
 

           Diana McCaulay 

   In conversation with Gabriel Gbadamosi 

 

Gabriel Gbadamosi (GG): Great. Tremendous. Now there are lots of things 

people will want to know about the book and there are lots of things that I will 

want to know about you as a writer. Having just read one book of yours, this 

one, it's quite an achievement.  

Diana McCaulay (DM): Perfect.  

GG: If I could lay out the ground for it... Quite distinct from V.S Naipaul's, A 

House for Mr. Biswas. This is set in Jamaica and has at its centre, a Black Jamaican 

woman nearing her 100th birthday, who, in the night, begins to hear the stones 

of her house move and thinks, 'I must be going mad, or I must be approaching 

death.' And we, the readers begin to think, 'Oh, well, no. It was an earthquake, 

Ms. Pauline. What are you talking about?' But we then have a novel in which we 

see her life in flashback coming up to the moment in which she encounters 

some things about herself and about the history of Jamaica. So, the structure of 
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this novel allows us to look at Jamaica as a history; as a present culture; and 

through individuals herself and the other people we meet within it. This kind of 

structure, this kind of epic storytelling is not something I've ever associated 

Jamaica with. 

Can you start by telling me how you came to this as a concept for the novel and 

how it is that you seem to be cutting away completely from the kind of directly in 

their social injustice protest, the kind of love poetry that we're accustomed to 

hearing from Jamaica.  

DM: Well, it's a long story. I'll try and... I'll try and cut it down for you. All my 

books have had very long gestation periods and this one probably the longest of 

all of them. Essentially going back to almost 2002, 2003, I was staying at a 

plantation, an old plantation, great house in a writer's workshop, in a tiny room 

under the front stairs. And when I went to bed at night, I found myself thinking 

about the use of that room; whether it had been a storeroom for tools or 

perhaps somewhere where a servant or an enslaved woman stayed, so that she 

could be easily called by the owners of the house. And that woman moved into 

my brain.  

GG: Ah.  
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DM: And then later in 2014 or 2016, I was contacted by a New Zealand 

television company doing one of those Who Do You Think You Are programmes. 

And they said that they would like... Did I know that I was related to a New 

Zealand celebrity chef called Ray McVinnie? And I said, 'No, certainly not.' And 

would I be prepared to meet with him? And I said, 'Yes, absolutely.' And went to 

a place called Liguanea Club in Kingston with my sister and a cousin to meet this 

man at a very ultra colonial setting. 

It was, it was so amazing, really. And was handed by the producer of this show, 

telling me about a, an ancestral history that I knew nothing about. Because my 

ancestral story as far as I knew I was descended from a Baptist missionary, 

which I used to trot out, you know, whenever anybody said that, 'You're not 

Jamaican, are you?' Because I'm quite light skinned. Anyway, so I was given this 

history, and it was all on my mother's side that we were descended from a 

Portuguese Sephardic Jew who came to Jamaica to grow tobacco, and an 

enslaved West African woman called Nancy McLean. So, I became fascinated 

with the genealogy. [I] did a lot of research; eventually compiled a family tree of 

about 1200 names and then came lockdown, then came the Covid Pandemic 

and lockdown. And by then my, my fifth book had just come out in... right into 

the middle of the pandemic. And I was kind of exhausted with the whole 

publication journey and I decided I was done with it. 
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But we were at home, and I decided I was going to write about this woman that 

was still in my head and let her out onto the page and see where it took me. I 

wasn't going to send it anywhere; it was for me alone. In fact, I called it my long 

strip of knitting. I sat at my computer and that's what I did. So, I actually did not 

approach it with, in any of the ways I'd approached my novels in the past or 

anything anyone had tried to teach me or anything my, anything my reading had 

shown me. 

GG: I completely understood it. There are two strands to this. One is your 

sense of your genealogy of who you are thrown up in the air. But more than 

that, in your present occupation as a writer, you moved into a small room under 

some stairs in a great house from the period of plantation slavery, and the black 

enslaved woman who you felt had occupied that room, moved into you, and 

haunted you. 

DM: Yes.  

GG: And this novel is the result of that haunting.  

DM: Yes.  

GG: You connect that haunting to a, a more general point about Jamaica, 

Jamaican culture, and Jamaican people, that they are haunted by many 

ancestors: Sephardi Jews, enslaved Africans, perhaps Scottish Baptist 
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missionaries. Who knows? It's a, it's out of many one people. We know that is a 

phrase used by Jamaica about Jamaicans. But all of these characters who come 

tumbling into the novel in the present moment seem very often to be strangers 

to each other. Let's take for example, Miss Pauline nearing 100. In her own small 

community of Mason Hall, there are the children or grandchildren or 

great-grandchildren of people she used to know, but they're strangers to her 

and very often they speak a very different kind of patois. 

