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It’s been one year and
one month since Customs
Officer Cornell Benjamin was
accosted in his own yard by
persons unknown. He sus-
tained four gunshot wounds
to his right leg and one to his
left. Mercifully, he survived,
but it is not clear as to the
quality of life that he will
lead hereafter. Of course, it is
not difficult to imagine that,
in addition to his physical
wounds, for which he report-
edly received treatment
abroad, Benjamin has been
emotionally wounded. It will
be many moons hence, be-
fore his life can return to
some semblance of normalcy,
if ever. 

What is particularly dis-
turbing about this Benjamin
tale is that, for the most part,
the public has been kept in
the dark as to the status of
the investigation. True, we
expect investigators to play it
close to their vests when it
comes to investigating
crimes, especially brazen and
heinous crimes such as this
assault on Benjamin.  But the
tight-lipped manner in
which they are proceeding is

a cause for concern, particu-
larly because the assault on
Benjamin came about a week
after it was revealed that
there was skullduggery at
the Customs and Excise Di-
vision. It could be a coinci-
dence. Yes, it is unclear
whether the shooting of Ben-
jamin had anything to do
with the skullduggery – the
shortfall of some $3M on ac-
count of forgery. Remember,
Benjamin was once part of
the Customs Enforcement
Unit that investigated under-
evaluations, false invoicing
and smuggling.

The curious thing is that,
some in high places declared
that, notwithstanding the
hanky-panky amounting to
millions of dollars; and
notwithstanding the serious
crime of forgery, and the fact
that it could be related to the
attack on Benjamin, the ad-
ministration was not seeking
to prosecute anyone, but
only to have the defrauded
monies returned to the Cus-
toms coffers. Which in-
evitably beg the questions:
Have those engaged in the
hanky-panky returned the
monies? Is there some deal to

keep their identities a State
secret? And was the shooting
of Benjamin a part of a des-
perate cover-up? And is the
fraud/forgery case now
closed?

Of course, even if this
administration, in its infinite
wisdom, decided to sweep
the $3M matter under the
carpet and close the case, is
there still not the question of
who shot Cornell Benjamin,
and why? We suggest that
the public deserves answers
to these pressing questions.
At the very least, we deserve
periodic updates, never
mind how Spartan, as to the
status of the investigation.
Cornell Benjamin is a limb of
the law. The assault on him is
an assault on law enforce-
ment, an assault on society. If
Benjamin, can be assaulted
with impunity, then woe are
we. It is a frightening
thought that will keep many
of us awake at nights. 

In the meantime, our
hearts and prayers go out to
Cornell Benjamin and his be-
sieged family. We can imag-
ine the terror that they must
face every time that they ven-
ture out in the evenings. Not

that cold-blooded thugs,
along the order of the thugs
that kidnapped and killed
Nigel Christian, another Cus-
toms officer, are waiting for
the cover of night to commit
mayhem and murder. To be
sure, we are not suggesting
that the Nigel Christian mur-
der is connected to the Ben-
jamin shooting. We have no
knowledge of that. More-
over, we have no knowledge
that the assaults on the two
Customs officers are con-
nected to the $3M shenani-
gans. But we are concerned. 

To that end, in the cause
of justice, we are urging the
authorities to pursue every
lead; leave no stone un-
turned in making sure that
the persons who attacked
Cornell Benjamin are made
to answer for that dastardly
deed. Only then will all of
Antigua and Barbuda be able
to rest easy. After all, at least
two men with guns, and
murder in their hearts, are
roaming the streets of our
fair State. 

We invite you to visit
www.antiguaobserver.com and
give us your feedback on our
opinions.

A grim anniversaryEEddiittoorriiaall
OUR OPINION

Recently, I have been
reading the premiere edition
of Caribbean Feminist Sto-
ries, an arts journal on inter-
sectantigua.com, launched
November 2020. Millennial
co-founders of Intersect
Sarah Gresham and Nneka
Nicholas began sharing in-
formation and asking ques-
tions online five years ago.
They’ve been active on the
ground, too, e.g. a public
rally with the Directorate of
Gender Affairs (DoGA), the
public sector body that
under Farmala Jacobs’ lead-

ership has truly embraced
artivism. 

