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Reasons for visiting Guiana — and for writing about it — family connexion with Trinidad — Georgetown — History of Rupununi — Mr Bain — departure.


October 12th, 1933.

At last, relentlessly, inevitably, the lugubrious morning has dawned; day of wrath which I have been postponing week by week for five months.

Late last evening I arrived at the house I have borrowed and established myself in absolute solitude in the deserted nurseries; this morning immediately after breakfast I arranged the writing-table with a pile of foolscap, clean blotting paper, a full inkpot, folded maps, a battered journal and a heap of photographs; then in very low spirits I smoked a pipe and read two newspapers, walked to the village post office in search of Relief nibs, returned and brooded with disgust over the writing-table, smoked another pipe, and wrote two letters, walked into the paddock and looked at a fat pony; then back to the writing-table. It was the end of the tether. There was nothing for it but to start writing this book.

I read the other day that when his biographer revealed that Trollope did his work by the clock, starting regularly as though at an office and stopping, even in the middle of a sentence, when his time was up, there was an immediate drop in his reputation and sales. People in his time believed the romantic legend of inspired genius; they enjoyed the idea of the wicked artist – Rossetti unhinged by chloral, closeted with women of low repute, or Swinburne sprawling under the table; they respected the majestic and august, Tennyson, Carlyle and Ruskin in white whiskers and black cloaks; what they could not believe was that anyone who lived like themselves, got up and went to bed methodically and turned out a regular quantity of work a day, could possibly write anything worth reading. Nowadays, of course, opinion is all the other way. The highest tribute one can pay to success is to assume that an author employs someone else to write for him. Most Englishmen dislike work and grumble about their jobs and writers now make it so clear they hate writing, that their public may become excusably sympathetic and urge them to try something else. I have seldom met a male novelist who enjoyed doing his work, and never heard of one who gave it up and took to anything more congenial. I believe it would have been better for trade if writers had kept up the bluff about inspiration. As it is, the tendency is to the opposite exaggeration of regarding us all as mercenary drudges. The truth I think is this – that though most of us would not write except for money, we would not write any differently for more money.

All this is, in a sense, an apology for the book I am going to write during the coming, miserable weeks. It is to be a description of the way I spent last winter and, on the face of it, since there were no hairbreadth escapes, no romances, no discoveries, it seems presumptuous to suppose that I shall interest anyone. Who in his senses will read, still less buy, a travel book of no scientific value about a place he has no intention of visiting? (I make a present of that sentence to any ill-intentioned reviewer.) Well, the answer as I see it, is that man is a communicative animal; that probably there are a certain number of people who enjoy the same kind of things as I do, and that an experience which for me was worth six months of my time, a fair amount of money and a great deal of exertion, may be worth a few hours’ reading to others. Just as a carpenter, I suppose, seeing a piece of rough timber feels an inclination to plane it and square it and put it into shape, so a writer is not really content to leave any experience in the amorphous, haphazard condition in which life presents it; and putting an experience into shape means, for a writer, putting it into communicable form.

When anyone hears that a writer is going to do something that seems to them unusual, such as going to British Guiana, the invariable comment is, ‘I suppose you are going to collect material for a book,’ and since no one but a prig can take the trouble to be always explaining his motives, it is convenient to answer, ‘Yes,’ and leave it at that. But the truth is that self-respecting writers do not ‘collect material’ for their books, or rather that they do it all the time in living their lives. One does not travel, any more than one falls in love, to collect material. It is simply part of one’s life. Some writers have a devotion for rural England; they settle in Sussex, identify themselves with the village, the farm and the hedgerow and, inevitably, they write about it; others move into high society; for myself and many better than me, there is a fascination in distant and barbarous places, and particularly in the border lands of conflicting cultures and states of development, where ideas, uprooted from their traditions, become oddly changed in transplantation. It is there that I find the experiences vivid enough to demand translation into literary form.

So for the next month or two I shall be reliving my journey in Guiana and Brazil. Not that it has ever been out of my memory. It has been there, ill digested, throughout a crowded and fretful summer, obtruding itself in a fragmentary way at incongruous moments. Now, in this seaside nursery, it will be all laid out, like the maps and photographs and drawings on the writing-table, while falling leaves in the autumnal sunshine remind me that it will soon be time to start out again somewhere else.

