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WILLIAM- REES WILLIAMS IN DOMINICA 

Sue Thomas

In Smile Please William Rees Williams emerges ás an aloof figure whose 
medical practice, socialising, and passionate absorption in English politics 
distanced him from his children. A fierce temper which inspired fear in the 
young Rhys is mentioned in the Black Exercise Book.^ Rhys acknowledges that this 
distance may have contributed to a romanticisation of him; she had to rely on her 
English Aunt Clarice for information about his relationship with his father and a 
scant sense of his arrival in Dominica and meeting with her mother. She was 
grateful for his apparently kindly exertion of his authority on her side in 
conflicts with her mother and with family members during her religious phase.
With her as his' agent he dispensed charity for a short time to the destitute 
poor. His "reckless, throwaway attitude to money", produced marital tension.2 
Carole Angier's principal source on William Rees Williams in her biography of 
Jean Rhys is family memory - Rhys's Smile Please and the Black Exercise Book and 
parts of an unpublished novel by her brother Owen - supplemented mainly by 
articles and letters published in the Dominica Guardian on his death, and 
interviews with Dominican informants of a later generation. These accounts 
authorise a construction of Rees Williams as an almost saintly benefactor of the 
sick poor, who refused payment from them, and whose Jcindliness was rewarded by 
their love; a man whose "dreamy, rebellious" and adventurous personality made it 
difficult for him to settle to the "discipline and intellectuality" of his family 
home in Wales or a "safe and respectable life in Victorian England."3 Discussions 
of Rees Williams's politics and performance of public duties in various public 
documents from or relating to Dominica and his letters to newspaper editors 
present a rather different sense of his character and fragmentary narrative of 
his colonial experience as seen by some of his contemporaries. The dominant 
narrative, contested occasionally by dissenting voices, has to be read in the 
context of a local politics deeply inflected by racial and class tensions, 
tensions exacerbated by the particularities of local democratic process under a '*} 
colonial Constitution and the imposition of Crown Colony rule in 1898. The ■
narrative is one of Rees Williams's transformation from "European exotic" to 
"autocratic ... full-blown planter." The Dominican discourses in which it is 
articulated give fuller meaning to assessments of him at his death as "physician 
and friend of the P o o r , a n d  a "'creature' of the Government.

My principal sources are Dominican newspapers: the Dominican, the Dominica 
Dial, and the Dominica Guardian. During Rees Williams's residence in Dominica 
they were owned and edited by men who were, in the racial discourse of the day, 
"coloured." In 1880 the Dominican changed hands, from Alexander Rumsey Lockhart 
to A. Theodore Righton, known locally as Papa Dorn. Righton's position as '
Government Printer made him "cautious.The Dominica Dial (1882-1893) was owned 
and edited by William Davies, organiser in 1880 of the Party of Progress, which 
rapidly filled the elective positions in the Legislative Assembly. The elective 
positions were generally filled by members of what was known locally as the 
"Mulatto Ascendency," a political grouping which had gained a majority in the 
lower house by 1838, within seven years of the passing of the "Brown Privilege 
Bill/" which gave full political and social rights to free non-whibes. From 
1775 to 1865 Dominica had two legislative chambers, a .Council of Crown nominees 
and a lower house of elected representatives of rate-payers^^ In 1865, amid much 
opposition, a single chamber Legislative Assembly was established, comprising an 
equal number of nominated and elected members, a move designed to curb the power
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of the electives. Alexander Rumsey Lockhart and William Davies were leading 
elective politicians until the imposition of Crown Colony rule in 1898, which 
abolished representative membejrship at island level. To the Royal Commission 
conducted by Sir Robert Hamilton in 1893 Lockhart and Davies argued for 
"effective control by the taxpayers through their representatives of taxation and 
expenditure" to be achieved by "a Legislative Assembly composed, as regards two- 
thirds of its members, of elected representatives, and, as in the other third, of 
the heads of departments ... the Governor having the right to veto on bills 
deemed to affect the prerogatives of the Crown or the rights and interests of the 
unrepresented part of the population in the case of the present restricted 
franchise being retained." They felt the existing Legislative Assembly served 
the interests of the (largely white) "official class," not the rising "new class 
of peasant proprietors."® The Dominica Guardian was founded in 1893 by the 
electives to give "expression to the political views and aspirations of the 
people."® Founded by William Davies, Sholto Pemberton, A.R. Lockhart and Henry 
Hamilton, it was sub-edited anti managed by Joseph Hilton Steber, later the 
proprietor and editor in his own right, except for a brief period in 1898 when 
William Davies assumed editorial control. The claim by the electives that they 
spoke for the people-was contested. They were denigrated by British officials in 
1886 as a "Coloured Clique" detested by "the negro" and "inimical alike to the 
negro and the white," and in 1894 as "clever slimy local politicians who 
represent one of the least desiderable [sic] results of the advance of 
civilization in our West Indian Colonies."^®

