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Introduction

Between our last publication, The
Excellent Decade, in 2015 and this one,
there have been momentous changes
in the awards. We lost our founder, Dr
Anthony N Sabga, in 2017, and it has
been my privilege to assume the mantle
of Patron of these awards. | have done so
many times in the last three years, but |
reiterate here: | pledge my and the ANSA
McAL Group’s support to funding these
awards for many years to come.

In a departure from the preceding
decade we have, since 2016, taken our
awards ceremony to Guyana, Jamaica
and Barbados. Each group of laureates
featured in this magazine was conferred
in one of those territories.

In our second decade, we have also
embarked on disseminating material on
our Laureates’ work and lives via online
platforms and social media. We have
created podcasts and videos featuring
Laureates, we have hosted lectures,
and we made a documentary film,
Sun Sea and Science: Trinidad After Oil,
which features the work of three science

laureatesin Trinidad and Tobago. The film
premiered at the Trinidad and Tobago
Film Festival in 2018. It has been shown
at the University of London’s Centre for
Integrated Caribbean Research and the
Society for Caribbean Studies Conference
inthe UK (2019).

As privileged as we at the McAL
Foundation are to be able to fund these
awards, we would not be able to do it
without support. Our Country Nominating
Committees, and our regional Eminent
Persons Panel, who oversee these awards,
provide us with exceptional service for
which we are grateful. It reminds us, yet
again, of the enormous and variegated
pool of talent that lives in the region.

We believe our Laureates are rays of
light breaking the canopy of the storm
clouds that literally and figuratively cover
our beloved Caribbean region. We hope
their light reaches you, the reader, and
that you share it with as many people as
possible.

ANorman Sabga, LLD (Hon) UWI
Chairman, The ANSA McAL Foundation

A Norman Sabga
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ABOUT THE ANTHONY N SABGA
CARIBBEAN AWARDS FOR EXCELLENCE

TheAnthony N Sabga Caribbean Awards
for Excellence is the first programme of
its kind in the Caribbean. Four prizes
are awarded annually for achievements
in Arts & Letters, Entrepreneurship,
Public & Civic Contributions and
Science & Technology. The philosophy
behind the Awards is that in order
for the Caribbean to develop, in the
sense of a civilization rather than an
industrial centre, excellence in key
fields of endeavour must be sought
out, rewarded, and promoted for the
benefit of all citizens. In this regard,
the Awards are similar in intention to
the Nobel Prizes.

The idea was developed from the
meeting of many minds. As Chairman
Emeritus of the ANSA McAL Group of
companiesin Trinidad, the late DrAnthony
N Sabga (1923-2017) was able to give
a body to an initial idea from Mr Wilfred
Naimool, after consultation with Sir Ellis
Clarke and various others. The idea was
finally ready to be given tangible shape
in 2005, and the Awards programme was
formally launched in Port of Spain.

The Awards are fully funded by the
ANSA  McAL Foundation. The prizes
consist of TTS$500,000, a medal, and
a citation which are presented at a
ceremony early in the year. Eight of the
eleven ceremonies so far have been held
in Trinidad, while the 2017 ceremony was
held in Georgetown, Guyana, the 2018
ceremony in Kingston, Jamaica and the
2019 ceremony in Barbados. It is expected
that the ceremony will be held in different
territories in the future.

The  Awards  programme  was
inauguratedin 2005, and thefirst laureates
were named, and received their awards in

2006. Presentation ceremonies were then
held biennially in Port of Spain in 2008
and 2010. Dr Sabga announced at the
2010 ceremony that the Awards would be
given annually as of 2011. This continued
with a “gap” year between 2015 and 2017,
and it is planned that the awards will
continue to be an annual event.

GOVERNANCE

The Awards programme is governed
by a panel of regional persons called the
Eminent Persons Panel (EPP). It comprises
people, respected in science, art, public
service, commerce, the professions
and academia, from throughout the
region. The EPP is presently chaired by
Sir Shridath Ramphal of Guyana and
Barbados. Its members include:

«  Justice Christopher Blackman, GCM
(Barbados)

. Professor Compton Bourne, OE
(Guyana, Trinidad and Tobago)

. Mr Christopher Bovell, CD (Jamaica)

+  Professor Bridget Brereton (Trinidad
and Tobago)

. Dr Charmaine Gardner, SLMH (St
Lucia)

« The Most Honourable Professor
Sir Kenneth O Hall, ON, GCMJ, OJ
(Jamaica)

. Professor E Nigel Harris (Guyana, St
Lucia)

«  SirRoyston Hopkin, KCMG (Grenada)
. Mrs Diana Mahabir-Wyatt, MDW, Hon
LLD UWI (Trinidad and Tobago)

«  The Honourable Justice Rolston
Nelson (Trinidad and Tobago)

+  Major General (Retd) Joseph G
Singh, MSS, MSc, FCMI, FRGS, RCDS
(Guyana).
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Each of five territories (Barbados
Guyana, Jamaica, the OECS, and Trinidad
and Tobago) has a selection committee,
comprised of people from academic,
business, and civic organizations in those
territories who select each territory’s
best nominee. The committees are
presently headed by: Dr Jeannine Comma
(Barbados), Mr Al Creighton (Guyana), Mr
Morin Seymour (Jamaica), Mrs E Ann
Henry, QC (OECS), and Mrs Helen Drayton
(Trinidad and Tobago).

HOW ARE SELECTIONS AND
NOMINATIONS MADE?

Thenomination processisan openone:
anyone may nominate a candidate, and
candidates may nominate themselves,
using the appropriate form, which may
be downloaded from the awards website.
The Foundation accepts nominations on
a“rolling” schedule (i.e. atany time during
the year). However, to be considered for
the following year, a candidate must be
nominated no later than March 31, of the
preceding year.

