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Chapter Eleven.

From the Sugar Estate to the Suburbs: Varieties of Indian

Residential Experience.

The image of the Indian in the Caribbean as a rural person, wedded

by cholce to the land, has been cne of the most persis%ant stereotypes
of both non-Indian social comment and fiction. By contrast, much Indo-
Caribbean fiction, whilst quantitatively'reflecting the fact that the
majority of Indians in Trinidad and Guyana do live in rural areas and
are employed 1in agricuiture, very strongly challenges the conception

of the Indian as a country-dweller by choice. Indeed, the overwhelming-
1y negative treatment of rural life by Indo-Caribbean writers indicates
strongly that we are often simply being presented with an alternative
stereotype. Many of the writers discussed in this chapter came either
from urban backgrounds or made their ‘escape’ from the country-side.
It is frequently evident that, as yet, we have only received a partial

view of this area of Indo-Caribbean experience.

The chapter focuses on residential location, rather than social class
as the most significant aspect of the internal diversity of the Indian
population, though the one is often the indicator of the other. The
diversity, the relationship between estate, rural village, urban centre
and wealthy suburb, is both synchronous and sequential. The journey
of Mr. Biswas from the mud and grass hut of the village of his birth
to the jerry-built but still solid house in‘Sikkim.Street represents
a passage made by a significant minority of Indians.

As Chapter Seven outlined, at the beginning of the journey, for
virtually all the Indians who came to the Caribbean , was a period of
residence on a sugar estate. For some it was no more than a temporary
phase; for others, particularly in Guyana, the estates remained as
distinctive communities until the early 1950s. The egalitarian soclal
climate, industrial militancy and the non-Brahminical religious

practices of the estate marked it off guite distinctively from the
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villages where the pattern of North Indian village life, including an
attenuated caste system, was reconstituted. In its difference, the

image of estate life has varied very sharply depending on the observer's
point of view, In Guyanat for instance, Indians in the rice-growing
areas of the Essquibo, where an orthodox Brahminical cu%ture survives,
have tended to look down on estate dwellers as 'low nation’ people who

* 2
drank, were violent and had disorganised family lives.

Such a view 1is very much present in the Green Vale chapter of V.S.
Naipaul's A_House For Mr. Biswas (1961), the work, of course, of an
urbanised Brahmin, The estate is a place where blighted nature sym-
bolizes the blighted lives. Naipaul uses the image of the trees whose
leaves are half-dead, with death 'spreading at the same pace grom the

roots' and leaves which 'only grew longer before they too died' to

suggest the decaying stasis which afflicts the labourers' lives., They
still live in the barracks of the identure period, they wait for their
pay in 'slow submissive queues' and.are apparently content to put up "
with the 'mud,animal droppings and the quick slime on the stale puddigér/
of the barrack yard. Theirs is a life of crude pleasures: Christmas is

a day of 'abandoned eating and drinking and ...the beating of wives'fﬂyo

Relationships are determined by power. When the labourers detect Bis-
was's weakness they are quick to mock him and, when Seth, whom they
fear, takes estate landaway from them, they begin a campaign of sly
terror against Biswas, They kill his dog and, after his departure from
the estate, burn his house down, Biswas's own feelings are corruypted
by living near to them:

He began to speak of the brutishness of the labourers; and

instead of wondering, as he had done at the beginning, how

they lived on three dollars a week, he wondered why they
g0t so much. (p 131)

Yet in this episode, there is also a scene of peculiar tenderness when,
after Biswas collapses and Anand is heard screaming, one of the labour-
ers braves his way through the storm. As he approaches Anand he cries,

| (p.284)
'Oh my poor little calf! Oh my poor little calf! ' It is a humanity



456

which Biswas has been unable to see and which Naipaul only belatedly
suggests.,

Sheik Sadeek's novel,The Song of the Sugarcanes (1975),1is the work
of one who escaped. In the foreward he writes: 'In-as-much as 1 hate
to look back atqmy slavish days on the plantation...' amd the novel,
which portrays every aspect of estate life as contemptible, consistently
expresses this perSPective? It is presented as a saga of Indian achieve-
ment, 'from rags and total i1lliteracy;from the...slush and mud of a
remote sugarcane plantation, to learning and 1uxury'?.but is in fact
the story of an escape from Indianness into European mimlcry.The estate
dwellers aim always to reduce life to a meaﬁ lowness. When they learn
that the herolne,Lillawattie, is destined to marry the Indian foster-
son of a wealthy white doctor, they Jjealously try to assassiﬁate her
character and drag her down to their own level. The estate women,'cane-
field women' who sleep with the overseers for favours, affect a hypo-
critical moral indignation when Lillawattie is discovered alone with
a boy. The men are portrayed as craven cowards. When things start To
go wrong during an attempted strike they mill around 'uneasily,llke a
tired hungry pack...sauabbling and whimpering'. When Lillawattie looks
at them she thinks:'What a rice-bellied lot! What guts they have...Plty
rolled within her' .6 It is the pity of contempt. Their culture is present.
ed as only an éssertion of lowness, Lillawattie's sharp-tongued mother

spends. much time trying to teach her daughter a proper passivity:'Me

tell you to keep you blasted mout' padlock, an' not to watch people in
7
them face!l'

By contrast, Peter Kempadoo and in particular Rooplall Monar, both

of Madrassi estate backgrounds, have written of its 1life rather differ-

S
ently, In part, Peter Kempadoo's Guiana Boy (1960), also the story of

one who escaped, reiterates the negative picture V.S.Naipaul and Sadeek

give. However, Guiana Boy has the virtue of going beyond the stereo-

types and bringing the people of the estate into a closer focus. It

shows, for instance, that even within the ranks of the workers there nvo
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social gradations, so that people like Lilboy's parents look up To the

white manager and are highly gratified by his occasional show of patron-

age, and despise the common labourers who live in the nigger-yard. And
though to some extent Guiana Boy presents a uniform picture of the
labourers as a coarse,pork-eating, heavy-drinking and s%xually ribald
group, 1t also contains characters such as Lilboy's feckless but like-
ably rascallish Uncle Tobie who successfully evades the regimentation
of estate life,

In many respects Kempadoo's 01d Thom's Harvest (1965), also based
on his growing up on the Cane Grove estate on the Mahaica river, is an
even less satisfactory work of fiction since it exposes Kempadoo's
inability to develop character and impose a vision on what he records.
However, as a portrayal of a group of people who have been abandoned
by employers and Government when sugar production is halted on the
estate (as happened in Cane Grove in 1948) the novel does begin to
suggest some of the strengths of the estate community which were lost
in its break-up. Nevertheless, Kemp;doo's portrayal remains ambivalent.
For instance, the apathy of the remaining people is seen as endemic
to the culture of the estate. As Charlie Thom, a former estate driver
complains, estate coolies had allowed 'shit to float all around the
place and into their kitchens every time the rain spit...' The men are

seen as having been emasculated by the power of the overseers to take

their wives and they remain trapped by the illusion that the white

managemeﬂf class cares for them. Charlie Thom télls 'Mas' Kén'; the

son of the former manager,' we miss your Pa from this estate one hell-
uva lot', and they mistakenly believe that Mas' Ken will take up_their
cause, Yet Kempadoo also shows the estate people in a different light.
The meeting they hold with a Government representative reveals them

as having a‘shrewd political awareness. They have no illusions about

what the middle class politicians were doing. They send a representative %
of a company union packing for doing 'boss-man stinking work and lick |

thelr behind for a few copper cents'. Again, Charlie Thom's wife suggestsl



something of the former social Solidarity of the estate in the past

when 'people was one' and 'People woulda share what they got'. She

recalls how life was hard:

But for.all that,when people go to work early in the m rning
they whistle and sing and laugh and when they come back from
work at six o'clock in the afternoon they whistle and sing
and laugh.And after dinner the East Indians boiled their
channa and the black people their black-eye peas and rast
corn and they all sit down near their hand-lamps and their

mosquito Smoke-pots and looked out into the black night and
and tell their children stories that make your skin grow.;.!

