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I f irst  came across Callaloo in 1991 at  Oct opus Books on Commercial Drive
in Vancouver. The small bookst ore closed a short  t ime lat er, one of  t he
many independent s across t he count ry t hat  died when t he Chapt ers-
Indigo juggernaut  muscled it s way t o t he t op of  Canadian book ret ail.
Oct opus Books was one of  t hose increasingly rare businesses t hat
reflect ed back t he neighbourhood in which it  was housed. The magazine
rack at  t he front  showed you t hat  you were in le -wing reading, and gave
a hint  of  t he cult ural palimpsest  t hat  is Commercial Drive. Formerly Lit t le
It aly, t he East  Vancouver neighbourhood was, by t he 1990s, widely
mult icult ural. It  cont ained a large working-class lesbian communit y, a
st udent  rent al redoubt , and an int ellect ually rowdy communist  and
anarchist  presence. Before t here was a World Wide Web, reading t he
polit ical gra it i or walking int o a place like Oct opus Books and browsing
t hat  magazine rack was how one could get  a sense of  t he great er
cult ural net works t hat  f lowed int o and t hrough t he polis of  Vancouver.
This cit y has always been isolat ed, bounded on all sides by t he Pacif ic, t he
Rockies, t he U.S. border, and t he vast  nort h, each in t heir own way
di icult  t o t raverse. The sense of  being out  on t he edge and away from
any cent re is real here, and is especially alienat ing if  one is part  of  a
racialized Diaspora. So t he day t hat  I picked up Callaloo from t hat
magazine rack and realized I was holding in my hands t he f irst  black
lit erary journal I had ever seen, it  was like a small lifeline t o t hat  great er
black world had been t hrown t owards me. As t he gra it i out side on t hat
st reet  used t o say, Commercial Drive was a "liberat ed zone."

I was t hen a ninet een-year-old undergrad at  Simon Fraser Universit y,
burning t hrough my breadt h requirement s and t rying t o f igure out  if  it
was possible t o f it  t oget her black act ivism wit h a degree in lit erat ure. I'd
ent ered universit y—t he f irst  Compt on in my line t o do so—wit h t he
int ent ion of  st udying English, but  was in despair at  t he depart ment 's
paleo-canonicit y. Making st udent s st art  wit h Beowulf  and Chaucer,
glacially edging t heir way t owards t he current  cent ury course-by-course
may be chronologically int uit ive, but  it  has always seemed ass-backwards
t o me. I've always t hought  t he depart ment al t raject ory should st art



cont emporary and work back. For t here I was, knee-deep in Dryden and
Pope, but  reading Malcolm X and Huey P. Newt on on t he weekends, and
t rying t o put  t he square peg of  one int o t he round hole of  t he ot her. I
soon began considering a defect ion t o Hist ory. English seemed, in t hat
early int roduct ion, t o be perennially whit e.

Looking back now, I underst and t hat  I was pulling double dut y during
t hose years, as most  blacks growing up in Vancouver must  do. I was self-
encult urat ing, t eaching myself  how t o be black in t he absence of  basic
et hnic net works. Vancouver's 18,000 blacks have no communit y cent re,
archive, or discernable neighbourhood, so growing up wit h African [End
Page 793] ancest ry in t his cit y necessit at es a kind of  cult ural aut o-
didact icism. Family is one t hing, but  what  happens when t here are no
models for f it t ing black cult ure and ident it y int o public inst it ut ional
spaces? One has t o si  t hrough t he signs heurist ically for what  is useful
and what  is not . One has t o f ind a way t o make it  up t o make it  at  all.

Callaloo was one of  t hose signpost s, spot t ed at  t he right  moment ,
t hat  showed me t hat  t here was indeed a place for blackness in t he world
of let t ers. (There were ot hers along t he way, most  significant ly t he
academic inquiry of  t he poet  and crit ic Roy Miki, who pioneered courses
on writ ing and race at  SFU in t he early 1990s.) Knowing t hat  such a journal
exist ed out  t here, alongside ot hers like it , was an explosion in my young
consciousness, and sparked t he inevit able quest ion: "Can it  happen
here?"

Using American models in Canada is always t ricky business, given t he
pseudo-colonial relat ionship we have wit h t he Yankee leviat han...
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