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Abstract

This dissertation 1is a critical study, in a
biographical context, of the work of Austin Clarke:; it
investigates not only Clarke's growth as a writer but also the
extent to which his work reflects, and is an attempt to
understand, his 1life experiences. An overview of the
Barbadian setting forms the backdrop for an examination of his
early years, a period in which the stigma of his race and
social origins impels him to seek success though essentially
in terms imposed by the dominant English cultural heritage.
The course of his life and literary career in Canada is then
traced; it 1is clear that the marginality he has known in
Barbados recurs in his new home and that it evokes within him
an intense awareness of himself as a black man, driving him to
draw extensively upon his experiences in order to write.

The dissertation examines Clarke's early literary
efforts in Canada, his declining fascination with poetry in
favour of fiction and his shift from an affiliation with
English romanticism to a social realism that places him in the
mainstream of West Indian literature. It follows his career
as he publishes his first two novels, both set in Barbados and

absorbed in the alienation and inner mutilation the society
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has induced in the colonised, and as he progresses into a
series of novels and short story anthologies dwelling on the
social and psychological complexities of the black immigrant
experience in Canada. It is shown, however, that he renews his
contact with the West Indies and resumes his scrutiny of
Barbadian society with a typically critical eye.

The dissertation suggests, nevertheless, that the
link between Clarke's life and writing is not simply a matter
of sources of raw material or influences on the direction of
his career; through his analyses of the black experience
Clarke tries to come to terms with his past, to comprehend his
own psyche and to achieve a sense of personal identity. In
the process, this study concludes, he has made a notable
contribution to the literatures of both Canada and the

Caribbean.
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PREFACE

If I were to look back over the snapshots of my
youth in Barbados, I would have to remember the
wind, and the music in the wind, as it ran its
fingers through the rustling hairs of the sugar
canes in the mornings of cold baths and warm green
tea: bright and early; and hungry sometimes. But
my life in Barbados was not all cockroaches and
flies; not all wind and sugar cane. It was also
carefree: but with a freedom restricted by the
history of that parallelogram of life drawn for us
many years ago by the Engllsh ... and by our own
ignorance of ourselves ....
Austin Clarke

The richness and complexity of his experience,
captured so vividly in his "Harrison College and Me" (1966),
makes Austin Clarke a subject of extraordinary interest. His
life 1illustrates the major consequences of being born a black
in a West Indian society still under British rule, for he was
in his youth the classic colonial, inferior in status, limited
in prospect, and drawn away from his roots by his immersion in
a culture introduced from abroad. Yet the stigma of poverty
and "illegitimacy" made escape an obsession. It is absorbing
then to watch his growth; as he sought refuge in Canada, the

embryonic duality of his loyalties in Barbados--represented by

"Harrison College and Me." New World Quarterly Barbados
Independence Issue 3—-4 (1966)31.
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his allegiance to both the white culture and the black
community-—-evolved into a full-fledged ambivalence toward
white society, and his contact with Canada drove him to
nurture his craft as a writer.

But Clarke's life is also important as a record of
the raw experience that has provided him with basic material
for his writing. Furthermore, it furnishes c¢lues to the
nature of his personality, his psyche and his work. It helps
to explain, for example, the sometimes stormy character of his
relationships with individuals and institutions, and it
provides 1insights regarding the form and content of his
literary work. The influence of his studies, his reading and
his contact with other artists, for instance, is strongly
evident in his writing. Moreover, his work 1is often an
attempt to secure self-knowledge and to come to terms with the
contradictory nature of his own experience of "growing up
stupid", leading him repeatedly to such themes as alienation,
emasculation and loss of identity. He 1is unquestionably a
fascinating figure. That he should emerge from such unlikely
beginnings to become not only Canada's first major black
writer but also someone of cultural and literary significance
in a wide variety of contexts 1is a truly remarkable
achievement.

It is puzzling, therefore, that Clarke has received
comparatively little attention, especially since he has been

a highly productive writer. By 1986, he had published seven



novels, three volumes of short stories, an autobiography, well
over one hundred and fifty columns in the Barbadian newspaper

The Nation and numerous pieces in other newspapers, among them

the Toronto Dailyv Star and the Toronto Telegram, in addition

to sundry articles and short stories in a range of magazines
and periodicals. He had also accumulated an extensive body of
unpublished works. Yet up to 1988, the main commentaries on
his writing have been those by Lloyd Brown, Frank Birbalsingh,
Keith Henry and Terrence Craig and, though stimulating and
valuable, these treatments have generally been confined to

selected groups of works. In his Racial Attitudes in English-

Canadian Fiction 1905-1980 (1987), for example, Craig includes

a succinct though incisive examination of specific facets of
Clarke's work but with an emphasis on the Toronto trilogy. In
biographical terms, published studies of Clarke are equally

circumscribed. Leslie Sanders, in Profiles of Canadian

Writers (1982), offers a sketch of Clarke's life, but the
information she provides is necessarily restricted and her
review of Clarke's works is limited in that it is brief and

proceeds no further than The Prime Minister (1977). While

supplying short introductions to Clarke's writing, Terrence

Craig in The Oxford Companion to Canadian Literature (1983)

and Anthony Boxill in the Dictionary of lLiterary Biography,

Canadian Writers Since 1960, First Series also furnish

inevitably selective and condensed biographical descriptions,

but even in the more recent Boxill study the account extends



only up to 1983.
Three dissertations have touched on specific Clarke
novels. Jennifer Yip Choy's M.A. thesis (1976) analyses The

Survivors of the Crossing with respect to the black West

Indian's effort to establish a home in the New World, while
Horace Goddard's study (1977) superficially examines the
social, economic and racial concerns of the West Indian

immigrants as revealed in The Meeting Point (1967), Storm of

Fortune (1973) and The Bigger Light (1975). Geta Au Leseur's

doctoral dissertation (1982) treats Amongst Thistles and

Thorns (1965) cursorily along with nine other novels, viewing
it solely in terms of the writer's attempt to find his roots.

The most extensive and detailed analysis of Clarke's
writing appeared in the fall of 1989 when Lloyd Brown's El

Dorado and Paradise was published, though even in this study

Brown contents himself with an examination of Clarke's major
published works and for the most part incorporates into his
book the type of biographical information already available in
previous accounts. Nevertheless, he has produced an important
and perceptive critical evaluation of the corpus in terms of
the failure of two myths, Canada as El1 Dorado and the
Caribbean as a tropical Eden, arguing that Clarke's fiction is
an indictment of the two societies for their moral and social
failures.

In general, therefore, there has been a dearth of

comprehensive examinations of Clarke's writing. As W. J.
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Keith notes in his cCanadian Literature in English (1985),

Clarke's published work has been "characteristically
neglected”" (p. 169). In addition, his early unpublished
efforts have been ignored even though they constitute an
important phase of his development as a writer. Perhaps
because of their enforced brevity, the biographies,too, have
tended to be 1less than elaborate and have presented
essentially chronological outlines of major events in Clarke's
life, with little attention to the richness and diversity of
his experiences, the connections among events, or the reasons
for particular developments or occurrences. For the most
part, also, they have not probed the relationship between
Clarke's life and his work.

