets, the corrugated-iron roofs. You could walk down a street and hear the

  American advertising jingles coming out of the Rediffusion sets in all the little open houses. Six years before I had known the jingles the Rediffusion sets played; but these jingles were all new

  to me and were like somebody else’s folksong now.




  All the people on the streets were darker than I remembered: Africans, Indians, whites, Portuguese, mixed Chinese. In their houses, though, people didn’t look so dark. I suppose that was

  because on the streets I was more of a looker, half a tourist, and when I went to a house it was to be with people I had known years before. So I saw them more easily.




  To go back home was to play with impressions in this way, the way I played with the first pair of glasses I had, looking at a world now sharp and small and not quite real, now standard size and

  real but blurred; the way I played with my first pair of dark glasses, moving between dazzle and coolness; or the way, on this first return, when I was introduced to air-conditioning, I liked to

  move from the coolness of an air-conditioned room to the warmth outside, and back again. I was in time, over the years, and over many returns, to get used to what was new; but that shifting about

  of reality never really stopped. I could call it up whenever I wished. Up to about twenty years ago whenever I went back I could persuade myself from time to time that I was in a half-dream,

  knowing and not knowing. It was a pleasant feeling; it was a little like the sensations that came to me as a child when, once in the rainy season, I had ‘fever’.




  It was at a time like that, a time of ‘fever’, during a return, that I heard about Leonard Side, a decorator of cakes and arranger of flowers. I heard about him from a school

  teacher.




  The school she taught at was a new one, beyond the suburbs of the town, and in what had been country and plantations right up to the end of the war. The school grounds still looked like a piece

  of a cleared sugar-cane or coconut estate. There wasn’t even a tree. The plain two-storey concrete building – green roof, cream-coloured walls – stood by itself in the openness

  and the glare.




  The teacher said, ‘The work we were doing in those early days was a little bit like social work, with girls from labouring families. Some of them had brothers or fathers or relations who

  had gone to jail; they talked about this in the most natural way. One day, at a staff meeting in that very hot school with the glare all around, one of the senior teachers, a Presbyterian Indian

  lady, suggested that we should have a May Day fair, to introduce the girls to that idea. Everybody agreed, and we decided that the thing to do would be to ask the girls to make flower displays or

  arrangements, and to give a prize to the girl who did the best display.




  ‘If you had a prize you had to have a judge. If you didn’t have a good judge the idea wouldn’t work. Who was this judge to be? The people we taught were very cynical. They got

  it from their families. Oh, they were very respectful and so on, but they thought that everybody and everything was crooked, and in their heart of hearts they looked down on the people above them.

  So we couldn’t have a judge from the government or the Education Department or anybody too famous. This didn’t leave us with too many names.




  ‘One of the junior teachers, very young, a country girl herself, fresh from the GTC, the Government Training College, then said that Leonard Side would make the perfect judge.




  ‘Who was Leonard Side?




  ‘The girl had to think. Then she said, “He work all his life in flowers.”




  ‘Well. But then somebody else remembered the name. She said Leonard Side gave little courses at the WAA, the Women’s Auxiliary Association, and people there liked him. That was the

  place to find him.




  ‘The Women’s Auxiliary Association had been founded during the war and was modelled on the WVS in England. They had a building in Parry’s Corner, which was in the heart of the

  city. There was everything in Parry’s Corner, a garage for buses, a garage for taxis, a funeral parlour, two cafés, a haberdashery and dry-goods shop, and a number of little houses,

  some of them offices, some of them dwelling-places; and the well-known Parry family owned it all.




  ‘It was easy for me to go to Parry’s Corner, and I offered to go and talk to Leonard Side. The WAA was in a very small building from the Spanish time. The flat front wall – a

  thick rubble wall, plastered and painted, with rusticated stone slabs at either end – rose up directly from the pavement, so that you stepped from the narrow pavement straight into the front

  room. The front door was bang in the middle of the pavement wall, and there was a little curtained window on either side. Door and windows had yellow-brown jalousies, linked wooden cross slats you

  could lift all at once and use an iron pin to close.




  ‘A brown woman was sitting at a desk, and on the dusty wall – dust catching on the unevenness of the plastered rubble wall – were Information Office posters from England. The

  Tower of London, the English countryside.




  ‘I said, “They tell me I could find Mr Side here.”




  ‘ “He over there, across the road,” the woman at the desk said.




  ‘I crossed the road. As always at this time of day, the asphalt was soft and black, as black as the oil-stained concrete floor of the big shed of a garage where the Parry buses were. The

  building I entered was a modern one, with grey-washed decorated concrete blocks mimicking chipped stone. It was a very clean and plain kind of place, like a doctor’s office.




  ‘I said to the girl sitting at the table, “Mr Side?”




  ‘She said, “Go right in.”




  ‘I went through to the inner room, and there I could hardly believe what I saw. A dark Indian man was doing things with his fingers to a dead body on a table or slab in front of him. I had

  gone to Parry’s Funeral Parlour. It was a famous place; it advertised every day on the radio with organ music. I suppose Leonard Side was dressing the body. “Dressing” – I

  just knew the word. I had had no idea what it meant. I was too frightened and shocked to say anything. I ran out of the room, and the front room, and got out into the open again. The man ran out

  after me, calling in a soft voice, “Miss, miss.”




  ‘And really he was quite a good-looking man, in spite of the hairy fingers I had seen dressing the dead body on the table. He was very pleased to be asked to judge the girls’ flower

  competition. He even said he wanted to give the first prize. He said that if we allowed him he would make a special posy. And he did, too. A little posy of pink rosebuds. Our May Day fair was a

  great success.




  ‘A year passed. Fair time came again, and I had to go again and look for Leonard Side. This time I wasn’t going to forget: I wasn’t going to the funeral parlour. The only place

  I was going to meet Leonard Side was the Women’s Association. I went there late one afternoon after school, about five. The little Spanish-style house was full of women, and in the inside

  room Leonard Side was doing things with dough, using those hairy fingers to knead dough. Using those fingers to work in a little more milk, then a little more butter.




  ‘He was teaching the women how to make bread and cake. After he had finished doing the dough, he began to teach them how to ice a cake, forcing with those hairy fingers coloured icing out

  of the special cones or moulds he had. He pressed on and then into the moulds with his hairy fingers, and out came a pink or green rosebud or a flower, which he then fixed with icing-flecked

  fingers on to the soft iced cake. The women said ooh and aah, and he, very happy with his audience and his work, worked on, like a magician.




