 ‘We Have Lost Sight of Africa’:  America, Europe 

and the Diaspora in Caryl Phillips’s Crossing the River
More than any of Caryl Phillips’s historical novels of the transatlantic experience, Crossing the River, published in 1995, is a Pro-diaspora novel.  By “pro-diaspora novel,” I mean that it is a novel written primarily to subvert history in order to stress diasporic connections and the need for redemption within the African diaspora.  Readers of this novel such as Wendy Walters, Benedict Ledent, Claude Julien and Gail Low have noted Phillips’s unwavering commitment to the African Diaspora. However, they have paid little attention to the connection between America and England that Phillips deliberately draws in the plotting of Crossing the River as part of his rhetorical strategy. In this essay, I contend that this Anglo-American connection exposes America’s and Europe’s bigotry in the treatment of African diasporans, and attaches that bigotry to their attempt to purge rather than redeem Africans in the diaspora.  

Redemption lies in the hope the novel projects in the postscript, where Phillips reproduces part of Martin Luther King Jr.’s “I Have a Dream” to emphasize King’s hope that “one day […], the sons of the former slaves and the sons of the former slave-owners will be able to sit down together at the table of brotherhood” (237). The novel explores this dream for diasporans in Africa, America and ultimately in Europe—three of the major parties involved in the transatlantic slave trade—to underscore the message of liberation within the diaspora.  Towards this objective, the novel appears to suggest that America and Europe must shoulder their responsibilities to create an environment conducive for diasporans and their hosts to “sit down together at the table of brotherhood” for the realization of the redemption they have been fighting for since their arrival “across the river.” The difficulty inherent in this continuous struggle is reflected in the variety of ways through which diasporans wage their struggle, including “reggae rhythms of rebellion and revolution” (236). The methods have also ranged from bloody revolutions led by Toussaint L’Ouverture (in the West Indies) to non-violent resistance led by Martin Luther King Jr. (in America). It is against this backdrop that Crossing the River revisits the Anglo-American transatlantic connections to argue for the redemption of Africans within the diaspora.  The neglected Anglo-American connection Phillips draws in this historical novel is more central to understanding the Pro-diaspora message than critics have yet acknowledged.  In addition, this connection also helps to account for the difficulty of the novel: the marginalized voices in the story, and its often-noted “narrative fragmentation” (Ledent 115; Low 132; Julien 89).  Moreover, the Anglo-American connection accounts for Phillips’s complex manipulation of time in the novel, a move which has also attracted critical disapprobation.  

I want to suggest that Phillips uses the structure of Crossing the River to expose America and England for failing diasporic wanderers by not providing responsible and loving parentage to them. America and Europe usurp the parental responsibilities from the African father—a trans-historical figure representing the African continent—through their role in the displacement of Africans (hence the creation of the Diaspora) and, additionally, in discriminating these displaced Africans. Consequently, the novel’s intricate structure seeks to highlight the role these countries can play to help these diasporans find a home they lost in Africa.  It is in stressing this point that the novel appears to make the subalterns—or characters in the African diaspora—appear unable to speak, and why Travis, one of the three main characters, bypasses Africa to establish another diasporan route to Europe. Bewes, for example, wonders why “Phillips cannot—and does not really try—to give a voice to the marginalization or the subaltern other” despite “offer[ing] a structure in which, seemingly, each of the children sold into slavery in the opening pages will successfully speak his or her experience” (49).  Bewes says this, but the novel does give these characters both a direct and an indirect voice.

This essay thus attempts to respond to questions that critics such as Ledent and Bewes have raised on why Crossing the River places so much emphasis on America and Europe. Whereas the connection between Europe and the Americas in the displacement of Africans into the Diaspora during the Transatlantic slave trade has never been in doubt, critics have paid little attention to how the novel connects the members of the Diaspora in Europe to the same transatlantic slave trade causal link. (Ledent, for example, asks why Phillips sets the novel mainly “in an American context” [132].)  Thus, the novel’s primary and secondary focus on the United States and England, despite the broad scope of African diasporic landings all over the West, allows the novel to explore the issue of human rights and freedoms that the United States and Europe fail to extend to members of the African Diaspora.

