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Introduction

CLR James, at eighty years old, was wearing his good suit and sitting outside the Oil Workers’ building in San Fernando, Trinidad, waiting for a cab he greatly feared wasn’t coming.

They had been kind to him, the Oil Workers Union, given him a place to live when he needed one. But he couldn’t let himself die here, alone and forgotten, re-reading Proust in a room on the Circular Road. He had left the island as a young man, to make his way in the world, and he would leave it again as an old man.

Darcus Howe had a place waiting for CLR in London. And once he was there he would sing for his supper, write more essays, give more talks. Just as he always had done. And, with luck, people would listen. They had listened in the thirties and in the sixties. Maybe the time was right again in the eighties. There was a new edition of The Black Jacobins coming. That was a lesson that still needed teaching. So he would retrace the journey of fifty years ago. And this time there would be no coming back. In London there would be newspapers and journals and cricket on the television and opera in the theatres and people to talk to about Shakespeare. It would do.

CLR was right to be worried about the cab. It didn’t come. He was sure he would miss the plane and be stuck in San Fernando. He couldn’t let that happen. And then his luck changed. His good friend David Abdulah came by. When he heard what was happening, he bundled CLR into his Mazda and told him to hold on tight. And so CLR James set off for the last leg of his long life in a headlong rush, at a hundred miles an hour down the Sir Solomon Hochov Highway.

When CLR James arrived back in London at the beginning of the eighties he was yesterday’s man. The books he’d written over the past half-century were almost all out of print. He had barely appeared in the mainstream press in decades. There were a few circles in which his name rang a bell: serious students of Black history; obsessive cricket fans. But that was it. In the last few years he had rarely left his bed and was in danger of losing the ability to walk. He was dependent on sleeping pills and barely eating a thing.

Nine years later, when he died in Brixton, he was internationally famous – lauded as the greatest of Black British intellectuals: the ‘Black Plato’, according to The Times.

And now, thirty years after his death, CLR James is the thinker we need – but he’s too important a figure to be left to scholarly study alone.

So many of the ideas we take for granted now – of the importance of identity and culture – start with his work. These days he is practically an academic subject in himself – no discussion of Black history or postcolonial studies can take place without his work being front and centre. Outside academia, though, his name remains unjustly obscure.

For CLR James was one of the truly revolutionary voices of the last century. He debated with Trotsky, was published by Leonard and Virginia Woolf, inspired Kwame Nkrumah, and was a profound influence on the British Black Power movement.

And his two great books, The Black Jacobins and Beyond a Boundary, have the power to change readers’ understanding of the world.

The Black Jacobins tells the story of the only successful slave rebellion in history, the Haitian Revolution of the 1790s. It showed how history could not only dig into the past but inspire the future. It became a key text for Black radicals, from Apartheid South Africa to Black Power America. Its enduring appeal to new generations was neatly symbolised by its repeated invocation in Steve McQueen’s Small Axe series of films.

Beyond a Boundary appears less radical: it’s ostensibly a book about cricket, but as its famous epigram has it, ‘What do they of cricket know, who only cricket know?’ Beyond a Boundary brilliantly unpicks the way colonialism changes its subjects but is in turn changed by them, as exemplified by the way West Indian cricketers revolutionised the game. It was a book that profoundly influenced this writer – its echoes were plain to see in eighties London, where the children of the Windrush generation were confidently transforming the streets and the sounds of the city.

So why was it only at the end of his life that CLR James’s true importance began to be recognised? It is difficult to look beyond the matter of race. CLR James was a Black polymath, a historian and political philosopher and cultural theorist at a time when Black people were not expected to be any of those things.

Everything he strove for, in his writing and his political activism, was to move beyond the racial strictures – both legal and social – that tried to limit who he could be. But of course the question of race was always there. CLR James may not have wanted to see the world simply through the prism of colour, but when the world looked at him, it saw a Black man. His friend, the great West Indian poet Derek Walcott, pointed out how hard it was for James ‘to have been so brilliant and yet to have been thought of as a brilliant black man’.1

But if ‘race’ did affect how others saw him, James still refused to let it prevent him from living his life beyond its arbitrary boundaries. He always followed his own path, all the way from Trinidad at the end of the Victorian era to London at the end of the Thatcher era. He was born in a remote outpost of the British Empire but died in a Britain struggling to come to terms with the post-colonial era. He lived through two world wars and the Russian Revolution. As a child he had an elderly aunt who had been born a slave. And yet by the end of his life, Trinidad had become an independent republic with a Black prime minister.

In his life’s work, CLR James was a true all-rounder. Much of that work attracted some attention: as an historian, an architect of Pan-Africanism, a novelist, the éminence grise of Trinidad’s independence, a cricket reporter for the Guardian, a playwright, a pioneering Trotskyist. And yet despite all these highlights, it’s surprising how much of his long career was lived far from the spotlight.

For while the work has been much examined, the long and remarkable life story has never before been told in detail. No previous book has shown just how varied his actual life was: the places he lived and the work he did. It’s often said of CLR James that everyone has their own version of the man. Perhaps it’s because there were so many different versions in real life.

There’s the young literary gent who lived in Port of Spain in the twenties, writing short stories and aspiring to be the Trinidadian O. Henry. There’s the Trotskyist firebrand who discovered Marxism in a Lancashire mill town and toured the halls and meeting rooms of thirties Britain, in the years between the Depression and the war. There’s the New York intellectual of the forties, debating the ‘Negro question’ with Trotsky himself and refashioning Hegel’s dialectic for the modern world. There’s the Trinidadian politician of the fifties and sixties, playing his part as his island moved towards independence. There’s the Washington DC teacher of the seventies, educating Black Power devotees about Lenin and Herman Melville, while schooling himself in feminism. And there’s the grand old man of the eighties, listening to Mozart operas in his Brixton bedsit and appearing on TV to talk about Shakespeare.

