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Part 1: Beginnings (St. Kitts, 1942-1951)

Flotsam and Jetsam

Ah, to be an embryo again, with the choice between turbulent existence 
and serene nothingness! What spaces we could glimpse from that 
forgotten frontier.  

Let us then take a step back in time, and imagine the day a man and a 
woman were studying a ramshackle two-storey building in the capital 
of a small Caribbean island. The street was called Liverpool Row. The 
ground floor was occupied by a rum shop, from which came occasional 
loud voices and the heady smell of alcohol. 

“This is the house,” Ralph said to Elsie. 
“I hope there aren’t any rats,” she said. 
These were my parents: I was a red-skinned unborn baby, still nestling   

in my mother’s womb.  
“Could do with some work,” Ralph said, as they climbed the wooden 

steps from the street to the upper level. 
He fingered the brownish surface of the front door, and when he 

rapped his knuckles on the wood, a few flakes of paint came loose. 
“Solid, though. A real wooden house – no corrugated iron – with a real 
roof over us. Won’t blow down in the first hurricane.” 
They had been living in cramped quarters with a friend near the 

central town square until my father earned a little money and they 
found an affordable place for themselves. They went inside to shut out 
the odour of the rum shop and the town’s open gutters. The main room 
was cooler than the baking streets outside, but dim. 

“Ralph, where are the lights?” 
He opened a few windows and let the sunshine in. “It has no 

electricity. We’ll have to buy oil lamps.” 
Elsie turned on the tap in the small porcelain sink. “At least there’s 

running water.” 
My father came over and held my mother around the waist.  
I stirred in my intrauterine dreams, sensing the warm hand, and 

feeling the affection.  
But who were they, these penniless parents, and my tiny precursor, 

soon to be promoted to fetus? They were not native to the island. The 
year was 1942, and they had just settled in Basseterre, St. Kitts. Here, 
sugar was king, rum was queen, and would be so for another two good 
decades of cane production.  

A few weeks before my parents plunged into the unknown, my 
grandfather, John George, had warned my father, “You’ll be like 
castaways! Why are you bobbing off to St. Kitts with your wife 
pregnant? You have no family there. And the sea trip may disturb your 
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baby. Stay here with us in Antigua – in our rectory – until the child is 
born. Then you can decide what to do next.” 

“No, Daddy,” Ralph said to him, “we won’t stay. I can’t find work. 
Just think, I passed my Bar exams in London, then risked my life 
zigzagging between German submarines, all for nothing! Much of my 
convoy was sunk before I got back home to the islands.” 

“But you have a job.” 
“No, that’s nothing, it was all in vain: there’s no opening for lawyers 

here. I have to leave. We’re ready to take our chances; on St. Kitts, there 
are opportunities.” 

My father had a low-wage job in the Post and Telegraph Company of 
Antigua – that’s how he would pay for the one-way tickets to St. Kitts. 
Doubtless, he didn’t want to depend on his father’s charity – an 
Anglican priest received little more than free lodging from his church.  

“If you insist on leaving, may God protect you! All I can give you is 
fifty shillings and my love,” my grandfather said. “It’s a lot more than I 
got in similar circumstances.” 

Ralph’s mother, Annie, called Mudsie by her offspring, put a hand on 
her son’s shoulder. “I understand you, son. Go, if you must. You know, 
we were castaways too! 

“It was 1907, when your father had just been ordained. He was posted 
to St. Croix and had nothing when we met, but we married anyway and 
started our family. And since then we’ve been wanderers, from island to 
island, as the Lord wills.” 

“And as the diocese pays,” my grandfather said. 
Perhaps I should have kicked my mother’s stomach wall. I would have 

had a more secure start, born in Antigua where I had been conceived, in 
that rectory smelling of candles and preserved fruit. But my kicking 
muscles were not ready. 

“I know where I’m going,” Ralph said. “I’m neither a castaway nor a 
wanderer.” I was sensitive to voices, floating in my liquid darkness, and 
my grandfather’s reply was sharp enough to make me jump. 