In this dissertation, I have attempted to correct
such limitations through an extended analysis of Clarke's
writings along with a more comprehensive overview of his life
than has hitherto been available, one that will suggest the
complex and often contradictory elements and
interrelationships of his 1life and work by establishing a
common context for both. The most adequate means of so doing
has seemed to me to follow a relatively strict chronological
organization of the material and to integrate an examination
of the major publications into an ongoing biographical

account. Elspeth Cameron's Hugh Maclennan: A Writer's Life

(1981) serves in this context as an excellent illustration of

the uses to which such a pattern may be put.
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This study of Clarke 1s based on a variety of
sources. Among the most valuable have been the lengthy
personal interviews to which Clarke so generously submitted
himself 1in 1987 and 1988, along with the reminiscences and
commentaries of his wife and a number of his friends and
assocliates. Another has been the extensive collection of
Clarke's papers held in the William Ready Division of Archives
and Research Collection of the Mills Memorial Library at
McMaster University; these have been examined in detail, with
clarification and additional information provided by Clarke
himself when required. Further material has been furnished by

Harold Hoyte, the editor of The Nation, who kindly sent copies

of many of Clarke's contributions to the Barbadian newspaper,
and by Monica Peters, who supplied copies of Clarke's short

stories that have appeared in Bim, the Barbadian literary

magazine. While my letters to Clarke's publishers have
elicited 1little cooperation, this disadvantage has been
partially offset by the fact that from 1974 Clarke began
keeping copies of his own letters to others, among them his
agents and publishers. When placed alongside correspondence
he has received, these give a reasonably clear picture of his
dealings with agents, publishers and others.

In documenting my sources, I have employed the
designation "“McMaster!" to identify material forming part of
the Austin Clarke Collection at McMaster University. With the

exception of letters to me or tc I. J. Baksh, the
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correspondence to which I have referred is held in the Austin
Clarke Collection. I must also note that, where no
documentation is provided, the biographical information in
this dissertation has been derived from my interviews with

Clarke.
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Chapter 1

Growing Up in Barbados

Austin Ardinel Chesterfield Clarke was born on 26
July 1934 in Barbados, a small island in the Eastern

1

Caribbean. He was the son of Kenneth Trotman, a black man

of limited means,?

and Gladys Irene Clarke, a Negro girl of
sixteen. It was perhaps not the most auspicious start to
life. The product of a temporary liaison, Clarke would hardly
know his real father; when his mother did marry three years
later, it was to Fitzherbert Luke, who had just begun his
training for the police force. Clarke was to experience at
first hand the uncertain and in many ways destructive world of
irregular sexual and marital relationships characteristic of
particular segments of West Indian society, relationships

which both haunted his own life and provided him with the

source of much of his material as a writer. The child of

'Barbados is 166 square miles in area. Midway through
the twentieth century its population was about 230,000, making
it one of the most densely populated islands in the Caribbean.

2Clarke describes his father as a craftsman and an
amateur painter but provides no details regarding the latter's
pursuits. He concedes only that his father had never
pPresented an exhibition of his paintings or received much
attention for his artistic work.



2
black, working class parents, he would also come to know the
full weight of an inherited colonial order that at his birth
had changed little over the previous three hundred years. His
class and colour ensured that his struggle for an education
and for a reasonable chance to advance himself in the world
would be a bitter one. The education he did receive was one
that guaranteed a disoriented and distorted perspective on
life, for it was based on a mid-Victorian English public
school pattern that largely ignored the reality of the West
Indies. As 1f such forces were not enough, Clarke had to
contend with the more general problems of growing up in a
society that had in many respects been cut off since its very
inception from the social, intellectual and 1literary
developments of western civilization and that would not make
fundamental adjustments to the twentieth century for years to
come.

The roots of Barbadian society and culture, 1like
those of the Caribbean more generally, were fixed firmly in
the conditions established by the original colonial
settlement. Only decades after its initial occupation by

3

Englishmen, Barbados displayed a class system that would

remain basically unchanged well into the twentieth century.

3The first European settlement of the island occurred in
1627 with the arrival of forty Englishmen, who were
accompanied by ten Negro slaves. In the following years other
whites settled on the island, cultivating tobacco and other
crops with the aid of white "“servants"™ and Negro slaves.
Barbados rightly claims a longer connection with England than
any other West Indian society.
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The oft quoted description by Albert Gomes of the state of
Trinidad in 1930 sums up vividly the stagnant nature of
Barbadian society as well:

Trinidad in 1930 was a remote and forgotten back-

water of the world. It lay deep and still in its

sweaty sleep, tossing only occasionally when its

comfortable dream touched furtively the nightmare

into which it was to awaken abruptly in 1937.%
At the top of the Barbadian social hierarchy was the
plantocracy; white, exclusive, and distant in status from the
rest of the population. Next 1in rank came the estate
managers, overseers and other white plantation employees.
Others, mainly of English origin, comprised a middle class

> while the blacks formed a

living outside the large estates,
distinct group at the bottom of the social hierarchy. There
were other elements seeking a niche in the society, principal
among them being the "poor whites" and the coloureds. A '"poor
white" segment had developed because the growing use of black
slave labour had affected the fortunes of indentured servants,
who were largely of English origin. Unable to compete in the

labour market and left to fend for themselves, the servants

and their descendants sank rapidly deeper into poverty and

‘Albert Gomes, Through A Maze of Colour (Port-of-Spain,
Trinidad: Key Caribbean Publications, 1974) 15. The
"nightmare" in Trinidad, as in other British West Indian
colonies around this time, was the onset of large-scale riots
and protests that would pave the way for political change.

This middle class included small landholders, clergymen,
professionals, businessmen, clerks and skilled workers.
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degradation. Becoming more numerous were the coloureds, who

had originated as a result of sexual liaisons between white

masters and Negro slaves.’

As a group they were shunned
socially by the whites, and they did not enjoy the latter's
legal and political rights.® Rejected by the whites but
carefully dissociating themselves from the blacks, they
entrenched themselves at a vaquely intermediate point in the
society from which they strove for social acceptance by those
of higher status.

Even by the 1950s, the class system had changed
little. Whites still formed only a small part of the
population but owned almost all the sugar estates and
controlled the major business concerns, retaining considerably
greater prestige than other groups.’ Though the law no longer
discriminated against specific segments of the populace,

soclal discrimination persisted and, in terms of colour

distinctions, Barbados was widely regarded in the Caribbean

F. A. Hoyos, Barbados (London: Macmillan Caribbean,
1978) 72-74.

"The number of coloureds was at first small but, partly
through sexual activity among themselves, grew to about 7,000
by 1834. See Hoyos 102.

8bouglas Hall, "Slaves and Slavery in the British West
Indies," Social and Economic Studies 11.4 (1962): 313.

The 1946 census classified 5.11% of the population as
Wwhite, 17.55% as coloured and 77.27% as black. See David
Lowenthal, "The Population of Barbados," Social and Economic
Studies 6.4 (1957): 450.
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area as the most rigid of the British West Indian islands.'®
Under such circumstances, the fortunes of the blacks did not
improve much. Poverty and unemployment were rampant. The
majority, with no more than an elementary schooling, had
access only to low-status jobs, substantially in the form of

" Those fortunate enough to

agricultural and general labour.
receive a secondary schooling competed with one another for
the few positions available in teaching, in the clerical and
higher grades of the civil service, and in clerical work in
the private sector. Only a very small number able to muster
the necessary resources could hope to attend university and
enter one of the professions. Typically, middle-class blacks
had better prospects than their poorer counterparts, who
tended to be 1left out in the contest for more desirable
educational and occupational opportunities.?'?

