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understand the woman’s alarm 
and outrage because these things 
were never spoken about.  

For me, the story was 
essentially about competing 
values: Old Testament vengeance 
versus New Testament 
forgiveness – all contained within 
the same book; natural justice 
versus legality; an individual’s 
atavistic response to an 
unforgiveable transgression.

There is a complete fascination with the 

ocean in these stories and the ocean is the 
repository of many things, particularly so the 
Atlantic Ocean. What would you say to the 
suggestion that the ocean is your muse?

I tell myself that my muse is 
whatever I choose to immerse 
myself in when I write. Truthfully 
though, and largely prompted 
by your question, I divide the 
‘scapes’ in my writing into three 
‘non-liminal’ worlds – because 
they flow so seamlessly one into 
the other: the riverine – that 
place of leaf-caverns, ferns, green 
light, gullies and streams and 
rivers (Pynter Bender’s world); 
the coastland where we find the 
most human habitation in Grenada 
(eg The Bone Readers) and the 
sea-world (A Different Ocean, 
Deliverance, Listen, the Sea, A 
Way to Catch The Dust, etc). The 
nomenclature is entirely personal. 
I use it because it helps me with 
my writing.

I will never forget the day my 
great-aunt took me to ‘meet de 
sea’ when I was about eight. I’ve 
never forgotten it because of the 
words she used, ‘meet the sea’, 
as if it were an introduction – a 
very important encounter of sorts. 
The effect that first ‘meeting’ 
had on me was both frightening 
and magical. Facing this massive 
restless thing gave me a sense 
of my own smallness and 
insignificance in the world. It gave 
me a sense of perspective too 
and made me crave a certain kind 
of intimacy with it.  

Now that we’re talking 
about this, I’m thinking that so 
much of what we write has its 
wellspring in these little childhood 
experiences which don’t feel small 
at the time because their impact 
is so profound. 

And here’s a question I’ve 
always asked myself: for 
something so ever-present, so 
historically resonant, and with 
such huge symbolic potential, 
why hasn’t the sea been subject 
to the same fictional scrutiny that 
we see in other kinds of Caribbean 
setting? 

In my view, Walcott is an 
outstanding exception. I’m 
thinking here of The Sea at 
Dauphin and Omeros, for example 
– the sea for Walcott is not just 
a big, wet, heaving presence; it’s 
not only out there in front of us; 
it’s inside us too, and I believe 
that its effect on our psyche is 
more profound than we realise. 
For example, in Grenada I’ve 
visited coastal villages whose 
houses are built with their backs 
toward the sea, and it’s not just 
for protection from the weather. 
I’ve asked people why this was 

so and they simply replied that 
they’d never thought about it, but 
preferred it the way it was. The 
writer in me wonders: is that the 
result of some kind of collective 
memory and avoidance? 

So yes, I am preoccupied with 
the sea in my writing. It flows 
through my next novel, Black Rain 
Falling, and even more so in the 
book that follows that, The Village 
Above the Wind.

Let’s talk a little about your childhood. 
Where were you born, where did you grow 
up, and who raised you? What schools did 
you attend?

I was born in Grenada in a 
village called Hope Vale, tucked 
away in an old cane valley that 
will take you all the way to the 
Calivigny swamps and the sea 
if you’re foolhardy enough to try 
to walk it. I remember a small 
river in the cleft of that valley a 
couple of hundred yards below 
our house. Directly ahead, from 
the window in my great aunt’s 
house, I could raise my head at 
the blue-grey peaks of the Mardi 
Gras Mountains to get an idea 
of what the weather would be 
like for the rest of the day. My 
great-aunt was the one who 
grand-mothered me until I was 
about 10. I remember a soft-
spoken, deeply psychological 
woman who had no children and 
no interest in relationships with 
either man or woman. We called 
her, Dada – a name which I later 
learned was a Yoruba appellation 
for a sensitive, graceful woman. 
She was certainly all of those, 
and as a child, I loved her 
deeply. Incidentally, she was the 
granddaughter of a woman called, 
Ade, short for Adeola – another 
Yoruba name. So there is that 
name-preserving thread that runs 
through the women in my family, 
probably pointing to origins.

I then went to live with my 
father for a couple of years – a 
middle-class, widely-travelled 
Barbadian man who chose to 
withdraw from life, including 
his ‘official’ family. Shortly after, 
he went blind and I became his 
helper and his ‘eyes’. He repaid 
me with the stories of his life, 
and teaching me how to read and 
appreciate text. My twin brother 
and I were his ‘outside’ children.