Too many lives for one man, surely, but somehow he contrived to live them all. And there’s a common thread that runs throughout: an undimmed belief in a better world. In his youth he believed in the power of literature to change the world. Later he put his faith in Marxist politics. He saw many of his hopes come to fruition in the anti-colonial struggle of the post-war years – and at the end of his life he drew succour from the rise of the Polish Solidarity movement. He never lost his faith in the power of the common people of the world, Black and white, to make their own history.

In fact, the older he got, the more fully he believed in the power of the spontaneous uprising of the oppressed. He’d seen it among the millworkers of Nelson in Lancashire. He saw it among the sharecroppers of south-eastern Missouri. He saw it in the Hungarian uprising of 1956 and the Parisian student riots of May 1968. He would most certainly have recognised it in the Black Lives Matter protests of 2020.

And there are few Black lives that offer more for us to learn from than that of CLR James. As far back as 1938, he recognised the power of identity politics, but also its limitations when it came to effecting true social change. In The Black Jacobins he made his position clear:


The race question is subsidiary to the class question in politics, and to think of imperialism in terms of race is disastrous. But to neglect the racial factor as merely incidental is an error only less grave than to make it fundamental.



He saw Black people across the diaspora as allied groups because of their experience of colonial oppression and, for the same reason, he saw them as potential revolutionaries. His focus, though, was always on the way forward, rather than on the wounds of the past. When he did write on history, it was with the aim of inspiring people to change their own situation. To that end he found his perfect subject in the Haitian Revolution. Years later he explained the reasons why:


I was tired of reading and hearing about Africans being persecuted and oppressed in Africa, in the Middle Passage, in the USA and all over the Caribbean. I made up my mind that I would write a book in which Africans or people of African descent instead of constantly being the object of other peoples’ exploitation and ferocity would themselves be taking action on a grand scale and shaping other people to their own needs.2



And just as the story of the Haitian Revolution and its leaders, particularly Toussaint Louverture, still has much to teach us, so too does the life of CLR James. Like Toussaint Louverture he is not a man without flaws, or political misjudgements. His personal life did not always match up to his ideals, but he never ceased trying to make a way forward, to envision a society in which Black and white, men and women, would have an equal say in the circumstances of their lives.

At great personal cost he sought to live by these ideals. His was a life of great sacrifices and great rewards. He was a man who cared nothing for money and possessions, other than books and records, but nonetheless loved fine wine and good food. A man every bit as happy talking to the janitor as the judge, a man who genuinely believed that – in the favourite phrase he took from ancient Athens – ‘every cook can govern’. Having grown up in the surprisingly multicultural world of early twentieth-century Trinidad, he went on to live in Black worlds and white worlds, Harlem and Hampstead, but preferred, if possible, to live in the in-between places. In his own life he treated overt racism less as a barrier blocking his way than as something foul you stepped in occasionally and had to scrape off your shoes. He was a man who knew where he came from, but refused to be defined by it. He was a man who lived his life beyond the boundaries.




PART ONE

Trinidad




Chapter One

It was not impossible for a Black boy, born in Trinidad in 1901, to make it to the top of his society, but there was only one route that anyone knew of, and that road was a long and a hard one, and its entrance gates were exceedingly narrow.

First they would need to go to elementary school and work hard on their reading and writing and mathematics so that, at the age of eleven, they might win one of four exhibitions – scholarships – to one of the island’s two private secondary schools, either Queen’s Royal College or the Catholic St Mary’s College. Once there they would have to study relentlessly at a curriculum modelled on an English public school so that, aged eighteen, they might win one of the three annual Island Scholarships. These would pay for a boy to travel to England and go to university there. And if they pulled that off, they could return to Trinidad and take up a job as a lawyer or doctor or senior civil servant.

It was possible, then, but the odds against were overwhelming and most of Trinidad’s Black people were resigned to setting their sights rather lower. However, the James family, from the village of Tunapuna, were not inclined to aim low for their firstborn son, Cyril Lionel Robert. They had already travelled a long way in the past sixty years, since the abolition of slavery in the British Empire.

Robert Alexander James was in his mid-twenties when his son was born, the headmaster of the elementary school in Tunapuna. His grandfather had been a slave in Barbados. His father had come to Trinidad in search of betterment. He had found a good job as a pan-boiler on a sugar estate. It was a skilled but dangerous job, and one that had ended in serious injury, leaving Robert to carry the family’s fortunes. He had taken on the responsibility, winning a scholarship to the teacher-training college in Tranquility, and rising fast to become head of one of the government-run schools.

In Tunapuna he met and married Bessie Rudder. His brother had spotted her at the railway station, rushed home and told Robert he’d found the perfect girl for him. According to family tradition he announced that ‘I was coming from the station and see her just getting off. She is a tall girl, she is friendly, she is slim and she is elegant, she is ladylike.’1

Bessie had come to Trinidad from Barbados as a baby. Her father Josh had made a pioneering career for himself on the Trinidad railways, the first Black engine driver on the island and an expert mechanic. Bessie’s mother had died young, so she was sent to a convent to be educated in the ways of Victorian ladyhood.

The two of them were part of a generation of young Black people who were starting to move up in society, to take jobs in teaching and government. And, of course, they wanted better still for their son. So when he turned out to be a precociously bright little boy, the course was set.

Before going any further there needs to be some scene setting, some sense of Trinidad in the last years of the reign of Queen Victoria.

Basics first: Trinidad is the southernmost Caribbean island, less than ten miles off the coast of Venezuela. It’s approximately fifty miles long and thirty miles wide. The main town is Port of Spain in the northwest. When CLR was born, Trinidad was a booming island, with a population of around a quarter of a million, three times what it had been forty years before. It was largely dependent on agriculture. Traditionally sugar had been the major product, but in recent years cocoa had become a fashionable crop, driving the population increase as workers arrived from other Caribbean islands and, particularly, from India.

Trinidad’s population was always unusually mixed for a Caribbean island. It had been inhabited by Arawaks and Caribs when Columbus first landed there in 1492. A hundred years later the Spanish finally took control and established permanent but small-scale settlements. It never had a population of more than a few thousand, many of whom were French Creoles, until 1777, when the Spanish encouraged immigration from elsewhere in the Caribbean, allowing slave owners (some of whom were ‘free people of colour’) to settle on the island.

