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Former Caribbean colonies are more fortunate than African and Asian ones in that they have
completed their first 50 years of political freedom without political and military coups and without
the copious shedding of human blood.  In November this year, Barbados will join Guyana, Jamaica
and Trinidad & Tobago as fifty-year old sovereign states which have thus far avoided the turmoil
of revolutions.  It is an achievement worthy of joyous celebration.  There is a sense that the island
has shown perceptible signs of regression, following the world-wide recession of 2008, but the over
all progress since 1966 has been eminently satisfactory.

The emergence of modern Barbados can be said to have begun in the 1950s with the rise of
the Barbados Labour Party (BLP) and the Barbados Workers’ Union (BWU).  These were the
institutions that destroyed the political hegemony of the old plantocracy.  They focussed most sharply
on the plight of the non-white majority and led the movement which forced the Colonial Government
to overhaul its administrative structures and reshape the electoral laws as well as its fiscal practices. 
Hitherto, severe restrictions on voting rights had limited the franchise to a small minority of families
and the blunt refusal of the Whites to tax themselves meant that, as late as the 1950s, the bulk of the
public revenues (some 97.2%) came from customs and excise which had placed the burden of
taxation quite squarely on the shoulders of those families least able to bear it.

By 1954, all adults (18 years and older) had the right to vote and a Ministerial System of
Government had made the House of Assembly, elected by the people, more powerful than the old
Legislative Council, appointed by the Governor and representing the interests of the British Crown. 
Grantley Adams became the first premier of Barbados;  a House of Assembly that had previously
been predominantly white suddenly became predominantly black; and some important Anti
Discrimination Laws were soon passed, preventing all clubs, hotels and miscellaneous institutions
from excluding any applicants on the basis of class, colour or creed.  Similar progressive
programmes were adopted and promoted by the Democratic Labour Party (DLP) throughout the
period 1961-76.  This DLP was composed of former BLP stalwarts who had seceded from the older
party in 1955 because they felt that Adams was  too conservative in his attitudes and approaches.

By 1966, therefore, Barbados had already begun the process of cutting the umbilical cord that
had linked the colony to the Crown. The acts and policies of the Barbadian legislature were simply
rubber-stamped by the Queen.  What has set Barbados apart from the rest of the world has been the
willingness of both BLP and DLP governments to complement and promote almost identical
programmes during this period of Independence: the rapid building of schools, colleges, libraries,
roads, highways, clinics and hospitals; and a serious commitment to improve the quality of public
health care.  Both parties paid a great deal more than lip service to the provision of better houses for
the elderly, indigent and destitute. Barbados also managed to establish a system of free education at
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all levels, including secondary and tertiary. On top of all this, Barbados was still able to boast for
some decades that it was balancing its annual budgets even more successfully than any of the so-
called Great Powers.

The Labour Governments were able to balance their annual budgets by simply imposing
meaningful taxes on income, property and land and collecting these taxes more efficiently.  Many
prosperous white families promptly left for countries as far apart as Australia, Canada, Great Britain
and New Zealand.  The immediate financial results of Independence were absolutely astonishing. 
Within 20 years (1986), our public receipts had skyrocketed from $44 million to $643 million –
exceeding our expenditures by $17 million.  In the 21st century, however, our expenses have rapidly
outpaced our receipts and we found ourselves more than $3 billion in debt by 2009 when our
receipts exceeded $2.6 billion. I suspect it is now closer to $5 billion. So we have lost the excellent
credit rating that we enjoyed throughout the last third of the previous century.

Despite recent setbacks, Barbados still remains a beacon in the Caribbean – if not in the
entire British Commonwealth itself.  Throughout the West Indies, it possesses the most reliable
systems supplying fresh water, electricity and telecommunications.  It still boasts one of the highest
literacy rates in the world, with more schools and colleges per capita and per square mile than any
other nation.  The island still supports more than 70 primary schools and 20 secondary schools in
addition to the Cave Hill Campus of the UWI, Codrington College, Erdiston, the Samuel Jackman
Polytechnic and the Community College.  This means that, during any one time in the academic year,
more than one third of the population (now numbering in the region of 280,000) is involved in
learning and teaching.  No other community can make this claim.