“We’re all castaways,” John George boomed, “thrown out from some 
other more favoured place – even my family in British Guyana, exiled 
French, never forget!” 

The Vaniers had been intractable Huguenots, ejected from France after 
the revocation of the Edict of Nantes, and bounced from country to 
country until they landed in a place “no one” else wanted. 

“Me too,” said Annie. “If you live in the Caribbean, then you or your 
ancestors are by definition castaways or slaves, fleeing or forsaken. I’m 
Danish – my great-grandmother was exiled.”  

Annie had copper bowls decorated with the seal of the Danish royal 
family, which she would later give to me, inherited from this great-
grandmother who was supposed to have lived in the Palace. 
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“Annie, don’t fib! She was Irish, and worked in Copenhagen as a 
serving maid.” 

“It doesn’t matter. The Prince took a fancy to her, and she was then 
paid a sizeable dowry to take the results of his fancy out to the faraway 
Dutch colonies.”  

“Results of his fancy, indeed!” John George said. “Why not call a 
bastard a bastard? I should know about that.” Then he shut up. 

“Well, we’re going to start afresh and put down roots,” my father 
insisted. “Apart from you, Daddy and Mudsie, you know whom I’ll 
miss most in Antigua?” 

“Your benefactress?” 
This was someone I was not destined to meet, a philanthropist who 

had given my father money to study in England. 
“No, my cat. I want you to take good care of him. He’ll miss me, but 

there’s an animal quarantine in St. Kitts, so we can’t take him. If you see 
him moping, just ruffle his fur and call him Dickey Puss.” 

“He used to swim out to our raft at sea,” Elsie said. “Most unusual for 
a cat to like water – a real will of his own.” 

I, too, could swim in my uterine space, learning to push against 
anything that restrained me. 

A few days after moving in to that modest house in St. Kitts, Elsie was 
stirring vegetable soup on their kerosene cooker and saying, “Ralph, I 
wish my father were here to see our first home. I’m sure he’d be proud, 
whatever the conditions.” 

Ralph said, “Cecil would have been scornful of such a small 
beginning. He never approved of me.” 

“I’m sure Daddy secretly liked you.” 
“Hardly! Remember what he said when I told him Mrs Bell would pay 

for my legal studies, and I fancied marrying you on my return?” 
Cecil Rawle’s initial refusal to let Ralph marry Elsie had been the cause 

of my father’s departure from Antigua to study in London. If Cecil had 
continued to say no, I would have remained for all eternity something 
less than a fancy, just a sweet whisper in the tropical night. 

“He said you would never be a good lawyer, you were too honest.” 
“Said with a crooked smile.” 
“Anyway, he was wrong. Honesty is not fatal. But you know, when 

you were in England for so long, I began to lose trust and swore to 
become a nun.” 

This too would have annulled my story. There are far more ways not to 
be born than to be born. 

“When Daddy died,” she said, “I felt so guilty. He was ill and I 
betrayed him.” 

“By promising to marry me? No, his rum bottle killed him.” 
Alcoholism in my genes?  



www.hoperoadpublishing.com

14 

“Anyway,” he said, “without your Mum, Cecil’s passing was bound to 
be a blow.” 

My mother’s mother, Sophia Garrett, a Hackney girl fresh out from 
England, had died at twenty-four in Dominica. She had married the 
mixed-race lawyer, Cecil Rawle, while he was studying in London. At 
Sophia’s funeral, he dived into her grave in anguish, though this didn’t 
stop him remarrying within the year. After an exceptional career as 
Attorney General and regional politician, he drank his liver to extinction 
twenty years later, leaving Elsie, like Cinderella, with an indifferent 
stepmother and six other half-siblings to fend for themselves.  

The couple in Liverpool Row sat down, face to face, and tasted their 
soup. 

A week later, having moved their few belongings into their new home, 
my father acquired a pet kitten. He admired the independence of cats, 
how they found their way to their owner’s hearts by some magical 
process while never taking orders.  

“I’ve decided to call our new cat ‘Boley’,” Elsie said. “Reminds me of 
Dickey Puss. He’s adorable! Look how he sleeps on my tummy, right on 
top of baby, dreaming away. Maybe he swims, too.” 

