Sam Angus and the Inspiration Behind
The House on Hummingbird Island
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o reread’ Jean Rhys’s Wide Sargasso Sea and realized that the shadow of meiiahllness would
come into my story. Perhaps Idie had been separated from her mother as a baby and sent to
England, and now that Mother had died Idie was returning to the Indies to claim her
inheritance, but knew nothing of her mother’s illness. Because mental illness was then
thought to have no cure, people would have been unwilling to talk to her about it, but they
would have gossiped and whispered among themselves and perhaps avoided her, so it was
because of her loneliness that she would fill her house with animals. I began to pin
photographs of all sorts of animals on to my desk top and to read about toucans and parakeets
and spider monkeys and so on.

I also knew that I would need to bring Idie’s two worlds together: her England and her West
Indies, and that the First World War would be the moment these two worlds would collide,
and so I began to do some more reading around the First World War.

I’d always known that the West Indians had volunteered to fight for the country they still
regarded as the Motherland, but I’d never realized how they were treated by the British Army
when they arrived. To put their treatment at our hands into perspective: when George V’s
King’s Appeal was read out in all the churches in the British West Indies, men were urged to
volunteer, brothers ‘to know each other as brother without thinking of race, nationality,
colour, class, or complexion . . . to join hands and hearts together’. What actually happened
when they arrived and tried to sign up was that there were no firm guidelines regarding the
recruitment of ‘men of colour’.
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Find out more at www.panmacmillan.com/hummingbird
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