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1 A H istoricalM em oir

Editor'sN ote: T this opening chapter, Adam srevealsthem em orsto be a
response to a Virgin Islands “dentity crisis” left in the w ake of racialpres-
sures from theU S.m anhland aswellas the islands’ own contihuing eco-
nom ic stuggles. W ith the Virgi Islands facing a “critical crossroad” In
theirhistory,A dam s'sprescription isa retum to three localand traditional
valies he aredits In part to the D anish past: discipline, a vibrant cosm o-
polien aulture, and tolerance. stdlled by the apprenticeship system
and by com m unity and fam ily aohesion, and enforeed by law , discipline
was fostered In the islands by the soucires of daily life. A ccording to
Adam s, cosm opolitanism resuled from trade that nurtured the fiee
exchange of people and ideas as well as goods, producing local thinkers
and leadersw ith a broad persgpective.This cosm opoliism produced a toler-
ance of otherw aysof living that encouraged racial cooperation .Certainly,
raciam waspresent in the islands, butA dam s experienced a tolerant, open
society w ithout nstitionalized racial barriers.M ore than the seas and
glorious flora, A dam s credits these values w ith giving the Virgin Islands
theirdistnative beauty .A sone of the few rem aning aulure bearersofthe
nineteenth-century Danish W est Indian experience, Adam s w ishes to
sl these fading values n the contem porary youth of the com m unity
through his historical rem iniscences. Thus, his book is a social tool for
shaping the self-concept of Virgin Islanders and preserving the strengths
Adam s feelsare centralto his ishnds’ future.

Thave undertaken to w rite this historicalm em oir at the Insistence of m any
frends and relatives and because of a desply rooted sense of regponsibility to
younger generations of V rgin Islanders seeking know ledge about theirpast
and a m ore m eaningful understanding of their distnct arlural herditage.
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22 / A HistorialM em oir

This boock m akesno clain to being a com prehensive history of the V irgin
Islnds, an endeavor for which I readily adm it T Jack both the training and
tim e to w rite. Tnstead, it seeks to provide glin pses and nsights nto curhis-
tory and arlure through a recording ofm y ow n experiences and refledtions.

Thelieve such abook to beboth tim ely and necessary .G uided by a lifelong
dedication to the arluralenrichm entofm y people, Tam convinaed thatthey
have reached a critical arossroad I thelr historical and personal develop-
m ent.People, especially the youth of thege islands, seem confiised and uncer-
tan about them selves— dbout thelr past, theilr present, and their future.
They have begun t© ask In portant, fuindam entalquestions.W hatisaV ign
Isbnder?W hat, fanything, m akesusunique? W hat is the m eaning of our
history and isrelevance to the present? D o w e possess a distinddve auture?
oo, whatpartof itisw orthy of preservation? And how can curailturehelp
us in prove the present and serve as a guide t the future? These are indeed
profound and diffiaul questions that allofus collectively m ust confrontand
answ er fw e w ant to continue on the pathw ay of progress.

Through thism em oir Iw ant to record and doaum entm y personal con-
victon that the way out of this m odem dilemm a, this “dentity crisis/”
does not lead through a rem ote A frican past, nor through the uncritical
em ulation of D anish rule, nor the hum anistic influence of the M oravian
and Catholic Churdhes, nor the historical position of the V irgin Islands as
an entrepdt of world trade.M y own experdence is that under D anish sov-
ereignty considerable racial m obility existed, racial discrin hation and
prejudice w ere held w ithn tolerable 1im its, and bladks not only had easy
aceess to an ntemational aulture but also played a signficent role i
enriching is content. ln 1917 Am erica nherited this traditon of racial
dem ocracy on the islands, recogn ized itsvalue, and took steps to further its
developm ent.

Only In the past few years has this pattem of racial ham ony and
understanding been disrupted under the In pact of change and m odem iza-
tion.Thisnew racism is nin iml to the character and heritage of V igin
Islanders, asw ellas to the Insttutional netw ork of our society . Yet, unfor-
tunately, its nfluence is soreading. If we are o retain that tolerant and
hum anistic spirit bequeathed to usby curancestors and cur aulural tradi-
thons, then w em ust take in m ediate steps to chedk the furtherdevelopm ent
of this racist cancer by elaborating and Instititing a com prehensive pro-
gram of controlled developm ent and aulural revialization thatw llm esh
traditonal virtues, values, and attdbudes w ith new er dem ands form aterdal
progoerity and greater control over local conditions. To m y m Ind, far too
m uch attention is paid today to purely m aterialistic dem ands. There is a
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corregponding need for spiritual uplift and rejuvenation . Thope to redress
the aurrent in balance tow ard m aterialism by rem lnding m y people of the
ntrinsicw orth of oldervaluesand austom s, by pointing out theirrelevance
for present concems, and by stressing the urgent need for their future
preservation .