America’s failure to provide the same rights it cherishes to members of the Diaspora is best exposed by Travis’s service as an American GI in the Second World War in Europe.  This fight for human rights is pivotal to the novel’s diaspora redemption message, but the discourse centering on this novel remains largely unexplored.  For example, how does Phillips link the issue of the neglected rights of members of the diaspora to the issue of redemption? We find this connection in Travis’s fight for human rights in Europe that he does not enjoy in America.  The timing of Travis’s journey to Europe to fight for the same rights that he, Martha and Nash, the other two symbolic diasporans, are denied in America is crucial.  The Second World War marks a watershed for people of African descent everywhere.  Lerone Bennett, Jr., for example, states in Before the Mayflower: “[T]he end of the World War II marked the end of the European (white) expansion that began in the fifteenth century with the slave trade and the appropriation of the land and bodies of Africans” (368).  For the Africans in the Diaspora, this period also marks a shift in migration represented by Travis’s presence in Europe, which also hints at the reverse colonial migration to Europe reminiscent of the West Indian relocation to England during that time. More importantly, this Anglo-American link is inextricably tied to the issue of human rights, for World War II set into motion the Pan-African movement towards black rights.  In this regard, Phillips’s intricate plotting in Crossing the River reconnects America and Europe in the displacement and suppression of Africans to raise the issue of why they should be responsible for their redemption by providing parental support to them as the character Joyce does in England.

Thus a first-time reader of Crossing the River may be forgiven for often puzzling over why a novel that opens and closes with the African father insisting that, “[t]here are no paths in the water,” “[n]o sign posts,” and hence “[t]here is no return” (1-2, 237) for diasporans starts with a narrative in which one of the three symbolic children sold into slavery returns to Africa. These three children are somehow separated and yet linked across time. That child, Nash, fails to integrate effectively and paradoxically is identified as an “American” in the novel as part of its primary objective to justify survival and redemption within the diaspora. Nash appears to retain his American identity in Africa to make his presence on the continent from which his ancestors were forcefully removed seem rather misplaced.  Nash’s success would make the return to Africa, the land of his “father,” a viable alternative for diasporans. Phillips’s subtle rendering of the contradictions of such a return helps to stress the need for survival within the diaspora. Nash’s failure to integrate effectively provides a foil against which to examine the struggles of Martha and Travis, the other two symbolic children in the diaspora. Martha dies while on a journey not back to Africa but westwards within America in her pursuit of justice and family connections within America; and Travis dies in Europe fighting for the rights that he, Nash and Martha, have been denied in America. All these characters, despite being separated by time, are linked by the suffering represented by Captain Hamilton, the British slave-trader who ships these symbolic children into slavery. 

The name Hamilton, apart from connecting the displacement of members of the diaspora to Britain, has both British and American resonance.  On the American side, the allusion is to Alexander Hamilton, the American statesman and economist, born a British subject in the West Indies in 1757.  America remembers him not just for his stand on nationalism and manifest destiny but also the idea of the US as a global superpower: Hamilton saw all of this in the eighteenth century. In the context of Crossing the River, Hamilton links the West Indies, where he was born, to Britain, where his parents hailed from, and both of these to America, where he settled and prospered. Even though the African children in Crossing the River are sold to America and not the West Indies, the Hamilton name creates a broad link. Furthermore, Hamilton is also the eighteenth century American most firmly associated with the vision of American expansion that became known as Manifest Destiny.  In the novel, Martha, one of the symbolic diasporan children, embarks on a journey west as part of this Manifest Destiny from which African Americans have been excluded historically. Indeed, Suzanne Oboler points out, African-Americans and other minorities such as Mexican Americans were excluded from Manifest Destiny because of the refusal by the dominant Anglo-Saxon Americans to recognize their “membership as citizens of the nation” (42). The name of Hamilton thus links all the three protagonists geographically and chronologically to the sufferings of the African diaspora. The repentant and yet impotent African “father” makes this connection more succinct when he warns his diasporan children: “Only if they panic will they break their wrists and ankles against Captain Hamilton’s instruments” (237).  Nash, Martha and Travis may live in different time-periods but they suffer from the repression that Hamilton represents, whether in the Americas or in Europe.

