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yril Lionel Robert James was born in Trinidad on 4 January 1901 
and grew up in a town called Tunapuna. Later in life, James 

reflected on his youth. His brother Eric had been ‘feckless’, his aunts 
Florence and Lottie ‘stern and puritanical’. James’ mother Ida 
Elizabeth ‘Bessie’ Rudder was ‘a very tall woman, my colour, with a 
superb carriage and so handsome that everybody always asked who 
she was’. Above all else, ‘she was a reader. She read everything that 
came her way. I can see her now, sitting very straight with the book 
held high, her pince-nez on her Caucasian nose, reading till long after 
midnight. If I got up there she was, reading, the book still held high. 
As she read and put it down I picked it up.’ James’ father, Robert 
James, was a teacher. An accomplished cricketer, he had also taught 
himself music and shorthand. On the occasion of James’ fourth 
birthday, his father gave him a bat and ball, ‘and never afterwards 
was I without them both for long’. As soon as his brother Eric could 
walk, James would attempt to involve him in games of garden 
cricket. Eric for his part only liked batting: as soon as he was out he 
would throw the bat to the ground and refuse to play any further. ‘He 
cheated naturally and I was naturally honest.’ James looked to the 
older generation. His father Robert had played for Tunapuna, where 
he acquired a reputation for hitting sixes over extra cover, no easy 
stroke. But his interest in the sport waned, following the arrival of a 
wife and then children. Robert had taken himself from humble 
origins, the son of a pan-boiler on a sugar estate. Bessie’s father Josh 
Rudder had been the first black driver on the Trinidad Railway. Three 
of James’ grandparents had come as migrants to Trinidad from 
Barbados. ‘Nobody in the Caribbean,’ James would write, ‘is native 
to the environment.’ Robert and Jessie met in church and married 
there. As well as Cyril and Eric, they had a daughter, Olive. 

The young James’ earliest years were spent in the rural south of 
Trinidad with his father. On completing their training, teachers were 
required to work in village schools before they could transfer to the 
towns. For nearly a decade, James’ family divided their time between 
Tunapuna and North Trace, where Robert taught. The population of 
North Trace comprised cane cutters brought first from India to 
Trinidad as indentured labourers. The town contained a mosque, a 
temple and a church. The school year lasted just six months, so as not 
to interfere with the sugar- cutting season. Classes in the school held 
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up to a hundred at a time, and much of the teaching was by rote. The 
school building was cramped, and the family home was hardly more 
spacious. James later recalled that the house had contained just two 
rooms, measuring in total 12 feet by 18 feet. There were holes in the 
floor and even in the thatched roof. 

As well as the home in North Trace, the family also kept a grander 
house in Tunapuna, then a small town of around 3,000 people, 
situated eight miles outside Port of Spain. James would live there for 
six months of the year, with his grandmother and his aunts. One 
effect of his frequent migrations between town and countryside was 
to break down James’ sense of belonging. From a sense that no 
setting was fixed, James also learned to dream, to imagine other 
places and times. 

The young James developed his imagination in part by watching 
sport. One early memory was of a horse race. Years later, he could 
recall the details of the landscape, the character of the competitors, 
the shifting emotions of the crowd as an older horse emerged from 
the pack to snatch victory right at the last. 

