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“I think that all of us as writers maintain a strange and wonderful umbilicus of memory that connects us 

to the people we used to be…. as writers, we tend to collect things without realizing it. ... all writers 

collect bits of information and ephemera. Things we know, things we wonder about. …which embed 

themselves into the strata foundations of our creativity like layers in the fossil record.” – Scott Fitzgerald 

Gray, author or We can be Heroes from http://novelspaces.blogspot.com/2013/02/guest-author-scott-fitzgerald-gray_16.html  

 

I am a writer. Like all writers, I invent and I steal from lived and unlived experiences, from questioning 

and possibility. Initially, I called this paper ‘Mi Tanty haunting Me’ as I realized how much I draw on the 

memory and essence of my grandmother in writing matriarchs in my stories; and for me she was the 

best example, in my writing, of that divide between historical truth and novelistic fiction. Most 

specifically, the facts of her life as I know them are rendered in my book The Boy from Willow Bend but 

the part of fiction that has to do with bending and distorting reality ensures that it is not so much a 

personal history as an emotional echo, a memory manipulated to purpose, mostly without conscious 

thought. 

The process of writing it, of writing, of writing the bits and pieces of our collective history that serve the 

story I’m telling – because it’s all in service to story – at some point becomes not mine but in published 

form something the community engages with and, I’ve found, relates to because on some level they 

recognize it. Several primarily island reviewers of my latest book Oh Gad! especially have spoken or 

written of that sense of connection, a reminder that writing is a lonely affair but in the end a community 

act. That was the part of it, I’m still not fully prepared for. 

 

“I am opening this gathering of writers by saying that all people have stories to tell. We tell stories to 

each other about each other. Our stories remind us about who we are, and they define us to those who 

are different from us. Thus, our stories help us to clarify our ‘selves’ and help others to know about those 

‘selves’.” – Althea Prince, in the foreword to her collection So the Nailhead Bend, So the Story End: an anthology of Antiguan 

and Barbudan Writers Volume 1 (A Different Publisher, Toronto, 2013) 

 

As a reader, I’ve found writing has the power to transport me to places I’ve never been, to the lives of 

people I’ll never meet. And as a reader with a particular and life long love of fiction, though I do read 

some non fiction and poetry, I probably have a somewhat skewered understanding of major and minor 

http://novelspaces.blogspot.com/2013/02/guest-author-scott-fitzgerald-gray_16.html


moments in history given how much of that history I would have learned through the fiction – a World 

War II fiction as opposed to a World War ll non fiction, a slave-era fiction as opposed to a non fiction, 

though I’ve read some of those as well.  Through the prism of entertainment, I’ve found it’s quite an 

effective way of absorbing new information without realizing you’re absorbing it, and for me there’s 

often greater concern – as both reader and writer – with the emotional truth over the factual truth. Yes, 

I believe in a little artistic license in fiction. And will even accept it in non fiction – à la Dreams of My 

Father – if it tells a better story; because, for me, I suppose, there are deeper truths than just what 

happened. The bare bones recording of what happened I’ll leave to historians, I guess. I like history but 

I’m a writer and a reader and I suppose a part of me just wants a good story. 

That said, I don’t take the role of storyteller lightly. I believe it has force. 

The morning this paper started coming together for me was the morning after.  The morning after 

another brazen daylight robbery-murder, one too many for a 108 square mile island; the morning after 

more breast-beating and tears; the morning after more finger-pointing  and not nearly enough self-

examining. The day before the morning after, I posted on my facebook, as news about the incident 

spread like swarming ants, that at times like these I hardly recognized the country I grew up in. Among 

the responses was one from another writer, in another country, and it said, “There is only one thing to 

do. Write a protest poem.” 

And I tried.  

My mind awash with rallies and talk and pumped fists and fed up stances, I tried. But the page remained 

stubbornly blank. 