It i1s a memory of the estate shared by many former estate dwellers,

but not one which Kempadoo was able to integrate effectively into the

texture of eilther of his novels,

The most outstanding attempt to do justice to the evident hetero-

genelity of estate experience is Rooplall Monar's collection of short
stories, Backdam People (1985)T:Monar was born in a mud-floor logie

on Lusignan estate, the son of cane-workers (his mother still works

as a weeder). He lived on Lusignan until he was about ten, before mov-
ing to Annandale village where he has lived ever since.Monar has devel-
oped a mature,clear-sighted perSpec%ive on estate life, portraying
both its positive and negative features with eaual conviction.Soclally
ne "has never separated himself from these whose lives have been shaped
by working 1n the canefields, and though his stories are sometimes
angry, they never express contempt. Monar's social commitment to rec-
ording the lives of the backdam people is reflected in his consistent

and inventive use of creolese throughout the stories. By a process

of deep reflection on his childhood memories and hours of talking with
older men and women,he has developed an intimate and inward view of

estate culture,

He recognises very clearly that though there were certain underlying

consistencles in the social structure of the estate, in the twenty

year period his stories span, it was never a static system.Above all
he shows that though the estate dwellers lived their lives within the |
same circumscribed conditions, they maintained an intense idividuality. %

Indeed, several of the stories focus on how, within the external 3
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uniformity, the construction of an idiosyncratic personality absorbs:
much of the creative energies of the characters.In addition, though

Monar never decorates his stories with cultural detail merely for the
sake of it, he shows that the estates were not just places of labour,

but communities where people made music, danced, told storles and wor-
¢

2

shipped.

Within the stories there are alternative views of the estate. There
are those like Sumintra and Big-Boy Mumma in 'Jan-Jhat' who regret that
the old days have gone and that the younger generation have changed:
'Eh-eh, dem young gal,proper shameless nowadays', they complain. There
is also the view of the estate headmaster in 'Dhookie' who, meeting
the school's biggest dunce a few years after he has left, and hearing
him proudly announce that hé 'wukking in the mule gang’, sadly reflects
that 'Dull or brilliant,they all end in the sugar cane field.' None

of the stories ignores the hierarchical structure of the estate and the

manager's power; they show that though that power breaks some, degrades

A

" some, corrupts some and forces some into absurd compromises, there are
others who rebel or, by cunning and ingenuity, subvert the estate order
to their advantage. Monar's estate dwellers are never mindless autom-
atons; if they appear to be acting passively it is because they have

weighed the consquences and have decided to bide their time.

Monar portrays the power relationship between manager and workers
with a mixture of acerbity and humour. In 'Cent and Jill', for instance,
the school children are marched at Christmas to the managerus house

where Missie throws down coins and sweets to them from the balcony and

they will scramble :

jus like when dog does fight among they self fo food throw-
ing to them from verandah-top while the Missie giggling.

The narrator recalls his youthful awareness of how teachers Urmilla

and Johnson signal their feelings when the Headmaster makes them sing

'Rule Brittania' by 'fanning themselves with exercise book as though
they feel hot', but notes that as soon as they reach the estate house

yard they start 'moving like athlete when they know them Missie watching
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them’.

The stories are acute on how the power of the manager is often
disguised by the intermediary role of traditional authority figures
from the Indian communityu 'Hakim Driver' shows how such figures,
whether sacred or profane, are often corrupted by thelr, role. Hakim-
bap, the Muslim majee on the estate, uses his sPirituélTauthority to
gain a privileged place as a barrier 5etween the manager and the work-
ers' complaints. 'Slow-slow Hakim-baap and them bakra man come thick-
thick like konky',so that when people come to him he consults his Koran
and tells them' 'This is not right time to discuss with big manja.Wait
after the moon full'Jtreed from estate work to pursue his ministry, the
majee 'always dred in he mind that if he come too disgusting,big man-
ager might want to send he back to the backdam'. Similarly, his son,
Hakim Driver, uses his position to take advantage of other men's wives.
Monar deals i;onically with the comnection between the two kinds of
authority when an irate husband chops Hakim and 'he private come oo
weak'; he abandons his secular power and takes over from his late

father as majee and becomes 'one very good man',

The absurd compromises forced on those sympathetic to the workers
but beholden to the manager is the theme of 'Lakhan Chase Dispenser’.
The estate hospital dispenser is Mathews, a creole from Georgetown
who makes a polnt of 'always bowing and saying :'How do you do?' to
anybody,even 1f you cleaning mule-stable self 1like Black-an-Shine

and Rat'. Mathews feels genuine sympathy for the workers,particularly

when they start to bring him gifts, and freely gives out sick-notes.,
However, he is then instructed by the manager to stamp out mal%ngering.
He solves his dilemma by giving out doses of Epsom salts to those

whom he suspects might be faking, in order that they can show genuine
symptoms of illness. The scheme backfires when Lakhan's dose of salts
proves so explosive (described with graphic gusto) that 1t prevents
him from going to the funeral he had needed the sick-note for. He

suspects the dispenser has poisoned him and is only just stopped from
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using his cutlass on the dispenser. Nevertheless, he readily believes
Mathews's lie that the manager had ordered him to give out the salts.
He even feels sorry for Mathews and says, 'You know, me pappa say never
trust one backra', The story ironically accepts Mathews's lie as a

kind of truth.
’

Monar always remembers though,that there are those, who are broken
by the estate. In 'Hakim Driver', Khan 1is one of the cuckolded husbands,

but he is forced to be compliant because estate work has broken hils

health and made him impotent, and he needs Hakim's favour to obtaln
lighter work. And yet, and the stories are full of such ironic percept-
ions, coexisting with Hakim's exploitation of Khan's weakness is a human
relationship:t Khan and his wife 'come more thick as man and wife and

Hakim like the big brother'.
But if the hierarchical order of the estate is the major fact in the
workers' lives, their response is by no means always passive. In 'Cent

- and Jill', when the boy who witnesses the undignified scrambling of the

children suddenly recognises the mééning of the event, he stands aside
and on the way back to his house has to plunge into the canal 'for
cool -off me passion'. There are characters like Bahadur who in the
story of that name 'can't stem the blasted advantage them driver and

overseer does take of them thick and good-looking coolie and black-
women', who has such a strong regard for his dignity that ' you couldn't
dare eye-pass he...or else was real trouble.And he don't stand fo non-
sense from them driver and overseer and backra man,never mind them con-
trol the estate at that time'.,He is one of a group of characters who
ingeniously succeeds in-getting a position for himself which protects
his independence. 'Massala Maraj' shows the comic lengths %o wﬁich the
cunning would go to explolt the management to their own advantage.

This story both celebrates Maraj's cunning and satirises his brahmin-
ical pretensions: ''E always t'inkin' dat he is brahmin an backdam

wuk noh so prappa for 'e caste'. Massala Maraj inveigles his way out
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of field labour by making the manager and his wife addicted to his

'massala fowl curry', He becomes the estate carpenter and, according

to the saying, 'neva trus' a Brahmin too much, E mek yuh run,Papa’,
Mara] 1s soon using his position to cheat the manager. However, despite
his wife's warning ('Yuh mean yuh na got 1il shame popryuh.Nah mek

yuh eye big.Tief,but nah tief nuff for get ketch...') Massala is too‘
greedy and 1is inevitably caught by the manager as he is dragging a log
underwater along the canal. He has to pretend that he is 'shyin' for
patwa , the small fish which live in the canal mud. It is a scene which
brings out all Monar's gifts for visual and aural comedy. Yet, if Maraj
is a winner, 1%t is clear that he succeeds only because he has fitted

himself into the power structure of the estate.

The pervasiveness of that structure is shown by the way that those
who attempt to create an alternative system of esteem, mimic the est-
ate structure by basing their reputation not on moral consensus but
on compliance exacted through force{For instance, Ramban, another 'dam
independent' man, in the story, 'Bully Boy', tries to establish a pos-
ition for himself which is outside the estate hierarchy; but it mimics
that hierarchy by being based purely on fear and the threat of physical
brutality. Ramban uses his power merely to exact a constant supply
of drinks from his weaker workmates.However, based as it is on-physic-
al force, Ramban's power is vulnerable. His reign of terror ends when
'one big strong man.chop-up Bully-Boy ...and cool Bully-Boy for good'.
Thereafter he 1is a pathetic broken figure. Yet, ;s other stories show,
the estate was not merely a society of the weak and the strong, but
a community with its own moral norms and tolerances. Thus the rise of
the estate badman, such as Bully-Boy, is seen very much as a phenomenon

of the early 1950s as the 0ld estate communities were breaking up and
political changes were giving the workers a different idea of themselves

Those changes can be seen most clearly in a story such as 'Jhan-
Jat' where Data , by carefully biding her time, successfully rebels

against her husband and his domineering mother, so that she can live
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'me life according to me own likeness'. That urge, suppressed, diverted
into devious and anti-social forms as it sometimes is, is seen by Monar
to underlie the behaviour of nearly all his estéte-dwelling characters.
The heart of the sugar estate experiencg is, of course, physical
labour, the tasks of trenching,weeding, planting and cutting,which until
the slow spread of mechanisation, have changed scarcely'gt all since the
days of slavery. Surprisingly, there are remarkably few fictional port-
rayals of the act of labour, with the exception of significant episoées
in three of Samuel Selvon's works. His treatment is ambivalent. In 'Cane
Is Bitter', it is the life of field labour which Romesh has to escape
from, but his only moment of pleasure during his visit to his family
is Qhen he joins his brothfr Harl cane-cutting and restores a contact
which education has broke;: Similarly, in Turn Again Tiger (1958) cane-
~labour symbolises for Tiger everything which 1s servile 1in the Indian

experience in the Caribbean, but it is part of his progress to maturity

that he must test himself in the cane-fields:

'TI have a feeling to work,to cut cane until I sweat, and
all my muscles tired,and still go on cutting...' (3

In The Plains of Caroni (1970) , Selvon seems almost to create a myst-
ique of the figure of the cane-cutter in the portrayal of Balgobin's
quixotic battle against the new harvesting machine., Balgobin is proud
of his skill in wielding 'poya', his cutlass and the harvester threatens
his skill., Yet though Selvon romanticises Balgobin's revolt, he also

shows that in the act of cane-cutting Balgobin makes himself akin to

the machine he despises:

Every move he had had purpose and effect, and after a minute
or so he became engrossed with the rhythm of the work... He
was like a machine himself,performing automatically without
pause. il

If novelists have written little about work, the figure of the sugar
worker has proved irrefistible to Indo-Caribbean poets. There are at
least fourteen versio;;. ggst of which express a sentimental but gen-
uine protest against the harshness of the sugar worker's life, which,

as the sugar economy has grown less important, has become increasingly
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depressed. Monar, one of the few writers actually to have worked on
an estate, catches the monotonous, depersonalising rhythms of labour

in his poem, 'Creole Gang':

Baling and throwing
among green canes from rusty punts...

between cane roots and black streams, ,

sunburnt trenches and parched earth,

wearied days and restless reality.

Their hands and limbs are but fragments

That walk and bathe...'l ‘

By contrast, rice cultivation, seen as a symbol of peasant independence,
is portrayed as requiring labour which, though hard, is dignified and
productive. Jagdip Maraj's 'Reaping Rice' in The Flaming Circle (1966)

pictures a peasant woman whose look towards her toiling husband,

»»+18 neither servile,fearful nor proud
But 1s rich with tender love and pity...

she returns to the lagoon and plants
her strong legs into the earth... 3

The sugar estate communities existed in pure form in Guyana up to
the 1950s, though even then many estates had a high proportion of in-
-habitants who were not employees., Ig the Caroni and Oropouche areas
of Trinidad, on the Essequlibo coast and in the rice-growing areas of
the Corentyne in Guyana, the majority of Indians lived in independent
villages and settlements. Some of these remained dependent on estate
work, but in others a more self-sufficient life developed on the basis
of rice cultivation, cane-farming and provisions growing. As was out-
lined in Chapter Seven, in many of these villages there was a partial
" restoration of the kind of cultural patterns to be found in the villages
of Uttar Pradesh. Yet even in the nineteenth century there were those
who left the countryside, and, particularly after the economic boom
stimulated by the American presence ( eSpecially in Trinidad) in the
post-second-world-war period, the urban centres increasingly attracted
younger Indians away from the country areas. This process has intensi-
fied as communications media(and improved transportation) have brought
images of urban plenty into the homes of country-dwellers, their impact

increased by the actual Governmental neglect the rural areas have suffer
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ed., Nevertheless, many Indians remain attached to rural life and the

culture it supports,

In such a context, it is scarcely strange that literary images of
Indian village life have tended to polarise around its actual positive
and negative features. Much is the work of writers whose experience
has been urban or whose education and employmenthawe~ték;n them away
from the country.There are exceptions,'writers such as Vishnu Gosine:
and Harricharand Narine who have remained in touch with village life
and whose literary treatment of it is notably more sympathetic than
that of urban writers such as V.S. and Shiva Naipaul or refugees from

Trinidadian Indian village life such as Harld Sonny Ladoo.

Images of village 1life have changed in ways that reflect both actual

changes and changes in the way rural life has been seen. One striking
feature of the short stories of Seepersad Naipaul is that in most of

them the village locale is assumed and rarely described visually.It is
simply Indian life. However, 1in one;or two of the later stories defin-

ing elements incisase. For instance, in the second part of 'The Advent-
¢. 1943~ 1950)

ures of Gurudeva' we are told at one point:

But Cacande was not like St.James or Arima or San Fernando.

Cacande was not polyglot.Cacande was a little India, almost
wholly Hindu-populated... i1

Something has happened. Seepersad Naipaul no longer feels able to take

the village for granted. This becomes even clearer in the short piece,
(C1945=1948)

'In The Village', a product of his involvement in a Government survey
of rural poverty. He now sees the village with other eyes, from the
standard of the city where he had been living since 1938. For instance,

when he looks at the inslide of a poor caneworker's hut, he now sees

a1l the absences:

The hut inside was almost empty.A few sugar-sacks were dumped
in a corner; some faded,non-descript garments hung on a line
that was stretched from one wall to another; a pair of work
trousers hung from a nail on the wall; from another nail

~ hung a felt hat that had seen better days...

Everything in that hut seemed to be competing for a prize
1n drabness. v

Thereafter there are few Indo-Caribbean porirayals of rural life
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which are not made from the perspective of the city. V.S.Naipaul has

written of his own experience:

I liked the move to Port of Spain,to the emptier house,and
the pleasures and sights of the city...After the shut-in

compound life of the house in Chaguanas, I liked living in
a city street., 2l

The rural setting his father had once taken for granted is now exotic.
The young Naipaul is taken to visit 'the Indian village life I had

never known...when we went to the country to visit my father's own
2L
relations...it was like a fairy tale come to life'. Those of V.S.Nalp-

aul's aware characters who live in the country all have that outsider's

view, In The Mystic Masseur (1957),when Ganesh comes back to live in
Fourways, though his experience of Port of Spain has been uncomfortable

('too big,too noisy, too alien'), he no longer feels he belongs in the

village:

He began to feel a little strange and feared that he was
going mad.He knew the Fourways people and they knew him,but
he sometimes felt cut off from them. 23

Similarly, Naiﬁaul's description of Fuente Grove,where Ganesh moves

with Leela, indicates an urban respénse which sees from a distance and

from the outside:

They had few thrills.The population was small and there
were not many births, marriages or deaths to excite them...
Once a year,at the 'crop-over' harvest festival...Fuente
Grove made a brave show of gaiety...men,women and children
rattled the piquets on the carts and beat on pans,singing

about the bounty of God., It was like the gaiety of a starv-
ing child, *¢

The last intrusive sentence, with its uncharacteristically awkward
rhythm and forced metaphor, suggests a response not quite under control.
In A House For Mr. Biswas (1961), the ironically titled chapter describ-
ing Mr.Biswas's childhood, 'Pastoral',and the chapter dealing with his
time as an incompetent shopkeeper in The Chase,both portray the village
as a place where human life is unaccommodated, effort inefféctuél and
results temporary. The 'pastoral' world of Biswas's village childhood

is made up of the 'unnecessary and unaccomodated', of useless people
1ike Bipti's father 'futile with asthma' or the people in Ajodha’s
rumshop, 'useless -Pe0ple crying in cornersﬁfsgg ig a world where Bils-

was's malnutrition gave him eczema and sores 'that swelled and burst
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and scabbed and burst again until they stank', where children are rob-
bed of thelir childhoods so that they have the 'mannerisms of adults’.
It is a place where the crumbling mud huts symbolize the people's fail-
ure to make any mark on the earth. Though the rituals performed

for Biswas's birth suggest a people whose reverences a;é,still intact,
Naipaul sees no community in the village. It is a brutish world where
Dhari terrorises the widowed Bipti as he digs for Raghu's buried mon;y.
Similarly, when Biswas goes to keep the Tulsi shop in the Chase, Naip-
aul emphasises 1its singular lack of charm, whether natural or human.
Yet coming to the Chase stimulates in Biswas a nostalgia for moments

in his childhood, though these memories are characteristically presented

as evanescent and uncertain. The scent of roasting poui sticks brings:

sensations, not pictures, of an evening meal being cooked
over a fire that shone on a2 mud wall and kept out the night,
of cool,new ,unused mornings,of rain muffled on a thatched
roof and warmth below it: sensations as faint as the poul
itself, but sadly evanescent, refusing to be seized or to
be translated into a concrete memory. \fi3:)