The Caribbean Feminist
Stories art work, the promo-
tional art by resident artist
L.E.M. (Lucia Murray) and
the submitted art pieces by
various contributors, draws
you in and makes you re-
flect. ‘Carnival Bodies’ fea-

Gender + Art + Activism
= GendArtivism
CREATIVE SPACE spotlights local art and culture. It is written by Joanne C. Hillhouse.
Read the extended edition with extras at jhohadli.wordpress.com 

Coolieween, a collaborative art piece on Intersectantigua.com;
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“Meh sure fuh me pipe forgat how
foo bring water through dem.”

tures a colourful Carnival
scene with different shades
of skin, textures of hair, and
types of body. ‘Coolieween’,
a collaborative art piece il-
lustrates the violence experi-
enced by Indo-Caribbean
women while emphasizing,
“… this history is not insular
or monolithic. It is not just
about Coolie folk…it was
never about just one group,
or struggle but rather the

crossings of movement, bod-
ies, and injustices.” ‘Good
Hair’ by Rhonda Williams
(Indira Wells) untangles the
issues around Black
women’s hair. Her subject’s
larger than life ‘fro asserts,
“Black hair of any texture is
the embodiment of good
hair. Black hair is beautiful,
and we are intrinsically
beautiful too.” 

Texts like ‘Dark Coffee’intersectantigua.com.

artist Maritza Martin with Intersect co-founder Nneka Nicholas at
DoGA Café and Art event 2015.
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by Elegant Bystander, in
Guyana, continue the con-
versation in this poignant
story of a girl made to feel
unloved and unloveable by
her own mother. ‘Sadie’s
smile faded at the memories
of her mother pulling and
tugging at her hair when she
was younger. She would say,
“I gonna cut all this damn
hair off ya head Sadie. Shut
the hell up and let me comb
out this godforsaken hair.
Why you couldn’t be born
with nice hair like your sis-
ters them, I will never
know.”’   

Guyanese-American
poet Amelia Badri’s ‘Purple
Thyme: a Pantoum Poem’
addresses another form of
abuse. “She knows for cer-
tain not to mention the flow-
ers; it would only lead to an
argument./It’s her favourite
colour; it’s also her only sal-
vation from his controlling
ways./He always tells her
not to wear purple around
him; it’s a colour of death in
his family./She read in an ar-
ticle that various hues, from
lilac to plum, give off an aura
of calm.”

The collection pushes
beyond a binary examina-
tion of gender to other forms
of marginalization, captured
in the term Queeribbean. Ba-
hamian KEVANTÉ A.C.
CASH writes in ‘Today I am
Six Years from Thirty’ about
rejection for one’s sexuality:
“They will tell her to forsake
me,/withdraw her
money/and pray unceas-
ingly against my sin/be-
cause their god don’t like

ugly/but I wonder if by
ugly/their god
meant/roaming eyes
and/chatty lips?” 

Intersectantigua.com
and Caribbean Feminist Sto-
ries is made possible thanks
to Nolan Hue, Equality
Fund, and the Astrea Foun-
dation, Intersect’s grant part-
ners under the Women’s
Voice and Leadership
Caribbean Campaign.  Why
lean so heavily in to the arts?
Said Intersect’s resident his-
torian Shannon Meade, “Sto-
rytelling is a powerful tool of
protest and … we hope that
using transformative and re-
generative activism tech-
niques like storytelling will
better harmonise our own
individual living experiences
as women, men and
Queeribean people.”

As I write this, the Direc-
torate of Gender Affairs is
preparing to launch (on No-
vember 25th) its annual Six-
teen Days of Activism
campaign. It’ll be virtual this
year, of course, with different
video releases each day by
different stakeholder groups,
including the creative arts
community. DoGA pro-
gramme officer Raisa Charles
says, “The arts are a useful
tool for making the theory of
gender-based violence prac-
tical.” As such, they’ve used
the arts “extensively”, she
said, including collabos with
past CREATIVE SPACE fea-
tures, Honey Bee Theatre
(Love Shouldn’t Hurt) and
Spilling Ink (schools’ poetry
slam and poetry in the park). 

Meet them online.

Good Hair by Indira Well; 

Carnival Bodies by L. E. M. at Intersectantigua.com;

DoGA partnered with Honey Bee Theatre and UWI Open campus to stage
Love Shouldn’t Hurt.
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By Vernon Hall
(a proud son)

In an interview on 5th No-
vember 2020 on OBSERVER
AM, Prime Minister Gaston
Browne belittled the honour
of knighthood that was be-
stowed on Sir Robert Hall, im-
plying that he did nothing
other than to serve one parlia-
mentary term in the Progres-
sive Labour Movement (PLM)
administration. Today, I
would like to enlighten those
of us who may not know.