December, 1932.

Warm sun, calm water, a slight following wind; after a week of heavy seas it was at last possible to write. Passengers, hither to invisible, appeared from below and started playing deck games. There was no band. The ship was small, old and slow, a cargo boat carrying a few passengers and not caring much about them. It was not until the sea became smooth that one saw how slow she was. A more comfortable ship would have necessitated transhipping at Trinidad.

The company was, presumably, typical of the route; three or four planters returning to the islands, men of old-fashioned appearance, thin brown faces and bulky watch-chains; two parsons, one white, one black, both affable; two English soaks doing the ‘round trip’ for the good of their health, both surly when sober; some nondescript women of various colours rejoining husbands or visiting brothers; an agreeable English family on holiday, every day of their winter carefully planned in advance; a genteel young negress with purple lips; a somewhat cranky young man from the Philippines who had an attachment for islands. Very few were going as far as Georgetown.

The first night of the voyage was as depressing a time as I have known in adult life. We sailed from London Docks. It was intensely cold; the heating apparatus was out of order and the bar was closed until we were at sea. Most people have some reason to be sad when it actually comes to leaving. At dusk there was a boat drill; depressed, mutually suspicious passengers paraded in rows opposite ragged and shivering lascars; all round us colourless water and colourless Thames-side factories. That was the low spot of the journey; everything after it was a holiday.

For those of us who were good sailors, that is to say. From the time we got into the Channel until a day past the Azores, the boat rolled and wallowed extravagantly. There are many other disadvantages in rough weather besides sea-sickness; the noise is incessant; every movement becomes an exertion; it is difficult to sleep; the stewards become facetious. Rough weather performs the highly desirable function, however, of keeping the children quiet; for it is notorious that children, at sea in fine weather, are one of the traveller’s most severe trials.

During the first ten days I began to read up a little more about the place I was going to. I could scarcely have known less to start with, and when people immediately before my departure asked, ‘But why British Guiana?’ I was at difficulties to find an answer, except that I was going because I knew so little; and also because it has always attracted me on the map.


When I was at school there was no question of Geography being taught badly or not enough; it simply was not taught at all and arriving as a History scholar at Oxford I earned the immediate and implacable disapproval of my tutor through revealing that I did not know which way the Rhine flowed. Since then I have picked up a little, but far less, I imagine, than a bright elementary schoolboy knows. I looked at the Times shipping news to-day and read that the Bideford had left Henjam and arrived at Basidu, the Cumberland was at Beppu, the Dauntless at Ushuwaia, the Fitzroy at Lerwick, the Ladybird at Kiukiang and the Scarborough at New Bedford, and reflected despondently that none of these places meant a thing to me. I am shaky about solstices and equinoxes. If required to explain how tides worked I should find myself in hopeless confusion. On the other hand I do greatly enjoy browsing over atlases, and for years the Guianas have fascinated me.

It always seemed odd that those three little gobs of empire should survive in the general explosion of South American self-government. Cayenne was always in the news through its association with Devil’s Island; Dutch Guiana conveyed nothing, but that is scarcely surprising since no normally educated Englishman knows anything about Dutch colonies; British Guiana seemed absurdly remote. One is always meeting Canadians and Australians; everyone has cousins in Kenya and Nigeria and Rhodesia, South Africans seem to have controlled English life twenty-five years ago; people are constantly going and coming to and from the Malay States and India; one way or another most of the Empire (and particularly Tristan da Cunha) comes to one’s notice at some time; but I never remember hearing anything at all about Guiana.

