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Dominica

Map of Dominica showing the main places mentioned in this book, 
parish boundaries and the extent of motorable roads on the island 
before 1956. The parishes of St. Andrew and St. David made up the 

constituency of Lennox and Elma Napier in the Legislative Council.



Before Dominica: a Portrait of Elma 
Napier

Elma Gordon Cumming as a child in Scotland in 1899.

“I have made of my life a curious patchwork,” wrote Elma Napier. 
Indeed, by the time she arrived in Dominica with her husband 
and children in 1932, this talented and fearless woman had spent 
her childhood on a grand estate in the Scottish highlands, lived in 
the Australian outback, visited the South Seas, and danced with 
the future Edward VIII. More significantly, she had emerged from 
two scandals: the social ostracism of her aristocratic father from 
the Edwardian court, and her own adultery and divorce. Such 
emotional upheavals she never mentions in Black and White Sands 
but they shaped her life, and, ultimately, brought her to the wild 
tropical shores of Dominica where she lived until her death in 1973 
at the age of 81.



Elma Napier was born in Scotland, the eldest child of Sir William 
Gordon Cumming, whose family had owned “half of Scotland”, 
including the house that later became Gordonstoun school. But in 
1890, two years before her birth, Sir William was accused of cheating 
during a baccarat game with the Prince of Wales (later King Edward 
VII). This famously became known as the Tranby Croft affair. Sir 
William sued for defamation, and lost. He also lost his place in high 
society, and was, for ever after, shunned. “No one spoke to him,” 
wrote his daughter of her father’s disgrace.

But Elma was to suffer more from being born a girl (“It was 
understood in our house that boys were superior beings”) than from 
social rejection. She was a teenager when she realised her function 
was to make a brilliant marriage and so help rehabilitate the family. 
Her first memoir, Youth is a Blunder, of her early years, evokes 
what she called the “casual cruelty of childhood” often confined 
to a lonely existence with governesses (and 30 indoor servants), 
and only leavened by her love for exploring moors, forest and sea. 
She felt disconnected to her background, wanting to “run like a 
hunted hare” because, as she said, she felt that she “heard a different 
drummer”.

Then, at 18, she fell in love with a married man. When her parents 
found out, her mother told her “no decent man will marry you 
now”. But her mother was wrong, because a year later, she gratefully 
married Maurice Gibbs, an upper-class Englishman with global 
business connections. For nine years the couple lived in Australia, 
which she loved for its freedom and landscape, for a time on a sheep 
station exploring by car, horse and on foot the continent’s ferocious 
environment. Even so, she felt constrained by wifely duties.

Then she met Lennox Napier. He was also English, and also a 
businessman, but he had progressive ideas and had lived among 
the artists of post-Gaughin Tahiti: he introduced her to books and 
paintings and “the world that reads the New Statesman”. At first, as 
she wrote, she “had soft-pedalled this invitation to the waltz” but 
their relationship deepened. And in this partnership she found an 
answer to her restlessness. But it was at a high cost. In the wake of 



Family group at Hopeman House, Morayshire, Scotland, in 1927. Elma 
is in the front, with daughter Patricia on her knee. Back row: left, Sir 
William Gordon Cumming (father) and Alastair (brother). Middle 
row (left to right): Betty (sister-in-law) with her daughter Josephine; 

Cecily (sister), Daphne (daughter) and Roly (brother).
her divorce, she forfeited the two children of that marriage into the 
care of their father. (Ronald became an RAF pilot and was killed 
in action in 1942, while daughter Daphne would eventually rejoin 
her mother and, aged 20, accompany the Napiers to their new 
beginning in Dominica.) Elma and Lennox married in 1924.

The couple had “discovered” Dominica on a Caribbean cruise 
– taken on account of Lennox’s fragile health – and “fell in love 
at first sight, an infatuation without tangible rhyme or reason, yet 
no more irrational than any other falling in love”. At that time, it 
was dismally poor, sunk in colonial neglect. Indeed, some historians 
have argued that the small islands of the Caribbean had remained 
essentially unchanged since the end of slavery. But as Elma Napier 
evokes in Black and White Sands, her memoir of her life on the 
island, this was a society characterised by a self-sufficient peasantry, 



free to work the land and sea, unhindered by authority, and 
possessing a rich Creole culture. Peasant lives changed little until, 
after the shortages and dramas of the war years, post-war reforms 
brought roads, universal suffrage and some redistribution of land to 
this mountainous and dazzlingly green island.