There 1s a similar moment of recéll in Shiva Naipaul's Fireflies
(1970) ,when Ram Lutchman goes on a trip to the rural south of Trinidad
with his Presbyterian friend, Doreen James?;The episode is important
because it reveals to Ram the real nature of his relationship to Doreen,
and because it suggests something of the richness which has been lost
by the urbanised Khojas.The trip brings out all Doreen's silliness, and
in her patronising 'anthropological' attitudes Ram sees what he must
be in her eyes. He, on the other hand, finds a'wqud he had thought
lost, and though Shiva Naipaul emphasises the poverty and discomforts
of the village, it still: gives 'the impression of completeness and
self-sufficiency'. The description of the easy courtesy and genérosity
of the family who invite Ram and Doreen in and kill a fowl for them
to eat giveé an authentic picture of rural hospitality which is surp-
risingly rare in Indo-Caribbean fiction. It is one of the few moments

in the novel when Ram 1s completely happy, eating with his hands, sitt-

ing on the earth floor and talking to the old man. As Ram watches the
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fireflies outside the old man's hut, for the only time 1in the novel
they are seen as images of freedom 'wheeling in the air, tiny flakes of
coloured light'. The episode is without parallel in Shiva Naipaul's
fiction. More typical is the portrayal of Coalmine, where Mrs., Lutchman
goes to live with her friend Gowra, an anonymous village, set in monot-
onous vistas of cane, where life is little removed from éhe animal,
mechanically following the annual cycle of cane production. This kind
of image of village life is even more emphatically drawn in The Chip-
Chip Gatherers (1973) in the portrayal of the Sett lement from which
Egbert Ramsaran escapes, a place where the eye 'shied away from focus-
ing on the meanhuts:"&and social relationships are no more than the
mutual corruptions of the weak and the strong. The poor engage 1in an

'orgy of self-incrimination and self-denigration' when they petition

Egbert for favours,while he plays the role of the slave-master, advis-
27
ing his son to 'Frighten them a little! Horsewhip them'.

The novellst's eye indeed shies away; it refuses To see any human
individuality, seeing only children who grow up 'with the fated same-
1%
ness of animals born and bred to a particular role in 1life' and preiily

girls who are destined to become coarse and brutish.

In Harold Sonny ladoo's unremittingly bleak view of rural life
nature itself is part of the awfulnes;? In No Pain Like This Body(1972)
snakes and scorpions are both natural enemies of people and symbols
of ‘human and .cosmic malevolence. Pa, the sadistic persecutor of his
wife and children, is like a snake 'watching with poison in his eyes',
and 'smarter than a snake' when he starts pelting the snake holes 1in
the rice-bed to make his'son,Balraj,comes out of the water so he can

beat him. When the lightening falls on Tola Trace it falls like snakes.
Scorpions are the source of pain in the cane-fields, the literal sting
in the tall of Ladoo's claustrophobic world of inescapable suffering.
Thus when the sick child, Rama, is pdf inside the rice-box as the only
dry place in the hut, he is stung by the scorpions which Balraj dis-

lodges as he tries to repailr the leaking roof. Like the lightening,
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the swrpions are 'fire stingers'

Few novels convey so graphically the sufferings of unaccommodated

man from rain and flood. When the rains come, the dampness rises from

the mud floor of the hut 'and touched their bodies as dead fingers'

and soon the trash roof fails to give any shelter:
;

Rain began to fall through the holes in the roof,soaking
their heads. Some of the needle grass was blown off the roof
by the wind.Rain poured through the holes more and more.

Inside the kitchen, the floor was getting slippery; almost
too slippery to stand...3o

As an entirely natural structure the hut teems with insect life. As the
rains fall there are crickets inside it 'jumping crazily' and red stlng-

ing ants come out from the cracks in the walls,

They started to sting.Real hard. It was as if fire was burn-
ing their skins.They moved from against the wall, but the

ants were still stinging them. 3,

When Nanny and Nanna try to take Rama and Balraj to hOSpital} nature
still conspires against them:; the flood making it difficult for them

+o0 cross the swollen river,

Unaccommodated man is reduced to an animal level. As Chapter Twelve

outlines, the low caste inhabitants of Tola Trace possess only a deg-
enerate Hinduism, an inadequate source of consolation and moral instr-
uction. Constantly characters are compared to animals which are low

in the chain of being, such as the parallel drawn between the children
and the crapaud fish (tadpoles) they are catching, the relationshilp

of the children to Pa and the relationship of the people to the Sky
God who sports with their lives. Just as the tadpoles (which 'behaved
like drunk people in the water') doh't see Balra] creeping up on them,
he fails to see Pa lying in wait to beat him. Pa eats mangoes 'llke 2
pilg' and Panday sings to Ma 'you ugly like a rat,rat, rat'. When

Rama dies , the Pundit gives Pa the comfort of the farmyard: 'you just

' . L
have to ride you wife to make anodder chile'.

If the material circumstances of the inhabitants of Karan settlement
in Ladoo's Yesterdays (1974) , set in 1955, is no longer so constrained,
(though it is portrayed as a revoltingly odiferous place) the emotional

and spiritual quality of the inhabitants' lives 1is, 1f anything, even
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more debased. The settlement is riven by the casus bellil of Poonwa's
plan to go on & Hindu mission to Canada.He 1s enthusiastically support-

ed by his mother and her friend, Rookmin, because they know that:

All the young scholars in Karan settlement were doomed.The
sugarcane estates were monsters;they were in the habit of
vawning and swallowing young men;those who were lucky enough
to get away from the estates were trapped into a career of
rum-drinking and fighting., 33 S

Yesterdays, like No Pain Like This Body , which is set in 1905, 1is a
virulent attack on sentimental attitudes to the past such as Choonilal's
complaint that 'Everybody in dis island want to go to school.Nobody

14
don't want to work in de cane or plant tomatoes and ting...'.If the

middle class Indians at the University talked of the sense of communlty
to be found in the villages, lLadoo portrays a village life where a
preoccupation with sex and excretion is the only real link between
people. Sook, the village queer,who spends his time seducing the young
men and manipulating the quarrels of his neighbours, sentimentally tel%s
them ,'All you*livin in one village man,All you must try to live goodft
The hypocrisy of what passes for coémunity is sharply satirised in the
episode when Foonwa pretends to be dead as part of his campalgn to
make his father borrow the money to send him on his mission. The pres-
ence of the weeping mourners is outwardly a sign of communal solldar-
ity, but all present are in reality pursuing their own self-interest.
Choonilal's wife, Basdai, is sreaming hysterically in order to trick
her husband;Tailor, their idle lodger, who thinks that Poonwa is dead,
weeps to impress Basdai so that she will take him in permanently; and
Ragbir, thelir lecherous neighbour, throws himself on the floor igfgrief
so that he can look up the women's dresses,

Ladoo evidently had good reason to loathe rural Trinidad and ‘escape
to Canadaj on one of his return visits to see his family he was found

36
dead with head wounds in mysterious circumstances. Other writers have

seen in rural life many of the same ills savaged by ladoo, though few

have portrayed the lilves of rural people so rebarbatively.

There are a good many stories about the scourge of alcoholism such
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as Amir Jairam's 'Ram Take A Gamble'(1971), Carl Kowlessar's 'Gambage'

(1970), Vishnu Gosine's 'Daddy's Dead' (1973) and 'Uncle Jai' (1974),

Celia Dharanpaul's'Bushrum' (1971) , Diane Ramdass's 'The Drunkard'
37

(1974) and the character of Harrilal in Selvon's The Plains of Caroni

(1970).Most are merely censorious, though Gosine's 'Uncle Jai' deals

¢
more sympathetically with the alcoholic figure.However, the boy narrat-
or's switch from seeing his uncle with contempt for his moral failure

to seeing him sympathetically as a victim of circumstsnce is only the

substitution of one oversimplified construct for another. Indeed, for
all the quantity of fictional emphasis there is little enlightenment;
here fiction lags behind the sociological approaches of Agrosino and

53
lawney.

