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Recalling the First Sixty Years of  
The University of the West Indies 

 

JEAN D’COSTA 
                                                                                                

  

Dedicated to the memory of our people who lived 

 between 1838 and 1938: through their lives and labour, they 

 gave us strength and purpose.  In their honour we remain 

 keepers and explorers of their legacy. 

 

 

In the last sixty years we have seen our university grow from a small college on one campus to an 

institution spread over three campuses on three Caribbean islands, and new technologies are 

expanding its reach even further.  Formal histories chart the course taken by official groups, 

governments, and individuals to bring the academy to its present state.  That history is not my 

concern today. Instead, I hope to show how the impulse towards better jobs, better opportunities, 
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better healthcare, and a wider life of independence gave rise to the desire to have our own 

university, here, in the former British West Indies.  Although the design and establishment of the 

University College of the West Indies came from Britain, we were awaiting just such a step, sixty 

years ago. 

 

Who were we, sixty years ago?  This “we” is a vast and complex word, and some people – then and 

now – might say that it cannot and should not be used, but for me there was always a real, all-

embracing “we”:  the small farmers of St James and Trelawny, people eking out a living in those 

hills; domestic helpers; road-menders; school teachers; market people; labourers on the estates 

where my uncles worked as bookkeepers, sugarboilers, overseers; clerks in shops and offices in 

small towns and tiny villages; and the remote landowners, merchants and governing officers of 

Kingston and the biggest towns:  these last tended to be a bit hazy, yet still they were real, and part 

of an intense and definite Jamaican “we.”   

 

This is the “we” experienced by someone born in 1937 to schoolteacher parents in rural Jamaica.  

My outlook and background are consequently those of a child belonging to a first-generation lower 

middle-class couple typical of those aspiring West Indians who worked their way from the cane-

field (my mother) and the yam field (my father) to life as white-collar professionals.  From our house 

on its lonely hill one could see the Presbyterian church and the roofs of the Baptist church and the 

new government school, the pride of the district in 1940.  Here my parents helped to organize 

concerts, small-pox inoculations, vegetable plots, black-out practice, choir practice, keep-fit drill, a 

school fair and collections for the war effort.  At home they told us about their own lives: 

hurricanes, yam harvests, swimming in blue holes, earthquakes, catching jonga in the river, running 

away from school, going to teachers’ college, and all about their favourite books.  As a matter of 

country hospitality and unquestioned duty, they sheltered strangers walking from other parishes, 

looking for work and food.  Our large extended families seemed to include all sorts of people, so 

the idea of “we” arose naturally.  Talk of the war and the state of the wider world was constant.  In 

the schoolyard at Somerton, older children told me that all us Jamaicans were to be enslaved by 

Hitler if Germany won the war.  They said, “Im gwine tek de blackess people firs’.  So if yuh sista 

black and you brown, dem will tek she an leave you.  But when dem done wid she, dem gwine tek 

you an everybody.”  That real danger made us into a deeper “we.” 

 

By the mid-1940s I began to get hints of a larger “we”, a British West Indian community, especially 

now that a world war made us more conscious than ever of a changing world and its threats and 

opportunities.  In the first ten years of the University, that dimly sensed Caribbean “we” became a 

reality for those of us who came together on the campus at Mona in Jamaica.  Federation was a 

reality to the students of that generation: our life-long friendships and our careers in different 

corners of the former British West Indian colonies bear testimony to a sense of identity and 

interconnection which, once experienced, welded us together forever. 

 

I suspect that this Caribbean “we” had been forming over the centuries in which trading ships 

slipped from island to island, and that despite the confinements and restrictions of enslavement, the 

people on the docks of Bridgetown, Kingston, and Basseterre felt a kinship with each other across 

the long blue horizons of the Caribbean Sea.  For three centuries we had been caught up in the 

processes of enslavement, plantation labour, trade, migrations, piracy, warfare and basic survival.  

Across these vast distances, we communicated news of rebellions and victories against the 
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enslavers:  slave-sailors manned these inter-island vessels. News, goods, and people filtered 

through. 

 

So it is that a literate African-Jamaican, Adyako Benti Basiton (also of Boston) was able to pass 

details of the Jamaican Maroon Treaty of 1729-30 on to Maroons in Surinam,
i
 enabling their 

negotiations with the Dutch.  Another African-Jamaican, Boukman, became a major inspiration for 

Haiti’s captive population.  Both of these men were literate, a skill fraught with danger.  Yet, 

although we did not read and write, we had long memories and we spoke scores of languages as 

well as the pidgins and Creoles that became our lingua franca.  We were accustomed to 

strangeness and familiar with the unfamiliar.  Then, in 1838, that island-to-island communication 

began to end.  A hundred years later, it might have seemed that we did not know one another 

across the hundreds of sea miles between Jamaica and the Eastern Caribbean.  It turned out that 

we did, and the meeting place has been our University.  In the 1940s we began to re-discover this 

ancient, diasporic “we.” 

 

How did we live in the 1940s?  World War Two had emptied the shops and filled the newspapers.  

The talk in rural rum shops, on verandahs, and after teachers’ meetings ran riot with stories of 

submarines off Montego Bay; of German sailors going to the movies in Kingston or Savanna-la-Mar; 

of the blitz in London and the fall of Stalingrad; of going off to America as farm workers thanks to 

Roosevelt’s “Good Neighbour policy”, whatever that was.  Field-Marshal Timoshenko of the Red 

Army had fans in Jamaica: I took his name, and so did a few dozen more Jamaicans, making a new 

family of Timoshenkos in the Caribbean. ‘The Daily Gleaner’ was standard reading matter at almost 

every bar and grocery shop throughout the island, an appointed reader delivering news and views 

to audiences with sharp ears, sharp minds, and sharper memories.   Children were expected to 

have perfect memories because memory furthers survival.  Books were expensive and few, and 

schoolbooks were precious, to be passed down in families.   

 

Yet in our world swirled a strange mix of resistance to knowledge and a craving for it.  Books were 

objects of respect, and formed the sacred icons of the desperately emerging middle class.  Inside 

the locked bookcase sat Scott, Dickens, Thackeray, Hawthorne and Hugo, alongside forbidden 

items such as medical books and anything about sexuality.  Open to the household were the 

dictionaries, Bibles, hymnbooks, moralistic fiction ranging from Water Babies and Pilgrim’s Progress 

to the Farmer’s almanac and Pears Cyclopedia.  Some lucky people had a Sears Roebuck catalogue 

or its English equivalent.  At the same time, in some homes of means, no books existed. Many 

people saw no use in keeping books at all: read them and throw them away, said one mother.  

Another saw no reason to buy schoolbooks for her son, since he couldn’t read anyway.  Both of 

these women have a holy regard for “real” qualifications (medical ones), and no tolerance for 

“paper” degrees in the humanities and social sciences. Facts they could accept: ideas were another 

matter. In many such families, only a newspaper and a grocery account book offered reading 

matter.  Yet such mothers were thrilled to have their sons qualify as doctors, if that were possible. 