This diasporic formulation is part of the novel’s complex plot that, among other things, re-connects America and Europe in the infamous black transatlantic slave trade to subvert history and thus expose treachery and shortcomings in the diaspora redemption.  The novel revisits America’s attempt to relocate members of the African Diaspora to America to interrogate its bigotry and by extension that of England in redeeming what the novel presents as “fractured lives” (2) of members of the diaspora. This connection is also made clear through the passage of Edward, the American character, through Sierra Leone, the British-inspired black diaspora resettlement territory, while on his fact-finding mission to Liberia, an American-induced black resettlement. In doing so, the novel succeeds in implicating both nations in what Phillips would later refer to as getting rid of the “problem” of  “black cargo.”   Against this backdrop, Travis’s move to Europe to fight for Europe’s rights during the Second World War reconnects the diaspora in Europe and America to highlight the neglected rights of Africans in the diaspora in the present. 

The novel’s intricate structure prompts Clarence Major to speculate whether Phillips “start[ed with] four separate novels, and end[ed up] saving the best parts, finally bringing them together as this book” (172).  Instead, we should view Phillips as deploying postmodern strategies such as fractured narratives, shifting points of view, and a representation of unstable identities to confound time and make the transatlantic connections—past and present—clear. As Julien suggests, Phillips uses  “evidence of a complex fictional strategy” to attain “coherence” through “the manipulation of time” (Julien115).  Moreover, as I am suggesting, this structure also emphasizes the connection between America and Europe in the displacement of Africans into the diaspora, and eventually in the undermining of their civic rights.  Implicit in the novel’s thematic expression is the call on these two continents to shoulder their neglected responsibilities to facilitate the redemption of desolate diasporans in America and Europe.

Hamilton’s narrative, the third part appropriately dubbed “Crossing the River” links the narratives of Martha (in America) and Travis (in Europe) to re-examine the Anglo-American connection in the foiling of human rights for members of the diaspora. Hamilton buys all the three symbolic children from Africa and ships them to America into slavery in 1753.  But the placement of his story between Martha’s and Travis’s narratives, rather than before Nash’s back to Africa narrative (even though it precedes all three) connects the two remaining diasporan children in America and Europe. It also places more emphasis on the survival in the diasporic landings in America and Europe than in Africa.   Rather than being merely a flashback to the pre-diasporan days, this section more importantly acts as a bridge between the diasporan struggle for rights in America and in Europe.   Whereas “the River” is the Atlantic that the children cross on their way to America (hence connecting the diasporan children in the past to those in the present), it is also the “River” that Travis crosses en route to Europe to fight in the Second World War (hence connecting the diasporan children in the present).  This later crossing, as I will show, mirrors the West Indian migration to England, a journey that also bypasses Africa. Moreover, this “River” creates a diasporan continuum between Europe and America (and Africa in the case of Nash) in both the past and the present of the novel. Hamilton bridges the generational gap between Martha’s and Travis’s time because of his implied role as a symbol of repression—past and present—for members of the diaspora. 

These transatlantic connections in the past and present allow Hamilton’s transitional narration to operate at various levels. First, presented as his journal entries, it exposes the psychology of the slave traders and the attendant inhumanity inherent in the transatlantic slave trade.  In these human transactions, Africa and Europe betray those they forcefully remove from Africa: Africans (for selling) and Europeans (for buying), and on the basis of the novel’s primary setting, America (for failing to embrace diasporans without racial prejudice). Because Europe shipped Africans primarily to the Americas, there is a tendency to overlook the fact that the black presence in Britain (in particular) has its original roots in that same transatlantic experience. Hamilton’s participation in the slave trade and positioning of his narration between Martha’s and Travis’s narrations reinforces this Europe-Africa-America axis in the dispersal and “fractur[ing]” of Africans in the Diaspora.  The section also bridges the chronological gap between Martha and her bid for freedom and family connections in the pre- and post-emancipation period in America, and Travis’s fighting in the Second World War in Europe. 