Then I met a sailor who told some astonishing stories about the natives of New Guinea, and, as I had listened inattentively to the first part of the conversation, that set me thinking about Guiana. By the time I discovered my mistake I had got interested in the place for other reasons. I bought a large map of it and found it all blanks and guesses; I found that a friend of mine had had an uncle there as a missionary; another had himself made a journey up one of the rivers to Kaieteur Falls, one of the finest, most inaccessible, and least advertised natural wonders of the world. I met someone else who had business interests all along the coast and spoke of a journey anywhere in the interior as a very reckless undertaking. I collected the few books that dealt with the country. And so gradually a vague, general idea began to take shape in my mind of a large empty territory stretching up three great rivers and their tributaries to shadowy, undefined boundaries; most of it was undeveloped and unsurveyed, large areas quite unexplored; except for a tract of grass land on the Brazilian frontier, and an inhabited fringe along the coast, it was all forest or swamp; there was no railway or road into the interior, the only means of communication being by boat up rivers broken every few miles by rapids and falls; the coast population contained every conceivable race, chiefly Portuguese, negro and East Indian; the greater part of the colony had no permanent inhabitants, except shy little communities of aboriginal Indians; except on the coast there had been practically no European settlement and little enough there; and a few place-names, later to become real, stuck in my mind as words – Bartika, Wismar, Rupununi, Takutu.

There had been a constitution but finding it unworkable, they reverted to Crown Colony Government. The coastal strip was much like any West Indian island slightly down at heel; the interior, virgin forest of the sort that stretches over half the continent. So much I had gathered from conversation and cursory reading. It was new country to me and after alternating panics that it would prove impossibly arduous or impossibly dull, I abandoned the other winter projects that had been floating vaguely in my mind – the Solomon Islands, fox-hunting, carpentry classes, Iraq and Mexico – and took my ticket to Georgetown, with two small suitcases, a camera, a letter of credit and no clear plan of what my procedure would be when I arrived.

My fellow passengers from Georgetown were not encouraging. They were mildly excited at first when they learned that anyone who wrote books was coming to their country, and with that pathetic belief in the might of the pen which one continually meets in out of the way places, hoped that I should persuade the Imperial Government to ‘do something’ about local trade conditions. The country was stiff with gold and diamonds, they said, which only needed ‘development’. When I told them that I wanted to go up country, they lost interest. Of course there was always Kaieteur, they said, quite a lot of tourists went there; three or four a year; they believed it was very pretty when you got there but it cost a great deal and you might be drowned or get fever; or there was the Rupununi savannah; several white people lived there and even a white woman, but it cost a great deal to get there and you might be drowned on the way or get fever; besides it was only at certain seasons you could get there at all. I had far better winter in Trinidad, they said, where there was an excellent new country club, horse-races and a lot of money about, or at Barbados, where the bathing was unrivalled.

And to be honest I did gaze rather wistfully as each of the islands in turn disappeared behind us. The first was Antigua and, coming on it as we did after twelve days of unbroken horizons, it remains the most vivid and most glamorous. Not that there was anything particularly remarkable about it – steep little hills covered in bush, a fringe of palm along the beach, brilliant blue water revealing, fathoms down, the silver sand of its bed; an old fort covering the bay; a shabby little town of wooden, balconied houses, its only prominent building a large plain Cathedral rebuilt after an earthquake, with shining towers and a good pitch-pine interior; inquisitive black urchins in the street; women in absurd sun hats, the brims drooping and flapping over their black faces, waddling along on flat feet; ragged negroes lounging aimlessly at corners; baskets of highly coloured fish for sale – purple and scarlet like markings of a mandrill; ramshackle motor cars; and in the churchyard the memorials of a lost culture – the rococo marble tombs of forgotten sugar planters, carved in England and imported by sailing ship in the golden days of West Indian prosperity.

It is significant that marble, that most grand and delicate of all building material, the substance of almost all sculpture, has to-day become the symbol of the vulgar and garish – the profiteers of Punch circa 1920, Lyons Corner House and the Victor Emanuel Memorial; it is part of the flight from magnificence to which both the ‘ye-olde’-pewter-and-sampler æsthetic and its more recent counterpart, the ‘modern’-concrete-and-steel-tube, have given impetus. A broken column in the Syrian desert, an incised slab overwhelmed in the gross vegetation of the South American bush remain as spoors of something gracious that passed that way centuries before. I thought how delightful it would be to make a study of the trade in marble and rare stones, tracing the course round the Mediterranean cities of the porphyry galleys from the hottest quarries in the world on the Red Sea coast; a trade so active that practically no porphyry has been quarried since and all the pedestals and urns of Napoleonic bric-a-brac were made, so I am told, of stone cut in the time of Caligula. But this is the kind of thing one thinks about only when one is travelling; all the time that I am abroad I make resolutions to study one thing or another when I get back – Portuguese, map-making, photography; nothing ever comes of it. Perhaps it is a good thing to preserve one’s ignorance for old age.