In the end, I was drawn back to another story. I’d written Friday Night Fish Fry a few years earlier for the 

Liberian journal, Sea Breeze. It was a story about a man and a boy, both lost. It juxtaposed what the man 

remembers, with some nostalgia, as a community gripped with a solid sense of self against the 

crumbling reality of a community that has forgotten itself. 

I was drawn to this story because perhaps this is how Antigua seemed to me in the wake of yet another 

man-made tragedy, a community lost to its purpose, to its sense of self. And like the man, Moses, in 

Friday Night Fish Fry, I was not interested in politics and politicians but in community, a community that 

yet had the power to shake off its apathy and the power it’s surrendered to politicians and remember 

itself. 

I struck on this I think, because this paper, through the research phases has been about the act of 

remembering. But as my community took to facebook and other public spaces to mourn another loss 

and bemoan our sense of being lost, I was reminded that remembering is not a passive thing, not when 

it can give meaning to now and remind us of who we are.  

So in the end, I didn’t have it in me to write another poem of protest, I ended up posting instead this 

story of a man and a boy mentoring each other, and discovering in that process that all is not lost. What 

Moses was doing, albeit reluctantly, giving this boy an anchor, is the kind of thing, perhaps the only 



thing that can stop this slippery slide into chaos, the kind of chaos where life has no value and a daylight 

robbery – in a tourist hub, nonetheless – is probable. I didn’t set out to write a protest piece when I 

wrote Friday Night Fish Fry. I wanted a story that connected Africa, and Liberia in particular, with 

Antigua and found a way to do so by drawing on the stories I’d discovered, in my journalist-persona, 

about the black power movement in Antigua; I wanted an outlet for the anger I felt as a boy lay dead, 

and a mother grieved, and another boy ran wild destined to become a man running wild.  

 

“They were bold, these kids; stared you straight in the face, a dare in their eyes and in the set of their 

shoulders.” – from Friday Night Fish Fry 

 

I wanted to play with this idea of destiny, because I don’t believe children are destined to be bad or 

good, but they do need us to anchor them so that they don’t grow into the kinds of people we someday 

have to be afraid of. The story was very much history but it was also by design about beginning the 

process of re-mapping that history in a way that could set a lost soul to purpose.  

But I am not an academic and I really don’t write in that way. In the end I was just driven to write by 

what moved me, what worried me, what frustrated me, and from that worry and frustration came 

Moses – modeled on a real person – but very much in the end, a man of his own making in a world he 

barely recognized who decided to fight his own worry and frustration and apathy by gripping one boy 

and using the history to remind him of himself; a pebble in a vast lake, perhaps, but a ripple 

nonetheless. Of course, as I don’t do neat endings, who knows how it turns out for them both. 

 

 “All were recognized in these songs for their contributions to the village, good and bad, and in this way 

the traditions of the ancestors stayed alive in all who heard.” – this quote is from U. S. President Barack 

Obama’s Dreams from my Father. It was written in time long before he became president, in a time when he was 

still a young man trying to make sense of his unique lineage and where he fit in it. It followed on his Kenyan 

grandmother’s explanations of the traditions of his people.  

 

“People must know who dem be, must remember what important.” - Tanty to Nikki in Oh Gad!” 

 

Recently,  a group of us writers in conversation discussed the ‘Antigua story’ – and as we explored what 

that was there was nostalgic reflection of old time calypsos, and the characters that inspired them, 

stories that carried the history of the folk.  



We talked of “one man ban’, we spoke of Star Black, and other characters from our childhood since 

immortalized in poetry or calypso. And still, as I sat to write this, I wondered, was it just nostalgia? What 

is the value of all this remembering to who we are now? 

I write fiction but memory is a big part of that. But for the same reason that eye witness reports are not 

considered reliable, the memory mined cannot be taken as actual history. It didn’t happen that way, or 

at all.  

 

“Places hold memories. I’m convinced of this. Every time I drive over Hospital Hill – which they call Queen 

Elizabeth Highway – I think of my father” – that’s the opening of a story I wrote. 