Nominees for the ANSA Awards should
have already displayed excellence in
their fields of endeavour (Arts & Letters,
Entrepreneurship, Science & Technology,
and Public & Civic Contributions).
However, the Awards are not intended to
be “lifetime achievement” or “crowning
glory” awards. It is intended that persons
who have shown exceptional promise
in their fields, and have already made
substantial achievements, but who have
the potential for further important work,
be considered.

THE SELECTION PROCESS

After nominations are received, they
must pass through a three-stage vetting
procedure: A Country Nominating
Committee (CNC); a research-review of
credentials and achievements; and a
final selection process by the regional
Eminent Persons Panel (EPP). The
country committee selects its strongest
candidates in each of the categories, and
all country committees present their best
four candidates to the Eminent Persons
Panel, which makes the final selection.
The Panel may decide (as it did in 2017)
that candidates of suitable merit were not
presented and decline to make an award
in any category.

The decisions of the Eminent Persons
Panel are independent of the Foundation,
are final, and not subject to review.

CRITERIA FOR NOMINEES:
1. The nominee should show a track
record of consistently superior
work that demonstrates excellence,
originality, and a potential to
create knowledge and add to the
disciplines in which the nominee
works. The work must be recognized
by authorities in the field.
1b. Thereis often a lack of consen-
sus within disciplines for vari-
ous reasons. Nominees must
show excellence in the opinion
of a significant number of ex-
perts, but these opinions need
not be universal.
2. Thenominee’s work should show the
potential for future development,

which would be positively aided by
the award. This is a function of the
nominee’s age, his/her field, and the
particularities of each.

The nominee should produce work,
ideas, theories, or whatever products
in his/her field are referred to, which
are likely to serve as models for
further work, to encourage new
and interesting ideas which are
directly relevant to the Caribbean’s
particularities, and to influence the
present and coming generations.
While it is desirable that nominees
be held up as exemplars for the Ca-
ribbean people, the reality is that
most heroes are created retrospec-
tively. Therefore, personality and
personal attributes, unless these are
overwhelming, should be secondary
to the nominee’s ability, and work
done.
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Prelude

The year was 1967. It was a bright sunny day
in the peaceful, tranquil setting of a clearing
in the forest. The breeze blew gently, rustling
through the leaves of the giant hubudee tree.

The air was filled with great expectation and
hope, as a beautiful young woman lay on a
bedding of fibre, atop a makeshift wooden bed.
She gripped the edges of the wooden bed; her
knuckles white from the strain of the effort she was
making. Beads of sweat on her forehead rolled
down the sides of her face as she grimaced in pain
as the latest contractions wracked her body. She
wanted to scream, but she did not. It seemed like
she was in labour for an eternity. She took a deep
breath and she pushed, and she pushed. “How
much longer is this going to last?” she wondered,
as she had been there before dawn and it was now
almost past midday. Why was this taking so long,
why was this so difficult? She had given birth three
times before and she could not recall suffering
nearly as much. Her mother seemed exhausted
as she bent over her and felt with both hands, the
sides and lower section of her massive belly which
was filled with new life struggling to enter a new
world. Her elder sister stood by her bedside with
a tired look of concern, but managed to smile at
her reassuringly.

The little room in the small wooden home was
hot. There was one small window through which
sunlight filtered, and where occasionally a cool
draught of refreshing breeze would enter. Outside
in the bright sunlight was a huge mango tree with
wide extended branches that provided much
needed shade on a day like today. Birds flitted
among the branches, and whistled and sang their
merry songs. The tree provided partial shade
for the small home which now contained two
generations, and the next.

Standing beside the mango tree was a young
man in the prime of his youth. His powerful build
and confident posture were in stark contrast to the
look of grave concern and worry upon his face. He
stared at the doorway of the house. There was a
door blind made of natural fibre that blocked his
view inside. He had stood vigil here for almost
eight hours and he was now quite anxious.

—|— he young woman inside who was groaning
and struggling to give birth was his wife - his
strong and beautiful young wife who had
already given him three beautiful daughters. He
stood strong, yes, but he could not disguise his
concern for his wife and his unborn son. Yes! He
knew he was having a son. Why else would this be
so difficult? He had to have a son!

When his first daughter was born, he was quite
happy especially because he knew that his wife
wanted a girl. They were both happy and delighted.
The little girl, as she grew, would become a good
companion for his wife when he was not around
and later on a good little helper, too. This was
the beginning of his own family and it made
him a happy man. His happiness was multiplied
two years later, when he welcomed his second
daughter into the world. Yes, he wanted a son, but
he accepted his daughter and gave thanks and
praised God that all was well. His family was now
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growing and so was his responsibility,
but it did not bother him one bit. He was
now a husband, a father and he was a
man, and it was his God-given duty to
take good care of his precious family.
His responsibility grew greater when his
wife bore him their third child. He had
desperately hoped for a son, but this was
not to be; he had a third daughter. He was
sorely disappointed, but he loved his child
(his third girl) nonetheless. Taking care of
his now expanding family was quite a job.
Things were difficult most of the time,
but he never shirked his responsibility;
he was always up to the task. He had a
wonderful family, and it was a great joy
for him to come home in the evenings
to the warmth and delightful laughter of
his darling daughters and his loving wife;
they were the purpose and his sole reason
for living, and drove him to do his best at
all times.

N ow here he was standing, a strong
powerful young man with a great
responsibility, anxiously awaiting

the birth of his first son. From the moment

that his wife informed him that she was
pregnant with their fourth child, for
whatever reason he was convinced that
this was his long-awaited son! It just had

to be. He looked at himself as a man, a

proud, strong and confident man

(amongst his peers he had no equal). He

always stood at the head of the line; he

led the way and other men followed; yet
most of his peers already had sons.

Everything about this pregnancy
seemed different. From the beginning, his
wife always seemed a little more sick and
physically stressed; her belly was even
bigger and more elongated in shape and
form. He dreamt a lot about seeds and
nuts, as did his wife. Things were different
with the girls, as they had both dreamt of
birds and fishes and flowers. Now here
they were, both desperately wanting a son.