Can you speak to us about the strangeness of the ways Jamaicans haunt each 

other and interact with each other, which seems very directly reflected in the 

writing?  

DM: So I think, I think Ms. Pauline... you, as you, as you get older... I I'm, I'm 

now pretty old myself, but as you get older...  

GG: [Interrupts] No older than myself, Diana. Let's not boast.  

DM: Yeah. I think, I think, I think one of, one of the things that happens is the 

people you are really close to have died, and so you're in this latter part of your 

life where your very close relationships and friendships have left you. And you 

really, I think, come face to face with yourself. 

This is what I imagined anyway at somebody at such a great age. And so, that 

was one of the things I wanted to point out; that you've had this long history in 
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this place where probably you knew everybody very well. It's a small village, but 

towards the end of your life now, all of those relationships have started to ebb 

or go away completely. 

And even the language I think does that. I find this myself. Because the... the 

Jamaican Patois I knew as a young, a young woman, a teenager, young adult 

growing up, it's completely different now. And so, language evolves like 

everything else. And that was one of the big challenges in the book Gabriel, for 

me to try and write the patois of a contemporary young Jamaican man in an 

authentic way; and I guess it remains to be seen how well I did that.  

GG: I'm sure you did your research and we're not all fantastic mimics, but I'm 

sure you've done very well, because I was, as a non-Jamaican, enormously 

persuaded by it. There is a strand in the book in which the central character, Ms. 

Pauline, sometimes wonders whether she isn't actually already dead: a duppy, a 

ghost haunting her own life and haunting her own community. And this kind of 

unearthly sense of being a... really on... in the same space as the dead of past 

and of sometimes quite terrible past, emerges in the book as a description of 

Jamaica. 

It's a place of great violence: great violence in the ways people speak to each 

other, in the ways they operate, in the ways that they rape; and rape, 

prepubescent girls. I mean, this presence of violence, this presence of what you 
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sometimes call a kind of a seething, wickedness or evil within the place is not the 

holiday brochure version of Jamaica lots of people get. Can you speak to that 

from the novel, in relation to contemporary Jamaica? Has it really such violence, 

such alienation?  

DM: I would say we cannot escape the fact that Jamaica is a violent place. It 

was, you know, and it was born in violence, and that violence has been passed 

down in various ways. 

You know, we all talk about, you know, the, these generational trauma, which I 

definitely believe in, but Jamaica is also, it's this great contradiction, which is why 

I find it so interesting as a subject for literature. But it is also a place of great 

kindness and great beauty - physical beauty and very strong communities. 

So it's, you know, you know, I have a, another life as an environmental activist 

and I once had a Peace Corps volunteer who was with us for three years; 

American woman, also older, and she said to me, "Jamaica has all the problems 

of the world [indeterminable] small, on a scale that you can manage." And I do 

think that about, you know, my homeland, that every you can, you can really see 

all the conflicts, all the contradictions, all the injustice, I want to say; the 

inequality that plays out in other parts of the world here in a small, in a small 

island. And we're still grappling, I think with the, our violent history. And I wanted 

to talk about that. And I wanted to talk about what moves people to violence, 
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how people you might otherwise think of as good people, you know, responsible 

people, family people, people who love their animals, who sometimes... who 

sometimes are moved to violence. 

And I don't tell you, Gabriel, that I have an answer to any of that, but I wanted to 

delve into it. In, in the place, in the location where this great historical crime 

played out, where Jamaicans, contemporary Jamaicans, have created a liberty, as 

we say, but still have the shadow of this... of this violent past. 

I want to talk, I don't want to talk about as well, about specifically violence 

against women, which I think is a big problem still. And so, this is a woman's 

story. This is a woman's story who as a girl meets, you know, the threat of 

violence from a male figure and goes through her life breaking all the rules that 

her society tries to impose upon her, and is now at the end of her life looking 

back on the things she did, the things she saw, the thing, the way she made, 

created her life.  

