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"" FROM BARBADOS TO DOMINICA:
ON THE LOVE OF SMALL ISLANDS, AND IN SEARCH OF JEAN RHYS

Elaine Savory
... I can't imagine anybody writing about it, daring to, without 
loving it - or living here twenty years, or being born here. And 
anyway I don’t want strangers to love it except very few whom I'd 
choose - most sentimental. (Jean Rhys, Letters, 1984: 29.)

One of the strongest threads in Rhys's life, as she records it in both 
published and unpublished texts, was her love for Dominica, in which clearly lay 
ber first and most powerful ‘sense of what formed her as a writer. When Rhys 
made the possessive statement quoted above, she was in Dominica for the only 
time between leaving as a teenager and her death. She wrote of her homeland, in 
what we now call The Black Exercise Book, which probably mostly dates from about 
1938, just after this trip. Here she remembered that as a child she thought 
Dominica was like an indifferent person, turning its lovely head away from her, 
and breaking her heart {Smile Please, 1979: 66). Rhys left when she was still 
effectively a child, and it was in Europe that crucial fornative experiences 
took place. She became a wife and a mother (losing her first child). She began 
her work, as a writer, divorced and,remarried, and ultimately found great 
professional success. But she thought (and anyone who works on ^ys, I think, 
must come to agree) that the key to who she was as. a writer lay in Dominica. It 
was perhaps the very separation from the island which encapsulated Rhys's young 
self and made it a fertile ground for her imagination. Dominica was 
increasingly a territory of her mind, rather thanthe real place which would 
have been witness to her growing up and then growing old had she remained. The 
Rhys scholar needs to go to Dominica, among other reasons, to have a chance of 
understanding that fact.

But there is no standard "Rhys scholar." We each bring to our work on her 
our separate histories and hopes and we read according to who we are ih the  ̂
world. What follows is an account of my trip to Dominica in early 1996, during 
my research for a book ,on Rhys which I have just completed. It was not only 
traces of Rhys that I found there. I also discovered what Dominica had in her 
hand for me.

Though I was not born in Barbados, which liés south-east of Dominica, the 
years I spent there have formed me in major ways, so that I find myself 
referring to Barbados more often than to my birthplace, England, to explain what 
it is I want people to know about me now. When away from Barbados, I dre^ 
constantly about it, or summon it in my imagination. Rhys did the same with 
Dominica. Other things are different:' at this time of relatively easy travel, 
whenever I can, I go bgick. Rhys could not. My childhood memories are of 
elsewhere. Nevertheless, for me, as for Rhys; a loved small island dwells at 
the centre of the imagination, never far from consciousness.

That relationship provides the frame to this essay. I find myself now, on 
returning to Barbados after months away, having the most intense reactions to 
changes which seem to confirm that it is, in Barbadian writer George Lamming's 
bitter but accurate term, "a service station" for the tourist trade. Last New 
Year's morning, on the way to lunch at a friend's house in town, I suggested to 
my husband that we set off early and take a drive way past our destination.
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along the unusually deserted south coast road which runs through a thickly 
populated tourist enclave.

Of course, this part of Barbados was built up long before I arrived, and I 
knew we were not headed for the part of the island I love most of ali, the 
great, usually deserted, imdeveloped stretch of lovely beach and dramatic surf 
on the Atlantic side, the national East Coast park. But I had not expected to 
see something which suddenly located southwest Barbadbs's coast as tropical New 
Jersey - and I do not mean the lovely rural part of that state, but the ugly 
ribbon development, malls and lurid signs, selling all things cheap, large and 
convenient. There, in the clear, bright Barbadian New Year sunshine was a 
small, violently ugly imitation' castle, complete with thick chains as-in- 
drawbridge motif, .and painted a virulent turquoise. Irony of ironies,- just- 
behind it, though hidden from the road, is the plain, enduring sea edging what 
was once an exquisite coast. In that sea lives every subtlety of blue and green 
which light, water, and the human eye can devise.

I thought about who might have built this horror. A local person? A 
stranger who got off a plane and saw a piece of exploitable real estate? We all 
need to make a living. The prostitute could not exist-without the client. Who 
pays money to fly down to a tropical paradise to eat in an imitation castle 
which brings the worst of New Jersey to mind? Of course I know the tourist 
trade brings in more dollars than anything else now. The cheaper end of this, 
in which the southwest corner of Barbados specializes, needs to provide 
inexpensive and convenient eating places which can enable tired but budget
conscious travellers to escape cooking in their small rental apartments. But 
busy local people also eat at a Caribbean-owned and initiated fast food chain 
with garish purple and yellow logos; two of these spoil West Coast beach-front. 
When my son was small, he loved to have their grilled steak as a very special 
treat. American-style commercial culture has long ago invaded and become a part 
of Barbadian life. Why then does the lurid turquoise castle disturb me so much?

■Part of this is what we lose of ourselves when a place which holds our own 
memories changes. Barbadian friends who knew the island long before I did mourn 
places destroyed before I saw them. How can we hold a space hostage to our own 
memories? Yet how can we hold memories at all if our places are destroyed and 
we are there to know our losses? Rhys, in her long exile, held the idea of 
Dominica as it had been in her childhood. Her short visit, in her middle 
forties (1936), was to an island not very drastically changed from the 1890's. 
Even now, Dominica's réte of change is Comparatively slow. But in Barbados, it 
seems as if you close your eyes and a new housing estate goes up. A whole new 
generation's most treasured memories will permit a turquoise castle because it 
was there before they were.