 

When people talked about learning and literature, they tended to reflect the patterns of thinking 

then in place at universities in the metropole.  Western civilization cast its light and its shade over 

our landscape.  So, educated people in the West Indies must study the reigns of English kings, their 

wars and laws and governments.  We never studied any American history (say what? Eh-eh!).  Our 

Caribbean history (such as it was) stopped at the borders of the British West Indies: what happened 
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in Cuba, Puerto Rico, Mexico, Brazil, Venezuela, Surinam and the Guyanas was not our affair.  We 

had no real knowledge of Haitian history, yet we have always seen our close neighbour as a 

menacing icon: “Will we become like Haiti?”  We have been asking that question since 1791, and 

never once wondering just what it means: much too frightening, even as the seas between 

whisper, “Here is a larger ‘we’.”  The non-anglophone Caribbean was off limits to us in school and in 

our cultural perspective.  In the 1940s and 50s we were too taken up with our own needs and 

hopes to extend our viewpoint in such ways.  A dim feeling of intellectual and cultural malnutrition 

haunted us and would not retreat. 

 

A university might – should – give us some answers, or at least a way to possible answers. Latin, 

Greek and Hebrew still held the centre of high learning.  Twentieth century works were just 

becoming barely acceptable alongside Chaucer, Milton and Shakespeare.  Up until the 1960s, 

Oxford University did not include twentieth century authors in its English curriculum (“We don’t 

study living writers.  Once they’re dead you find out if they’re worthwhile, and one always reads all 

of the contemporaries: it’s one’s duty,” said my supervisor, Kathleen Lea, Renaissance scholar and 

Vice Principal of Lady Margaret Hall).  One had to read all of Jane Austen before daring to offer an 

opinion.  And one ought to know what Jane Austen read before she picked up her pen.  The 

problem was never, however, the chosen works so much as the reasons for making the choices 

and the strategies involved in exploring any material.  The curriculum was inflexible, narrow, rich, 

and intense. 

 

In our schools we tended to learn by rote (and trained our memories amazingly), but we had little 

experience in analysis, and we had a narrow and at times distorted cultural and historical 

framework in which to find out where we fitted into the manifold worlds of books.  In those 

canonical works it was often very hard to find a “we.”  Yet art crosses all boundaries, unevenly, 

erratically: C.L.R. James was not alone in finding that an English novel (in his case, Thackeray’s 

Vanity Fair) can utterly transform the imagination of a child.  Many a foreign author became a 

friend for life.  Derek Walcott well describes this transformative process in Another Life:  the young 

speaker devours “Jacobean English / …new-minted / the speech of simple men / evangelists, 

reformers, abolitionists / their text was cold brook water / I would be a preacher / I would write 

great hymns.”
ii
    Helped and hindered by our teachers, we found other worlds that changed our 

sensibilities, our sense of language, and our vision of what it is to be human. 

 

True, our schools were small and poorly supplied, and we had few libraries and only a few tiny 

bookstores, yet books were among our coveted possessions.  Among many who had become book 

lovers, those first books written by Caribbean writers came to be treasured.  It was a matter of some 

awe and exclamation that West Indian writers were West Indian, alive – not dead – and published 

by real publishers abroad.  Not everyone was keen on these new books.  The enthusiasts were few, 

and the books fewer still.  Yet somehow they existed, and the coming of higher education made 

them all the more exciting.  At the same time, Under the Skin
iii
 and then later, Roger Mais’s novels 

appalled many readers: is slavery our history, and social injustice our true world?  Books gave pain; 

they were dangerous. 

 

Church was the place for safe books: hymnbooks and Bibles, and we knew yards of Bible verses 

and hymns by heart.  These we performed at school, church, and home concerts, along with 

poems by Longfellow and Lord Macaulay.  We met Standard English in school, church, concerts, 
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movies, and all reading matter.  Performing held an important place in our lives, for we created 

most of our own entertainment, and we recited mostly in Standard English, with welcome 

excursions into Louise Bennett.  In the few towns we watched war movies in between American 

musicals and westerns.  Some of us still got magazines from England: thin and anemic, and often 

times stained with seawater.  We were restless.  So many had gone, sucked away by the needs and 

tides of war. So many could go nowhere, bound by poverty and adversity. 

 

The war confronted us with the tensions of a wider world.  It brought foreigners to our country 

while cutting us off from abroad, forcing us to make do with what we had to hand.  We revived the 

technologies and systems of our grandparents’ times, living successfully on the methods of two 

technological eras: electricity and oil lamps, mule-drawn wagons and cars.  In terms of supplies and 

new materials, the war had a choking effect on education and every aspect of prosperity.  My 

mother said to me, “You poor child, born just before the war!  All the good things have been taken 

away from you.”  I had no idea what she meant.  I felt sorry for her. My world was vivid and rich.  

People all around were busily contriving ways to substitute for missing commodities and processes:  

there was an atmosphere of ingenuity that stimulated children like me.  It was all the more 

important to do well in school. 

 

We were, in those years, busy building a New Jamaica, a New Barbados, a New Trinidad.  The 

labour unrest of the 1930s was still in the air, and changes were coming.  In 1944 Jamaicans sang 

the first party songs for the People’s National Party and the Jamaica Labour Party as we got ready 

for universal adult suffrage.  What a juicy phrase, what an exciting campaign for those first elections 

open to all adults.  Here was a new “we” that closely resembled the one I sensed around.  And we 

had important business to hand.  We had enemies to conquer: malnutrition; infectious diseases; 

joblessness; low wages; poor living conditions; illiteracy; under-education or no education at all; 

barriers of prejudice based on race, class and gender; narrow opportunities or, in too many cases, 

pure despair.  We needed learning, but what was it?  It vaguely shaped our forward movement 

towards opportunity. 

 

The talk all around was of opportunity and ambition, key terms in those days.  Since our 

grandparents’ times back in the later nineteenth century, we wanted advancement, and the way 

led through education.  Education was very scarce, but it was more readily available than land 

grants for the poor or compensation from Missis Queen, and one could pursue some kind of 

education in spite of obstacles.  Many people digging a life out of one acre in the St Catherine hills 

or the canefields in St James and Trelawny looked to their children to better themselves.  So when a 

village carpenter’s step-daughter earned a place at Shortwood Teachers College in 1914, the whole 

district turned out to put her on the Royal Mail to distant Kingston.  When she passed her finals a 

few years later, coming first in the island and beating the Mico College men hollow, neighbours 

who couldn’t read or write were out celebrating the triumph of their collective daughter, the child 

of the future. 