By the time the British captured the island in 1797, the population was around 17,000, including 10,000 African slaves, and increased slowly over the next few decades. The slave trade was outlawed by the British in 1807 and slave ownership made illegal in 1833. By this time the total slave population had reached 17,000 (compared to 360,000 in Jamaica).

Following the final liberation of the slaves in 1838, the island plantation owners had a problem. The freed slaves had no enthusiasm for returning to the land, so the owners came up with the idea of importing ‘indentured labourers’ from elsewhere in the Empire. This was essentially slavery v2.0. Poverty-stricken labourers were shipped to the Caribbean in conditions barely preferable to the slave boats. In return for this they would be credited with a substantial debt, which they would have to work off by labouring on the plantations for years. The first indentured labourers to be imported were Chinese, but their mortality rate was so extraordinarily high that plantation owners decided to turn to India next, and across the next seventy years more than 140,000 Indian indentured labourers came to Trinidad, doubling its population.

By 1901, then, the island had a population north of two hundred thousand. The two largest ethnic groups by far were those of African and Indian origin. There was also a significant mixed-race or ‘coloured’ population, plus a motley assortment of white Europeans, ranging from the ruling English to the lowly Portuguese, topped off by a few thousand Chinese and a small but significant Syrian community. Unusually, the people of Black African origin were not at the bottom of the social pile. The Indian ‘coolies’ had that role, labouring on the plantations, while the Black people tended to live in the towns, where some of them were starting to move into professional jobs, as well as labouring, dock work and so forth.

It was a society in a permanent state of flux and pregnant with opportunities: the ‘promised land’ of the Caribbean, according to the press, particularly if you had a starting position some way up the ladder. If you were part of the ‘coloured’ elite, or Portuguese perhaps, the way forward was simple, but there were real chances of advancement for the Black population too, if you were determined and ambitious enough.

CLR James was born in Chaguanas, a settlement in the west of the island between the two major towns of Port of Spain and San Fernando. It had a small hospital, which is very likely where he was born. CLR himself suggests the family may actually have lived there for a while: ‘All I remember of it was that my godfather was a Chinese shopkeeper whose sons were taught by my father. There was some understanding between them which at the time was rather unusual and I vaguely remember being taken to the Chinese gentleman’s living quarters behind the Grocery Store and their coming to our house.’2

By this time, though, the James family were living in or near the village of Arouca, just outside the town of Arima. We know this because when CLR was little more than a year old, Robert James was mentioned in the Trinidad Mirror as being one of the founding members of a debating association in Arouca. A few months later Robert was recorded as leading the choir in the Arouca Presbyterian Church.

The details of his life become clearer from the time CLR was around four years old. He was now known to one and all as ‘Nello’ – from his middle name Lionel – and had acquired two younger siblings, Olive and Eric. At that point his father was transferred to a new job, as headmaster of the government school in the remote rural village of North Trace, in the south of the island, amid the sugar and cocoa plantations. CLR described his earliest memories of life there in a letter to his second wife, Constance Webb:


My first memory is at the age of about four. My mother brought myself and my sister, two years younger, in a cab to North Trace. The train brought us to Princes Town, and then a cab carried us the six miles to North Trace. My father had gone there to be a village schoolmaster. I sat in the cab looking out. Then I remember in the first days going to the wooden latrine . . . I remember too that one day my brother and I were allowed by my mother to run out in the street and bathe naked in the rain.3



This was a difficult posting for Robert James on a number of levels. Firstly, he was stuck in the back of beyond, trying to provide a basic education to the rural poor. CLR describes what he was up against in another letter:


Everything was very primitive. There were about 120 children, boys and girls, most of them bare-footed for they were very poor. The schoolhouse was about eighty feet by forty, with a few maps on the wall and benches.



There was also a headmistress, whose task was to teach the infants while Robert concentrated on the older children, teaching them reading, writing, arithmetic, geography, singing and drill (PE, more or less). He also had some assistants (‘of varying degrees of ignorance’, according to CLR).4

The second problem the James family now had to deal with was the climate. Trinidad, in the tropics, has only two seasons, known as the rainy and the dry. The rainy season lasts approximately from June to December, and down in the rural south it was believed to be unhealthy, especially for children (‘We got fever’, wrote CLR). It had been responsible for an alarming level of mortality when the indentured workers first arrived from India to work these fields. The solution the James family found was to send the children north to Tunapuna to stay with their aunts, Robert’s sisters, during the rainy seasons.

Tunapuna may have been a bigger, busier town with shops and churches and a train station, but CLR’s new living quarters were basic in the extreme. The house was only twelve feet by eighteen in its entirety. There were two rooms, one divided by a paper blind. This was now home to the three children, plus CLR’s grandmother and his two aunts. The house had a thatched roof that let the rain in, and holes in the floor. CLR couldn’t sleep for fleas. The adults in the house were washerwomen and seamstresses. Times were hard, but Robert sent money and there was always food on the table.

The house’s singular benefit was its location, directly opposite the recreation ground. If you stood at the front window you could watch the games of cricket there, from right behind the bowler’s arm. This window is where the legend of CLR James starts. It’s where he begins his masterpiece, Beyond a Boundary:


By standing on a chair a small boy of six could watch practice every afternoon and matches on Saturdays – with matting one pitch could and often did stand for both practice and matches. From the chair also he could mount on to the window-sill and so stretch a groping hand for the books on top of the wardrobe. Thus early the pattern of my life was set.



There’s no use trying to better James’s own description of watching the cricketers, as related in Beyond a Boundary. But it’s worth recapping the key elements. The great excitement for James was watching Matthew Bondman* bat. Bondman was a young man who lived a few doors down. He was everything CLR’s hard-working, God-fearing aunts disapproved of – uncouth, unemployed, unshod. This was the final straw: to care so little for the values of society that you didn’t even bother with shoes. But on the cricket pitch, for a year or two until he lost interest, he was transformed into a natural batsman with a flair for the sweep and the cut shot, which he would play with one knee low to the ground – elegant shots that seemed so at odds with the man playing them. In Bondman, CLR saw early the contradictions inherent in every aspect of life for a Black boy in Trinidad – the chasm between lofty aspiration and grimy reality.