The living conditions of the black masses reflected

the latter's economic hardships. 1In a lower—-class Bridgetown

Uiowenthal 467-468.

“"The possibilities included skilled as well as unskilled
Jjobs. Among the skilled workers were tailors, shoemakers,
cabinet-makers, printers, bakers, and tradesmen 1in the
construction industry, mechanics and other engineering
specialties. Among the unskilled were cane-cutters, loaders,
dock workers and casual workers. Many jobs were of a "dead-
end" nature. Workers such as domestic servants, seamstresses,
laundresses, hawkers, messengers, delivery-men, gardeners and
Yard-boys, for example, had little opportunity for promotion.
See G. E. Cumper, "Employment in Barbados," Social and
Economic Studies 8.1 (1959): 122-126.

2christine Barrow, "Reputation and Ranking in A Barbadian
Locality," Social and Economic Studies 25.2 (1976): 114-115.
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suburb at the end of the second World War, for example, two-
thirds of the houses were owned by their occupants but in no
case did home owners have title to the land on which they
lived. Only a minority of the houses were structurally sound.
Most of the householders obtained their water from public
standpipes and cooked with wood on coal-pots or rocks, with

sheds often serving as kitchens.'

In the plantation areas
the houses of the owners and the managers generally retreated
behind walls or screens of trees and shrubs while the small
houses of the blacks stood massed in a corner of the estate,
on rocky land or along the highway. Even here, houses tended
to have only a few square yards for a garden or a yard and
their occupants usually did not own the land on which they had

erected them.'  The existence of a large underprivileged

class later interests Clarke and, especially in Survivors of

the Crossing (1964) and Amongst Thistles and Thorns (1965), he
depicts not only the inequities of the Barbadian class system

but also the social and psychological consequences suffered by

BBarrow 113-114.

“since the middle of the century, the black majority has

certainly made progress. Improving educational and
occupational opportunity have allowed them greater upward
social mobility. Living standards have improved;

electricity, modern appliances and running water are more
widespread in homes, particularly those of the middle classes.
However, the structure of the society remains basically
unchanged, with a small white and nowadays partly coloured
minority dominating land ownership as well as manufacturing,
business and commercial activity. See Christine Barrow,
"Ownership and Control of Resources in Barbados: 1834 to the
Present," Social and Economic Studies 32.3 (1983): 106.
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placks because of their imprisonment at the bottom of the
society. Indeed, few West Indian writers have captured as
vividly as Clarke the bleakness of life among the black
Caribbean poor.

Naturally, many sought avenues of escape. To blacks
facing the inaccessibility of land, restricted educational and
occupational choices, substantial unemployment and a generally
depressed standard of living, emigration has long appeared a
desirable alternative to life in Barbados. A considerable
number was employed in the construction of the Panama Canal
and, on the completion of the project in 1914, Barbadian
emigrants went increasingly to other parts of Latin America
and to the United States, frequently as agricultural workers.
In the case of Canada, West Indian immigration was at first
minimal, with the Barbadian lower classes represented
essentially by females employed as domestic servants, maids
and kitchen porters. The "domestic scheme" allowed women to
gain immigrant status after two years of service with a
Canadian family, and the first batch to be admitted to Canada
from the Caribbean under this arrangement entered the country
in 1955, the year of Clarke's own arrival in Toronto. In
sending money back to relatives, emigrants contributed to
improving the lives of many Barbadians, since the funds were
used for such purposes as purchasing land, educating children

and generally raising the recipients' standard of living.®

15Hoyos 186.
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But, as Clarke shows, emigrants were likely to pay a price for

their apparent economic gains. In such works as The Meeting

Point (1967), Storm of Fortune (1973) and The Bigger Light
(1975), Clarke illuminates the experiences of fictitious
immigrant characters in Toronto, drawing parallels with the
fate of blacks in Barbados and indicating how difficult it is
for even the emigrant to achieve a sense of psychological
well-being.

It is in the political sphere that Negroes in
Barbados seemed to make the most dramatic progress. For
centuries, the whites monopolised political power,' though
reductions in the qualifications for voters in 1884 led to the
election of the first coloureds to the House of Assembly.'’
The bicameral structure of the governing body survived into
the twentieth century but it was then gradually reformed as
the society took the path toward the British model of cabinet

government. Nevertheless, the rate of change proved at first

1°An elected Assembly first appeared in 1639 and soon came
to be dominated by the plantocracy. At first merely advisory
in function, it soon acquired the right to initiate
legislation, which nevertheless needed the approval of the
Governor and a nominated Legislative Council to become law.
This system of government remained virtually intact for over
two hundred years and was used by the privileged to protect

their interests. See John Poyer, The History of Barbadoes
(London: Frank Cass, 1971) 435 and Vincent T.Harlow, A History
of Barbados 1625-1685 (New York: Negro Universities Press,

1971) 219-251.

7In the 1870s formal political participation was still
confined to those with some property and only about one
percent of the population was eligible to vote. See G. E.
Cumper, "The Differentiation of Economic Groups in the West
Indies,"™ Social and Economic Studies 11.4 (1962): 327-328.




°
too leisurely to satisfy the lower classes, long forced to
accept intolerable working conditions, poor wages and high
unemployment. Trades unions and new political parties
materialized, their leadership drawn from the ranks of both
the black working-class and the colocured groups. Men 1like
Hugh Springer and Grantley Adams, both lawyers and Oxford
graduates, joined in the effort to achieve social
reconstruction and further political reform. Deteriorating
economic conditions generated intensified disaffection among
the poor and led to violent protests in 1937. Following
similar developments in other West Indian territories, Britain
committed itself to guiding the Caribbean societies toward
self-government.

In 1943, when Austin Clarke was still at elementary
school, property and income qualifications for voting were
further lowered and many exercised their newly-won franchise.
As a result representatives of the labour movement, who were
frequently black and working-class in origin, won a larger
proportion of the seats in the legislature. Additional
extensions of the right to vote and modifications to the
machinery of government brought more political power to
blacks, while the representatives of the traditional middle
class and the spokesmen for the plantocracy and for the
island's manufacturing and commercial elites increasingly

found themselves confined to the contracting nominated section
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8 In elections contested in 1951

of the legislature.'
following the introduction of universal adult suffrage,
Grantley Adams led his ostensibly socialist Barbados Labour
Party to a clear majority in the House of Assembly and blacks
finally saw 1in power a Government that they expected to
advance their cause. Clarke, now seventeen, was still at
secondary school and was not directly invelved in the island's
political life. Later, however, he returns to this period to

examine the exercise of power by blacks in a time of political

reform and, especially in Proud Empires (1986), exposes the

gap between rhetoric and reality. The political events of
1951 also had a personal significance for Clarke. Among those
elected to the House of Assembly was Errol Barrow, who would
become his mentor and friend and would greatly affect the

course of his subsequent career.'®

BTesse H. Proctor, "British West Indian Society and
Government 1in Transition, 1920-1960," Social and Economic
Studies 11.4 (1962): 287-293.

