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In this interview Patricia Adams, one of Anguilla's most well-known authors, discusses issues of language and writing.  She refers specifically to the use of Anguillian, the island's English-lexifier Creole, in poetry.   As she explains, attitudes toward this variety, which is also referred to as "dialect" and "Anguilla Talk," have shifted over time.  The insights she shares point to ways in which history, memory, and personal experience all shape language.

Adams is the author of A Jewel Made of Sand: A Collection of Poems (1995), Windows to Yesteryear:  A Collection of Poems (1998), and Cultural Writings to Enlighten and Amuse (2003).   Her work has reinforced positive attitudes towards Anguillian and its use in print.  It has, in addition, contributed to greater awareness about the island's heritage and traditions among younger generations of readers. 

DW:  Can you speak about your early life?  I think you grew up in The Farrington. 

PA:  Yes! I was born in The Farrington, Anguilla.  I grew up with my grandmother because my parents and siblings lived in St. Martin.  Three times a year during school holidays I would go to St. Martin and spend the time with my mother, my father, and my brothers.  I don't have any sisters; I am the first child of five.  My primary education was at The Valley Girls School then I attended The Valley Secondary School.  Shortly after leaving school I was married. 

DW:  And you studied in St. Kitts, is that right?
PA:  That was many years after.  After being employed in several other places,  I went into teaching when I was thirty-three.  I spent two years in St. Kitts to receive training as a primary school teacher. 

DW:  When did you start writing?

PA:  I started writing at age seventeen.  When the [British] paratroopers came here in 1969 I wrote a poem about Landsome – now locally called Carnival Village.  There was a beautiful building there where the magistrate from St. Kitts lived.  During the Revolution (in 1968) it was destroyed by fire.  About a year later, in March 1969 when Anguilla was invaded, the British paratroopers inhabited that spot.  

I wrote a poem comparing Landsome at that time to Landsome before the Revolution.  It was a poem talking about how the area was a place for aristocrats and then became a place for an army of soldiers.   

That was my first poem at seventeen.  I wrote and wrote and wrote. but as there was no means of recording or publishing my work, I would write and throw away, write and throw away.  

That was until about ten or twelve years ago when Ijahnya Christian began a program promoting literary awareness.  I told her I also write poetry and she asked me to recite a poem entitled “The Well,” at one of her functions.  I remember one year there was a Mother's Day poetry competition on the local radio station.  I was very surprised when I won the competition with my poem entitled “Mother.”  She promoted book launchings and at times I'd be asked to present some of my poems.  I usually got a good response, so that was also encouraging for me. 

Later on when my first son went to Jamaica to study, he told me that I could get my work published down there at the University of the West Indies.  My husband and I took a trip there and I published my first book, A Jewel Made of Sand.  When we came back to Anguilla I was pleasantly surprised that almost all 500 copies sold. I also got some reviews.  I have kept about ten copies for myself and my family.  So I was encouraged to keep on writing.

DW:  Does that anthology of poems, A Jewel Made of Sand, include any in dialect?
PA:  Yes, it does. As a secondary student English was one of my favourite subjects. Our literature teacher was very good at explaining poetry and the literature textbooks. I was quite impressed with the different figures of speech –simile, onomatopoeia, alliteration and such– and wanted to bring that out in my literature. My husband had a small flock of goats which he loved, but he was experiencing the problems that come with goat herding. I crafted the poem "Ain't Want de Goats No Mo,'" as well as "Grandpa Say," and in that first book, those two poems were the hits.  I realized quickly that people liked the dialect much more than the Standard English. 

And everywhere I'd go I'd get requests for the school children to perform "Ain't Want de Goats No Mo.'" I think that has been performed more than any other poem I’ve written.   

DW:  Why do you think that is?
PA:  It's because more people can relate to it, the formally educated as well as the ones less educated.  For example, goats are indigenous to Anguilla, so everybody knows the frustration that comes with them. 

And the one "Grandpa Say" is comparing school days now with school days long ago.  The different things we carried to school, the different behavior, the different games we played.  So, once again, everyone can relate to that and it touches a nerve.   The ones written in Standard English are seen as having hidden messages, and elements that people need to solve, but the dialect ones are straightforward and speak directly to the local reader.  I must admit I still love to write the poems in Standard English with their hidden figures of speech.