Bondman exemplified the rough life of the street. CLR’s home life sought to protect him from the street and ultimately to deliver him from it. And for his aunts and grandmother escape was via the books that sat on top of the wardrobe and would occupy the young CLR before and after cricket.

These books were all religious in character. Unsurprisingly so. The older of the sisters, his aunt Judith, something of a second mother to him, was later described by CLR as ‘the English Puritan incarnate’.5 The family attended church every Sunday morning, and the children stayed on for Sunday school in the afternoons. This was an utterly unremarkable given. It was no more something to rebel against than the weather. And he would later credit this relentless exposure to the English of the King James Bible as the foundation of his own use of the English language.


There was a series of brightly coloured religious pamphlets telling the story of Jacob and the Ladder, Ruth and Naomi and similar stories. There was a large book called The Throne Of The House Of David. One day somebody told me that these stories could be found in the many bibles that lay around the house. Detective-like, I tracked down the originals and must have warmed the souls of my aunts and grandmother as they saw me poring over the bible. It fascinated me. When the Parson read the Lessons I strove to remember the names and numbers. Rev Allen had a fine voice and was a beautiful reader. I would go home and search and read half aloud to myself. Somewhere along the way I must have caught the basic rhythms of English prose. My reading was chiefly in the Old Testament and I may have caught too some of the stern attitude to life that was all around me, tempered by family kindness.



When he returned to his parents with the dry season in December each year, CLR was exposed to a wider variety of reading matter. Surprisingly, this didn’t come from his father the schoolteacher, as much as from his mother. Over the years he would talk again and again about the extent of her passion for reading. His letters to Constance Webb offer a vivid description of his beloved Bessie:


My chief memory is of my mother sitting reading and I lying on the floor near her reading until it was time for me to go to bed – 9 o’clock. She was a very tall woman, my colour, with a superb carriage and so handsome that everybody always asked who she was. She dressed in the latest fashion – she had a passion for dress and was herself a finished seamstress. But she was a reader. She read everything that came her way. I can see her now, sitting very straight with her book held high, her pince-nez on her Caucasian nose.* As she read a book and put it down I picked it up. My father read nothing – a book a year perhaps.6



She was a voracious but indiscriminate reader, doubtless limited by the fact that the only source of books was an itinerant bookseller who would come by every couple of weeks, carrying a sack of books on his shoulders. Bessie would buy books by the popular writers of the day, whether literary folk like the Brontës or Thackeray, classic romancers like Sir Walter Scott or Fenimore Cooper, or forgotten popular hits like Mrs E. D. E. N. Southworth or Nat Gould.

On occasion his father would buy a book specifically for CLR, a copy of The Pickwick Papers, for instance, because he knew of its reputation, rather than through having read it himself. The bookseller carried magazines too, so Robert would buy copies of Pearson’s and Tit-Bits, which would feature short stories but also profiles of the leading cricketers of the day.

This interest, at least, he shared with his father, who was a hard-hitting batsman and an admirer of W. G. Grace, the great cricketing hero of the Victorian era, perhaps the first true sporting hero of the modern age. CLR started to keep cuttings about cricketers and cricket matches, a habit that would persist through his life, and an early indicator of his supremely organised, if highly individual, approach to learning.

He didn’t just follow cricket. He played too: his father had given him a bat and ball for his fourth birthday and when in Tunapuna he’d ask friends and neighbours to bowl at him, among them the local blacksmith and cricketing star, Cudjoe, and local boys called Kelvin, Buller, George and Aldrick. At other times he had to make do with playing with his little brother Eric, three years younger. This was less satisfactory:


He was a sickly boy and lazy and not too much inclined to play. When I had no books to read, I would beg him to play with me . . . My brother would never play unless I allowed him to bat first. If he got out at once he would say he wasn’t playing any more. I used to cry bitter tears (I remember them now). It wasn’t fair. He had cheated me, and the idea revolted me. I complained to my mother. She sometimes compelled him to play – a stupid thing . . . I gave him two innings to my one. No use. He always cheated me. He cheated naturally and I was naturally honest and fair-minded.7



It is possible, of course, that Eric might have had a different perspective.

CLR also records that he used to love to roam around with an air gun, shooting at birds or tin cups. He may have felt himself to be a fair-minded boy, but the birds and little brothers might have kept their own counsel with regards to that judgement.

CLR was undeniably a very bright child, taking easily to the three Rs. His father knew what needed to happen next. That would be the annual scholarship examination, in which the cleverest boys from around the island under the age of twelve all competed for the exhibitions to Queen’s Royal College and St Mary’s.

This was in addition to the regular island-wide examinations. Once a year, inspectors would come to each of Trinidad’s elementary schools. The pupils would take the exam and the school’s performance would be assessed on the basis of these results. More pupils marked ‘very good’ meant more money for the school – ‘the bonus’ went directly to the headteacher, who, if they were a decent man like Robert James, would distribute some of it among their assistants.

This system of payment by results led, according to CLR, to institutionalised corruption:


The chief part of the examination was the written part; all the standards had for example Arithmetic Cards with sums on them. The cards were imported by the examiner from England. Groups of teachers got together and imported cards from every maker of cards in England. They had all the possible cards. When the [inspector’s] tour began, the first teacher passed the word along that this year, Mr, Robinson was using Craul’s cards or Johnson’s as the case might be. At once the teachers all along the route had their pupils furiously working out those cards over and over again so that when the day came and they were handed out each pupil knew his sums already . . . There was this cheating going on in every school . . . The curious thing is that no one considered it immoral.



The scholarship examination, though, was a very different matter. Robert James was determined that CLR should pass, and when his son was eight he decided to take him in hand. It was a decision so momentous that the date remained in CLR’s mind decades later: 26 April 1909. From then on he would stay in North Trace all year round and study with his father.