This was not exactly news to me – I could hear the feline’s deafening 
purr. Not quite Mozart, but erotic, nevertheless. And apart from curling 
up in bed with insolent freedom, Boley would be a great help in keeping 
down the population of St. Kitts rats.  

“Elsie, we should find a doctor. The baby’s due in four months.” 
“I’ve never felt better, but – if you want – a friend has recommended 

Doctor Strissiver. I’ll make an appointment in a few days. My body is 
ticking just the way it should. Our baby will have no problems. I dream 
he will be as cuddly as our cat.” 

The doctor, when Ralph ushered him in, started by reassuring them. 
Home visits were the norm, so Elsie, now heavily pregnant, was 
reclining on a sagging spring mattress on their mahogany bed frame.  

After the doctor had prodded and poked my mother’s abdomen until I 
was quite jumpy, he inquired: “This is your first child, I take it?” 

Elsie put her hand into Ralph’s. “Yes, can’t you tell?” 
“Well, your weight gain is normal, and everything else looks all right, 

but I don’t have any family antecedents for either of you. Are you eating 
well, taking lots of milk and fruit, and going for gentle walks?” 

“Yes to all of that – except we can’t get enough milk here in St. Kitts. 
And my baby is going to be beautiful!” 

As the doctor was leaving, he asked, “How was it for your mother’s 
first child?” 

Elsie frowned. “That’s me,” she said, “and I’m the only one.” 
“Your mother stopped having children after just one? How odd. Did  

she have difficulties with you?” 
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“You could say so,” interposed my father. “She died during a 
Caesarean childbirth.” 

“But that was twenty-five years ago in Dominica, my dear! Don’t you 
worry! When the time comes, just send for me.” 

My mother should have been petrified by the thought of childbirth. 
Her life had been dominated by the loss of her mother on the day she 
was born. Little matter that she’d had an adoring father, while some 
children have neither parent; even less that she’d had a stepmother, a 
wet nurse, and a caring aunt, who had done all they could to fill the 
gap; and the steady stream of half-siblings only served to underline 
what a real mother meant. Nothing is as flagrantly absent as the one 
missing pearl in a well-formed necklace. Her only solution was to 
become what was missing – to be a mother herself – as quickly and 
categorically as possible. Though there was little to protect her against 
delivery complications, nature’s forces combined so that she was 
superbly and irrationally confident.  

“Fine, Doctor, but just remember, I don’t fancy that Caesar thing!” she 
laughed. 

The facilities were so scarce at the hospital in St. Kitts that most births 
took place elsewhere. Whether or not my mother would be better off at 
home, there was little choice. The infant mortality rate was three times 
as high as that in England.  

On the other hand, whatever the state of the Caribbean hospitals in 
1942, babies were born every day and most survived out there in the 
world of sun and music. 

They still had to name me. 
“I think it’s a boy: let’s call him ‘Christopher’,” my mother said. 
“Just like the island?” 
“No, before that, silly! There’s a Saint in Saint Christopher. You know, 

the vision Columbus had when he first arrived.” 
“About the mountain range that looked like Christ being carried across 

a river?” 
“Yes, Christopher meaning ‘Christ Bearer’, that’s my son!” 
“Quite a burden! But anyway, that story’s all wrong,” my father said. 
“I heard Columbus actually called the island ‘San Jorge’.” 
“Well, who ‘Christopherised’ it then?”  
“The British, much later. Look, let’s compromise. Why don’t we say 

our Christopher comes from Columbus himself? Better than ‘Cristobal’ 
in Spanish or ‘Cristoforo’ in Italian.”  