In Barbados this year, the turquoise castle (still there), was not the most 
important symbol of invasion. Rather, the water-^zzling new international golf 
course has acquired a line of expensive condos. Several enormously expensive 
houses are under construction there too, each in the tens of millions of 
dollars. Skilled construction workers are suddenly in demand as new money 
floods into the island (though not necessarily paid better, not necessarily paid 
even adequately despite their short supply). Port St. Charles, which has an 
artificial lagoon and island, has sprung up fully gated in the. north of the 
island, offering pastel-coloured town houses going for upwards of 1.7 million 
US. A luxury hotel conglomerate has bought large amoxmts of vacant farmland to 
hold indefinitely for futúre development. The gap between rich and pòor, 
between rich and working middle-class, is wider than ever. Food is now t.axed 
and dear. Over Christmas, a thief robbed a house close to ours and attempted to 
rob another, creeping around sleeping tourists to remove their cash money. No 
physical harm Was done to the victims. But there is a new intensity to poverty 
in the island and a new intensity also to wealth. Already there are more dogs.
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locked gates, alarm systems, licensed guns. There is more despair and desperation.
On our ridge, in our house, we worry about what might be built next. A 

l̂ Ç̂T©, unimaginative concrete block of a house,- left a dull greyish colour with 
puce, has appeared on_the other side of an empty lot from our house. A few puny 
palm trees struggle to grow in concrete txibs around it. The swimming pool 
sprang a leak early on and has been the cause of drilling going on early in the 
mornings. Our little’house is wooden, surrounded by a large gallery on all four 
sides, and a small, steep plot of land on which we grow fruit trees and 
flowering shrubs. We eat and relax outsiàe, where hammo‘cks are slung in sight 
of the sea and the lime tree- intrudes through the gallery railing, where the 
lizards stalk moths at night on the wooden uprights under the roof. We fear now 
that someone will build a large concrete house a few feet on either side of us.
We fear having to build shutters or enclose the gallery. To have to stop ' 
playing music outside in the tropical night air. To have to live as if in a 
^iff^TTent kind of house. To be tempted to leave a place we love for something 
much more conventional, in local middle-class terms, but much less suitable for 
tropical living. It is when I lie in the hammock and look out to sea, watching 
the liners on the horizon steaming out of or into the port, or when I get up at 
4 a.m. and watch the full moon silvering the dark ocean and the huge palm fronds 
which hang next to the house, that I think I can see Rhys at Bona Vista most 
clearly. With all of the tensions and contradictions which thinking of her 
white, colonial self always brings, when I look out to sea, my imagination is 
set loose, as I imagine hers was also.

I went to Dominica just after Christmas, from Barbados. I hoped Rhys would 
have let me into her island. I believe she knows I would have challenged her 
right to keep me out - teasingly, respectfully, but seriously. Though I often 
fear insensitive intruders into my vision of Barbados, I know we cannot 
barricade even that tiny bit of the world we know we are most ourselves in 
against other human beings. It could have been a bigger trip, more ambitious, 
but I lacked both the time and the money to make that possible. The book was in 
the early draft and ongoing research stage; the book was the excuse. Rhys had 
been in my life ever since an old friend and marvellous theatre director.
Barbadian Earl Warner, had suggested I play Rhys, in the mid-late eighties, (it 
never came about), and-then that I dramatise her work (I tried tout never 
finalised a script - though it taught me enormously about the dramatic qualities of her work).

I had thought' about Rhys in Dominica ever since I was involved, with five 
other women, in putting together a script on Barbadian women (finally called 
Lights, it was staged in Barbados in 1985, directed by Earl Warner). My mother 
was dying through the last monts of 1984; I left the production and went to 
England to be with her during her last, very difficult week. The final version 
of the play contained some material from Rhys's work. It Went on tour 
eventually; a member of the company told me they stayed in Dominica in Rhys's 
family house, now a small hotel, "and I .saw her. Rhys. Standing right in front 
of me in my bedroom." That this gifted dancer, producer, and actress of mature 
age and right mind reported this impressed me. It seems somehow right that the 
woman who wrote "I Used to Live Here Once" would have become visible to an 
admirer and haunted her old‘home.

My first priority was to find Rhys's childhood.places in and near Roseau.
Her mother's childhood home of Geneva Estate would have been wonderful to have 
experienced. But I had heard that there was nothing left, that the land had 
been sold for housing development, and in any case it came third for me in 
priority after Rhys's Roseau home, and her father's estate house in the hills 
above Roseau, Bona Vista. I had only a few days, so. I decided this first trip 
ought to be entirely devoted to Roseau and its surroundings.