Before and after school Robert would give his son extra tuition. At the same time CLR was now really starting to leap forward in his reading:


I was way beyond the average boy. Because I had been reading. We used to use a kerosene lamp. At nine o’clock my parents would go to bed. I would have brought a candle. And in my room where I slept, my father always put me alone by myself, I would light my candle and read till about two or three in the morning.8



His choice of reading matter was becoming more sophisticated. Just as he was being made aware of the ambitions his parents had for him and the tasks he had ahead, he became fascinated by one of the great nineteenth-century novels, one that centred around a bright outsider called Becky Sharp trying to make her way in society: Thackeray’s Vanity Fair.


My mother had an old copy with a red cover. I had read it when I was about eight, and of all the books that passed through the house this one became my Homer and my bible. I read it through from the first page to the last, then started again. For years I had no notion that it was a classical novel. I read it because I wanted to.9



In December 1909 CLR sat the examination, just before his ninth birthday. He was two or three years younger than the boys he was up against, and his father claimed that he was just doing the exam for practice, this little kid from North Trace up against all the smart town boys.


On the day of the examination a hundred boys were brought from all parts of the island by their teachers, like so many fighting cocks. That day I looked at the favourites and their trainers with wide-open eyes, for I was a country bumpkin.



He didn’t win an exhibition but, remarkably, he was placed seventh. And unlike his competitors, CLR would have three more chances before reaching the cut-off age of twelve.

As it happened, the following year he would no longer be a country bumpkin. The month after he first took the exam, in January 1910, Robert got a new job. It was a serious promotion. From the backwoods of North Trace, he was picked to be the new headmaster of St Ann’s School in Port of Spain, close by the Governor’s house and the great Savannah Park.

CLR went with his father to live in Port of Spain. It’s unclear whether the rest of the family came too, or whether they stayed behind in either North Trace or Tunapuna. CLR’s memoirs never mention either his mother or his siblings being there, but then he does focus very heavily on his own fortunes. His brother and sister, in particular, very rarely get a look in. Either way, he certainly enjoyed his new quarters:


St Ann’s was a remarkably situated school. It was around the Queen’s Park Savannah and just next to a famous sporting club, the Shamrock Sporting Club. So there was a house where the head teacher lived within the same yard and there was a little room in the front, and there I was well installed and having a fine time.10



The Savannah, the city’s central park, was essentially a big open space and it was full of cricket and football pitches, even a horse-racing track. From his new home the young CLR could walk straight out on to the Savannah and see all the leading players of the day in club matches.


So just a few weeks from North Trace and I am catapulted into the heart of what is taking place, I was extremely well educated on cricket, football and horse-racing. In addition to that an English team came to play international cricket at the Queen’s Park Oval, just across the Savannah. My father took me. I began to be very much interested in football because I am not only learning to play, but I could watch the games take place in the Savannah and read about them the next morning.



Reading newspaper sports reports became one of CLR’s great interests – and a lifelong habit. He would read about his special interests, cricket, football, great boxing matches and even horse racing, then cut out any articles that particularly interested him for his scrapbooks.

Robert James hadn’t brought CLR to Port of Spain just to read the sports pages and watch cricket, though. His focus was firmly on the next year’s scholarship examination. He gave CLR an hour’s tuition before and after the school day. He was soon sure that his son was going to have little trouble with the exam. Aged nine, CLR was holding his own in the same class as teenagers.


I remember him looking at me in a very peculiar way when I did some of these things. And one week before the exams he told me – ‘Boy I have nothing more to teach you, I am not going to do any work with you this week, you are ready, do what you like, come to class, I am not giving you any extra lessons just take it easy.’ So my mother was a little bit concerned – ‘You are not teaching him anything more, Robert?’ she said. ‘No,’ said my father, ‘I cannot teach him anything more than what he knows at the present time. He is going to go there, he is coming first, nobody is going to beat him.’

And I went into the examination and everybody understood that I was going to come out first. I got one hundred marks for arithmetic. I did everything.



CLR was never a man afflicted by false modesty. Having the benefit of a quite extraordinary memory, studying always came easy. Winning a scholarship to Queen’s Royal College, when still just nine years old, was no more than he expected. He was officially the brightest boy on the island. The way forward, once so narrow and remote, was starting to open up in front of him.



* Matthew Bondman was a pseudonym used by CLR so as not to upset his family.

* The legacy of a white French ancestor, so CLR told his friend Alfred Mendes




Chapter Two

Queen’s Royal College, looking out over the western edge of the Savannah, was a remarkable institution; a school that would produce prime ministers and presidents, Olympic medallists and a Nobel prizewinner, radicals and reactionaries, cricketers and carnival designers. It was the apogee of the school system that the British had set up once they took control of Trinidad.

In 1851 the Governor General, Lord Harris, established a system of primary schools across the island. Education was to be made available to all, ‘however humble their birth’. In 1857 the new Governor, Arthur Hamilton-Gordon, decided to add a secondary, or collegiate, school. This would be set up so that, in the words of the Governor, ‘Its advantages should be open to those of every race and every religion, and that the education given should be of a decidedly superior character.’1

The school opened in 1859, as the Queen’s Collegiate School, and by 1863 it was the first school in a British colony to enter students for the Cambridge Entrance exam, with considerable success. The original school site was in Lord Harris Square, in the centre of town, but its remarkable results attracted further funding from England. In 1904, by now renamed Queen’s Royal College, it moved into spectacular new premises by the Savannah, one of a string of ornate Edwardian buildings known as the Seven Sisters.

It was still a very new building when CLR James arrived in January 1911, immediately after his tenth birthday. It can’t fail to have made an impression on him, this grand building, after the primitive establishments he’d attended in Tunapuna and North Trace. And one can only imagine his father’s pride, taking his boy across the Savannah for his first day.