M udch of w hat isbest about our aulure and ocurselves derives from the
period of Danish rule, 1672 to 1917.Danish rule had is good and bad
points. Ik is not my ntention to m ake a com prehensive assesam ent of
either In thism em oir. Suffice it to say, how ever; that those who condem n
the D anesoutofhand show apoor appreciation of theirpositive contriou -
thons to the unigque arlturalheritage and value system of V irgh Islanders.
Tomy m Ind three attributes are partiaularly worthy of being singled out
as consghuting beneficial legacies of D anish rule: a strong sense of disci-
plne, a coan opolitan aulure of high refinem ent, and a social atm osphere
and castof m Ind free of mvidious racial distinctons and prejudices.

The discipline of which T speak carried no connotations of severity,
unreasonable aurtailm ent of freedom , or arbitrary or unjuist dem ands of
authority. It m eant a voluntary adherence by the mdividual to a tim e-
tested set of rules judged best suited to govem relations betw een ndivid-
ualm em bers of the socialbody 0 as to protect and prom ote the interest of
the whole.Em bedded in this concept of discipline are the old-tim e virtues
of respect, thrift, cleanlness, dependability, honesty, ntegrity, com m on
decency, and a general respect for the rights and persons of others. These
virtues, rigidly upheld by D anish adm ihistrators as beacon lights to com -
m unity aspiration and behavior,w ere naileated nto the ndividualby w ay
of the hom e, the church, the school, and the apprenticesh o sy stem .

Thistype ofdiscipline w as the order of the day yearsago.The cutstand-
ng dem eanor and general hospiality of St.Thom Iansw asa source of per-
sonal and civic pride. D runkenness and row dIess w ere UNaom m on, even
am ong the so-called Iower orders. Charles Edw In Taylor, a prescient
cbserver of St. Thom as In the last quarter of the nieteenth century,
recorded that “the very coalwom en, whose lives are the m ost Iaborious,
are asorderly and decentapeople for the class to w hich they belong asyou
would m eet anyw here n the world””* Cleanliness, w hether in the person
orcom m uniy,wasan ingrained characteristic.The daily bath w asa rigidly
enforced In perative n fam ily life.The hom es of even the m ost lndigent,

*Charles Edwin Taylbr, St. Thom as, as a Naval and Coalhg Station ©t.
Thom as,D W I.:J.N .Lightboume,1891). [These footnotesw ere w ritten by Adam s
hin s=lf; editorial notes are presented at the badk of the bock — Editor]
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though sparsely decorated, w ere kept In m aculately clean inside and out.
N o litter law existed, for mner pride prevented even the hum blest persons
from discarding refuse about the street or n their yards.

“The D anes/” one local has cbserved, “taught one to know hisplace, to
regpect his superiors, and to behave w ith good m anners”* Tdeed, it paid
off to be decent and w ellbehaved under D anish rule.The D anes frowned
on Joafers and beggars and enacted strict vagrancy law s to dealw ith them .
The law stipulated that som e kind of w ork be found for those unw illing to
find Jbs on their own.The few crin als were quickly apprehended and
severely dealtw ith . Strictm easuresw ere adopted to Insure respectable and
law fulbehavioron the partof the youth .A nightly curfew was in posed to
keep young people off the streets and out of trouble, w hile a com plaintby
a respedtable citizen agamst boisterous behavior m ight lead to a public
whipping by the Danish authoritdes. The whipping was, In fact, seldom
em ployed. tsm ere threatw as sufficient deterrent to com pelrespectfiiland
orderly behavior.

