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PROLOGUE





The Spark for an Island Book


We could see the orange haze of fire in the distance, but we ourselves were surrounded by darkness. The silhouette of the mountain in the expanse beyond the plains seemed ominous. It told the tale of many souls that had the misfortune of losing their way.





Every scary story we had heard as children, whenever there had been a power outage, found its way to my mind. I tried willing each one of them away, but the more I tried and the less hopeful the van sounded, the more intensified was my imagination of an unpromising end.





“We have to make the summit,” I finally forced myself to think.





The van lurched forward, and all its passengers held their collective breath, while the driver kept her eyes ahead. She had already pulled out her cell phone, prepared to make that emergency call if necessary. Would they get to us in time? We could only hope.





The van struggled on. It sputtered once more, and again, we held our collective breath. The driver pressed down completely on the gas. This was it, the deciding moment.





Finally, the gear kicked in, and we surged forward.





The transmission strained but held. You could hear the wail, but we were still moving. The top of the hill was in sight, and the incline started to ease. The van picked up speed, and finally, we were at the top, looking down at the city in the distance. We did not have to get out and push. We could breathe again.





Three bush fires stood between us and the city, but it was all downhill. We would put foot to metal, brace for it, and go.





It was at this moment I realized that was what it meant to be an islander. Whether it’s my native St. Kitts and Nevis or Samoa, Seychelles, or Fiji, living in an “island paradise” offers stunning beauty but also extreme challenges and dangers that outsiders may never know exist.





I grew up on an island, and though I was racing in a van through bush fires to board a plane to leave another island, I couldn’t stop thinking that non-islanders needed to know there was so much more to island life than beaches and resorts. Barreling down the hillside past the smoking tree line rekindled a passion in me to share not just my island stories but the island story.





As suddenly as the crisis had started, it was over. The driver was a gem; she navigated the van like a veteran and pushed through to safety. Twenty minutes later, we were running to catch our flight in the nick of time, and the spark for this book was kindled and blazing.





I was thrilled to be one of the organizers of the Third International Conference on Small Island Developing States held in Samoa in 2014. The experience opened my eyes in new ways. Throughout my life, I had often felt a kinship with other islanders. Now, surrounded by delegates from isolated dots on the map that were just as difficult to find as my island was in comparison with massive continental powers, I felt a new sense of pride.





In Samoa, and as I continued to travel the islands, the experience of the conference allowed me to reflect on who we islanders are: men and women who have an impact not only on our island homes but on the larger countries as well. Some of us are members of the diaspora. Working within our former colonial powers, we form a disproportionately large percentage of the native populations of our homelands. Others have rarely left our islands, finding strength in the challenges at home and using our education and experiences to better the situation for ourselves and all the others who remain to continue building the islands into better, more modern places. All of us are finding ways to connect with an increasingly globalized world and still maintain our culture—always a tricky balance.





I found that no matter what distant archipelago I found myself on, I would always feel at home. It did not matter the languages the locals spoke, the plants that grew from the beaches and spread through to the highest mountaintops, or the structure of the economy. I would find that each of these island chains, whether in the Caribbean, the Indian Ocean, the Pacific, or other seas, all shared physical, cultural, and social traits with which I had grown up. Each would welcome me as a native son, and I would find I shared bonds that enabled me to immediately become part of the place’s eternal rhythms and understand the locals.





Indeed, my experience preparing for the Samoa conference and being in Samoa changed me. It strengthened me. It allowed me to understand more of myself and others like me who had grown up on islands.





This epiphany triggered within me a desire to share my experiences and parse out the broad themes from the conference and my own travels to show how much we islanders have a common bond. Over the past 15 years, I have traveled to many islands of the world, as a tourist, as an island delegate attending meetings and conferences on island affairs, and as a UN employee working on small island developing states issues. Now, in this book, I wanted to take those experiences and analyze them, first, of course, for my brothers and sisters raised, as I was, to understand our commonalities. Just as importantly, though, I wanted to do it to share my knowledge of the complexities of the island social environment with those of you not familiar with island life beyond the all-inclusive hotel or vacation brochure.





