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Message from Major General (retd) Joseph G Singh, Trustee, Moray House Trust, 

on the Occasion of the Launching of Dr Ian McDonald’s fifth collection of poems, 

The Comfort of All Things 

In the Introduction to ‘My Lovely Native Land’, an Anthology of Guyana, Arthur 

Seymour wrote, “This Anthology is a first study in national pride for our children 

who will go on to build the fabric of a society in these borders that will assure a 

better life for all”.  

(Arthur and Elma Seymour (1971) An Anthology of Guyana, Longmans, 

Caribbean) 

Dr Ian McDonald, A.A. has been one of the gifted craftsmen who has contributed 

immensely to the building and strengthening of that fabric using the power of 

words as novelist, playwright, poet, columnist and publisher. Ian has always been 

a strong advocate of the literary, visual and performing arts and of sports and 

their role in shaping and influencing the development and expansiveness of the 

human mind and as indicators of the value-systems of our communities and 

society. 

For over four decades, he has been honing his skills. Along the way he has had the 

excellent company of Arthur Seymour - with whom in the 1980s, he was joint 

editor of the literary magazine Kyk-Over-Al, and of Martin Carter, Lloyd Searwar, 

David de Caires, Miles Fitzpatrick, Stewart Brown and Rupert Roopnarine. He 

enjoyed a lifelong friendship with David de Caires, with whom he was involved in 

New World matters and had many talks about the founding of the Stabroek News. 

I had the privilege of working with a small group that included David and Ian on 

the Restoration Project for the Theatre Guild Playhouse and Annex. That 

experience was an extension of the informal dinners or lunches we enjoyed with 

Hugh Cholmondeley, Rupert and Miles at each other’s homes - compliments of 

our spouses. These occasions provided us with the sanctuaries for relaxation from 

the humdrum of daily activities and facilitated the intellectual stimulation, 

engendered the good humour and allowed us the opportunity of sharing in 

discussions on everything under the sun. It is therefore most appropriate that the 
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Moray House Trust, founded in David’s honour, should be publishing and 

launching this fifth collection of Ian’s poems The Comfort of All Things. 

This publication is in the long and honourable tradition of local publishing 

stretching back to Leo’s poems in the 19th Century and continuing throughout the 

20th Century with publications by distinguished Guyanese like A J Seymour, 

Norman Cameron, Wilson Harris, Martin Carter and others too numerous to 

mention and it is my opinion that this publication will add further distinction to 

this long tradition. 

Usually poets have their fingers on the emotional pulse of their peoples, of their 

homelands, and their poetry records the most moving events and the most 

profound emotional currents of their times. Those who would have read Ian’s 

poems would testify to his abilities to bring all of these together. His poetry is 

moving and deeply personal, sensitive and strange, kaleidoscopically vivid, 

stimulating and unique. Even if you did not know Mighty Joe Young, the amputee, 

who lived all by himself on a small island off Makouria in the Essequibo River, you 

can identify with the image of the man conjured in Ian’s poem: Half-Man in a 

Storm, 

 

No wild winds stop him, he likes the weather fierce: 

                            In a boat he’s easy without legs 

                            He’s dexterous as any man on earth 

                            Hoists, unhoists, black sails in blackest weather. 

 The huge leverage in his arms gets him round at will, 

                            His quickness awkward but quicker than a cat. 

                            The great river soothes his soul and it is where 

                            His unequalled body shows unequalled skill. 
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(Extract from Half-Man in a Storm, Ian McDonald (1992) Essequibo, Peterloo 

Poets, UK). 

On Thursday, March 22, I had just returned to Ogle by helicopter after a visit to 

the CGX oil drilling platform The Ocean Saratoga, 120 miles offshore, when I 

received an e-mail from Rupert informing of the tragic news of the passing of a 

dear friend Professor Neil Whitehead, Archaeologist and Anthropologist, from 

cancer. Neil, along with George Simon and other associates, had been working on 

a site near to Dubulay on the Berbice River that has important implications for our 

knowledge of pre-history and the settled Lokono communities going back 5,000 

years. Neil was only 55 years old and from his outward appearance, one healthy 

human being. My last e-mail correspondence with him, just a month ago, had to 

do with his field programme for 2012 and his acknowledgement of receipt of my 

book, Growing up in British Guiana, 1945 - 1964.  

We subsequently learnt that Neil had been diagnosed with cancer in late 2011 but 

he kept it very private while undergoing treatment which, sadly, was 

unsuccessful. I had taken Ian’s book of poems Mercy Ward with me to re-read en 

route to and from the drilling platform. The finality of Neil’s demise came home to 

me in Ian’s first poem in Mercy Ward, 

Life/Death 

Sudden, 

Quick as light: 

Skin shine, 

Then 

Bone white. 

 

(Ian McDonald (1988) Mercy Ward, Peterloo Poets, UK) 
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As I stated earlier, Ian poems demonstrate that he has his fingers on the pulse of 

the nation and interprets the profound emotional moments of our time and 

more. I  share with him the love and fascination with the mighty Essequibo, 

Guyana’s  magnificent forests, spectacular landscapes and rich biodiversity, so 

whenever I fly over the hinterland, I can truly empathise with this extract from his 

brilliant poem in tribute to Chico Mendez, the murdered Brazilian 

Environmentalist, (Ian wrote this poem  at  the time of UN Conference on the 

Environment and Development in 1992 in Rio and this year, 20 years later, we  

reconvene for Rio+20 in June 2012, for an evaluation of our stewardship of the 

globe) 

The Sun Parrots are Late This Year 

                                The roar of the wind in trees is sweet, 

Reassuring, the heavens stretch far and bright 

          Above the loneliness of mist-shrouded forest trails,  

   And there is such a feeling of softness in the air. 

                           Can it be that all of this will go, leaving the clean-boned land? 

       I wonder if my children’s children come this way, 

              Will see the great forest spread green and tall and far 

                                  As it spreads now far and green for me. 

          Is it my imagination that the days are furnace-hot, 

      The sun-parrots late or not come at all this year?   

(Extract from The Sun Parrots are Late This Year, Ian McDonald (1992) Essequibo, 

Peterloo Poets, UK) 

This fifth collection of poems, The Comfort of All Things, continues Ian’s 

momentous contribution and his place in Guyana’s literature, poetry and arts is 

secure.   