The Anglo-American connection in Crossing the River further highlights the primary theme of diasporan redemption by simultaneously interrogating the role of these declining and ascending powers in “fructur[ing]” the lives of African diasporans, and exposing their bigotry in the failure of England and America to shoulder the parental power usurped from Africa. The need for redemption the novel suggests makes these transatlantic connections a matter of urgency.  These connections are crucial for diasporan characters that leave Africa as slaves “sing[ing together] their melancholy lamentations” of “We have lost sight of Africa…” (124). In the place of this Africa they have “lost” lies the diaspora in the West to which they have been displaced. It is, perhaps, fitting that the last entry of the section marking the beginning of the transatlantic diasporic connection in the novel ends with an ellipsis signifying a journey into the unknown. And the finality of loss in this cry is one Nash cannot undo by his return to Africa.  

Africa, represented by the trans-historic “father,” whom Ledent aptly notes, “stand[s] for Africa as a whole” (126), stands as an absent parent in the diaspora. The father introduces and concludes the narratives in the prologue, and in the postscript, recalls selling his children in 1753 out of “[a] desperate foolishness” because “[t]he crops failed” (1).  This father’s desperation simplifies the complexity behind Africa’s participation in the slave trade, but at the same time it allows the father to acknowledge the guilt that inspired Phillips to embark on writing this novel in the first place after witnessing a polarizing experience between those who left Africa (like Phillips’s ancestors) and those who remained behind (his African brothers in Ghana) during his visit to the Elmina Castle, former slave port in West Africa.  It is this guilt—the same that Phillips had—that makes this symbolic father helpless watch his children “two hundred and fifty years” later with “their lives fractured”(2). In this way, the father creates a continuum of suffering for members of the diaspora from the past to the present that Hamilton represents in America and Europe. But as his “children” are beyond his grasp in America (and later in England), the African father “can only blame but myself for my present misery,” and, yet, he hopes—rather too optimistically—that his children “arrived on the far bank of the river, loved” (237).  At the same time, he is not oblivious to the difficulties his children are facing in their attempt at “sinking hopeful roots into difficult soil” (1) in the diaspora.

To compound his dilemma, the African father does not see Africa as capable of offering a viable option for his children since the land has been “trampled by the muddy boots of others,” (i.e. the imperial powers) and torn apart, as its “people [are] encouraged to war amongst themselves” (2). The allusion here to the problems besetting Africa in the present, problems both inherited and self-inflicted, is obvious. Some of these problems arise from the so-called Scramble for Africa, when the European imperial powers (“muddy boots”) drew African boundaries arbitrarily during the 1885/6 Berlin Conference, resulting in ethnic tension and civil strife ever since. Phillips also criticizes the turmoil that many post-colonial African nation states have degenerated into.  About the 1967 coup in Sierra Leone (where Britain resettled freed diasporans during the slave trade), he elsewhere writes: “Thereafter began the sadly familiar African post-independence descent into corruption, coups, counter-coups, rigged elections, spontaneous upsurges in violence, and finally civil war” (Guardian 19, 2003).  These dire conditions prevalent in today’s Africa have been a source of grave concern to Africans within Africa and those in the diaspora, not least because they make Africa into a less attractive homeward destination for desolate members of the diaspora to return to. 

Not surprisingly, therefore, the only return to Africa in Crossing the River—that of Nash—seeks to undermine rather than emphasize (let alone romanticize) such diasporic return to Africa. Crucial to the novel’s pro-diasporan thematic expression, even this African setting ends up drawing attention to America and its neglect of its parental duties in offering a home under conditions of equality to diasporans within America. Nash’s narrative is set in the 1830s, and he is “sent to Liberia under the auspices of the American Colonization Society” (7) as part of a black resettlement and African civilizing mission. According to the contentious mission statement of the American Colonization Society (ACS), “public opinion does, and will consign [the African American] to an inferiority, above which he can never rise” (ACS 14).  However, despite this story being about Nash’s return, it is the point of view, or the focalization, of Edward “the son of a wealthy tobacco planter” (13) and slaver-holder behind Nash’s return to Africa that dominates the discourse of this section, hence making America’s questionable role in Nash’s problem-riddled return to Africa the primary focus of the discussion. During his fact-finding mission to Africa from America Edward, observes,