 

And she was.  Those early generations of aspiring peasants created the foundations of a middle 

class and drove the ambitions that the academy would have to fulfill.  My aunt, Edith Dalton-James 

(nee Walcott), talked about universities and books and higher learning for which she had left the 

cane-fields of Westmoreland and gone with other ambitious young people to the teachers’ 

colleges, the main route from the underclass to higher learning and a professional life.  For many in 
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that generation and later, teaching was not a true profession such as law or medicine.  Some 

embraced it as a lifelong mission, but many became teachers because these jobs offered their only 

opportunity in life.  Many teacher college graduates moved through that system so as to enter 

higher education or to get accepted in the civil service or in business.  Motives were very mixed, 

save the desire to advance in this life. 

 

So, in the complicated, ambitious, anti-intellectual, striving, part-formed Jamaican nation of 1940, 

the notion of higher education had taken root, and from about 1943, I knew that universities 

existed and that I wanted to go to one, that such was my destiny. 

 

What did we mean by learning?  By knowledge? By science?  Without consciously seeming to 

analyse these ideas, we addressed them instinctively. Knowledge existed, and we wanted it.  But 

we did not associate learning with newspapers, radios, comic books or conversations.  Learning 

came from thick foreign books and sterile laboratories.  All else was fleeting rubbish.  Examinations 

– preferably overseas examinations – measured learning.  And learning could be acquired only in a 

standard European language, preferably English.  It could not be acquired or exercised in Patois. 

 

Such topics drove conversations throughout Jamaica in my childhood.  In rural St James and in 

Kingston, government clerks, some merchants, some farmers, lawyers, teachers, ministers and other 

minor professionals talked about the need for our very own university.  It was an essential part of 

self-government, of any future worth having.  Sending students abroad would no longer serve: it 

had never served well, said the aunts and uncles.  Look at all those young people who never came 

back (or came back crazy).  Some aunts and uncles kissed their teeth and said that university only 

bwile up pickney brains.  “What you want?” they asked, “fool-fool people reading so-so book and 

nuh have no use?”  The others argued that they wanted doctors; doctors; engineers; doctors; civil 

servants; politicians (maybe) but teachers, yes, definitely teachers.  And lawyers too. These people 

would be the leaders of the New Jamaica, the builders of prosperity.   

 

Many heated debates took place as to where one could receive the best university education.  

Certain rules emerged:  doctors came from Edinburgh; dentists from McGill in Canada; lawyers from 

London’s Inns of Court; scientists from Cambridge.  Overseas universities were the shining goal of 

the aspiring middleclass, so the possibility of a local academy did not meet with universal 

enthusiasm.  In a shocking display of willfulness, the Open Scholar of 1955, a graduate of St Hugh’s 

High School, chose to attend the University College of the West Indies rather than go abroad.  

Some aunties are still shaking their heads.  Christopher Vanier (another overseas scholar from St 

Kitts) chose the University of the West Indies in 1961.  His father disagreed, urging him to consider 

only “the best”:   

You’ve just won a big scholarship, one of the biggest.  Even though you come 

from a pinprick of an island, students all over the world might envy you.  The 

British Government will pay your expenses and sponsor you at any university, 

anywhere. …There are many fine universities in Britain, but Cambridge is reputed 

to be top for science.
iv
 

 

Christopher Vanier, author of a telling and timely memoir, Caribbean Chemistry, describes how 

such a view alters the shape and meaning of his life.  Suddenly, some doors open while others 

close: research chemists were unlikely to build careers in St Kitts.  His path takes him eventually to 
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France, where he speaks the language that so annoyed him in school. Like so many other young 

West Indians, Vanier had spent several years wondering what should he do with his life: what and 

where should his profession take him?  What happens if you choose to study English rather than 

chemistry?  What’s a leader?  What were we supposed to be? 

 

We all heard a lot about ambition and opportunity, but leading and building were never clearly 

defined.  Some of us children wondered who would follow if all of us were leaders: the 

encouragement was sincere but at times lacked clarity.  Most of us were told we should be doctors.  

Or lawyers.  If we could do no better, let us be teachers.  At St Hugh’s High School for girls, we were 

told to be “good citizens.”  At St Hilda’s Diocesan High School, the injunction was “service”: “Of 

those to whom much is given, much is expected.” Our moral duty was plain.  But some of our 

elders went further, in terms of class, race, and culture. A history teacher at St Hilda’s assured us in 

1953 that our brown and black faces were the faces of the future world:  “In a hundred years, most 

people will look like us Jamaicans,” said Gloria Wesleygammon.  In the midst of deep class 

prejudice, some voices spoke of liberty, equality, fraternity.  Other voices denounced these notions 

as dangerous.  Anxiety and enthusiasm took equal hold in those early years, but both strains united 

in the desire for higher education. 

 

And oddly, these voices hardly mentioned our need for scientists, businessmen, artists, writers, 

thinkers, inventors, or manufacturers.  Here lay the first curricular imperative, a necessary step, an 

elitist step: we would make up for this later, we said in the 1940s.  Let us get through the next five 

or ten years and hope the future will take care of itself.  Long distance vision has ever been a 

problem. 

 

Nevertheless, doctors first. 

 

The Faculties of Natural Sciences and Medicine 

 

The first and most urgent curriculum had to be the medical curriculum: It had to meet international 

standards and offer learning and teaching that could equal any in the developed world. It might be 

somewhat limited in regard to local health issues peculiar to the Caribbean, but it was a start.  First 

M.B., the one-year introduction to the six-year Bachelor of Medicine, Bachelor of Surgery degree, 

was essentially a course in the natural sciences, so the opening one-year curriculum drew on the 

sciences taught in the few high schools that met British imperial standards.  Complete medical 

training required a great investment in faculty; technology; buildings, but most of all it depended 

on local schools sending in students capable of this advanced curriculum.  Chemistry, physics and 

mathematics formed the domain of male education: girls should make do with botany and biology.  

Yet both young men and women were ready in 1948. 

 

Such students existed. They were well prepared, for these were the scholars who could have gone 

abroad, but lacked the money.  Many of them were marking time in clerical jobs or in teaching. We 

had no university but we knew what we had to do to get admitted to a good one.  We had to find 

our way through the narrow, meagre opportunities for schooling and beat the examiners at their 

own game.  By 1950 a significant number of men and women between the ages of twenty and 

forty were already qualified to enter a university. 
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In the 1940s, the Jamaican government ran an island-wide scholarship examination for ten and 

eleven year olds.  Hundreds of children from the elementary schools sat this examination, but only 

eight boys and eight girls could win places at the coveted secondary schools.  Those who did so 

entered to find themselves in a tough new culture where accent, verbal expressions, table manners, 

clothes, skin colour, parents and money formed a testing ground to make or break the entering 

pupil.  The boys had a far worse time than did the girls, and life varied according to the culture of 

each school. The road to learning demanded more than studying books, but capturing a brilliant 

examination pass meant that much could be forgiven the interloping child from rural Clarendon. 