It was now sometime past midday on
that beautiful day in July, and everything
seemed brighter, clearer and sharper. This
was a good sign. He had not eaten since
last evening and he was not even hungry
right now; it was as though time had
stood still for him. He looked and listened
and waited patiently, desperately hoping
for good news.

He prayed to God and all his long-
gone ancestors and all of the universe,
to have mercy and bless his wife and his
unborn son.

Inside the room, her mother, the
old woman, seemed troubled without
readily showing it. She gently placed her
wrinkled hand on top of her daughter’s
massive orb of life and closed her eyes for
a second, then she looked her daughter
in the eye for a brief moment. She said
not a word as she turned and walked
towards the doorway. Tears welled up in
the young woman’s eyes as her mother
walked away. Her sister held her hand
reassuringly. Tears rolled down the sides
of her face, mingled with her sweat.

The natural fibre blind was pushed
aside, and the old woman appeared in
the doorway. She looked at the young
man with a blank expression in her eyes
then she turned silently and walked
across the warm white sand towards the
forest and disappeared into its dark green
depths. The forest seemed alive and, in a
brief instant, it swallowed her up without
atrace.

Fear gripped the young man behind his
neck, and around his broad shoulders,
cold fingers held his throat and clawed at
his heart. He trembled from deep within
and felt his heart beating in his ears at
an alarming rate. He was frozen in his
position as his emotional state became
quite fluid; he had to do something. He
was confused. Suddenly he felt ajoltin his
body and spirit, and he was now in two
places at the same time - he could see
himself standing like a statue beside the
mango tree, but was also at the doorway
almost looking into the room where his
wife was in labour. He heard her laboured
breathing and could almost touch the air
of tension and uncertainty that filled the
room. He had to enter that room whether
in body or in spirit. Something had to be
done.

S uddenly something collided with his
spirit at the doorway, and the stern

voice of the old lady said, “Get hold of
yourself, boy.” He felt his two selves being
slammed back together. Now beside the
mango tree, again, he blinked — how long
it had been, he could not say, but there
was the old lady, pushing the door blind
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Her body was

torn asunder. She
screamed as the
world exploded in
red and white light!
Her sister exclaimed
with joy, “Is a bai! Is
a big fat baby bail”

aside as she disappeared into the
darkened room. He thought he saw her
look over her shoulder directly into his
eyes. He was not sure, but he felt hope
surging from deep within his being. “It’s
alright,” a soft voice whispered. Was it the
old lady? He wasn’t sure.

A gentle breeze rustled through the
leaves above, the birds sang their merry
songs - the kuduree especially whistled
a delightful tune. Somewhere just
beyond the edge of the forest, the fia fia/
greenheart bird, screamed “fi-fi-yeow!”
These were all good signs.

Back inside the room, through pain and
exhaustion, sweat and tears, the young
woman saw the old lady - her mother -
re-enter the room with her comforting
and reassuring presence.

She was now more energetic; her
movements  were  deliberate  and
purposeful. There was a sparkle in her
weary old eyes. She smiled softly and
her wrinkled face shed a few years. She
placed both of her wrinkled old hands
gently on her daughter’s glistening belly,
closed hers eyes and whispered softly a
silent prayer. She opened her eyes and
said: “Itis time.”

he walked around the bed behind

her daughter’s head, looked down in

her face then wiped the sweat from
her forehead. She climbed up onto the
bed in a sort of crouching, kneeling
position, placed her strong sinewy arms
beneath her daughter’s upper torso, and
lifted her up just as her body tensed and
spasmed in contraction. The young
woman took a deep breath then gritted
her teeth, and pushed with all her might.
The old lady held her firm around her
upper back and they braced and pushed
together. The moment was a fusion of the
past, the present and the future, for it
seemed as though all the ancestors
backed and braced the old lady as she
strained and pushed with her youngest
child. The past pushed the present
desperately so that the future might
be birthed.

Her body was torn asunder. She
screamed as the world exploded in red
and white light! Her sister exclaimed with
joy, “Is a bail Is a big fat baby bai!”

| was quite comfortable in my “first
world”; it was cavernous and expansive,
and filled with life-giving fluid. This world
was warm and nurturing, comfortable
and peaceful. | felt loved by everything
within and without, and it felt secure and
safe. But | was growing and occupying
more space as time wore on. My world
was changing, and | did not know why -
my space was smaller now. There was a
restlessness in me, and an atmosphere
of urgency and tension permeated my
entire world, seeped into my spirit and
my total being. Something critical and
stupendous seemed about to happen.
| did not want to leave my world, but it
was closing in around me, pushing and
squeezing me out. | fought and | fought,
| held on for dear life -— my world was
coming to an end. | will not let go. Oh
no! My world was collapsing around me,
shrinking, shrinking. | was being pushed
out/expelled. Something on the other
side held on to me; it pulled, dragged
and sucked me into another dimension. |
screamed in desperation.

y insides expanded as a sudden

rush of clean, cool, fresh, sweet

oxygen filled my tiny lungs. |
screamed and filled my lungs once again,
this thing felt awesome - was this the
breath of lifel But | had already lived an
entire lifetime in my own private world;
this must be my second life — my second
world. It appeared all red, and quite unlike
my first world which | had felt and sensed
and experienced with every fibre of my
being. My world was me, and I, my world.
| felt the need to do something more than
scream to fully connect to my new world.
Why was it all red?

I opened my eyes and beheld a glorious
white light, it filled my being throughout
with fantastic beautiful shapes and forms
and countless wonderful, indescribable
things - this was my new world.

| felt a soft, gentle complicated feeling
as another spirit touched my own, then
it severed me completely from my first
world. It was shocking. | was completely
disconnected for a brief moment. Then |
wasinstantly reconnected on aprofoundly
deeper level - mental, emotional, and
spiritual; it was inexplicably complex, but
felt quite natural.
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Two strong and gentle spirits
enveloped me completely, and | knew
then that | could not be separated again
untilone or both of these loving, nurturing
spirits, disappeared completely from my
new world.