Apart from that, I was raised 
by the women in my extended 
family who switched mothering 
roles depending on their individual 
circumstances. I had a stepfather 
for whom I harboured an intense 
dislike, largely because of the 
way he treated my mother. I 
retreated into silence and books, 

chose listening and observing over 
conversation.

My first life-changing break 
came when I won a scholarship 
to the then top secondary 
boys’ school in the island – 
The Grenada Boys’ Secondary 
School. Those were tumultuous 
years because the island was 
struggling to shake itself loose 
from the Gairy dictatorship and 
drag itself into the 21st century. 
Secondary school students were 
at the forefront of those pitched 
confrontations with the state. 
Some got badly beaten up; some 
got killed; most of us survived. It 
all culminated in the short-lived 
Grenada Revolution in 1979.

I won a scholarship to study 
Linguistics and Pegadogy in 
France. I focused on Structural 
and Creole Linguistics because 
they felt more relevant to who 
I was and where I was coming 
from. A few years later, I returned 
to Grenada and threw myself into 
working in the Grenada revolution.

When and why did you leave Grenada for 
the United Kingdom? What was your life like 
in the UK? When did you start writing, and 
what was the process of getting published 
like for you?

I arrived in the UK in 1984, 
the year after the US invaded 
the island. Maurice Bishop, 
Jacqueline Creft (an ex-teacher 
who convinced me that I could 
write) along with six of their 
colleagues, and numerous school 
children had been murdered. 
That was in October 1983. The 
island became the target of an 
occupying force whose contempt 
for us ‘natives’ was evident in 
their gazes, the way they spoke 
to people and their general 
treatment of the population. 
The US invading Grenada was 
always a possibility to us because 
we stood up to them, and they 
hated our uppitiness. What 
I couldn’t deal with was the 
sight of Jamaican, Dominican, 
Vincentian and Barbadian men in 
uniform – along with those from 
other islands  – standing shoulder 
to shoulder with those people 
and pointing guns in our faces. It 
felt like a deep-rooted betrayal. 
My friends and family knew 
how outspoken I could be, how 
‘reckless’ I could get with words 
when pushed past a certain point. 
We all agreed that it was better 
for me to leave the island. I left.

In England, I spent a year 
packing shelves and sticking price 
labels on food items in a Tesco 
store. In the meantime, I taught 
myself photography, became 
a journalist and made a living 

that way for some years. I also 
edited Artrage, Britain’s leading 
intercultural arts magazine; 
worked as a sub-editor in the 
commercial magazines sector and 
taught Narrative Craft, freelance. 
Thanks to Dr Joan Anim-Addo, I 
did a seven-year stint teaching 
Textuality at Goldsmiths.

I receive lots of questions – 
some direct, some oblique – as to 
why, despite residing in the UK for 
this long, my writing still focuses 
largely on the Caribbean. My 
answer is simple: the Caribbean 
needs its writers; it’s a complex, 
dynamic space that we are still 
navigating with some urgency.

Where getting published is 
concerned, I can’t claim to have 
had much difficulty. I always 
knew that it was going to be 
a long hard haul so I prepared 
myself for that. I was strategic. 
I chose the presses that I knew 
would be interested in the kind 
of writing I did. They were all 
small independent publishers. I 
would have done the same with 
my first novel, Pynter Bender, if 
the writer Bernardine Evaristo 
had not read a few chapters of 
the book and thought that her 
publisher, Hamish Hamilton, 
might be interested. The book 
eventually ended up with Harper 
Collins, but what matters here is 
that there are people (very, very, 
very few of them, despite the 
pretty words and pretences) like 
Bernardine who have a healthy, 
holistic understanding of the 
importance of the plurality of 
literary output coming from the 
cultural spaces that we occupy 
here in the UK. She is, in my view, 
the single most important enabler 
of BAME writing and writers in the 
UK. Bernardine is a very special 
person.

Winning the Jhalak Prize made 
a difference too. It got one ‘big’ 
publisher interested enough 
to read The Bone Readers and 
acquire it from Peepal Tree Press.

Grenada has produced some notable 
writers, including you, Jean Buffong and 
Merle Collins. Can you give us a sense of 
what the literary scene in Grenada is like 
these days? Who are some of the exciting 
writers that we should know more about?

We had a genuine up-swell of 
writers between the late 1970s 
and 1980s. That would include 
the three writers you mention 
here. Theatre is big in Grenada, 
bigger than cinema, with single 
full-length productions enjoying 
six-to 10-week runs, with packed 
audiences. We lost a lot of poets 
after the Grenada Revolution. 
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