
You  may  not  be  able  to  recognize  a  Lucea
person, that  is  to  say  a  native  of  Lucea,
Jamaica, but  we  always  recognize  each
other.  We  may  not  remember  the  first
name, but  we  will  know  the  family  name,
and  we  will  remember  the  children, the
parents  and  the  grandparents.  If  we  talk
long  enough, it’s  likely  that  we  will
remember  stories  that  will  cause  us  to
shake  our  bellies  with  laughter, and  which
probably  should  embarrass  one  or  both  of
us, but  through  numerous  retellings  have
taken  on  the  shame-proof  patina  of  legend. 
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Once upon a time in Lucea: An

Oasis of learning 



It is not merely the size of the town that breeds this closeness - this unity
of remembered experience.  I think it is caused, at least in part, by the
fact that in early childhood we all passed through one of three revered
institutions.  You may have been led by loving parents to the Salvation
Army Basic School, where the older neighborhood kids, themselves
graduates of the school, teased and called you “Army chick chick!”  Or
you might have followed older siblings on their climb up to John Crow
Hill, where both Lucea Primary and Lucea Infant School were located.  A
few attended private school, which back then meant Miss Clare’s School,
or Clare’s Prep.  This meant climbing eight foot hill, or if you were from
Green Island and all points west, rising with the sun to catch Mr.
Gardiner’s bus.

Those schools were the foundation of education for more than one
generation of lawyers and doctors and judges and titans of business
who fondly remember Lucea as their home. Lab coats and stethoscopes
may have replaced dark navy blue uniforms and crisp white shirts, but
the teachers and teachings of these institutions will never be replaced in
our hearts.  Miss Clare and Miss Enid may no longer be with us, but the
institutions they founded and/or led remain.

So when my friend, Elaine Dickson, co-founder of Reading Owls
International, went on a fact finding trip to several schools in Jamaica, I
was excited to see Lucea Infant School on her list. Elaine has responded
to the call to create and facilitate life long readers in areas where children
do not have adequate access to books and libraries in their schools and
local communities.  On her trip, Elaine hoped to meet with the teachers
and administrators of nine new schools and get an impression of what
the real needs are with regards to donating books, and/or libraries.  In
addition, Elaine is a gifted photographer, and I was excited to see if she
could capture the Lucea of my early childhood.
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“Looking at the pictures made me want to call my

friends and see if they remember playing “dutty

mumma” running down the hill after school.   But

more than that, Elaine brought me information

that elicited strong emotions within me.  I wanted

to share this information, with the hope that it will

be a call to action for those, like me, who carry

small towns in our hearts – invisible, but always

present sources of childhood sweetness." 
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The first thing Elaine told me is that she fell in love with Lucea
Infant School.  I can’t say I’m surprised.  She said the school already
has a library and that a local artist has painted murals on the walls.
In her pictures I saw Tweety, Huey and Dewey welcoming kids to
the library.  It brought me back to my teenage years when we
painted Goofy and Donald Duck on the walls of the children’s ward
at Noel Holmes hospital. It was good to hear that Lucea still reaches
out to her children through age appropriate art work.  



Even better, she told me that the principal of Lucea Infant School is
a gem.  Her name is Karen Lewis, and as she walks through the halls
of the school, children run to get a hug from “Aunty Karen.”  This
inspires a giggle from me, as I imagine that the people of my age
group do not remember too many hugs from their principal, Miss
Enid. She was an imposing figure, whose entrance into a room
caused children and adults alike to freeze and remain frozen until
she left.  However, they do remember that school was a special
place, where recess meant screaming and noise and racing wildly
around in the dirt, but class time was serious business. Any child old
enough to be in school was deemed to be old enough to sit still and
pay attention and learn.  Excellence was not aspirational, it was an
expectation, and the smallest child, head bowed over his little line
exercise book, toiled daily to achieve it. 

It seems that Aunty Karen has captured the essence of that Lucea
Infant School, and infused it with a strong dose of affection. Elaine
spoke so glowingly of Aunty Karen, that I was a little sad that my
time addled brain was unable to place the name.  Then she sent the
pictures, and I was thrilled to note that Aunty Karen was no import,
but a born and bred native daughter, Haughton Garden’s own –
someone known by her grandmother’s name (Miss Florence) in
much the same way that I will always be Aunt Mar’s Shelly Ann.

Having now properly identified Aunty Karen, I was thrilled to hear
that the four year olds in her school are already reading. They enjoy
school immensely and look forward to the time they spend in the
library. Their love of books gladdened my friend’s heart, and so it
saddened her to hear that the school itself owns none of the books
in the library. All the books in the library are sourced from the
Montego Bay Parish Library, about 30 miles away and often the
books that are delivered to Lucea Infant School are the same tired
books that the children have read time and time before. This causes
concern that eventually, if not properly nourished with new,
culturally relevant and age-appropriate material, these wonderful
children will begin to lose their love of reading.
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So this is where we
come in. Reading Owls
International is a
foundation committed
to increasing the
literacy levels of
Jamaican school aged
children by providing
books and learning
resources to schools
and other organizations
to expand existing
libraries or to create
new ones.

They are impressed with Lucea
Infant School, and have made it a
high priority in their upcoming

projects.  I contribute to their cause
because I believe in what they do.

 Specifically, I believe that children
in Lucea deserve the same

opportunities I received.  If you
share that belief you can make a
donation of just $10 and help a

child read. You may also purchase a
book directly at

www.readingowlsinternational.org.

Reading Owls International, PO Box 2881, Attleboro, MA 02703
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