We stopped only a day at Antigua to put down passengers and cargo; one of the things we brought to the islands was holly for their Christmas decorations. It looked odd being tossed down into the lighters under a blazing sky, so completely dissociated from its traditional concomitants of Yule logs and whisky punch and Santa Claus stamping off the snow. But it was not my first Christmas in the tropics; I knew it all – the cablegram forms specially decorated with berries and robins, the puzzled native children before the crib in the Church, ‘auld lang syne’ on the gramophone, the beggars trotting hopefully behind one in the street saying ‘Happy Clistmas  – me velly Clistian boy’; the prospect of hot plum pudding on a windless, steaming evening. But everyone all the world over has something to be melancholy about at Christmas, not on account of there being anything intrinsically depressing about the feast but because it is an anniversary too easily memorable; one can cast back one’s mind and remember where one was, and in what company, every year from the present to one’s childhood.

For the last week of the voyage the life of the ship disintegrated. Most of the day we were on land; the decks were crowded with agents; passengers disappeared and new ones arrived on short journeys between the islands; even the soaks in the bar once got as far as the nearest hotel ashore. I should like to write about the islands, particularly Barbados with its castellated churches, ‘poor white’ descendants of Monmouth’s army, its excellent ghost story and over-rated cooking – but there is a reason why I should not. My brother Alec is also fond of travelling and like me, poor fish, he lives by writing books, so on one of our rare but agreeable meetings we made a compact each to keep off the other’s territory; with a papal gesture he made me a present of the whole of Africa and a good slice of Asia in exchange for the Polynesian Islands, North America and the West Indies. When he saw in a newspaper that I was going to Guiana he sent me a sharp note claiming that the West Indies included any places on the mainland of West Indian character – i.e., sugar estates, slaves, rum and pirates – and recommending British Honduras. We compromised on my promising to get up country as soon as I could and to pay as little attention as possible to what I passed on the way. It is an odd thing about my brother and me that though we scarcely ever meet each other in England and seem to share none of the same friends, I often come upon his tracks abroad. This occurred in Trinidad in quite a startling way.

I was sitting, an hour or so after our arrival, on the verandah of the principal hotel, talking to some acquaintances I had picked up.

It seemed to me a good hotel; there was plenty of coming and going and a constant fanfare of motor horns, two men competed to take your hat and did not give you a number, a blackboard announced the local sailings, there was a stall selling American illustrated magazines at a greatly enhanced price, drinks were extremely expensive, there were numerous servants doing nothing and half the tables were occupied by lonely and fretful men waiting for people who had not turned up; it had in fact all the characteristics – whether you like them or not is a different matter – that the rough and tumble of life has taught one to associate with a good hotel.

We had a round or two of swizzles and then one of my new friends said, ‘I say, your name is mud in this joint.’

‘It stinks,’ said the other.

Now one may or may not be used to this sort of thing by the end of one’s stay in a place, but this seemed too early days for anyone to have taken against me; it sounded like mere prejudice; so I asked the reason.

‘Well, that book you wrote,’ he said, ‘laying into this hotel. I don’t say you were wrong, but you can hardly expect them to like it here.’


Then I remembered that in one of his books my brother had dealt at some length with the discomforts he had suffered in an hotel in Trinidad. Apparently this busy place where we were sitting was the original of his ‘Baracuta’. There had been a legal action about it, not against him but against a member of the local parliament who had quoted him. And while this was being explained to me, a message arrived that the manager had heard I was in the hotel and was coming to talk to me. A difficult moment.

‘He’s quite a decent chap,’ my companions explained, ‘except when he gets roused.’

‘Here he comes.’

A stocky, neat man, not, as it happened, unlike my brother, was approaching in a purposeful way. ‘Good evening, Mr Waugh,’ he said. ‘I heard you were here. Boy, take an order for drinks,’ and then turning with what I took to be an ugly glint in his eye he said, ‘I hope you like my hotel better than your brother did.’