In 1887 the Dominica Dial labelled the Government medical officers "European 
exotics," suggesting they were working in a climate uncongenial to the "natural 
temperament."^^ The metaphor was elaborated more fully in the newspaper's 
denunciations of the negrpphobia of James Anthony Froude's account of Dominica in 
The English in the West Indies and of his informants: "The white man [in
Dominica] is an exotic requiring at the best of times the forced conditions of 
the atmosphere of slavery and the high price of sugar to enjoy a sickly 
existence."^2 For the Dial the "forced conditions" which supported Government 
officers like Rees Williams and'H.A. Alford Nicholls were the "useless and 
sinecure berths created out of such a small revenue as ours."^® The charge of, 
uselessness related to questions of public accountability for performance of 
duty. The horticultural trope engages with nineteenth-century racial discourses 
about tropical degeneration. In these discourses, usefully elaborated by Nancy 
Stepan in "Biology: Races and Proper Places," the white "race" is constructed as 
being especially vulnerable to a degeneration brought about by "the physical and 
social climate of the tropics" and apparent in disease, sickliness and excessive 
appetites.^“* Rhys, too, would use floral metaphors to represent the vulnerability 
of white people and settlement in the tropics. In "Temps Perdi" the "light and 
fragile" flowers of the exotic white-cedar trees which "fell with the first high 
wind and were blown away as soon as they fell" and the plantation "run wild"^^ 
trope the decay of white settlement and white colonial authority.^® In an image 
reminiscent of Rochester's trampling of the frangipani wreath in Wide Sargasso 
Sea, the rough picking of the tropical frangipani flower is used metaphorically 
in the Black Exercise Book to image Rhys's Creole experience of sexual violence 
in her relationship with Mr. Howard.

William Rees Williams was reported to have arrived in Dominica on 18 January, 
1881 and to have impressed those who had met him as a "good steady intelligent, 
young" man.^^ On his arrival he was a doctor on one of the repair ships of the 
West Indian and Panama Telegraph Company earning a salary of £60 per annum. He 
was appointed to the position of medical officer for District C, the Grand Bay 
district, at ”£250 a year, with compulsory residence in the district, for which 
he received the odd £50 of his salary."^® For this salary he was expected to
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provide gratuitous medical relief for the "sick poor." He was at liberty to 
supplement the salary through the development' of a private practice among fee
paying patients. The salary increase is comparatively lucrative, and the more so 
given a reported oversupply of doctors in Great Britain. Writing to the Standard 
(London), the unemployed "M.D-" with twenty years experience, "good 
qualifications and recommendations," complained that a doctor who had "recently 
advertised for an assistant, offering £100 a year" had "received between 400 and 
500 answers." Such was the exodus to positions in the colonies, shipping 
companies were frequently offering appointees free passage in exchange for 
medical service rather than hiring a ship's surgeon on salary. "(E]very cube 
inch" of the British market was "choked with hungry, struggling, gasping but well 
qualified aspirants."^® The examples of the Hon. John Imray, who died in 1880, 
and H.A. Alford Nicholls might have suggested to applicants for positions in 
Dominica the scope offered by colonial medical practice. Both were also 
planters, government nominees to the Dominican Assembly, and made in their days 
significant contributions to the development of tropical medicine, particularly 
in the treatment of yaws, tropical botany, and tropical agriculture.