Tall brown huts […] huddled together within a clumsy fence, and a faint wind lifted human voices and stirred Edward’s curiosity […] through the drooping foliage and into the heart of the village […] much to Edward’s consternation, was soon revealed to be, not a native settlement, but one populated by Americans who spoke English.  The primitive nature of the conditions shocked Edward, who until now had not the slightest notion of the poverty-stricken rural existence which enveloped those Christians […]. Men, women and children appeared to be living alongside hog, goat and fowl as though family members, and Edward had never before witnessed such scenes of squalor, not even on the worst-run plantations in his native America. (67; added emphasis)
To Edward, more appalling in this human dwelling is the fact that “Americans who spoke English” live there. This identification makes Nash appear not as an African who has returned to his fatherland, but as an “American” who has lost his way in “a continent belonging to the native African” (8). Nash lives in a “house” (italicized in the text to emphasize the contempt with which Edward views this dwelling), which is nothing but a “straw grass hovel.” Instead of entering it, Edward “step[s] back in revulsion” and wonders “[w]hat could possibly have occurred in the Christian soul of his Nash Williams to have encouraged him to make peace with a life that […] even […] heathens considered contemptible” (69). Thus, Edward sees the American Nash as out of place in this African setting. Implicit in this reaction is the question why he, and by extension America do repatriate Nash to Africa. Ironically, Edward considers taking Nash’s African-born children “back to America and offer […] them the possibility of a proper Christian life amongst civilized people” (68). This guilty realization associates Edward firmly with the shipping to Africa of the diasporan Nash in the first place.

The ambivalence inherent in Nash’s identity in this section highlights the American identity of the diasporans, or—to put it differently—what they have become after being forced to leave Africa in the transatlantic “shameful intercourse” (1).  Such ambivalence is evident in the problematic association that these returnees have with the “native Africans” who treat them as foreigners. “[T]hey call us all white men,” says Nash, bewildered (32). This distinction has more to do with the cultural affiliation than race, of course, and points to the acculturation they have undergone in America after the transatlantic experience.  In his review of Crossing the River, Major notes: “a growing number of black people of Europe and America, visiting Africa, have found not an African self, but their own Western identities reinforced” (173). Crossing the River examines this familiar question of how members of the diaspora would fit in after having “lost sight of Africa” across space. 

Phillips makes a similar move in the subsequent narrative set in America, where Native Americans call Martha (one of the three symbolic children in the novel) and other westbound members of the African diaspora “dark white men” (91). This identification ironically connects diasporans with the same mainstream white Americans also actively seeking to relocate them from the United States. The novel also links these diasporan characters to America through naming. The name of another of Edward’s former slaves, “Madison” belongs to (James Madison) one of the founding fathers of America.  Similarly, Martha, who is also linked to Martha Washington, takes her last name from John Randolph (a descendant of Pocahantas and John Rolfe), one of the founding fathers of the ACS. These references emphasize rather than undermine the American (or Western) identity of these diasporan characters as they struggle to fit into their new African environment. In an apparent reference to diasporans, none of the symbolic children—Nash, Martha and Travis—that Hamilton buys from Africa has an indigenous African name. In the case of Nash, the novel shows that his return to Africa is one that should not have occurred in the first place. Phillips said during an interview that “[o]ne can never go back,” that “[t]he old Garveyite dream of returning to Africa makes no sense” (Sharpe 157).  Historically, Nash’s return did occur, but the novel’s primary concern appears in the present rather than the past. By emphasizing their acquired identity after “los[ing] sight of Africa,” the novel places the identity of these diasporans firmly in America (in the case of Martha) and Europe (in the case of Greer, Travis’s offspring).  