This was my first interaction (conscious
or subconscious) with my mother and
father. “Is a bai! Is a big fat baby bail”

M y father heard these words then he
heard me scream. These were the

most  delightful,  wonderfully
satisfying sounds that he had heard all
day (maybe all his life). He had made his
mark - the circle was complete. His name
would go on. Together with my mother,
and my three sisters and now me - my
father felt whole and complete. We were
all a part of him and he a part of us. We
were all inextricably bound together by
the fibres and strands of life forever. My
father understood this to be the core
foundation and the very essence of family.
It was a divine blessing for him, and he
knew he had a sacred duty to perform. His
life was not his own, for his family was his
life. Take care of his family and he took
care of his life. When his family is secure
his life is preserved - he will live a long
time even after he is gone.

My father never articulated his
thoughts on life and family in such
descriptive language, but by his actions
he revealed many practical lessons that
have moulded my character and helped
to shape my whole philosophy of life.

My earliest memory or recollection of
myself as a conscious being goes back
to 1969. The images and scenario are still
quite vivid in my mind. | can see myself,
a tiny boy, quite energetic and full of
curiosity. I am standing on a patch of firm
white sand wearing a little white cotton
shirt my mother made for me. | wore no
pants or underwear and | stood there
in innocence, my left hand holding on
to my tiny, soft and wrinkled scrotum. |
am looking up to the sky, nibbling at the
fingernail on my right thumb. My young,
developing mind is being challenged as |
struggle to comprehend what | am seeing.
I am looking towards the branches of a
tall coconut tree which at the same time
appeared to be that of a ko-r-yu tree,
which was a short distance away.

It is a cool windy day with blue skies,
white clouds and bright sunshine.
Somewhere within this picture | can see
the black and yellow kuduree bird, flitting
and fluttering, jumping around singing a
sweet and happy song. The wind rustled
the leaves of the ko-r-yu and coconut
trees. They are separate and different,
but somehow there is a fusion in the sky,
and they are one. The blue sky seems
far away with its beautiful, soft white
clouds. The rustling leaves and branches
of the coconut/ko-r-yu tree reached up
to the seemingly endless sky like long
arms with green leafy fingers tickling the
white fluffy clouds as they slowly drifted
by. The sun smiled and shone brighter
and the kuduree bird sang and whistled a

happy song.

| am mesmerized by this wonderful
picture within which | am standing,
clothed in a cotton shirt and my
innocence, fiddling with my scrotum
and nibbling at my nails. | believe with
much conviction that this was truly my
first artistic adventure. Many years later
in art school | would realize that this
was surrealism come alive in the fertile
imagination, and the fluid reality of an
infant’s artistic mind.

This first conscious memory of myself
was a prelude to and a microcosm of,
my life in my formative years, growing
up in an environment that nurtured,
supported and sustained every aspect of
my existence - from the physical to the
emotional, the educational, the mental
and the spiritual.

M y family home was nestled quaintly
on the shoulders of a low, sandy hill
with the family farm nearby,

surrounded on every side in the protective

embrace of the forest and its mighty trees.

Some of these trees standing on massive

trunks were supported by wide flaring

buttresses and roots that penetrated the
earth deeply. Some snaked across the
ground like lazy sleeping camoudis

(anacondas). These green giants such as

the hu-bu-dee, the sow-a-ree, the

baromali, the kamahora, and the packuri
trees stood strong and faithful, like
towering sentinels with knarled and
knotty  branches; their  numerous
outstretched arms always providing
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shade and juicy delicious fruits when their
season came around.

S ometimes it was sad when one of
these giants fell. It felt like the loss of

adearold grandparent or some other
ancient ancestor who was always
generous and kind. | vividly remember
when the big old baromali tree fell. It was
an awesome and terribly frightening sight
to see the old guardian bend and sway in
the storm then bow his last farewell as it
rumbled deeply and groaned. Then with
an ear-splitting, thundering crack and a
mighty shudder, with the wind howling
and hissing through its leaves, the
massive ancient form came crashing to
the ground. The impact was tremendous
as its massive trunk slammed its huge
bulk back into the earth - its birthplace in
ancient times, now its final resting place.
I remember questioning in my childlike
mind, full of curiosity and wonder: “Why
did this tree have to fall? Can it get up?
Will it live again?”

Many vears later | would answer
this question for myself when | would

transform fallen trees into sculptures.
Sculptures that took forms filled with
movement and energy, possessing a
different life of their own. Thus, did fallen
trees live again.

When my father’s day was done and his
sun had set, as he passed into the night, |
remembered the “big old baromali tree”
and I wondered: “Will he live again?” Then
I look at myself and he is looking back at
me. | look at my sons and | know that he
will live a long time, even after he is gone.

G rowing up among trees in the midst
of the forest, | learned to accept and
appreciate the natural environment
as an essential aspect of my life as a child.
As much as | needed the nurturing
relationships provided by my mother, my
father and my siblings, together as a
family we needed the environment
around us to support and sustain our way
of life, continually. Nature was generous
and kind like a loving mother, and we like
her children understood her cycles and
seasons and lived accordingly in harmony
with her ways.

Knowledge about the environment
had been passed down from generation
to generation. We knew every kind of
tree in the forest and what fruits they
bore. We knew every kind of animal,
bird, frog and insect and every sound
that they made. Every creek and stream
was known by name, as were the fishes
that they contained. We were familiar
with every bush/herb and their benefits.
Everything was connected and we were
just a small part of a greater whole that
pulsed and throbbed with a living energy
and constant rhythm, a rhythm by which
we moved to a song, a voice, a language
that we understood.