YErrol Barrow had studied Law at Lincoln's Inn after
graduating from the University of London in Economics.
Following disagreements with Adams, he defected to the rival
Democratic Labour Party and became its chairman in 1959,
leading it to wvictory in the elections of 13961. Barrow
steered Barbados through further constitutional changes and,
in the wake of the collapse of an incipient West Indian
federation, led the country to political independence in 1966.
Barrow and his party dominated the local political scene until
their defeat in 1976 at the hands of the Barbados Labour Party
now headed by Tom Adams, Grantley Adams' son. Before this
fall from grace, Barrow had invited Clarke back to Barbados to
fill a post that would soon occasion the latter considerable
disenchantment and eventually provoke the novel The Prime
Minister (1977), a powerful indictment of a society under
black rule.
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Other social institutions in Barbados underwent more

modest change. As in the political sphere, early developments
in education did not enhance the opportunities of blacks.
During the period of slavery, indeed, provisions for schooling
of any kind were rather meagre, and as late as the nineteenth
century the efforts of the Christian denominations in primary
education Adid little to ameliorate the lot of the blacks. As
well, secondary schools, which appeared in growing numbers in
the nineteenth century, admitted mainly the children of the
white middle and upper classes. A major innovation in 1858
was the designation of three schools —-- Lodge School, Harrison
College and Queen's College =-- as "First Grade" schools
offering both classical and modern studies. Several others,
including Combermere, the Boys' and Girls' Foundation Schools,
the Parry School, the Coleridge School, and the Alexandra
Girls' School, were reorganized as "Second Grade" schools.?l
The government introduced a number of "exhibitions" open to
all students who showed promise but relatively few poor blacks
won places 1n secondary schools through this means. The
structure of primary and secondary education that had emerged

remained unchanged until the middle of the twentieth century,

2’ Barbados has preserved this distinction among secondary
schools. The "“First Grade'" institutions have Sixth Forms,
permitting students to meet the matriculation requirements of
British universities, while the "Second Grade" ones do not.
In Clarke's day, the latter enabled students to write the
Senior Cambridge Examination while the former prepared
students for the Higher School Certificate Examination as
well.
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by which time Codrington College had become affiliated with
Durham University in England and enabled a few black and
coloured students to obtain a university education as well.?

Despite some expansion of the system, the
educational inequalities traditionally linked to race, colour
and class diminished only slightly, and in Clarke's youth the
most that the majority of black boys and girls could expect
after primary schooling was some form of apprenticeship or
informal instruction.?? Only "minuscule proportions" of
black adolescents attended secondary schools,® and such
prestigious institutions as Harrison College and Queen's
College were still largely the preserve of the privileged
24

elements of the population.

The secondary school curriculum was modelled closely

21codrington College was established through a bequest by
the white planter Christopher Codrington for the training of
young men for missionary work. It was affiliated to Durham
University in 1875 but was in due course superseded by the
University of the West Indies, which established a campus in
Barbados in 1963.

2G. E. Cumper, "Employment in Barbados,” Social and
Economic Studies 8.1 (1959): 122=-125.

ZHermione McKenzie, "The Instructional Experiences of
Caribbean Women," Social and Economic Studies 35.3 (1986):

69.

%In the 1950s, however, the government undertook the
expansion and diversification of secondary education,
retaining and enlarging the traditional grammar schools but
also introducing a wider range of newer secondary schools as
well as vocational and technical training programs. In 1962,
Barrow's government abolished tuition fees in public secondary
schools and by the following decade most Barbadian children of
the appropriate age were attending some type of secondary
school.
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on that of the English grammar school. Literature, for
example, typically meant English Literature. One problem in
this field was the absence of a sufficiently large body of
West Indian poetry or prose fiction. For centuries the higher
social classes had by and large been "stubbornly
philistine",? preoccupied with status, material acquisition,
and the enjoyment of social life. As James Stephen, a
prominent British abolitionist, observed of the West Indian
plantocracy in 1831, "There is no civilised society on earth
so entirely destitute of learned leisure, of literary and
scientific intercourse and even liberal recreation."?® The
Caribbean had therefore produced little of literary merit.
The first novels by West Indians about their own people had
appeared only in the twentieth century, written in most cases
by 1local whites or coloureds and usually giving scant
attention to the experiences of blacks.?” But such early
writers as Thomas H. MacDermot (Tom Redcam) and Herbert de
Lisser had made little impact on the plantocracy or on the

growing middle class which, following in the footsteps of the

Kenneth Ramchand, The West Indian Novel and Its
Background (London: Heinemann, 1983) 35.

6James Stephen, quoted in Reinhard Sander,
"Introduction," From Trinidad, ed. Reinhard Sander and Peter
Ayers (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1978) 1.

?’among the early novels were Tom Redcam's Becka's Buckra

Baby (1903) and One Brown Girl and -- (1909), and H. G. de
Lisser's Jane (1213), Jane's Career (1914) and Susan

Proudleigh (1915). Later novels included Alfred Mendes' Pitch
Lake (1934) and Black Fauns (1935), and Jean Rhys' Voyage in
the Dark (1934) and Good Morning Midnight (1939).
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former, had rejected local writing and clung to the English
literature they had been taught to wvalue. The dearth of
native writing had also occurred because, as Reinhard Sander
observes, from the very beginning the reception of magazines

such as The Beacon and Trinidad which attempted to fill the

vacuum was "not a friendly one".?® It was after 1950 that
British West Indian prose fiction truly blossomed, as first
novels by a host of new writers were published.® The
primary focus of the British West Indian novel shifted
dramatically. As Kenneth Ramchand notes, for the "first time
in writing related to the West Indies, the Black characters
are not restricted to being peripheral or background figures"
and the fiction presented a remarkably searching analysis of
the community:

It is not unique for novelists to be regarded as

having something special to say to their societies.

But the West Indian novelists apply themselves with

unusual urgency and unanimity to an analysis and

interpretation of their society's ills, including

the social and economic deprivation of the

majority; the pervasive consciousness of race and

colour; the cynicism and uncertainty of the native

bourgeoisie in power after independence; the lack
of a history to be proud of; and the absence of

8gander 2.

?Among these first novels were Samuel Selvon's A Brighter
Sun (1952), George Lamming's In the Castle of My Skin (1953),
John Hearne's Voices Under the Window (1955), Vidia Naipaul's
The Mystic Masseur (1957), Jan Carew's Black Midas (1958), and
Andrew Salkey's A Quality of Violence (1959). Other first
novels, including Wilson Harris' Palace of the Peacock (1960)
and Michael Anthony's The Games Were Coming (1963), quickly
followed.
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traditional or settled values.>0

This flood of writing that was of mounting relevance to the
lives of the black majority came too late to affect Clarke's
formal schooling. In any event, the educated long resisted "a
native literature that was not the English literature they had
been brought up to consider the only literature possible"?
and, 1influenced by this attitude, the British West Indian
school systems in Clarke's day and in the following decades

retained the type of curriculum they had long cherished. In

such works as Amongst Thistles and Thorns (1965) and Growing

Up Stupid Under the Union Jack (1980), Clarke highlights the

absurdities of a school system that in Literature, as in
History and other subjects, extolled a culture and fostered
loyalties that satisfied spurious tastes and failed to meet
the genuine needs of West Indian blacks.

