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o figure, in all our history, has done so much to foster a sense of 
the importance of education in our society as has Dr. Eric Williams. 
And few have led by example to the extent that he has.

 Indeed, it is coincidental that Eric Williams had taken up what looked 
like a crusade in education in order to transform the scene, for when he was 
born in 1911, education relating to the masses in Trinidad and Tobago could 
not have been more depressing. For instance, looking at census figures for 
that year, 1911, we see that out of a school population of 112,485 children, 
only 52,373 were at school — less than half. And since school was optional, 
and parents had no great faith in education anyway, even those children said 
to be “at school” spent precious little time of the year in such buildings. 
   
 The effect of this was worse than appears on paper, for it turned out that 
the vast majority of children followed their parents to the agricultural fields. 
So while they and their parents were reaping the fruits of the fields, the fruit of 
the educational system obtained was massive illiteracy. In 1911, about 70 per 
cent of the population of Trinidad and Tobago could neither read nor write.
   
 In 1911, the only industry was the agricultural industry. Out of the 
population of 333,552, the census-takers found that 82,671 persons described 
their occupation as “agricultural worker”. Although this was already 25 per cent 
of the population, when one considers that children of school age made up more 
than one-third of the general population, then the real percentage of agricultural 
workers was equivalent to about 40 per cent of the total population.

DR. ERIC WIllIAMs
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 Nothing is wrong with following one’s parents to the agricultural fields 
— on school holidays. The great challenge to anyone wanting to transform the 
educational scene in a period like that was to first instill in the parents the 
importance of education in society.

 When Eric Williams saw the light of day in Dundonald Street, Port of 
Spain, on September 25, 1911, there was, in a manner of expressing it, “no 
hope in the valley” for those who could not afford to pay for their children’s 
education. The child, Eric, belonged to a big family: his mother had several 
other children and his postman father, though ambitious, could not do much 
— except to dream. But the little boy, who was sent to Tranquillity Intermediate, 
was determined to excel and to make his way in the world.

 No one can explain where that “inward hunger” came from, what forces 
influenced it, but we see it there from the earliest years. The quest for learning 
bore fruit when in 1922, at 11 years of age, he won an exhibition to Queen’s 
Royal College, and this college was, of course, the springboard for his great 
achievements.

 However, the curious thing about Eric Williams in his Q.R.C. years was 
that despite his academic learning, his head was never “buried” in books. 
Indeed, he was given to sports, especially football. It is well known that he 
captained the college’s football team, although this did not make him popular 
amongst some of his players. Once, a former football colleague, disgruntled, 
said of him,  “From the time you were approaching the goal, if you had the 
ball you had to pass it to him. He was like that. Even if the goal-mouth was 
yawning in front of you, you had to pass the ball to him, and he just had to 
score. And he has been scoring ever since.”

 Educationally, Eric Williams opened his scoring at Queen’s Royal College 
when he topped his fellows in the Junior Cambridge Examination in 1927, 
winning a House Scholarship. He shone the next year too, and in the Q.R.C. 
75th anniversary brochure (1945) the following is the note on him for his 
performance: “E.E. Williams in 1928, in spite of the comparatively rare number 
awarded, gained six distinctions in School Certificate.”
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 And we all know the great accomplishment in 1931, when, having three 
chances at the Higher Certificate because of age, he passed each time, coming 
third among Q.R.C. candidates in 1929, second in 1930, and first in 1931, 
routing the other Q.R.C. candidates to take the Island Scholarship.

 But the interesting thing is that however powerful the force that drove 
him forward, Eric Williams did not do this for his own personal glory. This 
was made clear when he went to Oxford University, for there in his studies 
and research it was the welfare of the people of Trinidad and Tobago which 
moved him, and what he was interested in was how education could be made 
available so the people could advance to a new day. He was thinking of the 
masses and their background — in other words, the history of the peoples of 
Trinidad and Tobago, and the emergence from slavery, but not colonialism, 
and its long night of backwardness. 

 He knew that the answer was in education, and this was the project that 
seemed to obsess him. Indeed, it was his quest for change in respect to the fate 
and enlightenment of the colonial peoples that brought him into several little 
conflicts at Oxford and to some extent at Howard University, where he went 
next.
 
 In 1944, after several years abroad and with the great responsibilities 
as Assistant Professor in Social and Political Science at Howard University, he 
came to Trinidad to give a series of lectures, and of course it was an opportunity 
to look at what was happening in a country that meant everything to him. The 
lectures were highly successful and he was moved by the fact that so many 
people wanted him to come back home.

 The rest is well known history, how he left Howard University to come 
to work with the Caribbean Commission — a Commission to help with the 
development of the ex-British West Indies; and how it soon became his opinion 
that the Commissioners were not really interested in any sort of development 
for the region. It is well known too how he left in a huff and came to Woodford 
Square where he was greeted by a vast, cheering crowd waiting for him. 
Everyone knows how he said, “I shall lay down my bucket, here with you,” and 



Twenty-first Lecture in the Dr. Eric Williams Memorial Lecture Series

everyone has seen how he formed his political party, became Prime Minister 
of this country, and led it to independence.

 But one is not sure how many have noticed that one of his main objectives 
was transforming the educational landscape.

 He had always realized he was lucky to get a secondary education, getting 
one of about few places offered at Q.R.C. in 1922. He did not want that sort of 
thing to keep on happening. He wanted secondary education for all.

 Thus it was that at Independence in 1962, Williams, in addressing school-
children at a rally, told them that they carried the future of the nation in their 
book-bags.

 Not long afterwards, true to his promise of providing secondary education 
for all, Dr. Eric Williams began the establishment of junior secondary schools, 
to be followed by senior secondary schools. The first junior secondary school 
was opened at Chaguanas in 1972, and this was a signal, as well as a symbol 
of Dr. Williams’ lifelong desire, that through education Trinidad and Tobago 
would prosper and improve its quality of life.

 

4














