But while Queen’s Royal College may have had something of the look of a British public school – and certainly its curriculum was broadly the same as that of Rugby or Winchester – its mix of pupils was very different. In later years CLR remembered his fellow pupils as a harmonious bunch, whose numbers included the white children of British officials and businesspeople; the children of the Black middle class; lawyers, doctors, pharmacists and so on; as well as Indian and Chinese children whose parents were more likely to be shopkeepers. ‘There was, as far as I can remember, no racial conflict.’2

And then there were the scholarship boys like CLR. He was in no way overawed by his new surroundings. He was the brightest boy on the island, after all. He started learning Latin and French. Greek would follow a year or so later. And he started making friends. He recalled that the Black boys generally tended to mix with the East Indians, while the white boys and the Chinese boys generally stuck in their own groups. CLR, however, quickly made friends with some white boys, sons of doctors and senior civil servants – ‘obviously their families were of notable status in the community. But I never felt it and they didn’t seem to be aware of it and year after year we fought to sit next to each other in class.’

It’s worth pausing to consider this cheery account. Can CLR’s first interactions with the island’s white ruling class really have been so simple? It’s hard to imagine that there was no racism in a school on an island where skin colour and racial origin were key factors in determining your chances in life. So how to explain this? It seems likely that much of it comes from CLR’s own person and personality. He was good-looking, confident and well spoken. All of this doubtless mitigated against him being a target for bullying, racist or otherwise. Credit must also be due to the teachers at QRC. Generally white Englishmen, they nevertheless seem to have treated their multi-racial pupils with fairness.

Certainly, CLR enjoyed his time there. The teaching he remembered as first rate – the masters were all bar one Oxbridge men. He soon achieved distinction by winning a prize in an essay competition. Students from all over the island were invited to send in contributions on ‘The British Empire’. CLR, still only ten, came second and won two volumes of Kipling’s stories.

His appetite for reading remained prodigious and after the first year he was able to access what he saw as the school’s greatest asset: its extensive library. There he found the complete works of his beloved Thackeray – thirty-eight volumes, mostly illustrated by the novelist himself – plus Dickens and George Eliot and the other Victorian novelists, as well as collections of poetry selected by Matthew Arnold. He dived into all of these but found time too for less elevated material. He devoured the adventure stories of G. A. Henty and the school stories of P. G. Wodehouse, plus copies of the Boy’s Own Paper. He was always on the lookout for anything written about the game of cricket. There wasn’t much – just things like the Jubilee Book of Cricket by Ranjitsinhji – but CLR scoured them for information.

Cricket was becoming more and more of a passion. He had grown into a tall, athletic boy and could both bat and bowl to a decent standard. QRC had its own grounds. Up to five teams could play at once, and the school’s first team was good enough to play in the all-island competitions. A sporting ethos was much encouraged by the headmaster, William Burslem – described by CLR as part Pickwick, part Dr Johnson, part Samuel Smiles. Burslem had been an assistant master at Harrison College in Barbados, the elite school of the British Caribbean and the crucible for the popularity of cricket in the area. Alumni included Pelham ‘Plum’ Warner, the English cricket captain and pioneering cricket writer. All shared a belief that sport had a civilising power, cricket most of all. The game’s explicit moral code was elevated to the level of a religious faith – a faith CLR would cleave to with perhaps excessive fervour.

At the start of CLR’s second year at QRC, his father was transferred once again, from St Ann’s to Arima, a sizeable town twenty miles east of Port of Spain. This presented a problem, as it was too far for CLR to travel to and from school each day, given the limitations of public transport. The first solution was for CLR to board in town, at the house of a friend of his father’s, a teacher called Mr Brown.

This stay lasted for a few months. And while there is precious little evidence as to what happened there, many years later CLR would refer – in an anguished letter to his second wife – to the trauma he experienced when he was sent away to board. In a fragment of memoir, he describes Mr Brown as ‘a very peculiar man’.3 It was from this period on that CLR started to become a more wilful, wayward boy, rather than the exemplary son he’d been up to this point. But he was also entering adolescence, so it’s hard to definitively give responsibility for these changes to the ‘peculiar’ Mr Brown.

Whatever happened there, after a few months CLR left Mr Brown’s place and returned to Tunapuna to live once again with his aunts. Tunapuna was about halfway between Port of Spain and Arima, and the commute was easier for a schoolboy.

Over the next few years CLR entered into what he would later describe as a war. Ironically perhaps, as these were also the years of the Great War in Europe, which some of his older schoolmates would sign up for.

CLR’s war was a hard-fought one, memorably described in Beyond A Boundary:


In reality my life up to ten had laid the powder for a war that lasted without respite for eight years, and intermittently for some time afterwards – a war between English Puritanism, English literature and cricket, and the realism of West Indian life.



It was an asymmetrical war too. On one side were CLR’s parents and family, family friends, masters and the headmaster, even the Board of Education. And, on the other side, the young CLR James.

The front line was between CLR and his father. CLR’s increasing independence of mind led him to read what he wanted when he wanted, rather than to follow the approved curriculum. It led him to play cricket when he should be studying, and to explore the streets. According to a later girlfriend, Louise Cripps, he told her: ‘I played hooky – I ran around with a group of boys intent as I was on wild doings, mischief.’4

There was only one way such behaviour was dealt with in Trinidad back then – corporal punishment, brutally applied:


I remember when I was going to the Tunapuna school as a small boy I saw Mr Jordan, the headmaster, a very polite and well-mannered man, beating a boy not on his behind but putting him to sit down and beating him across the thighs. He must have given him at least a dozen strokes. But beating was the practice at all schools, Queen’s Royal College as well. Mr Burslem, the principal, was always not only ready but alert to beat a boy who was reported to him or whom he caught doing something that he ought not to do, such as wearing a felt hat and not a straw hat.

But if at Queen’s Royal College there was regular beating, it was nothing compared to the beatings which were administered by the headmasters of the elementary schools. The boys were beaten without mercy. Boys were badly beaten for not knowing the lessons which should have been prepared the evening before. Any rudeness or impertinence or lack of manners to a teacher was immediately met with blows. The headmaster had two or three rods available and often as well a thick leather strap.5



So Robert was no stranger to beating a boy, and when his son defied him he was merciless. He rarely talked about it, but Louise Cripps remembers seeing the marks on CLR’s back, scars from the beatings he’d endured. And later, writing to Constance Webb and trying to explain his emotional repression, he stated baldly that ‘I was badly beaten as a little boy. Father fierce Puritan.’6 Even his mother was unable to come to his rescue.


