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E.R. Brathwaite: To Sir, With Love!
We had to read the book in 

school. Many of us were 
fascinated to learn that a Guya-
nese had written the book ‘To Sir, 
With Love’ and that it was made 
into a movie as well. When the 
movie was shown in Georgetown 
politicians and other dignitaries 
turned out and Guyana was on 
the map for the right reasons.

The author E.R. 
Brathwaite recalled 
his experiences 
while teaching in a 
school in London’s 
East End. An ac-
count that involved 
a black teacher in a 
classroom of white 
unruly students has 
the ingredients of 
a good story and 
Brathwaite told it in 
an easy reading style 
in which the reader 
could connect. The 
fact that it was made 
into a movie was an 
added bonus.

We were at Saras-
wat High School at 
DeKinderen on the 
West Coast of De-
merara. Our Principal 
Julius B. Nathoo, 
a man of letters as 
well, gave the school 
time off  to watch the 
movie. We walked 
from DeKindren to 
DeWillem and to the 
Tarla cinema.  After 
the din the cinema 
became quiet and the 
famous scene with 
Sidney Poiter exiting 
the red double-decker 
bus came into view.

E.R. Brathwaite 
would view that 
scene many times 
during his life and 
it never failed to 
impress him. It 
reminded him of his 
life in Guyana, the 
United States, and 
in England where 
every white person 
was supposed to be 
rich and upper class. 
Brathwaite was born 
in Queenstown in 
Guyana from middle 
class parents. He As 
was common with 
many colonials he 
wanted to live in En-

gland. On arriving there 
Brathwaite did not ex-
pect to see poor whites. 

The structure of colonial 
Guyana was such that 
whites occupied the top 
layers; white poverty 
in England came as a 
shock. As he puts it, ‘ I 
never associated poverty 
with white persons.’

Brathwaite enrolled 
at Cambridge University 

where he completed his 
Master’s Degree in en-
gineering. Britain in the 
sixties was undergoing 
a transformation. It saw 
an infl ux of immigrants 
from the Caribbean 
and other places. They 
fi lled positions that the 
whites did not want but 
they were not silent. The 
activism of West Indians 
in Bristol in the sixties 
would make Dr. Martin 
Luther King proud.   

As immigrants were 
streaming into Britain 

so was the increase 
in resentment against 
them. There were those, 
including Enoch Pow-
ell, who wanted to keep 
Britain white and carried 
out a campaign against 
immigration. It was 
against this that young 
Brathwaite tried to fi nd 

a job. He was qualifi ed 
academically and had 
served in the military 
in England but he was 
unable to fi nd employ-
ment.

After several appli-
cations and rejections 
Brathwaite settled for a 
job as a teacher in Lon-
don’s East End. It was 
a tough working-class 
area and the students 
were disruptive, violent 
and disrespectful toward 
each other and their 
teachers. In fact, the 

administration took the 
position that the students 
were just marking time.

Brathwaite could 
be forgiven if he saw 
the job as temporary, 
a stepping-stone to 
something better. But 
teaching, as they say, 
is a noble profession. 

It was his fi rst real job 
and Brathwaite was 
determined to stick it 
out. He said at fi rst that 
his race was a factor; a 
black teacher in a white 
classroom caused some 
resentment. Gradually, 
however, they ignored 
his color and warmed 
to him. The job also 
changed Brathwaite.

He had to prepare 
lessons, to reach stu-
dents in a new way 
and this led to his own 
voyage of discovery. 

Apart from academ-
ics he would take his 
students on trips and 
instill in them values 
for everyday living. His 
students grew to love 
him and Brathwaite in 
return respected them. 
He taught for nine years 
at the school and left 

with a heavy heart 
but the notes he took 
became the book, ‘ 
To Sir, With Love.’

As the world 
knows the book was 
turned into a Holly-
wood movie and the 
song from the movie, 
by Lulu, topped the 
charts. The book 
and movie struck a 
chord with the public. 
Brathwaite would 
go on to write other 
books, to represent 
Guyana at the United 
Nations, and to teach 
at a number of uni-
versities. But it was 
the measure of the 
man that stood out.

We met in New 
York some years ago. 
He was polite, hum-
ble and ready to give 
advice. His vision 
was for the world to 
live in peace and he 
wanted honesty and 
transparency in all 
things. His compan-
ion for many years is 
Genevieve Ast. She 
said that Brathwaite 
was, ‘ a wonderful-
ly complex human 
being. He was very 
kind, strong and yet 
a humble person. 
He was admired all 
over the world and he 
touched many lives in 
a positive way.’

The friendship 
between playwright 
Francis Quamina Far-
rier and Brathwaite 
lasted for over 50 
years. During this 
time Brathwaite 
would urge Farrier 
to be true to his craft 
and to present the 
written word with 
honesty. ‘ We met 
at Guyana’s Jubilee 
celebrations in 2016 
and it was good to 
see my friend Ted 
Brathwaite. He was 
in sparkling form. I 
value our friendship 
dearly,’ says Farrier.

There is no doubt 
that Edward Ricardo 
Brathwaite has left an 
unforgettable impres-
sion in our communi-
ty. He is a legend and 
his works will last for 
generations.  

To Ted, with Love! Scholar, diplomat, and writer E.R. 
Brathwaite at Guyana’s Jubilee Celebrations earlier this year.