DW:  One of the things I wonder about is the negative attitude some people have toward Anguillian or "dialect." They call it "broken English" or "bad English." Have you encountered that?
PA:   Not so much now!  But there are those who feel –and correctly so– that Standard English is appropriate for formal situations such as funerals, weddings, church, radio announcements, and things like that.  Each type of speaking has its place, not that you would want to decry the dialect of course because Standard English is our second language.  It has to be taught, just like Spanish or French.   Most people see that the Anguillian dialect is what we speak, our native language, so they'd say, "That's what they speak, let them speak it." 

DW:  But how about as a child?  Do you remember ever being told to speak in a certain way?  "Speak this way, not that way?" 

PA:  Oh yes.  Dialect is only accepted now with the modern generation.  But as a child growing up, you had to speak the Standard English in school.  In class the teachers spoke in Standard English and you had to answer in Standard English.  Maybe that is why I was accepted as a radio announcer just two weeks after finishing school.  You see, I had learned Standard English.  It was required of me.  

Back then when you didn't use it in class, the teachers would be angry with you.  They would imply that when you speak dialect you are uneducated.  It was cast aside for the uneducated.  In times past people were anxious to copy the American accent too.  And educated people would keep very much away from dialect.  The emphasis now is that dialect is our culture.  

So, dialect has been accepted recently, you hear it on the radio and on local television.  It's all around us throughout the Caribbean.  Of course English is seen as necessary for things formal, like in The House of Assembly and for death announcements.  But for most young people –it might be a bit rude– the attitude is "The Queen doesn't speak like me, why should I speak like her?" 

DW:  And another question about growing up, do you remember any parts of the island where people sounded different?
PA:  Oh yes, very much so!  The main difference is the people of Island Harbour.  People up there are of Irish descent.  You can discern them not only by their complexion, but also by their speech.  You can also recognize Island Harbour persons if you hear them speaking, for example, on the radio.  There's also a slight variation in the people in the West End of the island, but it is not as pronounced.   The main difference is with the people of Island Harbour.   
DW:  Was one accent more prestigious or anything like that?
PA:  No! But we would chuckle when we would hear them say words like chey for chair, they for there and hey for hair.  They also speak very, very fast.  These differences are being lost because they are mixing more with the darker-skinned people on this end of the island and the older folk are dying.  You don't have solely Irish people living together any more.  They should pay heed, because their oral tradition is dying out.  They are now speaking a bit more like us down here. 

DW:  You mentioned teachers' attitudes towards the island's Creole.  And today some teachers use Anguillian in the classroom. 

PA:  Yes.  I don't know if that's good or bad [laughter].  I, being an older teacher, teach in Standard English.  Some teachers, like my tutor in St. Kitts, say that the children do understand you better when you talk to them in dialect.  Maybe it's true, because dialect is all around them all day, on the playground with their peers and at home.  I have noticed that the younger students are speaking in dialect even when Standard English is required. I’m not sure if that is okay!

DW:  Did you make any efforts to encourage a positive attitude toward dialect when you were teaching?

PA:  Yes.  I teach them that it's their first language.  I tell them that there's nothing wrong with dialect.  And there were times when I would take the dialect poems and ask the students to translate them into Standard English.  It's a good exercise for them with the grammar and spelling, but they say they don't like the poems to be translated into Standard English.  

But I want them to learn the Standard English, because each has its own place.  Think what happens when the young people leave from here and travel to America,  England, or other Caribbean islands.  They have to be able to speak Standard English because of course the people there don't understand our dialect. I should also mention that in all of my classes I read Anancy stories and stories from V. S. Naipaul’s book Miguel Street. 

DW:  Maybe there are some advantages too if young people are taught to have a positive attitude toward their first language. 

PA:  Sure! It's part of their culture.  Dialect is pretty in its own ways.  We say things our way.  We have our own poetic style.  For example, you hear the word "struck."  "Struck," I think it's Anguillian.  I think you must have heard that phrase,  "You're too struck."  It means you're ravenous, or gluttonous.  I don't think any other island uses that word.  Or "bank up." That means there's a big rain cloud in the East and prepare for rain.  The use of each of these words has its own beauty, its own richness. 

You take, for example, the Jamaicans.  They are very proud of their own language.  They apologize to nobody.  And the Americans, they are also proud of their language.  We must be proud of our own language, too.  We should not be ashamed because it's our language. 