We had a drink and talked uncomfortably about my destination in Guiana. There was clearly going to be no chucking out, but there was still the glint in the manager’s eye.

Presently I said, ‘I hope Alec’s book didn’t cause you much trouble.’

‘Trouble. I got two hundred and fifty quid damages for it. I could do with some more trouble like that. Boy, take an order for drinks.’ Then I realised that the glint was far from menacing. We had some more drinks and he made me a member of his country club. Finally he said, ‘Look here, I feel I owe your family something for the good turn your brother did me. Why go back to the ship? They’ll be taking on cargo all night and it’ll be as noisy as hell. Stay here as my guest.’

I murmured that I had brought no luggage ashore. ‘That’s all right. I’ll fix you up.’

So that night after a heavy evening at the country club – which was all stiff shirts and white waistcoats and saxophones and as urban as the Embassy – I went back to a large suite at the ‘Baracuta’ and found put out for me silk pyjamas, a dressing-gown gayer than I should have dared choose for myself, a new toothbrush, and a note begging me to call for anything else I needed. An exemplary manner in which to accept criticism.

Blue water ends at Trinidad; there and from there onwards the sea is murky; opaque, dingy stuff the colour of shabby stucco, thick with mud sweeping down from the great continental rivers – the Orinoco, the Essequibo, the Demerara, the Berbice, the Courantyne; all along the coast their huge mouths gape amidst dune and mangrove, pouring out into the blue Caribbean the waters of the remote highlands. Later I was to tramp across part of the great continental divide, where the tributaries of the Amazon and Essequibo dovetail into one another, tiny cascading brooks, confusing in an unmapped country because they seemed always to be flowing in the direction one did not expect; I was to wade through them or scramble over them on slippery tree trunks in the forest where they were ruby clear, wine-coloured from the crimson timber; I was to paddle tedious days down them when they had become deep and black; leaving them months later, as I saw the water become blue and clear again I was to feel touched with regret, for they had become for a time part of my life. But now as we approached the mainland I only felt mildly depressed that bathing had ceased to be attractive.

Depression deepened as rain set in; a monotonous tropical downpour, always dreary, most monotonous and most depressing when one is on the water. We were already a day late and now we missed the tide by an hour and had to lie at anchor in the rain and a slight fog, waiting to cross the bar into Demerara. There was a lightship faintly visible a mile or so away. They told me without pride that it was a new one. There were now only a handful of passengers left, all pretty impatient at the delay.

Next day, before noon, we arrived. There was nothing to see. The town lies at the mouth of the Demerara on the right bank; opposite are low, green mangrove swamps. Half a dozen small ships lay alongside the quay. We steamed up and then drifted down to our berth with the current. Low wooden sheds and low roofs beyond them; everything quite flat; rain streamed down ceaselessly. I have never seen a less attractive harbour; hope dried up in one at the sight of it; only the heavy reek of sugar occupied the senses.

Landing was simple. There was none of the jaunty cross-examination which usually greets a British subject when he arrives on British territory; an elderly negro in a straw hat glanced at our passports; the Customs officers opened nothing; we passed through the sheds, which were full of bees attracted to the sugar bags, and out into the water-logged street; a taxi splashed and skidded to the hotel; the windows were obscured by rain.

A bare bedroom with white wooden walls, a large bed with mosquito netting, a rocking chair, a faint smell of ‘Flit’. There I was.

People sometimes ask me, no doubt by way of politeness and to make conversation, ‘But when you arrive alone at these out-of-the-way places, what do you do? I mean how do you start?’ Well, apart from its conversational value in keeping one going another ten minutes, that is a good question and I have often wondered if there is a satisfactory answer. On this particular occasion the first thing I did was to change my hotel. Not that there was anything wrong with the one that had been chosen for me, in the sense that Alec found things wrong with his ‘Baracuta’. Residents considered it the best in the town. The man with business interests mentioned before had booked me a room there; it was clean and quiet and select and full in the sea breeze, but it simply would not do. I have picked up enough about travelling to know that when one arrives in a strange town the thing one needs is a very noisy and busy hotel, with people from out of town popping into the bar for drinks and elderly men telling stories until late into the night. There was one like that in Georgetown and I got into it that afternoon. It was kept by a dashing, handsome fellow with a military title, half Irish and half Portuguese, with a fine swagger and plenty of talk. There I removed my luggage to a bare bedroom with white wooden walls, a large bed with mosquito netting, a rocking chair and a faint smell of ‘Flit’, and felt comforted by the change.