The family home overlooked the grounds of Tunapuna Cricket 
Club. In his memoir, Beyond a Boundary, James would later recall 
the proximity of the two. ‘An umpire could have stood at the 
bedroom window.’ One day, James watched the club’s star batsman 
Arthur Jones. ‘Nearly every over he was getting up on his toes and 
cutting away.’ But the wicket was wet and the ball would not run to 
the boundary. Sensing Jones’ frustration, the fielding team began to 
bowl short. Down came a bouncer, and Jones lashed hard. ‘There was 
the usual shout,’ James recalled, ‘a sudden silence and another shout, 
not so loud this time. Then from my window I saw Jones walking out 
and people began to walk away. He had been caught by point 
standing with his back to the barbed wire.’ James found the confusion 
and subsequent despair of the moment overpowering: ‘I could not see 
it from my window and I asked and asked until I was told what had 
happened. I knew that something out of the ordinary had happened to 
us who were watching. We had been lifted to the heights and cast 
down into the depths in much less than a fraction of a second. 
Countless as are the times that this experience has been repeated, 
most often in the company of tens of thousands of people, I have 
never lost the zest of wondering at it and pondering over it.’ 
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Many years later, the novelist V S Naipaul observed that cricket 
achieved its sovereignty in the West Indies because it represented style, 
grace and other elements of culture in a society that had little else of its 
kind. Reading his then friend’s words, James seized on them, and 
wrote back regretting that he had never said the same. But we should 
not endorse Naipaul’s judgment too quickly. It contains hints of the 
younger author’s patrician disdain. James’ attitude towards popular 
culture was more sympathetic. In the Trinidad of James’ youth, other 
openings could also be found, beyond cricket. ‘I was fascinated by the 
calypso singers and the sometimes ribald ditties they sang in their tents 
during carnival time. But, like many of the black middle class, to my 
mother a calypso was a matter for ne’er-do-wells and at best the 
common people. I was made to understand that the road to the calypso 
tent was the road to hell, and there were always plenty of examples of 
hell’s inhabitants to whom she could point.’  

After cricket, James’ other joy was literature. From his mother, 
James learned to read widely. From his father, James did not yet 
acquire self-discipline but a consciousness of its need. ‘I learnt 
discrimination from my father. He was no reader, except for books 
connected with his teaching, but as a man of some education he knew 
who, if not what, the classics were.’ Under his parents’ dual influence, 
the youthful scholar was encouraged to read Aeschylus, Balzac, the 
Brontë sisters, Dickens, Dostoyevsky, Hawthorne, Kipling, Scott, 
Thackeray and Tolstoy. ‘Thackeray, not Marx,’ James would insist, 
‘bears the heaviest responsibility for me.’ It was Thackeray’s emphasis 
on English stiff upper lips and moral self- reliance that appealed. 

‘I was a bright boy. A very bright boy,’ James would later write. 

His reading was chosen by his parents to inspire in him a love of 
British culture, a belief in the civilising mission of the mother 
country. James’ mother Bessie kept an illustrated edition of the 
complete works of Shakespeare. ‘Now I could not read a play of 
Shakespeare but I remember perfectly looking up the Act and Scenes 
stated at the foot of the illustration and reading that particular scene. I 
am quite sure that before I was seven I had read all those scenes. I 
read neither before or after, but if the picture told me Act 3, Scene 4, I 
would look it up and fortified myself with the picture.’ Not all James’ 
reading was highbrow. He also read The Review of Reviews, Comic 
Cuts and Strand Magazine. 
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James was struck by the contrast between his own quiet life in 
Trinidad and the conflicts he found in literature. Yet Trinidad may 
not have been quite as tranquil as it seemed. The island was a 
possession of the British Empire. The abolition of slavery had 
happened in living memory. James himself was the great-grandson of 
slaves. The society was still marked by open racism. One instance of 
the collective stupidity meant something to James, then and later. The 
island’s best cricketers were black, and yet the West Indies’ captain 
was always white. As it was in sport, so it was in every other aspect 
of life: positions were fixed. Even a middle-class family such as 
James’ could aspire to security only through exceptional hard work, 
in each successive generation. Yet ruled by Britain, the subjects of 
the colony could hardly have been unaware of movements elsewhere 
for independence. A Trinidadian, Henry Sylvester Williams, founded 
the first Pan African Congress in London in 1900. The British were 
soon caught up in their long war in South Africa. Another European 
power, Russia, suffered an embarrassing military defeat at the hands 
of Japan in 1904–5, when James was aged just three and four. 

