
Visiting Antigua 

If you go to Antigua as a tourist, this is what you will see. If you come by aeroplane, you will
land at the V. C. Bird International Airport. Vere Cornwall (V. C.) Bird is the Prime Minister of Antigua.
You may be the sort of tourist who would wonder why a Prime Minister would want an airport named
after him--why not a school, why not a hospital, why not some great public monument? You are a
tourist and you have not yet seen a school in Antigua, you have not yet seen the hospital in Antigua,
you have not yet seen a public monument in Antigua. As your plane descends to land, you might say,
What a beautiful island Antigua is--more beautiful than any of the other islands you have seen, and
they were very beautiful, in their way, but they were much too green, much too lush with vegetation,
which indicated to you, the tourist, that they got quite a bit of rainfall, and rain is the very thing that
you, just now, do not want, for you are thinking of the hard and cold and dark and long days you spent
working in North America (or, worse, Europe), earning some money so that you could stay in this
place (Antigua) where the sun always shines and where the climate is deliciously hot and dry for the
four to ten days you are going to be staying there; and since you are on your holiday, since you are a
tourist, the thought of what it might be like for someone who had to live day in, day out in a place that
suffers constantly from drought, and so has to watch carefully every drop of fresh water used (while at
the same time surrounded by a sea and an ocean--the Caribbean Sea on one side, the Atlantic Ocean
on the other), must never cross your mind.

    You disembark from your plane. You go through customs. Since you are a tourist, a North American
or European--to be frank, white--and not an Antiguan black returning to Antigua from Europe or North
America  with  cardboard  boxes  of  much  needed  cheap clothes  and food for  relatives,  you  move
through customs swiftly,  you move through customs with ease. Your  bags are not  searched.  You
emerge from customs into the hot, clean air:  immediately you feel cleansed, immediately you feel
blessed (which is to say special); you feel free. You see a man, a taxi driver; you ask him to take you
to your destination; he quotes you a price. You immediately think that the price is in the local currency,
for you are a tourist and you are familiar with these things (rates of exchange) and you feel even more
free, for things seem so cheap, but then your driver ends by saying, "In U.S. currency." You may say,
"Hmmmm, do you have a formal sheet that lists official prices and destinations?" Your driver obeys the
law and shows you the sheet, and he apologises for the incredible mistake he has made in quoting
you a price off the top of his head which is so vastly different (favouring him) from the one listed.

You are driven to your hotel by this taxi driver in his taxi, a brand-new Japanese-made vehicle.
The road on which you are travelling is a very bad road, very much in need of repair. You are feeling
wonderful,  so  you  say,  "Oh,  what  a  marvellous  change  these  bad  roads  are  from  the  splendid
highways  I  am used to  in  North  America."  (Or,  worse,  Europe.)  Your  driver  is  reckless;  he  is  a
dangerous man who drives in the middle of the road when he thinks no other cars are coming in the
opposite direction, passes other cars on blind curves that run uphill, drives at sixty miles an hour on
narrow, curving roads when the road sign, a rusting, beat-up thing left over from colonial days, says 40
MPH. 

This might frighten you (you are on your holiday; you are a tourist); this might excite you (you are on
your holiday; you are a tourist), though if you are from New York and take taxis you are used to this
style of driving: most of the taxi drivers in New York are from places in the world like this. You are
looking out the window (because you want to get your money's worth); you notice that all the cars you
see  are  brand-new,  or  almost  brand-new,  and  that  they  are  all  Japanese-made.  There  are  no
American cars in Antigua--no new ones, at any rate; none that were manufactured in the last ten
years. You continue to look at the cars and you say to yourself, Why, they look brand-new, but they
have an awful  sound,  like an old car--a very old,  dilapidated car.  How to account  for that? Well,
possibly it's because they use leaded gasoline in these brand-new cars whose engines were built to
use non-leaded gasoline, but you musn't ask the person driving the car if this is so, because he or she
has never heard of unleaded gasoline. You look closely at the car; you see that it's a model of a
Japanese car that you might hesitate to buy; it's a model that's very expensive; it's a model that's quite
impractical for a person who has to work as hard as you do and who watches every penny you earn
so that you can afford this holiday you are on. How do they afford such a car? And do they live in a
luxurious house to match such a car? Well, no. You will be surprised, then, to see that most likely the
person driving this brand-new car filled with the wrong gas lives in a house that, in comparison, is far
beneath the status of the car (…) 



Oh, but you are on holiday and the sight of these brand-new cars driven by people who may or
may not have really passed their driving test (there was once a scandal about driving licences for sale)
would not really stir up these thoughts in you. You pass a building sitting in a sea of dust and you
think, It's some latrines for people just passing by, but when you look again you see the building has
written on it PIGOTT'S SCHOOL. You pass the hospital, the Holberton Hospital, and how wrong you
are not to think about this, for though you are a tourist on your holiday, what if your heart should miss
a few beats? What if a blood vessel in your neck should break? What if one of those people driving
those brand-new cars filled with the wrong gas fails to pass safely while going uphill on a curve and
you are in the car going in the opposite direction? Will you be comforted to know that the hospital is
staffed with doctors that no actual Antiguan trusts; that Antiguans always say about the doctors, "I
don't want them near me"; that Antiguans refer to them not as doctors but as "the three men" (there
are three of them); that when the Minister of Health himself doesn't feel well he takes the first plane to
New York to see a real doctor; that if any one of the ministers in government needs medical care he
flies to New York to get it?
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