When my father beat me badly she did not interfere and said nothing, except that I was made to understand that she was ready to do any rubbing down that was necessary. She did not want to take my side against his.7



Years later James tried to rationalise the brutality he and so many others received at the hands of men like his father:


They were not cruel men . . . I have talked over this merciless beating of which they were guilty with some of my old schoolfellows. Some of us today believe that, as with so much in the Caribbean today, it was a heritage of slavery, and secondly there was so much vice and ignorance around us that a teacher who was responsible for the moral standards of his community thought it his duty to exercise the severest discipline, and the only discipline he could exercise was the extensive use of the rod.

But the same men not only taught with extreme concentration and responsibility, they told us how to behave in school and out of school. If your clothes were not fixed as they ought to be they not only told us what to do but gave a little lecture on the importance of being tidily dressed . . . some serious study ought to be made of these men who were born and received their education in the second generation after slavery . . . modelling themselves on the conduct and style of the English men and women who ruled over them, established a standard of behaviour which laid the foundation of what became in the next generation the black middle class.



Robert James, then, strove to beat his son into respectability. It didn’t work. The beatings served only to alienate him. CLR continued to follow his own intellectual path. The more he saw of life outside the home, exploring Port of Spain, the more he was convinced that the rigid beliefs of his father’s generation were simply inadequate. In particular he could see that that the ordinary people of Trinidad lived their life with a vigour and individuality that seemed so much more rewarding than the puritanical lifestyle the teachers were attempting to impose:


In Shakespeare I had the clash of passion and lust and love and revenge and friendship and all that, that I could see around me with the ordinary people.



CLR was determined to find his own way forward. At school, aged fourteen, he started his own little magazine, taking a few sheets of paper and folding them over to make twenty-four small pages that he would singlehandedly fill up every week:


I wrote all sorts of things in it. Gossip about the boys and masters, I would include cricket and football, news about the school play, short stories, very short, jokes, anything that will fill the 24 pages. I spent hours writing the thing to hand it to my class. And they read it with interest and there was competition as to who should get it and how long a boy would take to read it. I hadn’t the faintest idea why I was doing it. It took an awful amount of time which meant I was neglecting my schoolwork.



Even when he was paying attention to his studies, he was determined to follow his own interests. It’s easy to see the precocious schoolboy in his later recollections:


My schoolwork followed an individual course of its own. I did some studies in integral calculus and differential calculus but soon got tired of them, or rather was too busy with other things to pay proper attention to them. Not that I was weak in mathematics. Not at all. Whenever I paid attention to it I could do as well as anybody else. But I was very busy now with Greek literature . . . having to study Euripides and Thucydides in class I, as usual, read not only the introductions but went off to the library to find all that other people had said about these writings.



Even the college library was not enough to satisfy his intellectual curiosity. He didn’t eat lunch with the other boys, but brought his own food – beef sandwiches made by his aunt. Left alone in the school he discovered the inner sanctum: the masters’ room, with its own, more rarefied library.

At fifteen he discontinued the magazine but wrote a novel, sixty thousand words or so, based around his school life. To his later regret he tore it up not long afterwards: ‘That I regret very much . . . Often I wanted to see what it was I thought when I was fifteen years old . . . Nobody told me to do any of these things. I had no models on which to mould myself. I simply felt like doing them and did what I wanted to do.’

Also at fifteen, CLR made it into the school’s first eleven (he made the football first team as well, playing in goal, but that impacted rather less on his life and work). The cricket team was almost entirely self-administered. They elected their own captains, secretaries and committees (‘a master presided, but that’s all he did’).8 CLR took to the administration side enthusiastically. He became secretary of the first eleven and at the beginning of every term went off to the shops in town to buy the sports equipment for some 200 boys.

Meanwhile, his approach to the game was very similar to his approach to ancient Greek. Ironically, the cricket that others saw as distracting him from his studies, was, for CLR himself, simply one more academic discipline. He read books on cricket fanatically and the newspaper reports of cricket matches religiously. While still at school he turned himself into an expert in the history and analysis of the game.

More than that, it was cricket that actually inculcated the kind of Victorian values his father had attempted to imbue via rod and leather strap. In Beyond a Boundary, CLR describes how the omnipresent public-school code was ignored or subverted in the classroom, but obeyed without question or demur on the sports field:


As soon as we stepped on to the cricket or football field, all was changed. We were a motley crew. The children of some white officials and white businessmen, middle-class blacks and mulattos, Chinese boys, some of whose parents still spoke broken English, Indian boys, some of whose parents spoke no English at all, and some poor black boys who had won exhibitions or whose parents had starved and toiled on plots of agricultural land and were spending their hard-earned money on giving their eldest boy an education. Yet rapidly we learned to obey the umpire’s decision without question, however irrational it was. We learned to play with the team, which meant subordinating your personal inclinations, and even interests, for the good of the whole. We did not denounce failures, but ‘Well tried’ or ‘Hard luck’ came easily to our lips. We were generous to opponents and congratulated them on victories, even when we knew they did not deserve it.



There’s the contradiction that would both trouble and inspire CLR for the rest of his life. He would always and at once be both fierce critic and committed devotee of Western culture, as refracted through the public-school code. It’s a mix that is not exclusively, but is definitely very strongly, Trinidadian.

How singular was CLR within his own time is harder to be sure of. So much of what we know of his life comes from his own accounts. There are one or two external sources on which to draw, however. In particular, his schoolmate William Besson narrated a memoir in his eighties,* which includes a vivid portrait of the young CLR.