This is not a guidebook in the traditional sense. Certainly, you’ll learn about the natural wonders I witnessed, the markets I purchased souvenirs in, and the restaurants where I tasted local delicacies. But my story isn’t about names and places. It’s about my experiences; the people I met; and, importantly, all the social, economic, and cultural forces, mixes, and upheavals that led to the creation of the particular locale in which I am making my observations.





I hope international readers will find much to delight them, especially if my writing helps them better understand their own experiences in these far-flung islands across the globe. I also hope readers from the islands will nod their heads vigorously, shouting, “Yes!” as they hit certain pages, understanding the commonalities we all share as islanders.





We will visit Samoa for the conference and to understand its natural wonders, along with Fiji, the Seychelles, Jamaica, and, of course, my native St. Kitts and Nevis. The book also looks at the impact of islanders in places as diverse as London, New York, and even Qatar in the Middle East where Caribbean icons such as Bob Marley connected me, in taxi cab rides, to my native lands and allowed deep, meaningful conversations with the locals, even when I clearly stood out as a stranger among them.





Throughout the book, I explore many themes that have arisen from my travels. Among them is the occasional lack of appreciation and, at times, even shame, when we islanders think of our native lands, especially when comparing ourselves to the great powers. At the same time, we islanders love and look to the outside world. Our common bonds of coming together as communities are also explored. You’ll see this expressed when natural forces such as hurricanes are against us, but it is also evident in the international sports world, especially when our beloved cricket teams are competing. Television screens across the globe reunite us in victory—and in defeat.





In this book, we will begin the journey together. And just as that courageous, resourceful driver did on that van trip that so sparked my imagination, I will drive and guide you. We will sometimes find ourselves sputtering, sometimes struck in awe and wonder, but always together as new friends in this island world, understanding our common bonds.
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FOREWORD





Writing books is not a hotly sought after occupation by islanders, so I was extremely proud that Carlisle, a true islander, has stepped outside of our traditional comfort zone to tell our “island journeys” through life’s uncharted waters. His perspective offers the outside world a rare glimpse at why, as the song says, “you can take the boy from the island but not the island from the boy.”





When it comes to the global stage, islanders are rarely understood and selectively appreciated; Carlisle’s book will help to bring down some of these walls of ignorance. I particularly like how he uses his experience growing up in the islands as the central point of reference against which he sees the wider world around him. As he becomes a globetrotter and a pacesetter in his own right, Carlisle is able to make the connections between the islands and the world through his heartwarming tales.





In more ways than one, Carlisle’s journey is the journey of every islander who has left the comfort of home and the family support system to venture out in search of that illusive paradise. The book gives islanders all over the world a way to reminisce, value, and appreciate some of the islands’ unique peculiarities as well as a sense of pride in their individual and collective contributions in all walks of life. And islanders have a high resilience with and endless capacity to adapt to any new surrounding they find themselves in and call them “their home away from home.”





There are definite parallels between Carlisle’s journey and my own. I am Samoan, a product of our Pacific regional university in Fiji, an officer of our Foreign Service, and I have been away from home intermittently for many years. Having been with our Permanent Mission to the United Nations for some years now, I have been a temporary New Yorker. I have also been involved in the preparations for the Third International Conference of Small Island Developing States, and I have witnessed the work Carlisle and his colleagues did to make the conference a success.





Carlisle has indeed raised the bar high for other islanders to aspire to, and I wish him continued success on his never-ending journey in life.





Ma lo’u fa’aaloalo lava,





—H.E. Ali’ioaiga Feturi Elisaia


Ambassador Extraordinary and Plenipotentiary


Permanent Representative of Samoa to the United Nations
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