 

The whole process meant, however, that only a very very few survived into the level of the 

university.  Yet when the University College invited applications for its first class – its medical class – 

it received about 600 applications from all over the British West Indies.  In the manner of those 

days, the authorities had decided that the entering class should number thirty: twenty-seven men 

and three women.  They did not believe or expect that women would form much of a cohort in a 

medical school.  They ended up with thirty-three students: twenty-three men and ten women.  The 

abilities of the women were so outstanding that the authorities were obliged to revise their plans.  

In spite of many problems, the limited education of the times had turned out students of high 

calibre. 

 

Given the historic processes that controlled educational opportunity at the time, these students 

were the cream of the cream of the cream.  I can say this now, looking back, but it did not feel so at 

the time.  Students were simply happy to have made the cut.  At the same time, getting into 

university laid a new responsibility on those students. And because of this, the entering classes of 

1948 and beyond carried the burden of building a future which had existed as a distant, passionate 

impulse in their ancestors. 

 

I was a student at Mona from 1955 to 1958, and I will now speak of my part in those times.  To 

show you how strange we were then, I must tell you about one of those students who came to 

Kingston for his interview in 1947 and saw, for the first time in his life, what he thought were trains 

moving down the middle of the main streets of the city.  He had never seen or heard of tramcars.  

But new technologies and distant places did not startle us, for we had all of the Atlantic in our 

veins.  We enjoyed hearing people speak new languages; we dreamed of crossing the seas in any 

and every direction; we were at once island-people and world-travellers.  Perhaps there is no 

essential contradiction here.  The prospect of a curriculum devised thousands of miles away did not 

alarm us. 

 

We were ready for the London university curriculum but, while it offered us its high international 

standing, it was not perfect.  It was a foundation for yet higher and wider endeavour, as some of 

our graduates have proven.  In some ways it was not well fitted to our future lives as teachers, civil 

servants, and professionals, and it didn’t go any further than such jobs.  While the curriculum led us 

into complex ideas, systems of thought, and methods of analysis, we ourselves would have to make 

connections between this world and the one to which we belonged.  For example, it would be up 

to us to address the matter of language and education, language and society, language and 

culture in our own world. 
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We also had to figure out just what our world was, and how we might see it change and prosper.  

There was a lot of optimism in the first decades of the university’s life, and Jamaica benefited just as 

Barbados and Trinidad would shortly do.  By the time of three campuses, we had to ask ourselves 

how much we should share, how could we differ, and how could we work out the nature of this 

extended academy. 

 

Student Life and Hopes 

 

Working out the purpose of the institution became apparent in our lives as students.  We saw the 

future in terms of working for our countries as doctors, teachers, civil servants and administrators.  

Such would be the first step.  The world beckoned, and we wanted to see Europe and America, 

Africa and the Caribbean.  Some jobs might take us there, so we discussed what governments 

meant, what they should do, and what our countries needed.  There was a “blood must flow” 

group alongside others calling for reform, not revolution.  Political activity seemed vague, 

undeveloped, much to the surprise of some of our tutors, but that concern was growing quietly, 

fostered by visits from speakers such as the late Forbes Burnham of Guyana.
v
  It was an experience 

to hear someone so cogent, eloquent, civilized and persuasive as the Burnham of ca. 1956.  I can 

no longer recall any details of his speech, only that here was a West Indian man of vivid mind and 

deep moral purpose.  During those years one of my classmates confided to a fellow student that he 

hoped to become Prime Minister of Jamaica someday.  He did.  Very few people, however, had any 

such clear-cut ambitions.  We knew that banks did not employ black or brown people; that the civil 

service was very much a British institution, and that teachers from the “best” schools had nothing to 

say to the other teachers in our schools.  Energised and full of hope, we were also – in part – 

paralysed by the complexities and magnitude of the entire situation. 

 

In our small community, we reacted to injustice as we perceived it.  When a beloved lecturer in 

chemistry committed suicide, we heard that her remains would be denied Christian burial, and we 

held our first protest march in academic gowns, going from the main campus up to the hospital 

and back.  Here, we were challenged by a large gathering of working-class women (no men) who 

declared in favour of the authorities.  We marched in silence but won our point, and Dr Violet Clark 

was properly interred.  Our second protest march came about in October 1957.  Without warning 

or a visible sign, the Warden of Chancellor Hall fenced across the path running down between 

Irvine and Chancellor Halls.  On this shortcut, sleepy medical students used to ride their bicycles late 

at night as they dragged themselves back from the hospital.  Some of them ran into the hardly 

visible fence and were hurt (not badly).  The Warden refused to put up a sign or to remove the 

fence.   

 

We arose after dinner and marched from all three halls to the spot, took down the fence, and 

burned it ceremonially to the singing of Sankey hymns.  We were mostly in academic dress, so it 

was a solemn occasion.  We piled on dried grass and scorched the few old posts and rusty barbed 

wire, an act of illegal destruction.  The Warden of Taylor Hall came by taking down names but he 

knew only the men from his hall. 

 

Soon we learned that these few were to be expelled. 
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Such was not to be borne.  A pledge of joint culpability went around and was signed by about two 

hundred students, all of us asking to be expelled.  Some had been at the movies or at the hospital 

during the ceremonial destruction and hymn-singing.  In the end we were fined five pounds each, 

and, as my sister and I told Lucille Mair, our Warden, “It was cheap at the price and well worth the 

effort.”  A proper fence eventually went up, and people rode their bikes around it. 

 

For the most part, however, we were busy with the undying themes of student life: work, food (we 

were always hungry), sex (“to do or not to do, / That was the question”).  Fetes gave us extra life, 

dancing for most and a god-awful rum punch for many men.  The Union had a full bar, and 

budding alcoholics were among us.  We knew.  Members of the Inter-Varsity Christian Fellowship 

attacked the most erudite drinking fraternity, the Bull and Beer Club, of which I was an honorary 

member (I did not drink, but I enjoyed bull).  A short war of posters ensued. There were a lot of 

pranks and pranksters.  An entire bedroom assembled itself on the rooftop of the covered way in 

Irvine Hall; a cow moved into Chancellor Hall (or was it a donkey?); twenty-five shirts strung 

themselves on a line between two blocks of Chancellor Hall, the property of a first year student 

rather too pleased with his appearance; a freshman class went in full regalia to meet the Principal, 

who turned out to be a fifth year medical student.  Christmas pudding cooked on an illegal hot 

plate in Seacole Hall (Dec 1957) was the focus of a huge dinner prepared in hall by twelve 

Seacolites, and in the background, came the voice of our current agent provocateur echoing off the 

courtyard: “I feel for a man, right now!”  And one of our number was stalked by a rapist from 

August Town until police protection and his arrest ended that terror.  We understood the meaning 

of “walk good an arrive safe”: we had our allowance of suicides, nervous breakdowns, sudden 

illnesses, sudden deaths. 

 

In another fifteen years, pranks had turned into hazing, imported from the USA and carried out 

ever more viciously.  Strong efforts had to be made to counter student violence and malice.  The 

culture had changed. 