\
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Travellers are lucky if they find imaginative and supportive protectors and 
guides.. My connection to Dominica worked through two such people: Lennox
Honychurch, the historian of Dominica, who recommended me to his mother, and 
Barbadian storyteller and cultural icon Alfred Pragnell, an old friend, whose 
ties with the Honychurches are very close. I had spent some time-in Oxford with 
Lennox Honychurch during the previous summer, whilst visiting a close friend 
from Trinidad (over my adult life, my connection witlĵ  my birthpïace, England, 
outside my immediate family, has ,come overwhelmingly from the Caribbean presence 
in England). So, as I set off from Barbados, on L.I.A.T. the small island's 
then still candy-coloured airline, I knew I was going to rent a room on Pat 
Honychurchis property. This was a 'great privilege, for Pat is the daughter of 
the novelist Elma Napier, of whom Jean Rhys speaks in her letter in 1936 from 
her rented house in Hampstead, on the north coast of Dominica, during her three- 
week visit: "the lady to the right has invited me to lunch and done her war 
dance to me" (Letters, 1984: 29). Rhys was evidently tense about à literary 
woman asking her husband Leslie Tilden-Smith to read her manuscript. It is, at 
least probable that Napier, who came to Dominica from England, was one 
provocation for Rhys's remark about protecting the island from anyone writing 
about it before having lived there a long time.

The journey to Dominica is a testing of the spirit. There was, when I 
travelled, a choice of two airports. The one closest to. Roseau, Canefield 
Airport, suffers from cross-winds; it has very recently been closed, so the 
coward's choice was Melville Hall, which, however, offers the chance to prove my 
mother's frequent comment thát "cowards die many times before their death." 
Coming into Melville Hall, peering out' of the window of the small plane, I was 
however less scared than I would have been -alone, though the palm trees seemed 
to be coming up directly imder the plane's belly, and there was no sight of a 
runway amidst the lush vegetation on the steep hillside. My companion on the 
flight was a cheerful and warm Dominican woman with a British accent coming home 
for a visit. "I always wanted to come back" she said. "Mÿ brother bought some 
land. This year he bought a jeep. He's cleared the plot. Now he's going to 
build." She had another brother on the plane, also coming from London. She 
offered me a seat to travel tq Roseau with them, if I didn't.mind going out of 
my way a little to see the land.

The airport was a simple rectangular bùilding, outside of which a small 
group were waiting to meet the plane, including the taxi-driver Pat had sent to 
meet me. I explained to the taxi-driver that I would like to go with my friends 
and not with him) but the instant before I could promise the full fare (and tip) 
to make his journey worthwhile, the small crowd waiting for passengers 
immediately got involved in the transaction, and 'the taxi-driver expressed his 
indignation. My friend's brother countered. I produced the fare. We all 
parted on good terms.

The road from Melville Hall is usually quite terrifying (especially for 
strangers), though freqpient drivers on the road evidently know to a splinter of 
an inch how nehr to the unguarded mountain edges they can go, especially on the 
narrow, winding bends. My friend's brother drove relatively slowly, in his new 
white jeep, in which we sat comfortably high off the road. That his return to 
the island was recent was evident in the slowing down at mountaj.n turns, and his 
slight hesitation as a boid local driver approached. All I could see looking 
out was the glorious crowding of trees and bushes, the fight of life to reach 
the light on every slope. Nature in Dominica seems still to have the upper 
hand: in Barbados it was confined and domesticated a long time ago.

The road.was apparently never straight, always a gradient, always a curve 
around a sheer rock wall. Here was thè Carib territory, like a gaunt fortress 
rising up on one side of the road. Eventually, we began to descend a thickly 
forested escarpment and my friends pulled off to the left and drove into a dim
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green .shade. Somewhere outside, it was the brightest, hottest time of the 
afternoon. The house site stood a little way back from a gently sloping 
hillside, which as we saw when we walked over to see the edge, gradually dropped 
off into a steep incline, thick with trees. The building was* to be plain, 
elegant, unassuming, fit for its grand and ancient setting.

"This bush will get cut down, " the brother said, in his London accênt', but 
his pride in the beauty of the place was evident. He'^would clear only to see 
the view and cultivate the land with vegetables and fruits. His sister worried 
a bit. She was going back to London, to her nursing job. She wasn't ready to 
give up the conveniences of urban life. It was her brother's little girl she 
feared for: "she could be very lonely. No children up here to play with. He 
doesn't think of that." But the house would give the child her-Caribbean 
birthright.

We drove down the loops of the old Imperial Roád, the unfinished project 
which Hesketh Bell, Administrator of Dominica from 1899 to 1905, began to 
attract young colonisers from England to farm the interior of Dominica. Most of 
these eventually gave up. Dominica kept most of its interior protected; these 
"vulgar loves" who came to make guick fortunes generally went broke and left.
It still requires a certain inner hhrmony with nature to make a coherent life on 
the Dominica slopes. I hear that Dominica and Barbados are to be marketed 
together since they do not compete directly for the same tourists; Dominica 
wants to have ecotourism while Barbados offers more sophistication and plenty of 
nightlife. It is to be hoped that ecotourism. will not eventually require too 
many hotels to be built and roads to be cut which will shut the ebullience of 
the island away behind sanctioned park fences. But Dominicans need to make a 
living. Agriculture <such as limes and bananas), has to compete in a global 
marketplace, where prices are often held down.

The old Imperial Road winds down from the hills behind Roseau. From up 
there it is clear how the small town nestles in the curve of a gentle bay, with 
the mountains. Mornes, behind and beside it. Roseau itself is bustling, and its 
citizens in touch with the world, but its contours suggest an old colonial town, 
with painted shutters and Wooden storefronts. It is a mostly two-storey town, 
where the Prime Mininster's residence is the upper floor of a modest office 
block, and evert the outer suburban streets are filled with gardens and 
attractively constructed bungalows and villas. My friends dropped me, with an 
exchange of phone numbers, at the Fort Young Hotel, a charmingly modern 
facsimile of an old place, with ä courtyard restaurant and a swimming pool, and 
.old stone walls, secured from the old fort. I had some lunch, called Pat 
Honychurch, and took a taxi up to her place.