 

The story came out of my memory of being a very small child with my sister in my grandfather’s car and 

him allowing us to steer the car over hospital hill. It might have been once, he was not, as I knew him, a 

playful man, given to such indulgences, but for some reason it’s a huge memory and every time I crest 

that hill, I think of him. Perhaps because the experience is so anomalous, perhaps because it happened 

so often; I no longer know. I just know that alongside the anger and aggression which I was able to draw 

on and exaggerate in crafting the grandfather character in my first book The Boy from Willow Bend, I 

had this moment, this moment of playful indulgence, and that that was a part of him too. But as shown, 

it’s hardly the kind of information you can take to the witness stand, except for the skewed kind of 

witnessing that fiction allows. It’s why I love fiction, you can take the reality and bend it to your will. Like 

the scene in Matrix where the kid tells Neo, “There is no spoon”. The story inspired by that memory of 

driving over hospital hill has nothing at all to do with a grandfather but is about a father who has just 

watched his wife die and must now distract himself and his children from this painful reality as they 

prepare to face an uncertain future together. There is an emotionally unavailable father in his memory 

and his worries that he can be a better father, but the story bore nothing of the incident that inspired it. 

There is no spoon. 

 

“The problem with stereotypes is not that they are untrue. It is that they are incomplete.” – Chimamanda 

Ngozi Adichie – from TED Talk on the danger of a Single Story. 

 

There is a term “exotic” that you’ll come across in narratives about the Caribbean, even in narratives 

written by us. As though we are exotic – foreign, alien, striking in that alienness – to ourselves; this is 

mostly seen in tourist lingo but it’s seen in literary narratives as well. I suppose the fact that we eat 

sweet potato pudding instead of apple pie can be considered exotic…to an American…but to ourselves, 

our looks, our practices, our speech ought to be the norm. So when we write ourselves as “exotic” from 

whose perspective are we writing? Somewhere mixed up in the “exotic” are the stereotypes about 

Caribbean people and Caribbean life; and the ways we defeat or re-define or fill in the textures 



overlaying those stereotypes is by telling more of our story in increasing detail. I believe in the power of 

story. 

Story, for me, has become a way of expanding the narrow view beyond the perceived “exotic” and, as 

well, taking ownership of not only our collective history but our collective destiny – and I suppose that’s 

what I was trying to say in Friday Night Fish Fry about the re-memory not being mere nostalgia, or a 

purely passive exercise. 

I first found out about the slave dungeon at Orange Valley in Antigua during my earliest days in 

television –it was one of the first features that I did. And subsequently, and briefly, I became part of a 

committee interested in creating awareness of and preserving the dungeon.  

The dungeon is fashioned from a small cave in a rock, it has a single opening, the remains suggesting it 

was bolted by a heavy door. When we visited for the report and put a barrier across that opening, we 

found that inside is complete darkness and hard stone, and could imagine the little critters creeping 

through the crevices. Legend goes that a pregnant slave was once locked there and on giving birth 

suffered the trauma of her baby being eaten by rats. 

There are records of two other known slave dungeons, the Torturer and the Bump Off at Parson Maule’s 

– I’ve never seen these – but Papa Sammy, an Antiguan working man who told his story to his 

grandchildren Keithlyn and Fernando Smith so that they would chronicle it, in the spirit of the slave 

narratives speaks of the Torturer in the non-fiction, post-slavery narrative, a personal and social history 

To Shoot Hard Labour: “it still stands and is shaped like an old fashioned pill box with a rounded roof… 

(it) was so called being very small and dark, with only a small air hole. Massa was able to control the 

amount of air the slave could breathe according to the gravity of his ‘crime’” he said of the Torturer. Of 

the other, he said, it no longer exists. Fact is, compared to Nelson’s Dockyard and the various forts, 

places like the dungeon form part of our selective amnesia when it comes to our enslavement and its 

lingering impact. I would write it back into the narrative, and yet, I’m not a historian, I didn’t set out to 

write them back into the narrative, simply to tell the story of a girl planting roots; that the dungeon as a 

major part of the sub-plot served the story is really the only reason it’s in the tale, because for me, it all 

comes back to the story. 