DW:  And you mentioned to me the other day the Jamaican poet Louise Bennett.  Why is she significant?
PA:  Oh, yes.  I've seen and read some of her work.  That greatly inspired me to write in dialect.  I think the greatest inspiration though came from Earl Lovelace’s book The Wine of Astonishment.  It's a beautiful book.  And then there's an American one called Family by J. California Cooper.  When I read them I said, "Oh, you can write a whole book in dialect."  

And I started a book based on a lad growing up in Anguilla.  It's not completed yet, but I hope to complete it some day.  Lately I'm beginning to read more Caribbean authors.  That may be one reason why I'm edging toward more use of dialect in my work, but it's also because the people are responding better to the dialect poems than the Standard English poems. 

DW:   You deal directly with the topic of language in the poem "My Tongue."  I think it says a lot about different issues of language:  structure and grammar, language prestige, even the history of language contact in the Caribbean.  Did something specific motivate you to write that poem?
PA:  I was impressed with how people accepted the dialect.  It instilled in me a pride in my language.  This was reinforced by readings that made me say to myself, "Yes, we should be proud of our language." When I went to school teachers embarrassed you for speaking dialect, while on the other hand your peers mocked you for “trying to yank.”    

When we recognize the varied ways our tongue can tell tales, that's when we'll appreciate our own language, dialect, and its own beauty. 

DW:  Would you mind reading that poem?
PA:  No, I don't mind at all.
Dey cut out my whole tongue

An’ give me half a tongue,

Dey hoodwink me from learning dem tongue.

Dis sweet tongue

Dat roll off it own proverbs.

Dis sweet tongue

Dat invent it own nungs and pronungs.

An put words togedder

To make musical sentences.
Dey cut out my whole tongue

An' gimme half a tongue.

An' because I had so much o' stories to tell

Because I had so much songs to sing

I mek up my own words

Dat drip off my tongue like honey,

An' taste like conkeys lace wid cinammon and nutmeg. 

An' I love my tongue

Cause it tell you tings, tings, tings!

Strange tings, sea tings, land tings!

Africa tings, Caribbean tings!

An' my tongue is fill with stories

Dat mek ya head swell.

It utter widsom

Troo a no-teet' mout'

Dat's old like Laburass. 

An' dat tongue keep on, keep on, keep on

Chatting like a churnclapper.

No teet' can stop it. 

No teet' can stop it. 

De rich half - my half, 

Dat I mix wid de poor half - dem half

Taste like tamarind cover over wid sugar. 

An' I hear a language

Dat de farmer use, 

Dat would cause a eddicated man

To be confuse.

A paralattic man

When he sweet

Can compose more poems

Dan a poet do in all he years.

An' I laugh, laugh, laugh

Cause I can onderstan' dem half'

But my splendiferous half

Soun' like liggy-laggy-spell-Dutch to dem.

PA:  That's one of my favourite poems. A beautiful one, isn't it?

DW:  Yes.  Thank you.  And not just good, it reminds me that we use memory to interpret language.   Ideas about language too help us contextualize and understand it.  Your poetry reminds me these things differ across places and can change rather rapidly across generations.
PA:  The poem speaks to our experience.  You take phrases like "liggy-laggy-spell-dutch.”  It's an older Anguillian term.  It's used when people are talking and someone else doesn't understand what they are saying.  They ask, "What you talkin, liggy-laggy-spell dutch? Nonsense?  "Sweet" means that someone is slightly drunk after a few alcoholic drinks.  The tamarind is a very sour fruit.  We would take off the shell and dip the tamarind in sugar.  That's something that children loved.  So, when I take the rich half, my half, it shows pride.  That I mix with the poor half, dem half –it shows gradual indifference to Standard English– and it tastes like tamarind covered over with sugar.  I love my language!
DW:  Another poem I remember is one in which a child speaks with a grandparent. 

PA:  It's called "Generation Gap" and it brings out how we were taught versus how today you're not put down for speaking dialect.  The poem shows how times have changed.  The child is speaking proper English in the poem and the grandmother is speaking dialect.  The grandmother’s version is even more beautiful than our version of dialect today.

DW:  Yes, they alternate back and forth.  So the experience of the child is quite different from that of the grandparent.  

PA:  The emphasis now, shown in the child, is that dialect is our accepted language and our culture and she is not embarrassed when the grandmother uses her “weird” phrases.  The message is "Don't lose our culture and don't be ashamed of speaking dialect." Educated and uneducated can speak it, and they can switch to Standard English if they have to do so.

