James Berry OBE
An Oration to Welcome Him as Fellow of Birkbeck

President, Master, Distinguished Governors, Graduates and Guests
On the 9th December 1994, 30 poets and musicians gathered in the fragrant atmosphere of the Royal Horticultural Institute for an event entitled ‘Celebration Song’; the list of those attending included David Dabydeen, Jean Binta Breeze, Benjamin Zephaniah, Grace Nichols, Roger McGough, and Andrew Motion. The event was to celebrate the 70th birthday of the writer we ourselves honour and welcome today as a Fellow of Birkbeck College, and was a signal of how widely recognised and respected a figure James Berry had become in the field of Anglo-Caribbean writing. 

James Berry was born and brought up as the fourth child of six in the small coastal village of Fort Prospect in Jamaica. Although he was a hungry reader of almost everything that came his way, especially of the Bible, the content of the curriculum was almost exclusively English, with little to suggest to a young Jamaican child that there was anything of his own history or language that was worth preserving or celebrating. Forced to leave school at 14, James Berry passed through a series of unusual occupations; he was a shoemaker, then a tailor, then, for a period, a travelling salesman selling patent medicines on a bike. These seem to have been the equivalent for James Berry of Dickens’s experiences in his blacking factory, and it is clear from James Berry’s later writing how frustrated and hungry for experience he was during this period. His first chance at what his poem ‘Freedom’ called ‘the adventure of a new self’ came when, as a young man of seventeen, he moved to the USA ,in response to the wartime contract labour scheme to increase the domestic workforce. Arriving in New Orleans, he was appalled at what he saw there of the systematic humiliations and deprivations suffered by black people under segregation. Disillusioned, he returned to Jamaica, but only to regather his strength, and, hitching a passage on a troop ship, he arrived in London in 1948 - where his first night was spent unpromisingly in a Salvation Army hostel.

After a period as a dental mechanic fixing false teeth, he trained as a Post Office telegraph operator. He would work by day as a telegraphist for the next 25 years. Although he has remarked that the day he was made redundant from this position in 1977 was the happiest day of his life, one wonders if he has ever seen this period spent shepherding the words of others back and forth across the world as a metaphor for the kind of cross-cultural commerce of feelings and experiences that his own work would undertake. Though wet and forbidding and practising its own brand of often vicious exclusion, London nevertheless seemed to feed James Berry’s appetites and ambition. In particular he quickly discovered that London offered a host of evening classes and, like so many students of this institution, he hungrily resumed the education that had been interrupted in his native country, following courses nearly every night of the week.

Slowly, he began to make contacts with the world of writing, getting to know writers such as Edward Brathwaite and others associated with the newly-formed Caribbean Artists Movement, and publishing his own short stories and then poems. His first collection Fractured Circles appeared in 1979. This was followed three years later by Lucy’s Letters and Loving, in 1982, for which he invented the character of Lucy. I imagine there may be a sideswipe here at Wordsworth’s Lucy poems, in which the young lady cryptically addressed never gets a word in edgeways. James Berry’s Lucy by contrast gets her words in every which ways. For Lucy is a garrulous, sardonic, undefeatable West Indian immigrant, at once reverse missionary, and anthropologist of English life. His first major award was for the poem ‘Fantasy of an African Boy’, which, with its memorable beginning ‘Such a peculiar lot/we are, we people/without money’ won the National Poetry Competition in 1981: from then on the prizes and honours have dropped on him like tropical fruit. 

But it is not just as a poet that we honour James Berry. For increasingly he has turned his gifts of energy and passionate lucidity to the education and encouragement of others, particularly in the pursuit of voices of their own. When you read interviews with him, it is striking how much of the time is spent talking about the fostering of Anglo-Westindian self-awareness and confidence, rather than his own work. He has been the most indefatigable editor, anthologist and spokesman for Black British poetry. This work began with a volume entitled Bluefoot Traveller: Poetry By Westindians in Britain published in 1976. Another collection entitled Dance To A Different Drum arose out of the invitation by the organisers of the Brixton Festival to local poets to submit work. This was followed in 1981 by News for Babylon: The Chatto book of Westindian-British Poetry, a volume of enormous reach and influence, which made visible the substantial and growing postwar tradition of Black British writing of which James Berry was himself already so notable a part. ‘We are bringing to an entrenched literary culture a new vitality, a strangeness, a difference, and it is infectious’, he announced in an interview in 1984. The emphatic visibility of poets like Linton Kwesi Johnson, Benjamin Zephaniah and Grace Nichols is due in very large part to James Berry’s efforts.