“If he can’t be a saint, all right, I’ll settle for him being an explorer.”  
“By the way, how do you know it will be a boy?” 
“Well, I don’t want a Christophene!” 
Not a vegetable, then, but a choice between three Christophers: the 

island, the explorer, and the Saint. Thrice blessed – or thrice cursed? 
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It was a name to be wary of. The first of these three Christophers, the 
island of Saint Kitts, was a has-been place: once the jewel of Britain’s 
Caribbean empire, then a forgotten little colony. The second, Columbus, 
was a thief, intrepid conquistador or not. He stole Arawak, Carib and 
later Aztec lands under the cover of Spanish Catholicism. As for the 
original Saint Christopher, the 3rd century patron of travellers, an 
eighteen-foot giant from Canaan, it seems he finished badly. To punish 
him for wild stories of carrying Christ across a raging river, he was 
tortured and beheaded by the nearest monarch.  

I have made a balance sheet to work out how much I owe my parents 
for the whole project of being born. The moral mathematics is strange 
and I keep coming up with contradictions, as if I were dividing 
something by zero. Owe them everything? After all, they were the 
prime movers, whatever the results. Owe them nothing? I hadn’t been 
consulted, and my prospects were uncertain out there in the Caribbean.  

“Ralph, this is a sorry world, but we’ll make it right for our child, 
won’t we?” 

Well, I’ll work hard, so we won’t be poor forever. Lawyers eventually 
make a decent living, even honest ones.”  

“But will he be happy?” 
She was worrying about the icing before the cake had been baked. 
“We’ll do our best, love him, get him decent schooling, help him break 

out of the colonial system, encourage him to see the wide world like his 
namesake did.” His hand stroked my mother’s eight-and-a-half-month 
belly, giving me goose bumps inside. 

She must have looked around the room, examining her world, creating 
little endorphin waves around me, taking in the plain wooden table and 
the books they had brought, attuning to the bright blue sky through the 
open window. 

“You know, there are worse places. Maybe he’ll like it here, after all. 
With a few changes, it could be paradise. I hope he succeeds in the 
islands, like my father.” 

“I hope he succeeds, full stop,” my father said. 
What counted was not the place but the determination of that couple, 

my parents. My mother was passionate not only about having children, 
but possessing them. Starting from zero, my father had had to struggle 
for an education like a barefoot boy squirming up a coconut tree. Both 
parents vowed to invest everything in their young ones, to provide 
them with the opportunities they hadn’t had. Happiness would 
necessarily follow.  

However, education can be a dangerous thing, possession can become 
jealous, and even the sunshine can be deceiving, so I suggest a last look 
around before we roll up the curtain on what happened. They were 
right to worry, surrounded by Caribbean torpor: people, projects, 
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companies, crops, governments, and marriages – melting away in the 
tropical heat. In 1942, beggars flocked the streets of Basseterre, syphilis 
was widespread, and neglected racial inequalities were poisoning the 
society. Although still a profitable sugar producer, this island had 
become an imperial slum. The schooling at the centre of their hopes was 
non-existent for young children. And the Caribbean’s British colonial 
legacy included whipping disobedient pupils, imprisoning 
homosexuals, and publicly hanging wrongdoers by the neck. 

In addition, there was a ferocious world war going on in Europe, in 
which my father’s brother Beezie would soon be killed, but not before 
sending my parents a crucial present: a little blue book on child rearing. 
Nearby in the Caribbean, in January of 1942, a German U-boat had sunk 
a Canadian passenger liner named Lady Hawkins with the loss of 350 
lives. The day before my birth, St. Kitts had had a blackout because of 
submarine attacks on the not-so-distant island of St. Lucia. The heroes of 
the Normandy beaches had not yet landed, but my own private D-Day 
was upon me.  

Lights, camera, action: I was ready for life, and I chose June 6th 1942 for 
my first appearance. There I was, a seven-pound, multiracial mixture 
from three continents, like a soup made of English and French greens, 
ground Arawak roots, and hot Angolan peppers. A descendant of the 
cast-offs from Europe, South America and Africa, thrown up on the 
shores of a fertile, bite-sized West Indian island – flotsam and jetsam.  

The one unusual event, as the good doctor held me upside down and 
listened to my wails, was the appearance of a large birthmark, like a 
sprawling animal, running most of the length of my left leg. 
Superstitious Caribbean people say that whatever dreams inhabit a 
pregnant woman will be transmitted to the baby. That damned cat. 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 