In religion, too, tradition gave way only
reluctantly to more enlightened practice. The Anglican
Church, the first to gain a foothold in the island, soon
formed alliances with the higher classes and, until it was
prodded to do so by 1its leadership in London, did not
seriously respond to the challenge of Christianising the
Negroes. By 1871, almost ninety per cent of the population

had become Anglicans, most of whom were black. Apart from the

30pamchand 4.

S'Ramchand 12.
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occasional coloured exception, however, the clergy was white
and maintained its affiliation with the higher classes, which
had provided most of its members. Through seating
arrangements in the churches and variations in the amount of
respect accorded weddings and marriages, the Church
differentiated among the various groups in Barbados.3?
Negroes and coloureds gained admission to church choirs but
only after considerable opposition and controversy. During
Clarke's youth, membership in an Anglican congregation was
still a mark of respectability, and clergymen continued to

exercise substantial power.33

Now, however, they included
black men among their numbers. Other Christian denominations
also attracted followings 1in Barbados but they were never a
serious threat to the Anglican cChurch,* which is the one

that Clarke later selects for the closest scrutiny. In such

novels as Survivors of the Crossing (1964) and The Prime

32Blacks were generally seated at the rear, in segregated
galleries, or in the wings. See Kortright Davis, Cross and
Crown in Barbados (Frankfurt-on-Main: Peter Lang, 1983) 101-
102.

Bapart from their typical religious duties, for example,
they managed schools and almshouses, often taught in secondary
schools, served as headmasters of the leading secondary
schools, and worked alongside high state officials on the
Anglican Church Council of Barbados.

3*The Methodists and the Moravians were among the more
successful of the smaller groups, partly because of their
early willingness to begin work among the blacks, while other
sects -- such as the Seventh Day Adventists and the Church of
the Nazarene —- most likely attracted adherents because their
more spirited forms of worship better met the emotional needs
of the blacks than did Anglican worship. See Davis 34-35.
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Minister (1977), he casts the Church in its traditional role,
viewing it as a highly conservative force in the society.

It is in the realm of relationships between males
and females, however, that Barbadian culture manifests its
most enduring elements. Norms regarding sexual liaisons among
lower-class blacks depart noticeably from those among blacks
of higher status and coloureds and whites of every class, who
have all ostensibly adopted the prevailing European model of
monogamous unions within stable, legally-recognized, nuclear

families.?®

Apart from casual unions, three main types of
mating relationships occur among working-class Negroes --—
visiting, common-law, and legal-marital.>3¢ In the visiting

relationship the male receives sexual favours from a female by

3¥pat Ellis, "Introduction =-- An Overview of Women in
Caribbean Society," Women of the Caribbean, ed. Pat Ellis
(London: Zed Books, 1986) 7.

3%scholars have attributed such patterns to a variety of
factors. These include the origin during slavery of a
tradition of impermanent social arrangements, the marginality
of men in an economy that limits their opportunity to assume
full responsibility as providers for a family, the survival of
elements of African culture, and the reduced availability of
males owing to large-scale emigration. The first explanation,
one of the most popular among scholars, refers to such
practices as the selling of slaves to other plantations, the
taking of slaves as mistresses by white masters or managers,
and the inducement of slaves to breed with a number of men,
all of which allegedly prevented the development of strong
conjugal units among blacks. See, for example, James Allman,
"Conjugal Unions in Rural and Urban Haiti," Social and
Economic Studies 34.1 (1985): 28-29; F. Henriques, "West
Indian Family Organization," Caribbean Quarterly 13.4 (1967):
31-32, and Moni Nag, "Pattern of Mating Behaviour, Emigration
and Contraceptives as Factors Affecting Human Fertility in
Barbados," Social and Economic Studies 20.2 (1971): 113-114.
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going to her periodically in her own or her parents' house.
The expectation usually exists, especially on the part of the
female, that a union of this sort will ultimately lead to
marriage, though generally it does not. Individuals may
engage in a series of such associations before progressing to

7 In a common-law

one of the other two mating arrangements.3
relationship, the male and female are sexual partners in the
same household but are not legally married. Such unions may
be terminated at any time, with the partners taking new mates

in any convenient type of liaison.?®

Legal marriage is the
preferred form of union for most working-class blacks,>® but
it is not entered into lightly and tends to occur later than
in the middle classes.

As a result of the impermanent character of many
sexual liaisons among blacks, women must often assume major or
sole responsibility for rearing and providing for their

40

children. Offspring may be'dispersed among relatives and

3’Dorian Powell, "The Role of Women in the cCaribbean,"
Social and Economic Studies 33.2 (1984): 102.

38Norman Ashcroft, "The Domestic Group in Mahogany,
British Honduras," Social and Economic Studies 15.3 (1966):
272=-273. The relative paucity of appropriate research in
Barbados forces one to draw on studies in other Caribbean
territories. This is acceptable since male-female
relationships exhibit similar features from one such society
to another.

¥Judith Blake, Family Structure in Jamaica: The Social
Context of Reproduction (Glencoe, Ill.: The Free Press, 1961)

118-123; Nag 113.

0sidney M. Greenfield, "Family Organization in Barbados,"
diss., Columbia University, 1959, 129.
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even friends if the mothers cannot cope or if their children
from previous unions are not acceptable to new mates as
members of the household. A wide range of family structures
becomes possible. It is not unusual for the male to be absent
and for the children's mother or such relatives as aunts and
grandmothers to head the household. There may be one, two, or
three generations in the family unit. When faced with
financial difficulties, women tend to create supportive
networks, with relatives giving small sums of money by way of
assistance. Predictably, under such circumstances men often
play a marginal role in the rearing of their children.

Yet, the males generally hold rather conventional
images of masculinity. They commonly believe that men should
always be strong and should not be economically reliant on

women , %! and their "self-respect depends on public

expressions of authoritative, self-assertive behaviour".*?
Furthermore, the norms of the higher classes remind them of

the male obligation to be the family provider. It is likely,

therefore, that their poverty, the marginality of their role

“’Barrow, "Reputation and Ranking in A Barbadian Locality"

106.

“2Norma Shorey-Bryan, "The Making of Male-Female
Relationships in the Caribbean," Women of the Caribbean, ed.
Pat Ellis (London: Zed Books, 1986) 70. The male-female

relationship, with 1its chronic problem of role reversals and
the continuous struggle between men and women for dominance,
is nicely illustrated in such stories as C. L. R. James'
"Triumph", Alfred Mendes' "Sweetman" and Percival Maynard's
"His Last Fling". See Sander and Ayers 86-103, 118-130, 131-
137.
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in the family and the widespread dominance of the female 1in

3 How

family life will often endanger their self-images.®
they respond to this predicament is a subject that fascinates

Clarke. In many of his works, including Survivors of the

Crossing (1964), When Women Rule (1985) and the Toronto

trilogy, Clarke probes the social and psychological dimensions
of the relationship between males and females, showing how
patterns of conflict and behaviour prevalent among blacks in
Barbados may resurface even in a Canadian setting. Indeed,
similar forces have affected Clarke's own relationships long
after his escape from the Barbadian scene. The features of
Barbadian society formed the context of Clarke's life for his
first twenty-one years and it is within this setting that both
his Caribbean roots and his subsequent life in Canada must be
understood. Most immediately, his background brought him face
to face with the most brutal realities of the island's class
system.* The village of St. Matthias, in which Clarke livead

until he was ten, contained two virtually distinct worlds, one

“3Barrow, "Reputation and Ranking in A Barbadian Locality"
109.

