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>>Hi. My name is Naomi Jackson, and I'm the author of a book called The Star Side of Bird Hill. It 

was recently released by Penguin Press in June 2015. 

 

It's such a pleasure to talk to you today about developing setting through voice. I've been a fan of 

the International Writing Program for many years, and it's a pleasure after being a Luddite for so 

long to be involved in MOOC, which seems like next level technological engagement. 

 

So, I've been teaching for many years, and this is the first time that I've had an opportunity to speak 

in a more focused way about the things I learned while I was writing my novel, The Star Side of Bird 

Hill. 

 

So I'm going to talk today about a few things. One of them will be research towards developing 

setting through voice, and I will actually talk about my segment, developing setting through voice. 

So this novel is a coming of age story about two sisters, Phaedra who's 10, Dionne who's 16, and 

their grandmother Hyacinth, who turned 63 the summer that they arrived in Barbados. It's the 

summer of 1989 in Barbados, which is a very small island in the Caribbean. Some of its claims to 

fame include a 98% literacy rate. And a lot of folks from Barbados has spent in the diaspora of the 

Caribbean, so in places like Brooklyn, Toronto, and London. And in my story, the two sisters, 

Phaedra and Dionne, travel to Barbados for the summer when their mother can't care for them. 

 

So they think they're just going to spend the summer with their grandmother, hang out, maybe get 

into a little trouble, and then as the novel ends they're facing a future living with their grandmother 

full time in Barbados. So the novel really charts their disappointments, their grief, their friendships, 

their loves, their crushes, and a lot of the drama between them, their mother back home, and their 

grandmother in Barbados. 

 

When I first started working on this novel, I thought that I knew everything that I need to know to 



 

write it. And the truth is that there was a lot of research that I needed to do in order to make this 

project really work and to make the characters, the setting, the voice in this book feel authentic. One 

of my major anxieties in writing this book actually was authenticity. 

 

So I grew up in Brooklyn, the child of West Indian parents. My mother's family is Bajan, and 

therefore this book is set in Barbados. And I had spent several summers in Barbados and in Antigua, 

where my dad's family's from, so I certainly had some childhood experience living in Barbados, and 

I knew what it was to be an American kid in Barbados. But I still had lots of work to do to get 

things in this book right. So the biggest challenge was that I hadn't really spent an entire summer in 

Barbados since I was a child. 

 

So I went to that island in the summer of 2012, with a grant from the University of Iowa's Stanley 

Graduate Awards program. And my task that summer was to do two things: one, to research the 

novel and to get the sounds and the smells and the feeling of the place right, and the second was to 

write a full first draft of the novel. And so the way that I organized my time during that summer was 

to write in the mornings, so I wrote for two or three hours every morning long hand, very old 

school, like I said I'm a Luddite. And then in the afternoons I spent time hanging out with friends 

and most importantly driving around the island. I was helping a friend location scout for her film 

which was really exciting and great timing. And so she was anyway on the road to see lots of 

different places to figure out the best place to shoot her film. And I just tagged along to get a better 

sense of the landscape in Barbados. And we also had lots of long chats where I would ask questions 

about vocabulary and like peculiarities of Barbados. So there were lots of them. 

 

I think the joy of being not from a place but writing about it, is that you really get to experience the 

place as an outsider and to develop what I call, purposeful inquisitiveness. So, not like the curiosity 

that's just like, I wonder why those folks do that. But the curiosity that asks questions with an eye to 

using it in your novel. And you might use only 10% of what you find out. But these questions can 

really enrich your novel. 

 



 

And so I think developing a stance of inquisitiveness towards the world, particularly towards the 

world you are trying to build in your novel, is a really important strategy while you're writing and  

researching. So because again I wasn't from Barbados and I had actually spent less time with my 

mother's family who was Bajan, I had a lot to learn. I wanted to understand the very distinct Bajan 

dialect. I wanted to understand the vocabulary that Bajans use, the proverbs and sayings. It was as if 

I was stepping into an entirely new language. It was English but it was a very distinctly Bajan 

English, and I wanted to make sure that that English showed up authentically in the novel. 