Elma and Lennox Napier both played a part in these changes, in 
the politics of their adopted island. They may have been upper-class 
bohemians – complete with servants, but they were not lotus-eaters, 
nor, indeed, were they like the sybaritic settlers of that more famous 
part of empire, Kenya’s Happy Valley. Both became, at different 
times, members of the colony’s Legislative Council, Elma being the 
first woman to sit in a Caribbean parliament. Many years later this 
achievement was celebrated on a Dominican stamp that bears her 
image.

Captain Lennox Napier during the first world war, with his pet lion 
cub, at a field hospital in France while recovering from his wounds. He 

married Elma Napier in 1924.



The Napiers, with their two small children, Patricia (Pat) and 
Michael, settled about as far away as was possible from the island’s 
capital Roseau. They lived in the north-coast village of Calibishie, 
building their house, Pointe Baptiste, on a cliff between two beaches 
– one of black sand, the other of white sand, and hence the title of 
this book. While they were certainly the “Sir” and “Madame” of the 
Big House, and ordered crystallised fruit and pâté from Harrods, 
they had different horizons from the rest of Dominica’s small white 
population – mainly colonial service officials whose wives wore 
gloves for tea parties, and played tennis at the all-white club.

Elma Napier did not do that: with upper-class élan, she swam 
in the nude, walked alone along forest trails and endured long 
horseback rides to remote villages in tropical downpours. While 
the other wives baked cakes and gossiped about the servants, Elma 
wrote articles for the Manchester Guardian, talked to men about 
politics and learned about the landscape and culture of her adopted 
island.

Elma Napier



The latter was very important to her. “I would rather be an 
explorer to see round the next corner than anything else except a 
fluent writer,” she once wrote. Elma Napier flourished in Dominica: 
it excited her sense of adventure, her curiosity about its people, 
and her love of wilderness. An early environmentalist, she fought 
to preserve the island’s great forest ranges, and describes its ecology 
with an eager eye – from the delights of birdsong and rare orchids 
to the horrors of cockroach and termite.

Lennox died in 1940, only eight years after their arrival. Elma 
remained at Pointe Baptiste with its dark glowing furniture, painted 
screens and books. She continued in her role as hostess – welcoming 
passing visitors, grand and not so grand, to elegant lunches, 
although leaving the cooking to the servants. Somerset Maugham, 
Noel Coward, Patrick Leigh Fermor and Princess Margaret had all 
sat on that deep veranda with its ever-changing views of mountains 
and sea.

While life in Dominica became somewhat more prosperous by 
the 1950s with the arrival of the banana boom, life at Pointe Baptiste 
remained the same. Elma Napier refused to have a radio – it was the 
servants who brought her news about the outside world. She said 
that a “typewriter, pen and sewing machine” were all the moving 
parts she required. There was no electricity – as the sun began to 
set beyond the great silhouette of nearby Morne Diablotin, lamps 
were lit. Once, interviewed by BBC Woman’s Hour about life in 
Dominica, she had piled on “the discomforts, the oddities” and told 
her audience about sleeping in police stations where the rats took 
her food. Being courted by Lennox with a picnic of champagne 
and gardenias, she wrote that she would have been just as happy 
with “three ham sandwiches and a bar of chocolate”. There was 
an appealing no-nonsense, lack of sentimentality to her character, 
which explains perhaps her ability to flourish in the dynamics of 
island life at that time.

Dominica has produced two other important women writers, 
both of the white plantocracy: Jean Rhys and Phyllis Shand Allfrey. 
Rhys and her husband, the publisher Leslie Tilden-Smith, came to 



tea at Pointe Baptiste in 1936, but Elma Napier talked books with 
Tilden-Smith rather than with Rhys, and when Wide Sargasso Sea 
was published 30 years later, she did not recollect their meeting. She 
had, perhaps, more in common with Allfrey, also a politician, but 
although they applauded each other’s work, the two women rarely 
met, living at opposite ends of the island.

Elma’s first book, of travel sketches, had been published in 
1927. There were two novels, published in the 1930s, both set in 
Dominica: A Flying Fish Whispered (which is to be re-published 
by Peepal Tree Press), and Duet in Discord. Then came a gap until 
two memoirs: Youth Is A Blunder (1948), and Winter Is In July 
(1949) largely about her life in Australia. Black and White Sands 
was written in 1962, but has remained unpublished until now.