The cost of the medical service provided under the Medical Aid Act of 1875, 
applarently up to £1,425 per year before retrenchments brought about a drop to 
£825 by January 1887^° was a source of frequent public outcry - the salaries of 
public officials could not be met from local tax' revenue.- The Dominica Dial 
claimed in 1884 that

Without exception the Medical Aid Act as at present administered may be - 
considered the most unpopular in our statute book. Not only are the 
salaries absurdly high, but_the duties of the officers are so loosely 
defined that it can be no wonder to find that they are very often 
shirked. So soon as this Act expires it will be possible to reduce 
considerably the salaries of the district officers and effect a great 
saving in our diminished finances.21

Savings were effected in the short term by reducing the number of districts (and 
medical officers) rather than massive salary cuts. The principal complaint about 
medical attendance on the s'ick poor was its irregularity in the country districts ’ 
where the largest number of such patients were to be found: remote areas of 
districts were visited infrequently; "no notice was given nor any time fixed for 
such visits, and the doctors would hardly wait to get information as to whether 
they were required or not, but only rode through the village or estate, after a 
perfunctory inquiry, and stopping for as short a time as possible where there 
were any cases to be attended to."22 During Rees Williams's residence in Roseau 
as Medical Officer for District A his country patients complained of fortnightly 
rather than the stipulated weekly visits, and later a monthly or five-weekly 
visit rather than the stipulated fortnightly one. In 1895 "Humanity" pleaded the' 
plight of the poor from Coulibristie, Grand Savanne, and the heights of the -■’•'r., 
P®Ĵ ish who travelled to meet Rees Williams at the St. Joseph Dispensary on the 
appointed days only to be disappointed.23 To be recognised by a doctor as one of < 
the "sick poor" a patient needed a certificate issued by a Justice of the Peace 
or a minister of religion. While Rees Williams was acknowledged in the Dominica ~J 
Guardian obituary to have "far outshone the majority of his colleagues for ^
kindheartedness and tenderness" in his waiving of the documentation necessary for 

treatment, his adamant insistence on the certificate of destitution in some 
Cases - not always easy to obtain and productive of delays in treatment, even 
fear of bad treatment if a dispute arose - occasioned press comment.2̂  Particular 
<ioQtors were frequently censured in the press for lapses in'̂ the performance of 
qratuitous medical duties; editorials on the quality of the medical service and '«■ 
particular medical scandals were quite common between 1880 and 1910. In 1898
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Charles Heneage (of the Royal Institution of Great Britain) lobbied British 
parliamentarians to have an end put to the "atrocious crimes committed on 
Catholic Creoles" by the Government Medical Officers of Do minica.Rees Williams 
was involved in two medical scandals. Both involved pregnant women. In the 1884 
case a "coloured" woman gave birth to a stillborn child because Rees Williams 
demanded immediate cash"payment from her husband to leave a party and attend her; 
the husband had insufficient money on him, but promised it on their return to his 
home.26 The Governor found in favour of Rees Williams, on racial grounds 
according to the Dominica Dial.'̂ '’ During the controversy over this incident "An 
Islander" defended Rees Williams's professional reputation against attack in the 
Dial: "he is considered by the majority of his patients to be a very painstaking, 
disinterested and kind-hearted gentleman."2® In the 1896 case Emerine Douglas, a 
black woman, died "a miserable death in a canoe off the Windward coast"23 after a 
bed was not found for her in Roseau. Blame for the incident was disputed. The 
Coroner's jury found the officials of the Infirmary responsible through 
negligence for her death; the Dominican insisted Rees Williams was guilty of 
"culpable malpractice"^® because he advised her husband, who consulted him 
privately after the Infirmary officials had turned his wife away, to take her 
home. In a letter to the editors of both the Dominican and the Dominica Guardian 
Rees Williams insisted: "It would be monstrous to make me responsible for cases
coming in from other districts [than my own] that were refused admission at the 
Infirmary." He held Nicholls, the Medical Officer at the Infirmary, 
responsible.21 In a second letter about the case in which he firmly denied 
malpractice on his part he affirmed, having taken exception to the way in which 
his own words had been used against him in the Dominican: "I dislike writing. I
am ignorant of the science of twisting and turning other people's phrases to mean 
what they do not mean ... I am a plain man and make plain statements above my
signature."22