““The information on which this overview of Clarke's early
life is based comes mainly from my personal interviews of the
writer. Where I have employed other sources, mainly published
and unpublished autobiographical accounts by the writer, these
are clearly identified. My immediate interest in interviewing
Clarke was to probe the character of his early experience in
Barbados and to identify forces that might have influenced
him. Comments on the significance of his experiences for his
subsequent life and career are, of course, my own
contribution.
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of them primarily white and in the main comfortable® but the
other black and mostly poor. Dwelling in the less
"respectable" part of the village, Clarke was surrounded by
people who eked out a livelihood through any means available:

A couple of men disappeared on mornings and went to
the city either as drivers of small vans or working

in the stores. Some dispersed 1in the other
direction to cut cane. Women, most of whom stayed
at home, often earned money taking in the washing
of the Marine Hotel.* There were always men

around and one could not determine what they did
for a living. One saw them on Monday and then saw
them on Saturday night and they had money. Others
worked as butlers and nightwatchmen and other
service Jjobs at the hotel. And there were
fishermen.*’

Because both his parents brought income into the family, his
mother chiefly by doing washing and ironing for the Marine

Hotel, Clarke himself was spared the worst forms of hardship

but, though he never went hungry, even he had to contend with

““pleasantly located between the sugar-cane fields and the
sea and only about two miles from the capital, St. Matthias
had long boasted a sizeable white population. The whites
lived on the main streets, which ran into the highway leading
to Bridgetown and were sometimes lined with trees and gates of
wrought iron. Among them were senior employees in commercial
enterprises, independent professionals such as doctors and
lawyers, and plantation managers. Also found in the more
"respectable" areas of the wvillage were a few black
professionals and civil servants.

“The Marine Hotel was a large guest-house with a
restaurant, a bar and a dance floor. In Clarke's boyhood, its
patrons were usually white.

“’austin Clarke, personal interview, 20 August 1987.
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modest housing that offered little privacy.*®
As a boy, Clarke lived as well with the social
distinctions that governed relationships in the St. Matthias
community. In some settings, apparently, these were based
more on class than on colour. In the local Anglican church,
for example, middle-class blacks occupied the front pews along
with whites and it was not unusual for a black family to share
a pew with a white one, each often inviting friends to join it
during services. In the village elementary school, too, white
children sat alongside black ones and, while private schools
also existed in the area, they were usually accessible to
children of all races provided their parents could afford the
fees. In private life, however, colour was of greater import
than class in social affairs. At the end of the school day,
for instance, white children disappeared into their own homes
and territories and had no contact with black classmates. It
was accepted, also, that blacks would not attend the balls at
the Marine Hotel. In the complexity of its social
relationships, St. Matthias was indeed a microcosm of the
wider society.
It seems, also, that Clarke's lowly status forced
upon him forms of drudgery that children in more privileged

circumstances were likely to escape. As he progressed through

“8yis parents' dwelling was a simple wooden structure with
three rooms, one of which was occupied by Clarke's
grandmother, though as was common in the island an open shed
had been attached on one side to provide additional shelter
from the sun and rain.
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his boyhood, his household chores became many and varied. He
prepared chocolate on his mother's single-burner Xkerosene
stove; he picked up foodstuff from the shops: he fetched
buckets of water from the public standpipe both for his mother
and his grandmother, and he removed the weeds from the yard.
The approach of Christmas implied further tasks. He was
required to varnish the furniture and to help clean up the
premises. In addition, he assisted his mother as she made
roses of all colours with crepe paper and rugs with scraps
obtained mainly from the local seamstresses, items she sold to
the "richer" folk in the village to raise extra cash.®

But Clarke was no mere bystander, no casual
observer, 1n his social world, for he participated in it as
fully as was usual for a black boy in his circunstances.?®
Though he later brought the insights of maturity to his

analysis of black working-class society, he had an early

chance to begin accumulating images and impressions of his

“®Austin Cclarke, "The Days Just Before Christmas," The
Pelican 14 January 1983: 3.

®clarke seems to have been from the beginning a
gregarious boy with normal interests. 1In his earlier years,
he joined other children in front the houses on moonlit nights
to sing songs and play games. He also accompanied other boys
going to the sea for early-morning swims or listened to older
boys telling riddles and stories. As he progressed toward
adolescence, he began trapping ground-doves or wood-doves for
his mother to cook and gathering with boys from the
neighbourhood for games of cricket or soccer. Easter, too,
was special, for it marked the height of the kite-flying
season and, like other boys, Clarke designed and built his own
kites. See Austin Clarke, "A Riddle, A Riddle, A Ree," The
Pelican 31 December 1982: 3 and "Fridays, Wednesdays Were
Best," The Pelican 7 January 1983: 3.
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community which, when he drew upon them in his writing, would
lend his work authenticity. He must surely have begun to
note, for instance, the heightened importance of women in the
black family. Indeed, his mother provided a typical example,
for while his father was only a background figure in his
boyhood and his stepfather earned a pittance with the police
force his mother toiled long hours to help provide for the
family and to meet the costs of his education. It may be
argued that his mother's crucial role in the family, more than
any other facet of his experience in St. Matthias, sensitized
Clarke to the strength of the black woman and the marginality
of the man, themes that would appear repeatedly in his work.

A more immediate result of Clarke's exposure to
poverty, however, was the desire to escape, to flee not only
the demeaning state of poverty but St. Matthias itself.
Clarke credits his mother with being the first to stir his
ambitions. She urged him to think of becoming something more
than a gardener or some other kind of labourer and held up law
and medicine as attainable choices. She 1insisted that
education was indispensable for getting ahead, and so
convinced was she of its importance that she enrolled Clarke
at the St. Matthias Boys' Elementary School when he was only
four. On that occasion, according to Clarke, she left nothing
to chance, for she directed the headmaster to flog him if he
misbehaved or failed to learn, arguing that since she was busy

at the Marine Hotel all day and could not keep an eye on her
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son the school should do so.’

While Clarke and his mother, like others who offered
him encouragement, viewed education essentially as a means of
upward mobility, his years of schooling would influence him in
a variety of ways. Not unexpectedly, they affected his values

and his interests. As Frantz Fanon observes in his Black

Skin, White Masks (1967), colonialism confronts the subject

peoples with the "superior" culture of the master and, since
the governing race defines the black man as civilised 1if he
"renounces his blackness'", the "colonized is elevated above
his jungle status in proportion to his adoption of the mother

*2 what occurs is, in Ezekiel

country's cultural standards".
Mphahlele's words, a "colonisation of the mind": "Being
brought up on the white man's textbooks, you assimilate his

ns3 The mission of

thought. You make his goals yours.
civilising the black man is often made easier because
colonized peoples who seek success tend to find the ways of

the ruling group irresistible:

>'In the period of Clarke's elementary schooling, others
seem to have sensed that the young boy had greater promise
than most children of his age and they encouraged him

accordingly. Cne of these was a neighbour, a washerwoman
Clarke remembers as "Mrs. Street", who found him books to
read. Another was a young teacher, Harold Pinerho, who

suggested that he leave Barbados to obtain better educational
opportunities.