Elma’s death came in 1973, and she is buried, alongside her 
husband by the track that runs from Pointe Baptiste towards 
Black Beach. The house itself remains in the family, but is now a 
holiday rental. Her family continues to contribute to island life: 
Daphne lives with her family in Dominica, as does Elma’s younger 
daughter, Patricia, whose son, Lennox Honychurch is a historian 
and anthropologist. Other grandchildren and great-grandchildren 
also live and work in Dominica, the island of which Elma wrote: “It 
has never been easy to analyse, to define the mysterious charm that 
has lured some people to stay in Dominica forever, and from which 
others have fled without even taking time to unpack.” Elma Napier 
stayed forever. Black and White Sands is the fruit of that experience.

Polly Pattullo



1. Falling in Love

The ship quivered to the wind in the channel. Spray spattered on to 
the main deck. There was a smell of rubber; a whiff of oil. Far astern 
the volcano of Martinique hung like a pale triangle between sea and 
sky. I heard the French consul general say to the lady from South 
Carolina: “It appears that in Dominica my subordinate is a man of 
colour. It will not be possible for my wife to go ashore.” And the 
lady, who wore black kid gloves and a lace veil covering an immense 
hat, sympathetically concurred.

From the north, dark and clouded mountains were already 
bearing down upon us with a strange effect of haste, of almost 
sinister import. Surf reared itself against impassive cliffs to fall back 
defeated. Vegetation clogged the valleys, shrouded the hills. Not 
until we were close inshore was there sign of human habitation; a 
tin roof, a spire, brown houses on stony beaches.

The ship cast anchor off the town of Roseau. Men dived from 
rafts for “black pennies”, the pale soles of their feet waving in the 
water like seaweed. There was a clamour of boat owners. “Take 
Victoria, Mistress.” “Master, White Lily for you.” Buildings with 
shabby faces lined the bay front. Small fish were making seemingly 
aimless excursions under a jetty of wooden piles encrusted with sea 
eggs and barnacles. We sought the Botanical Gardens, and were 
pestered by small-boy beggars and would-be guides who led us 
through cobbled streets where wooden houses were mounted on 
massive foundations. Here and there one might glimpse a courtyard 
where vines were spread on a pergola behind a sagging mansion. A 
rampart of cliff overhung three cemeteries wherein the dead of three 
denominations were blanketed in pink coralita and croton bushes.

Under mahogany trees on a velvet lawn the matron of the hospital 
routed the little boys. “If you follow that path,” she directed, “you 
will come to the Morne barracks.” Already, our breath had been 
taken away by the beauty of the flowering shrubs. “Look at this 
one,” we cried. “What is that?” Climbing the zigzag path, we 
stopped at corners to look down on to the red-roofed town and the 



shining sea, and came at last to a shrine under a talipot palm where 
the image of Christ was nailed among pointed stakes. At the foot 
of the cross, tight bunches of oleanders had been thrust into jam 
jars between lighted candles whose flames were quenched by the 
afternoon sun. A coloured woman, wearing a silk dress and head 
kerchief, knelt in prayer. Behind her, an ancient cannon, half buried 
in the grass, lay as though overthrown by the prince of peace.

Lennox and Elma Napier in 1932 shortly after arriving in Dominica – 
“With Dominica we fell in love at first sight, an infatuation without 

tangible rhyme or reason”.



Beyond a plot of young lime and orange trees, we found the 
barracks; stone buildings, three of whose roofs were rusted to the 
colour of mango flowers while the fourth was altogether missing. 
They were set square about what had once been a parade ground. 
There was an old man mowing the lawn and the lazy sound of his 
machine carried all summer in its droning, so that one could almost 
smell English grass. He said: “Self-help, Sah? Over there.” And then, 
feeling perhaps that he had coped inadequately with the sudden 
appearance of strangers, he removed a tattered straw hat and, wiping 
his forehead with his arm, said: “Here walk the headless drummer.”

Suspecting that we had strayed into the local loony bin we 
approached the best repaired building and there discovered a little 
old white lady who sold us rum punches in a bare room with tables. 
There were postcards for sale and bead necklaces; gourds made 
into rattles with painted faces, and coral fans which – when alive 
and rooted – sway on the surface of the sea like the fins of sharks. 
“Government allows us to use this room for the ladies self-help 
association,” said the diminutive person. I could not refrain from 
asking: “Help themselves to what?”

Therefore it had to be explained that ladies who made jam, or 
bottled cashew nuts, or did embroidery, might here sell their wares 
to tourists. But neither my husband Lennox nor I were listening 
any more: far away up the valley, a waterfall poured out of a black-
grey mountain whose summit was hidden in cloud. The veranda 
rail was wreathed in yellow alamanda, and white flowers shaped like 
trumpets.