  ‘But I didn’t like seeing those fingers doing this kind of work, and I liked it less when, at the end, with those same fingers he offered the women little things he had iced, to eat

  on the spot, as a treat. He liked offering these little treats. They were offered almost like a wafer in church, and the women, concentrating, ate and tasted with a similar kind of respect.




  ‘The third year came. This time I thought I wouldn’t go to Parry’s Corner to meet Leonard Side. I thought I would go to his house instead. I had found out where he lived. He

  lived in St James, quite near where I lived. That was a surprise: that he should have been so close, living that life, and I shouldn’t have known.




  ‘I went after school. I was wearing a slender black skirt and a white shirty top and I was carrying a bag with school books. I blew the horn when I stopped. A woman came out to the front

  gallery, bright in the afternoon light, and she said, “Come right in.” Just like that, as though she knew me.




  ‘When I went up the steps to the front gallery she said, “Come in, Doctor. Poor Lenny. He so sick, Doctor.”




  ‘Doctor – that was because of the car and blowing the horn, and the bag, and the clothes I was wearing. I thought I would explain later, and I followed her through this little old St

  James wood house to the back room. There I found Leonard Side, very sick and trembling, but dressed for a meeting with the doctor. He was in a shiny brass fourposter bed with a flowered canopy, and

  he was in green silk pyjamas. His little hairy fingers were resting on the satin or silk spread he was using as a coverlet. He had laid himself out with great care, and the coverlet was folded back

  neatly.




  ‘There were crepe-paper flowers in a brass vase on a thin-legged side table or vase-stand, and there were satiny cushions and big bows on two simple cane-bottomed bentwood chairs. I knew

  at once that a lot of that satin and silk had come from the funeral parlour, and was material for the coffins and the laying out of the bodies.




  ‘He was a Mohammedan, everyone knew. But he was so much a man of his job – laying out Christian bodies, though nobody thought of it quite like that – that in that bedroom of

  his he even had a framed picture of Christ in Majesty, radiating light and gold, and lifting a finger of blessing.




  ‘The picture was centrally placed above the door and leaned forward so much that the blessing of the finger would have seemed aimed at the man on the bed. I knew that the picture

  wasn’t there for the religion alone: it was also for the beauty, the colours, the gold, the long wavy hair of Christ. And I believe I was more shocked than when I saw him dressing the body

  and later when I saw him using the same fingers to knead dough and then to squeeze out the terrible little blobs of icing.




  ‘It was late afternoon, warm still, and through the open window came the smell of the cesspits of St James, the cesspits of those dirt yards with the separate little wood houses, two or

  three to a lot, with runnels of filth from the latrines, runnels that ran green and shiny and then dried away in the dirt; with the discoloured stones where people put out their washing to bleach;

  with irregular little areas where the earth was mounded up with dust and sand and gravel, and where fruit trees and little shrubs grew, creating the effect not of gardens but of little patches of

  waste ground where things grew haphazardly.




  ‘When I looked at those hairy fingers on the coverlet and thought about the house and the woman who had called me in – his mother – I wondered about his life and felt sorry and

  frightened for him. He was sick now; he wanted help. I didn’t have the heart to talk to him about the girls and the May Day fair, and I left the house and never saw him again.




  ‘It was his idea of beauty that upset me, I suppose. That idea of beauty had taken him to the job in the funeral parlour, and had got him to deck out his bedroom in the extravagant way he

  had. That idea of beauty – mixing roses and flowers and nice things to eat with the idea of making the dead human body beautiful too – was contrary to my own idea. The mixing of things

  upset me. It didn’t upset him. I had thought something like that the very first time I had seen him, when he had left his dead body and run out after me to the street, saying, “Miss,

  miss,” as though he couldn’t understand why I was leaving.




  ‘He was like so many of the Indian men you see on the streets in St James, slender fellows in narrow-waisted trousers and open-necked shirts. Ordinary, even with the good looks. But he had

  that special idea of beauty.




  ‘That idea of beauty, surprising as it was, was not a secret. Many people would have known about it – like the junior teacher who had brought his name up at the staff meeting, and

  then didn’t know how to describe him. He would have been used to people treating him in a special way: the women in the classes clapping him, other people mocking him or scorning him, and

  people like me running away from him because he frightened us. He frightened me because I felt his feeling for beauty was like an illness; as though some unfamiliar, deforming virus had passed

  through his simple mother to him, and was even then – he was in his mid-thirties – something neither of them had begun to understand.’




  THIS WAS what I heard, and the teacher couldn’t tell me what had happened to Leonard Side; she had never thought to ask. Perhaps he had joined the

  great migration to England or the United States. I wondered whether in that other place Leonard Side had come to some understanding of his nature; or whether the thing that had frightened the

  teacher had, when the time of revelation came, also frightened Leonard Side.




  He knew he was a Mohammedan, in spite of the picture of Christ in his bedroom. But he would have had almost no idea of where he or his ancestors had come from. He wouldn’t have guessed

  that the name Side might have been a version of Sayed, and that his grandfather or great-grandfather might have come from a Shia Muslim group in India. From Lucknow, perhaps; there was even a

  street in St James called Lucknow Street. All Leonard Side would have known of himself and his ancestors would have been what he had awakened to in his mother’s house in St James. In that he

  was like the rest of us.




  With learning now I can tell you more or less how we all came to be where we were. I can tell you that the Amerindian name for that land of St James would have been Cumucurapo, which the early

  travellers from Europe turned to Conquerabo or Conquerabia. I can look at the vegetation and tell you what was there when Columbus came and what was imported later. I can reconstruct the

  plantations that were laid out on that area of St James. The recorded history of the place is short, three centuries of depopulation followed by two centuries of resettlement. The documents of the

  resettlement are available in the city, in the Registrar-General’s Office. While the documents last we can hunt up the story of every strip of occupied land.




  I can give you that historical bird’s eye view. But I cannot really explain the mystery of Leonard Side’s inheritance. Most of us know the parents or grandparents we come from. But

  we go back and back, forever; we go back all of us to the very beginning; in our blood and bone and brain we carry the memories of thousands of beings. I might say that an ancestor of Leonard

  Side’s came from the dancing groups of Lucknow, the lewd men who painted their faces and tried to live like women. But that would only be a fragment of his inheritance, a fragment of the

  truth. We cannot understand all the traits we have inherited. Sometimes we can be strangers to ourselves.
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  HISTORY




  A Smell of Fish Glue




  ON MY seventeenth birthday I became an acting second-class clerk in the Registrar-General’s Department. It was a filling-in job, between

  leaving school and going away to England, to the university; and it was one of the most hopeful times in my life. The Registrar-General’s Department was in the Red House, in St Vincent

  Street. This was one of the first streets I had got to know in Port of Spain.