 

“The dungeon was hidden behind more bushes, built of stone and brick and tucked against the hillside. 

Had she not had a guide, Nikki knew she would never have found it; it being a small dark cave, with two 

or three steps leading up to the opening. She got a chill when she stepped in – stooped over, as she was 

not able to stand all the way – and saw the dots of light dancing across the stone face. The place felt 

alive. 

“What happened here?” Nikki asked in a hushed voice. 

… 



“Bakkra would stick them in there as punishment,” Tanty said. “I imagine it feel like being buried alive: 

all manner of insect, hardly any air, and just the darkness. When I was little, I was afraid to go there; 

thought ghost was in there. My Tanty, she said the spirit of them that dead there might still be lingering, 

but I was from their blood and they wouldn’t do me no harm. She said we mus’ respect it and remember. 

We mustn’ play there. That wasn’t no place for play. It was to stay so, so we could remember how neaga 

people suffer in dis country.” – excerpt from my novel Oh Gad! 

Once I realized that the dungeon was a part of this story, I embraced it; and post-publishing, I’m thrilled 

that I was able to ink it into memory. Because I don’t believe that forgetting serves us. I believe that the 

memory of all that our ancestors survived should embolden us to be our best selves, to honour their 

legacy by fighting to retain the freedom they bled for.  And I think it’s somewhat ironic that though we 

hold the reins of institutions of politics and education, we still don’t control the central narrative.  

Much of the history we would have studied in school, my generation, is of our enslavement from the 

perspective of the other, in no small part because their records are what survive; we also studied that 

history as though there was no prologue as though we began on the plantation.  

Books like Keithlyn Smith’s To Shoot Hard Labour which I would have been introduced to in secondary 

school would have begun for me the process of shifting the perspective because it covered the post 

slavery period – another period little explored –from the perspective of Papa Sammy, an Antiguan 

working man. It was not the usual story and was groundbreaking in that regard, as much as for the 

insights it provided to folk history.  

While non fiction, that’s the kind of book that inspires this desire to thread the history of the folk 

through the fiction that is Oh Gad! 

“Tanty had this notion that the pilgrimage would help to heal the wounds caused by all the recent 

fighting. She believed, too, that it would help those who couldn’t see or understand what all the fuss was 

about; it would help them understand the sacredness of the place.  The way Tanty saw it, the land at 

Blackman’s Valley and up to the Ridge was washed in the blood of her ancestors, people who had 

survived the worst one person could inflict on another, and deserved their temples like the great gods 

and ancient pharaohs.  She believed that the pilgrimage would help ease the tension, settle the spirits, 

bring the warring factions to common understanding. Besides, she was getting old and hadn’t been up 

there in a while. She longed to reconnect with her ancestors. Her tanty had given her permission and that 

was good enough for her. She held Nikki’s hands and looked into her eyes, and said with more intensity 

than Nikki had ever seen from her, “People must know who dem be, must remember what important.” – 

Oh Gad! excerpt  

 So I’m glad I was able to write about this dungeon, to write part of the reality of my ancestral folk into 

the fiction I was creating; and that to me is part of the power of story, this writing of yourself into 

existence, in story after story after story, telling the many different stories that make up the many 

million lives until they are more than the label, more than the event, but human beings of value and 

worth, who in turn value their journey and appreciate, as tanty did in the novel, that certain things are 

not for sale, at any cost, not when you know who you are. 



Re-memory is about seeking ownership and self-definition in this instance. Certainly, as far as our 

enslavement in these lands is concerned, for me it’s about, as well, breaking the silence, enshrining 

those places of pain and triumph into our collective memory. 