A definite hierarchy shaped life on the island. In another tale from 
Beyond a Boundary, James described his grandmother’s and his 
aunt’s contempt for their neighbours, the Bondmans. They considered 
the two Bondman children Matthew and Marie shameless, sexual 
beasts. Matthew was a young adult when James first met him, 
‘medium height and size, and an awful character. He was generally 
dirty. He would not work. His eyes were fierce, his language was 
violent and his voice was loud. His lips curled back naturally and he 
intensified it by an almost permanent snarl’. Bondman was the 
personification of the fears of the middle class, that without reading 
and cleanliness, they too would be sucked back down into the world 
of the urban poor. For James, the story was rather more complex. 
‘Matthew, so crude and vulgar in every aspect of his life, with a bat 
in his hand was all grace and style. When he practised on an 
afternoon with the local club people stayed to watch and walked 
away when he was finished.’ 

In 1910, James was entered for a scholarship to the celebrated 
Queen’s Royal College. Competing against other students, ‘fighting 
cocks’ most of them two years his senior, and who entered the hall 
beside their willing parents, James came first. It was a great prize. 
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Only four scholarships were on offer each year. Founded in 1870, the 
school had been established for the children of British settlers. It was 
now opening up to local children, the sons of independent planters 
and of some teachers. The main building, known as the Main Block, 
was one of the celebrated sights of Trini- dad. Designed in the 
German Renaissance style, it featured royal palms, a tall, lighted 
tower and a chiming clock. Entering the school for the first time must 
have given James an extraordinary thrill. He was to remain at 
Queen’s for the next eight years. It was then that Trinidad seemed 
quiet to him and the world outside most exciting. 

James’ teens were the years of the 1914–18 war, a conflict to 
which the colonies were expected to contribute, a West Indies 
Battalion fighting for the British in France. The war culminated in the 
defeat of Germany, in the formation of the League of Nations, in 
American President Woodrow Wilson’s promises of self-government 
to the small nations, and in the Russian Revolution. One Tunapuna 
friend was Malcolm Nurse, who later went by the name of George 
Padmore. Nurse was born the year after James, and was like him the 
son of a teacher. His father, James Alfonso Nurse, was one of the 
best-read men that the young James met. He even wrote letters on 
scientific matters for the local press. When his correspondence was 
discovered, however, his employers judged that Nurse had ambitions 
above his station. He was compelled to resign, adopting Islam in 
protest against his treatment and becoming the first black Muslim on 
the island. Malcolm and the young James used to bathe together in 
summer in the river Arima. 

Queen’s was modelled on an English private education. The nine 
teachers were all graduates of public schools and Oxford or 
Cambridge. The curriculum included Latin, Greek, French, 
Mathematics, English grammar and history. The authorities taught 
James to think that a good man was disciplined, consistent and 
subject to the same rules that he asked others to observe. These rules 
were not taught abstractly but through sport. 

James, in turn, was fascinated by cricket, ‘I analysed strokes, I 
studied types, I read its history, its beginnings, how and when it 
changed from period to period, I read about it in Australia and in 
South Africa. I read and compared statistics, I made clippings, I 
talked to all cricketers, particularly the inter-colonial cricketers and 
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those who had gone abroad. I compared what they told me with what 
I read in old copies of Wisden. I looked up the play of the men who 
had done well or badly against the West Indies. I read and 
appreciated the phraseology of the laws.’ Through literature, James 
learned more of the sport’s history. In The Pickwick Papers, he 
discovered, ‘Dickens refers easily to a cricket match played in the 
West Indies by two British officers. Trinidad became British only in 
1797, yet in 1842, not ten years after the abolition of slavery, there 
was a well established Trinidad Cricket Club. By 1891, there was an 
intercolonial tournament between Barbados, Jamaica and what has 
now become British Guiana. In 1894–5 the first English team visited 
the West Indies.’ 

One of the idiosyncrasies of the British public school system is the 
very heavy emphasis that it places on two opposite conditions: first, 
on spending years as a junior, in which the sole demand is of 
subaltern loyalty, and then on a brief period of seniority, in which the 
older boys are expected to lead the young. Both emphases are 
deliberate: as a junior, you are expected to endure a range of 
leadership styles, several of them unpleasant. Unless you have 
suffered many years of arbitrary, personal domination, it is suggested, 
you cannot know how to lead later in a fashion that is more generous. 