A thorough and effedtive apprenticeshp system helped nstlldiscipline.
Boyshad to apprentice them selves to am aster araftam an In the hours after
school, while girls received their traning at hom e, leaming such fem inne
pursuis as sew ng, cooking, painting, or how to work in the lace and
hardanger industry, w hich w asprom nentatthattin e! The boss,orm aster
craftan an, w ielded as m uch Influence over his apprentices as did a child’s
parents, w ho them selveskept a close w atth over the activities and behavior
of their children .W hether apprentices intended to follow the trade In later
life w asnot as in portant a consideration as the fact that the apprenticeship
system keptyoung people off the streets and out of trouble, teaching them
the values of the craft system . This com pulsory placem ent of children in
som e sort of regularized w ork sitiation paid off handsom ely.N ot only did
i provide skills w ith which to eam a decent living, but it also instlled a
sense of personal pride, for n those days skillfulw ork w ith the handswas
notoonsidered m enial ordegrading, butdion fied and useful T fact, trades-
people w ere am ong the leading representatives of that vibrant axltural life
ofwhich we boast today'.

The noted French w riter Rom ain Rolland said that the political life of a
nation s only the m ost superficial aspect of is being, and that n order to
know its interior life, it isnecessary o penetrate to its soul through litera-
ture, philosophy, and the arts— for in these are reflected the deas, the pas-

*Quoted In A bertA .Cam pbell, *St.Thom as N egroes:A Study of Personality
and Culure,” PsychologicalM onographs555 (1943):49.
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sions, and the dream sofaw hole people.Culure is the w ord generally used
o describe that mterior life of a nation m entdoned by Rolland .A s the word
arlture conveys several m eanings and is thereby subjded to different
terpretations, it isnecessary to carify ism eaning asused in thism em oir.
TheRandom H ouseD ictonary of the Englich Language definesaulure
as follow s:
The quality In a person or society that arises in an acquaintance w ith
what isgenerally regarded as excellent in arts, letters, m anners, schol-
arly pursuis .. .thatwhich isexcellent in arts, etters,m anners . . .a
particular form or stage of civilization as that of certain nations orperi-
ods; the sum totalof living builtup by a group of hum an beings and
tranam ited from one generation to another . ..

W ebster's EncyclopedicD ictbonary defines itas:

T1llage, aultivation , traning, or discipline by which m an’sm oraland
tellecualnature is elevated, the result of such training, enlighten-
m ent, civilization , refinem ent.

M atthew A mold, the fam ousw riter, defines the w ord as “to know the best
that has been said and thought”? The archbishop of the W est Tndies, Dr.
A lan ®hn Knight, in referring to Prem ier Forbes Bumham ‘splan tom ake
cbeah apartofGuyana’s aulture, said:

The word aulture is fashionable now , but it isa silly word to use in this

context because no one know s exactly w hat it signfies.By derivation

the word m ustm ean som ething that grow s, and seem gly tcould

hardly be applied to am ordbund relic of a bygone age of illiteracy and

ignorance

The definition of the word aulture, as used in this work, m ust not be
construed as som ething static or in m opile or that which can be taught or
attained m erely by pursuing courses I schools. Rathey, it is that which
m ust be developed from w ithin and com esm ost forcbly by contact w ith
and recsptiveness to people (the aultured and the refined) whose high
tellectual attainm ents are then absorbed nto the goiritual substance and
bloodstream , as itw ere, of one’sbeing. h the Virgin Islandsof m y youth,
the evidence of this civilized stage of developm ent w as discemble In the
higherupsaswellas those n the ordinary, hum ble w aks of life.

T the early days of our islands’ history, when there wasno m ad rush
after political pow er and bureaucratic sheaires, there lived a num ber of
m en and wom en who could w ell be regarded as the em bodin ent of aulture
and refinem ent. W ithout the advantages of higher education, these pecple
hdustrdously worked out their own enlightenm ent by private reading,
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study, association w ith others, and a judicioususe of their spare tim e. Tn con--
ssquence, they attained a very high level of aalural understanding and dis-
ourse.M ost hom es contained boockaases filled w ith the w orks of the great
w ritersof W estem literature— CharlesD ickens, Leo Tolstoy,W lliam Shake-
Soeare, Ban-BaquesRousseau, Ralph W aldo Em erson M guelde Cervantes,
and som any others? N otonly did the B ible ocaupy them ost respected posi-
thon on the shelves, but itsw ords w ere constantly read and understood.The
daily conversations of those ancestors proved that they not only read these
w orksbutalso digested their contents.Equally, In theirm usic, our forebears
show ed a distinct appreciation ofa variety ofm usicalform sand idiom s, from
Dhann Sebastian Bach ‘sm assesand Ludw ig van Beethoven ‘s sym phoniesto
the yricalhabafiera thythm sof our Cuban neighbors and socialdances ke
the w altz or schottdsche, asw ell as Jocalbam boulas.