 

“This book made me laugh, it made me cry, and watching the relationship between Nikki and Aeden 

blossom made me sigh…… The surprise was the history lesson. Thank you Joanne Hillhouse, for helping 

me ‘A Born and Raise Antiguan’, to learn things about my culture that I didn’t know.” – Oh Gad! Reader 

review  

 

Stories matter: they entertain, of course, but within them as well is the ability to empower, humanize, 

repair dignity. So I have found in the reading and the writing of them.  

 

 “our own story near at hand and familiar did not seem like a story worth telling for we thought of 

ourselves as of little worth in the global scheme of the young and the restless or the bold and the 

beautiful.” – from Tim Hector article ‘Why is our Literature so Different? Why?’ 

http://geoffreyphilp.blogspot.com/2012/12/remembering-leonard-tim-hector.html#!/2012/12/remembering-leonard-tim-

hector.html 

 

One of the reasons I started the Wadadli Youth Pen Prize (http://wadadlipen.wordpress.com), a creative 

writing programme for young people which includes an annual writing challenge, was so that our young 

people could see the value in telling their own stories, understand that we were more than just the 

receivers of culture but that we had a culture, a life, a story worth telling as well. 

Now, to return to my Tanty, my maternal grandmother, I wrote about her in an essay recently which will 

form a chapter of a new collection on mothers. But, as noted, I’ve been writing about her for a while 

now in some shape or form beginning quite literally with my first book The Boy from Willow Bend. 

 

“Even then, literal is relative because we’re talking about a child’s memory of a person not precisely who 

that person was.  In life and on the page, who that person was to the child I was then and to the titular 

Boy was an anchor in a sometimes confusing and fast moving world. 

 … 

The Tanty character in The Boy from Willow Bend was firm without ever being loud, and faithful to the 

painful end. The Tanty character left a void when she died. All of that was my Tanty right up to, and 

including the scene with Vere, the grandson, as they took her body away.  

http://geoffreyphilp.blogspot.com/2012/12/remembering-leonard-tim-hector.html#!/2012/12/remembering-leonard-tim-hector.html
http://geoffreyphilp.blogspot.com/2012/12/remembering-leonard-tim-hector.html#!/2012/12/remembering-leonard-tim-hector.html
http://wadadlipen.wordpress.com/


‘… (he) sat on the front step and people just stepped around him. He cried. Heavy, silent tears, grown up 

tears. A woman he didn’t know pulled him up and to her, hugging him close. And he cried in to the soft 

comfort of her belly.’ 

That moment is taken completely from my memory of Tanty’s dying and everything described is my 

lasting impressions from that day, that moment.” – from essay on Tanty for collection on Mothers and includes 

excerpt from Oh Gad!. 

 

I write Tanty in part because I miss her, I suppose; it’s not always a conscious act. Her impact, her 

presence, is still felt in our family, felt deeply. My sister emailed me that she cried when she read The 

Boy from Willow Bend as it conjured Tanty’s passing for her all over again. My mother, who Tanty also 

raised, quotes her a lot, in a way I’ve taken to unconsciously quoting my mother. It’s a way of holding on 

to the person. But it’s more than nostalgia, it’s a way of honouring how they’ve shaped who you are, 

and still do. 

Recently, talking about the shooting/killing referenced earlier, and the talk about the relationship 

between a sputtering economy and surging crime, my mother and I mused how Tanty sent us to the 

shop every night for bread, an ounce cheese and two pack a Milo or maybe it was two ounces of cheese 

and a pack of Milo. Either way, she kept us fed with the scraps she was given, in the process teaching us 

how to cut ‘n contrive, make do, make way, with very little. The relationship between lack and crime is 

not automatic, we were both saying, and we were both saying that we learned that from Tanty. She 

shapes us still. 

The memory of her inserts itself uninvited into my fiction, into our present; and we welcome it, 

welcome her. 

Nikki’s mother dreams her in Oh Gad! In the dream,  

 

“…she was seated in the dirt on the ground between the mother’s legs. There her hands were brought, 

the mother’s hands laid over hers, to the mound of clay, cool to the touch. 