°Frantz Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks (New York: Grove
Press, 1967) 18.

3Ezekiel Mphahlele, quoted in Jane Watts, Black Writers
from South Africa (London: Macmillan, 1989) 67.
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The first attempt of the colonized is to change his
condition by changing his skin. There 1is a
tempting model close at hand--the colonizer. The
latter suffers from none of his deficiencies, has
all rights, enjoys every possession and benefits
from every prestige. ... The first ambition of the
colonized is to become equal to that splendid model
and to resemble him to the point of disappearing in
him.>*
As Samuel Bonhomme notes of the British Caribbean, even the
educated surrendered to "the white man's image" and, "instead
of challenging it and exposing its weakness and nakedness,
fell a prey to it, and lived with it".?° The result was
often a desire for "the white person's confidence and love"
or the growth of an attachment to the master race.>® Yet
Clarke's experiences in both the school and the community
would also pull him in an opposite direction, stirring within
him an emergent consciousness of his identity as a black as
well as a growing concern for his fellow blacks. A typical
product of colonialism, this fragmentation, and the tensions,
ambiguilties and contradictions it produces, would characterize
Clarke's life and writing for the remainder of his career.
Inevitably, Clarke's elementary education increased

his fascination with white culture, which in Barbados meant

essentially English culture. The subject that probably roused

*“Albert Memmi, The Colonizer and the Colonized (New York:
Orion Press, 1965) 120.

>>Samuel Bonhomme, Enoch Powell and the West Indian
Immigrants (London: The Afro-American and West Indian
Publishers, 1971) 29.

56Bonhomme 29.



27
his enthusiasm most was Reading, for it took him into worlds
that kept him enthralled. For the first year or two of school
the textbooks in even this subject were not exciting, for they
employed the then typical phonetic approcach that confronted
pupils with meaningless 1lists of words as well as dull
collections of sentences. The textbooks for the older
children were far more inspiring, containing various forms of
prose and poetry and selections from plays. The prose pieces
included lessons on health, fables, excerpts from English
novels, descriptions of journeys, battles and other events,
and stories from Shakespeare and Greek mythology:; the poetry
acquainted pupils with some of the most famous names in
English literature, while the drama consisted primarily of
excerpts from Shakespeare.’’

It was apparently his reading that greatly whetted
Clarke's appetite for the white culture colonialism had
bequeathed to Barbados. He devoured many of the selections,
returning repeatedly to them in his spare time. He grew more
and more enamoured of books and partly assuaged his thirst for
them by turning to the abridged versions of the English
classics held by the school. 1In this form he stumbled for the

first time upon various works by such novelists as Daniel

’Book Five in the series, for instance, contains excerpts
from works by Jonathan Swift, Charles Dickens, Sir Wwalter
Scott and William Shakespeare, as well as poems by Charles
Kingsley, John Masefield, H. W. Longfellow, John Keats, and
others. See J. 0. Cutteridge, ed., West Indian Readers: Book
Five (London: Thomas Nelson and Sons, 1928).
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Defoe, R. L. Stevenson, Sir Walter Scott, Charles Dickens,
George Eliot and Thomas Hardy. Around the age of nine, he
discovered the regional public library, through which he
supplemented his reading at school. 1In the library, he found
a rich collection of adventure novels written originally for
English schoolboys and he read profusely, his imagination
stirred by the deeds of white heroes in distant places like
India and Africa.

Of course, it was not only through literature that
the elementary school nourished Clarke with white culture.
The headmaster emphasized music and encouraged frequent
sessions of singing, but the songs were mostly those English
schoolchildren would learn. Loyalty to the Crown, too, was a
vital part of everyone's instruction, since the headmaster
regularly led the entire school in prayers for the King, for
England and for the British Empire. What could not be
escaped, also, was religion, particularly in the forms
approved by the Church of England, with which the school was
affiliated. There were the daily routines of hymn singing and
prayer, and on Wednesdays the entire gathering of pupils
marched across the school yard to the church next door where
they were joined by their peers from the St. Matthias Girls'
Elementary School for a service conducted by the minister
himself.

What Clarke found quite unpalatable about his

elementary schooling were the rigidity and the strictness with
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which the induction into white culture was enforced. The
headmaster reigned in militaristic fashion. He rang the bell
to call the school to attention for "saying grace" before and
after lunch. Sometimes, he conducted spot checks of pupils'
learning by venturing among the classes to fire questions at
individual boys. And there were the constant floggings,
administered by the headmaster and the teachers. Clarke
himself received no beatings and he faced indignities no
greater than being pulled by the hair and slapped lightly on
the face, but he was upset by the recurrent cruelty. He
despised as well the regimentation that characterized much of
the instruction in the school.”® Notably boring was the
teachers! insistence that pupils memorize items and
regurgitate them on demand.

Clarke's experience of elementary schooling affected
him in other, perhaps unexpected, ways. He must have been a
very sensitive boy, for his reading often moved him, filling
him with pity. He abhorred cruelty, and 1literature
occasionally stirred revulsion within him through the inhuman
nature of the acts it depicted. That Odysseus found it
necessary to blind the giant Polyphemus in order to escape,

for example, horrified Clarke and helped breed in him a

*®This is an important clue regarding Clarke's character.
He would later show himself to be a creative person who abhors
any form of regimentation by others.
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dislike for myth, legend and fairy tale.”® Yet, his reading
also stimulated a growing sense of the power of language and
a delight in words. Clarke admits that he has always been
intrigued by the ability of some people to use language in an
interesting way, and there can be little doubt that he began
to acquire this taste through his reading.

Around eight or nine, Clarke's delight in language
drove him to write his first poem, which was entitled "The
Ballad of Bandy-Legged James".®® cClarke reports that this
was a "funny" piece in which he commented on people and events
he had observed around him, though "most 1likely, there was
hardly any thought, hardly any depth, to the poem".®  He
showed the composition to his friends and from time to time
gathered them at a neighbour's house, where he read the poem
to them or allowed them to read it for themselves. He had
taken a first, feeble step toward becoming a writer and he
appears to have thoroughly enjoyed the attention it brought
him, especially since his friends thought him "quite
brilliant".

Unlike most black children of the time, Clarke was

*clarke intimates that his distaste for cruelty later led
him to discourage his daughters from reading myths, legends
and fairy tales.

®No copy of the poem survives. Clarke claims that the
poem filled almost three exercise books and that its title was
inspired by Oscar Wilde's "The Ballad of Reading Gaol", a poem
he had enjoyed without knowing the poet's name but had thought
absorbing and easy to read.

'Austin Clarke, personal interview, 20 August 1987.
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able to advance into secondary education. There had never
been any doubt that he should do so. As he approached the end
of his elementary schooling, his mother did not permit him to
follow the example of some of his classmates, who often took
part-time jobs watering the gardens of white villagers or
"fielding" tennis balls in the public courts. She insisted,
instead, that he take private lessons to enhance his chances
in the scholarship examinations for the secondary schools. At
the age of nine, therefore, he found himself staying with
other boys after school to receive extra instruction in such
subjects as English, Arithmetic and History, with his mother
paying the fees out of her own earnings. Clarke did not win
a scholarship but he was admitted to Combermere Secondary

School,62

located on Roebuck Street in the capital, and he
commenced his studies here in January of 1945 when he was only
ten years old.