Thenative V irgin Islnder encom passes In hisperson a com m on blend-
ngofm any auluresand influences, aptly descrived by one w riteras Span -
ish upon English upon Dutch upon Danish, lke a layer cake with an
Am erican icing on top asan em bellishm ent. k is the V rgin Islnder'spar-
taular genius to absorb the best of other aultures and then adapt these
nfluences to hisorherown environm ent and situation .

The key to understanding the aulural history of St. Thom as can be
found i the igland’s unigue position as a com m ercial center of ntema-
thonal sign ficanae.0 nly during the first sixty yearsofD anish rulewas St.
Thom asanything ke an agriculuralcolony.Unlke St.C roix,w here sugar
aultivation prospered Ito the twentieth century, the rugged terrain and
Iim ited Jand area of St.Thom asm ade crop production a costly enterprise.
A fter the acquisition of St.Croix In 1733, the D anich gradually allow ed St.
Thom as to develop Into a free port.D uring the next century and a half, St.
Thom as served asa vial trade em porium and com m unications center. Few
ships from Europe or North Am eria sailed Cardbbean waters w ithout
entering the bustling port of Charlotte Am alie.

Along w ih the free ciraulation of goods went the free ciraulation of
deas. Businessm en of the m ore progressive European and Am erican
nationsw hoflodked to the island to take advantage of opportun ites offered
by its centralgeographical location and tax-free port facilities broughtw ith
them a aultire and refinem ent that soon perm eated the entire com m unity.
N ot only bushesam en but also m usicians, artists, scientists, w riters, and
adtors of distinaton regu larly visited us, graced our concerthalls, lived, and
m arried am ong us.Each group brought to an increasingly recsptive com -
muniy is distnctve agpect of civilization— indeed a priceless treasure
and heritage.
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Tt should never be forgotten that St.Thom as, though a tiny spoton the
m ap, once served as a social forge m whidch m any heterogeneous groups
were welded Into a vibrant, functonal entity whose underlying standard
was uniy in diversity. The central geographical location of the islands,
theirm aritim e in portance under the benign adm nistation of the D anes,
and their coan opolitan spiritgenerated a broad hum anistic outlook am ong
the nhabitents thathad itshighestexpression in a tolerant approach to the
question of race.

Som e nonresident w riters, m ost notably A ert Angus Cam pbell, who
gentonly a few shortm onths in St.Thom as, have exaggerated the extent
of racism and racialprejudice n theDanich W est ndies.That som e sortof
prejudice and discrin nation existed cannot be denied. But what was
unigue aboutD anich colnialrulew as the relative absence of racialdishar-
m ony and discrin hatory legislhtion . Social and political considerations,
not racigm , underlay the few discrin matory law s goveming the free
people of color during the first century and a half of Danish rule. n the
nieteenth century, m anum ission fhe freeing of slaves by their owners]
w as encouraged, the free colored w ere granted full rights of citizenship,
and career opportunitesgradually w ere opened tom en of @lent regardless
ofrace.

The D anes set the exam ple by m Ingling w ith the N egro upper classes,
taking N egro m istresses, and som etim es even m arrying N egroes. A frer
1848, theD aneseven appointed qualiied N egroes to the ColonalCouncils.
The absence of prejudice n both law and social behavior never failed to
In press disceming foreign visitors. h 1877, for exam ple, the Am erican
consul inform ed the secretary of state that

no distinadon ism ade by the govemm ent on account of race or color.
The races nterm arry and m ngle together n allpublicplaces and are
associated In bushess!

Subsequent visitors have m arveled at the prevailing atm osphere of racial
harm ony.Perm im e to quote at length from tw o such persons of different
races, from different countries w ith differentbadkgrounds, w ho visited the
islands 1n 1962 for tw o different purposes.

The late Evalyn M arvel, a veteran Paris correspondent for Universal
Serviee,N ew ark Evening N ew s, and the Parisedition oftheN ew York H er-
ald Tribune, asw ell as the author of a num ber of books, w rites:

*U S.Consular D ispatches, St.Thom as 1804-1906,V .V .Sm ith to F.W .Sew ard,
Nov.1,1877 Dept.of Statem icrofilm ).
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Since the capitalof St.Thom asw as the m ost In portant slave m arket In
the whole Cardobean area, and the localm erchant and plantation owner
naturally had first choice of the auddon blodk, the V rgin Islander can
clain w ith som e reason thathis forefathersw ere them ost distn-
guished of the captured— tribal chieftains and those of cutstending
ntelligence, asw ellas the best physical specin ens.