To get there, we had to drive through Roseau and out on the other side, 
then up a gentle increasingly steep and dramatic road, from which there was a 
view down into the. valley at times, or across to a vista of large, healthy trees 
and undergrowth. Pat's house is marked by a simple sign, which shows the way 
into a long, graciously curving dirt- road, which turns finally into an open, 
cultivdted front garden framed by lush forest. Dominica is a plant's paradise;
I have never before, even after living so many yéars in the tropics, in West 
Africa and Barbados, seen such vegetablè fecundity.

Pat and her family proved the perfect companions for someone immersed in 
Rhys. Interested, informed, proud of Dominica and very welcoming, they settled 
me into my simple space, a small guest house, and left me to enjoy the last of 
the light on my small veranda, looking out over the long lawn, trees, and the 
wall of the Mornes facing me in the distance behind the main house. The .last 
afterglow of the sunset brought swathes of luminous purple, pink, orange, yellow 
and red, deepening and fading constantly. I would usually see the sun settled 
on the huge horizon of the Caribbean Sea, looking out from the West Coast of
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Barbados; here the black walls of the Mornes stood in relief in front of me and 
the sunset's glow was only visible over the edge of them. As the last line of 
fading light dropped behind the MOrne, a -thick darkness came, velvety, dense, 
warm, and fragrant. The heavy, restless trees rustled in light breezes. 
Treefrogs and crickets chirrupped. The stars were innumerable and bright.
Anyone who has trouble being alone would particularly feel it in Dominica; that 
night has a way of gi’ving you yourself. I sat out a long time, feeling as if 
the night itself was reaching down inside me and calling out my oldest self.

Getting around from Pat's without a car proved to be tricky: she was very
willing with än occasional lift, but her renters sometimes acquire cars, and of 
course I was not particularly thrilled about driving up and down strange 
mountain roads, so it was taxis for me, a large but necessary budget item.
Things were complicated by my having a bad cough, from a cold I had caught in 
New York which hung on in Barbados and went to my chest. Nevertheless my first 
days were full, exploring Pat's large fruit orchard and garden and talking about 
my project on Rhys and about our common acquaintances in Barbados; going down to 
Roseau to the Archives; arranging, through Pat, to visit Ena Williams, Rhys's 
niece, her brother Owen's daughter. I also met with Lennox Honychurch's 
friend, Gerry Aird, the very busy head of a large trading company. His large 
collection of postcards of old Dominica was a very imporjtant reminder of the 
differences between present-day Dominica and the Dominica Rhys knew.

My visit to Ena Williams was facilitated by Pat, who stayed with me whilst 
I talked with Ena who has, sadly, since died. Ena's daughter was very 
hospitable, which I found particularly gracious of her, since Rhys's (the 
Williams) family was never warm or supportive of her mother, and I was not the 
first Rhys pilgrim to intrude on her fragile mother and her own daily life. I 
was not very interested, after a while, in Ena Williams's account of her 
encounter with Rhys during her 1936 visit to Dominica, because it has been 
documented and because, as she told it, it had the air of a much repeated story 
told to Rhys reseachërs. I was much more interested in Ena Williams herself, 
and it was her story which I wanted to know; this woman with a strong, finely 
boned face, still beautiful in old age, and a good-humoured charm. Her deep, 
serious eyes twinkled as she wryly remembered of her aunt Gwen, "she. liked the., 
bottle."

We sat on the airy veranda of the house where she lived with her daughter 
and son-in-law, the latter a prominent doctor in Roseau: they turned out to be
close relatives of a friend of mine in New York, though this did not become 
clear until months after my return to the U.S. What interested me was the 
journey Ena Williams had made between her childhood and her old age, between the 
pain of being an outside child to the Williams's and her own interesting adult 
life and finally her old age, where she could rest, happy in the care of her 
daughter, as matriarch .of an established and much-respected family. Ena 
Williams's mother was sent to the United States after Ena's birth, a protective 
move by her own family, but one which meant Ena was brought up by a godmother 
who lived in Roseau; "she would dress me up in my best clothes and put me to sit 
on the veranda on Sunday morning." She sat properly, self-consciously, waiting 
to be noticed by Dr. William Rees Williams's family as they walked to church. 
They did not notice her, though she remembered meeting Dr. Williams once and his 
asking her if she was Owen's child.

This story brings back the old race and class divisions by which the elite 
whites of Roseau tried hard to keep their status intact, divisions wl̂ ich clearly 
conflicted Rhys. She had a choice: to stay and marry into the racially
separatist white minority, as would be expected, or to leave and take her 
chances in England; though Rhys was contradictory about, race, from white 
colonial and racist to identifying herself as black, her most powerful feeling 
as a child appears to have been dislike of her white identity and placement.
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She once remarked that for her kind of elite colonial white girl 'in Dominica, 
there was no worse sin than to have a relationship across the colour line. We 
have no evidence that she did, except for a few hints. She created Antoinette's 
dilemma about her affectionate and protective cousin Sandi in Wide Sargasso Sea, 
and there has been speculation about the possibility of an immature, forbidden 
inter-racial connection in her early life. What we do know is that the issue 
of race caused her great pain and confusion. Though Dominica historically had a 
mixed-race elite, unlike other Caribbean territories, the scars of racial and 
colonial hierarchy remain, as they do elsewhere in the postcolonial world. It 
is important to remember that Rhys was, though rebellious, a child of white 
racial separatism and elitism.