Besson was from a mixed Black and Chinese background (CLR refers to him as ‘a Chinese boy’ in various memoirs, showing the keen awareness of racial gradations endemic among Trinidadians at the time). Like CLR, Bill Besson had been educated in Tunapuna and won a scholarship to QRC. He was the same age as CLR but a school year or two behind because of his friend’s precociously early start. Unsurprisingly, he was somewhat in awe:

‘I think everybody in the island must have known about him,’ he recalled. ‘Nello took me to his house and I remember seeing a room in his house where the floor was covered with books and I think those books belonged to Nello!’9

They didn’t see much of each other at first. Besson was not a sportsman like CLR. What brought them together was a tragedy. On 6 March 1915, the two boys were both, separately, on the train from Tunapuna to Port of Spain. It was a single-track line, dangerously overused, and as they approached McKenzie Bridge, just east of San Juan station, the train crashed into an oncoming goods train coming in the opposite direction. It was a horrific accident. Eleven people died in the carnage. Bill Besson and his two brothers were in one of the worst-affected carriages:


When this collision took place I lost consciousness for some time and when I regained consciousness I found myself under a lot of wreckage through which I could see twilight and then I heard a voice calling my name. It was Nello calling for me and I replied, and he removed all the wreckage and pulled me out and took me to the embankment. Well, it happened that the friends of my two brothers with whom they were travelling were killed, and this schoolboy friend of mine with whom I was travelling was killed. Nothing happened to Nello . . .



To Besson, then, CLR seemed to have a charmed existence, one that ran on different rails to that of his contemporaries. But if CLR’s progress seemed effortless, the reality was very different. The school did not approve of CLR’s free and easy approach to the curriculum. For years his exam results were regularly disappointing, definitely below what was expected of a scholarship boy. It was accepted that a pupil funded by public money was not just letting himself down, but the whole community. Now that he was living back home again, his father would beat him and CLR would do as he was told for a while, then head off on his own path once again.


[My father decided to] give me a beating, which had not happened for a year or two. Disciplined and respectful as I always was to him and other members of my family, I made him understand from early that I was not going to be beaten. I was too big for that. The threat and my calm but determined defiance went on for a day or two, and one night he entered my little bedroom with a strap and said he was going to show me who was master. We held on and though he was a big strong man, I was also very fit and we struggled together. My mother, in tears, came in and somehow she put herself between us, put an end to the conflict.10



Robert kept on threatening retribution, so Bessie packed CLR some clothes and told him to go and stay with their neighbours, the Rankeesons. He spent the night there and they gave him money to take the train down south, where he stayed with his uncle, a station master in the village of California.

CLR stayed there for some days, borrowing books and playing cricket and debating with his uncle, an autodidact starved of intellectual conversation. Finally a letter arrived from his father. It was an effective surrender. CLR returned home, went back to school and his father never laid a hand on him again.

Years later CLR would comment, ‘He decided to accept me as I was and I became a respectable and self-respecting member of society and have remained so to this day.’11

For a while CLR’s interests started to coincide more closely with the academic expectations of the school as he prepared for the Oxford & Cambridge Higher Certificate, particularly demanding examinations that Mr Burslem was very keen on. CLR latched on to two elements that particularly appealed to him. The English examination focused on the British romantic movement: Keats, Shelley, Wordsworth, De Quincey . . . More exciting yet was the French paper, which introduced him to the great writers of the French romantic movement, Victor Hugo, Gauthier, Lamartine, Balzac and more.

However, CLR being CLR, the fact that there were areas of the new curriculum that excited him meant that he focused on those to the exclusion of all else. As a result, he achieved a prodigious mark for his French literature paper, but a poor one for French prose, and an appalling one for applied mathematics.

From CLR’s point of view this was a reasonable enough outcome. He had acquired a lifelong interest in and knowledge of French literature. From the point of view of his family and the hopes they had pinned on him, it was more frustration.

The story of CLR’s intransigence was passed down through the James family. His niece Erica, daughter of Eric and herself a long-time preschool educator, remembers the legend of Nello James, the boy who preferred to sit outside the classroom reading his own book rather than sitting inside and listening to the teacher:


He never wanted to stay in any schoolroom, to sit down, because he knew everything! His father was a headmaster and could not understand it. He knew CLR was very bright, but he couldn’t understand why he didn’t want to sit in a class like a regular person, but his mother knew that he had really special gifts. It was very difficult for his father.12



Robert’s frustration with his brilliant, self-willed son is easy to understand. However, it is clear that, in many ways, CLR was absolutely his father’s son. Robert too was a proud man, unwilling to compromise. In later years CLR liked to tell the story of how one day, when his father was still headmaster of St Ann’s, the Governor stopped by for an impromptu visit.

His father had the children stand up and sing ‘God Save the King’, then he made a little speech about the work they were doing there. After that the Governor inspected a collection of rocks and stones the children had collected from the nearby Dry River. He liked what he saw and invited Mr James to come up to Government House to see the geological collection they had there.

This was a considerable honour for a Black elementary school teacher and Bessie and the rest of the family were duly impressed. But come the day of the visit, she was amazed to see Robert putting on his regular teaching outfit:


My mother was startled, she said: ‘Robert, I have been dusting down your three-piece suit.’ My father told her ‘This is my day to day clothes. I am not going to be there as a friend of his. I am there as the teacher and he is the Governor. I am not going to wear all my three-piece suit as if I am an honoured guest.’13



Like his son, Robert James was an ambitious man, but constitutionally incapable of being false to himself. And the family were steadily starting to prosper. They were the very epitome of Black middle-class respectability. In his memoirs, CLR testified to the public and private rectitude of his parents and how much their values stayed with him in later life:


No one has ever seen me drunk, because I have never been drunk. In a society largely undisciplined, my father was never the worse for liquor. As for my mother, the idea was unthinkable. They were not teetotallers, not even critical of drinkers. At Christmas time there would be in the house a bottle or two of Vermouth, some rum, some whiskey, some Madeira wine, gin and one or two other bottles . . . One day, one Christmas day, I saw my father and his friends a little more talkative than usual, but that was all. No one has ever heard me use one of the four letter words in public. I don’t do it. It is not a moral question. I simply don’t do it because my mother and father never at any time used such words, either in the world outside, or in private in the house.



CLR’s sister Olive gets little mention in his memoirs. His one extended reminiscence involves her piano-playing, and offers a vivid
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