So I had lots of questions. Barbados like I said is a funny place relative to someone who's from 

Brooklyn. So there were words that I didn't know. For example, people in Barbados call breasts, 

bubbies, which I thought was hilarious. I love the word bubbies. I know that bubbies actually mean 

pickles. That's what someone told me, bubbies are pickles. Someone told me that in Martha's 

Vineyard this summer. But, in Barbados, they're breasts. So I had to make sure that I had at least a 

few places where the word bubbies came into play in the novel. And it was just funny to hear that 

word and then to find some fun places to put it into the novel. So that was one thing. 

 

I also want to talk a little bit about using research through all the senses to develop the language in 

the world of your novel. So, I'm going to talk about sight, sound, smell, touch, and taste, because I 

certainly used all these senses when I was feeling my way through this novel. And I say, feeling my 

way through this novel because, there was kind of a logical sense where I was putting things 

together, plotting the book out, developing character arcs, thinking about narrative structure. So, 

that was certainly a part of it, but then there was a lot of intuitive work that I needed to do. And I 

would say that the research was way more intuitive and less about reading books about Barbados, 

and more about hearing how people talked, how they acted, and looking at people with an outsider's 

eye. And a friendly outsider's eye, one that was compassionate and curious, not one that was 

judgmental. 

 

So, the interesting thing is that Dionne in this book, who's 16, by the time she arrives in Barbados 

she's really pissed. So she does not want to be in Barbados. She had all kinds of plans for her 

summer and feels really mad that she has to spend her summer with her grandmother and her 



 

annoying little sister. And so I had to be able to both broadcast Dionne's discomfort with a lot of 

the things that were happening in Barbados, but not as a writer, come from that place myself. So 

there was some interesting distancing that had to happen, where I had to think about Barbados from 

the perspective of an angry 16 year old and write from that perspective, but also maintain some of 

my distance and some compassion towards the place as a writer, to the way that I researched 

through the senses. 

 

So sight, I talked a little bit earlier about traveling around Barbados in the afternoons, and just 

traveling everywhere and taking lots of pictures was really important. So for example, there's a scene 

in the opening of the book, where Phaedra and her best friend that summer, Chris, are looking out 

onto the east coast, and they see these beautiful rocks at Bathsheba, which is a gorgeous part of the 

east coast in Barbados. And so I took pictures of Bathsheba and those came with me. Every time I 

would think about the opening scene, I would refer back to those pictures. So I think having 

pictures and using a sense of sight to develop setting is important. 

 

Certainly sound, I listened to people talk, and I was interested not just in the vocabulary, so the 

words like bubbies, but also the ways that people would put sentences together. So the rhythm of 

the sentences, the way that they used a different syntax than American English, I was trying to feel 

through that rather than dissect it. So I'm not someone who is a linguist and can do all that kind of  

syntactical work, but I was trying to get familiar with the way that people constructed their sentences 

naturally and use that for the voices of the Bajan characters. 

 

So this was particularly important because I needed to distinguish Dionne and Phaedra, who were 

coming with really heavy Brooklyn American Flatbush-girl accents, so it was a very specific black girl 

in the late '80s that I was trying to capture. And I needed to distinguish that voice from the voice of 

the Bajan characters in the novel. And it was characters at different levels of class, age, all those 

things. 

 

So, there was a crew of girls who are Phaedra's tormentors, who are her classmates at vacation bible 



 

school, and those girls had one type of voice. There is Dionne's best friend that summer who's from 

Trinidad, and she has her own voice, and so I had to get the Trini accent right. And her accent, that 

Trini-girl accent, is different from Dionne's Trini best friend back home in New York who has a 

Caribbean-American accent. And then I was really trying to capture the voice of the older Bajans. So 

Hyacinth, at 63, is going to speak really differently than the school yard tormentors who are also 

Bajan. So I was trying to distinguish age especially, how an older Bajan might talk versus a younger 

crew that was between the ages of 10 and 16. So that was challenging. 