  I was a country boy, and still am in my heart of hearts. Only a country boy could have loved the town as I did when I came to it. This was in 1938 or 1939. I loved everything about the town that

  was not like the country. I liked the paved cambered streets and even the open kerbside gutters: every morning, after they had done their sweeping and gathering, the street-cleaners opened the

  water hydrants and flooded the gutters with fresh, clear water. I liked the pavements. Many of the houses had decorative fences of a particular style, with a big carriage or cart-gate at the side,

  usually of corrugated iron, and an elegant small gate in the middle, leading to the front door. These front gates were of stiff patterned wire within a tubular frame and with a metal arabesque at

  the top. Sometimes they had a bell. I liked the way the pavements dipped outside the big side gates (to let in the carts or cars to the yards, though very few people had cars). I liked the street

  lamps; the squares with their trees and paved paths and benches; the routine of the town day, from the street-cleaners’ brooms in the early morning, to the newspaper being thrown on to the

  front steps, to the horse-drawn ice-cart in the middle of the morning. Port of Spain was small, really, with less than a hundred thousand people. But to me it was a big town, and quite

  complete.




  My father was my guide to the city in the very early days. One Sunday afternoon he took me to the city centre and walked me down two or three of the principal streets. Sunday was such a quiet

  day that you could – for the sake of doing something unusual – get off the pavement and walk in the street itself. Frederick Street was the street of the big stores. More interesting to

  me was St Vincent Street. At the lower end, near the harbour, it was the street of the newspapers, the Trinidad Guardian and the Port of Spain Gazette, facing one another. My father

  worked for the Guardian. It was the more important and more modern paper. From the pavement you could see the new machines, the big rollers, the big unwinding ribbons of newsprint, and you

  could get the warm smell of machines and paper and printing ink. So, almost as soon as I had come to the city, this new excitement, of paper and ink and urgent printing, was given to me.




  Later I got to know the higher or upper parts of the street. The tailor who made trousers for me had his shop in St Vincent Street. My father took me there one day. The tailor’s name was

  Nazaralli Baksh. His shop faced west and was shaded from the afternoon sun by a white canvas blind hanging vertically over the pavement. His name was painted on this blind. He was a small, slender

  Indian man, standing some way inside his shop, perhaps because of the sun. He had a fined-down face, with dark shining eyes set in darker sockets, and with his thin hair brushed back flat: a severe

  man, friendly to my father, but more matter of fact with me than I expected adults to be. I expected adults who had been properly introduced to me to be a little awed by me, and my

  ‘brightness’. The thin tape measure hanging round Nazaralli Baksh’s neck was like part of the severity of his appearance.




  I don’t know how good his tailoring was; but this introduction made him the man I thought of as ‘the tailor’. I thought of no one else as a tailor in quite this way; every

  other tailor in Port of Spain seemed to me counterfeit. I understood at some stage that he was a Mohammedan. This didn’t at first make him less close; but then, with Indian independence, and

  the religious partition of the subcontinent, the idea of difference began to attach to him, though I never stopped going to him for my clothes. It was Nazaralli Baksh who made the clothes I took

  with me when I went away to England.




  I heard later that a lot of his work was for the local police force; he made uniforms for them. For us who were his fellow Indians this would have been part of Nazaralli Baksh’s legend and

  success. Police Headquarters were just across the road from his shop. It was an important Port of Spain building. It was distinctive, with a high grey wall of stone and rubble. Later knowledge told

  me that it was a British colonial building in the Victorian Gothic style. At the time that rough grey front wall and those pointed reddish arches in the open galleries at the back seemed to be just

  what you would expect to find in Police Headquarters.




  A small town, a small street; but it took time to know. I had no interest in the law or lawyers, for instance, and for many years I paid no attention to that part of the street, opposite the

  courts, where the lawyers were. Then one day I went to the ‘chambers’ – quaint word – of a famous black lawyer.




  This happened quite late, shortly after I had left school. I had been successful at school; it was known – people took an interest in these things – that I had won a scholarship and

  was going to go abroad soon. The lawyer’s son had been right through school with me, and one day he said he wanted to take me to meet his father. We went to his father’s chambers. These

  chambers were in St Vincent Street and occupied the whole of a very small house, a real Port of Spain miniature from the Spanish time. It would have been one of the earliest residential houses,

  built perhaps in the 1780s, not long after the city had been laid out. I suppose a number of these early houses were as small and squashed as they were because only short stretches of the streets

  had been made up; bush and plantations would have been quite close.




  The little front room of the chambers was full of black people, ordinary people, sitting very close together on two benches, bench facing bench across bare floorboards. The slats of the

  jalousies of the little front window were coated with dust from the street; you could see on the distempered walls where over the years the people on the benches had rested shoulders and heads. The

  people I saw were as silent and patient as people waiting for free medicine in a Health Office. Bright eyes, shining faces, reverential expressions: black people coming to one of their own, not

  minding the discomfort and the stillness and the wait, and not resenting the young boy who, just arrived, simply went into the inner room where the great man was. The atmosphere of the narrow

  little waiting room was new to me.




  In the more open, cooler room at the back the lawyer was in shirtsleeves, with his lawyer’s jacket on a hanger. The lawbooks and old folders with old papers, the general scruffiness of the

  chambers, the worm-eaten boards of the partition, made the lawyer’s profession seem a very dull one: it was hard to imagine that anything done in this room could generate real money.




  I didn’t know what to say to the lawyer, after the courtesies, which went on for a while. And he seemed equally at a loss; he seemed content just to look at me. I myself had a wish to look

  below the desk at the lawyer’s shoes. His son had told me, years and years before, when we were both in the fourth or fifth standard at the elementary school, that you could always tell a

  gentleman by the way he kept his shoes.




  My friend didn’t help with the conversation. His manner had altered in the inner office. He had become very much the son, the family treasure, the person who didn’t have to try. He

  seemed now to be more interested in finding a cold drink. He was very casual with the great lawyer.




  The lawyer was famous for his first name, which was Evander. And all I could think of, at this artificial moment, was to ask how he had been given it.




  He said, ‘My father worshipped education. It was his way of giving me ambition. He was not an educated man. But he was born in 1867 or 1870. That’s a long time ago for us. If you

  look it up, you’ll find the name in Homer. Book four or book five.’




