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COMMENTARY By DR. DHANPAUL NARINE

Dr. Dhanpaul Narine

The sights and sounds 
on Liberty Avenue are a 
unique blend of curry and 
spices, roti and doubles 
and the music-men belch-
ing out bhajans, reggae, 
hip-hop and chut-
ney songs while the 
Korean shopkeepers 
address their custom-
ers as ‘mamoos’ and 
know more about 
jhandis than the av-
erage Mandir-goer. 
Liberty Avenue is the 
transit and the hub 
where worlds meet 
and everyone has an 
opinion about some 
event that has hap-
pened or is likely to 
cause more than a 
ripple.

It is on the Avenue 
then that we decided 
to speak to the men 
and women about a 
number of issues, and 
to fi nd out what was 
on their minds. The 
main topic of the con-
versation for many 
was the May 2015 
elections in Guyana. Uncle 
Basil describes himself as 
a diehard supporter of the 
Peoples Progressive Party 
(PPP) in Guyana. There 
was a time when the great 
Cheddi Jagan would visit 
Liberty Avenue and check 
in on Uncle Basil. ‘He 
never forget my birthday,’ 
Uncle Basil said. ‘Cheddi 
would either drop by to 
wish me a happy birthday 
or would send a card if he 
couldn’t make it.’

What does Uncle Ba-
sil think of the recent 
performance of the PPP? 
He downed his head and 
spoke slowly, ‘I am disap-
pointed. The PPP messed 
it up. They called them-
selves the party of Jagan 
but learned nothing from 
Cheddi. They kept blam-
ing GECOM but when did 
they know that GECOM 
was a problem? They 
should have corrected it 
after the 2011 elections.’ 

By this time a crowd 
had formed at 127 Street 
and was listening to the 
conversation. A number 
of them agreed with Uncle 
Basil but there were detrac-
tors too. There were those 
that had little confi dence in 
the Coalition. ‘Politicians 
are all the same. They

will say anything to get 
votes and make all sorts 
of promises. But when 
the time comes they make 
excuses. The Coalition is 
no different.’ Should the 

PPP/C take up its seats in 
Parliament? The majority 
of those interviewed said 
that it should go to Par-
liament and represent the 
people.

You couldn’t walk 
down Liberty Avenue and 
not being asked about the 
Phagwah Parade. It was 
on the Avenue after all 
that the Parade was born 
and where it took place for 
over 25 years. But there 
was no parade in 2015 and 
people wanted to know 
why. ‘There was no parade 
because people could not 
work together,’ it was ex-
plained. But the folks were 
not in the mood to buy it. 
‘You mean you guys have 
been planning this parade 
for over 25 years and you 
couldn’t get it right?’ This 
was a hard nut to crack. 
Yes, it was the same people 
that planned it all along. 
How then did it reach a 
point that the plan would 
collapse and prevent the 
parade from happening?

As is usual in these cas-
es it’s a long story with one 
side blaming the other and 
the truth is lying some-
where in the middle. But 
when it came to crunch 
time one man wanted his 
name to be on a document

and he would not budge. 
The authorities said there 
was no deal. They had 
never seen a committee 
implode at such a level and 
the parade was called off. 

Kirk Semple from the New 
York Times said the parade 
was ‘the victim of infi ght-
ing among those who have 
hosted it.’

Will there be anoth-
er Phagwah Parade? The 
questioner was adamant 
that there should be one 
since ‘it’s our identity and 
every other immigrant 
community has a parade.’ 
The answer is that it is 
unlikely that there will be

another parade because the 
parade committee can’t 
work together. At 125th 
Street a group of old tim-
ers were playing dom-
inoes. But their ‘gyaff’ 
or conversation quickly 
turned to cricket. Why 
was Chanderpaul dropped 
and what will happen to 
West Indies cricket? One 
fan said he had the answer. 
‘Chanderpaul was dropped 
because he went to David 
Granger’s inauguration in 
Guyana,’ the man said with 
an air of authority. But is 
this a legitimate reason for 

dropping Chanderpaul?
‘Yes,’  the man replied. 