Pat arranged for the most important part of my visit, namely the walk to 
the site of the small estate of Bona Vista, where Rhys's father used to take the . 
family for holidays. A government surveyer she knew slightly came to take us 
there, since he had surveyed the site (the house is now gone). I had bought 
some food for a.picnic; we prepared it and set off, Pat, her daughter, her two 
granddaughters, myself and our guide.

The day was damp and a light rain was falling on and off, so Pat insisted I 
be kitted out protectively with their help in a few black plastic garbage bags 
and a large old straw hat (I had brought no rain gear). I looked like a 
demented version of the colonial lady traveller, and there was nothing to do 
about that but laugh and ruefully think I'd rather be taken as demented than as 
a colonial lady. But that image may have set up some mistaken assiamptions on 
the part of our guide. As it was, I was thinking how unlike I am to those old 
intrepid lady travellers of the past (such as Mary Kingsley), despite my fond 
belief that I am happiest surrounded by uncultivated nature.

We left the house and drove down through Roseau cind out along the road past 
the airport, but instead of turning up the road into the hills, we kept along 
the coast road. Thus far, Rhys's family could have gone by small boat, coming 
into the fishing village of Massacre with their luggage; and transferring to 
horses for the trek up the hills above the village. We were to walk from 
Massacre to Bona Vista and back, though I could feel my chest constricted, and 
the by now steamy plastic was very'\inpleasant. The wide path, dotted with large 
stones, led gently up and around a small settlement, and then finally narrowed 
to á trail through trees, on the edge of a steep drop down into a valley between 
two ridges of hills. What kept me going was the sight, step after step, of the 
half-buried old cobble stones wfiich I knew must have been laid for horses and 
which were probably there when Rhys was a child. It was a long, slow climb. I 
couldn't talk much or I would cough terribly, ending in a choking fit. But we 
eventually came up high enough to see the valley stretching below us as we > 
turned to follow, the ridge line across to higher ground. In the pit of my 
stomach was the idea that I was walking where the family had walked, that this 
was the topography that had formed Rhys's sepse of the world. My feelings about 
Rhys are enormously conflicted. It is her gift and her courage about difficult 
sxibjects like race and her ability to write about them which I so admire: but
she was a colonial white, and as a white woman, literally walking in her steps, 
but trying to cope with, to defeat, that colonial, imperial ancestry, she makes 
me nervous and doubtful.

The vegetation was thick, rich, tangled, so many shades of green. We 
climbed higher, turning through high grass and a long cluttered walk amidst 
trees. Well into our journey, we came upon a long piece of bamboo, split and 
placed as a conduit for spring water. It was possible to stop and drink here, 
just as Rochester did in Wide Sargasso Sea on his way to the honeymoon house.
But we still had a way to go," and a long pathway along another ridge. We passed 
simple wooden windowless huts on stilts, like overnight shelters for hunters or 
farmers. There were sometimes flowers and what looked like cultivated plants
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run wild, but for the most part trees, creepers and underbrush, intertwining 
and, as so many have remarked about Dominica, proving the resources of the 
concept of green. In the distance, the deep blue sea glittered. On a small 
island, you only sometimes manage to forget how the little piece of land is 
surrounded by a vast sea, quite unconcerned about how a small spine of an old 
volcanic peak (Dominica), or a coral outcrop (Barbados), interrupts its flow.

As the rain came more heavily, we turned up onto "a gentle sloping meadow, 
and our guide announced that this was Bona Vista. I walked quickly about, 
thinking this was where the telescope had stood on the veranda, where the 
kitchen was a separate room, where the young girl Gwen Williams swung in a 
hammock and looked out to the distant, vivid sea. There is now a field of 
eddoes (a common root vegetable) where the house once stood. Amidst the large 
leaves are shards of roof tiles and rough terracotta brick fragments, presumably 
from the house's foundation. Behind the site, the mysterious Mornes rise up 
from the little plateau. The meadow continues along the gentle ridge beyond the 
house and still has fruit trees in it. The sea is very visible. This is where 
the telescope on the gallery "must have stood, enabling the family to spot the 
mail boat coming in. I tried to place the separate kitchen building might have 
been, about the house in the summer rains in August with the shutters closed and 
card games going on, about Rhys's comment- about the children eating their food 
out of a calabash, "on the sly," and running barefoot. About the sweet fresh 
smell of rain, which I could appreciate, even standing among the eddoes with 
water dripping off my ridiculous straw sunhat and my dismal black garbage bag 
coverings, posing for a picture.

The walk bacii seemed, as return journeys so often do, much quicker, though 
this time, knowing the way, I could look out to sea or stop to appreciate some 
vegetation or the way the Mornes make their sharp rise into the sky. Our 
affable guide was keen to take us on a further walk, but I was by this time very 
tired and felt lucky to have managed what I had. So we returned to Pat's 
sitting room. Our guide accepted the offer of a drink and a chat. Pat asked 
him, "what do we owe you?", a question she'd been asking all day. He smiled. 
"Two hundred U.S," he said, looking directly at me. "I don't have anything like 
that sort of money just for today," I said, faintly, feeling cornered and 
embarrassed. He could only have assumed that this strangely clad white woman 
was an eccentric of substantial means (who else would wear black garbage bags 
and a straw hat in the rain?). In the end, Pat split the cost with me, on the 
grounds that her family had come along and he was charging so much per head.
But he did not back down on his fee.