  It was surprising, that this famous man hadn’t gone into his unusual name, didn’t know that the name came from Latin and Virgil, and had simply tried to bluff me. He was a self-made

  man. He hadn’t had anything like a formal education; all his energies had gone into his profession and making his way. But this flaw in his character, so casually revealed, was worrying.

  While I was getting used to that new idea of him, he was taking the conversation, by ways I cannot reconstruct, to something else.




  The moment came when he leaned back in his Windsor chair, thrust his big white-sleeved forearm across the table, in a gesture of strength, and said, with a smile, and as a kind of pledge,

  ‘The race! The race, man!’




  The black race, the African race, the coloured races: I suppose that was what the lawyer meant, and that was why I had been brought to his chambers.




  I looked at his son. His face registered nothing, as though he hadn’t heard what his father had said and hadn’t noticed the gesture he had made.




  I didn’t believe that, didn’t believe that blank face. At the lower end of St Vincent Street I had years before smelt paper and ink and warm printing presses, and certain fantasies

  had come to me. In this back room of the chambers, with the jalousie-strained light, were other fantasies, subterranean emotions that had to be hidden from the light of St Vincent Street, from the

  colonial reality of that street.




  This was in the late 1940s. Few black people at that time could see a way ahead. How strange, then, to find an old man, a man born in the last century, to whom the way ahead was clear, something

  he could even toast, with an instinctive gesture across the desk that twenty years later might have been seen as a black-power salute. What was stranger was that the public idea of Evander, my

  friend’s father, was not like this at all. In the gossip Evander was the self-made black man who wanted only to be white, wanted to have nothing to do with black people, and in everything he

  did was fighting only for himself.




  This other dream was like a family secret, which father and son were now admitting me to. I was moved, but at the same time embarrassed. I understood their feelings, shared them to some extent,

  but I wished, even with that understanding, to belong to myself. I couldn’t support the idea of being part of a group. I would have felt tied down by it, and I thought Evander’s idea of

  a great racial movement forward too sentimental.




  THE CIVIL service didn’t employ anyone under seventeen, and in the next year, on my seventeenth birthday, I went to work in the

  Registrar-General’s Department, and got to know St Vincent Street in quite another way.




  The department was on the ground floor of the Red House. The Red House was the principal building of the administration. It was one of the biggest buildings in the island and we all thought it

  was beautiful. I am not sure whether its dull red colour came from paint or from something that had been mixed into the plaster. It was one of the buildings that made Port of Spain Port of Spain.

  You saw it from the harbour, from the hills, and from across the Savannah.




  It was in the Italian style, we were told. It was on two floors, with open galleries on both floors, and with a dome. It was as wide as a block, and there was a walkway, below that red dome,

  between St Vincent Street and Woodford Square, on the other side. That walkway gave a special big-town feel. You went up stone steps, and then you walked in an echoing openness past a fountain and

  then down other steps to the other side. The fountain didn’t work – one of the interruptions we associated with the war – but the marble, though iron-stained and tide-marked, was

  still beautiful, and the idea of the fountain was somehow still there.




  On either side of the empty fountain big, free-standing, wooden notice-boards, head-high, were set in front of the open doors of government departments. These notice-boards also served as

  screens, shielding clerks and typists and other civil servants from the gaze of the people passing to and fro. At the back of the notice-boards were bicycle-racks, where the civil servants chained

  up their bicycles. Notice-boards and bicycle-racks took away something of the openness of the walkway below the high pierced dome. So already there was a feeling of a fine building not being seen

  in all its beauty, and beginning to be misused.




  The notice-boards didn’t carry government instructions. The pinned-up posters were about health care and the importance of vaccinations, things like that. Many of them came from London,

  and didn’t always completely apply to local conditions; but we were used to that. These notice-boards and posters were the work of the Information Office, a department that had been

  established during the war – in a timber building set down on the lawn of the Red House – to give out pictures and booklets about the war and about life in England. These posters and

  notices about health and blood-tests and X-rays and clean water were a peacetime continuation of that work. You saw these posters only in the Red House; you didn’t see them anywhere else. I

  never thought they meant anything; but they introduced me to the idea of government as a benevolent agency, concerned about people.




  This idea of government shouldn’t have been new to me, after all that I had learned at school. But in every practical and concrete way it was new. It must have been that I carried in my

  blood and brain very old Indian ideas about the indifference or the arbitrariness of rulers and governments. They were simply there; you looked to them for nothing. Or it might have been that

  – without any words being spoken – I had grown up thinking of cruelty as something always in the background. There was an ancient, or not-so-ancient, cruelty in the language of the

  streets: casual threats, man to man and parents to children, of punishments and degradation that took you back to plantation times. There was the cruelty of extended-family life; the cruelty of the

  elementary school, the bad beatings by teachers, the bloody end-of-term fights between boys; the cruelty of the Indian countryside and the African town. The simplest things around us held memories

  of cruelty.




  The Registrar-General’s Department was to the right of the fountain, if you entered the Red House from St Vincent Street. If you walked right through you ended in Woodford Square. This was

  the most beautiful square in Port of Spain, and it was named after the very young English governor who in the second decade of the nineteenth century brought order and law to the colony after the

  anarchy that followed the British conquest. The Spaniards lost Port of Spain almost as soon as they had laid it out. Woodford Square, at that time, would have been nothing, empty ground. It had

  been embellished by the British, and we thought it of a piece with the splendour of the Red House. It had a bandstand, a fountain like the one in the Red House, benches, decorative iron rails,

  paved paths; and it was full now of old, shady trees.




  Always beautiful, always a glorious thing of the town, yet even when I had first seen it, that Sunday before the war when my father took me on a walk through the town centre, this square was one

  of the places in Port of Spain where homeless people lived. Most of these people were Indians. Many of them would have been indentured immigrants from India who had served out their indentures on

  the sugar estates and then for one reason or another – perhaps they had become drinkers; perhaps they hadn’t been given their promised passage back to India; perhaps they had quarrelled

  with their families – had found themselves with nowhere to live. These people were without money, job, without anything like a family, without the English language; without any kind of

  representation. They were utterly destitute. They were people who had been, as in a fairy story, lifted up from the peasantry of India and set down thousands of miles away – weeks and weeks

  of sailing – in Trinidad. In the colonial setting of Trinidad, where rights were limited, you could have done anything with these people; and they were tormented by the people of the

  town.