‘You see after Chanderpaul 
was seen at the inaugura-
tion Bharrat Jagdeo got in 
touch with Clive Lloyd and 
told him to leave out Chan-
derpaul. Jagdeo and Lloyd 
are friends. I put in on my 
Facebook page for all to 
see.’ This was outlandish 
and made little sense, ac-
cording to the other domi-
no players. The Test Match 

in Dominica was fi nished 
in three days and Chander-
paul could have extended 
it if he had played. Will 
he play again? One fel-
low from Cane Grove in 
Guyana who seemed to 
be an authority on cricket 
said, ‘No, he won’t. They 
won’t pick him because 
they are too proud to admit 
that they made a mistake. 
There is no hope for West 
Indies cricket.’ 

But it is also a question 
of money, one spectator 
said. If a Test Match ends 
in three days somebody is 

losing money and it 
must be the West In-
dies. The WICB was 
sued by the Indian 
Board for millions 
and the case has not 
been heard yet. This 
means that the WICB 
could run bankrupt 
and that could be a 
further setback to the 
game.

You can’t walk 
down Liberty Ave-
nue without hearing 
about immigration. 
This is after all Im-
migration Avenue. 
The main topic was 
about the reforms 
that never happened. 
‘Obama is only fool-
ing the people,’ some 
shoppers at 123rd 
Street said. He could 
have done something 

for the immigrants but he 
did not. But he talked a lot 
about it. One lady shop-
per from Long Island said, 
‘ That’s all Obama did, 
he just talked and talked 
while the undocumented 
suffered. Politicians are 
the same. They know how 
to sweet-talk you and when 
they get in offi ce they for-
get about you.’         

What about local pol-
itics? Who is the Con-

gressman representing the 
Richmond Hill area? Who 
is the City Councilman 
for the district and what is 
he or she supposed to do? 
The majority of persons 
had little or no idea about 
these questions. In fact 
they were more interested 
in what was happening in 
Guyana and Trinidad than 
about the local community.  

When asked about the 
schools in Richmond Hill 
opinion was divided and 
it was based on age differ-
ences. The younger par-
ents were concerned about 
their children’s education. 
However, some parents 
that were fi fty and older 
did not know what schools 
their children attended, 
who the teachers were and 
could not recall ever going 
to meet with the teachers at 
school.

Another topic on the 
Avenue was the elevator 
at Lefferts Boulevard and 
Liberty Avenue. There 
is a pit 20 feet deep that 
has been dug to facilitate 

the elevator and work 
is going on at full pace, 
according to a safety 
engineer. The elevator 
is scheduled to open for 
business within a year 
and at a cost of about 
$30 million. When com-
pleted the elevator will 
take passengers directly 
onto the station.

Despite the conges-
tion many of the resi-
dents welcomed the con-
struction of the elevator 
and said that it was long 
overdue. The business 
community says that 
construction has not af-
fected them adversely 
although the local taxi 
service has complained 
of poor business on 
weekends when traffi c 
has to be rerouted. 

A few steps from 
129 Street a restaurant is 

closing down and further 
west a new 99-cent store 
is opening. The man stand-
ing by the library seemed 
oblivious to this as well as  
the bustle. He wanted to 
know why the size of the 
‘bust-up’ roti was getting 
smaller!

Liberty Avenue in Queens, New York, is the center of the 
universe for many immigrants. It is the Middle Earth 

where worlds converge and where opinions vary as to where 
the next trend or revolution might be. It is the Avenue where 
dreams are born, money is made and lost, parades take place 
and die in ignominy, where temples change hands and the 
elevator will eventually connect to the subway at Lefferts 
Boulevard and to Manhattan. 

The views expressed in this column 
are solely those of the writer and do not 
necessarily represent the views of the 

THE WEST INDIAN.

Down Liberty Avenue!

Liberty Avenue where dreams are made,temples change hands and parades are born and die in ignominy.

The elevator is coming to Liberty Avenue and Lefferts Boulevard and should be ready in September 
2016.