Many observers, now pondering the island’s economic plight, wonder how long Barbados
can remain committed to this principle of free tertiary education for all students who are capable of
passing Entrance Examinations. The time has certainly come to revisit the policy.  The introduction
of free education at all levels during the 1960s resulted in a remarkable explosion of the Black
bourgeoisie.  Most parents and grandparents can now afford to subsidize the cost of secondary and
tertiary education.  Moreover, that generous programme led to the exodus of our  best brains as the
island continued to produce a superabundance of skills and experts for whom there were no available
jobs at home.

It is nonsense to argue, as some pessimists have done, that Independence is the direct cause
of this present (and protracted) slump.  Booms and slumps have been the common fate of ALL
communities from time immemorial.  The optimists can easily win this argument by examining the
miserable state of Barbados prior to 1950.  Here was a colony in which the bulk of material assets
were concentrated in the hands of about 4% who controlled prices and wages and refused to pay
workers a subsistence salary. There was a vast socio-economic gap between the aristocracy and the
middle classes and a chasm almost as wide between the middle and lower classes. The quality of
public health was ranked among the worst throughout the planet.  Many mothers died during labour
and even more infants died shortly after birth, mainly because of faulty nutrition and the absence of
pre-natal care.  Sanitary conditions were appalling – even in the elementary schools.  Housing was
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insufficient for most of the population.  And life-expectancy among the poor was one of the lowest
throughout the British Empire.  It is true that there were schools all over Barbados, but many of the
literate failed to find jobs.  The more fortunate among them sought openings in neighbouring
Caribbean islands.  Indeed, colonial Barbados provided Antigua, Aruba, the Bahamas, Bermuda,
Dominica,  Grenada, Guyana, St Vincent and Trinidad with most of their policemen, priests and
teachers before the Age of Independence.  This was largely the case because of the grotesque forms
of elitism, and racism that dominated Barbadian culture and ethos in those terrible days.

Even so, there were (and still are) certain colonial traditions that set Barbados apart from the
rest of the British Empire.  The colony was small enough, only 167 sq miles, so that it could be
settled and controlled fairly rapidly.  England was fortunate that the Dutch, Portuguese and Spanish
explorers spotted Barbados long before they did but came quickly to the conclusion that, uninhabited
as it was and small as it was, it was probably not worth the effort to colonize it.  The English almost
immediately planted their flag on Barbadian soil in 1625 and began settlement in 1627.  In no time
at all, Bridgetown was established as the capital, a church was erected in St James in the next decade
and a Parliament was established in 1639.  By 1640, the sugar cane industry had been initiated and
before the end of that century, Barbados had become the most important of British overseas
possessions.  By the end of the 18th century, Barbados and India had become the jewels of the British
Empire.  Great Britain would not have exchanged Barbados for the whole of Canada!  Barbados was
the sole Caribbean colony that escaped the constant change of European possession.  Trinidad, for
instance, experienced French and Spanish ownership before it fell into British hands. Jamaica had
been a Spanish colony before it fell into British hands in 1655.  Barbados became so completely
Anglicized that it gradually came to be called “Little England”.

After the abolition of slavery, Barbados separated itself from the rest of the Empire by
becoming addicted to literacy and education.  This was encouraged by the British priesthood and the
Moravian Church.  The latter argued that literacy made the Blacks more submissive and more
productive.  The ex-slaves themselves understood the advantages of education and pressed
constantly for the establishment of schools.  They clearly perceived that literacy was their only
avenue of escape from poverty.  By 1850, Governments in Barbados were more supportive of
elementary schooling than their counterparts at home.  Barbados thus established a reputation for
being the most literate society on the planet.  By 1907, an independent Commission was able to
report that there were almost as many schools as square miles in Barbados.  This addiction to
education has outlived the colonial era.  Our secondary schools have become recognized as among
the best in the world, and Harrison College has long since been famous for its production of brilliant
classicists and mathematicians.

The same is true of the Barbadian addiction to cricket.  The cricket craze took firm root here
in the 19th century.  By the 20th, the island had become the undisputed cricket leader in the Caribbean. 
Gradually, Barbados produced more cricket superstars per square mile and per capita than any other
community.  Our island became a factory, famous for the manufacture of brilliant batsmen like Percy
Goodman, George Challenor, Frank Worrell, Everton Weekes, Clyde Walcott, Garry Sobers, Conrad
Hunte, Seymour Nurse, Gordon Greenidge and Desmond Haynes; and excellent fast bowlers, such
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as Clifford Goodman, Archie Cumberbatch, Tommie Burton, “Float” Woods, Herman Griffith,
George Francis, “Mannie” Martindale, “Foffie” Williams, Frank King, Wesley Hall, Charlie Griffith,
Vanburn Holder, Joel Garner, Malcolm Marshall, Pedro Collins and Kemar Roach.