“What a wonderful place to live,” I muttered.
And the little old lady in the guise of Lucifer whispered: “You 

might rent the other room to sleep in. It would be very primitive. 
We don’t have many tourists in Dominica.”

“What did the old boy mean about the headless drummer?” 
Lennox asked.

And she said: “Oh, there’s an old legend from the French wars,” 
she smiled. “He wouldn’t trouble you.”



The Roseau valley – a typical Dominican landscape of river, mountain 
and forest.

Back on the boat that evening, with the moon rising behind the 
mountains, dinner was eaten to the sound of waltzes and musical 
comedy selections in a brightly lit salon where the French consul 
general was seated with a pale and attractive young man who, in a 
few weeks would be our solicitor. The lady from South Carolina had 
made acquaintance with a beautiful blonde whose yellow dress and 
yellow hair had struck me all of a heap across the crowded room.

“But who is she?” I asked the chief engineer, “Who can she be?”
An American, I was told, resident in the island, living among 

oranges in the high hills in an estate called Sylvania.
“Tell me,” a fellow passenger was saying, “How do you manage 

here, you a southern girl, meeting coloured people? Do you shake 
hands?”

And the blonde laughed with a touch of defiance. “Of course,” 
she said, “I’ve done more than that.”



Holly Knapp on a garden swing at La Haut. Lennox Napier and Holly 
Knapp had become friends in Tahiti after the first world war, and met 

up again by chance in Dominica.
Thus for the second time in one afternoon, although for the first 

time in our lives, we met this odd differentiation between persons 
known as the colour bar, against which we immediately flung 
ourselves to break it down. (“I tell you they are giants,” said Don 
Quixote of the windmills. “And I shall fight against them all.”)

Later, on deck, the same blonde was heard asking someone from 
the shore, “Who is staying at the Paz Hotel nowadays?”

“There’s an American called Knapp from Fiji, I think,” was 
the answer whereupon my husband broke excitedly into the 
conversation. “Knapp?” he said, “with a red beard?” Lennox had 



known John Holly Knapp 13 years previously in Tahiti, which in 
this place might easily be confused with Fiji. And instinctively he 
knew that it must be the same man: the Knapp whose house he had 
helped to build in Taravao; the Knapp who would not write letters 
and so lost touch with his friends; the Knapp of whom Frederick 
O’Brien had written in Mystic Isles of the South Seas: “Without 
doubt as near to a Greek deity in life, a Dionysus, as one could 
imagine.... red-gold beard, dark curls over a high forehead, two 
flaming hibiscus blossoms behind his ears.”

As the Lady Drake was about to sail for Montserrat, Lennox sent 
a card ashore by the agent, writing on one side of it: “You must 
be my old friend whom I am sorry to have missed seeing,” and on 
the other: “My wife and I plan to come back in three weeks’ time.” 
It was typical of Holly that, on receiving the card, he should have 
looked at one side only, grieving loudly and bitterly at not having 
seen Lennox, sticking the evidence into his mirror, until days later, 
his friend Lorna Lindsley idly removed it and, turning it over, 
exclaimed: “But they’re coming back.”

***

That first visit to Dominica was in the winter of 1931. In the 
autumn of that year we had been living in London with our two 
children and the grown-up daughter of my first marriage. It was the 
depression, and Lennox was overtired, overworked, and constantly 
rather ill. Both of us on the brink of 40, we seemed to be settled 
and sunk in domesticity, less well-off than we had been, and 
seeing little prospect of further adventure. Then a lung specialist, 
stating positively that Lennox showed no evidence of tuberculosis, 
nevertheless recommended that we take three months’ holiday in 
search of sunshine, and we chose to go to the West Indies because 
we knew so little about them.

Between Christmas and New Year we sailed from England for 
Trinidad in the French ship Colombie, then making her second 
voyage, and from Port of Spain we took the Canadian national 
steamship Lady Drake north through the Windward and Leeward 



islands. Dominica was the only island for which we had no letters 
of introduction, and with Dominica we fell in love at first sight, an 
infatuation without tangible rhyme or reason, yet no more irrational 
than any other falling in love.

When we returned to Dominica – as we had promised ourselves 
– three weeks later, we climbed into the Paz Hotel by a steep 
and narrow staircase leading straight off the street into a parlour 
crowded with basket chairs. Faded and worm-eaten photographs 
decorated the walls. A tight bunch of croton leaves had been thrust 
into a brass bowl. Conscious of my hot and crumpled appearance 
– we had left the pension in Martinique at five that morning and 
travelled second class in a horrid ship – I went out on to a balcony 
from which one looked down on to ruined walls. A man and a dog 
slept side by side on the pavement; a child carried a hand of ripe 
bananas on her head. Behind the town, mountains were cut into a 
blue-black frieze against rain clouds.

