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VP: Cliff, who is a well-known, as you know, Caribbean
critic, Caribbean poet—in fact, I'm trying to get a chance
to put together a collection of his poetry that I'm hoping
to get published at some point—and that he just died in
the middle of no time. Was killed. He was murdered,
quite suddenly. I mean, I wasn’t even in Jamaica at the
time, and I came home, or I got a phone call from my
daughter to tell me what had happened. So that was ex-
traordinarily sad. Especially because Cliff so hated vio-
lence. It’s like Michael Smith being killed with a stone.
And [Cliff] was so careful. He always made sure he went
to the doctor whenever he needed to, you know. And, I
tell you this—he’s not around to say I shouldn’t tell any-
body—he bought a helmet, a crash helmet, because, you
know, we have earthquakes in Jamaica, and he felt that
if there was an earthquake, he really needed to protect
his head.

DD: Oh really?

VP: So when we had a big earthquake—maybe '93—I
phoned him, I said, “Where were you in the earthquake?”
He said he was at the physiotherapist’s. He wasn’t even
at home to put on the crash helmet! So somebody like
that, who ends up being murdered, well, he wouldn’t
know that they cut up his body in pieces, really, but who
ends up being murdered—clearly by somebody he knew
because the person was driving his van, you know. So I
was really very taken with that. It’s just—it’s just horri-
ble. I mean, you leave Jamaica, you had been talking to
him the day before because he had phoned to ask my
daughter to have lunch with him because she had just
done an MBA (in finance specialization); he wanted to re-
view his finances. And he had made this appointment,
and he had phoned to cancel it and I had gone to St.
Croix to read Considering Woman. And then at the end of
this week she calls, says, “I didn’t call you from Monday
because I thought they might find the body, but I didn’t
want to call you, he may be alive, but now there is no
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hope.” And so I sat down and wrote this “Gentleman of
the Waterfront.” His apartment was in a high-rise build-
ing. [See the poem at the end of this article.]
DD: In Kingston?
VP: Yes, near the waterfront. It overlooks Kingston Har-
bor. It’s right next to the Oceana Hotel? He had this very
very nice apartment. So that’s why “Gentleman of the
Waterfront.”
VP: Well, the “too cruel anywhere” should be in italics, at
least to my mind. And the tiger here—Cliff gave me a
book of, I think it’s Neruda’s poetry, I'm not sure if it’s
Neruda’s. But it’s called something of the tiger. I can’t re-
member. And that’s the tiger connection. And the slender
shoulders—well, he was a very small person.
DD: Yes, I knew him.
VP: Right. But he was so—you know, he would dress—
DD: Elegantly.
VP: Oh, man! The silk jacket and so. And he was chair-
man of a foundation and I was on the committee, and so
he would have to be chairing these meetings in all these
fine clothes.
DD: Well, Velma, this has been a delight. I want to thank
you and I also want to thank John Martin for coming and
taping this for us.

Gentlemen of the Waterfront

For CIiff Lashley
(February 13, 1993)

dreadful

this time

I cannot think

but that I see

your hand

my friend

copper bangled
sculptured ring on left
pinkie finger
articulate beside the polished
board-table

you raw-silk jacketed
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Oh CIiff
you who so
hated pain
and violence
and death
of any kind

to so unkindly go

aristocrat

so finely tailored

gentleman of the waterfront

you would have hated most to go
so without style

details unhinge my mind

was there a ring

still anchored to the bone?

or did the snatchers take that too
and desecrating sell the less

than you could count

in one breath?

I see you curve your slender shoulders
bow your head

and not hold back the tears

your life passing before your eyes
in one quick blink

I hope the blow was
brief and hard

not since they stoned the poet

Michael Smith to death

have I felt so outraged

enraged at how the tiger lurking in our nature
is so here

so everywhere

indeed too cruel anywhere

Notes

! Ukrops is a popular Richmond chain of grocery stores.

2 At the time I was conducting interviews with Caribbean writers, which
were later published as New World Adams: Conversations with Contemporary
West Indian Writers (Leeds: Peepal Tree, 1992).

3 Jamaica Woman: An Anthology of Poems. Ed. Pamela Mordecai and
Mervyn Morris. Kingston: Heinemann Educational Books, 1980.
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