
 

Naomi Jackson Transcript 

 

>>[Text on screen] Naomi Jackson on Direct Research. 

 

>>Naomi Jackson is an American author raised by West Indian parents. Author of The Star Side of 

Bird Hill, which was nominated for an NAACP Image Award and the Hurston/Wright Legacy  

Award in Debut Fiction, and long-listed for the National Book Critics Circle's John Leonard Prize 

and the Center for Fiction's First Novel Prize. It won Late Night Library's Debut-litzer prize, was 

named an Honor Book for Fiction by the Black Caucus of the American Library Association, and 

was selected for the American Booksellers Association's Indies Introduce and Indies Next List 

programs. 

 

>>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. 

 

[Text on screen] The Star Side of Bird Hill by Naomi Jackson. 

 

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. 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. So it’s of love and family and friendship. 

 

[Text on screen] Researching Setting and Culture “On Location.” 

 



 

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. 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. 

 

[Text on screen] Using All Sense to Research. 

 

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 getting out into the country and 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. 

 

[Text on screen] Sight and Sound of Setting. 

 

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. 

 

[Text on screen] Research Through Learning With the Characters. 

 

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. 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. 

 

[Text on screen] How to Research Without Traveling. 

 

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. I 

was born and raised in Brooklyn, but 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. 