  We all lived easily with this kind of cruelty. We saw it, but we seldom thought about it. Eventually these people from India died out; by the late 1940s they would nearly all have died. In the

  early 1940s my father talked to some of them and wrote an article about them for a local Indian magazine. When I went to work in the Red House they were no longer there in Woodford Square. What I

  remember were the black madmen, two or three of them, one of them with tangled long plaits or tails of stiff hair, grey-brown with dirt and dust and oil, and wearing a Robinson Crusoe-like set of

  clothes, an accumulation or improvisation not of skins but of rags that had all lost their original colour and turned black and greasy. Perhaps he was harmless; but he had the madman’s

  assurance, and people walking through the square kept away from where he was, and tried to avoid his bright, inward-seeing eyes.




  This was where I went to work every day, in the Registrar-General’s Department, between St Vincent Street and Woodford Square.




  MY JOB as an acting second-class clerk was to make copies of birth, marriage and death certificates. People who needed these certificates came to the

  Red House and made an arrangement with one of the freelance searchers who hung about the entrance to the department, near the notice-boards, waiting for customers. These searchers, after they had

  been given possible dates by their customers, then used stamped forms to requisition various volumes of certificates; the department’s messengers brought out the thick, heavy bound volumes,

  more wide than high, from the vaults; the searchers sat in the outer office on a polished long brown desk and searched through the volumes. In this room – with a view through the tall windows

  of the lawns of the Red House and the trees and iron rails of Woodford Square – there was an unexpected atmosphere of the classroom, with grown and sometimes elderly black men sitting side by side

  at the long desk, sometimes for a whole morning, as if under an enchantment laid on them at school, and turning the very wide pages of very big books, one page at a time. In a separate area of the

  outer office lawyers’ clerks looked for deeds. These men sat at single desks and some of them wore ties. They were altogether a higher class than the birth-and-death certificate-searchers,

  who really were in business – making a small, insecure living – because they could read and write, and many of the people who wanted certificates couldn’t.


  When a searcher found what he was looking for; he made a request for a copy; and a messenger brought the request and the appropriate volume to my table. A table, rather than a desk: I was only an acting second-class

  clerk, a stop-gap, and I sat at a narrow table near the vault, and did my work facing the green-distempered wall. The messengers passed behind me all the time on their way to and from the vault.

  The volumes I had to copy from were placed in a pile on my right; when I was finished with them I put them in a pile on my left. The piles were high: each volume was three or four inches thick, and

  about fifteen inches wide.




  The volumes smelled of fish glue. This was what they were bound with; and I suppose the glue was made from a boiling down of fish bones and skin and offal. It was the colour of honey; it dried

  very hard, and every careless golden drip had the clarity of glass; but it never lost the smell of fish and rottenness.




  I had been told that everything printed in the island was lodged in the vault. All the records of the colony were there, all the births, deaths, deeds, transfers of property and slaves, all the

  life of the island for the century and a half of the colonial time. I would have liked to look at old things, old newspapers, old books. But the smell of fish glue was very strong in the vault.

  That, together with the smell of old dust and old paper, the airlessness, which became worse the deeper you went in, the dim light, and the sheer quantity of old paper, was too much for me.




  Morning and afternoon the copies I had written out were checked and initialled by a senior clerk, who came and sat at my table, like a teacher in the kindergarten. Then they were taken for

  signature to the desk of the big man of our office: the Deputy Registrar-General or sometimes the Acting Deputy Registrar-General, in whose full name I had had to write out the copies. Then stamps

  were stuck on, cancelled with the raised letters of the iron seal of the department; and the copies were at last ready to be handed out.




  All of this searching, writing, checking, signing, the attentions of so many people – for a job that might nowadays be done by one person and a computer. All of that fetching and carrying

  by the messengers: they were on their feet for much of the day, tramping between the vault and the outer office, cradling those bulky, awkwardly shaped volumes in their arms. Theirs was technically

  an office job, but it required strength and stamina, and they were powerfully built men.




  I would try sometimes to imagine myself spending all my life in that department. A working life of checking and being checked, of writing out certificates in the names of one’s seniors: I

  thought I could see how, after longing for the security of the civil service job, the job could get at you and you would become full of hate, and not only for the people whose full name you wrote

  out, as though your own didn’t matter.




  There were two people in the office, a brown man and a Chinese woman, who had served many years and whose thoughts were now of retirement. They had probably entered the government service during

  the First World War. It was hard for me to think back so far; to imagine that stacking up of the weeks and months and years; it was hard enough for me to go back just ten years, to my discovery of

  the city, and the first time I had walked down St Vincent Street with my father. But now for these two people the years had passed. They had seen the job through, and the job had seen them through.

  Age and endurance were now like a kind of luck that lifted them above other people, above office strife and ambition. They made small, unhurried movements, as though the job and the years had

  taught them patience.




  The woman – her desk was directly below the front counter: she gave out the completed certificates – was motherly, tender with everyone, as though the job had brought out all her

  feminine instincts. But the gentleness of the man had been given him by drinking. He was known for it; he would come in on a Monday like a man both revivified and rested, worn a little finer by the

  drinking of the weekend.




  Sometimes, near pay-day, there was drinking in the office after office hours. It seemed to be a recognized office facility. The drinkers – some with a towel over their shoulders: that

  towel an emblem of the end of the working day – the drinkers would sit on desks or with their legs over the arms of chairs, and drink seriously for half an hour or so. I was not a drinker; it

  was the seriousness of these occasions that I remember. There was no humour, no friendship. It was as though the rum went straight to the soul and privacy of every man.




  In the department there was a black boy from St James. We had been street acquaintances, no more, for some years. I knew he lived near me, but I didn’t know exactly where, and I felt he

  wanted to keep it like that. He talked sometimes about his mother, and I imagined him living alone with her in a crowded backyard, in one of those tottering old St James shacks. The difference

  between us, though, lay not so much in money as in our prospects. I was a college boy, aiming high; he was an elementary-school boy, accepting his limitations. That was the basis of our street

  relationship, and I had thought of this boy, tall and thin and seemingly uncoordinated, riding a lady’s bicycle, as a jester, a loudmouth from the backyards. It was only now, seeing the

  seriousness with which he drank, and seeing how the rum altered him, seeing how he became red-eyed and unfunny, that I felt that he was serious about himself, about his job, his duties as a clerk,

  about his own ambitions, in a way I had never supposed. He was not at all content. His jester’s personality, the personality of a man not expecting much, not aiming high, was a cover; he

  didn’t really mean many of his jokes.