During the 1880s Dominican newspaper reports chart a rise in Rees Williams's 
political profile, beginning with marriage into the Lockhart family. Minna 
Lockhart,- granddaughter of James Potter Lockhart, President of the Council of 
Dominica for a substantial part of the period from 1831 to 1837, who in this 
capacity was occasionally called on to act as Governor in Chief pro tempore, was 
characterised in a sharp 1886 pen portrait of Rees Williams as "one of those 
natives who have nothing whatever to do with the natives." In this article on 
the Government nominees to the Legislative Assembly Rees Williams was described 
as a "supple tool" of the Government, Acton Don Lockhart, his brother-in-law, as 
an "abject" tool.2^ Rees Williams had been nominated to the Assembly in 1884; he 
resigned in March 1886 to make way for the nomination of Mr. Baynes. Later in 
1886 Acton Don Lockhart and James Cox Filian were appointed to the Assembly by 
the Governor, Viscount Gormanston, evidently on the expectation that they would 
support his measures on tax reform. Filian resigned four days into the first 
session, and Rees Williams took his place. On 29 June 1885 medical duties had 
prevented Rees Williams from attending a crucial vote on federation; so that key 
legislation could be passed in 1886, the Governor directed that .Nicholls perform 
an inquest for Rees Williams.®^ The author of the pen portrait worried that the 
connections through marriage into the Lockhart family - President John Spencer 
Churchill married Minna's sister Edith - threatened the formation of a "family 
clique" like the notorious one in Antigua. (Dominica was then federated with the 
Leeward Islands, which were governed from Antigua.) Froude's impressions of 
Dominica in 1887 - a "torpid" place of demoralised ruin of English authority and 
settlement, an Engli'sh inheritance "turned into a wilderness"22 with a political 
machinery abused by an impertinent, opportunistic and grievance-manufacturing 
opposition heightening racial antagonism - were largely determined by this family 
network: he stayed with the Spencer Churchills; the Mr F- who acted as a guide
was locally recognised to be Minna's brother Acton Don Lockhart. His other
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informant, whose big—noting of himself was pilloried in the local press, was the 
conservative H.A. Alford Nicholls. His racial attitudes were such that he is 
reputed to have always worn gloves to treat non-white patients. 6̂

In 1885 the Dominicä Dial sketched Rees Williams's medical career on the 
island after his appointment“to thé'Grand Bay district:

Afher a time his district was reduced, and he succeeded in obtaining 
pérmission to reside in Roseau on condition of his giving up the extra 
£50 of his pay, for which his share of the town practice would naturally 
more than compensate him, and on condition also of his rendering 
assistance to the medical officer of the institutions, in consideration 
for which that officer also relinguished £50 out of his own pay.

Arrived and duly located in Roseau, Dr. Williams's relations with 
Dr. Nicholls became less friendly, and he ceased to assist that latter 
gentleman at the institutions, and that officer in conseguence applied 
for and received back the pay he had given up as a consideration for 
those services. Upon this Dr. Williams also asked for and with the aid 
of his friends recovered back the £50 a year conceded by him in 
consequence of the great diminution in the size of his district, and for 
the privilege of residence in town, where he continued and still 
continues to reside, while being required to pay only weekly visits to 
his district. In June 1884 Dr. Keelan died, and Dr. Williams was 
appointed to act in the deceased officer's district at half salary (£100 
a year). From that date Dr. Williams's periodic visits to his own 
district’ were reduced to one half the former number, and he thus 
performs but half the work of his district, for which he still draws the 
full pay. Thus this officer has for fifteen months been in receipt of 
£250 a year for District B, £100 for District A, and some £20 or £30 as 
an allowance for medicines; in all about £400 a year, exclusive of 

practice, while in return the public have been shamefully 
neglected. ...

Now apart from the inefficient performance by Dr. Williams-of the 
work of two districts, it is somewhat remarkable that this officer can 
find time to devote no inconsiderable amount of attention to 
agricultural pursuits at Bona Vista. Dr. Williams is constantly absent 
from town, and there have been cases within our own knowledge where his 
services have been urgently required by patients who were cheeringly 

that they would find him at Bona Vista, two hours good riding 
distance away; and we know for a fact that in his absence cases which 
properly belonged to him have had to be treated at the Roseau 
Inf irmary. 3'̂

In 1882, the Governor Sir John Hawley Glover, granted Rees Williams permission to 
reside in Roseau; the legality of this decision was questioned in the Assembly -in 
ctober 1885. The falling out bet̂ ireen Nicholls and Rees Williams was evidently 
®^®^ ®nt,hority in the yaws encampment on the Soufrière estate. The experimental 
encampment was established on the orders of the Governor in 1882. Glover had had 
yaws while stationed in Africa and swore by treatment with doses of and baths in 

water. Nicholls, the Medical Superintendent of the j.sland's yaws 
hospital at Morne Bruce, and Rees Williams, the District Medical Officer for the 

disagreed from the first over the establishment and the treatment: analysis 
or the water, the site, the size of the buts, the diet. Nicholls provides a 
««tailed account of the dispute in his 1894 Report on Yaws. Rees Williams was 
*aid to be "impatient of any control. He declined to keep a case book or any 
?. record at the encampment, and finally he set at defi^ce the authority of 
rne Superintendent, who, by the provisions of Act 5, of 1877, was vested with the 
«ntire management and supervision of the yaws hospitals." The dispute, which 
«nerated "an acrimonious correspondence," was twice referred to the Governor.