TheV Irgin Islander isa quietly proud m an, and being n them ajor-
iy and not subject to the mdign ites of the continentalN egro, he lacks
racialbias. mdeed, one chamm ing elderly gentlem an confided tom e that
alored visitors from  the states frequently distressed them w ith talk of
racial problem s.H ere, he said, “w e have none ”® This com m endable
state of affairs hasnotbeen m entioned n anything Thave read on the
V Irgh Islands, but it is quite as sign ficant as theirnaturalbeauty and
D anish architectire.So in portantdoes it seem tom e that Tbelieve it is
bestexplained I term s of personal experience.

T happens that Thad m etonly a few N egroeson a socialbasis, and
although I ke to think m yself devoid of racial prejudice, I found little
com m on ground w ith those Thad encountered. Secretly Thad felt self-
aonscious, as if Im ustprovem y sym pathy forthem . theV rgin
Islands this subaonscious reaction w asnonexistent.

Prior tom y visit Thad been told that the population was “m ainly
wlored ” But Iw as stillnot prepared for the in pact of a society com -
posed of an entirely different race. Thad not occurred tom e that this
referred to all social strata, and that the m ost aulbivated group Iwould
m eetwould bem en and wom en of color. Iw ent open m nded, but
know ing no one.By the tin e I keft, Thad form ed several cherished
friendships. Im etanum ber of w hite residents, but for the highlights of
my sty Iam Idebted to the true V irgin Islander, w ith hiskindness
and courtesy.W hat Im ost appreciated w as that they m ade no distinc-
thon aboutm e,or the shade ofm y skin .W em eton the com m on ground
ofm utual interests.They assisted m e In the gamering of facts, lentm e
rare and precious books for historical research— greatest of all, they
opened theirhom estom e and acoepted m e nto theirm idst.

Theirs is a life com pletely lacking n racialhostility. . . . kwasan
atm osphere that Thad neverbefore breathed, one which gave m e confi-
dence in the brotherhood ofm an

Atapress onference held at St.Thom as’s G overnm entH ocuse for Sy1-
vanusO ym pio, later president of the A frican R epublicof Togo, during his
vigit In 1952, which he described as pleasant, profitable, gratifying, and
nstructve, he said:

*Evalyn M arvel,Guide to PuertoR i and theV irgin Islands N ew York:Crown
Publishers, 1960;rev.,1963),161-62.
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Thave been very in pressed w ith the friendliness of the peoplk here.
Everyone seam s to be very cheerfuland, what ism ore, there isa racial
harm ony which you dont see very m uch I thispart of the w orld and
thathas greatly in pressed m e, and Thave been tryng to find cuthow
they have been able to do that, because it should be an exam ple to

m any other parts of the w orld.

A syou are no doubt aw are, the racialproblem isavery acute one In
som e parts of the world, and if n any partioular comer this can be
solved n such a friendly atm osphere and that every one is so happy
about, it isa thing we should all leam from thatpartcularplace®

Ibelieve the attrdbutes of discipline, aulure, and racial harm ony t be
am ong ourfinestqualites asa people.Yet today these qualites are n dan-
ger of eradication by m indless barbarians whose violent actons and alien
beliefs threaten the fabric of our com m uniy. A though their thetoric is
one of aulural pride, they are In fact betrayers of ourm ost fundam ental
valies and beliefs. T can only hope that thism em ofr w i1l stim ulate V rgin
Ielanders, partauilarly the younger people, to undertake a w der study and
deseper reflection nto their historical and arlural background. Tk is a badk-
ground of w hich they can be justfiably proud and that isw orth passing on
to their children . Yet only to the extent that they can appreciate and per-
petuate the underlying hum anistic values of their rich aultiral heritage
cn they truly cdlain to be w orthy upholders of our ancestors’ enlightened
traditons.

Tt ism y desp convicton that the true chamm of thege iglands lies less n
their physical beauty, great as it m ay be, than in the wam th, hogpiality,
dign iy, generosity, and com m on decency of theirpeople. If, acting together
as one people, w e ;an aonvince ourselves, as w ell as the outside world, of
that findam ental truth, then we can look to our past w ith veneration, to
ourpresentw ith pride, and to our fitture w ith hopefuil anticipation .