It was during the colonial era, too, that Barbados became famous for the quality of its rum. 
Mount Gay, established in 1703, captured the imagination of the local public and held it for an
eternity.  But it seems as though it has recently lost its mystique, especially after 1989 when most
of its shares were sold to Remy Cointreau of France.  Other brands, such as Cockspur, appear to have
usurped Mount Gay’s crown.  But Mount Gay Distilleries are still best remembered as the first
organisation of its kind to cater to the demands of more than 100 countries.

As before 1966, Barbados continues to enjoy remarkably good luck in the meteorological
area. Unlike most of its neighbours in the Caribbean archipelago, Barbados has very often been
spared the devastation wrought by major hurricanes.  Over the past three centuries, almost incredibly,
our island has been hard hit by only four such storms (1780, 1831, 1898 and 1955).  Favoured thus
by the Gods of Rain and Wind, the Barbadians have developed the optimism and the confidence that
they can surmount all problems be they social, economic, political or other.

The changes, however, are more remarkable than the similarities.  Gone forever is the
domination of a planter class and the supremacy of agriculture.  The vast majority of the old factories
and plantations have been dismantled and the bulk of Barbadian land has become residential.  Where
once there were huge plantation houses surrounded by sugarcane and ground provisions, there are
now roads and bourgeois residences, many of them more palatial than the former mansions occupied
by the rich.

Barbados had no choice but to abandon agriculture.  It could no longer compete with North
and South American farmers with their vast economies of scale.  It had to multiply its efforts to
establish “light manufacturing” as a major producer of exports. In the 1980s, for example, the bulk
of NHL equipment (gloves, sweaters, pads, helmets, etc) were manufactured in Barbados.  But in
the 21st century, Canadians, North Americans and others have been outsourcing their labour to the
People’s Republic of China where labour is much less expensive and the technology, apparently, is
far superior.

Looking for alternative products and avenues, the Barbadians have recently been
experimenting with crude oil.  Geological research has offered promise that there are significant
quantities of oil beneath the surfaces of our eastern parishes.  There has been much digging and
searching in Christ Church and St Philip but it remains difficult to tell how successful these efforts
will eventually be.  In the meantime, Trinidad has established a potential road-block arguing that
such explorations will inevitably encroach on the oil beneath their own waters.  Barbados should
easily win this legal battle once it can demonstrate that it is remaining within its own marine
boundaries.  Such boundaries are usually established mid-way between the coasts of the litigants.

While the search for oil has not yet provided a suitable substitute for sugar cane, rum and
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ground provisions, Barbados has been compelled to resort to two other sources of foreign reserves:
tourism and off-shore services.  The former has been our life-line virtually from the beginning of
Independence.  Thanks mainly to visionaries like Peter Morgan, himself the owner of a popular
hotel, the country has made itself into the first choice among all Caribbean resorts.  But huge
troubles seem to lie ahead.  The lifting of the Cuban Embargo will inevitably make that island a
dangerous competitor and most of the smaller islands will profit (as they are already doing) from the
cheapness of their currency as compared to ours.

A vicious attack is already being made on our off-shore services by countries like Canada,
the United Kingdom and the United States.  In their efforts to track down their own tax-evading
citizens, they have recently been subjecting all off-shore banks and financial institutions in the
Caribbean to careful and critical scrutiny.  There are too many rumours of blatant money-laundering
in this area for there not be some fire in the midst of all this smoke.

More depressing still has been the constant sale of Barbadian property and potential assets
to foreigners since the start of this century by both the BLP and DLP Governments.  This means that
Barbados is no longer in control of its own wealth.  Already a good portion of the country is
controlled by Chinese, Indians and Muslims.  This does not augur well for our future prosperity.  But
The Barbadians remain convinced that they are fortunate and smart enough to weather approaching
storms as they have consistently done since 1627.

*******************
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