 

Back in my time, I experienced a few useful shocks, such as being told by Dr Robert LePage that 

Jamaicans didn’t even know the names of the plants and trees in the island.  That was not entirely 

true, but it made me think about how “we” connect to this island, and it did not take much figuring 

to realize that we were indeed the children of exiles, and exiles seldom exercise semantic control 

over their new world.  Moreover, we were dispossessed, unauthorised exiles, and the concept of 

alienation first floated my way. 

 

These vague notions about who we were (and were not) grew under the influence of such events 

as the performance of the Beryl McBurnie dance troupe (sold out, standing room only, I stood for 

three hours that passed like five minutes, and I still see and hear “Shango” in my mind).  In the 

university’s Pelican magazine, someone published an exquisite translation of Guillaume 

Apollinaire’s “Sous le pont Mirabeau / coule la Seine.”
vi
  Although I cannot remember the 

translation, Apollinaire’s cool, clean, sensuous lines recall the shock of seeing in English the beauty 

and emotion of a French poem, an act of magical imagination and linguistic creativity.  It was 

seeing double: here the French, here the English, the same vision shimmering in two languages, 

one soul.  That was university life as one had dreamed. 

 



 Prophesying from the Rear-View Mirror: Recalling the first 60 years of UWI 11 
 
 

 
 

Tout Moun  ▪  Vol. 2 No. 1  ▪  October 2013 

The students of the first fifteen years created their own steel bands; literary societies; music clubs; 

debating societies.  They felt themselves part of a long, ancient, international tradition of learning 

and exploring, and they wore the red academic gowns of St Andrew University with amusement 

and pride.  They were new West Indians filled with a sense of purpose and hope.  They knew 

themselves to be the lucky few who managed to make it to Mona, for their many friends from 

elementary and secondary school had not done so, and had to find other means of advancement.  

The continuing lack of opportunity for others remained always in the undercurrent of 

conversations, as did the possibility of failure.   

 

And, by and large, we did well at our courses.  The standards were high, the exams approved and 

marked by London University, of which we were then an overseas branch.  Our very own teachers 

had no knowledge of our final marks: all they could do was send a recommendation with each 

exam script.  All they got back from London was the final grade and a general report.  They, like us, 

were under close scrutiny. 

 

For the most part, those British and Commonwealth lecturers were part of an idealistic postwar 

generation who had been harrowed by the war and were eager to make a better world in the 

colonies.  They willingly taught each others’ courses if someone fell ill or had to go away on a 

research trip.  They set a pattern of collegiality that included mixing socially with students, 

arranging luncheons for a graduating class, and advising on what to look for after graduation.  Our 

futures mattered to them. They had their snobberies and limitations, but some of them invited 

students regularly to their homes to listen to the few treasured long-playing gramophone records 

of classical music.  Others organized hikes to the Blue Mountains; diving off the coasts of the island, 

and the first spelunking expeditions.  The West Indians among them were especially inspiring to us, 

and names such as Harry Annamunthodo, Elsa Goveia, Roy Augier, and Douglas Hall became 

legendary in their time.  The Extra-Mural Department under Philip Sherlock fostered writers such as 

Derek Walcott.  Professor John Figueroa’s house was famous for its parties, its rum punch, and the 

presence of people like George Lamming and John Hearne.  West Indian literature, theatre, art and 

music grew alongside the academy, becoming forever part of our student lives. 

 

And how did we learn?  Most of us – but by no means all – felt a strong compulsion to go to 

classes, read the assigned material, and carry out all assignments as given.  This life was serious, and 

failure was always just out the door, nearby.  I never heard of plagiarism in those years.  It was 

probably too easy to get caught, but it was not a practice that arose naturally from the schooling 

we all had had.  Some people made sure to cram all they could from assigned readings with hardly 

a thought of their own included.  One ingenious person told me that she never read all of an 

assigned novel or play: “I just look at the bits in the critics, and read what they quote.  Then I look 

up those bits in the text.  Why you say I should read the whole of the Pardoner’s Tale?”  Another 

woman was impressed because a student in her class had read their linguistics text through twice, 

word for word, in order to understand it.  When exams loomed, a few people took speed to stay 

awake.  Most did not. 

 

In the mid-1960s arose the first notable instances of theft and vandalism in the Library: pages torn 

from journals.  Soon after came the hiding of assigned texts to prevent the other members of a class 

from gaining access.  Our view of intellectual property gradually became less than ideal. 
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For the students of the first fifteen years, however, it was normal to study together but not to 

depend on each other’s work, or to steal essays or lab books.  The few who did so earned a special 

reputation.  We had known people punished or even expelled from our schools for such behaviour.  

Our schools had never introduced us to group study or collaboration, so what we did along those 

lines was limited.  But the demands of the curriculum meant that we had to help one another, and 

nowhere did this collaboration seem more effective than in the faculty of medicine. 

 

Here students depended on each other to get them through the crushing horrors of Second M.B., 

the two-year course following on the introductory year, and the heaviest load of the six-year 

curriculum. Taught by Professor Feng, a man of many nicknames and exacting nature, 

pharmacology was one of the deadliest and most demanding courses.  Exam results were posted 

on ordinary notice boards, and one had all the thrill of public execution while walking up to the 

board and hoping to see one’s name – and in a good place. 

 

So much for the few who matriculated in the 1940s and 50s.  By the 1960s, the larger society 

became unsure of what to do with some kinds of graduates and with the institution itself.  Who to 

approach if one needed expert guidance?  Businessmen in Kingston lamented loudly the 

uselessness of university graduates whose degrees in the humanities or social sciences fitted them 

poorly for the mercantile and entrepreneurial world.  By 1970, I used to hear a lot of grumbling, 

some of it quite justified.  As the university expanded, it also seemed to grow ever more inefficient 

in its workings:  “He is not at his desk” and “She is off the island” became excuses for tasks undone.  

Clear accountability became a lost cause as the contents of locked filing cabinets burst conveniently 

into flames during a serious inquiry.  It was as if two alien cultures were trying to make sense of 

each other, and failing.  Since then, this complaint has waxed and waned and waxed, as we try to 

understand just what we can make of our academy, and how to fit it with the many changing 

needs and impulses of our times.   

 

So side by side with our passion for our own university lay our equally passionate fear of what it 

might bring, and what it would foster in our midst.  Early on, the fears focused on immoral living 

among the students and staff, for we were very puritanical and possessed of richly septic 

imaginations.  We also feared political dissidence – revolution – uprisings – atheism and, soon, 

communism.  These fears were expressed in my hearing by people of many different classes.  The 

working poor and the clerical classes (often dedicated church-goers) suspected every university 

student of immoral living, profane thoughts, and atheism.  Sex was the main preoccupation.  

People were not comforted to be told that students had been unable to invent new sexual 

practices different from those of the general population.  My interrogators never believed me.  At 

the same time, they were desperately proud of those “children” who had made it “there.”  They 

asked me why was I not studying medicine?  Or law? 