These snippets and glimpses of the
past are but a few of the conscious and
subconscious memories of my early life.
Inconspicuous as it was, this was a time of
great expectations and significance, for it
was here that beautiful people, scenario,
circumstances and energies converged
at a point of fusion that gave birth to a
strong, creative soul.
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How does a boy growing up on a Caribbean
island departits shores at a tender age, become
an international symphonic and operatic
conductor, travel the globe for two decades in
that capacity, only to return to that island as
the Director of its fledgling Academy for the
Performing Arts?

The explanation | have grown most accustomed
to giving always starts the same way: “When |
was a boy, no older than six, | wanted to be a
professional conductor.” As true as that statement
is, it is also a somewhat romanticized over-
simplification. At the age of six, | had also wanted
to be an airline pilot, (ludicrous, since | have a
terrible fear of falling from heights), or a lawyer,
(equally ludicrous, given my aversion at the time
and ever since for rote-learning). So, in reality,
between the ages of six and 10, my idea of a
future path was mounted on the career carousel
of lawyer, conductor, pilot, a fact | recall so clearly,
because my motherhad given me a book to record
just such childhood vacillation. Each page of the
book was an envelope, on which one could, as a
birthday activity, write down what one had done
during the previous year, what one hoped to do in
the coming year, attach a recent photo, and then
fill the envelope with souvenirs and keepsakes,
making it akin to a time capsule. Recalling
what | wrote on those pages not only describes
the swirling, spiralling path of my childhood
intentions, but also makes it abundantly clear that
I had not the vaguest inkling of what any of those
three professions truly demanded.

M entally putting myself back in school shoes,
| can just about assemble the following
rationale: the pilot gets to sit at the pointy

end of a complex, shiny, and expensive machine,

with the responsibility to deliver its cargo and
occupants safely to a given destination, while the
lawyer gets to be in the business of persuasion
by means intellectual, theatrical, and above all,
creative. By these definitions, can there be any
doubt that the orchestral conductor enjoys the
best of both worlds? Complex, shiny and expensive
machine to “fly”? Check! Jet-setting, through
sometimes turbulent but always seemingly
glamorous lifestyles? Check! Career trajectory
based on the power of rhetoric and persuasion?

Check! No danger of falling to one’s death, or ever
having to do the same thing exactly the same way
twice? Double check! The only problem was that
in Trinidad of the late 70s and early 80s, there
was no path upon which a child harbouring these
orchestral ambitions, could realize such a goal.
I'only knew there was such a thing as a symphony
orchestra thanks to the then Trinidad and Tobago
Opera Society, whose annual productions quickly
became the high point of my year. An lIrish
conductor by the name of Havelock Nelson was
tasked with bringing together the best members
of the Police and Regiment bands, and by adding
the few string players on the island, create a pit-
orchestrafromthe podium of which hedirected the
Trinidad, and possibly the Caribbean premieres of
such works as Carmen, The Magic Flute, Cavalleria
Rusticana, | Pagliacci and other timeless classics
of the standard operatic repertoire.

therwise, because my parents had studied,

lived, worked, and given birth to their children

(my sister and me), in Toronto, Canada, they
frequently returned there for summer holidays,
and I was afforded the occasional opportunity to
hear The Toronto Symphony at Roy Thomson Hall
or Ontario Place. It was on one such occasion, that
| pointed to the stage and said: “l want to do what
that guy at the front is doing.” That guy was the
Japanese conductor, Seiji Ozawa.

On our return from that holiday, | started piano
lessons, and an instrument was purchased so that
I could practise at home. At the same time, | also
began “composing”, which to my mind at the time,
entailed committing to paper, in some form or
fashion, the melodies and harmonic musings that
I had improvised in my spare time. Great art they
were not, but | found the freedom of expression
and the privacy of emotion encoded in music
quite addictive at that age! Hungry for more, |
quickly outgrew the limits of my weekly piano
lesson and the basic musical training obtained
at The University School, St Augustine, and was
enrolled in a full-fledged music school called Pan
Pipers, which added an entire Saturday of music-
making to my weekly regime. Dropped off mid-
morning by my mother or sister, | revelled in the
playground that was an entire day spent singing,
studying music theory, playing the violin, the
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recorder and the pan into the early hours
of the evening.

B y the time | had spent a few years in
this environment and had become a

veteran of multiple Music Festivals,
Pan is Beautiful Festivals, and even one
Junior Panorama, thoughts of any career
path other than one in music were all but
gone. And yet even as my professional
intentions crystallized, | became aware
that the training and exposure available
to me were not commensurate with the
high ambitions I held. | would watch and
rewatch the one recording of a
professional conductor that | had on
videocassette, a concert “Live from Studio
8H” which featured The New York
Philharmonic led by its Indian music
director, Zubin Mehta, (whose ethnicity
was nothing but an encouragement to
me), and wonder how | might ever attain
such heights, building on the pedagogical
platform on which | found myself at the
time. Nonetheless, | remember being
encouraged by that concert, not only
because of Maestro Mehta, but because of
his soloists - the Black soprano, Leontyne
Price, and the wheelchair-bound violinist,
ltzhak Perlman. It occurred to me that
they had all overcome considerable
challenges to be standing together on a
New York stage for the money, and |
took hope.

As it transpired, soon after | had made
the transition from The University School
to Fatima College for my secondary
schooling, the hope | had found in such
recordings became exponentially more
important. | would sit in front of the TV,
watching, and trying to enter into the
world | saw on screen: Studio 8H, Fame
and Carmen live from Queen’s Hall
were my sanctuary, because where The
University School had taken great pride
in its young musicians, had an excellent
school choir and instrumental ensemble,
and would present fully staged musicals
from time to time, the Fatima College of
the early 1980s was a musical wasteland.