  Belbenoit – one of the senior clerks who sometimes checked my certificates – didn’t have this cover. He was a middle-aged ‘coloured’ man. On both sides he would

  have been of mixed race for some generations; he was fair-skinned. He had no particular qualifications, but he didn’t think he had done well enough. Though every kind of racial assumption

  showed in his own querulous face, he felt he had been discouraged for racial reasons from aiming higher: at the time when he had entered the service, the best jobs were reserved for people from

  England. That was no longer so; but the changes had come too late for Belbenoit. He was famous in the office for being a disappointed man; and people treated his unhappiness like an illness, though

  it was no secret that Belbenoit (with all his old assumptions) felt he hadn’t had the treatment due to his fair colour, and felt his position in the office was in the nature of a racial

  disgrace.




  His unlikely ally in the office – in office politics, and in representations of various kinds to the civil servants’ council – was Blair. Blair was a black giant,

  smooth-skinned, erect, with powerful shoulders. His manners were perfect; he could be very serious; he could also laugh easily, but always with control. He had an immense confidence. He came from a

  purely black village somewhere in the north-east of the island. This made him unusual: he didn’t have the combativeness and nerves of black people who had grown up in mixed communities. At

  the same time, because of that isolation, Blair had started school late. But he had made up for that. He was already a senior clerk, and everybody in the office knew he was studying now for an

  external degree of some sort, looking for the qualifications that Belbenoit never had. Blair sometimes checked my certificates. That very big man had the tiniest and neatest initials: they spoke to

  me of his ambition and strength.




  Blair was courtesy itself to me; but I felt about him that, though we met with ease in the government office, there was much in his background I could never get to know. That all-African village

  in the north-east, isolated for some generations, without Indians or white people, would have had its own subterranean emotions, its own faith and fantasies. Blair no doubt felt the same about me;

  my Indian and orthodox Hindu background might have seemed to him even more closed. But in the neutral ground of the department we didn’t have to worry about these home matters; we got on, as

  far as we had to get on. In a civil service way Blair was perfection – and not without the disquietingness of such perfection. Just months out of school, and having only that experience to

  judge outsiders by, I thought of him (in spite of Belbenoit’s apparent alliance with him) as a kind of head boy: someone who could be one of the boys and at the same time represent

  authority.




  He lived out what I felt about him then. Seven years later he abandoned the civil service, gave up that fine career, abandoned that restrained departmental demeanour, and went into local

  politics. He judged the moment well. He shot up, and then, in a decolonizing world, he rose and rose. He was to have an international career. Nearly twenty years later we were to meet in an

  independent East African country. He had gone there to work for the local government on a short-term contract. He would have been especially pleased by this assignment in independent Africa; but it

  was there, not long after we had met again, that he was to die, murdered by the agents of some wild men in the government who felt threatened by him. For two days Blair’s big, mangled body

  lay undiscovered in a banana plantation, partly covered by dead banana leaves. A career is a career; and death is inescapable. I do not know whether the ironies of his death made a mockery of that

  career or undid the virtue of it. But that matter will be raised in this book in its place.




  Remember him now, in the office at the Red House: at that mid-point in his career, when with his extraordinary gifts he could have gone one way or the other. Remember him (like me) trailing all

  the strands of his own complicated past, animated by that past, feeling the current running with him (as the lawyer Evander did), and feeling (again like me) as he studied after work that he was at

  the most hopeful time of his life.




  WHEN I HAD free time – usually an hour or two a day – I did my writing, the way Blair did his studying. But I had nothing to write about: I

  was just preparing to be a writer. I kept a kind of notebook and in turquoise ink wrote comments about books I had read and thoughts about life. What I wrote was pretentious and false; I thought of

  it like that even when I was doing it, and wouldn’t have wanted anyone to see it, though with a small part of my mind I was hoping it was profound. Sometimes I wrote descriptions of

  landscapes: the Petit Valley woods, remnants of old cocoa estates in the hills to the north-west of the city, after afternoon rain. Sometimes I did Port of Spain scenes: the Western Main Road in St

  James at night, after rain (more rain), the red neon Coca-Cola sign on the Rialto cinema flicking on and off, the shiny uneven asphalt reflecting the lights of cars and open shops, the naked light

  bulbs in the parlours, the flies sleeping on the hanging electric cord, rough with their droppings, the bald head of the Chinese parlour-keeper, the smeared glasscase with stale, floury cakes and

  soft coconut turnovers. I liked doing those tableaux. I liked even more correcting them, for the sake of the appearance of the corrected page. Artificial, but everything I worked on in this way

  stayed with me, and years later some of those descriptions were to be a key to events and moods I had thought beyond recall.




  I went one Saturday or Sunday to a black beauty contest at the Rialto. I went for the material; I hadn’t gone to any beauty contest before that. It was a shabby occasion, shabby to

  everyone except perhaps one or two of the girls. It wasn’t really funny; I hadn’t found it so; but I tried to write a funny piece about it. There had been no twist, but I tried to give

  it one: I made the queen cry because of the hoots of the crowd. The writing took two or three weeks, too much time for the simple or flat things I had to say. I wrote with pen and then on an office

  typewriter, correcting and correcting, deliberately lengthening out the writing time. The correcting didn’t help; it made the essay more and more of a school-magazine piece, with the humour

  depending more on words than on observation or true feeling.




  I concentrated in what I wrote on the master of ceremonies: his formal clothes, his ungrammatical speech, his vanity. I showed the finished article to a black woman typist in the office whom I

  had got to know. She held the sheets against her high standard typewriter and read them through. I thought she smiled once or twice, but at the end she said, ‘If it was an Indian man, you

  wouldn’t have written like that.’




  It was the last comment I was expecting. I had offered her a piece of writing, and was expecting her to judge it in a higher way. And though what she had said wasn’t true, I grew to feel

  after some weeks there was something wrong with the writing. What was the basis of the writer’s attitude? What other world did he know, what other experience did he bring to his way of

  looking? How could a writer write about this world, if it was the only world he knew? I never formulated the questions like that; the doubts were just with me.




  IT WAS some time, six years, before I worked through those doubts. I was in England then, and the first true book that came to me was the one prompted

  by my discovery of Port of Spain before the war, my delight in the city. To me then it was like going back to the very beginning of things, the Sunday walk down St Vincent Street with my father,

  the visit to Nazaralli Baksh’s tailor shop: things barely remembered, things released only by the act of writing.




  After that writing I went back to Trinidad for a few weeks. I went by steamer. The clock was put back every other day; the weather slowly turned. One evening on deck a breeze started up. I

  braced myself for the chill, but the wind that played about my head and face was warm. I felt when I arrived, and went visiting, and found people becoming less dark than they seemed on the streets,

  that an age – a vanished adolescence, a forced maturity, England, a book – separated me from the people in the Registrar-General’s Department. But for them only six years had

  passed. Dingier walls; a more crowded office; more tables. Blair had gone, but so many of the others were still there: Belbenoit, the long-limbed boy (or man) from St James with the lady’s

  bicycle, the typist who hadn’t liked what I had written. They were friendly. But there was something new.