Today’s young people speak dialect easily.  In Anguilla the sixth formers speak dialect.  Sixth form is the highest level of formal learning here on the island.  I think this is a bit different on other islands.  I know it's different in St. Kitts.  I was there in 1990 and I'd hear the sixth form students speaking Standard English on the streets.   My daughter-in-law is from Montserrat and she says that was the case there too.  Here in Anguilla, the students are very prepared for their exams in English, but they choose not to speak Standard English when they're socializing.  In fact, I would hasten to say that Anguilla has been winning the Leeward Island debates for many consecutive years.  This means that they are very aware of Standard English, but they aren't anxious to speak it on the streets.  

DW:  And you grew up with your grandmother, right?  It sounds like she might have handed a lot down directly to you. 
PA:  Very much so.  I learned so much from her.  She was born in 1896.   Her mother was born in the 1860s.  I knew my great-grandmother and I slept with her until she died when I was eight years old.  So I heard a lot from my great grandmother and my grandmother.  My grandmother talked a lot.  She would tell me all kinds of exciting old time stories, about trips to Santo Domingo and St. Kitts.  Because her husband was a sailor I heard sea stories, jumby stories.  She was not formally educated, so I would get dialect one hundred percent.  Lots of the slangs you read in my anthology I got from her.  My first book is dedicated to her.  My mother too, was very good.  She wouldn't just speak the stories, she would dramatize them.  Those traditions and certain kinds of stories, including serenading and jumby stories, are being lost. 

DW:  Did your grandmother ever tell you about jollification?
  

PA:  Oh yes.  I've been to many jollifications experiencing the planting, African-like songs, laughing, the hoes, and seeds.  Those were some good times. 

DW:  Oh you've been personally?
PA:  Oh yes! But the thing about it is that my grandmother (whispering) did not like jollification.   

She did not!  I think that's because her husband was a sailor.  He used to bring home nice things for her.   He died before I was born, but she always told me that he would bring nice things from Santo Domingo and St. Kitts:  yards of cloth, sugar, and flour and groceries.  So she was one of those people who had lots of things in her house when her husband was alive.  

Jollification is a time of togetherness, and helping one another.  But the way I look at it is only a certain class of people could have a jollification.  The richer ones! The upper echelon!  You had to have food for dozens of people.  You had to cook for all those people and have johnny cake and rum for them.  So, in my mind only the upper class could have a jollification.  

I got negative vibes about jollification from my grandmother.  You see, she had in a sense stepped down, her husband was dead and she attended out of necessity, to get food to bring home for us.  That's why I use the line "people who wonder why husband is dead" and "people rejoicing while some people to hurt" in my poem about jollification. 

At the end of the day she had children in England, Curaçao and St. Martin, but occasionally the money would be slow in coming.  And then whatever she got in the jollification she brought home for us to eat.  I wouldn't disqualify the many Anguillians who say it was a wonderful time, but I do look at the jollification from my grandmother's point of view. 

DW:  Well, your comments offer a realistic perspective.  It seems that jollification is maybe idealized a little today, with an emphasis on mainly the positive. 

PA:  Yes, I think so, but the truth is still truth.  And knowledge about jollification, like other things is not being passed down.  Some things though were good in their own way at that time, but personally I look at it as simply looking back, not necessarily as something to bring back.  

Let’s look at chores like picking wood and going to the well.  I'm not sure that many Anguillians would want to go back to that, living without electricity, making charcoal, and going to the well.  Before the Revolution, Anguilla was often associated with dry peas, dust, and Bobo Johnny.  I don't see anyone going behind flocks of goats and sheep the way my grandmother and that generation did.  We don't want our children to be uneducated and go to the ground with a hoe. 

That is where my poetry comes in.  I think it is something that needs to be done to prevent our culture from being lost.  I strive through Standard English and dialect  poetry to preserve the oral culture and traditions of Anguilla. 

DW:  In order to preserve knowledge of these practices.
PA:  Yes, in poetry.  Yesterday was my last day of teaching.  One of the things I want to do is put more time into my writing.  If I can preserve oral traditions, history, and culture through poetry and songs, I will.   I certainly will. 

� Jollification refers to Anguilla's traditional practice of communal work.  Jollifications were events organized to complete a specific task, such as the planting of ground. Usually fondly remembered as festive events, they typically involved physical labor as well as singing, drinking, and food.  Participants were not compensated for their labor in monetary terms. 