My cough was getting much worse and the nights in my room were quite 
chilly, even with the blanket on the bed. I had trouble sleeping, and cough 
medicine seemed to do little or nothing. Wandering the streets of old Roseau, 
the old marketplace, the colonial-style shops, gave me pleasure, but I felt 
increasingly drained of energy. So I bought a small bag of herbs from a young 
Rastafariañ on the street: it was labelled for bronchitis. I have always
believed in bush teas and herbal medicine. The small brown bag with its broken 
dark green dried leaves promised relief; I put it next to the kettle. My 
friends from the plane came by in the late afternoon. We had a drink and they 
videotaped part of the conversation, recording my miserable state of health as 
well as a time of good companionship. After they left and as the brief and 
lovely end of daylight was about to vanish, I boiled the kettle and, brewed 
myself a big pot of the herbs, let them steep, and drank two cups of̂  the dark, 
strong-tasting tea. I suppose I thought it would magically cure everything.

That night, i not only could not sleep for coughing, but I had the worst 
stomach trouble I have ever had; I spent the night shuffling back and forth to 
the bathroom, trying to get my breath between coughing spasms, and feeling 
finally afraid. Outside the treefrogs were particularly joyous. I opened up
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one of my wooden shutter windows and stared up at the night sky. The brilliance 
of the stars seemed very distant. That morning I watched every lovely change of 
the deep darkness of night into the pale turquoise and orange-pink brilliance’ of 
early morning, and the darkness of the Mornes turn slowly into an eyer-more 
complex green. I looked at the tight-closed buds of the hibiscus bush on my 
little gallery. They would be entirely open by mid-morning. They seem strong 
then, but if you pluck them, they will bruise and wilt within minutes. I felt 
quite like that.

By breakfast time, I was in pretty bad shape. I struggled over to the main 
house where a woman I had not met before was washing dishes in the kitchen. Pat 
introduced me. I said, "I'm half-dead from the night I had." "Bring me what he 
give you," the woman said. "Let me see." I brought her the small brown paper 
bag. Turning the leaves out in her hand, she exclaimed, "Zombi Tabac! You 
should never take this. Is too strong for you." I could hear Christophine 
talking to Antoinette about the obeah being wrong for béké. The very name 
inspires nervousness. After some "white people tea" (the foreign import), I. 
decided it was time to call my husband. If I had to be shipped out back to 
Barbados in a bad way, it was as well to have help. I argued that he ought to 
see the loveliness of the island. He was curious about Dominica anyway. He got 
off the phone to try to get a flight ovçr.

Relieved, I went back to bed and slept. In the middle of the day, I woke 
up, feeling a little better. A precious day was slipping away. So I decided to 
follow the exact directions given me by Lennox Honychurch as to where the old 
Celtic cross was to be fo\ind in the old Anglican cemetary. The state of the 
grave is sad, making it evident that Williams's descendants either don't 
acknowledge him (why should Ena and her family ever care), or have moved away to 
England. Rhys expressed anger in the mid-thirties that her father's Celtic 
cross, put up by her mother, had been knocked over. But Williams did nothing to 
secure the affections of those of his extended family who were to remain rooted 
in the island. Somehow, though, the state of the cross connected me directly to 
Rhys's memories of the grave; it was oddly reassuring to look at something which 
seemed, from her description of it, to have remained very much the same.

I went on to explore the sea-wall and the old marketplace (both requiring 
some imagination to see what Rhys might have seen), then the street leading down 
to the sea which Rhys recreated in the opening of Voyage in the Dark and 
"Pioneers, Oh, Pioneers." I looked at the bay where she had the boatman Pappy 
row Anna Morgan out in the strong tropical moonlight, the old colonial 
shopfronts and the Mornes rising up behind the town. Of course Roseau j.s no 
longer the town Rhys lived in. A hundred years stand between her birth and 
today, and we have so much to be thankful for in the passing of the racial and 
colonial mores of her childhood, though there is clearly not yet enough economic 
and racial parity in any of our postcolonial societies. ,So it is not wise to 
get misty-eyed about .old spaces in a colonial town.

I suffered another bad night (though less difficult, without the herbs), 
and the following morning dispatched a taxi to meet my husbánd at Melville Hall, 
and spent the sunny morning idling, trying to recover some energy. It was early 
afternoon when the taxi turned into the yard and he got out, a decorated ex- 
Marine, looking shaken. His driver, he said, was expert, no question, given 
the fact both of them were still alive. It. wasn't just the conviction he'd had 
of immanent death all the way from the airport down the winding mountain roads 
with no crash barriers, but the shock of landing as the little plane gave its 
usual totally convincing impression of trying to land on treetops. It was 
Dominica firing the warning shot across the bpws; this was not about being a 
spoiled tourist.