 

I was saying that I developed a couple languages when I was writing this book. There was the 

language of the school yard, the language of the home--the way that Hyacinth and Dionne and 

Phaedra speak to each other, where there's a lot of sweetness and also a lot of stoic-ness and a lot of 

difficulty, a lot of hard talk. So, Hyacinth speaks to Dionne and Phaedra with a certain level of both 

harshness, kind of ugly/pretty, cruel kindness. Both these things are almost always happening when 

Hyacinth is speaking to her kids. And in this way, I was trying to capture not just the Bajan accent 

and the kind of values that Hyacinth was trying to pass onto her daughters but also a certain way of 

emoting and relating to emotional difficulty that was conveyed through language. 

 

And so there was the language of the schoolyard, there's the language of the home, there's the 

language, specifically, of the kitchen. So a lot of the book is about Dionne trying to figure out her 

relationship to domestic tasks. So in Brooklyn she had been a caretaker for her sister, and in 

Barbados she gives up some of that caretaking because her grandmother takes over. And also, 

Phaedra learns how to parent herself a little bit better during that summer. But Dionne's learning 

how to take responsibilities for things like cooking, so she learns how to make cou-cou, she learns 

how to make fishcakes. And that's very much a part of the book, so I also had to use some research 

and the senses of taste and touch to develop that. 

 

So I spent a lot of time in Barbados eating. I was very fat when I came back from Barbados. Mostly 

what I was eating was mangos. I had a mango every single day at the kitchen sink, that I ate over the 

kitchen sink as soon as I finished my couple hours of writing for the day. And so, if there are 



 

mangos that show up in the novel, it's because I was eating a lot of them. I also ate a lot of fish 

cakes, and I guess we could say that I was eating fish cakes for research, but it's really just 'cause I 

love eating them. 

 

I also ate a lot of pudding and souse, which is something that people in Barbados eat on Saturday 

mornings because I wanted to be able to speak with some authority towards the kinds of foods that 

people were eating, how they were made, all those kinds of things. And so the language of the 

kitchen really showed up through all the research, "research," I did, which meant eating a lot. 

 

And also talking to cooks, so my friends' moms, I would ask them how they made their fish cakes. 

One of them even gave me batter for her fish cakes, which I destroyed. And I was like, "Okay, well 

clearly you're going to cook for me from now on." But it was fun just to have that experiment, so 

that I could be Dionne for a second and see what it might be like being a girl from Brooklyn trying 

to do this thing that Bajan women do. 

 

So there's the language of the schoolyard, the language of the home, the language of the the kitchen, 

and then also the language of friendship and family. There's a different way that Phaedra talks to her 

crush, Chris. And Phaedra is in some ways falling in love with Barbados as she's falling in love with 

Chris. And he makes a lot of fun of her for her accent. And she tries to speak Bajan at several points 

in the novel. She tries to say things like "yes, please," which is what a Bajan child would always say to 

anything an adult would ask them. And also "no, please," which I found much harder to say. 

And so in some ways, I actually found some of my own discomfort with some of the Bajanisms, I 

just gave them to my characters. So Phaedra got to take on some of the awkwardness of the things 

that I was experiencing that summer. 

 

And then I would say, in addition to the language of the schoolyard, the language of the home, the 

language of the kitchen, the language of friendship and family, I also thought about the language and 

landscape of community. So Bird Hill, which is the tight-knit community in which these girls live, is 

very much a character in this book. So the book is just as much about Bird Hill as it is about 



 

Phaedra and Dionne and their grandmother Hyacinth. 

 

I wanted to distinguish Bird Hill from the community in Brooklyn where Phaedra and Dionne were 

from. So Bird Hill has these incredible values, religiosity as well as a rigid hierarchy between children 

and parents. There's homophobia in Bird Hill. There is a lot of conformity. It's not a place that has 

the space for a lot of difference. 