s'*
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On the second occasion Nicholls was instructed not "to have anything whatever to 
do with the encampment. Rëes Williams's appointment to the Board of Health in 
August 1884 was interpreted by the Dominica Dial as a snub to Nicholls engineered 
through political favouritism,.^® At about the same time he was appointed to the 
Quarantine B o a r d . T h e  reinstatement of the £50 to his salary was attributed in 
the same newspaper to "friends both in this island and in Antigua (where a deal 
of backstairs influence has been exerted in his b e h a l f T h e  Dominica Dial 
suggested in 1886 that Nicholls was jealous of such influence.''^ While Nicholls 
and Rees Williams would become political allies as nominated members of the 
Assembly, the underlying friction remained so intense that in 1898 Rees Williams 
was reported to have been' a buyer of extra "copies for distribution abroad" of 
any issues of the Dominica Guardian containing articles critical of Nicholls.''®
In 1884 Rees Williams began to set aside Fridays for work at Bona Vista where he 
had begun a sweet potato farming venture: "sweet potatoes grown about 1500 feet
above the level of the sea, carried to the shore on the heads of labourers, and 
thence by a water transit of over an hour's duration to market."^** By 1887 he had 
switched to limes and cacao. He was adjudged "a man of considerable means"; at 
this time his annual salary for official medical duties was £225.^® On 7 May 1887 
he applied for a Certificate of Title to the 105-acre Bona Vista,''® an estate he 
still owned in 1901,“'® In a letter to the Dominica Dial "Arias" asked that the 
Executive enforce in relation to Nicholls and Rees Williams "the laid down Rules 
of the Colonial Office which prohibit any official from holding and cultivating 
landed property in the Colony in which he is a public officer, thereby ensuring 
the performance of their work."^® On the occasion of Queen Victoria's Jubilee in 
June 1887 Dr. and Mrs. Rees Williams were reported to be among those attending 
the 21 gun salute along with His Honour the President and Mrs. Churchill, Dr. and 
Mrs. Nicholls and other members of the "upper ten."^®

During the 1890s Rees Williams was attributêd with having played a key role 
in securing constitutional change, both through evidence to Sir Robert Hamilton’s 
'enquiry into the affairs of Dominica after the La Plaine riots of 1893, and in 
the imposition of Crown Colony rule in 1898. Part of Hamilton's brief was to 
examine the "friction between the government and the Legislative Assembly. 
Successive governors have complained that t,hey were unable to obtain the 
enactment of measures necessary for the prosperity and good government of ,the 
island, while the elected members of the Assembly have complained that the 
Government did not pay sufficient regard to local opinion."®® There are at least 
two summary transcripts of Rees Williams's evidence to the Royal Commission. One 
states; "Present form of Government most unsatisfactory. Electives know that 
they can always be out-voted, and grumble because they consider that the nominees 
are bound to vote against them. Does not consider there is material for' more 
Electives; for there would be a difficulty to find suitable men, but the Governor 
might create more unofficial nominees <by appointing independent men to sit for 
one session at a time."®® In 1898 the Dominica Dial accused Rees Williams of 
having exerted pressure on William Stedman during the Royal Commission hearings 
to bring about a change of evidence; in a second giving of evidence Stedman urged 
it would be "improper to increase the elective element, and that reform lay in 
liberating the unofficial nominee from the Government shackles."®® Nicholls,
Acton Don Lockhart and Rees Williams were characterised during the Commission 
hearings in Roseau as a "garrison" clique motivated by English imperialist 
values, "pique and prejudice," whose evidence if they

possessed as much "courage of their opinions" as they possess esprit de 
corps ... would have been condensed in the following confession: "Every 
British colony ought to be run for the benefit of the English people in 
it. Niggers are an accident of all tropical colonies, like the rivers 
or mountains thereof, who are to be used or suppressed according as our 
interests demand the one or require the other polity. To allow them to 
acquire property was a mistake; to give them votes a great blunder; but 
to invest them with a majority in the legislature would be a crime."