GG: There, there are two things that emerge out of this: one I want to come to, 

and that's the relationship of Jamaicans to land - the sense of ownership, 

embeddedness and of belonging. But first of all, I want to go in, as you say, 

through that central character, Ms. Pauline. This is a woman who keeps a Cutlass 

under her bed and is at all times ready to use it. This is a woman who has an 

extraordinary voice, which readers will encounter. It's, it's abusive, it's raw, it's 
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direct. She takes no prisoners. And yet, even though she carries in her mind, in 

her heart, in her spirit, a very weighty sense of guilt, the reader, myself as a 

reader, really identifies with that and can identify with that. There was a slight 

difficulty I had in being able to read her because of the way that sometimes she's 

narrated by the unseen narrator who I'm at this moment going to say, "Hi, 

Diana." Pauline's voice is entirely unlike yours, but sometimes your voice gently 

takes her over and speaks of her, to her, about her, from her. So for example, 

you get lines like, 'She, Pauline is amused by her own annoyance.' So, here's a 

narrative process which reaches down into that very subjective space where 

Pauline lives and offers her an almost kind of Jane Austin like kind of complexity 

and delicacy in understanding small movements of feeling and of the spirit. 

But when she speaks for herself, she will have none of that. She gives no space 

to certain kinds of qualms. So, it looks like the novel was always a fight between 

Pauline and somehow the narrator. Did you find a tension between yourself as a 

narrator reaching into and narrating the smallest internal movements and the 

woman herself looking back at you, fighting you off? 

DM: In a way, I mean, I find... my own internal life is a bit like that, in the sense 

that I, you know, I sometimes am conversing with this, this other Diana, who is 

more an observer and sort of saying to me, not in the way I would speak myself, 

but cautioning me or saying, 'Do you really want to do that?' I go back and forth, 
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me as an individual, I go back and forth between inhabiting myself and 

observing myself. 

And I don't know how common this is, but in my imagining of this woman who's 

very literate, right? This is another, this is another part of her that is unusual for 

somebody living in a rural Jamaican village. She has fought and won literacy for 

herself. And so, I imagined her both having been very present in her body and 

herself, and then, but also being able to be a bit of an observer for her. 

And I also wanted to switch between the language she would use in those, in 

those two roles. So, we all do this, you know, we speak in standard English when 

the audience is going to respond to the standard English, and then we switch to 

Patois depending on actually the subject I think more than the audience. I mean, 

if I was speaking to you and you had upset me, I would probably lapse into 

Jamaican.  

GG: Okay.  

DM: And so, I wanted as well to write that the way that that happens, the way 

that we, we think, might think in standard English, but when we speak or when 

we admonish ourselves, as she often does, she does it in Patois. 

GG: Yes, absolutely. Okay, before we then come to land, let's look for a 

moment at Patois. As I say, there are some moments when I hear, I think, I feel I 
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hear Pauline speaking directly to you, Diana, in lines like 'some things not good 

to talk.' She, she kind of is kind of closing you down sometimes. But as you say, 

yes, she educated herself through the library, through an old librarian who let 

her kind of see books and exposed her to a certain kind of speaky-spokey, as 

they say, standard English. But actually, the way she navigates individuals in her 

community that she comes across is from very direct Patois. Let me look at 

something that occurs in the book around Patois. Someone wants to say, 'Oh, 

how long has this stone been here at the centre of the community?' And the 

answer is eventually given us, 'Oh, since time immemorial.' 

But the phrase that comes out in Patois is 'From Whappie Kill Phillup'... 'From 

Whappie Kill Phillup'. Can you give us some kind of background, as to how in 

Patois, 'From Whappie Kill Phillup' comes to mean 'since time immemorial'?  

DM: Well, Jamaicans will recognise 'From Whappie Kill Phillup', which is a term 

we use for a really long time. And Whappie and Phillup were people. 

I imagine this is just a, you know, the... a saying that has come down to me, to 

my friends, to the people I spoke to. I did not grow up in a rural village, I should 

probably say. So, I had to talk to people who did. And they definitely had From 

Whappie Kill... I think it's actually Philip, but he was called Phillup. And Ms. 

Pauline in that little moment is putting down the visitor who has asked how long 

the stone has been there because you know, he's a bit dismissive of when they 
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say, 'From Whappie Kill Phillup.' And she wants to let him know that she knows 

words like, and phrases like ' from time immemorial', which she says in standard 

English. 

So, this is a kind of, I want to say jockeying back and forth or navigating back and 

forth between this very complex, very vibrant, very lively Jamaican culture that 

take... as you said earlier, takes no prisoners...  

GG: Yeah.  

DM: [continuation]... and the standard English that was imposed on us and still 

is imposed on us.  

GG: Okay. Well, I think most people can hear and substitute, you know, since 

Cain killed Abel. Do you know? But the...  

DM: Exactly.  