‘Feel,’ the mother said, her voice a whisper. ‘Feel.’ 

And the little girl found she was crying. And the clay though not fully shaped was cracking. But her 

mother’s hands smoothed the fissure away. And Nikki felt the tears on her cheeks, and the coolness of 

the clay, and the cotton shirt hugging her torso, and the earth beneath her naked feet, and the wind 

meeting her face gentle as a mother’s hands, and her mother’s hands gentle despite the leathery, 

weathered look.” – from Oh Gad! 

 



Nikki’s mother it should be noted was one of the matriarchal figures in my fiction not inspired by tanty,  

but by my paternal grandmother – again, not literally but inasmuch as Mama, on the page and in life, 

worked in the muddy fashioning clay, was tall in stature, or so she seemed to me as a child, and had a 

formidable aura about her. 

With Tanty, I have more specific memories. When I write the Oh Gad! market scene, for instance,  

 

“…vendors hawking everything from freshly gutted raw fish to Antigua Black pineapple, to the purple 

antroba or egg plant, to the pale green christophene, to pumpkins cut to expose their rich orange centre, 

to fat mangoes - the colour of sunset. Maybe she just imagined she could see and smell them, hear the 

chaos of sound, drawing on sense-memory from one of Mama Vi’s rare visits to the city, the prodigal 

daughter hanging on to her skirt.” 

 

I’m drawing of memories of going to market with tanty, when I was small and everything seemed 

plentiful and a little bit chaotic. 

Mining memory is not without its uneasiness. As Louise Farmer Smith wrote in a piece entitled On 

Betraying Family in glimmertrain.com (http://www.glimmertrain.com/b69smith.html)the “joy” of seeing 

the story pass successfully into the world is sometimes “accompanied by a queasy stomach”. 

Like me, she reiterates her disclaimer …this is a work of fiction, resemblance to people living or dead etc 

etc …   

 

“…but I knew that I wasn’t going to keep people who saw traits or actions they recognized from believing 

was autobiographical.” – Louise Farmer Smith, Glimmer Train essay 

 

It’s one of the questions I get asked most often, how much of this is true, is this your story?…I suppose 

I’m happy that the story is believable. 

 

“There is something comforting and rewarding about identifying ‘self’ in prose, and this book does that 

for me.” – reader review of Oh Gad! 

  

Of course, you also don’t want the fiction you’ve created on the page to be the narrative, or perceived 

narrative of your life, or for the reader to see your entire world, your family, your country, in the narrow 

terms of a single story. 



 

“The problem with stereotypes is not that they are untrue. It is that they are incomplete” –Adichie  

 

 

I tend to zero in on things and inflate them, in life and in fiction. And I think a part of me expects the 

reader to understand that this is but a small part of the story, or not the only story. Every now and 

again, the more your work gets out there, the more you’re confronted with the blanket judgments 

readers make about your characters, and about your world, and you wonder if you’ve failed in getting 

them to see this as part of but not representative of the whole. It’s something I never think about, not 

wanting readers in my head when I’m writing, but which I’ve had to confront as a published writer. After 

all, I don’t want to dishonor my home and my community, but then I find no dishonor in revealing them 

to be as human and flawed as anyone else, anywhere else. Of course, when you are so little known and 

there are so few of your stories in the popular narrative, there is a danger of your depiction becoming 

the representative depiction. It’s a worry that’s cuddled up to me of late. 

Perhaps these varying incantations of my grandmother come back to remind that she was more 

multidimensional than the sainthood into which a little girl would enshrine her. Maybe someday she’ll 

return as a young single woman, fresh off the banana boat, stepping on to Antiguan soil and into an 

uncertain future but looking it in the eye. 

