Reviews

Bath and North East Somerset Library Reading Groups Reviews
“I thoroughly enjoyed reading the book Small Island; it was very well crafted. I thought the way in which the story was narrated though the individual characters very successful. The author made both place and characters convincingly alive. Levy was dealing with a difficult period in history, although not so long ago, she highlights the immense prejudice between different sectors of society, not only in Britain but in Jamaica too. We see how much society has moved on since this time in valuing people whatever their origins.
Although the main characters in the book are few, through the depth of study of their individual lives we build up a wider view of society at the time. I thought that although Hortense and Queenie were from such different backgrounds they had lots of similarities and could have become good friends had circumstances been different. They had both taken gambles with their futures, hoping to improve their lot. For Hortense this was eventually to pay off but for Queenie I fear not.
It was interesting to follow the story line from Jamaica to England as this allowed us to see the differences between the two cultures and fully appreciate the difficulties faced by Gilbert, Hortense and other immigrants at the time. Similarly, we saw the horror of war and India through Bernard's eyes which led one to feel some sympathy with him, although he was probably my least favourite character in the book.
A great book, written with humour and the keen characterisation that made the story flow.”
Janet Collett (Bath)

“The opening of the novel captures its essence – England is not what we think it is: Queenie has confused the exhibition image of Englishness with the country itself. The gulf between rhetoric and reality is made obvious when someone like  Hortense who “belonged” to England in her education and imagination enters a London of dirt, dust and depressingly recognisable prejudice that does not match her dream.

What makes this book more than a sociological critique of the hypocrisies of “empire” is the characters: the way their voices and their vision of this small island carry the narrative in a way that shapes and sharpens the readers’ response.

The final image is a wonderful one – Hortense, under the secretive gaze of a behind-the-curtains white Englishwomen, straightens her back against the physical and emotional cold of England.”
Marie (Bath)

“I bought this book to read after hearing parts of its being read during the Radio 4 Woman’s Hour book slot. Hearing it read (and an initial discussion about it) enticed me to read it and I wasn’t disappointed.

I found it a really interesting novel – well constructed and well written. I felt that the technique of writing through the eyes of four different people worked well here (although it’s a technique that I often don’t like). 

I found that I was very ignorant about this aspect of war time life and of attitudes experienced by the Jamaican servicemen and the British Jamaican servicemen and the British and American troops and civilians. A real eye opener and very moving.”
Helen Nandi (Bath)

“Although it is a year since I read Small Island by Andrea Levy, I remember it as a thought provoking and moving account of the post World War II racial divide felt by the encounters between two very diverse cultures. As a child I had the same impression of 1950s England when everything seemed grey or brown and shabby, not because people were apathetic but because rationing and shortages made recovery from the war years difficult, so I would have liked to know how old the author was at that time. If felt almost unbearably sad for Hortense to leave a warm friendly relaxed way of life in Jamaica despite the prevailing poverty for the cold austerity and the English reserve for which we have a reputation whether deserved or not.

Hortense has been brought up with narrow and specific moral and behavioural standards, as had Bernard, but where was his broke down under the stress of war, Hortense’s were reinforced by her determination to rise above the squalor of her living conditions and she kept her integrity in spire of the hardship and hostility she encountered. Gilbert really struggled to maintain his dignity with humour and patience and managed to win through eventually.

Queenie Bligh had an essentially soft hearted approach to life and a generous nature, which was underlined in her acceptance of caring for her father-in-law, although I seem to recall an incident in the cinema which I found implausible. During the war my parents lived in a small isolated hamlet in Devon which was saturated with thousands of American troops training for D-Day because the narrow country lanes of Devon were like the Bocage of N. France and the beaches similar. A platoon of coloured GI was accepted without any prejudice and the only hostility shown was to one villager who gave breakfast to a German airman who had baled out of his plane, while she waited for the village policeman to come for him – but as she put it, “He was some poor mother’s son,” and it was soon forgotten.