GG: [continuation]... the fight between Cain and Abel literally was about the 

land; about the lifestyle, it's about the livelihood. This brings us to land, where 

Patois is used in the novel sometimes to block communication, to miss or 

discommunicate someone who you don't want to include. All that guardedness 

in the end seems to come down to belonging, land, possession, ownership; and 

the violence of possession and ownership and almost direct inheritance from 
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the violence of owning other human beings, which is abhorrent of a violent 

system. How far is the Jamaica… would you say that that's still the issue in 

Jamaica? Is that's still an issue?  

DM: I think ownership of land is still highly contested. The majority of 

Jamaicans are... do not have access to land. There are still a very large number of 

people who live on so-called... in so-called informal communities. We used to call 

them squatters. And the whole land question is still very much a live issue. 

GG: [Interrupts] What blocks land review?  

DM: Sorry?  

GG: What blocks land reform?  

DM: I don't know. That I can't tell you. I've never worked in government. Inertia, 

complexity, devotion to ideas of private property. Whole land was titled in the 

first place. A whole, a whole host of issues. But it...  

GG: [Interrupts] People tell me, people tell me in Jamaica that there is this 

thing called 'Family land'. 

DM: Family Land, yeah.  

GG: And family land is where you would be buried.  

13 
 



DM: Right. And fam... and then shared up as well. So, you know, family land 

might have been quite big at one point, and then we have large families and so 

the land starts to be divided and shared up among the relatives and the 

descendants, right?  

GG: Yeah.  

DM: And in some cases, you know, great conflict arises from that because... 

well, I don't want to say because, but because often the people have also left 

Jamaica. So, these are people who might be living in other parts of the world but 

still feel a sense of ownership for this piece of family land that they have had. 

But the formal titling system does not really recognize that, not without a very 

long process.  

GG: So there are several systems at work and they're working sometimes 

against each other.  

DM: Sure, and then sometimes people are displaced. I mean, because of my 

environmental work, I did quite a bit of work on people who were displaced 

because of bauxite mining. So, they were on family land, then they were moved 

because the place was going to be mined; and then they were promised a title in 

the new place where they were taken to and never given that title. So, there are 

a lot of different things that happen that make... that make people landless.  
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GG: So, so the issue within this book, which comes down eventually to land, 

ownership of land, title to land, are you having been born, brought up and 

worked the land, are you in that sense in possession of it? And what happens if 

someone comes from outside and says, 'No, you don't own this land at all, so 

you'll be moving on next week, right?'  

DM: Right. That's exactly the question I'm asking.  

GG: Yeah, absolutely. But for some Jamaicans who don't have access to land, 

don't have family land, they can't be buried. They can't have good deaths. They 

can't lie still.  

DM: Right. They can't legally be buried. I will say it still happens, but they can't 

legally be buried. And of course there's no, I mean, I've seen a lot of graves torn 

up in, you know, for roads, for mining, for hotels, that kind of thing. So, it's 

almost as if the ways Jamaicans navigated this... this history where, you know, 

this very large number of Africans were captured, transported, murdered, 

tortured, forced to work. They somehow created a way of life here. You know, 

they, they figured it out and they settled all over, all over this island 

post-emancipation.  

GG: There is... yeah, please.  
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DM: And yet there, and yet there is the, the formal system has never 

recognised that.  

GG: There is a line that one of the young people whom Ms. Pauline adopts and 

brings along for a while, says to her very directly: "Oh, you're tough. You're tough 

like Maroon Nanny." Now, Maroon Nanny, the Maroons were a community that 

escaped British control and fought them off. So, within Jamaica historically, there 

were these very different systems somehow coexisting; sometimes in conflict. 

Is that situation that you can have a culture or a people or community that they 

live outside of the British inherited regulations and laws, is that somehow still 

going on in society? Is that a way to understand it, to understand your character, 

Ms. Pauline?  

DM: Yes. I mean, I think there's a very high degree of informality in Jamaica 

still. I mean, there are still maroon communities who, you know, claim historical 

ownership of the land; also contested because those, the boundaries of that 

ownership have never really been settled or tested in court. I mean, there are 

treaties that were done back then, but, you know, actually to say, well, a 

surveyor to go and say, well this is maroon land over here and not over here, I 

don't think that has ever happened really. So, the informality that has grown up 

in places like Mason Hall is still very much a part of Jamaican life and I would say 

a very vibrant part of Jamaican life. I honestly, Gabriel, I tell you, I wish I was like 
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Ms. Pauline, you know, as strong, as strong as Maroon Nanny. And in a way 

that's... I want to pay tribute and respect to a woman like that, you know, with an 

enslavement background, with a whole lot of hurdles in her life that does 

manage to come to the end of a hundred-year life and, you know, have children, 

raise a family, make a living, build her own house. She's, she's, I think, a model 

for living life on her own terms. 