As a result of winning the scholarship a year early, James was 
young when he started at Queen’s. He spent eight years at the 
grammar school: one more than each of his contemporaries. For 
years, he was one of the most junior boys, trained to look upwards 
and admire. Then suddenly James was a senior boy. It was his turn to 
lead. In his own account of the period, James refers obliquely to one 
or perhaps two roles of authority that he held in various school 
cricket teams. ‘I never gave to a friend a vote or a place, which by 
any stretch of imagination could be seen as belonging to an enemy or 
to a stranger.’ To speak of having a vote is to suggest that senior  
boys held some collegial power over selection. To speak of giving a 
place is to suggest that James was at one point a team captain. If so, 
then his task would have been to choose the other players for his 
team, to inspire them, to lead them on and off the pitch. We can 
understand then the emphasis he put on studying the history of the 
game: because he taught it to others. He internalised the school’s 
moral code. 
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Cricket took up a great deal of the school day: what were the 
pupils supposed to learn from it? In the Queen’s system, cricket 
played a dual role. The laws of cricket were fixed. The umpires 
(chosen from the teaching staff) guarded order. Their decisions were 
final. Yet if cricket served to uphold hierarchy, it could do so only by 
concealing its own strangeness. Cricket has been treated often as a 
metaphor for life. If so, then ‘life’ is a curious thing. Followers of 
other sports such as football may assume that cricket inhabits a 
rational, ordered world, like their own. It does not. A football pitch 
must be of limited specification, the goal of a certain size. The game 
lasts for 90 minutes and then, barring exceptions, it ends. Not so with 
cricket. A match of Test cricket as often lasts for three or four days as 
for five (its maximum duration). Let the opening side bat 
disastrously, and a one-innings school game scheduled for several 
hours might be over before lunch. Cricket is amongst other things a 
permanent competition between the batsman (whoever happens to be 
batting just at the time) and the bowler (again, irrespective of who has 
the ball). Make the pitch flat and even, and batsmen on both teams 
will prosper. Prepare an uneven surface, or play on a grey overcast 
day, and the ball will jag about, bowlers will succeed. Not in football, 
nor in rugby, nor in hockey, nor in baseball, nor in any of the  
other team sports does so much turn on the pitch, nor on that day’s 
climate. 

Characterised by both order and disorder, cricket can at times be a 
meritocratic sport. In any team, the average scores of a batsman or 
the total wickets taken by a bowler can be counted. The skilled and 
the diligent prove themselves. Favourites may be chosen, but will not 
prosper. Nepotism is ‘just not cricket’. There can be no more a 
hereditary batsman or bowler than there can be a hereditary poet. 

Cricket tends to reinforce a social system most clearly in one of 
two situations: first, in a society of fixed order, where the prosperous 
are guaranteed a condition of luxury, so that they are indeed fitter, 
happier and better rested than any rivals. In such conditions, a 
sporting hierarchy will indeed confirm the order of life. Secondly, 
cricket and society can reinforce one another in a world of freedom 
where talent and industry are given free hand to try whatever they 
liked. Here, too, the cricketing hierarchy, or, more accurately, its 
absence, will mirror the freedom of the world outside. 
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We should therefore read James’ frequent declarations of love for 
the game as more complex than they first appear. The cricket he 
learned at school, James later insisted, was the medium of his entire 
philosophy. Under its influence, he absorbed a moral code, one that 
he long retained, ‘I never cheated, I never appealed for a decision 
unless I thought the batsman was out, I never argued with the umpire, 
I never jeered at a defeated opponent … If I caught myself 
complaining or making excuses I pulled up. If afterwards I 
remembered doing it I took an inward decision to try not to do it 
again. From the eight years of school life this code became the moral 
framework of my existence. It has never left me.’ Nothing in James’ 
account implies undue deference to authority. It speaks rather  
of a contract between player and opponent, or between both and the 
game. 

While cricket rose in his affection, James tired of books. ‘I paid no 
attention to the curriculum.’ His rebellion, if we can call it that, was 
the protest of an intelligent person with no challenge in the 
classroom. It is revealing that of all the various teachers of his youth, 
James recalled few with any vividness, except one, the principal of 
the college, a Mr Burslem. 