  I had heard on the steamer that a new kind of politics had come to Trinidad. There were regular meetings in Woodford Square, across the road from the Red House, which the Spaniards had laid out

  in the 1780s as the main city square, and which the British had later embellished; where the destitute Indians, refugees from the plantations, had slept until they had died out; and where later the

  black madmen had come to camp. In that square now there were lectures about local history and slavery. People were being told about themselves, and black feeling was high. This was the politics

  that had claimed Blair.




  I went to a meeting one night. The square, its scale already altered for me, looked different again now, with the electric lights, the speakers and the microphones on the old bandstand (which I

  had found so beautiful the first time I had seen it, and now saw as the Victorian or Edwardian bandstand of an English city park); and the dark, scattered, unreadable crowd. The big trees threw

  distorting shadows and looked bigger than in daylight. Some people stood at the very edge of the square, against the railings; there were some white people and Indians among them.




  The men on the bandstand spoke of old suffering and current local politics. They spoke like people uncovering a conspiracy. They were at one with their audience. They made jokes easily; and

  laughter, or a kind of contented humming, came easily to the crowd. The people who spoke were not all black or African, but the occasion was an African one; there could be no doubt of that. (I

  didn’t see Blair on the bandstand. He was never an orator or front-of-house man; he didn’t have the manner.)




  I knew few of the speakers; I couldn’t pick up the references and the jokes. It was like entering a cinema long after the picture had started, but I felt that what was said didn’t

  matter. The occasion itself was what mattered: the gathering, the drama, the mood: the discovery (and celebration) by many of the black people in the square, educated and uneducated, of a shared

  emotion. Of aspects of that emotion I had had many intimations long ago, before I had gone away.




  Intimations: people had lived with this emotion as with something private, not to be carelessly exposed. Everyone – the typist in the office, the black boy or man from St James, Blair,

  even the master of ceremonies at the Miss Fine Brown Frame contest, the mocking crowd there, and some of the self-mocking contestants – everyone had lived with it according to his character

  and intellectual means. Everyone you saw on the street had a bit of this emotion locked up in himself. It was no secret. It was part of the unacknowledged cruelty of our setting, the thing we

  didn’t want to go searching into. Now all those private emotions ran together into a common pool, where everyone found a blessing. Everyone, high and low, could now exchange his private

  emotion, which he sometimes distrusted, for the sacrament of the larger truth.




  In the square, romantic with its lights and shadows, they talked of history and the new constitution and rights; but what had been generated was more like religion. It wasn’t something

  that could be left behind in the square; it couldn’t be separated from the other sides of life. And I understood the exaltation, and distance, I had sensed in people when I had visited my old

  office in the Red House.




  In the outer office of the Registrar-General’s Department I had remembered the lawyer’s clerks sitting like students at their sloping desks and searching for deeds in large bound

  volumes. They were modest but self-respecting people; some wore ties and white shirts. They had a kind of ambition, like everybody else. Sometimes they pretended to be more ambitious than they

  were, but many of them knew they weren’t going far, and they were reconciled to it, as you could see when sometimes an older man – of a generation without possibilities, a generation

  now more or less finished – came to do some searching, and led them all into a kind of pointless barber-shop chatter, like servant-room gossip, full of knowingness and conspiratorial hints,

  but really quite empty, mere words.




  (I had got to know about this barber-shop gossip even before I went to work at the Red House. After I had applied for my little temporary clerkship, word was sent back to me, through a cousin,

  from someone said to be in the know, someone deep in the machinery of the Red House: ‘Pereira is the man he have to see. All those papers pass through Pereira hand.’ Pereira was a clerk

  in some department. One midday a man cycling down the Western Main Road was pointed out to me: ‘Look. Pereira.’ The great man, just like that, in the Western Main Road, with everybody

  else! He was a mixed man, more Indian-looking than Portuguese, not old, and I suppose he was cycling home from the Red House for lunch. He had no hat and, in all the hot sun, he was taking his

  time, sitting upright on the saddle of his heavy, pre-war English bicycle, pen and pencil clipped to the pocket of his shirt, and with his socks pulled up over his trouser bottoms, which were

  neatly folded back over his shins. In another memory of this sighting, Pereira was on a slender-framed racing cycle, crouched over the dropped handlebars, sitting high on the narrow, ridged saddle,

  and pedalling away. The second memory is probably satirical and mischievous. I don’t know. I never saw Pereira again; I don’t even know whether the man pointed out to me was Pereira. I

  got the job because my former school principal recommended me for it, and no one talked to me about Pereira again.)




  Some of those search clerks in the Registrar-General’s Department were still there. They were easy with me; they were ready to chat. But there wasn’t the barber-shop slackness about

  them. I thought I detected a new intensity, a new stiffening; and I felt that that intensity – hidden, unacknowledged – had always been there, and even in the older man.




  I felt this even when I met simpler people. Like the paunchy department messenger, pleased to make the same joke he had made six years before (‘You always query me. Why you query me so

  for?’). Or the elderly, sour-faced freelance searcher, waiting every day outside the office door for illiterates to come and give him work, living on the edge when I knew him, occasionally

  needing the gift of a drink, and now a little more broken down, his services less and less needed. Or the old Barbadian mason who had done work for our family. I used to like to see him at work; I

  liked his songs; and I liked the way the hairs sprouting out of his nostrils were dusted with cement, like a bee’s legs with pollen. He came to see me now. He stood on the pavement and leaned

  on the gate. He didn’t want to come into the yard because he had come to ask for money. Times were hard, he said. The lighter colour on his nostril hairs was not cement now, but the grey of

  grey hair. Even in these people I felt the new sacrament of the square, a little new glory.




  Much of this feeling might have been in me – I was full of nerves on this return, for all kinds of reasons – but I believe I was only amplifying something that was true. The history

  of the place was known; its reminders were all around us; scratch us and we all bled. The wonder was that it had taken so long for black people to arrive at this way of feeling. In our colonial

  set-up the champions of black people had been white men or coloured men like Belbenoit. Black men, with their self-distrust, had looked to such people to be their leaders. Political life had come

  late to black people; confidence had come late; too many generations had had to bury or mock their emotions in barber-shop gossip. There had been a big strike in the oilfields in 1937, but the

  leader there, a man from one of the smaller islands, had been more of a country preacher, uneducated and a little mad, quickly going idle after his initial political inspiration, and offering his

  followers only a kind of religious ecstasy. The new sacrament of the square went far beyond that.