GG: Well, I must say that as a person who's not Jamaican but has grown up in 

proximity to Jamaicans in Britain, everyone here looks at Jamaicans and looks at 

them as complete models for that power, the energy that defines for which and 

with which they stand for themselves. I mean, there's a great admiration of 

Jamaican culture, I think in Britain. 

But let me move on to another way of marking the land. Pauline as she grows 

up, is told stories by grandmother, mother, father, other people, and they say, 

"Well, don't go near that cotton tree. Don't go near those old ruins." That's where 

that cotton tree… they used to hang slaves in the past full of guts. Right? And 

there's a certain cotton tree that we are looking at within the book, which 

someone says, which the narrator describes as that haunted forbidden marker 

of torture and death in slavery time. So, you also somehow have the natural 

landscape as embedding the stories, the human histories of the place. 
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Let's look at mapping Jamaica through its stories. Those stories do tell of slavery 

time, but I'm very intrigued by how rarely I come across as I did in your book, so 

specific a set of stories to be conjured up from markers in the land: a pile of 

ruins, an old cotton tree in a bit of forest. Can you talk to us about kinship, story, 

and land as a way of being in Jamaica? 

DM: So, the stories that are in the book are stories I, as an urban child, were 

told. And they're not just about cotton, you know, about plants, but also about 

animals, you know? Often, you'll still see Jamaican stoning owls as they're 

thought to be this marker of death. And I don't think it's confined to our culture 

here. 

So, there are a whole bunch of stories about... about land, about Jamaica, about 

the non-human inhabitants that I think demonstrate our conflicted-ness about 

this place. I think, I think Jamaicans are extremely proud of their language, their 

food, their music, their athletes, what we would loosely here call the vibe; the 

way that we live our communities. But I think the way we feel about the land 

itself is still... we still, we're still conflicted about it. And I often think about how 

one would come to value land and its non-human inhabitants. If one is a 

displaced person, if one is forcibly removed from where, one regards as home 

and taken to this other place, how do you actually look around, as I have done 

many times in, again, in my environmental life when I was being taken 
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somewhere where I had not been before by a guide? And I would look around... 

a guide who lived there... and I would look around and I would say, "You know, 

man, this is beautiful." And he would look around and not know what I was 

talking about.  

For him, you know, it was, was the water supply good enough? Was the soil 

fertile? It was a much more sort of commodity relationship to the land than I, as 

an outsider, could perceive. So, this is something that has interested me all my 

life. If, you are a... the, you know, the descendant of a great historical crime, a 

displaced person, in some sense, this is really not home. How do you, how do 

you get those feelings of appreciation for the physical place itself?  

GG: So, this is not a... completely a summary of what you've said, but it's a kind 

of an offshoot of what you've said; that in part, it's difficult for Jamaicans to 

conceive of Jamaica entirely as their place. This is their land... 

DM: That's...  

GG: [continuation]...they really like, burning spear, thinking of returning to 

Africa, over that ocean, that fierce ocean, but that somehow is their place of 

longing, and this can never be anything but temperate. 

DM: Right, exactly. And I think we are contested, conflicted about it. I think as 

time has gone on, there's less... Maybe I shouldn't say that, but it seems to me 
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that there's less interest in claiming, you know, a return to Africa. But definitely 

there's a claiming of African culture, of Africanness that was missing when I was 

a young... not missing, but much less when I was a young woman. 

So, I can see the culture has changed in respect of many, many things, the list I 

ran through before: dress, you know, although we're still arguing about 

hairstyles to my complete amazement. But the land I think has stayed outside 

that real cleaving too, if I can use that old word, cleaving to this as our home 

place. And it's, that's not helped by the fact that so many of us are still landless 

and still being moved around like chess pieces on a board, you know, because of 

the latest development thing that we've come up with.  