Edward’s damning verdict on Africa also becomes a form of self-interrogation since he is the architect of Nash’s African repatriation.  As noted earlier, Edward’s point of view dominates the subaltern Nash’s, although it is the plight of the latter that the former emphasizes. This focus places the America that Edward represents at the heart of the questioning of Nash’s story in Africa. Even though Nash’s story takes us back to Africa, it principally places America in the dock using a symbolic character to revisit the lives of those they shipped back to Africa through the aid of the ACS. This brings us to the question Bewes raises about why the novel fails to give the “subaltern other” a voice despite a structure suggesting otherwise. The answer lies in those who speak for these diasporan characters, and what the implied—if neglected—role that America and England (Europe) ought to play in their redemption. Even Martha, who like Nash through his letters, appears to speak for herself benefits from complementary voices of others who help her in America. In fact, because she dies before she reaches her destination, it is the voice of the unnamed American woman who buries her body that completes her narration. Thus, the voices of those who are supposed to receive the diasporans indirectly speak for them: Edward (in Africa) and Joyce (in Europe), Hamilton (in the “rite of passage”), and the unnamed woman and the omniscient narrator (in America). These speak for the characters when they are unable to do so.  The novel presents the diasporan characters as victims of actions taken by Africa, Europe and America. This indirect discourse allows the novel to interrogate the African father’s ironical statement that “They arrived on the far bank of the river, loved” (237).  If they arrived “loved,” why are their lives “fractur[ed]” and why does the novel’s conclusion dwell on the desolate lives of characters in different diasporic landings?

The father’s caution against Hamilton’s repression of diasporans holds the key. In addition to connecting Martha’s narration in America and Travis’s in Europe, Hamilton reinforces the idea that the novel seeks not only to make diaspora connections of America and Europe but also to emphasize the struggle against repression in both continents. Thus the journal entry that Hamilton buys “2 strong man-boys, and a proud girl” (124)—the three symbolic diasporic children—links all the three of them.  Beyond this obvious link, the novel stresses the relationship between Martha’s and Travis’s narratives, and the diaspora in America and Europe

Hamilton’s journal entries dated 24 August 1752 are based on an actual eighteenth-century British document, Journal of a Slave Trader by John Newton. This trader represents any of the European imperial powers that took part in this trade.  The reference to England, however, allows for a close examination of the Anglo-American black transatlantic connection in both the past and the present. Britain’s involvement in slavery dates from 1662, when the crown formed the Royal African Company to regulate the English transatlantic slave trade.  The novel highlights the implication of such historical involvement of Britain and the African Diaspora in the present, by showing the UK, hundred of years later, flooded with black émigrés from its former colonies and whom it originally shipped as human cargo in the first place.  Hamilton’s role in disruption of the African family becomes so crucial because he takes part in buying from Africa and selling to America, aware that “my better, precious part is safely at home” and will “procure a future happy reconciliation for beyond this trading lies family life” (109, 120).  This awareness makes Hamilton’s actions inexcusable in Phillips’s view. Thus, Martha’s and Travis’s struggle to re-establish family connections under prevailing conditions of inequality in America and England that the symbolic Hamilton helped to destroy makes the reader think of the original displacement as the causal factor. As a result, we see a link between the effects of displacement that Martha suffers in America and Travis in Europe. 

Martha’s pre- and postbellum America narration underlines institutionalized slavery and racism in America. Her story is crucial to understanding Travis’s continued struggles many generations afterwards first in America and finally in Europe. Martha’s narration takes place in the wake of the Emancipation Proclamation in which freedom “came and […] went” and for “a week or so, all lines were forgotten” (84).  Once the euphoria is gone, Martha cannot “tell what difference being free was making to [her] life” since she is “just doing the same things like before” (84). Thus, her westward journey in the United States, a journey reminiscent of the American westward migration, confirms Martha’s determination to make America her home.  This attempt to find a place “where you could be a part of this country without feeling like you wasn’t really a part” (74) becomes synonymous with Martha’s quest for her place and national identity within America. Martha can, therefore, re-connect with her “beloved children sold into slavery” in “The West.” After all, the “colored folks were not heading west prospecting for no gold” but “for a new life without having to pay no heed to the white man and his ways” (73-74). The emphasis on the “west” and what it symbolizes in American lore draws attention to the diaspora in America. The “settling” of the American West has been powerfully romanticized throughout the world as a series of quaint, violent adventures—most with happy endings—and a process that came to an end with the “closing” of the frontier in the 1890s. But for members of the diaspora in Crossing the River, this journey West—both in the literal and symbolic sense—that Martha makes as part of the diasporan version of Manifest Destiny is a continuous one whose dream remains unfulfilled. Travis’s fight for human rights in Europe continues the struggle in a bid to attain the dream that Martha only dreams about.