 

I felt like I wanted to make Bird Hill a character that would be living and breathing, and just as 

much present on the page as the characters. One of my favorite scenes in my novel takes place in 

the market in Barbados. So Phaedra and Dionne go to the market with their grandmother, where 

she goes every Saturday morning, and they just happen to be accompanying her. And Phaedra, as 

with the rest of the book, is really open and interested in what's happening. So she's looking at her 

grandmother and the way that she's talking to all the fruit and vegetable vendors. And there's a very 

funny moment where Phaedra thinks maybe my grandmother's arguing with this woman, and then 

she realizes they're totally friends, and just speaking really loudly and negotiating about price. And so 

we see the market in Barbados through the lens of Phaedra's eyes. 

 

And then we immediately cut to Dionne, who's more interested in a store called Bajan Tunes and 

Tricks, which is a place where some guy is trying to chat her up. And so we see Phaedra's eyes go 

immediately to, what can I learn about Barbados and my grandmother and her friends? And we see 

Dionne go to, how can I make this about connecting with a boy? So in the same moment, the same 

scene, we see the kids' eyes immediately gravitate towards completely different things. And I think in 

this way we can be in exactly the same place but show characters' obsessions, proclivities, interests, 

and personalities. 

 

So I talked a lot about what it was like to research my novel, The Star Side of Bird Hill, by going to 

Barbados. But the reality is I worked on this novel for four years and only two months of those  

years were spent in Barbados. So I had to use my imagination to develop the setting during the times 

when I wasn't actually living there. 



 

 

Another challenge of this was that during most of the time when I was working on this novel, I 

actually wasn't living in Brooklyn, where parts in the novel are set. It would have been useful, for 

example, to be able to walk down the street to the corner bakery, where Phaedra and Dionne might 

have gotten their fish cakes in Brooklyn, and just get a sense of it. But because I wasn't there, I had 

to use my imagination. So the imagination is really the writer's best friend, but there are other tools 

that we can use to create an imagined setting when we can't visit the place that we're writing about. 

So I think that there are actually some rewards of being outside of the place. One of those rewards is 

that you can see it more clearly. That some of the stopped-up-ness that I felt in writing about 

Brooklyn when I lived in Brooklyn actually was totally freed up when I moved to Iowa City and also 

when I was living in Philadelphia. I actually felt that I could write about the place that I was from 

more clearly not being all up in it every day. So there are actually some advantages to not being in 

the place that you are writing about. 

 

But let's be real, we do want to have some time in those places in order to write about them. Now 

the second best, here's some strategies that I use to develop my expertise on the place. 

I think maps are a really great tool. And one of my concerns, when I was writing this novel, was 

making sure that just on a physical level, the way that I was writing about the girls traveling around 

the island of Barbados made sense. So I needed to have a map of Barbados that showed me where 

the south coast was, how they might travel from their rural community of Bird Hill into Bridge 

Town, which is the commercial heart of Barbados. And so I had to get those bus routes right, make 

sure that they were passing the right things on the right side of the bus when I was describing them, 

and maps really helped me do that. 

 

One of my other concerns was getting the music right. I'm an incredibly musical person, and there's 

always music in my books and in my life. And so it was important to me that we signal some things 

about what 1989 Barbados was like by the kind of music that the girls were listening to. 

 

Because the novel takes place during Crop Over, one of the things that gets people excited during 



 

Crop Over--which is the big festival, kind of like a carnival in Barbados--one of the things that 

people get excited about is music. So there are all these music contests, and you're hearing the same 

five or ten songs for many, many months. And so I wanted to create the impression of what it was 

like to just hear the same songs over and over and over again. And to get excited for Grand 

Kadooment Day which is the big piece of Crop Over as well as all of the other smaller events. 

But I had not been to Crop Over in 1989, and so I needed to figure out what were the songs that 

were popular in that time. And YouTube was my friend. So I asked some friends who lived in 

Barbados, "Do you remember what were your favorite songs at that time?" And it was very funny 

actually, to remember that I had some songs that I remembered that were kind of similar to what 

they were. But then when I would go up and look them up online, they sounded really different 

from what I had remembered in my mind. So YouTube is your friend. 