‘No more devoted, conscientious and self-sacrificing official ever 
worked in the colonies … he would write mitigating words in my 
report, call me to do some personal task for him (a way of showing 
favour) and in the course of it try to show me the error of my ways. 
He did it constantly with me and other waywards. He was a man with 
a belief in the rod, which he combined with a choleric and autocratic 
disposition. But he was loved by generations of boys and held in 
respectful admiration through the colony.’ 

Following his previous success in the scholarship exam, James 
might have been expected to graduate from his first award to a 
second bursary. There were three island scholarships worth £600 
each, which enabled the brightest pupils to study law or medicine 
abroad, typically at Oxford or Cambridge, and return to the island 
with a profession, made for life. Yet James neglected his studies. ‘My 
distracted father lectured me, punished me, flogged me. I would make 
good resolutions, do well for one term and fall from grace again.’ 

The headmaster Mr Burslem reported James to the school 
governors as a failing student and threatened to withdraw his bursary. 
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A family conference was convened. James was instructed to catch the 
first train home at the end of his lessons and play no more cricket. We 
can imagine a shocked gathering of James’ extended family. His 
father was a teacher. His godparents were teachers. Most of his 
parents’ friends were teachers. If James’ scholarship were to be 
removed, his failure would be reported in the local press. His idleness 
threatened to undermine several years of collective effort towards a 
social peak. Yet even now there could be no meeting of minds 
between the older generation and the younger. It was cricket that 
James loved. Faced with strict instructions from his family, James 
held to his higher calling, and continued to play the game. It does not 
seem to have occurred to the young James that dishonesty of this sort 
was barely compatible with the moral code of cricket that he claimed 
to espouse. ‘I forged letters, I borrowed flannels, I borrowed money 
to pay my fare, I borrowed bicycles to ride to the matches and 
borrowed money to repay them. I was finally entangled in such a web 
of lies, forged letters, borrowed clothes and borrowed money that it 
was no wonder that my family looked on me as a sort of trial from 
heaven.’ James’ father beat him repeatedly; and into his thirties, 
James would dream a continuing nightmare, in which he returned 
home a failure to await his father’s wrath. 

James was conscious of his own intelligence and capacity for 
reading. He simply lacked the means to apply these skills in class, in 
a way that made him feel alive. Robert James finally conceded, and 
agreed to let his son concentrate on the game. James never did win 
the scholarship to Oxford, but left Queen’s in 1918. 

In the subsequent years, James was employed as a teacher, first 
oddly enough at Queen’s Royal College. How was he, of all possible 
teachers, supposed to develop habits of industry in his pupils? It was 
James the team player, the school presumably chose to employ, not 
James the former dilatory student. One of his pupils at Queen’s in the 
1920s was Eric Williams, later the first Prime Minister of the 
independent Trinidad and Tobago. James taught next at the 
Government Training College. Photographs from the late 1920s show 
him to have been a smartly-dressed young man in a light suit and 
spotted tie. His posture is erect and his hair cropped. His face and 
body are recognisable as those of the later author. Yet the personality 
he would adopt still remained to be formed. 
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James played cricket through his teens. His performances are 
recorded into the early 1930s.’ ‘By the time I left school at the age of 
eighteen I was a good defensive bat and could have held my own in 
any English public- school side. I could bowl fast medium with a 
high action, swing the ball late from leg and break it with shoulder-
and-finger action from the off. I was looked upon as one of the 
coming players on the island … I have at various times dismissed for 
small scores St Hill, Small, Constantine, Wiles and other Test players 
and in my best days would have opened the bowling cheerfully 
against any batsman I have seen.’ Through the 1920s, James played 
regularly and at a high level. He performed first for Old Collegians, 
averaging more than 70 with the bat in a side that won the island’s 
second-division championship. It became evident that James should 
progress, and in particular that he should choose one of the first- 
division teams. The decision was protracted and James would treat it 
afterwards to careful scrutiny.  