James Berry’s upbringing in Jamaica forms the subject of many of his poems and since the 1970s he has taken a deep interest in the education of the young. This interest seems to have been spurred or at least intensified by the period he spent as a teacher and writer in residence at Vauxhall Manor School from 1977 to 1978. He has spoken of his dismay at discovering that his own experience as a young child of ‘the West Indies and myself in it as a hidden-away place and person’ was being perpetuated for young black children in London, for whom there was scarcely anything in the curriculum that acknowledged West Indian history or experience. This prompted a new direction in James Berry’s writing, and from the 1980s onwards he began writing stories and poems for young readers which would supply the gap in the curriculum. Most successfully perhaps, the stories in A Thief in the Village of 1987, which have been followed by nine other volumes. 

It was the contribution not only to poetry, but also to education that led to the award of OBE in 1990. When I dipped into the internet for material relating to James Berry’s OBE, I found my efforts thwarted by the fact that for many OBE stands for Out of Body Experience, a topic that seems to be of much more consuming interest to the more mystical kind of internet user worldwide than the UK Honours system. Well, I can tell you that the work of James Berry OBE is far as it could be from being an out of body experience. His work is full of the press and the tang, the hue and the cry of the actual, whether he is evoking the thunderous runups of a fast bowler in the poem of that name which celebrates the game he loves, or the sounds and sights of his childhood, or transmitting the raucous civility of the Notting Hill carnival, his work is among many other things, a celebration of the physical world in its pain, its surprise and its fragile glory.

James Berry has found his most urgent and various subject in the mixed condition of the traveller, that middle passage in which he is ‘no longer African but neither…wholly European’. This is not merely the subject of his work, but is also acted out in the cross-cultural commerce he has deliberately forged between the standard English that he found himself speaking in Jamaica, even though, he has told us, no other member of his family did, and the Creole or Nation language whose resources he began to explore and celebrate in his poetry. Perhaps the most notable contribution made by James Berry’s writing has been the clearing of the black writer’s throat and the opening of the English reader’s ear, to the rich trove of these idioms and accents.

One of the most striking pieces in James Berry’s 1995 collection Hot Earth Cold Earth – his most recent and, I believe, his finest work - is a poem with the title ‘In Our Year 1941 My Letter to You Mother Africa’. It is a poem that recalls James Berry’s mingled sense of humiliation and suffocation and anger and apprehension as a young man of 17 in Jamaica. It is held together by a remarkable refrain in the four words ‘I want a university’. These words recur in modulations through the poem, with the final formula subtly removing the indefinite article, turning the querulous ‘I want a university’ into the more grandiose demand ‘I want university’. We are surely to hear that increasingly rubbed-down word restored to the width of implication it carried in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, in which it was still possible to use a phrase like the ‘university of nature’. For James Berry, university has been a symbol both of exclusion and of bottomless, but as yet unfulfilled promise, the promise of contact and commerce between cultures that are not crippled by rage and suspicion. Another poem, from his 1985 collection Chain of Days is called, surprisingly, but not entirely sardonically ‘From Lucy: Englan’ a University’. The poem ends with news of the kind of triumph that is being celebrated by so many here today. Here I fear I must make an attempt to render Lucy’s voice and apologise for what I am about to do to it and you: it’s a moment when I could almost wish a return to the days when I would be doing this in Latin:

Real news this, me dear!

From distric there, another 

Barefoot boy is makin mark.

Fool-fool Boy-Joe son come get degree,

Education degree here in London

It is this indefatigable vision of generalised university, diversified university, that stirred the founders of institutions like our own, and for which we honour James Berry today. He concludes the preface to his volume Hot Earth Cold Earth by saying ‘In spite of the shocks and howlings of a culture-crossing, celebration is neither missing nor drowned’. As it happens, the words celebration and education are made to chime in Lucy’s poem and I once again borrow her words to welcome James Berry as a fellow of Birkbeck College:

Darlin, when real person get seen

In black figure, like when real

Human get known in white figure

Is celebration, is teatime all roun
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