This westward journey, as Martha’s dream and then Travis’s story illustrate, links strongly to the human rights of Africans in the diaspora. Martha’s dream before she dies hints at positive future for the diasporans within America, even though Travis’s narration indicates that such a dream remains unrealized. In this dream, she “travel[s] on west to California, by herself” (93), where she meets her long lost daughter, Eliza Mae, now “a tall, sturdy colored woman of some social standing,” with her school teacher husband, and their three children, her grandchildren, at their residence “on a fine, broad avenue” (93). This positive family image lies at the core of the novel’s call for redemption in the diaspora. Martha’s dream makes her vow “never again [to] head east. To Kansas. To Virginia. Or to beyond” (including Africa) because she has “a westward soul” (94).  Martha’s determination to succeed in the “West” helps to reinforce the idea of the need by diasporans to continue fighting for their rights in their respective diasporic landings.

Travis travels to Europe literally in an eastward direction.  Symbolically, however, this journey remains within the larger conceptual structure of “West” (broadly defined)-ward migration in Crossing the River. Travis is an American in Europe to help fight for “freedom and true principles of democracy” as one of the “boys [who] are not used to” America and Europe “treating them as equals” (145, 164). This connection between America and Europe becomes a means through which the reader compares the treatment of diasporans in pre-civil rights America and Second World War Europe.  It is also in England that Travis marries Joyce, a white woman. Travis and Joyce “couldn’t live together in America” as an inter-racial couple because “It wouldn’t be allowed” (225). Travis’s commanding officer gives him permission to wed Joyce on the condition that “he didn’t try to take [her] back to America with him” as they “weren’t having any of that” (225, 227). The symbolic value of Travis’s diasporan marriage is not lost, for this marital union occurs in the land of Hamilton, the same figure that deprives his ancestors of the African family connections. It is also a symbolic marriage between an American and a European.

Does the novel suggest that Europe is better than America in the reception and treatment of members of the Diaspora? Certainly not. Travis’s sacrifice in the war—as indeed those of Martha during slavery in America before him—increases the significance of what will happen to Greer, his son with Joyce, in Europe. At first, Joyce’s resolve to put her son up for adoption appears irresponsible, as many critics have observed. Such criticism, however, is often undercut by the African father’s paradoxical adoption of Joyce as “My daughter. Joyce” (237). Joyce breaks the barriers of her society to fall in love with a black man (the couple “had to be careful. And bold” [224]).  In the process, she is accused of  “being traitor to [her] own kind” and “no better than a common slut” for “falling for a black man” (217). But Joyce fulfills a parental responsibility of “mothering” that the British society at large appears reluctant to offer, hence elevating her status in the eyes of the African father. In this regard, Phillips’s focus on Joyce’s readiness to forgo her links with Travis appears to ignore the larger picture.  Ledent, for example, claims that, Joyce “yields to a … duplicity by putting her relationship with Travis ‘under erasure’ when she starts a new life” (121).  But in this erasure we also find the criticism of Britain, as nation, for discriminating against Africans in the diaspora. Joyce may also represent Britain, which West Indians referred to as their “Mother Country,” a role this imperial power assumed by taking part in the transatlantic slave trade, and by colonizing the West Indies. 

Nevertheless, Greer, the “GI baby” is portrayed as “an orphan” who ends up with “No father, no mother, no Uncle Sam” (223).  Historically, this diasporan has lost its “father” Africa, and now lacks the support of its “mother” Britain and “Uncle” America. Greer, a product of intermarriage between an American and an Englishwoman, represents a new diaspora in Europe, whose roots can be traced to the same transatlantic displacement engineered by Britain, represented by Hamilton. Greer survives in a makeshift home provided by the County Council. Joyce initially sees adoption as “the right thing to do” to start a new married life, but she later realizes how “stupid” her actions have been, and finally accepts Greer as “Our son” (224).  This realization also represents hope for the descendants of Africans in the diaspora.  By also embracing Joyce as his daughter, the African father implies that Britain, as a nation, can learn from her by looking past color and treating diasporans as equal members of the society. America, “Uncle Sam” is ready to defend the rights of Europe and sacrifice the lives of Travis, including fighting against the Vietcong, against whom he “ain’t got no quarrel” (236). This quotation comes from the legendary Muhammad Ali when in 1966 he became a conscientious objector to being drafted into fighting America’s war in Vietnam.  Ali said he had “no quarrel” with the Vietnamese since “No VietCong Ever Called [him] Nigger.” Ali is an American who, through his membership in the Nation of Islam, tried to forge a symbolic tie back to Africa with his very name.