 

I also spent some time on YouTube looking at videos of people dancing during Crop Over because 

I wanted to get that piece of it right. A big piece of the novel's ending takes place during the Grand  

Kadooment Day parade, which is hundreds of thousands of people dancing in the streets of 

Barbados. And I wanted to get a sense of the vibe--of the sound, the smells, the images, how people 

moved, all those things--and video was a really great way to get a sense of that. 

 

In terms of sound, I think that one of the challenges is if you don't live in the place, you can't go 

hear people talk. But in my case there's a huge Bajan community in New York City, so if I wanted to 

I could just go hang out with Bajans. My parents' next door neighbor is a Bajan woman who has 

made me fish cakes and cou-cou and all these other things. And I just like to go hang out with her 

sometimes and hear her talk, and then I'll steal some things from having listened to her. 

And if you want to be more diligent about it, you can also do oral histories with people who might 

have been alive during the time period that you're writing about and could give you some insight 

into how people talked and dressed during that time period. 

 

I also think novels of the time period that you're writing about are really great because people are 

writing in the sound of that time. Magazines are awesome because magazines in that time are 



 

probably going to be a little bit more informal, and therefore, give you a sense of like the things that 

people say, the things people are concerned about, obsessions, all those kinds of things. 

 

One of the real challenges of writing this book was writing from the many different points of view, 

with characters who were incredibly different just because of their age and life experience. 

So Phaedra, when the novel opens is 10, her older sister is 15, and their grandmother is 63. Their 

mother, Avril, is probably in her mid-30s. And so, I definitely had a challenge in terms of figuring 

out how to inhabit all of these different points of view. And it's an unusual novel in that it's a close 

third person that follows three different characters, Phaedra, and Dionne, and Hyacinth. That was a 

choice that I came to after many years of banging my head against the wall about point of view 

specifically. 

 

So that said, there are some great ways that you can use point of view to really illuminate the place 

and tell you something about the character's mindset, point of view, where they're coming from 

basically. 

 

And so when Phaedra arrives in Barbados, she's really wide open to the place. But she's also seeing it 

in comparison to what she'd grown up with in Brooklyn. And so Phaedra spends a lot of time 

looking at around at the mango trees, at the guavas, at the beaches, at the sky. And she actually 

wonders, "Why is it that Bajans take what they have for granted?" And they live in it all the time, so 

I think Phaedra thinks, "They don't think how beautiful this place is." And for her having grown up 

in a concrete jungle basically, she's seeing Barbados in comparison to, for example, the Empire State 

building. 

 

So there's a line in the book where she says, there is a way that Barbados felt more like hers than 

anything in New York had ever felt. So she feels at home and she feels like the landscape belongs to 

her. So I think that there's a way that I talk about the place in the novel and talk about not just the 

place but also the place that the character came from and how they're seeing this place. 

So, that was something that was really important to me. And Phaedra's wide open to it, whereas 



 

Dionne's like, I hate this place, I hate these people. And so I was able to also show Barbados  

through her eyes. So you get two perspectives. You get the wide open, inquisitive younger child, and 

then you get the very crabby, cranky older child. 

 

And then you have Hyacinth who's really only lived in Barbados and can only imagine New York. 

And so we get actually a few moments where she says, "God I can't even imagine the kind of place 

where you could die and no one could find out for a few days." And so, we also get her sense of 

disbelief about how impersonal and individualized a place like New York City is. We get some of her 

fear about leaving rural Barbados where she's lived her whole life. And we get some of her shame 

too. I think towards the end of the novel she feels like, well, maybe my daughter wouldn't have 

committed suicide if I had spent more time, if I hadn't been so afraid to leave Barbados, maybe I 

would've been able to stop her from having this devolution that led to her demise. 

 

So place is a fraught thing in the book, but I do use the characters' viewpoints to illuminate setting 

here. 