GG: Well, the Africanness of Jamaicans, I would also say the Chineseness of 

Jamaicans, the South Asian-ness of Jamaicans, the pre-Colombian ness of 

Jamaicans and the European ness of Jamaicans, these are many peoples, and I'm 

fascinated sometimes to watch how certain areas of belonging are muted and 

others are brought suddenly to the fore. But within your novel, this elderly, 

strong, Jamaican woman begins to realise that she has a mixed descent. She's 

related to the white slavers, perhaps even through rape, who knows? But she is 

related to white people, and it's some of her white-skinned family who return in 

the novel, like modern ghosts. 
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Actually, as you read it, you think, oh, these are, these are ghosts too but they're 

modern ones and they come with American lawyers. And she says that you... a 

lovely thing that she realizes that she's both black and white, landowner and 

squatter. A 'born here', born here, and a woman of nowhere. And it was that, 

that ghosting of her, of her own life in a community that she's never left 

effectively; never really left it. 

That she really almost doesn't exist in Jamaica anymore because she's so 

quintessentially Jamaican. That was a puzzle for me in the book that I wanted 

you to speak to and you're speaking to now, but can you tell me some more 

about that? Did you know this is where the novel was driving?  

DM: No, no, no. No, I didn't. I remember it was a long strip of nipping... knitting 

thing, but I actually got really taken over by my main character and before I 

wrote this book, I would have said of people who said that they were taken over 

by their main character, you know, don't be ridiculous, but I don't know if it was 

a function of what was happening at the time, lockdown and so forth. There was 

very little else to think about. And so, I guess my brain really delved very deeply 

into these questions, which have preoccupied me for my life as well, you know, 

as a light-skinned Jamaican uptowner... urban. I've often been...  

GG: Sophisticated.  
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DM: Yeah, possibly. Maybe not in the British sector in sense, but, you know, 

part of an elite. I mean, again, in the environmental years, that was hurled at me 

all the time. 

You know, 'You don't, you don't understand real Jamaicans. You're not a real 

Jamaican.' So, really to think very deeply into these things during the time when 

there was not much else to occupy us and I was letting this woman out of my 

head, it, it kind of appeared on the page really. And I think it's right if we are 

granted the long life that Ms. Pauline has and you know, her ability to introspect, 

I think it is right at the end of our lives to be asking these kinds of questions. Do 

we... What are we really? And are those terms black, white, urban, rural, 

Jamaican, English, are they really relevant? What do they really say about us? 

Because surely it is... one of the things that came to me out of this book, Gabriel, 

was how this story of movement, of going out either involuntarily, you were 

captured and transported, displaced, or you were adventuring or you were 

looking for, you know, a better economic life; this seemed to me to be the 

human story - the story of humanity. If it could be in encompassed in one thing, 

it is this idea of movement. And what happens when we come to this new place 

and maybe we stay there and we raise a family there, and we must ask 

ourselves, 'What really are we?' We intermarry with other races, we relate with 
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people of different religions, different social classes, and still our societies are 

divided along those lines. 

And yet within us are all those different things, that list of people that you ran 

through for Jamaicans, you know, their African-ness, their South Asian-ness, 

their European-ness, their Middle Eastern-ness; we are all these things. And 

that's what I wanted Miss Pauline to... to realise. I mean, she... the kind of life she 

has had, she's not had a lot of time previously to reflect on these things. There's 

another piece where she says she's never one, never been one to, you know, 

obsess about the meaning of blackness.  

GG: No.  

DM: But at this point, she's doing it because she's discovering so much about 

her own self that is made of all these different parts she did not realise.  

GG: Here is the... 

DM: That surely is the Caribbean story too.  

GG: Here is a slight crux within this book again: the term 'Bakra'. Bakra, as I 

understand, is a word of West African derivation. It basically means white, but it 

means white in the context of slavery time. And so there's a Bakra house, which 

is a ruin, middle of this, of this novel that Pauline as a young person, to escape 
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the pressures of her own time in society, goes to; and that's where she begins to 

commune with kind of older voices in the historical experience of the island and 

of that community than she finds in contemporary moment, even though that 

contemporary moment runs over eight years. 

My question was there you are Diana, a novelist in Jamaica, highly educated, all 

the things you described, and that's not like many Jamaicans, who are very often 

rural and actually mostly poor, and who live still in a culture that hierarchises 

colour from light to dark; with dark at the bottom and lighter at the top. 

I think it still has. I hear Jamaicans complaining about the colourism. What is the 

relationship between the historical race-based slavery culture of Jamaica and the 

contemporary colour caste structure of Jamaican Society?  

DM: I think you can draw a direct line because inheritance matters, right? And 

what we, what we inherit... I mean, my own family history that includes this 

Baptist missionary and then this Portuguese slave owner, it gave...  

GG: A New Zealand chef.  