Notably, the arrival of Travis in Europe during the Second World War also coincides with the period when the number of West Indians in Britain soared. Phillips clearly means for us to see the two developments as related. First, there was a large wave of Afro-Caribbeans who, like Travis, arrived in Britain to fight in the war. Moreover, several thousand workers from the West Indies arrived as volunteers fight in the RAF and other branches of the army. Second, Phillips, born at St. Kitts in the West Indies in 1958 but raised in post-World War Britain, views the US and the West Indies in a continuum.  He explains that, blacks in America and in the West Indies “are linked” and  “the only difference was that, two centuries ago, one boat docked in Barbados, while another boat docked in Charleston” (Sharpe 157).  Crossing the River also hints at such a connection, as earlier in the narration Edward, the slave-holding representative of America, visits Sierra Leone where the repatriation of Africans in the diaspora started before reaching Liberia, an American version of Sierra Leone. His departure from Sierra Leone is delayed because, as the British doctor informs him that his ship, the Mercury, “had set sail without waiting for those passengers who had been discharged” as it “appeared that some trading dispute had broken between Sierra Leone and Liberia,” suspending “all exchange, commercial or otherwise, between the two territories” (18); the Mercury, in particular, because it flies the stars and stripes “openly” (18). The hostility reflected in this statement can be traced to Britain’s opposition to America’s continued support of slavery after Britain had passed its Abolition of Slavery Act 1833, the time of Edward’s visit to Liberia. British ships were then suspicious of ships flying the American colors because of their likely involvement in slavery.  Edward’s visit to Liberia via Sierra Leone thus connects England and the US in the relocation of members of the diaspora back to Africa. America copied from Britain’s colony of Sierra Leone to create its own territory of Liberia on the same West African coast to resettle the unwanted diasporans. Phillips does not hide his distaste for such an action by either nation. In his article “Distant Voices” (Guardian 19, 2003), Phillips asserts that the British used Sierra Leone to get rid of the “problem” of  “black cargo” and “large numbers of black people on the streets of London.” By revisiting this Anglo-American connection that historically contributes to the shaping of the transatlantic experience, the novel demonstrates the connectedness of the lives of diasporans in America or Europe. 

In the postscript, the novel hints at other diasporic landings connected not only in the method of forceful removal but also the repression represented by Hamilton. The negative snapshots of desolate diasporans in this postscript indicate continued marginalization and discrimination: “a helplessly addicted mother” in the US whose “benefits have been stopped” and thus lives “without the comfort of religion, electricity, or money” or a “barefoot boy” in a Brazil slum or a child suffering from “the hateful hot comb” to straighten her hair in Santo Domingo, as the mother watches the daughter, aged eleven, prepare for “yet another night of premature prostitution” (235-6). They still contend with the Hamiltons in America and Europe and the effects of their actions of uprooting them from Africa.   These “survivors’—spread out in London, New York, Sao Paolo, and other diasporic landings continue fighting “even in the face of the modern, corrosive, overt violence visited against them” (Major 173). 

The implications of the connection the novel makes between America and England are enormous: America and Europe disrupted the family connections of the diasporans; thus they need to be accountable in re-establishing these connections within the diaspora. In this regard, the novel’s seemingly fragmented structure is part of Phillips’s attempt to render meaning to the interconnectedness of the diasporan struggle and, ultimately, the need for redemption; finding new hope in that painful common memory allows the novel to manipulate time and find the interconnectedness of diasporans in America and Europe, whose redemption is also intertwined. 
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