\
\
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A special visit was left for us to make together; to Vera's hotel, once 
the Williams's house in Roseau. It is a square building, on one side fronting 
onto the street, with a walled, paved courtyard behind. There were once stables 
there and an outside bathhouse, as well as Dr. Willies's surgery Now there is 
a large sign on the old mango tree (the same of which Rhys writes), still 
standing in the centre of the courtyard. We asked for permission to look 
upstairs; the bedrooms line a long corridor, simple, ,wood-walled rooms. There 
was a jalousied gallery upstairs as well in Rhys's childhood. ®
upper floor rise from what must have been a main back room of the house, from 
them you walk back across a reception room to exit in the courtyard.

Downstairs, the front gallery on the street side still exists, ^nd it is 
possible to imagine Rhys standing at the jalousies, listening and watching, as 
procession went by. This was the house from which Rhys set off to visit the 
Ltanical Gardens (also still therè) and suffer Mr. Howard's perverse 
attentions. It was in this house where the framed photograph stood, of which 
S e  speaks at the beginning of Smile Please. If Rhys is an elusive figure a 
puzzling, enigmatic, brilliant woman, the key to her lies in Dominica. .1 hear 
the present owner has recently been thinking of extensive alternations to 
facilitate ecotourism.

We sat in the courtyard and drank a beer. I tried to think of Meta 
brushing Rhys's hair here and telling her terrifying stories of the 
supernatural In Dominica, as night swoops in, it is possible to believe 
anShSg, especially if you've known the wild hills above the to^; Rhys always 
thought of herself in relation to obeah, and even as a witch. She was always 
acutely conscious of spiritual matters. In Roseau, it is easy to put together 
the apparent contradictions in her acknowledgements of religious belief, the 
Catholicism which she adopted in her heart, and her family's Anglicanism, which 
supported racial segregation and other colonial evils she rejected, Jhen obea , 
and even the Celtic cross on her father's grave, which suggested an identi yitself marginalised and psrsaoutad by a Christian stats
power just as was the case with obeah.

Having tea with Daphne Agar, Pat Honychurch's very interesting sister, who 
rather disapproves of Rhys and the extent of interest in her, we were reminded 
sharply how futile it is to think that Dominica today is_Rhys s space. It is 
not possible to recreate what' it was, though we may imagine it, 3ust a s ^ y s  
îmag?ne"âLva into Coulibri. Daphne Agar, in her eighties, lives on the upper 
floor of a wooden house with a little gallery. She insisted on making us tea, 
and we sat with her for more than an hour whilst she chatted about Dominica in 
the old days. She is a very interesting person, direct, firm, insightful, and 
most generous with her time and her memories.

t«Tö a rontemoorarv digression to visit the delightful mother of a
friend of ours who lives in a gracious house overlooking the bay, perched up on 
the Morne outside of town. She is an elegant and savvy woman, the active widow 
of a prominent and highly respected lawyer, and as a member of the professiona 
, ^ j Kiar'V -middle-class of the generation which has entirely shaped the
S r  “ s di“ = Æ f  in S'tï y,«, or so, „„derat^ds Domini^ v o ^
diffSntly from the »ay Hhya did. My husband, African-Merican. and much the 
sáme age, was curious about her and her husband, about black ,nrofeïïional opportunities since the thirties. We sat on her spacious gallery 
hiah oh the M o m e  above the town, with its spectacular view of the Caribbea 
ì ì t  and a?e Srspecial Christmas cake. I thought about how little Rhys had 
sustained the strong tradition of Caribbean hospitality. She hated casual 
visitors, and even forgot to stock up on food when her daughter and gr 
daughter visited.
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We were forming our own mythology, our own brief connection to the island, 
though we did not drink from any of the rivers in Dominica, which supposedly 
ensures return. Nor did we visit the important ecotourism sites, such as the 
Emerald Pool, or the Boiling Lake. On our last night, thanks to Pat's daughter, 
who drove us to the restaurant, we did however eat mountain chicken. These are 
large local frogs' legs which used to be extremely common, and a familiar staple 
on dinner tables in^Rhys's day (though oddly she never mentions them). Stories 
are told of how cooks would often take a torch and a bucket and go out behind 
the house in the darkness to catch a few frogs. Shine *a light in their eyes and 
they freeze. But you don't want to catch crapaUd (a very big frog) with your 
bare hand. They secrete a substance designed to repel predators. We have big 
frogs in Barbados, too, though nobody eats them. There is one particularly 
enormous one in our yard which likes to come at night and eat .up left-over cat 
food and sit in the cats' water bowl. The cats will not go near it. With the 
world shortage of frogs, it can get away with abominable behaviour with me. But 
we discovered mountain chicken is delicious, not in the least reptilian, and 
does taste a bit like very tender chicken. Nowadays, the frogs are controlled 
anH protected, to make sure they survive: as usual it is safer to be a human
food source than not.

There is no question that Dominica has changed immensely since Rhys's day - 
in terms of human life, enormously for the better, and, at the moment, 
ecologically, the island seems to be still largely intact and blessed with 
people asking the right sort of questions about how to develop tourism without 
damaging important resources. I did find Rhys there, in my imagination, in some 
of her most loved places, and where her most profound conflicts began. But as 
we drove in the taxi to Canefield Airport (my husband having decided it was 
better to endure a quick moment of terror of crosswinds than another couple of 
hours of the journey back to the Neville Hall airfield), I also knew that
Dominica had seen me. We held hands as the plane lifted off: the flight was
uneventful. Coming back into crowded and built-up Barbados, I was quiet.