Four sides were closed to James, Queen’s Park Club was the 
preserve of wealthy whites; Shamrock was Catholic and again 
predominantly white; Constabulary was as the name suggests a police 
club; while Stingo was the club of the talented, black poor. There 
were two remaining clubs open to him. Maple was normally the team 
of the Asian middle class. A doctor with dark skin would normally 
find the side closed to him, but a lighter-skinned department-store 
clerk might have been able to join. Shannon played a similar role for 
the black lower middle class. 

James turned to a friend of his father’s for advice, and was told: 
‘Many of the Maple boys are your friends and mine. These are the 
people you are going to meet in life. Join them; it will be better in the 
end.’ So while James might have been expected to choose Shannon, 
he sided instead with Maple. The choice might be put down to 
residual family loyalty, or even to ambition on James’ part, for what 
better sign could there be of social mobility, on this colour-divided 
island, than to socialise with those of a lighter skin? ‘Faced with the 
fundamental divisions in the island,’ James later accepted, he sided 
not with the left but with ‘the right’. In pure cricketing terms, this 
decision turned out to be a bad mistake. Maple lost to Shannon nine 
times in the next ten years. Shannon acquired a number of players 
who would become Test cricketers. James was separated from a 
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rising generation, including above all his future friend Learie 
Constantine. For a decade, James was a successful club cricketer. He 
was not picked, however, for any higher level. Thus cricket became 
for him a part-time pursuit. James failed to reach the top of the 
sporting ladder, falling short by several rungs. 

James now saw the need to develop a second vocation. To his 
friends, he now insisted that his name would be made as a writer. 
James attended plays and concerts, and as early as 1919 he took part 
in a literary circle, the Maverick Club. 

James’ first published works were short stories. One, ‘La Divina 
Pastora’, appeared in 1927, and was published in the British Saturday 
Review. The story tells of Anita Perez, a young woman on a cocoa 
plantation who is desperate to secure the affections of her lover, 
Sebastian Montagnio. She offers to an image of the Madonna her 
golden chain, her only valuable possession. The lover becomes 
anxious at her departure 

from the previous, relaxed conventions of their courtship. At the 
end of the story, the chain is returned miraculously to her dresser. 
This story shows a deep willingness to grasp the narrow existence 
into which many women of the author’s generation were trapped. As 
James writes of his protagonist: ‘She lived one earthly aim. She 
considered it her duty and her business to be married as quickly as 
possible, first because in that retired spot it marked the sweet 
perfection of a woman’s existence, and secondly, because feminine 
youth and beauty, if they exist, fade early on in the hard work on the 
cocoa plantation … She had no thought of women’s rights nor any 
Ibsenic theories of morality.’ 

A second story, ‘Turner’s Prosperity’, concerns a young, indebted 
clerk, while James’ third published piece, ‘Triumph’, describes love 
in the barrack-yards of Trinidad. ‘In the corner of one yard,’ James 
wrote, ‘is the hopelessly inadequate water-closet, unmistakable to the 
nose if not the eye; sometimes there is a structure with the title of 
bathroom, a courtesy title, for he or she who would wash in it with 
decent privacy must cover the person as if bathing on the banks of the 
Thames; the kitchen happily presents no difficulty; never is there one 
and each barrack-yarder cooks before her door. In the centre there is a 
pile of stones.’ The latter two stories appeared in Trinidad, a 
magazine published by James with his friend Alfred Mendes in 
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Christmas 1929. After two issues, Trinidad merged into another 
magazine The Beacon, edited by another friend, Albert Gomes, from 
1931. In May 1931, The Beacon published a short fictional piece by 
James called simply, ‘Revolution’. A conversation with an imaginary 
exiled Venezuelan revolutionary, the story recounts an uprising of the 
people defeated by the cowardice of its leaders. 