 

The University and the Community 

 

It was easier to absorb those first generations of graduates.  Our countries needed them very badly. 

By concentrating on their success we could pay less anxious attention to the reason why they were 

so few: the causes lay in our range of jobs and opportunities, our views of education, our schools, 

ourselves.  We could, for example, ignore the fact that science education remained available to only 

a very few students in our schools, while privileging their studies above the humanities.  We also 
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did not mind that such science as we provided was taught mainly to boys.  Girls don’t make good 

doctors, just as boys would make bad nurses.  We did not connect new technologies such as radio 

and tv with education, and we failed to notice how both began to change under the influence of 

the strengthening sense of black Caribbean identity, especially in the 70s and 80s. We ignored 

many warning signs. 

 

Cultural Conflict and General Bias: 1945 - 1970 

 

In those years, the wider community agreed that boys alone could do “hard” subjects such as 

chemistry, mathematics, physics.  Girls might usefully attempt only biology, botany, and geography.  

Boys should study Latin, and girls get on with the easy modern languages such as French and 

Spanish. Spanish was particularly favoured for less able students as it was so “easy”, while French 

and German were recommended because of the great literatures original to those language 

cultures.  Spanish was not worth one’s time because no worthwhile literature existed in that low-

brow language spoken in culturally unimportant places such as Mexico, Colombia, Cuba, Spain.  No 

one thought of studying Chinese, Hindi, or Arabic, let alone the West African languages, now a 

legend of the past.  As I was told just last week by a Jamaican-born American woman, “Those 

languages weren’t useful: so why would anybody want to speak them?”  Our anti-intellectualism 

lives on. 

 

That spirit illuminated our attitudes to the USA.  We eagerly bought movie magazines, comics, ‘The 

Ladies Home Journal’ and ‘Playboy Magazine’, detective novels and westerns as well as peanut 

butter, pickles, coal pots, Kleenex, refrigerators, stoves, and cars from Detroit.  We did not read its 

serious literature.  We did not know its school textbooks nor its curricular principles.  It had great 

universities but somehow, we did not regard that country as having any culture.  We watched its 

movies but it had no history, no serious music, no real literature, did it? People went to the States to 

improve their earning power, not to improve their minds. And we were very divided about 

American education, understanding very little about it but able to pick out Harvard and Yale as 

universities equal to Oxbridge and Edinburgh. 

 

The government of Jamaica did not fully recognize degrees from American colleges:  graduates 

from the liberal arts colleges did not receive a full graduate salary.  We felt much safer in British 

hands, unless we needed dentists.  A strange but desirable place, perhaps: the USA was full of 

immigrants, most newly come, so what did it matter if they had had a Civil War (explained to us by 

“Gone with the Wind”) when Jamaica had the Morant Bay rebellion?  Some of us read the tiny little 

announcements of lynchings in the Deep South that appeared on page 2 of the ‘Gleaner’.  We 

would never go to such places, not us!  And if we did, we would go as West Indians and command 

respect.  In September 1963, the church bombing in Birmingham, Alabama, caused us an echoing 

pain, which we did not understand. In the early 1960s, most of us remained only vaguely aware of 

the civil rights movement and the rise of Martin Luther King.  We admired from afar.   

 

When Black Power broke on the scene between the late 1960s and the 1970s, a new “we” – one 

already envisioned by Marcus Garvey – suddenly began to exert fresh insight and influence.  These 

ethnic and cultural upheavals altered perceptions of identity, class, race and political purpose – as 

one can learn from studying the role of Walter Rodney at Mona in 1968.  Rodney’s denial of entry 

to Jamaica in October 1968 provoked a major student protest march and the Rodney riots of 
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Kingston.  The varying roles played by so many on the Mona campus would make for a very useful, 

full-length study.  One focus should be on the source of advice to the Prime Minister, Hugh Shearer, 

as to the best device for getting rid of Walter Rodney.  And there were the students who marched: I 

felt proud of them marching down Old Hope Road, and wondered what they would learn from 

this experience.  I also wondered if we knew just what the authorities were up to.  The tension at 

the gates of the campus was real as armed police took up positions, and even more real as one 

cabinet minister from Trelawny screeched that he “had been to Africa and come out alive,” and it 

was time to send in the heavy guns.   

 

Once more, personal contact between a few lecturers and some members of government helped 

to lower tension and end the crisis.  One incident probably forgotten: while Mrs Rodney was ably 

supported by Lucille Mair, Warden of Seacole Hall, they two had to face a muttering crowd of 

people – mainly women – from Papine and surrounding areas.  I saw only the end of this 

confrontation; it was very similar in mood to another hostile dawn gathering of women who had 

heard a rumour about there being two lesbians at Seacole Hall, and had come to express their 

anger.  The lesbians did exist: the crisis arose because one of them developed acute appendicitis 

and her friend rode in the ambulance with her to hospital.  Outrage at their very existence was 

expressed all over downtown Kingston.  The strength of “we” was being tested.   

 

There was so much that I for one did not understand or find ways of exploring.  With regard to 

gender, we hardly understood what we were about in those early years.  Old assumptions about 

male ability and female inability held firm.  We expected men to outnumber women at the 

university, and when (in the 1980s) they no longer did, we argued that a university diploma 

obviously offered little to our young men, although it had a few years before.  In the 1960s, no one 

would have ever predicted that women would form the majority of students in the humanities and 

change the gender ratios throughout the academy.  Yet in the 1960s and 70s, the schools warned 

that boys were becoming ever more dyspathetic and alienated, but no one seemed to know what 

to do.  “Girls do homework; boys don’t.”  But why?  By 1980 we should have seen the demographic 

calamity coming, but I know of no one who did.  This threat seldom came up in conversation in any 

form.  The trend has continued over the last twenty years, and asks again the old questions about 

the nature, purposes, and uses of education in our culture. How do we in fact view gender?  What 

is its role in education, jobs and opportunity?  How do we engage all children in the process of 

having life, and having it more abundantly? 

 

We lacked the tools and systems to examine our own needs and strengths.  For example, we had 

tended to shy away from anthropology in all its forms.  When we might have benefited from 

listening to her, we failed to have Edith Clark, author of My Mother Who Fathered Me, give so 

much as an afternoon talk on campus.  This lack has been slowly been addressed, but we need to 

find out more about who we are, now. 

 

Divisions continued to appear in the social and moral fabric of the university community as the real 

stresses of life crushed group against group, and within each group.  Old fault lines opened wider 

even as insight and understanding slowly gained ground.  On my third demonstration – under the 

aegis of Trevor Munroe – I joined strikers asking for a rise in salary for assistant lecturers: they could 

barely afford basic rent and transportation.  Some had almost no furniture.  Once more I had fun on 

the barricades of green grass, and, to my amusement, heard the horror expressed by a few 
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colleagues who had not expected their pay to be docked for the days we spent on strike.  And that 

frightening pronoun, “they”, became all too common.  The two pronouns, “we” and “they” (more 

usually “them”) became markers of our social and cultural dissonance as the sixties turned into the 

seventies, and the seventies reached acute levels of dysfunction in Jamaica. 