DM: A New Zealand chef. And, and they, there are these 1200 people I came 

together were in some 14 different countries, right? So, and they have all 

travelled all over the world, which is why I came to this sort of movement idea. 
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But you inherit this head start, which is, was historically based on the colour of 

your skin. For sure. And that is really hard to shake because you've already got 

the generational wealth. You've got, you've got the leg up, you've got the first 

start that other people don't have. And so, although you would not say now that, 

you know, anyone in a, in an elite position is a current slave owner, obviously, 

but they have, they have had this head start; they've got this generational 

wealth. They own property already. They have influence. They can open doors. 

They, they're able to open doors that other people haven't... don't have those, 

those opportunities. So still, privilege in Jamaica is very highly light-skinned. I've 

seen it change in my life from very highly white...  

GG: Yes.  

DM: [continuation]...and very highly male to more light-skinned and much 

more mixed than it used to be. But you look in Parliament, it's still mostly men 

and, you know, it's a broad mix of different colours of skin, but we currently right 

now have our leader of the opposition, Mark Golding, is a white man. His father 

John Golding came here and really did a lot of amazing work to help people who 

were ill in the polio epidemic and ended up disabled. 

And he's running, he's, we'll have an election this year; he's running to be our 

Prime Minister, a white man.  
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GG: Yep.  

DM: And he still gets a lot of, there's still a lot of racial pushback on the colour 

of his skin.  

GG: Colour of his skin.  

DM: Yeah.  

GG: Yeah. It was, it was quite a shock for me in the 1970s growing up as my 

generation did in Britain with Jamaican Music. We generally thought the Babylon 

was a British Bobby.  

DM: Did you?  

GG: Oh, yes. And to arrive in Jamaica and realise, oh no, they're talking about 

the Babylon system. And Babylon was a system of slavery.  

DM: Yeah.  

GG: And that's what they're talking about still in Jamaica. It's the absolute in 

your face presence of that legacy. It's, it's, it's stifling. I found it very difficult to be 

in Jamaica.  

DM: Yeah.  
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GG: For that reason. Is that changing? Can that change? What, what is the 

mechanism of change there? If not Ms. Pauline's 100 years sojourn only at the 

end to find that actually this, she's been chained to, to a guilt which is older than 

her. 

DM: Yeah. Is it changing? It is. Too slowly for my liking. Can it change? 

Definitely. I think, I think, as I say, the... Well, I'll, I'll say this about again, my 

environmental life. Sorry to keep coming back to it, but it was 30 years. I used to 

go to, I used to visit schools because we were running educational programs in 

schools and it was very disturbing to me the very vast difference between how 

well schools were equipped and how, and how badly they were equipped. 

No, I feel I have, feel like I had a fine education here and I was educated entirely 

here until I went away to do a master's when I was almost 50. But the worse the 

school, I used to say, was the more the kids would be Black. The better the 

school and you would more see lighter skin kids. So, that's a very disturbing, 

modern thing playing out for us, you know?  

GG: Yeah.  

DM: That still happens.  
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GG: Okay. Okay. Let me move you back now to the book, which is a marvellous 

read. The structure of the book to meet the central character towards the end of 

her life and then beginning at a crisis.  

And then to begin to realise you're looking back over a vista of her entire life, 

back to her goal and actually even beyond her own lifetime; into the time of the 

ghosts, that inhabit somehow the stones of her house. This huge vista that we 

get in, on Jamaican life and culture is studded with gems. 

There is Pauline's relationship to Clive and the very unfortunate moment of his 

death, which is around climatic kind of changes around hurricanes, storms and 

roads giving way. There is an absolutely fantastic ability within the novel for you 

to just open vignettes of life. Were you aware of that as you were writing, that 

now I can bring in this image I have of Jamaica, of its life and just place it within 

the book, so that people can begin to read this star-studded cloth that I've grown 

up with in my personal life and my personal memories? Was that your structure 

of writing?  

DM: I think you give me way too much credit. No, but I did... but I did write the 

backstories of the people in the book; most of them, not, not every tiny, small 

character, but certainly the major ones. 

28 
 



I have the whole background of those people, you know, where they were born 

and what motivated them. And as I was writing and I wanted some, some pieces 

of that; those backgrounds to come out without doing a kind of David 

Copperfield thing, you know, I was born, I went to school and you know, and 

then I got married and you know. 

And because I had written it already and it was sitting in a different file, when I 

would come to some point in the book, these stories that I had already written 

down would somehow drift into what I was writing about. And I did want to... we 

started talking about violence, and I, as I said, I don't think we can step back 

from the fact that Jamaica remains a violent place, but it's also a place of these 

gems, of these wonderful relationships, of this love, of this vibrancy that I've 

appreciated all my life and wanted some of that to shine through what is 

sometimes a dark story. 