Even while James had relinquished his original plan to play 
cricket professionally, he was continuing to collect scraps of sporting 
folklore to generate notes on games, compiling the details that would 
inform his later journalism. He followed the results of the touring 
overseas sides. Until 1928, London judged the West Indies teams to 
be unworthy of international or Test status. London itself was still 
ostensibly the realm of gentlemen amateurs. Touring sides were sent 
not as England elevens but in the name of the Marylebone Cricket 
Club, whose headquarters were at Lord’s. When an MCC team 
visited the West Indies in 1930, James would write later, ‘West Indies 
had perked up enough to win the series. Roach had fulfilled all its 
early promise and George Hedley of Jamaica took the field. Only 
twenty years of age, he made a century three times and practically 
won the Test at Georgetown against time on a wearing wicket.’ 
Success in 1930 seemed to prove that the Caribbean side had stepped 
up in quality but the next away tour, of Australia, gave less ground 
for hope. ‘Woodfall’s team was too much for them. The side never 
caught itself until the last State match against New South Wales. The 
tour was saved from inconsequence by the full blossoming of 
Headley, who was hailed by the best judges in critical Australia as a 
batsman sans peur et sans reproche.’ 

In 1927, James married Juanita Samuel Young. According to 
James’ second wife, ‘Juanita was of Spanish and Chinese descent; 
from Venezuela … Theirs was a traditional West Indian marriage. 
She was to keep the house in order, cook, and be his bedmate when 
he desired … He described his relationship with Juanita as 
“pleasant”. She, on the other hand, told [ James] that the only time he 
paid her any attention was when he was on top of her. On weekends 
he would gather up the gramophone, records and book and they 
would take themselves to Tunapuna to stay with his mother and 
father. Juanita became pregnant, but nearing term the baby died as a 
result of the umbilical cord twisted around its neck. [ James] did not 
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seem particularly saddened, only describing their infant as a fine 
looking baby boy.’ James’ seeming lack of grief may have meant 
only that he lacked the capacity to express sadness. There would be 
other, later silences. 

The novelist George Lamming describes James’ origins as 
follows, ‘a peasant by recent origin, a colonial by education, [he was] 
a Victorian with the rebel seed’. The word ‘seed’ is well chosen: it 
suggests blossoming in stages. We should not exaggerate the speed of 
James’ conversion to rebellion. By the late 1920s, he was a prominent 
member of Trinidad’s bohemian set. Even now, however, his 
horizons were still limited. His ambition was to make his name on the 
cricket fields of Trinidad and in its public libraries. Thus we find 
James, aged 30 and incomplete. To his own mind, he was a 
distinguished intellectual, master of the best of European civilisation. 
Yet England he knew at second hand, through books, through her 
colonial system and through the life that she imposed on her subjects. 
England herself he had never seen. With the wider world, he was 
even less familiar. Neither the 1914–18 war nor the Russian 
Revolution had brought any response from him. ‘In politics I took 
little interest.’ Or, as James wrote elsewhere, ‘Politics seemed remote 
from me. I was wrong and it took nearly fifty years to discover how 
wrong I was.’ 

Under the influence of two charismatic figures the real C L R 
James at last began to emerge. The first was Captain André Cipriani, 
the mayor of Port of Spain and an early advocate of self-government 
for the West Indies. James was a government servant, banned by law 
from taking any part in politics. Yet life itself taught him the injustice 
of colonial rule, under which black could never govern white. 
Cipriani was a lawyer, and a former cricketer, who in 1913 had been 
part of the Trinidad side that scored 334 in one innings against the 
MCC. Cipriani later led Trinidadian soldiers in the war. In James’ 
account, the speed with which the soldiers ‘adjusted themselves to the 
spiritual and material requirements of a modern war amazed all 
observers, from [General] Allenby down. Cipriani made a reputation 
for himself by his militant defence of the regiment against all 
prejudice, official and unofficial. To the end of his days he spoke 
constantly of the recognition they had won’. Cipriani returned to the 
island in 1919, becoming a leading figure in the Trinidad Working-
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men’s Association, and supporting the dock strikes that closed Port of 
Spain in the same year. In 1922, Cipriani established a publication 
The Socialist campaigning for shorter working hours. Cipriani was 
elected to the Trinidad legislative assembly. James began to read his 
magazine soon after. James knew Cipriani and considered writing for 
his magazine. 