Other stories focus on rural violence, such as Vishnu Gosine's 'My
Grandfather's Story' (1974), S.K.Ragbir's 'Ratface' (1980), Cyril Daby-
deen's 'Bltter Blood' in Still Close To The Island (1980) and in sever-
-2l stories in Harry Narain's collection Grass-Root People (1981). In
nearly all, outbreaks of violence a;e poftrayed as the consequence of
tensions brought on by scarcity or the inarticulate response of simple
- people to a world which perplexes them., In Dabydeen's 'Bitter Blood',
Bull has been lnured to violence by his childhood beatings and driven
to assert the manhood lost by his lowly position on the white-man's
estate by bullying his fellow villagers. When Crabdog, a stranger,
comes into the village and, though only a small man, shows no fear of
Bull, the latter suspects he is working obeah on him., Crabdog is found
murdered with Bull the chief suspect., In Harry Narain's stories, there
is an ambivalence between pertraying the casual cruelties of village
life as intrinsic and as the product of specific, external political
pressures.Narain's collection has few literary pretensions, but as the
work of a rice farmer (formerly a teacher) it gives an exact picture
of how the rice farmers of the Essequibo have suffered from P.N.C. Gov-

ernment policy and the corrupt party bureaucracy which has all but

s trangled the industry. In 'Letter To The Prime Minister' he describes



L7

how the blockages in the milling and marketing system make farmers
employ 'dog-eat-dog tactics...All ayou in the same rat race.Everyone

o' you want you paddy gon fust':those pressures are seen 1n the gener-
al callousness of behaviour.In 'Frugal Minded', a youth caught stealing
mangoes which would otherwise have gone to waste 1is sad;stically punish-
ed by the children who catch Him. In 'Man or Beast', an 0ld man is
provoked by ‘the greater energy and drive of a younger into horribly
mutilating one of the younger man's cows. In 'Phagwah Story', the fest-
ival 1s portrayed as being celebrated without any mirth, only an 'ugly
drunken laughter'. When a sickly baby catches pneumonia and dies after
being drenched by a group of drunken women, few of the nz}ghbours att-
end the funeral. 'It was only a little child, a baby...'. However, 1if
Narain's picture of Indo-Guyanese rural life in the 1970s is unromantic-
ally harsh, there is always implicit in the stories a norm of Indian
rural conduct against which the behaviour of the story offends. Thus

in 'Man or Beast', the villagers are revolted to the depths of thelr
being by the mutilation of the cow. Other stories which deal with an
unneighbourly, dog-eat-dog side of rural life include Amir Jairam's

'The Missing Bull' (1974) and Vishnu Gosine's 'The Mango Raid'. However,
there are also stories which dwell on the moral courage and stoic dig-
nity of rural people. For instance, Neville Matadin's ‘The Cycle' and
'Environment' (1973) both celebrate the rural struggle to survive, and
Vishnu Gosine's 'The Last of The Jaikarans' tells without sentimentality
but with-greaf power,of the altruism of the wiaow who 1aboﬁrs'in the
cane fields and has no thought for anything other than her children's

welfare,

The need to escape from the restrictions of village life is a theme
4
which is frequently_explored. In Clyde Hosein's collection The Killing

of Nelson John and Other Stories it is a constant dream. In 'Crow',
Crow Kernahan dreams that his good singing voice and ability to comp-
ose Jjingles will help him to leave the village with its 'heat, the cin-

ema, the farting contests, the endless punning'. But he discovers that
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the advertising company only employs professionals and he fluffs his
audition. As he returns to his village on the bus he watches the 'ajoup-
as and cane patches fly by'. Crow both loves the land and is suffocat-

ed by 1t:

It gave him a thrill to sit in one place and watchthe earth
change.Across the fields, in the canecutters'' mud hutments
orange flambeaux flared.Stars began to show;;in the powder-
blue sky.A bullfinch flew down to the lowest tier. A great

sadness overcame him;yet he began to sing: And the Little
Senorita.

He sang for the croakingfrog, for the cane, the savannah,

the poor people huddled before their rag-and -bottle lamps,
for his dead mother, the boredom and materialism of Esper-

ance: You're breaking my heart;Unforgettable;Some enchanted

In 'Shoes' Hosein shows alien dreams gripping the impoverished country

imagination of Sonnyboy R.Ramsundar, who becomes Rock Ramsundar and

takes to riding his mule dressed like a Hollywood cowboy.

The themeqof frustrated rural talent is also explored in Vishnu Gos-
ine's 'Ganga Ram', a sentimental story of a homespun philosopher who
cries 'like a child' when he tells the boy narrator the story of Charles
Dickens, the 'Father of writers' an& shows him his bundle of rejected
short storles. He tells Johia that 'One day you'll become a writer
because you can think.,But do not live here.Go away.This place can kill
your creativity'fﬁ'

However, there are several writers whose stories recognise that
alongside the pressures to escape, there remained continuing attachments

to the land. The consequent tension between these two feelings, often

expressed in conflict between generations or the resentments of those

left behind and the guilt of those who had left,forms the theme of 2
number of stories. In both Carl Mohammed's 'A Cry For The Land' (1974)
and Sheik Sadeek's play, Goodbye Corentyne (1974;*fhe conflict is bet-
ween a husband who feels attachment to the land and a wife who desper-
ately wants to leave 1t. In Mohammed's story the husband pleads: 'If
this land must live again,part of this 1life must come from my hand, and,

all the people who have in they vein the blood of this rich black earth’

His wife runs away to town where he finds her short-skirted, lip-sticked
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and hair-dyed.She is unimpressed by his poetic description of the
town as being like ' a dry coconut that nicg outside,but the inside
hard and hollow.Nothing real in this place?i In Sadeek's play the hus-

band, Hassan, has similarly negative feelings about townspeople:

From the first time me get to know them man me hate them. ..

big mout', big talk. Town people rotten! Rotten an' stinkin'
like dead dog ah roadside after rain!te

Though his wife 1insists that without the civilising influence of the‘
town,country people would become wholly barbarian, Hassan insists that
in the country 'we will be free jus' like kis-ki-dee on coconut branch'.
The argument continues between the wife and two country girls and its
vituperativeness suggests that Sadeek was aware that both sides had
become increasingly uncertain in their loyalties. The increasing inter-
action between town and country and the tensions provoked by the drift
away are more consclously and wittily explored in Monar's 'Town School
Girl’ (1974§1which satirises both the pretensions of the country girl
attracted to tﬁe town who spends her time reading romantic novels and

- wishing she was whiter and the anim&s of the narrator who 1s more than
a little pleased that Radha's ambitions come to nothing.For him she is
only 'wan country gal who bin a go Night-School in Town and t'ink she
mo sma't dan me an yuh who see sun befo' she'. Stories such as Toodesh
Ramasar's 'The Mango Tree' (1976) , Vishnu Gosine's 'In The Shadows of
The Night'(197?) and Hemraj Muniram's ‘'A Matter of Circuﬁstance' (1970)
deal with the conflicts between 1idling, decultured village youth
and their elders. Harry Narain's 'The Terminal Days' is abolt the
derangement of an old man abandoned by the last of his children who
have 'departed the country one after another for overseas utopia'.

43
Several of Cyril Dabydeen's poems have as their theme the guilt ‘of one

who has left behind other members of his family. In 'Brother' he sees

the chokingof-a life once like his, 'ready to spring out into the world':

Now the voice

1s choked:;hands
will soon become
gnarled.,..

He plctures himself:-waiting:
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anxiously
for you
to be free
from that domain
locked in the fastness

of vines and trees
stunted in growth, 44

There is,indeed, remarkably little evidence in the writing discussed
f

above for the creole stereotype that Indians love the land. There are
very few Indo-Caribbean attempts to turn rural experience into pastoral.
The only exceptions are to be found in Rajkumari Singh's collection A
Garland of Stories (1965) and a comparatively small quantity of nature
poetry. In Rajkumari Singh's stories a pastoral tone 1is quite deliber-
ately employed, though other than providing the pattern of an idyll
which is subsequently broken, it is not clear why. Certainly, there is
no reason to suppose that she actually thought that rural Guyana was a
place where lovers met for a 'tryst' in a bower made 'poignant with the
odour of crushed jasmines' or where the dreaming cowherd,like the
shepherds of Géeek pastoral, sits 'gn a wide, verdant pasture...gazlng
into the azure sky flecked by fleec§ cloud' or where the'smell of the
soil is the intoxicating perfume of the creator’.

As Chapter Eight has shown, much of the Indo-Caribbean nature poetry
of the missionary-influenced period is Anglicised and dutiful. In the
work of Selwyn Bhajan, however, rural life finds a genuine celebrant.
For Bhajan, nature has a Wordsworthian significance as the moulding

influence of childhood and a symbol of the presence of the divine:

That child-discovered pulse of bliss
Which age-wised men call God. c¢¢ P

The idea of peasant attachment to the land is used as a symbol of his
own religious quest for oneness with the infinite. The religious signif-
icance of the land for Bhajan has,in my view, both positive and negat-

ive influences on his verse, Sometimes an acutely observed image 1s

diluted by a subsequent moralization, sometimes the image of the peasant

is sentimentally indulgent:

Peasant, you have the gentle land to care

The morning breath- to sober waking blues
Peasant, sometimes I wake to feel that

I belong to every vibrant fibre of your earth

And every peaceful peasant pore of you. s



L. 76.

Yet there are also occasions when Bhajan sees with wholly unpastoral

eyes as in 'Swamp Woman':

Her back is bent from too much bearing

Too much bending to the rice,

See her, mother moulding mud

A vessel veined by flesh-diced suffering

A life wasted in mute, pained plod.s5Z ]

But there are also poems where Bhajan's vision of peasant figures 1n
harmony with the landscape is much more convincing. For instance,in .

