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PREFACE 
Journey into Speech 
 
All o’ we losin’ out,  
’cause we won’t own up to weself,  
grab we soul,  
grab weself like we know weself,  
an’ tradition up we tradition,  
an’ fuck the nex’ man  
who laugh after we  
an’ say it small  
an’ slave-make  
an’ fragment-up  
an’ dark night as Dung’ll 
 
––Andrew Salkey, Jamaica 
 

To route this journey I must begin with origins, and the significance of these origins. How they 
have made me the writer that I am.  

I begin in the Caribbean, specifically on the island of Jamaica, and although I have lived in the 
United States and in England, I travel this world as a Jamaican. Jamaica forms my writing for the most 
part, and for the most part has formed me.  

Put simply, Jamaica is a place halfway between Africa and England, although historically one 
culture has been esteemed and the other denigrated (both of these are understatements) –– at least 
among the Afro-Saxons of my childhood. As a child among these people, indeed of these people, I 
received the message of anglocentrism, of white supremacy, and I internalized it. Even as I suspected 
its wrongness. As a writer, as a human being, I have had to search for what was lost to me from the 
darker side, and for what has been hidden, to be dredged from memory and dream. As my writing 
delved longer and deeper into this part of myself, I began to dream and to imagine. I became able to 
envision Nanny, the leader of a group of guerrilla fighters known as the Windward Maroons, as she is 
described: an old Black woman naked except for a necklace made from the teeth of white men. I began 
to love her.  

One of the effects of indoctrination, of passing into the anglocentrism of British West Indian 
culture, is that you believe absolutely in the hegemony of the King’s English and in the proper forms of 
expression. Or else your writing is not literature; it is folklore, or worse. And folklore can never be art. 
Read some poetry by West Indian writers –– some, not all –– and you will see what I mean. The reader 
has to dissect anglican stanza after anglican stanza for Caribbean truth, and may never find it. The 
anglican ideal –– Milton, Wordsworth, Keats –– was held before us with an assurance that we were 
unable, and would never be able, to achieve such excellence. We crouched outside the cave.  

To write as a complete Caribbean writer demands of us retracing the African part of ourselves, 
reclaiming as our own and as our subject a history sunk under the sea, or scattered as potash in the 
canefields, or gone to bush, or trapped within a class system notable for its rigidity and for its 
dependence on color stratification. 
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On a past bleached from our minds. It means re-creating the art forms of our ancestors and 
speaking in the patois forbidden us. It means realizing our knowledge will always be wanting. It means 
also, I think, mixing in the forms taught us, undermining the oppressor’s language and co-opting, or 
corrupting, his style, and turning it to our purpose. In my novel No Telephone to Heaven, I alternate the 
King’s English with patois, not only to indicate the class background of characters but to show how 
Jamaicans operate within a split consciousness. It would be as dishonest for me to write the novel 
entirely in patois as it would be to write it entirely in the King’s English. Nor is No Telephone to Heaven a 
linear construction; its subject is the political upheavals of the 1970s and 1980s. Therefore I mix time 
and incident and place and character and also form to try to mirror the chaos of the times.  

We are a fragmented people. My experience as a writer coming from a culture of colonialism, a 
culture of Black people riven from one another, my struggle to achieve wholeness from fragmentation, 
while working within fragmentation, producing work which may find its strength in its depiction of 
fragmentation, through form as well as content, is similar to other writers whose origins are in 
countries defined by colonialism.  

Ama Ata Aidoo, the Ghanaian writer, in Our Sister Killjoy, or Reflections from a Black-Eyed Squint  
(Lagos and New York: NOK Publishers, 1979), plots this fragmentation, showing how both the 
demand and the solace of the so-called mother country can claim us while we long for our homeland 
and are shamed for it and ourselves at the same time. The form Aidoo uses to depict this dilemma of 
colonial peoples –– part prose, narrative and epistolary, part poetry –– reflects the fragmented state of 
the protagonist and grasps her fury, living in Europe but drawn back to Ghana, knowing she can never 
be European. She will only be a “been-to” –– that is, one who has been to the mother country. Our 
Sister Killjoy affected me directly, not just because like Aidoo’s heroine I was a been-to. I was drawn by 
the way Aidoo expresses rage against colonialism –– crystallized for her by the white man she calls the 
“Christian Doctor” throughout, he who excises Black African hearts to salvage white South African 
lives. In her pellucid rage Aidoo’s prose breaks apart into a staccato poetry –– direct, short, brilliantly 
bitter –– as if measured prose would disintegrate under her fury.  

I wanted that kind of clarity in my writing as I came closer into contact with my rage and a 
realization that rage could fuel and shape my work. As a light-skinned colonial girlchild, both in Jamaica 
and in the Jamaican milieu of my family abroad, rage was the last thing expected of me.  

After reading Aidoo I knew I wanted to tell exactly how things were, what had been done, to us 
and by us, without muddying (or whitening) the issue with conventional beauty, avoiding becoming 
trapped in the seductive grace of language for its own sake. 

After I read Our Sister Killjoy something was freed in me; I directed rage outward into creativity 
rather than inward. In a piece entitled “If I Could Write This in Fire, I Would Write This in Fire,” I was 
able to let myself go; any thought of approval for my words vanished. I strung together myth, dream, 
historical detail, observation, as I had done before, but I added native language, tore into the 
indoctrination of the colonizer, and surprised myself with the violence of my words. That piece of 
writing led to other pieces in which I tried to depict personal fragmentation and describe political 
reality, according to the peculiar lens of the colonized –– but one aware of itself. These essays are a 
result of that informed gaze. 
 
 