Two coloured reporters arrived from local newspapers to interview me. They had followed me on bicycles from the other hotel. (This, let me hasten to say, is no indication of fame. All first-class passengers are given column interviews on arrival at Georgetown.) They looked rather damp and had none of the breezy technique of their trade. They took down all I said laboriously as though I were a witness at an Archbishop’s Court.

Was it true that I was a writer? Yes.

A writer who had published books or just a writer? I told them that I did write books but that I had also been a reporter for three weeks on the Daily Express. The London Express? That clearly impressed them, confirming what I have always maintained, that most fools can get a book published but it takes a particular kind of fool to hold down a job on a daily paper.

Was I going to write about Guiana? One of them had a cutting from a London paper in which I had facetiously said that I understood the beetles in Guiana were as big as pigeons and that one killed them with shot-guns. Had I really come to shoot beetles, they asked. They were afraid I should be disappointed. The beetles were certainly remarkably large, but not as large as that.

Had I any views about the mineral resources of the country? When I confessed that I had not, they were clearly nonplussed; this was their stock, foolproof question, because most visitors to Georgetown came there with some idea of prospecting for diamonds or gold. They gazed at me with reproach. I volunteered the information that I was going up country.

‘Ah, to Kaieteur?’

I then inwardly took the vow which I very nearly kept, that I would in no circumstances visit that very famous waterfall. I told them that my route was so far uncertain but that I hoped to travel up into Brazil and out by the Amazon. They took it all down but they looked incredulous. Then they shut up their note-books and wished me a happy journey. They knew better than me. I was going to Kaieteur all right.

So I was left to tackle the old problem of getting through the afternoon, which, next to the problem of getting through the morning, is one of the hardest a lonely man can set himself.

There was nothing particular to do; there never is on occasions of this kind, so I did what one always does. I wrote my name in the book at Government House, presented my only letter of introduction (the recipient was away; they always are), sent off some affectionate cablegrams (decorated with holly and robins this time and at a reduced rate, in honour of Christmas) and, since the rain had stopped, set out on foot to see the town.

Perhaps it was the name Georgetown, so like that of an Irish country house, that made me expect something different. Anyway for no better reason that I can think of, I had pictured the place small and solid like the town at St Helena. Instead it was all made of wood and very large; large in the tiresome sense that everything was a long way from everything else. The main streets were very broad, with grass and trees down the centre, and the houses all ‘stood in their own grounds’. The shops were






































He just wanted a decent book to read …

Not too much to ask, is it? It was in 1935 when Allen Lane, Managing Director of Bodley Head Publishers, stood on a platform at Exeter railway station looking for something good to read on his journey back to London. His choice was limited to popular magazines and poor-quality paperbacks – the same choice faced every day by the vast majority of readers, few of whom could afford hardbacks. Lane’s disappointment and subsequent anger at the range of books generally available led him to found a company – and change the world.

We believed in the existence in this country of a vast reading public for intelligent books at a low price, and staked everything on it’
Sir Allen Lane, 1902–1970, founder of Penguin Books

The quality paperback had arrived – and not just in bookshops. Lane was adamant that his Penguins should appear in chain stores and tobacconists, and should cost no more than a packet of cigarettes.

Reading habits (and cigarette prices) have changed since 1935, but Penguin still believes in publishing the best books for everybody to enjoy.We still believe that good design costs no more than bad design, and we still believe that quality books published passionately and responsibly make the world a better place.

So wherever you see the little bird – whether it’s on a piece of prize-winning literary fiction or a celebrity autobiography, political tour de force or historical masterpiece, a serial-killer thriller, reference book, world classic or a piece of pure escapism – you can bet that it represents the very best that the genre has to offer.

Whatever you like to read – trust Penguin.

www.penguin.co.uk

Join the conversation:

Twitter                  Facebook
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