 

Our Educational Situation Then and Now 

 

Looking back fifty years, we had some schools, yes, but we had no school system.  Early 

childhood education was virtually unknown.  Primary education led only to its own dead end at 

age fifteen.  Children in rural areas were often excused classes on Fridays to help their parents take 

produce to market.  Some never came to school at all.  Some were told by their parents that 

education and books were for white people: the machete and hoe would shape their future lives. 

Many took it for gospel that light coloured children who spoke Standard Jamaican English and 

came from “good” homes were naturally educable, and all others much less so. There was no clear 

path from elementary school to secondary school, let alone a means of getting to university.  Most 

who managed to complete secondary education had no option but clerical work.   

 

Numbers versus Quality – The Politician’s Role 

 

Another question hovered from the very start: should this university admit an elite few, or open 

itself to the widest extent?  No answer came forth until about 1964, and it was never clearly 

shaped. We realised that before we could have tertiary education open to all, we must have 

primary and secondary education available to all, secure and well supported.  Truthfully, I am not 

sure just how wide or deep was this conviction.  Barbadians, Guyanese and Trinidadians seem to 

have understood that fundamental process far better than Jamaicans have. For example, graduates 

of the University College of the West Indies who went through on teachers’ scholarships had very 

different career paths open to them, depending on their nationality.  Trinidadians were paid 

graduate salaries even if they went back to the elementary schools where they worked before 

attending university.  Jamaicans had no such privilege.  Jamaican teacher-graduates had to move 

into the secondary system in order to receive salaries at the graduate level.  If they foolishly 

returned to their former schools, they were paid non-graduate salaries. In this way, Jamaica drew 

away some of its best teachers from the foundation of its educational world, replacing them with 

less experienced, less qualified, and often less motivated people. I hear no outcry over this matter. 

 

Decrying elitism while practicing it (and sending their children to schools overseas, like the planters 

of old), politicians have constantly sought ways of expanding university enrollment and activity in 

order to impress the public and enhance the move towards political independence.  Let the masses 

come in, never mind if no provision has been made for their nurturing in the academy.  Behind our 

complacency lay a darker condition.  It seemed that as long as there were sufficient admissions 

from high schools to the tertiary level, then we might rest easy and forget the two-thirds of the 

child population who never saw a secondary school in the 1950s, 1960s, 1970s, 1980s, 1990s and 

beyond.  People told me that these children were and are uneducable.  They had no place in high 

schools, where those of their numbers had “ruined good Jamaican schools like St Andrew High 

School.”  I began to wonder about the reality of “we.”   In practice, of course, the depressed state of 

elementary schools leads to the lowering of educational standards at all levels and for even the very 

best pupils.  It is easy to ruin a child’s school life, and to ruin a generation. 
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The question of elementary education has become more and more charged in the last forty years, 

yet Jamaican society and its governments have dodged around this question. Despite sporadic 

efforts, elementary education languishes.  Later generations at university and in the wider society 

have felt the consequences of our failure, forty and thirty years ago, to alter this situation.  “Free 

education”, Michael Manley’s Spanish-machete
vii

 gift to Jamaica in 1974, worked initially only 

because funds already earmarked for developing elementary education were immediately available 

for transfer to the secondary and tertiary levels.  While a few students clearly benefited at once, the 

majority have been blighted by the sudden, final end to developing early childhood and 

elementary education.  Later generations were condemned to the chronic educational malnutrition 

of the past.  That situation still stands. 

 

As pressure on primary schools grew while resources shrank, students and teachers began to 

develop ways of meeting these challenges.  More and more teachers were drawn off into other 

enterprises.  Classes got larger.  Materials were inadequate.  Children and teachers suffered from 

overcrowding.  Civility declined along with communal intimacy and respect.  Violence began to 

erupt between pupils and teachers, between parents and teachers, between teachers and teachers.  

Cheating became more common, and anxiety became a part of children’s school lives.  This change 

gradually flowed upwards. 

 

At the university, plagiarism became more and more common from the mid-sixties, to my best 

knowledge.  It had never been far away for some students.  It followed too naturally on the habits 

laid down in our traditions of elementary education: memorise, memorise, memorise.  Copy, copy, 

copy.  Repeat after me, word for word.   Some instructors remained oblivious, it seemed, to the 

copying of textbooks and the handing in of the same essay by several students.  Some did not.  The 

problem needed to be looked at in terms of learning and teaching, not in terms simply of failing 

droves of people.  For some, the solution was to give out high grades and flatter students into 

believing that they had indeed mastered their work.  These problems exist everywhere today. 

 

Language Problems 

 

To my mind, these remain among our most insistent challenges today.  To get in to university, you 

had to write Standard English well, and speak it competently to your interviewer, and have the 

overseas examination passes to prove your bona fides.  No one questioned this situation, but no 

one wanted to look at it too closely.  Let us take it for granted that our children have all mastered 

Standard English.  Yet language usage riled up the readers of The Daily Gleaner, especially in the 

1950s and 1960s when Fred Cassidy, Robert Le Page, Beryl Loftman-Bailey, David De Camp and 

others began suggesting that everyday Jamaicanese was worthy of being recorded and studied.  

Everybody knew that Patois is a “broken” language, incapable of abstract thinking, of analytic 

processes, or intellectual depth.  With Carolyn Cooper’s attempts in recent years to discuss the same 

issue in public, the old hostility arises and “a luta continua.” 

 

Many of us denied the existence and utility of Patois – in elegant, complex Patois.  If we were to 

compete internationally, then plainly we must speak an internationally known language.  This false 

debate has continued: we still expect schools to give us Standard English-speaking graduates 

without teaching Standard English, and, meanwhile, we ignore our linguistic behaviour.  We won’t 
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admit that we are in varying degrees bi-lingual.  Language attitudes have not shifted much from 

what they were fifty years ago. 
 

Language usage has.  Gone are the accessible Standard English models of the first half of the 

twentieth century: standardized speech in school and church, the elocution contests, Sunday 

school plays, radio shows and “evenings with famous actors”: in their place is popular usage driven 

by deep cultural loyalty even while the thrust for advancement grows more acute.  
 

In the fervor of the 1960s, many educators and linguists assumed that we were on the edge of a 

slide away from Creole usage.  We were facing decreolization.  No evidence suggests that the 

supposed target language – the metropolitan Standard English – has replaced Creole in its many 

forms. Instead it would appear that we continue to experience re-creolization, a matter that 

demands urgent attention.  The issues focus on second-language and second dialect acquisition, 

on teaching English as a second language. But academics arguing for changes in language arts 

that include Creole-based materials continue to terrify us.  The situations in Barbados and Trinidad 

differ from that of Jamaica, but not to such an extent as one might think.  The unresolved tensions 

between standard and Creole languages stands out in Merle Hodge’s seminal work, The Knots in 

English (1997), making it plain how much we still need to come to terms with language usage in 

our culture.   
 