'Girl in the Garden' he refuses to see the girl other than for what

she is, but sees her with affection and respect:

Damp mud

Softened by last night's dew,
Gloved her fingers
Shoed her toes...

And she looked
Like she was,

A girl in the garden

Flavouring the early morning wind
With her sweat. .

Similarly, 'Poet of The Pod' movingly recollects his father as:

Gentle poet of the pod
I remember you

How you smelled
When I hugged

The perfume of your pale brown skin
Dabbed in dried cocoa mud. ¢,

Between pastoral and counter-pastoral it is evidently difficult for
the writer,whether his experience be urban or rural, to come to any
accommodating view, Clearly both what Bhajan and ladoo portray has a
subjective and partial kind of truth, but attempts to encompass.the
whole-complexity of rural experience or to work towards a balanced
view are rare. One short story which does attempt %pmething of this
kind is Ismith Khan's 'A Day in the Country' (1962f5@here the balance

derives from a carefully defined point of view and the awareness that

the experlence of rural life is always historical, and interpré%ed by
people who are at particular junctures of their own experience. The

'l1" narrator is a boy who has come to spend a holiday away from the
city in his uncle's shop in Tunapuna,still then a village. His is the
central conscilousness, but the story also reflects other ways of seeing

the country. The story describes the Saturday activities in and around
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his uncle's -shop. He observes his aunt's and uncle's humorous and
gently combative relationship, notices that beneath his aunt's business
there is an intense enjoyment of 'each moment of the day,each word of
conversation',.Like Mohun Biswas, Rajo, the boy's uncle, has been moved
out of the family home,equipped with a 'good hardworking girl' from
the sugar estates and set up in a shop in the country.;ft 1s not what
he has wanted, but his 'soul got used to shopkeeping' and Rajo has
learned to derlve hils pleasures from his contacts with people. No moral
point 1s made, simply the observation that there are satisfactions to
be had in the country for those who look for them. Indeed, the older
Indians who question the boy about the city, look on him with'a kind
of pity' for having to live there. The boy himself experiences awe

when, listening to the incessant insect noises of the night; he senses

that 'there was nothing outside at all,but only the sound of the earth
Sk
rolling slowly through the vastness of its mysterious void'.

But the story also shows how the country itself is changing, as
gleaming oil refineries are built in Indian areas and draw in labour
which until then has been rooted to the soil, or as the picture house
brings images of the outside world and makes the boy's cousin feel, 'No

' : 5
more small island for me.Soon, soon,soon as I grow up I leavin' ',

For the older generation there is still the security of a world which
moves slowly 1in its parochial way; but it is a world which is ending
as a new political consciousness touches its youth. This 1s sugges ted
deftly in theiscene.in the cinema when a youth courts arrest by refus-
ing to stand for the British national anthem:'And what the hell the

' :1’]
King ever do for me - tell me dat', he protests,

A different kind of doubleness of perception of the country and
village 1life 1s suggested in some of Samuel Selvon's fiction. In A

Brighter Sun (discussed more fully in Chapter Fifteen) Tiger is one of

the restless souls who even in semi-urban Barataria feels 'the great

distance which separates him from all that was happening'. Yet at the
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same time he can also feel an intense satisfaction with the rhythms of

rural life, 'as if he were living in accordance with the way things
§7

should live’'., The attraction of the arcadian dream and its impossibil-

ity for Selvon's restless heroes 1is a theme that runs through his

fiction. In An Island Is A World (1955) Foster is briefly tempted by

the simple life lived by Father Hope in Veronica, a place that had

L

stayed 'beautiful ...because only poor peasants lived there', people

who 'lived simply and gorked hard,tilling the land and rearing a few
5

odd head of livestock'., It is a place of innocent virtues in contrast
to the cynical, amoral turbulence of urban life.However, Foster knows
that for him the dream is impossible, even before he discovers that
his confidence in Father Hope is misplaced, Again, Those Who_Eat The
Cascadura (1972) explores Roger Franklyn's cocoa estate as both an

idyllic and an imprisoning spot, an eden where people have a frank inn-
ocence and a place which is itself infected by the 'evil spirits, diss-
ension, confusion and evenrconceivaﬁie badness' which the housekeeper,
Eloisa, mistakenly imagines is only found in the world beyond the est-

ate. Yet if the thread of pastoral and counter-pastoral runs through

Selvon's work, he has also given, in Turn Again Tiger (1958) one of

the few portrayals of village life which shows both its warts (its ted-

ium , narrowness and jealousies) and its vigour as a place where diverse

individuals share a community of interests. Though Tiger has been 10O

much exposed to the world outside to stay in Five Rivers, he learns an

important lesson there about the limitations of possibility and a

mature response to that fact:

Whichever way he looked at it,there was no denying that

here was life being lived...Whatever disatisfaction he felt
made no difference to the acts of living carried on day

afifer day by the people he knew: the eating,the sleeping,

the working, the laughter and the drink in the evening.

The women became pregnant and the children were born to take
over when the o0ld ones died.There was excitement and jealousy

and love and hate and every emotion that could possess agpan.

That sense of life being lived is also caught in an unremarked and

unpretentious short novel by Harricharan Narine, Days Gone By (c 1975) .
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One of its strengths is that it was written for a local Trinidadian
audience. Although it occasionally gives superflous explanations about
an Indian village past which might be unfamiliar to a contemporary
urban audience, and although there are a few intrusive moralisations
about the ill-effects of drink, in general the novel s%ﬁply'ghgyg in

a non-judgemental but shrewdly observant way, something of the texture

L

of village experience which has tended to disappear behind the attltud-
inal shaping of other writer's work. Here there is neither pastoral nor
counter-pastoral., There are the joys of the boys' holidays playing by
the dam, thelr persisting friendships and their sense of the loyalties
amongst the villagers; and there are the pains of beatings and their
growing awareness of the dereliction of some adult lives and the casual
brutalities meted out to animals., Above all, it is a portrayal of. people
who simply are. They are thoroughly Indian and thoroughly Trinidadian
but spend no time puzzling over their identity. Lives follow archetypal
patterns, but the village is never éferile gound. Pleasures are found
in the textures of living.

Narine's novel describes a world just before the call of the city
broke the insularity of rural 1life. As Chapter Seven describes, a min-
ority of Indians became city dwellers as soon as they had finished thelr
period of indenture. The Indians of the city were more heterogeneous
than any other group. There was from the mid-nineteenth century on
- an underclass of porters, sweepers, night-soil collectors and beggaré;
There was also developing a broader éroup engaged in commerce, with a
merchant middle class at one end, small shobkeepers and craftsmen 1n
the middle and hucksters at the bottom. Later there developed the small
but growing class of professionals,

The perspective of most Indo-Caribbean writing about the city 1is
that of the internal migrant, coming from a simpler, securer but rest-
rictive background to a place of freedom,hazard and complexity.As Chap-

ter Twelve shows, the essential Indian experience of the city, as port-

rayed in literature, was contact with the Afro-creole world. Neverthe-
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less, Indo-Caribbean writers inevitably also saw the city shaping Ind-

ian lives.

The moment of arrival 1is explored in several stories and novels. In
Ismith Khan's short story,'The Red Ball'(1964)? the experience is rec-
orded from the point of view of a boy whose family hasrjgst moved to
Port of Spain.He is disoriented by the.movement of the city, feeling
that 'people were chasing him down', and discovers that though his sﬁills
at cricket give him access to the company of the Black boys, there 1is
always some barrier between them, such as when they buy pudding and

souse (product of the unclean pig) and he slides away fearful that
some will be pressed on him. He notices that his parents become incr-
easingly tense as they realise that they have exchanged rural poverty

for city poverty; and his father beats him savagely when he takes some
money from the house to buy a ball to impress his new friends because
he fears that the city is corrupting him. Khan's novel, The Jumbie Bird
(1961) explores the aftermath of thét arrival,as a Muslim famlly tries
to come to terms with the wéy that living in Port of Spain accelerates
the problems of cultural change.In the remoteness of the country, Ind-
ians have been left to get 6n with their lives without interference,

but in the city there is the constant presence of the Government's

rules, For some of the family the city offers opportunities not found

elsewhere. Binti, the grandmother, estranged from her husband, achieves

independence and self-respect as a 'real business woman' selling

coal and ground provisions. Her son,Rahim, initially finds greater
opportunities for his jeyellery trade and her grandson, Jamini, dis-
covers the city's constant novelty,and the freedom to pursue his adol-
escent friendship with Lakshmi in a way the country village would

never have permitted. But the city also undermines certainties and
destroys people's sense of who they are. Kale Khan, the family's pat-
riarchal head, who has 'reigned' as a community leader in Indian Princes
Town, is marooned in the city, an anachronistic nuisance, shut in with

his memories in the small dark room at the bottom of the house. Rahim
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discovers that in the city he cannot find apprentices who respect his
painstaking approach to his craft and he loses his shop when he becomes

entangled in the competitive commerce of the city. Jamini discovers

that 1f the city offers freedom, it does so at the expense of community:

He was learning that he was alone,locked up within himself;

that everyone was locked up within themselves, and quite
alone.You saw the outer surfaces only... 62"

He experiences the clty as a place where lives pass without mark, and

the streets, which had offered him freedom, come to seem callously

indifferent. As a place of isolated individuals the city encourages

Indians to abandon inconvenient identities. There is Dr.Gopaul with

his white wife who wants to forget that he grew up in the same village

as Rahim and Salwan, the time-serving lawyer who tells Kale: 'We must

learn, we must learn not to court trouble, we Indians'., They are part

of the middle-class Indo-Saxons of the 'India Club':

People with brown skins whose accent,dress and taste for
whiskey and soda seemed ridiculous.,They would have looked
equally ridiculous in Indian dress,or would have gone hungry
at a wedding where the aroma from the great cauldrons of
curry coiled up to their noses and there was no silverware
To pass the food from banana leaf to mouth.Thelr bones had

tautened too long, they could no longer cross their legs and
eat on level ground like their parents did, €3

In A_House For Mr.Biswas (1961), V.S.Naipaul portrays the Indian
experience of the city in broadly similar ways, though he emphasises
its positives more strongly. When Mohun Biswas first enters Port of

Spain he feels 'free and excited' and senses the city as an organism

greater than the sum of its individual parts:

He comprehended the city whole:he did not isolate the indiv-
idual, see the man behind the desk or the counter,behind the
pushcart or the steering-wheel of the bus;he saw only the

activity,felt the call to the senses and knew that below it

all there was an excitement,which was hidden, but waiting
to be grasped. ¢, ' '

In the city he finds that people like Ramchand and his sister Dehuti,
who had eloped from Ajodha's and their position as virtual serfs, have
achleved a measure of genuine independence.Their migration to the city
has shown the 'futility' of the repressive sanctions of the caste-ridder

community which ostracises them. And though Ramchand does not quite fit

into the creole life around him, he nevertheless moves in a larger
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world. Similarly, when Biswas gets his job on The Sentinel he discovers
that the city is linked to the world beyond the island and also that

it is a place where relationships can be made on an individual basis.
His friendship with Owad, before the latter leaves for England, would

have been impossible in Hanuman house, f

2

Inevitably,however, the city reveals more of itsel}.and the insec-

urities of his job and accommodation make Biswas see it more soberly:

Up to this time the city had been new and held an expectat-
ion which not even the deadest two o'clock sun could destroy.
But now not even the thought of the Sentinel's presses, roll-
ing out at that moment reports of speeches,banquets, funerals.
could keep him from seeing that the city was no more than a
repetition of this: this dark dingy cafe, the chipped counter,
the flies thick on the electric flex...the shopkeeper pick-
ing his teeth, waiting to close. {p-327)

As Biswas's situation worsens in the chaotic house of the readers and

learners, the city comes to seem to him altogether more hazardous,where
'everyone had to fight for himself in a new world', where competitive-
ness provokes people into a kind of lunacy like Govind's six three-
piece suits or W.C.Tuttle's absurd four-foot high statue of the naked
woman holding a torch. It is an environment which exacerbates cultural

confusion; Biswas wonders of Tuttle, '...and heaven knows what he would
be in that morning:iyogi,weight-lifter,pundit, lorry-driver at rest'.d*“ﬂ
Yet Naipaul never loses sight of the fact that the city is alsoaplace
where, for the individual who secures his portion of it, as Biswas does
when he buys the house in Sikkim Street, 'lives would be ordered...
memories_cohe;ent'.

Although the dominant image of the city in Indo-Caribbean fiction is
of a place to be discovgred, there were always Indians who were already

there.In his 'Prologue to An Autobiography', V.S.Naipaul indicates the

rural newcomer's perception of these city Indians:

_Hat was our neighbour on the street.He wasn't negro or mul-
atto.But we thought of him as half-way there.He was a Port
of Spain Indian.The Port of Spain Indians - there were pock-
ets of tpem - had no country roots,were individuals,hardly
a communlity,and were separate from us for an additional
reason: many of them were Madrassis ,..not people of caste.
We dilidn't see 1n them any of our own formalities or restrict:
ions...We thought of the other Indians in the street only
as street people,
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These perceptions are expressed in V,.S.Naipaul's Miguel Street (1959),
where only incidentally does the reader become aware that characters
l1ike Hat,Boggart, George and Eddoes, with their city-negro names, are
Indians. Clues are given, but rarely explicitly. Thus Boggart's back-
ground is suggested by the fact that he has abandoned w;ves in Tunapuna
and Caroni, both Indian districts; George's Indianness 'is suggested by
his pink house,hls cows, his wife-beating and the arranged marriage he
makes for his daughter,Dolly. Eddoes's Indianness is a remnant of caste
memory; he sees his occupation as a scavenging cart-driver as a heredit-
ary one., But the continulty is only apparent. In India sweepers and
scavengers are the most down-trodden of the low-caste; in Port of Spain
'the men were aristocrats.They worked early in the morning, and had the
rest of the day free. And they were always going on strike...'.There

is a little eplsode when Eddoes tries to take over the boy narrator's
brush as he is -sweeping the pavement in front of his house which illus-

trates this point:

I 1liked sweeping and I didn't want to give him the broom.

'Boy,what you know about sweeping?' Eddoes asked,laughing.
I said, 'What it have so much to know?'

Eddoes saild,'This is my job, boy.I have experience. Wait
until you is big like me,'(é

At one level a low=-caste man insists on his lowness when he sees a Brah-
min boy doing a sweeper 's job. At another, a Trinidadian working class
man whose occupation gives him prestige in the urban working class comm-
unity insists on his skills.

There was one stage further in.the process of shedding the traces
of a rural background travelled by the urban Indian middle class. As
yet their experilences and sensibility have received only scant attent-

ion 1n Indo-Caribbean writing, in novels such as V.S.Naipaul's The Mimic

Men (1967), Dennis Mahabir's The Cutlass Is Not For Killing (1971) and
Peter Ramkeesoon's Sunday Morning Coming Down (1975).

Ralph Kripalsingh in The Mimic Men passes through two stages in
detaching himself from the Indian world. The first comes in his youth

when he joins his cousin Cecil's set, the sons and daughters of the

Indian business class, a self-conscious elite which was 'small and new'
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and devoted to the display of their money and modernity, with their
talk of the 'occasions they had just staged and the occasions that were

about to be staged'. They are still an Indian group, but a group for

whom!
there was no talk of past injury,no talk even of the past.

These young people were of the new world... ¢’

When he returns from London with Sandra, his white wife? Kripalsingh
detaches himself still further, joining the 'neutral, fluid group' of
young professionals, white, Indian or Coloured, with their 'expatriate
and fantastically cosmopolitan wives or girl friends'. They are a group
for whom 'There were no comglicating loyalties or depths; for everyone
the past had been cut awayf. Their habitat is the new suburbia, thelr
habits: dinner-parties, barbecues, owning beach-houses and swimming

pools, gossip and marital infidelities, a life ready-made from the
North American magazines.

Dennis Méhabir portrays the longer established Indo-Saxon Christian
group in The Cutlass Is Not For Killing. Stephen ,one of the Karmarkar
" brothers is honest about his desirekto 'make money,buy a big American
car, a big house with tennis court, lawns and a swimming pool. Eat,
drink and be merry - and no blasted coolies around me, eitherfj The

two older brother's show their attachment to older Indo-Christian ways.
They are proud that they have been educated into a 'rich mentality', so
that they are able to become consumers of literature and the arts. But

all three brothers share the urge to separate themselves from the taint

of an Indian cultural background.