M usic was not taught, nor were any
extracurricular  musical  pursuits
encouraged beyond the annual

Calypso Monarch competition, for which |

co-wrote a number of winning pieces for

my friend, Robert Wickham. In fact, the
circumstances became so impossible to

bear that Robert, myself and a group of
other boys who refused to accept such a
chasm in our education, took it upon
ourselves to stage scenes from musicals
from time to time, and even persuaded
the then principal of the school, Mr
Mervyn Moore, to outfit the stage with a
brand-new, (and very expensive), curtain,
and purchase some theatrical lighting to
support our activities.

‘l’ he difficult situation at secondary
school was exacerbated by internal
drama at Pan Pipers Music School,

when, following a series of disagreements

between the school director and a

subsection of parents, a large number of

senior students were “expelled”, and
found themselves in a musical wilderness
searching for new teachers. The already
brewing storm in my young life was then
made complete when, in quick
succession, my parents separated, my
sister (and only sibling) left home for
studies as the University of Toronto, and
my best friend from University School,
and emotional anchor at Fatima College
was sent off to boarding school in

England. If | had immersed myself in

music as recreation to that point, | now

dove as deeply into it as | could, just to
hold it together.

| did eventually find piano and violin
teachers to replace those | had lost in
the exodus from Pan Pipers, and looking
back, | can say without a doubt, that each
of them, in particular, my piano teacher,
Nellie Bailey, played a critical role in the
next phase of my musical development,
setting standards that were higher than |
had ever known, and making me believe
that | could attain them.

Even as | continued to excel in my
musical pursuits, the circumstances of
my domestic life and secondary school
environment weighed heavily on me.
Attending a so-called “prestige school”
though I was, my academic progress was
middlingatbest,nodoubta productofthe
common uncertainties and frustrations of
puberty, quickened by an all-pervasive
loss of foundation, which did not sit well
with me, cloistered and sheltered child
that I had been up to that point

It is said that the human organism has
not one but two digestive systems - one
physical, and one mental/emotional -
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In 1985, following a two-year search for a suitable
boarding school, and a lengthy period of impatient
waiting, I set off for the United Kingdom to attend
Oakham School, a progressive and ambitious co-
educational school in Rutland.

linked, and mutually reactive. So, in the
same way that food not fully digested
might lead to “indigestion”, so too can
undigested thoughts remain with us
subliminally, forgotten yet potent. It may
be that none of us will ever truly fathom
the quantum of memories sacrificed on
the altar of survival. | certainly have no
memory of ever having told my mother
that | needed to be “saved” from the
predicament in which | found myself
in 1983, but she assures me that this
transpired, and that it was the catalyst
for a process that was to set my life on
an entirely new trajectory, away from
the shores of Trinidad and Tobago, and
toward a second childhood.

A nd so it was that in 1985, following a
two-year search for a suitable
boarding school, and a lengthy

period of impatient waiting, delineated by
ticked boxes on my wall calendar, | set off
forthe United Kingdom to attend Oakham
School, a progressive and ambitious co-
educational school in Rutland, England’s
smallest and arguably proudest county.
Oakham  School had vibrant and
extremely active music and theatrical
departments, but in the spirit of its motto,
“A Preparation for Life”, insisted that
students emerge as well-rounded as
possible,  with  strong  academic
fundamentals enriched by most any and
every extracurricular pursuit they could
dream up.

Because it had been decided that |
would write 10 rather than eight O-Level
subjects, | repeated the Fourth Form,
relinquishing Accounts and adding Music,
History and Chemistry. And vyet, even
with more subjects to study, plus a new
curriculum and culture, the strangest
thing happened. Perhaps made newly

buoyant in a community of like-minded
children, and with abundant support
from not one or two music teachers
but an entire department thereof, all of
my other academic pursuits profited.
Somewhere between rehearsals and
performances with Oakham’s Symphony
Orchestra, Chamber Orchestra, Chapel
Choir, Big Band and Choral Society, not to
mention conducting my own orchestra, |
switched from violin to double bass, on
which instrument | was accepted into
the National Youth Orchestra of Great
Britain (NYOGB), and was earmarked for
Oxbridge entry, all within the space of
two years.

A s luck would have it, as | joined
Oakham School, so too did its new

Headmaster, Graham Smallbone,
whose previous position as Director of
Music at Eton College made him the ideal
mentor for me during my four years at
Oakham. With two of his own children
having attended Cambridge University,
he knew exactly what it would take for me
to achieve that goal, and proceeded to
see to it that | remained on track despite
the occasional distraction or loss of focus.
During my entire A-Level schooling in
England, it was of enormous help to me
that I could escape to Christmas, Easter,
and summer courses with the National
Youth Orchestra of Great Britain. It is
impossible to over-represent the mental
gear-change that ensues when a young
person is accepted into a community of
peers living a mutual dream at the highest
level, and finds that he or she not only
belongs, but can excel there.

During my two years asa member of the
NYOGB, one of which as principal of the
double bass section, | was twice allowed
to conduct the full orchestra of 125

musicians, was afforded the opportunity
to meet and chat with the eminent
conductors who graced the podium, and
cajoled my peers into chamber orchestra
projects which | conducted in our free
time. It was at NYOGB that | began to
believe that | not only could, but would
become a professional conductor, and
once exposure, opportunity, and self-
belief were provided for, there was, in
my mind, little else that could stand on
my way. As it transpired, it was during
my final course as a member of NYOGB,
which took place in Valencia, Spain, that |
received my A-Level results, and knew full
certain that, come the following October,
I would “go up” to Cambridge University
with scholarships and bursaries paving
the way.

M y first of three years at Gonville and
Caius College, Cambridge University,
was undoubtedly one of the headiest

periods of my entire life. There is
something very special about the
induction into an elitist institution with a
history many centuries long, and the
rituals and traditions to show for it. The
terms are only eight weeks long, but so
much is packed into that short space of
time that one invariably ends the year
utterly exhausted. The Cambridge
curriculum or “Tripos” as it is called,
referring to the three-legged stool on
which BA candidates once sat for oral
examinations, is essentially our “do-it-
yourself” degree, in the sense that while
immense learning resources are put at
the students’ disposal, and supervisors
keep track of the process, the learning
itself is in large part left up to the
students themselves.