And there in the Paz was Holly. Attired in a well-fitting white 
suit with no hibiscus behind the ears, he was not quite my idea 
of Dionysus. His beard was red indeed but silvered rather than 
gold. Thus, with mutual pleasure, a friendship made in Tahiti was 
renewed in the West Indies in 1932.

With Holly that morning in the Paz were Percy Agar, who was 
to become my son-in-law, and Paul Ninas, an American artist 
who had lived for three years in the north of Dominica and who, 
summoned home on account of his father’s mortal illness, had lent 
his house to Holly. It is funny, remembering my shy flight on to the 
balcony, to realise that Holly and Lorna thought me too “ladylike” 
to come camping with them in the rough house built by Paul near 
Calibishie village; and it was not until Lorna had left the island that 
the invitation was extended which was to change our lives.

Meanwhile the self-help ladies provided beds, knocked a few nails 
into a wall, and installed us in two rooms in the old barracks. There 
were no mosquito nets and we slept badly. “They are only bush 
mosquitoes,” the ladies said, “they won’t do you any harm.” I looked 
ruefully at my swollen arms and decided harm had been done. From 



then on we burned coils of incense which looked like cobras ready 
to strike and made the room smell like a French church.

The ladies also produced Sarah, an ugly woman, a Seventh Day 
Adventist, and not a very good cook. On the first evening, she 
had served dishwater soup and a casseroled chicken cunningly 
designed to be all bone and no flesh. “It’s a knack peculiar to ‘other 
races’,” Lennox said. “I remember a Chinese cook in Apia...” And 
I retaliated with a description of a fowl mangled on a lakeside 
under Fujiyama. Sarah craved permission to go down the hill to 
Roseau. “I look for a boy to sleep with me,” she said. In view of her 
unprepossessing appearance I could only wish her luck with a touch 
of pessimism. Next morning, a spindle-legged child of 10 emerged 
from the kitchen. “He my son,” Sarah announced proudly.

May, the messenger, was plump and strong, smiling, and perhaps 
17. Returning from town with a basket of vegetables upon her head 
crowned by a block of ice wrapped in a sack, she would stand by the 
veranda rail asserting with proud simplicity, “I back.” And indeed 
it seemed to me that she had reason for pride, for the hill was steep 
and the load heavy; and I felt slightly ashamed for lying in a deck 
chair alternately studying Dominican history and throwing bread 
pellets to lizards. But anyone living so vitally in the present as May 
would not in the least have cared that battles long ago had been 
fought in this place, and she would know that lizards – “leezards” – 
did not require bread.

From one veranda we could see the roadstead streaked with pale 
currents and dotted with the sails of fishing boats; and from the 
other the Roseau valley ending in Morne Micotrin whose triangle, 
at sunrise, would be blackly outlined against a pink sky. At midday, 
with the peak wreathed in clouds, rainbows would play upon the 
little village perched on its shoulder. But at sunset, when light filled 
the dark gullies and the creeper-hung recesses, then the valley would 
yield its secrets – steam rising from the sulphur springs; patches of 
the most delicate green sugarcane, lime trees, destined to produce 
Rose’s lime juice cordial, and always the silver ribbon of the waterfall 
pouring, so it seemed, out of nothing into nowhere.



Beyond the barracks, a path trailed into a scrubby forest where 
a stream was clouded with a grey stain as though smoke were held 
under the surface of the water; and, where it dawdled among huge 
leaves there was an orange scum, sinister and mephitic. A broken-
down hut was rotting in that place, under slimy moss; and a tree fern 
had pushed off the roof which lay dismembered in the undergrowth. 
Sadness and decay, a flavour of old, unhappy far off things, underlay 
the island’s beauty. It has never been easy to analyse, to define the 
mysterious charm that has lured some people to stay in Dominica 
forever, and from which others have fled without even taking time 
to unpack.

We made excursions on horseback hiring quadrupeds from 
the barber, crossing the backbone of the island by way of a crater 
called the Freshwater Lake to distinguish it from the Boiling Lake. 
For days we climbed precipitous ridges or followed red clay tracks 
within reach of the Atlantic spray; rode through deep forest, silent 
save for the call of birds; heard for the first time the unhappy note 
of the siffleur montagne; and forded again and again swift mountain 

The bay front, Roseau, Dominica’s capital, as it might have looked in 
the 1930s. Mural by Elma’s grandson, Lennox Honychurch.