  On this return everything I had known, every street, every building, shrank as soon as I saw it. I liked, as I travelled about, to play with this shift of scale, to compare what existed in my

  memory, from childhood and adolescence, with what existed now, as if suddenly, before me. In some such way every black or African person from my past altered. And I felt a double distance from what

  I had known.




  At the meeting I had gone to in the square I had seen a white family walk out in an interval between the speeches. They were an old trading family. I had had some slight dealings with them. For

  a few weeks, just before I went to work in the Red House, I had been a tutor to one of their children. I felt I had been tricked by them into accepting very low payment for what I did. They had

  left it to me to fix the fee, and I, not yet seventeen, hadn’t known what to ask. I had given a very low figure, moved by some absurd idea of honour. They hadn’t sought to match that

  idea of honour; they had paid me the very low fee I had asked, and no more. Old shame and rage (an aspect of the very mood of the meeting in the square) came back to me when I saw them.




  They had been standing at the edge of the square, noticeable, confident, respectful of the occasion. Perhaps they had gone for the show. But then, like me, they might have felt excluded; they

  might have felt the ground move below them. White people in the colony were very few, though; and they were not really threatened. Much of the hostile feeling released by the sacrament of the

  square would have focused on the Indians, who made up the other half of the population.




  The town had been important to me. Its discovery had been one of the pleasures of my childhood: the discovery of fine buildings, squares, fountains, gardens, beautiful things meant only to

  please people. Yet I had known the colonial town for only ten years. To me it had always been a strange place, a place I had come to from somewhere else, and was still getting to know. Now on this

  return I felt it had passed to other hands.




  In a few weeks I left. It was four years before I returned. And then I came and went irregularly, coming back sometimes for a few days, staying away once for more than five years. It was from

  this distance, and with these interruptions, that I saw this place I knew and didn’t know, which continued in its state of insurrection. People fell away, retired, died, went abroad. The time

  came when there were no offices for me to visit or people to call on.




  As with those pre-war pads of photographs showing a cricketer in action – pads of twenty or thirty photographs in sequence which you flicked to see, jerkily, Constantine bowling or Bradman

  holding the bat high up the handle and doing a cover drive – my vision of the place began to run fast.




  IT WENT into independence in its state of black exaltation – almost a state of insurrection – and with its now well-defined racial division:

  the Indian countryside, the African town. And soon the town I had known began to change.




  Black people from the smaller islands to the north came to settle. There had always been this movement of people from the islands; during the war they had come in some number to work on the

  American bases, and they had then built a sensational-looking, grey-black shanty town, of old wood and packing cases and rusty corrugated iron, on the bad-smelling swamp to the east. This

  immigration had never been legal, but now it increased. The immigrants were drawn into the local mood; they added something of the passions of their small islands, their small shut-in African

  communities.




  The immigrant shanty town spread, on the filled-in swamp and on the hills above it. To the west, at the same time, the town spread, with new middle-class developments along the coast (where

  there had been bathing places) and in the valleys of the Northern Range, where there had been plantations of cocoa and citrus until the Depression.




  The small town the Spaniards had laid out in the eighteenth century had had many squares or open spaces between its residential blocks; and there had been countryside and plantations all around.

  Now there wasn’t that kind of countryside, and the town itself began to feel choked. Already, during the war, the Americans had put up big two-storey buildings on some of the central squares,

  near the harbour. At about the same time the local government had built the Information Office on one of the Red House lawns; and some of the Office’s wooden notice-boards had been set up

  around the unplaying fountain in the open walkway of the Red House, under the pierced dome. Now, where there had been the notice-boards, there were rough and awkward wooden extensions to government

  departments, and they looked like big crates. The elementary school I had gone to was extended and extended; the grounds where we had played disappeared.




  Eventually there was no longer a division between town and country. That was a loss: as a child I had loved the separate ideas of town and country. In my memory I had made a journey from the

  country to the town; and then from the town I had made occasional holiday journeys to the country. If you were going to the east, you stood in the queue at the George Street bus station. Not long

  after you left the slums around the wide concrete canal known as East Dry River, you began to see big trees, patches of bush, and then you had glimpses of the sugar-cane plains to the south. To the

  west, the ending of the town was even more dramatic: there was, suddenly, a coconut plantation, and no house was to be seen.




  Now to east and west it was all built up, with no open spaces, no green breaks. There were just houses and houses; sometimes the plots were very small. There was always noise, no rest from

  noise. The impression was of people cooped up and constantly agitated in their small spaces. But new roads continued to be cut, especially in the narrow valleys to the west of the city; more

  hillsides were graded away; and the hill landscapes I had known (and written about in my spare time at the Red House) were so altered, so much a place now where I was without my bearings, so much

  the landscape now of other people, that I preferred for many years to stay far away.




  A new rubbish dump was established in the black-water mangrove swamp at the east end of the city, on the other side of the highway that ran through the shanty town – officially recognized,

  officially added to sometimes, but always a shanty town, and always growing, spreading over the hills. The fires of the rubbish dump burned night and day. The smoke was black turning to dark brown;

  it often billowed over the highway; the smell was high; you had to turn up your car windows. The people of the shanty town, men and women and children, worked in this smoke – emblematic

  silhouettes – raking over the rubbish for things that could be salvaged and sold. The local corbeaux, black, heavy, hunched, hopped about the slopes of rubbish; the children of the shanty

  town ran between the traffic on the rubbish-strewn highway to get to the dump.




  It was as though, with the colonial past, all the colonial landscape was being trampled over and undone; as though, with that past, the very idea of regulation had been rejected; as though,

  after the sacrament of the square, the energy of revolt had become a thing on its own, eating away at the land.




  IN THE square, at the beginning, all those years before, in the glamour of the lights – and where the beauty of the paved walks and the fountain

  would have been an aspect of the richness of the world that was about to be inherited – the speakers on the Victorian bandstand had talked of history and suffering and the great conspiracy of

  the rulers, and had suggested that redemption had at last come.




  It came for many. But that promise of redemption was so large that some people would have felt defrauded by what had followed. These people would have continued to find virtue in the original

  mood of rejection; and over the years they would have grafted on to that mood the passions of more extreme and more marginal and more publicized black causes from other places. So disaffection

  grew, feeding on an idea of an impossible racial righteousness; and there was always the threat of an insurrection within the insurrection.
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