The nadir of the process is described in Peter Ramkeesoon's Sunday
Morning Coming Down, which explores the life-style of the young Indian
middle class of the 1970s, in their smart Valsyn or Blue Range ﬁigh-cost
housing developments, driving their air-conditioned Ford Galaxies or
Ramblers, drinking Chivas Regal, reclining on modern Danish furniture
and wearing silk shirts and expensive watches., It is never entirely
clear whether Ramkeesoon is celebrating this affluent style or satir-

ising its vulgarity: Jason Ranjitsingh's only concession to Indianness
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(other than his hostility to the Black political establishment) is the
ring he wears mounted by a pundit against malju (evil eye). Otherwise
he ha.s‘bec.ameaperfectly assimilated member of the North American

influenced elite,

]
The passage from estate or village to city and afflyent suburdb is

s passage away from Indianness. It is the passage of one section of the
Indian population, but 1t 1s not necessarily the route that all will
follow, for the cultural patterns associated with estate and village
show considerable resilience., Yet though the majority of Indians in
Trinidad and Guyana lead lives which are predominantly rural, one

suspects that no work of fiction has yet done justice to their exper-

ience.Most of the writers discussed in this chapter appear to have

been wo close to feelings of having 'escaped' from the rural areas to
have been able to show why many of the Indians who live in the country,
despite theilr fesentments over poliEical and economic neglect, prefer
living there  to anywhere elée. There has been, for instance,

no work of fiction which has revealed as much of the inner workings

of the Indian village (of the kind which survived until the 1960s at
least) comparable in insight to Morton Klass's work of cultural anthrop-
ology, East Indians In Trinidad: A Study of Cultural Persistence (1961).
However, there 1s a new generation of young Indians who have been throug!
the higher education system, but who have remained in the Caribbean and
not moved'away‘from contact.with rural Trinidad and Guyana. From their
midst might well come a richer and more insightful portrayal of*Indo-

Caribbean rural life, the core of the Indian experience in the West

Indies.
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Chapter Twelve. Q.‘Bé :

The Indo-Caribbean Woman: Experience,Image and Voice,

This chapter examines the portrayal of Indian women and their
experience both in male Indo-Caribbean imaginative writing and in
the nascent creative expression of Indo-Caribbean women themselves.
It calls attention to the actual historical experience ’of Indian
women in the Caribbean, in so far as it is possible to construct a
true statement of 1t from sources which are sketchy and mainly male-
oriented, as a means of ldentifying both emphases and silences in
imaginative writing and explaining the belated appearance of women's
writing.The chapter has a number of aims.Firstly, in a very small way
it attempts to repair a deficiency in virtually all existing literary,

historical or sociological studies which have tended to relegate 't|he

experlence of half the Indo-Caribbean population to the background.
The chapter aims both to identify the nature of the various male per-
spectives to be found and the extent to which women writers have begun
to define their experience differently. Secondly, the topilc permits
an exploration of how Indo-Caribbean writing has dealt with the most
intimately felt of cultural changes. For instance, the focus on the
portrayal of women in marriage and the family shows how
imaginative writers have dealt with the fundamental shift from a
communal to an individual framework of values,Finally, the chapter
attempts to explore the extent to which in the portrayal of women and
gender relationships it is possible to see the survival of a cultural
sensibility which is specifically Indian in origin.

The chapter is divided into three sections.The first attempts 2
brief historical survey of the changes in the situation of Indo-Caribb-
ean women; the second deals with the nature of the images of woﬁen in

male writing and shows that it is in such fiction that one finds both
the best and sometimes only existing insights into the possible nature
of that experience, and also the clearest exposure of the stereotypes

which have been fixed on the Indo-Caribbean woman. The last section

deals with the emergence of writing by Indo-Caribbean womell.
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The Historical Experience.

As Chapter Seven reveals, the experience of Indian women during

the indenture period was one of multiple oppression: as an indentured
worker in a system of quasi-servitude, as an Indian whose culture was
despised as barbaric and heathen by all other sections 2: the population,
and as a woman who suffered from the sexual depradations’of the over-
seer class, the violence of the Indian male and later from the restrict-
ions of the reconstituted Hindu and Muslim family structure. However,

as that chapter pointed out, the experience of women in the indenture
period was paradoxical.Because of the 1lmbalance of the sexes and the
woman's role as a wage-earner, some women were able, for a period, %o
achieve a considerable though contested degree of independence. However,
when villa ge settlements were established with a partial reconstitut-

ion of North Indian village culture, women once more became subject

to a traditional patriarchy.Whether women resisted this process or
welcomed it as a return to 'stability' is not known., Certainly, though,
in the process of village settleme€% , many women were removed from
the labour market as individual wage-earners, some were returned to

a state of domestic seclusion and, because of their continulng scarc-

ity, child-marriage, sometimes to much older men, became the norm for

girls.
In the period after indenture the most significant aspect of the

Indo-Caribbean woman's experience has been the restrictions placed 1in
the way_of her education and access +to non-domgstic spheres of activ-

ity. Indeed, the effects of the restrictions have only just bégun to

disappear. In Trinldad in 1899 , after thirty years of Canadian
Mission schooling, girls comprised only 28% of total enralment in

the primary schools., This reflected only part of their educational
disability since girls were much more likely to be kept at home to
ﬁerform domestic chores and w%ﬁhdrawnfrom school early, as soon as
their marriages were arranged. Above the primary level inequalities

sharpened.Although some secondary education for Indian boys began 1in
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1883, 1t was not until 1912 that Naparima Girls High School was

founded. V.S.Naipaul almost certainly gives an accurate portrayal of
common Indian attitudes to female education, right up to the 1930's
at least,when,in A House For Mr 3iswas (1961), 3iswas hears his

future bride's scholastic achievements outlined:

++e5he 1s a good child.A little bit of reading rand writing
even-' e 7

'A little bit of reading and writing ——' MNpr. Biswas
echoed, trying to gain time.

Seth,chewing,his right hand working dexteriously with roti
and beans,made a dismissing gesture with his left hand.

'Just a little ©1t.50 much. Nothing to worry about. In two
or three years she might even forget.' (Fontana Ed. p.78)

Even when the Canadlan Mission made specific attempts to attend %o
the education of Indian girls, their motives were chiefly to provide
sultably domesticated and Christianised wives for the Indian teachers
and catechlsts they were training.B3asic literacy and numeracy were

taught,dut the emphasis was on housewifely pursuits.

the results of this neglect are predictable, Up to 1946 only 307

of Indlan women in Trinidad were literate (against 50% for men) and
amongst those over 45 only 10.6% were literate. In the census of 1931,
only four Indian women were listed as having professions, 72 as teach-
ers (there were 368 male Indian teachers), about 13% were classified
as self-employed shopkeepers,peasant farmers and other proprlietors,
but over 83% of all women in paid employment were domestic servants,

3
general labourers or, the biggest group, agricultural labourers,

The Indian Centenary Review of 1945 was only able to include 16

women in 1ts section of 223 biographies of persons in the professions
or.in business. (Kirpalani et al. pﬁ 131-169). All were Christians

and most came from familles which had attained professional status a
generation bvefore. Althodgh ocne, Gladys Ramsaran, was a barrister,

none could be described as being in public life. Voluntary social

work appears to have been the one'public' contribution non-professicnal
Indian women were permitted to make. One woman included in the 'Who's
Who', Amanda Nobbee, is described as a part-time writer of 'amusing

articles on topical subjects' which appeared occasionally in the press,
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o collection of pieces called English With Tears (c, 1940), and some
+ime later a collection of children's stories,For Small Frv (1957).

Apart from the symbolic step of 'being' a writer, no great claims

can be made for either the literary quality or the interest of +his

WOI‘R .

In Guyara, Indian access to education lagged sharply rehind that
of Indians in Trinidad., Here the colonial government ac%i;ely corn-
ived at denying Indian girls an education. One recommendaticon cf %he °
Swettenham Circular of 1904, which remained in force until 1933, was
that no pressure should be placed on Indian parents who wished <o
keephtheir daughters in seclusion. In 1925 only 25% of the Indian
children in primary schools were girls. Literacy rates were just as
low as in Trinldad, though data from Guyana suggests that Indian
women benefitted from the shift from the use of Indic languages %o
English. Whereas woﬁen comprised 30% of all Indians literate in Eﬁg-
lish in 1931, they comprised only 16% of Indians literate in Indic
languages.However, a truer index of Indian women's social status in

‘Guyana can be gained from the voters register of 1947, the last

year in which the franchise was limited by property and income qualif-
ications. Indian women comprised 1.8% of all voters, 6% of all Indian

voters and only 9.9% of all female voter§: Of the 1082 1Indian women
entitled to vote there was an even smaller number who had begun to
emerge from a traditional restricted role,Principally this group
numbered the wives of the most westernised section of the Georgetown
- -middle class., The major focus for the activities of this group was
the British Gulara Dramatic Society,despite its name an exclusively
Indian organisation.The role of the B.G.D:S. has been discussed in

Chapter Eight ; but it is worth femembering that it appears to have

been one of the very few organisations of its time in which women

the leading politicians of the time, Dr. JeB«Singh, She directed plays
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(the group functioned between 1929-1947) wrote several articles on

cultural and social issues in journals such as The Indian Opinion,

and was the founder in 1936 of the Balak Sahaita-Mandalee, a volunt-
ary child-welfare society, a rather belated recognition by *the Indian

. 5
middle class of the desperate poverty on the estates., However, women

¢
like Mrs.Singh took no part in political groups such as the 3ritish

Guiana East Indian Association.

&

During the 1940's and 1950's there seems to have been only very
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