It was not only fatigue. Dominica is not a dangerous place, but it is one 
which manages to make the human feel humbled; that Rhys knew, and it is evident 
to anyone who visits. Barbados has marketed itself as a safe place, a place 
where the human is always dominant, the landscape subordinated. But there is a 
more serious risk ahead for the abominably wealthy if the poorest Barbadians 
become abused enough to make them desperate, the social contract finally 
destroyed. Nature has human coaching in Barbados. In Dominica, it can still be 
spelled Nature, and commands respect. This despite the fact that the ocean 
visible from Bona Vista's hill is so much smaller for me than it was for Rhys,
in the era before planes, when it took ages for a letter to come from overseas
by mail boat, and to travel to England meant taking a boat to Barbados and then 
another, larger boat across the Atlantic.

Of course, I know that Dominica's physical power did nothing at all to 
prevent slavery or colonialism, though its topography may have assisted 
resistance against oppression at times.. I know also that when I cry out that 
Barbados is already over-domesticated, cultivated, protected, controlled by 
human hand and so little is left which is as- nature intended, I am also grateful 
that the sun drops over open sea, not steep-sided mornes, and that night over a 
fairly flat island with a dense population means there is almost always a 
neighbour's lights, (even if they shine over concrete), or a glow from 
Bridgetown in the night sky. This even though I know the relative flatness of 
the island did contribute to the defeat of slave revolts; there was simply no 
place to hide and regroup. Now, the island's accessibility makes overbuilding a 
definite possibility.

I wondered what Rhys would make of Barbados and Dominica as they are now.
I think the very finality of separation which raised Dominica to the, surface of
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Rhys's imagination, both before and after the 1936 trip, created, in Voyage in 
the Dark and in Wide Sargasso Sea, the contours of a country which may never 
have existed at all, except in a writer's mind. For me, visiting Dominica is 
crucial to understanding ïlhys. But it is also where you may crucially 
understand yourself in new ways. I think of going back for a couple of weeks, 
if I can get together the resources. I'd like to make the six hour trek to the 
Boiling Lake, or the iourney to the Emerald Pool, or the site of Geneva, 
preferably prepared for all eventualities of the weather.

§ § §

JAMES POTTER LOCKHART AND THE "LETTER OF THE LAW"
Sue Thomas

In Wide Sargasso Sea Christophine Dubois's criticism of the operation of 
the apprenticeship system which replaced slavery - between 1834 and 1838 in most 
British Caribbean colonies - is framed as a distinction between old and new, the" 
former slaveowning plantocracy and newcomer plantation owners like the 
Luttrells: "No more slavery! She had to laugh! 'These new ones.have Letter of
the Law. Same thing. They got magistrate. They got fine. They got jail house 
and chain gang. They got tread machine to mash up people's feet. New ones 
worse than old ones - more cunning, that's all'" (Rhys, Sargasso 22-23).
Assigning the transparency of the signifiera Dominica and the "interest of the 
white Creole,"^ Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak transfers Christophine's phrase 
"Letter of the Law" to British divorce law and a question of reform in Jane 
Eyre: "Through Bertha Mason, the white Jamaican Creole, Brontë renders the
human/ahimal frontier as acceptably indeterminate, so that a good greater than 
the letter of the Law can be broached" ("Three Women's Texts" 253, 247). 
Christophine's phrase "Letter of the Law," however, has a specific historical 
provenance in relation to the abolition of slavery and the operation of 
apprenticeship law in the 1830s. {Wide Sargasso Sea is set between c. 1835 and 
the early 1840s.) The "Letter of the Law" signifies in documents of the early 
to mid-1830s the efforts of local legislatures controlled by slaveowners and 
later holders of apprenticed labour to frustrate the spirit of amelioration and 
emancipatory reform directed by Britain,^ and the frustration of the British 
government at the recalcitrance of the legislatures and the colonial judicial 
system in honouring the spirit of reform. In addressing the meanings of the 
"Letter of the Law" .,1 will be engaging with a defining moment in the emergence 
of the Mulatto Ascendancy in Dominica and'with Jean Rhys's apparently occluding 
and compensatory inscription of Lockhart family history, specifically 
controversy over the manner in which the Letter of the Law was used when James 
Potter Lockhart, Rhys's maternal great-grandfather, was in command of Dominica.

James Potter Lockhart emigrated from Britain to Dominica in the later 
eighteenth century, and worked as a plantation manager (Angier 7). In the 
Dominica Chronicle of the early 1820s I'found references to a firm of mer€hants, 
who also handled the sale of estates (including their slave labour forces), 
Lockhart, Potter & Court, which traded between 1821 and 1825 as Lockhart & Court 
(21 February 1821; 23 February 1821; 30 March 1825). The business was being 
wound up in early 1825. In 1824 Lockhart purchased Geneva estate (Angier 7), in 
the wake of slave disturbances in Dominica (Warde, letter to Hastings), and open 
rebellion in Jamaica, and most famously Demerera, reportedly produced by rumours 
of the Slave Melioration Resolutions passed in the House of Commons in June 
1823. Tn Jane Eyre Charlotte Brontë inscribes the rumours in Rochester's 
narrative of his J^aican sojourn as the wind from Europe, and the rebellion in 
Jamaica as the storm (Thomas). By 1831 Lockhart's name and signature begin to 
appear in British Parliamentary Papers. He was President of the Dominican 
Legislative Council (the upper house of the bicameral colonial parliament), a