The thing is memory is already fractured, we zero in on parts of it, and then we pick and choose from 

those what matters for this story, and often we do so without conscious thought or intent. I wrote a 

ghost story recently; it takes place at Devil’s Bridge and in it there’s a little girl whose body is discovered 

by a group of kite hobbyists. She spends the entire story trying to get them to see her, desperate for 

them to see her, not really understanding that she is dead. And I had to wonder why so much tragedy is 

set at Devil’s Bridge, it seems every time I go there in fiction, it’s not about romantic trysts as in the 

Antiguan movie The Sweetest Mango, but suicide, broken marriages, death. Why is that? Is it because I 

associate Devil’s Bridge, notwithstanding its awesome beauty with the mythology that this was where 

the ancestors went to plunge themselves against the rocks and into freedom. Papa Sammy wrote as 

much in To Shoot Hard Labour. 

 

``On the east coast of island is the famous Devil's Bridge. Devil's Bridge was called so because a lot of 

slaves from the neighboring estates used to go there and throw themselves overboard. That was an area 

of mass suicide, so people use to say the Devil have to be there. The waters around Devil's Bridge is 

always rough and anyone fall over the bridge never come out alive.'' – Papa Sammy Smith in To Shoot Hard 

Labour, P. 109  

 



The actual Devil’s Bridge is a natural bridge carved of soft and hard limestone on the north east edge of 

the island, with nothing between it and Africa 3000 miles to the east except stormy seas that beat 

against the rock as though seeking revenge for something. These ocean swells are responsible for the 

erosion that’s resulted in the natural bridge formation and the spectacular sprays of water and foam 

that make this a popular tourist spot. I never feel pained when I’m there, often for the kite festival or 

some other fun diversion, but in my imaginings, this outcropping of rock becomes a place of last resort 

as if history has imprinted an emotional note that emerges during the trancelike process of scratching a 

characters’ life across the page. 

It’s worth noting that not only cultural places and familiar faces haunt the fiction, but cultural artefacts 

as well. For example, the catta, a cloth put on the head to cushion it when carrying a heavy load 

referenced in my poem She Rocks Locks in the line “…she is a daughter of Africa, roll up she locks mek 

catta, carry she picknee pon she back an’ de world pon she shoulder”. Or the yabba and the Jam bull, 

both referenced in Oh Gad! – one a clay pot, the other a scary Carnival character. There are practices, as 

well, such as the making of certain types of food – whether pepperpot or cassava bread. I am not a cook, 

so in both instances I had to be talked through it, and in the writing of it be a part of the transference of 

the knowledge of this culinary aspect of our history and culture. 

 

“Many of us remember as kids being put to shell peas, peel carrots, and grate coconut. How many of our 

kids know that pigeon peas grow on trees and not sealed in plastic on supermarket shelves? That’s what 

I thought as he grated the Cassava, how much more organic our relationship was once upon a time to 

the things we used. We climbed the trees; glued our kites with “turkleberry” picked by our own hands; 

knew the taste of the mango skin, flesh, seed, and of the mango juice running down our fingers. She, the 

same she at the start of the story, laments bush baths by her grandmother, but soon becomes fascinated 

at the knowledge that much of the magic found in a pill at the pharmacy was extracted from the “bush”; 

that our ancestors who had little, knew the use of this bush or that. I have very little of that knowledge; 

she, even less.  The knowing of so much, of who we are and how we lived, is slipping with each 

generation.” – from How to Make Cassava Bread and Other Musings on Culture http://antiguastories.wordpress.com/food-

2/food/  

 

This was a reminder that what is not lived (and/or chronicled) is lost; so that Nelson’s Dockyard is a 

celebrated historical tourism destination while the baobob tree and Stony Hill gully where King Court 

and his allies in enslavement to the British plotted revolution in 1736, have become obscured, and the 

traditional pottery lives on as long as the generation that now practices it can sustain it…and it lives on 

the pages of Oh Gad! 

My book is named Oh Gad! – a colloquialism of the folk pottery, the coal pot and coal pot making. My 

father’s family still practices this tradition in the Sea View Farm community in Antigua. It is tradition in 

that it’s passed down generation to generation from grandmother to mother to now my father’s sister. 