I thought the plot of the book was well thought out and interwoven, although I should have liked the author to have ‘left the door open’ to Hortense finding out who the father of the baby she adopted was. Although I think it was a piece of well written modern fiction with enough serious material to make it a worthwhile read, and thought provoking enough for lively discussion. It must have made an impression on me that I can recall so much of its atmosphere at year after reading it.”
Caroline Stapp (Keynsham)

South Gloucestershire Reviews used in Library Displays

“I enjoyed this book. It seemed a bit slow to begin with but the stories wove together very subtly. It clearly illustrated the difficulties black people faced in coming to this country and the misconceptions they had about what it would be like here. It was hard to read about how people were treated then, but we are applying current attitudes which are so different now. I found the ending a little implausible. But the reasons Queenie gave for giving up her baby made sense. The characters were very well described. You really got an idea of who they were. A readable, thoughtful, bittersweet read.”

“A good read. Not many authors can deal with racism in a graphic, funny and sympathetic way but Ms Levy has! Sometimes it was an uncomfortable read but thoroughly enjoyed the story.”

“Hortense has been strictly brought up in Jamaica. She is shocked to find everything and everyone in London is dull and shabby. She is even expected to prepare vegetables, wash up and wash herself in the same bowl! She had been taught the names of all the rivers and canals in England, the “Mother Country”. But in London she finds that the English people know little about their own country and nothing about Jamaica. They presume she is from Africa because she is black. They call Jamaica a small island. Back at home, Jamaica was the big island!”

“I read this wonderful book whilst the Big Brother racism row ensued. The World War II era is bought wonderfully to life – horrifically to life. Cold, dry characters become real people with no moral preaching or pity from the author. Everyone should read this to stop and think about our ‘small island’.”

“I really enjoyed this book, as a child born in the 1960s in the rural South-West it really opened my eyes to post-war issues and the perceptions (however wrong they were) of UK residents and those arriving from abroad. Despite the seriousness of the topics addressed, Small Island was also able to raise a smile all the way through – read it!!”
“Small Island has many qualities: it’s funny, it’s poignant, it’s telling. It is easy to read, with sympathetic characters showing both side of a difficult situation.”

Review of ‘Small Island’ by Andrea Levy by Dartmouth Book Club

There was overwhelming acclaim for this book amongst our members, all agreeing that it is a beautifully written, witty and absorbing novel.  

The story deals with the problems and issues arising from the immigration of black Caribbeans into Britain after the war and is narrated by 4 main characters. This allowed each of the characters their own ‘voice’ and enabled the reader to draw their own conclusions about each individual without relying on the prejudices of the other characters to cloud their judgement.

Gilbert, who like many other Jamaicans viewed Britain as their “Mother Country” has returned after the war to seek work, and is joined by his wife Hortense.  She, however, is still under the impression that London will be the magical city of her dreams and is brought down to reality with a bump when she realises the conditions she will be living in.  Their landlady, Queenie, is a warm hearted individual but has married Bernard who after a prolonged absence after the war returns and disapproves of her taking in coloured people.

The story unwinds beautifully to reveal the hopes and disappointments of each character in turn.  The interaction between characters is skilfully written and we begin to understand the reasons behind their thoughts and actions.  Lack of communication appears to be a huge problem for each of the main characters not just due to language barriers, and somehow the author manages to convey the isolation felt by these people perfectly often using humour to make the point even more powerfully.

We as readers are given first hand accounts of appalling acts of racism and also reveals prejudice within prejudice, as Hortense herself looks down on those less well educated than herself and indeed on those with a darker skin colour than her own.  “With my golden skin everyone agreed I would have a golden future” she says and cannot believe the conditions she is made to live in and why no one is able to understand her impeccable English diction.

The book promoted much discussion within our group of our own observed tales of racial intolerance and prejudice, and reasons why this may have come about.

The group were satisfied with the bittersweet ending and were moved by Queenie giving up her baby to Gilbert & Hortense, an act that many could understand given the culture and feeling at the time.

Overall, a very thought-provoking, moving and interesting read – we would definitely seek out books by this author again.