And so it was that during my three
years at Cambridge University, | played
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| would complete
my time as a
studentin Europe,
in high orbit over

a Caribbean isle
whose gravity | had
eight years earlier
managed to escape,
only to find that
orbit decay into a
fiery return, through
an atmosphere
thick with
disappointment.

in  multiple orchestras, conducted
the University orchestra, had my own
orchestra, and sang in the chapel choir
every Tuesday, Thursday, and Sunday as
my core pursuits. For me, the degree in
Musicology for which | was studying was
destined only to support my evolution
as a performer, an entirely legitimate,
and as it turns out, long-practised
approach to the study of music at that
venerable institution!

What all the music | made at Cambridge
could, however, not prepare me for, was
the reality that there was a transition to be
made from academia into the business of
music, and that not one cubic centimetre
of the rarefied air | had been breathing
for three years would ever help me get an
agent, or a job - far less start a career. It
was in the last term of nine at Gonville and
Caius College that this dawned on me,
and | decided to take action rather than
allow my greatest fear to be realized: that
| would complete my time as a student
in Europe, in high orbit over a Caribbean
isle whose gravity | had eight years earlier
managed to escape, only to find that
orbit decay into a fiery return, through an
atmosphere thick with disappointment.
One course of action was deliberate: an
application to attend the International
Bartok Festival in Szombathely, Hungary,
and study with the great composer/
conductor, Peter E6tvos, who eventually
became my long-time mentor. The
other was rather more accidental and
ultimately, opportunistic.

18 THE LAUREATE 2019 EDITION

remember sitting with friends on the

grass of one of Gonville and Caius’

beautiful courtyards, when one of
them, a German exchange student from
the University of Tubingen, mentioned
that the reverse leg of the exchange she
was on was as yet unspoken for. Though
the Tlbingen Exchange programme was
originally intended to permit students of
German to spend a year honing their
grammar and accents before returning to
Cambridge for their final exams, in that
particular year, they had all wanted to
visit bigger and more glamorous cities
such as Berlin, Munich and Cologne.
Nobody wanted to go to Tiibingen, and so
the College offered the opening to any
student who wanted to spend a year in
Germany on its tab, contingent upon
successful application in the form of an
essay explaining why he or she should be
the one to go.

Four pages of explanation later as to
“The importance of the German language
for any Conductor-wishing-to-work-
in-Opera”, and a year in Germany, all-
expenses-paid was mine! There was just
one problem: | didn’t speak a single word
of German.

f the three months between the end

of the academic year at Cambridge

and registration at the University of
TUbingen, two weeks were spent on tour
in the United States with the Choir of
Gonville, and Caius College, Cambridge,
and the other seven were spent taking an
Intensive one-on-one course in German —
five days a week, three hours per day. In
speaking about this period, | often
jokingly make reference to the character
Neo in the film The Matrix, who learns by
having a spike-like probe inserted at the
back of his head, via which entire skill-sets
are downloaded into his brain. Learning
German at breakneck speed was not
unlike that for me initially, and I arrived at
Stuttgart airport in October 1992, scared
out of my mind, but determined to be, or
at least appear, courageous. Things got
off to an ignominious start when, on my
way through Customs, | mistook the
officer instructing me to bring my luggage
to the counter for inspection for a taxi
driver, and kept walking, chirping, “Nein
Danke” as | (almost) exited into Germany.



I never believed that | would spend
more than one year in Germany. After
eight years in England, | truly believed
that my career would be made there,
and that Germany would be nothing
more than a pit stop to replace tread-
free tires after three years of burning
rubber at Cambridge University. As it
transpired, Germany, far more than the
United Kingdom, is the land of milk and
honey for professional musicians of all
varieties. Historically divided into 16
independently governed federal states,
each with its own cultural infrastructure,
often including one or more orchestras,
an opera house or theatre, plus specific
regional festivals and traditions, the
Federal Republic of Germany which
today embraces all 16 states, is a rich
tapestry of artistic opportunity that
engages more performing musicians per
square kilometre than probably any other
European country.

Within one year of arriving in Germany,
and with the help of my new teacher,
| conducted my first concert as a
professional and was paid to do what |
had dreamt of eight short years earlier
in Trinidad. The concert was with the
orchestra of the South German Radio,
and was organized to celebrate the 60th
birthday of a great and famous Hungarian
composer named Gyorgy Kurtag. As a
result, most of musical Europe of any
influence was in attendance, and | was
promptly (as in, the very evening of the
concert) offered other engagements, and
discovered what it felt like to get a good
review in a national newspaper.

tis notan overstatement to say that |

rode the wave of that burst onto the

European  contemporary — music
scene for many years to follow. Entering
the business at such a high level gave me
the credibility to quickly achieve two
goals which are key in any career: agency
representation, and the music director-
ship of an orchestra or opera house. In
1999, having been referred to the city of
Freiburg by my then agent, Jirgen
Erlebach, | successfully completed the
arduous three-step evaluation process to
become its Generalmusikdirektor.
Becoming a GMD at the age of 28, made
me the youngest music director of a
German opera house ever (at the time),

Germany, far more
than the United
Kingdom, is the land
of milk and honey
for professional
musicians of all
varieties. Germany
engages more
performing
musicians per
square kilometre
than probably any
other European
country.

though as | was soon to learn, early
success does not always translate into
sustainable happiness.