Í
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Rees Williams's suggestion for reform, however, is acknowledged to be "the best 
of those advanced by any of his way of thinking. Hamilton did not find the.
grievances of the elective members to be manufactured: "The report caused some 
misgiving in the Colonial Office where it was viewed somewhat as a partial attack 
on [Governor] Haynes Smith and an unfortunate vindication of the electives, upon 
whose heads the principal clerks and assistant under-secretaries had long poured 
derogatory remarks.

In 1898 Joseph Chamberlain, the Secretary for the Colonies, offered the 
impoverished Dominica £15,000 for road works on the condition of Crown Colony 
rule. Many Dominican residents signed a memorial to Chamberlain requesting Crown 
Colony government. The electives, all of them "coloured," were outraged. The
Dominicet Guardian, the newspaper which represented their views, urged that a coup
d'état was the object of a "conspiracy of the Government and the white section to 
rob them [the non-white population] of existing political privileges. Therefore 
it. is the duty of the coloured race in Dominica to be alert and doing that it may
carry the war into the enemy's country." Those favouring Crown Colony rule were
said to be "mostly new comers from Europe" wanting a Providential arrangement of 
"an upper crust of whites and a lower crust of subservient blacks": "They were 
not prepared to find nearly the whole mercantile body and the local proprietary 
composed of black and coloured men, and this (dis) order of things seems to 
suggest to them the necessity to set matters right by legal enactment. While 
Chamberlain's offer was conditional on a reduction in the number of elected 
representatives. Governor Fleming successfully engineered the passing of "a bill 
providing for a Legislative Council of six official and six nominated members, 
with an administrator having a casting vote." "Tensions ran high and intemperate 
speaking seemed the order of the day," writes Boromé.^® Rees Williams actively 
campaigned for Crown Colony rule by speaking at public meetings. He was credited 
with leading a "Williams clique" which also included Acton Don Lockhart, and was 
vilified by the Dominica Guardian:

Of the men who are actively’Carrying on the Electoral war against the 
people, D.r. Williams is the most contemptible. This man is allowed by 
the Government to neglect his patients and his district day by day, 
while he is making political excursions, and he seems to have forgotten 
the professional figure he out in the estimation of the local public by 
his ignorant forecast of the symptoms in young Watt's case and by his 
general want of knowledge; The result of this silly crusade is that he 
will lose his patients; and as he is of the genus which grips the dollar 
so tightly that it makes the eagle squeak, we may be sure that grief 
will be the portion of this man in the near future.̂ "'

His language, too, was pilloried after he cancelled his subscription to the 
Dominica Guardian, which he had come to consider "a disgrace to the Island, and 
every one connected with it": "'Nonsense, old chap’ said the advising father
[Rees Williams discussing Crown Colony rule with William Stedman], 'it will just 
knock those beastly mulattos out of time, don't you see"'? [sic] Rees Williams 
was said to be "no more able to converse" without using "beastly" and "chap"
"than one is able to write a word without alphabetical letters. Everything is 
beastly good or beastly bad, and 'chap' is viva voce the outward and visible sign 
of the arrested development of his mentality, of which his orthography and 
composition are the overwhelming proofs."^® As if to mark a sense of Rees

political and social indigenisation, soon afterwards he was being 
characterised as "an autocratic member of our community and a full-blown 
planter."®® Once Crown Colony rule was introduced the Dominica Guardian continued 
to draw attention to public scandals and abuses of due process. In 1900, for 
example, the Legislative Council appointed a Select Committee to enquire into the 
medical relief system with the object of redrawing the boundaries of country 
districts. The Dominica Guardian complained to no avail that two of the 
Committee's members, Acton Don Lockhart and Mr. Mafcintyre, had, "family ties" to 
Rees Williams, whose district was to be i n v e s t i g a t e d . /
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One of Sir Robert Hamilton's recommendations was the establishment
1» -Fot- Roseau which would tax its inhabitants for its upkeep, thusboard ... for Roseau wnicn wouia rax ^  „ ^ 3  passed on
ralievino the island revenues of that bureen. m e  lowji ouq

1896 The elective members of the Assembly had campaigned vig^ously
a L ï Î s f  It ?hey îiLpproveroî the additional taxation (a 100% increase) after
hloi rist^ in îLort duties and liquor licences and the closures of the poor
house and the reformatory; and believed its constitution to be discriminatory.