You know, there's certainly dark parts to it, but I wanted these, you call them 

gems, gems of life here to find their place in a reader's mind as well.  

GG: There are various moments when literally within the book it's announced 

that danger is about, and there is alongside danger, a sense of purity that which 

is... rises above present dangers. So for example, there's a description of several 

of the hurricanes that historically the 20th century have climbed, in the fifties 

that Jamaica has gone through, and the images of people surviving and 
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overcoming that earthquake living [inaudible]. But living beyond it, it's just an 

absolutely very moving encounter with very difficult circumstances. 

The land, the air is not stable, but still we must live. But that's just my 

observation about the novel.  

DM: Well, I think hurricanes, you know, play a big role in our lives and also in 

literature. And having been through Hurricane Gilbert in 19... 1988, it was such a 

life changing experience that I think it's something that you almost have to write 

about if you're writing about the Caribbean at all. 

How, you know, how weather becomes war and how you can lose everything 

and be lucky to escape with your life. And the prep... my dad used to tell stories 

of, you know, now we have all these forecasts and you know, we see every 

wobble of the storm coming... but my dad used to say, well, you know, in the old 

days a post office would put up a flag and that's all you knew about the 

hurricane. 

The Baptist missionary ancestor supposedly died in a shipwreck, in a hurricane, 

trying to get back to Jamaica. So yeah, the weather aspects that make life 

precarious here are something that I think are part of life and need to find their 

way into our stories and have found their way into our stories. 
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GG: Well, Diana McCaulay, thank you very much for talking to us about your 

novel, A House for Miss Pauline. I'm sure it will become a real staple in Jamaican 

education, and I think it's probably through education that the population of 

Jamaica will finally arrive. If never securely from hurricanes, but will arrive into a 

fair and more just society that reflects the privations and sacrifices of their past. 

Thank you.  

DM: Yes, we, I hope for that. And thank you too, Gabriel. It was great to talk to 

you.  

GG: Lovely to talk to you. Take care now. Diana, that's where we'll cut the 

recording. What didn't I ask you that I should ask you now? We'll slice that back 

in. Go on.  

DM: What did you not ask me? Well, I've been, people ask me about where did 

I get the idea of someone building their houses with stones.  

GG: Yes.  

DM: That's one you didn't touch. And the whole sinkhole thing.  

GG: I, I thought that that would be a spoiler if I told them.  
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DM: Well, yes. Yes. And you flirted with her finding out what her ancestry was, 

you know, which, it's something that comes up pretty late in the book. So, um, I 

think... It was, yeah... I think it was a wonderful interview. I hope you got what 

you wanted. I felt, I, I felt sometimes I didn't quite answer what you said.  

GG: No, no. Just, it's wonderful to hear your voice and to hear your, you talk 

about your book, your work in Jamaica. So look, I think that we are done. I thank 

you Diana, and perhaps... oh yes, a number of things: Lucy Hannah, particularly 

wanted to be mentioned to you. She said, 'Say Hello from me.' So, I'm saying...  

DM: Oh gosh! Say hello back.  

GG: Yeah, absolutely. [Indeterminable] will do the editing on this and we'll let 

you know soon as it comes out. But congratulations on the book. My niece 

picked it up. I haven't told you though. Both of my sisters have married Jamaican 

and had their children with several Jamaican men. So my nieces and nephews 

are British-Jamaican. Well, British. They're Yoruba, Irish, English-Jamaican.  

DM: There you go.  

GG: And she picked it. She picked this up and said, 'What's this?' I said, 'Oh, 

you, it's a lady writing in Jamaica. And she read the first paragraph. She said, 

'Yeah, I'm having this book after you've finished.' So people, people like the 

book.  
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DM: That's great. That's great. Thank, thank you so much for doing this and for, 

you know, really, really getting into my book. I can tell you didn't just skim it. Uh,  

GG: I read it. I read it. Last to the first paragraph.  

DM: You sure did. I hope next time I'm in the UK, I can meet you.  

GG: Well, I'll make sure that that happens either through Lucy, Colin, or 

whoever else.  

DM: Yeah. And please say hi to Colin as well.  

GG: I certainly will do.  

Thanks very much.  

DM: Thank you, Gabriel. It was lovely. Thank you.  

GG: Bye. 

DM: Thanks. 

A recording of this transcript can be found at writersmosaic.org.uk 
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