There is no school for the training of
conductors who wish to become music
directors. The job, self-evidently enough,
involves conducting the orchestra,
choosing its repertoire and its soloists,
and hiring, (though almost never firing),
its personnel. Traditionally, the ins and
outs of this complex role are learned in
an apprenticeship of many years; but
because of my rapid rise through the
ranks, my apprenticeship at the Stuttgart
Opera House was perilously short. In fact,
on my first day as assistant to the Music
Director in Stuttgart, | already knew that
| had been tapped for the GMD job in
Freiburg and would be an assistant no
longer than a year before becoming the
boss of my own opera house.

Having therefore signed a four-year
contract in Freiburg for a job | barely
understood, it is safe to say that the
first year was particularly difficult. | had
come to the job with solid credentials to
do everything but what the job actually
required, and so | was learning everything
on the job from scratch, with the press
looking over my shoulder. Once | had
survived the first year, however, during
which | took on an insane number of
productions, | settled into a rhythm
which saw me successfully through the
remaining three.

From 2003, when [ left Freiburg Opera,
to 2006, | returned to freelancing. After
the heavy responsibility of leading,
inspiring, organizing and disciplining
over 100 musicians for four years, being
responsible only for myself was utterly
blissful. Highlights of this three-year
period included opening The Edinburgh
Festival, and making my debut at The
Paris Opera, the Stuttgart Opera and
English National Opera (ENO) in the West
End of London.

It was after my last performance at ENO
in the Spring of 2006, that my agent joined
me in my dressing room to enquire as to
whether | might be interested in putting my
name forward for the music directorship
of the National Orchestra of Bordeaux
Aquitaine (ONBA), and having recovered,
and learned from my experience in
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“Take It from the Top” was my memory

of the desperate, frustrated musical child
that | was in the early 80s, who would
have given nigh-on anything to have the
opportunity to interface with international
peers in his chosen field, musicians of his
age, following the same dream.

Freiburg, | was open to this possibility. | was
attracted by the quality of the orchestra,
and the staggering beauty of the city (a
UNESCO World Heritage site), but also by
the fact that the position carried no direct
responsibility for the National Opera of
Bordeaux and yet afforded the opportunity
to conduct there.

J ust over a year, and a further three-
step audition process later, | was
named musical and artistic director

of ONBA, a responsibility that I undertook
with a certain trepidation, not least
because | had only done French up to
O-Level, and then had three months of
private lessons before working at The
Paris Opera! Doing a job that required no
end of networking and small-talk in
French remained one of the major
challenges of my six-year tenure at the
head of that organization, but just as had
been the case with German, being
dropped in the deep water certainly does
make you swim.

When I had been at ONBA for no more
than a year, my boss called me into his
office, and asked whether | might be
interested in accepting a parallel music
directorship with The National Youth
Orchestra of France. My ears instantly
pricked up, of course, because of the
happy memories | still held of my time
as a member of the National Youth
Orchestra of Great Britain in my teens. |
was interested, but uncertain as to what
a 38-year-old conductor, by no means
yet venerable or learned in any form or
fashion, could conceivably have to offer
the elite musical youth of the entire
nation of France. He advised that | should

have a conversation with Pierre Barrois,
the Managing Director of the orchestra,
and discuss my concerns. Pierre entirely
put my mind at ease, saying that | had
nothing to do but be myself and give the
young musicians access to my energy, my
experience and everything | had learned
in double the number of years that any of
them had yet lived. | accepted his offer,
in no way aware that that very moment
would become the next major turning
pointin my career.

Leading the National Youth Orchestra
of France blew my mind, in the sense that
every preconception | yet held about the
path my career would take was called into
question. | had never thought that I would
enjoy mentoring young musicians, nor did
I know that | had any particular abilities in
that field. And yet, | seemed to take to it
as the proverbial duck to water; relaxed,
confident, light of spirit, and having more
fun than in most any a professional gig |
had done to date. At the end of my two-
year tenure at the head of that orchestra,
my work was recognized by the then
Minister of Culture, Frédéric Mitterand,
with the country’s second highest award
in the field of Arts and Letters. I had verily
been bitten by the bug.

A s | left the Salle Pleyel after the
ceremony, walking along the streets
of Paris, | remember thinking, “If I've

been able to do this well for the musical

youth of France, what benefit might | be
able to bring to the musical youth of

Trinidad and Tobago and the Caribbean?”

| didn’t have the answer right then, but

the thought percolated over the summer

of 2011.
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In 2012, my last year at the head of
the National Orchestra of Bordeaux
Aquitaine, after long discussions with my
friend, Philip Julien, who had founded
The Heroes Foundation, | decided to
do a proof of concept for a new music
mentorship programme inspired by my
dual Youth Orchestra experience.

he idea was that | would select from

my orchestra in Bordeaux, the

Stuttgart Opera, and the National
Youth Orchestra of France, a contingent of
professional or near-professional string
players to come to Trinidad to rehearse
and perform a concert in side-by-side
configuration with the best young
violinists, violists, and double bassists
studying at the time at UTT’s Academy for
the Performing Arts (APA). The project
culminated in a highly successful benefit
concert “Tango In Trinidad” at The Hyatt
Hotel, and everybody involved was aware
that here was the seed of something that
could potentially endure.

On my way back to Europe, | sketched
out a broader plan, in which the music
mentorship  programme would be
permanently hosted at the Academy for
the Performing Arts, and would run twice
a year under the title “Take It from the
Top”. The driving force behind Take It from
the Top was my memory of the desperate,
frustrated musical child that | had been
in the early 80s, who would have given
nigh-on anything to have the opportunity
to interface with international peers in
his chosen field, musicians of his age,
following the same dream, from whom
to learn, and against whom to measure
progress. | thought about the multitudes
of gifted children of music who might not
have access to the means my parents had
to send me abroad to pursue my dream,
and imagined that a programme like Take
It from the Top would offer them at their
very doorstep, opportunities for which |
had had to cross the Atlantic.

From the date of conception to its
launch, Take It from the Top was three
years in the making, during which period
| became so committed to the idea of
establishing the kind of pedagogical
infrastructure for young Caribbean artists
that | as a 