
 

 
 
 

"Amber, if you swim in de sea on Easter, you 
go turn into a mermaid and you go never 
come back."  
                                          Lynn Joseph 
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Grade Levels  
6-9 
Curriculum Area  
Language Arts • Social Studies 

National Language Arts Standards  
NL-ENG.K-12.8 

DEVELOPING RESEARCH SKILLS 
Students use a variety of technological and 
information resources (e.g., libraries, 
databases, computer networks, video) to 

gather and synthesize information and to 
create and communicate knowledge. 
National Social Studies Standards  
THE WORLD IN SPATIAL TERMS 
Students should understand how to use maps 
and other geographic tools, and technologies 
to acquire, process, and report information 

from a spatial perspective. 
NSS-G.K-12.4 HUMAN SYSTEMS 
Students should understand the 
characteristics, distribution, and migration of 

human populations on Earth’s surface. 
 
Objectives 

To provide a range of culturally diverse 
literature meeting students’ needs to under-
stand themselves, understand  worldviews and 
other cultures. 
 
To provide meaningful, authentic opportunities 

to read vocabulary in a variety of contexts; 
language in a cultural context. 
 

To gain knowledge of literature, art and history 
of the Trinidad culture. 

 

Overview  
Tantie is the matriarchal storyteller who keeps 
the family history vibrantly alive by telling the 
children stories of the old times. Tantie passed 
on her bamboo beads to Amber, her niece, and 

is showing her how to find stories anywhere. 
This remarkable collection of African-Caribbean 
folktales reincarnates the best of the African 

grioterary tradition through the Caribbean 
vernacular of the Island of Trinidad. The 
characters are real, down-to-earth folk who 

take on legendary proportions as the magic of 
the stories unravels. Lynn Joseph's luscious 
prose invites the audience into a new world 
with the warm and enticing embrace of 
Tantie's tales. Donna Perrone's black and white 
illustrations, like dreamy apparitions, allow the 
reader to glimpse into this magical world. 

 
Author Background 
Lynn Joseph is the author of many picture 
books for children about her island home of 
Trinidad including Color of My Words, A Wave 

in Her Pocket, An Island Christmas, and Jump 
Up Time: A Trinidad Carnival Story.  Previously 

a lawyer with the City of New York, she now 
lives and works in the U.S. Virgin Islands. 
 
Activity 
Research Trinidad’s Carnival and find out the 
roots and origins. 

 
     Trinidad’s Carnival 
The root of the distinctively explosive 
Trinidadian Carnival is undoubtedly to be 



located in the African claiming of space in the 

process of the struggle for liberation. The old 
name for this Carnival is Canboulay [cannes 
brulee], which has been viewed as a reference 

to the burning cane characteristic of the “slave 
revolt”. 
 
Trinidad’s Carnival departs from this living 
African spiritual energy released in resistance 
to colonial oppression, the struggle to define 
Selfhood, the defining of Landscape as “home”. 

 
Yet unlike Jamaica, Trinidad in its structuring is 
not a “slave” society, but an immigrant society. 
Africans came there from other Caribbean 
islands, mostly Grenada, Barbados and St. 

Vincent, bringing with them the legacy of 

struggle against enslavement and oppression, 
bringing with them their creative genius. 
Jamaican traditions are also evident. Africans 
also came in the post-emancipation period with 
living ancestral traditions direct from the 
Continent.  
[Trinidad’s Carnival: http://www.trinidad-

tobago.net/Article.aspx?PageId=80] 
 
Activity 
“Colin’s Island” and “Tantie’s Callaloo Fête” are 
created out of Trinidad’s oil wealth history and 
multiethnic composition, respectively. In 
“Colin’s Island,” during a drought a young man 

implores the sea to yield to him the treasures 
of its water, so that his grandmother’s wish to 
see flowers before she dies can be fulfilled. 
Flowers surround his grandmother’s bedside, 
but in addition, an island of oil emerges from 
the sea, which he alone can see. He 

subsequently wishes the island away when he 
becomes aware of the consequences of 
environmental pollution and greed that can 
accrue. Not long after Tantie, the grandaunt 
,tells this story to the children, oil is discovered 
in the sea around South Trinidad. The children 
discuss the implications. Tantie leaves them to 

find answers on their own.  
 
Infused in this folktale are (1) the need for 

responsible environmental practices to 
safeguard against pollution, and (2) that the 
history of the island is an on-going 
documentation.  

 
In “Tantie’s Callaloo Fête,” the island cultural 
pot is threatened because the crab-man has 
migrated, and so a crucial ingredient of the 
cosmopolitan mix up endangers the holding of 
the feast for that year. It is the children who 

gather the crabs for the pot so that the feast 
can take place. The tale draws on Trinidadian 

values such as the importance of all racial 

groups and multiethnic tolerance in the 
Trinidadian society, composed of many races, 
religions and cultures. 

 
Discuss the importance of all racial groups and 
multiethnic tolerance in Trinidad.  How has this 
come about? 
 
Activity 
By the end of the second folktale volume, The 

Mermaid’s Twin Sister, Tantie, the storyteller 
has successfully passed on the gift of 
storytelling, oral features and all, to Amber the 
twelve-year old female narrator, so that she 
can continue the oral tradition that has 

sustained the family over generations.  

 
What then are the major observations that can 
be made about the West Indian children’s folk 
tradition in its passage from oratory to 
literature?  
 
Activity 

Have your students read and research the 
people uprooted by the slave trade from West 
Africa. Talk about the countries and groups 
most affected and have them list what the 
people there are like including their music, 
languages, occupations and lifestyles. Have 
them do the same for the places in the 

Caribbean such as Trinidad where many of the 
slaves were sold and discuss the idea of 
colonialism in the slave trading countries. 
 
How different or the same are the people in 
the two places? Why are they the same or 

different? What other elements may have 
created a change in their culture? 
 
Have your students locate the countries in the 
western “horn” of Africa on a map. Do the 
same for the main islands in the Southern 
Caribbean. Have them locate these areas with 

longitude and latitude. Find capital cities, 
rivers, mountain ranges, deserts, and discuss 
nearby countries and continents. Find out what 

hemispheres these places are in and how close 
to the equator they are. Discuss how their 
closeness to the equator and other 
geographical issues can affect these countries 

and the lifestyles of the people there. 
 
Discuss the idea of the pre-lenten Carnival 
such as the ones held in New Orleans (Mardi 
Gras), Rio de Janeiro, and Trinidad. Have the 
students look up facts about the different 

traditional music, dress and customs at each 
Carnival on the Internet. Compare and 

http://www.trinidad-tobago.net/Article.aspx?PageId=80
http://www.trinidad-tobago.net/Article.aspx?PageId=80


contrast this same event that occurs in three 

different cultures through its music and visual 
arts. Have the students discuss which styles 
they like best and why. 
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Internet Websites 

 
Mermaid Tales Around the World 
http://www.humanity.org/voices/folklore/mer
maids/ 
 
Trinidad’s Carnival 
http://www.trinidad-

tobago.net/Article.aspx?PageId=80 
 
I Believe In Jumbies 
http://www.trinidad-
tobago.net/Article.aspx?PageId=6 
 

Trinidad and Tobago Caribbean Child Folklore 

http://berdina.tripod.com/folklore.htm 
 
Callaloo 
http://chookooloonks.typepad.com/callaloo 
 
The Best of Trinidad and Tobago 

http://www.bestoftrinidad.com 
 
A History of the Steel Drum  
http://www.magictree.com/steeldrums/about.
htm 
 
Listen to Steel Pan Music 

http://www.panonthenet.com 
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