Combermere continued Clarke's exposure to a white

culture. In Latin, for example, Clarke did little more than

ape English schoolboys as he studied grammar and attempted the

®2The tuition fee here would be eight dollars per tern,
with the cost of books and clothing an additional burden.
Invaluable at this point was the monthly remittance of five
dollars from Clarke's aunt, Heloise Clarke, who several years
earlier had been recruited to work in Panama and had decided
to remain there. In the year Clarke was adnmitted to
Combermere, the family moved its house to more spacious
grounds on Flagstaff Road in the nearby Clapham district.
Since the new location was within easy cycling distance of the
school, it minimised transportation costs.
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translation of Virgil and Caesar into English.®® In English
Literature, he had by the end of his second year already

studied Julius Caesar and As You Like It, and from the Third

Form the school introduced him to a series of other
Shakespearean works.® So successful was the school system
in kindling his enthusiasm for English literature that he read
voraciously on his own, finding the greatest appeal in poetry
and in works by Charles Dickens and P. G. Wodehouse.®® He
also visited the public library on many Saturdays, becoming

engrossed in Saturday Night, London Illustrated, The Spectator

and Punch.® As well, he was again stimulated to write. 1In
the Fifth Form, he joined a number of classmates in producing

a "newspaper" called "The Daily Poop", which consisted of no

63aAustin Clarke, "Pragnull!" The Nation 19 October 1979:

14.

6"Amcmg these were Shakespeare's The Merchant of Venice,
Milton's Paradise lLost and Paradise Regained, Sheridan's
School for Scandal and an array of poetry by such writers as
Keats, Shelley, Wordsworth, Byron and Coleridge.

$5clarke denies that his writing was influenced by the
English writers. At the very least, however, Dickens and
Wodehouse must have struck a chord within him. Equally
credibly, they might also encouraged his interest in gentle
humour and, in Dickens' case, given him a preliminary feel for
satirical writing.

%aAgain outside the school setting, Clarke's interest in
English Literature was strengthened through the zeal of Frank
Collymore, one of his teachers, who often invited senior
Combermere boys to serve as ushers or stage assistants at
drama presentations at the "Green Room", a theatre with which
Collymore was associated as actor and director. Clarke claims
that his contact with "live" productions and his opportunity
to see some powerful performances by Collymore and others
increased his enthusiasm for drama.
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more than the middle pages of an exercise book and was usually
circulated within the <class. Because of his striking
handwriting, he was assigned the task of laying out the one
copy of each issue, but he also contributed humorous portraits
of other students. Around this time, toco, he wrote similar

sketches for the school magazine, The Combermerian. His

creative efforts were not confined to prose, however, for his
assimilation of English literature impelled him to write
poetry imitative of Milton and Keats.

It was Clarke's special talents 1in athletics,
however, that now began to play a significant role in his
life, offering a very different way out of a dead-end.® He
discovered his potential as an athlete when, to his own
astonishment, he won an unimportant race at school. After
this, he competed regularly at Combermere's annual sports day,
his specialties being running and the long jump. Clarke is by
no means modest about his accomplishments in this sphere, and
he asserts proudly that he set records that have not yet been
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broken. His successes brought him publicity and as he

®’”Indeed, it soon led to his meeting and interaction with
new and sometimes important people as well as to a trip to
Trinidad, where he was exposed to what he deemed a more
liberal environment in terms of race and class. This visit
was to make such a strong impression on him that he began to
doubt whether he could 1live permanently in the more
restrictive Barbadian setting.

“confirmation of Clarke's prowess in athletics comes from
Keith Sandiford, who attended Combermere around the same time
as Clarke. Sandiford, now a Professor of History at the
University of Manitoba, writes:



34
became better known he gained easy access to prominent blacks,

who advised him about a career:

By the time I was in the Fifth Form at Combermere,
I had met the men of the previous generation who
had come back as lawyers. I used to go to the
House and listen to debates. I was well Kknown
through my athletics, so I was easily approached by
these men and we discussed ambitions and careers.
They would suggest, "Why not do this or do that?"
By the time I went to Harrison College, I knew what
I wanted to do. Go to Oxford, then go to the Inns
of Court, and go back home.®

It was not only at the House o©of Assembly that Clarke met

% In this connection, his stepfather's posting to

lawyers.
police barracks in Bridgetown proved felicitous, for when his
mother became ill it became his duty to take his stepfather's
lunch to the barracks. His delight in language prompted him
on these occasions to go to the court-house nearby, where he

watched the lawyers 1in action. In this way, also, he met

several of them and again talked about possible careers. He

I myself have known "Tom” Clarke ever since I
entered Combermere School as a petrified "New Boy"
in January 1947. He was then in the third form and
had already established an enviable reputation as
an athlete. He was our Victor Ludorum (champion
athlete) that year and in the next two as well. He
ran (and usually won) every distance race from 100
vards to half a mile. Naturally, from 1947 to 1949
he was one of Combermere's outstanding
representatives at the Interschool Sports.

See Keith Sandiford to Stella Algoo-Baksh, 28 May 1990.
®%Austin Clarke, personal interview, 20 August 1987.
70Among the members of the House of Assembly were men like

Julien Marryshaw and Frederick Smith who had trained in Law
in England.
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had moved far beyond any thought of a military career, one he
had contemplated when he Jjoined the Cadet Corps on his

4 Law loomed larger as an option.

admission to Combermere.
Now it was not only English culture that attracted him; now
it was England itself that beckoned. But Clarke's first task
was to complete his secondary education and, on passing the
Ccambridge Senior School Certificate examinations in 1950, he
moved to the neighbouring Harrison College for two years of
Sixth Form studies. That his new school would simply prolong
influences of the type to which he had already been subjected

is implicit in Keith Sandiford's description of secondary

schooling of the time:

Our school system ... was still patterned on
nineteenth-century Eton and Winchester and the
emphasis was still then very much on the four Cs:
Cricket, Christianity, Classics and the Cane. So
we learnt an enormous amount of unnecessary Latin
and Greek, and no natural sciences at all. We
learnt a good deal of British and European history
and no West Indian sociology at all. We knew some
European geography, and could recite all the major
European capiltals, but we knew very little about

Barbados and less about the Caribbean. ... No one
instilled in us any pride in our own past or
heritage. After all, we were simply British

subjects taught to glory in Anglo-Saxon triumphs
and to sing "God Save the Queen" as well as "Rule
Britannia".”

'The cadet Corps was a youth arm of the Barbadian
militia. Clarke notes that on becoming a member of the
Combermere unit he had become fascinated with the uniform and
the equipment and had for a while entertained a career in the
militia.

7’Reith Sandiford, "Barbados Then, and Barbados Now,"
Banija #5 (1989,/1990): 49.
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Being a Modern Studies registrant, Clarke would normally have
taken Latin, English Literature and English History as his
main subjects, but since the school deemed his background in
English History inadequate it decided he would substitute
Roman History for 1it. His studies in English Literature
ranged over selected writers from the medieval period to the
twentieth century. As it turned out, Harrison College ga