The coal pot they crafted from clay was at the turn of the century, even up to the 1940s, according to 

http://antiguastories.wordpress.com/food-2/food/
http://antiguastories.wordpress.com/food-2/food/


published reports, was an upgrade from cooking by the fireside. In addition to the coal pots, there were 

yabbas – used for roasting cassava bread or bambula – vases, flower pots and more. These days there 

are ash trays, candleholders and other decorative items – the folk pottery, made from the soil near Sea 

View Farm, crafted by hand without use of a potter’s wheel, fired right there in the back yards, having 

become popular tourist keepsakes and cultural products.  

I wasn’t raised in the family business and have had only a handful of opportunities to see the pottery 

made, there in the shed, right there on the compound where my father grew up, where my aunt still 

plies her trade. And yet this world came alive for me when crafting Oh Gad! – what I’d observed and 

researched about the process coming to the fore, so too vague memories like that of my grandmother, 

Mama, under the big date palm in the yard. There was not enough memory there to use, but there was 

enough to inspire. I was inspired by these women who built their life from the soil and by this thing they 

created that was far from perfect, but each one unique, exquisitely beautiful and fragile. It’s what I tried 

to capture moreso than factual details, the aura, the essence, the atmosphere of that world. That 

pottery making, coal pot making, is becoming as rare an art as the coal pot itself, once a domestic staple 

now more decorative than functional except at Independence time for the show of turning cornmeal 

into fungee at the Independence food fair, perhaps. A 2002 Museum report, drawing from a Desmond 

Nicholson paper presented at the International Congress for Caribbean Archeology showed that only six 

potter families remained active in the industry, with only three running a full time business, compared 

to 12 in 1984 and 20 in 1962. Given that downward trend, it can be assumed that it’s even less now. 

More than that, memory fades, what is not recorded or actively engaged is forgotten. Our kids see the 

cenotaph, the war memorial, for instance, and don’t know what it is; and maybe some adults forget as 

well. And as we push an IT platform we seem more invested in bridging the digital divide as far as the 

hardware is concerned but less concerned with the content. There are projects like the Friends of 

Antigua Public Library’s Collecting Memories project and other exceptions including my own Wadadli 

Pen where I chronicle the arts and especially the literary arts, but for the most part we are rabid 

consumers of content as opposed to creators even through platforms that encourage us to do so like 

Wikepedia. 

While I am neither a historian nor an academic, I consciously and sub consciously ground my fiction and 

my poetry in our unique Antiguan and Barbudan history and story. It is a way of preserving it, of 

reminding us of who we are, what we’ve been through, and perhaps what we value. 

 

“The stories my mother and other elders told during my formative years – the folk tales, proverbs, 

superstitions, and jumbie stories they themselves internalized from their elders – inform how I live my life 

to a degree and provide fodder for the storyteller I’ve become. These stories were handed down like the 

knowledge – of how to turn fungi (pronounced foonjee) so it doesn’t come out lumpy, how to cut the salt 

in pickled meat when making pepperpot, how to ensure that custard has the right consistency and 

doesn’t burn – is passed from mother to child. I’m not much for cooking, but my mother’s pepperpot 

recipe also ended up in the book mentioned earlier, my fiction again being drawn into the re-memory 



process. I guess that’s how I make Cassava bread.” – from How to make Cassava Bread and other Musings on 

Culture  http://antiguastories.wordpress.com/food-2/food  

 

I don’t believe, or I hope that my stories don’t fail to cross over because of their Antiguan-ness.  I believe 

instead that the flavours of my world must be rendered in such detail that the reader, whomever, 

wherever that reader is, can taste it. For us, I want our culture and history to be a living, breathing thing; 

there in the way we talk, what we eat, the places we occupy and how we engage with each other.  

Mostly I just want to tell engaging stories but my stories are not anywhere stories, they are Antiguan 

stories, in all the ways described because the fragments of memory are knitted into the fictions.  

 

 

 

http://antiguastories.wordpress.com/food-2/food