In Trinidad, James also began to take stock of the papers of the 
black liberation movement, including Marcus Garvey’s The Negro 
World and W E B DuBois’ The Crisis. Du Bois was a long-standing 
advocate of black struggle, and later a prominent black advocate of 
Communism. Garvey was the founder of the Back to Africa 
movement, which in the immediate post-1918 period had signed up 
more than a million supporters. Garvey visited Port of Spain, and 
James later recalled travelling by train to hear him speak. Inch by inch, 
James was being won to the struggle for reform. He began to write a 
biography of Cipriani. The writing of the book was intended as a means 
to break out of the purely contemplative radicalism into which he felt 
he had slipped; James wanted to employ the skills he had developed as 
a writer in the service of the nascent reform movement. Later, in 1932, 
the biography of Cipriani would be his first published book. 

The second sustained influence on James was Learie Constantine, 
who played for Shannon against James’ team Maple, and who had 
studied at St Anne’s Government School under James’ father Robert. 
Constantine was the very model of the professional cricketer that 
James had hoped to become. Learie’s father L S Constantine had 
played against a touring MCC side in 1900 and 1906. Learie 
Constantine was then picked to play for the West Indies in 1923, when 
he was just 22 years old. He held his position in the team for the next 
16 years. Before being chosen to play for the islands, Constantine had 
played just three first-class games. By 1928, he was the dominant 
figure within the West Indies team. 

The essence of James’ friendship with Learie Constantine is well 
expressed in James’ memory of a single, but vital conversation with 
him. James at 30 was still an admirer of the English. There was so 
much they had taught him. Even physically, they struck him as better-
fed, more skilled, truer athletes, than the people of the Caribbean. But 
the English he knew at a distance, chiefly through their schools, their 
political institutions and their literature. Learie Constantine, the 
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sporting professional, had seen the English closer-to. He knew them 
as people. Around the time that Constantine was first chosen to play 
for the West Indies, James engaged him in talk, ‘I was holding forth 
about some example of low West Indian cricket morals when 
Constantine grew grave with an almost aggressive expression in his 
face. “You have it all wrong, you know”, he said coldly. “ What did I 
have all wrong ?” “You have it all wrong. You believe all that you 
read in those books. They are no better than we.” I floundered around. 
I hadn’t intended to say that they were better than we. Yet a great 
deal of what I had been saying was just that.’ Forced to confront his 
deepest feelings, this was one of those charged conversations that 
would stay with James for many years. 

Tours of England gave Constantine a new profile. In later years, 
James would take pride in recounting some of the statistics of his 
friend’s success. Playing in England in 1928, Constantine scored 1,381 
runs at an average of 34.5 and took 107 wickets at a cost of just 22.9. 
The rules of judging an all-rounder’s career are simple. If the average 
number of runs they score per innings (when batting) is higher than 
the average number of runs that they concede per wicket (when 
bowling), then they justify a place in their teams. Former England all-
rounder Ian Botham finished with Test averages of 33.3 as a batsman 
and 28.4 as a bowler, while as I write current England all-rounder 
Andrew ‘Freddie’ Flintoff has Test averages of 32.6 and 32.8. If an 
all-rounder’s batting average is ten runs higher than their bowling 
average, then like Constantine in 1928 they are exceptional. 

As Constantine settled in Lancashire, ‘a new and inexhaustible 
topic, England and the English people’, was added to James’ 
discussions with his friend. By the early 1930s, Constantine was 
planning to write an auto- biographical history of West Indian cricket. 
He invited James to help him. The decision to leave marked the end 
of James’ marriage to Juanita: 

‘There was some sort of arrangement whereby she was to come to 
meet me in England, but she saw after a time that I did not really 
need her and her pride rebelled.’ James left Trinidad in 1932. He took 
with him the draft of a novel about life in the shantytowns of Port of 
Spain, and the draft also of his biography of Cipriani. ‘The British 
intellectual,’ he wrote, ‘was going to Britain.’ James would not return 
home for more than two decades. 
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