S'l«., Trinidad .r,d G«n,d, th.
elected representatives, with the Chairman being appointed by the board, the 
Roseau Town Board comprised nominees and elected representatives, wi 
S n ^ a ^ b S i n g  a nomine of the Government, "one of the many ^ools who, for .the 
Sono™ and dignity of the position, is ever ready to do whatever the master bids 
him ”  opined the Dominica G u a r d i a n . This arrangement and Crown Colony rule wer 
coS;trSSSd in the Dominica Guardian, in pointed allusions to the struggle 
against British colonial rule in what would become the U.S.A., ,,
involving taxation without adequate or with no it!
nominated to the Board in May 1896, and he would soon succeed Nicholls as its
Chairman. The obituary in the Dominica Guardian judged his performance
position "very useful, albeit that his recommendations were "°^^^r^DuriSg his
a oaternal Government, on the old fallacious plea - lack of funds. During hi
loSo tenure of the position facilities such as electric lighting were introduced. 
In May 1898 Rees Williams was nominated to the Board of Guardians, in anuary
1902 to the Legislative Council.®^

Boromé suggests that the energy and astuteness of Henry Hesketh Bell,
the "half-Fren^ch monkey" or "damned French monkey" referred to in version 
Vovaoe in the Dark,64 the "Mr Hesketh" of Smile Please, helped to soften the blow 

colLy."« Bell e Iri.nd of the Spencer Churchille. »re ter.
as Administrator (1899-19a5) he managed to attract new investment and 
settlers- most of the £12,000 left from Chamberlain's road grant was committed to 
the imperial -Road, supposed to link Roseau to Melville Hall^ 
the Imperial Road would represent many things, including the promise of 
2v.S?mént contingent on Sro-n Colony rule, a vleion of -P ore™ lend in
the interior for cultivation, or, to dran out ‘he »plications of an alluaion 
the Dominica Guardian, the mess of pottage for which the birthright 
representative government was sold or bartered.«« The Road was never completed, 
beLuse of "bad conditions and costs"6-7 and the failure of sustained investment in 
the interior.66 Teresa O'Connor, who does not know the political background, 
S g u e f  !ha? ¿he Imperial Road "remained an emblem" for Rhys; in "The Imperial 
Road," an unpublished short story/memoir inspired by her visit to Dominica in
1937, it is

a concrete particular whose continuing existence could, in some ways, 
verify the myths of her childhood. It is a still point whose existence 
keeps 'home' intact and which becomes a referent. ... The Imperial R 
is, at the least, a metaphor for colonialism, its disappearance 
signifying the end and failure of colonialism; but the denial of its 
ever having existed is, for Rhys's narrator in "The Imperial Road a 
denial of the past, a denial that strips her of identity.

Very limited elected representation in the Legislative Council was allowed in 
September 1925; in 1936 the constitution was changed so that the Council 
comprised the Governor (with a casting vote), three official members, four 
nominees and seven electives, a return to the proportion of elected 
representation between 1865 and 1898."'O Dominica became a self-governing 
Associated State of Britain in 1967.

Perhaps encouraged by new capital in the island^ Rees Williams diversified 
his investments. He reportedly had "large interests" in C.F. Duverny S Co., 
druggists and merchants, and when the firm closed ia 1908 he bought its premises 
for. £1,330.■'1 On the 1910 electoral register for the Roseau Town (which
listed the property qualifications of voters) Rees Williams is among the seven



n
richest men in the town.^^ Angier attributes the unofficial "adoption" of Rhys's 
eldest sister Minna by the Spencer Churchills sometime, in the 1890s to the 
straitened circumstances of the Rees Williamses. In December 1895 Miss Williams 
won the prize for General Knowledge in the Fourth Class of the Convent of the 
Faithful V i r g i n . T h i s  was-the most senior class in the school at the time, a 
fact which raises the possibility that initially Minna may have lived with the 
Spencer Churchills to continue her education in the Bahamas.

In the "Facts of Life" chapter of Smile Please, Rhys enumerates the "things"
— women having babies, sex, religious conversion, colonial racial questions and 
class mobility — which made her adolescent world "so puzzling" she tried to blot 
them out by losing herself in the "different" English worlds of the books in the 
Carnegie Library. Perhaps her romanticised image of Rees Williams, the parent 
with whom she identified more closely, was so satisfying, she remained 
"determined not to know"”̂̂  some of the "dense particularity""^® of his colonial 
history in Dominica and his implication in the English colonising project.
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