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When approaching a book like this one, one feels a certain caution: the author is invariably
someone worth listening to, a long-standing and much-respected expert with a depth of
knowledge and an open-minded approach to his subject, but the idea of making a book out of
a series of journals covering several years is somewhat unusual in the academic world.
However, as could have been expected, such doubts are soon dispelled once one starts to follow
Clarke’s reflections over those years. Indeed, the book turns out to be something of a jewel of
observation, analysis, honest reassessment and insights, from someone evidently able to ‘get
inside’ the subject and the societies discussed. Its scope is geographically vast and its detail
(through the eyes of an experienced human geographer) is always revealing and worth reading.

Moreover, it works on several levels. The most basic level is as a straightforward reference
text. Based on separate journals of different research visits between 1966 and 1978, including
Mexico (1966), the anglophone and francophone Caribbean (1968), Cuba (1969), Jamaica,
Haiti, Puerto Rico and Trinidad (1972 and 1973), and Mexico (1978), along with other short
visits, it records the conditions of those societies at crucial periods in their histories, periods
of post-independence turmoil and challenge, and rising radicalism of different varieties. Its
coverage is indeed vast and historically significant. And Clarke’s wealth of statistical and
political detail, photographic images, and concise histories are welcome.

It therefore works at a second level: an astute narrative of several histories, the same country
at different times of their (then) contemporary evolution, a living picture of different
experiences of deep and often disturbing change. The region was then going through processes
of rapid, destabilising, and occasionally traumatic change, while Mexico’s once vaunted
stability was being threatened by the same processes of violent radicalisation seen in the rest
of Latin America. The narrative captures particular moments, where Clarke’s observations turn
out to be remarkably prescient; that is clear with Gairy’s Grenada and the political tensions of
Jamaica and Trinidad.

Finally it works at the subjective level as a personal diary of Clarke’s changing views of
different places at different times. One problem of publishing personal journals is that
observations made at one time, especially on short visits, may turn out to be wide of the mark
or superficial; but Clarke to his great credit approached that risk with honesty and a refreshing
degree of self-awareness.

Hence the book also works as a reflection of the changing perspectives of ‘over there’ from
‘over here’ when all perspectives of the region were being challenged. Therefore, while the
narrative can read like a travelogue of brief visits to fascinating places, it mostly strikes a note
of deep analysis and reflection, a seasoned eye giving us images that reflect deeper realities (as
Clarke often reminds us), alongside comparative observations based on wide experience.... If
there is one area where Clarke’s approach always excels it is in tracing and reflecting upon
Black Power in the Anglophone Caribbean; he succeeds in capturing a very particular moment,
analysing it with a degree of empathy that mixes subjective reactions with objective
judgements.

The book is a wonderfully honest, revealing, comprehensive and perceptive set of expert
reflections that clearly merits the reader’s (and the student’s) attention.
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