Language is a major instrument of culture, and all through the first decades of the university’s life 

some have tried to examine and define such matters as identity, cultural structures, and the roots 

and meaning of our ethnicities.  Yet as an institution, the university has not yet grappled fully with 

the nature of Caribbean language culture.   
 

Relevance was the cry of the 1970s, as ever not well defined, but, based on that old teaching 

mantra – “begin where the child is” – we should have worked harder to devise schools curricula 

which embraced all aspects of our children’s lives.  These lives are no longer confined here.  We 

have carried out colonization in reverse while de-colonizing ourselves at home.  Consider the 

influence of Bob Marley, of steel bands, of dub and rap.  Our twentieth century Diaspora spreads 

afar.  And those people abroad don’t even know they are Caribbean, as the Longman 

representative said to me in Mervyn Morris’s house, in November 1976: “In England, those 

immigrants are just English now.  They don’t need to see, read, or know anything about their 

parents’ places of origin. They don’t know Creole.” 

 

A Digression: Back to Britain 

 

In 1977 I visited twenty-two elementary schools in Coventry, Birmingham, and London.  I asked to 

meet all pupils aged eleven to thirteen who were of Caribbean descent, and in our meetings they 

sometimes brought English friends along.  No teachers were allowed.  Having been told bluntly 

that Black British children did not know or use their parents’ languages, I wanted to ask the 

children about their language usage.  I showed them slides of Jamaican markets, towns, fishermen, 

rural farms, houses tucked into hillsides (“See dere! Das my grandfada house!  Ah know it!”).  They 

talked in Jamaican Creole in response to the images.  I talked to them in both Standard English and 

Jamaican Creole, and then I told them a duppy story ending in a spectacular scream.  At the school 

in London, a fifteen-year-old Jamaican girl was sent in with the younger children and put to sit 

beside me.  She stared at me with glassy eyes.  She had been in England for a year.  She had never 
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ever spoken to a teacher or in a teacher’s hearing all that time.  She had not spoken to anyone at 

all.  The teachers feared she was mute.  She did not speak to me, but as the Jamaican Creole and 

Standard Jamaican English rolled out, her eyes got wider and stranger.  I found myself talking 

indirectly to her, in answer to the stare.  I could not escape that feverish gaze even when I was 

leaving the hall.  Two weeks later her teacher called to tell me that the girl was no longer mute: she 

was now talking in class, she had become herself. 
 

The children revealed to me that their schoolyard and street language was a form of Jamaican 

Creole, used by all of them, black and white, in London, Birmingham and Coventry.  They never 

ever spoke it in front of teachers or authority figures.  For such people they use the local English 

dialect.  At home, they spoke a form of whatever their parents spoke.  Since then those language 

loyalties continue to play a role in British life.  One has to wonder what multiculturalism, so 

fashionable for the last thirty years, has really achieved, or, more to the point, what it really means. 

 

In the meantime, people have argued about what the university would or should do for Jamaica – 

and for the British West Indies, sometimes reacting with fear and aversion to suggestions from the 

academy.  Between 1946 and 1963, the University College of the West Indies enabled a generation 

of doctors, teachers, civil servants and a few research scientists and agriculturalists to expand 

medical services, government, and teaching.  The numbers were small and the standards were 

high, because the university was drawing on a pool of mature students as well as on new high 

school graduates who would otherwise never be able to attend a university.  Consequently, 

university teachers and planners felt a glow of satisfaction to be graduating students of such high 

ability.  Among them were Shirley Field-Ridley, Angela King, Rex Nettleford, Gordon Rohlehr, Derek 

Walcott. Indeed, up until the mid-1980s, first class graduates of the University of the West Indies 

entered M.A. or Ph.D. programmes at the University of Toronto with significant exemptions, so well-

grounded had they been in their undergraduate courses here.   
 

But the question of standards became more and more vexed with time.  In 1974, two members of 

another department asked me why did the Department of English insist on A levels for its entering 

students since, they asserted, everyone knows that O levels are just as good as A levels.  Another 

colleague earned fame by failing 42% of his first-year students, because “the schools send us such 

bad material that I can do nothing else.”  A lone voice begged for a four-year degree course to give 

incoming O-level students a chance to develop their study skills before tackling university-level 

courses.  Others argued that teaching Shakespeare is no longer useful, that students need know 

nothing of literature written before 1800 – or 1900.  The question of what a university should offer 

also became harder to address, it seems, in the many-sided disciplines of today. 
 

Yet the enthusiasm of the first decades for learning and growth, have continued, and the 

curriculum of today shows our desire to explore our own world, past and present.  We now have 

Hindi and Asian studies; we have gender studies, and even anthropology.  Studying African 

languages is not impossible, or unheard of. We have technological opportunities that carry new 

responsibilities. In the last twenty years the academy here at St Augustine has taken on the longed-

for task of looking at Trinidadian and Caribbean culture.  How well today’s teachers and students 

handle the tasks of analysis and exposition, how well they examine ideas and look for new 

interpretations, time will tell as we engage with the complex “we” of many times, many places.  

 

Walk good, an arrive safe. 
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Notes 

 

i
  See Mavis C. Campbell, The Maroons of Jamaica, 1655-1796. Trenton, NJ: Africa World Press, 

p.129.  Campbell’s study provides a rich insight into marronage and the ‘we’ of the eighteenth 

century Diaspora in this hemisphere.  Also useful (though somewhat dated) is C.L.R. James’s 

classic, The Black Jacobins. NY: Vintage, 1963. 
ii
  Derek Walcott, Collected Poems 1948-1984.  New York: Farrar, Straus, Giroux, p. 166. 

iii
  I have not been able to find this novel since 1950.  My father said the author was a “Mico man,” 

and it deals with a white man lost in West Africa, befriended by an African girl.  He leaves for the 

USA where she arrives as a slave soon after.   
iv
  Christopher Vanier, Caribbean Chemistry: Tales from St Kitts. Kingston-upon-Thames: Kingston 

University Press, 2009, p. 358.  This blunt and vivid telling of growing up in St Kitts between 1942 

and 1961 offers much to social historians and educators as well as to the ordinary reader.  It 

illuminates that transitional time just before the end of colonial rule, and depicts some of the 

changes and consequences of socio-political change.  Vanier’s school friends made very 

successful lives (as did he), but their paths diverged forever. 
v
  Born in 1923, Burnham studied law at the London School of Economics, returned to then British 

Guiana where he moved from moderate socialist policies to an autocracy run with selected 

cronies in the P.N.C.  As Premier, Prime Minister and later President, he ruled Guyana from 1966 

to 1985, when he died. 
vi
  Aston Mullings earned an Upper Second in Modern Languages, and soon after graduation went 

to Paris. 
vii

  Such a machete is sharpened on both sides, cuts both ways. 