Sir Robert Langford Ver-
non Hall, whilst serving in the
Colonial Government in the
field of agriculture, on the 9th.
July, 1945, was appointed an
official member of the Execu-
tive Council of the Presidency
of the Virgin Islands. Sir
Robert worked in the Agricul-
tural Department of Antigua,
the British Virgin Islands and
Trinidad and Tobago for 27
unbroken years before being
made redundant by Sir V.C.
Bird and the Antigua Trades
and Labour Union (AT&LU)
in 1957.

He opposed Sir V.C. Bird
and the AT&LU from 1958,
sometimes singlehandedly,
when others feared to, until
he was elected to parliament
in 1968 in a by-election.
Known as ‘the father of opposi-
tion,’ he established the An-
tigua and Barbuda
Democratic Movement
(ABDM) in 1962 to give the

people of Antigua and Bar-
buda a second voice without
fear. He was leader of the op-
position in parliament from
1968 up to the general elec-
tions in 1971, in which he ran
on the newly-formed PLM
ticket, a merger of the ABDM
and the Antigua Workers
Union (AWU). Sir George
Walter was then the leader of
the PLM.

In 1980, Sir Robert Hall
led a delegation of Opposition
members to the constitutional
talks in London for Antigua
and Barbuda’s Independence.

During his tenure as Min-
ister of Agriculture from 1971
to 1976, he developed Chris-
tian Valley, where he was suc-
cessful in obtaining and
developing many species of
mango and other fruit trees
from around the region.
Under his tenure, Christian
Valley was a thriving propa-
gation station, as was Green-
castle. He was also
responsible for setting up the
Central Marketing Corpora-
tion (CMC), where farmers
were able to take their pro-
duce, all purchased by the
government, and sold locally,
regionally and internationally.
This allowed farmers to con-
centrate on production.

Barbuda, at that time, had
a thriving agricultural pro-
gramme, with the govern-
ment selling their produce -
as much as they could grow.
He was a real son of the soil
who wanted to see Antigua
and Barbuda self-sufficient in

fruit, vegetables and livestock.
This legacy is still with us,
and ought not to be forgot-
ten. 

Sir Robert’s contribution
to agriculture between 1971
and 1976 is unsurpassed – the
records are there. He was
awarded by the FAO (Food
and Agriculture Organisation
of the United Nations) on two
occasions, the last, posthu-
mously in 2006. He was also
awarded by CARDI
(Caribbean Research and De-
velopment Institute) for his
outstanding work in agricul-
ture. What he accomplished
in 5 years, is more than what
all the other ministers of agri-
culture combined have done.
He had a hard-working team
that assisted him in achieving
his lofty and visionary goals,
and in being so successful.

Sir Robert served the
country selflessly, and with
distinction, in the field of agri-
culture and politics from 1932
to 1984. He worked hard for
all that he accomplished, and
turned Smith’s Estate, for
which he paid handsomely at
the time, into a successful
dairy and sheep farm. This
man, my father, fought hard
to give the people a voice; he
fought hard for freedom of
speech and choice. I am
proud to say that he was suc-
cessful - a pioneer for the
democracy that we enjoy
today. 

While he was alive, his
name was put forward for a
knighthood, but it was re-

fused by the hierarchy. He al-
ways said, “When I am gone,
and they want to give me my
flowers, kindly refuse. If they do
not see fit to award me when I am
alive, I don’t wish it when I am
gone.”Upon his death, the sit-
ting administration at the
time, the Antigua Labour
Party, wanted to give him a
State funeral and a knight-
hood, posthumously. As per
his wishes, both were refused.
When we were approached
by the United Progressive
Party (UPP) administration
and asked if we would accept
the honour of knighthood for
our father, we said yes, for we
knew that it was being done
in recognition of his many
achievements.

He is deserving of the ho-
nour bestowed upon him, and
it should not be belittled by
those seeking to justify deci-
sions that they have made.

I am hoping that the An-
tigua and Barbuda electorate
can one day see for them-
selves that what a man or a
woman has to offer in the de-
velopment of his or her coun-
try, has nothing to do with the
colour of his or her skin, but
in the genuine and honest
commitment to the advance-
ment of his or her country, for
the benefit of all, and not for
the self-enrichment of a few
chosen from the flock. It is not
how long you serve in parlia-
ment, but how long you have
meaningfully served the peo-
ple, and what you have
achieved.

Giving honour where honour is due


