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Abstract  

On August 1, 1970 a disastrous incident struck the waters between the islands of St. Kitts 

and Nevis causing painful chaos for generations to come. On this day forty-eight years ago, the 

MV Christena capsized taking 123 of the 233 passengers aboard to the bottom of the ocean with 

her, one of which was my grandmother, Bethia Zakers- Hill. Of the 233 casualties aboard, 

ninety-one survived, 123 bodies were retrieved (some unidentifiable), and nineteen bodies were 

never found. I grew up hearing my mother tell the story of my grandmother traveling from St. 

Kitts to Nevis and never making it home.  

My thesis, 1 Out of 233 Passengers is a twelve-minute solo which analyzes the political, 

economic, financial, psychological, and social repercussions the Christena Disaster has on the 

island today. It pays tribute to my grandmother and the 123 other passengers who did not survive 

the disaster. Through this research I recreated the Christena Disaster on stage told through the 

voices of my mother and her siblings.  
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Introduction  

“Up to about the age of ten years old, I was still looking for my mom. Every time a car 

pulled up to the gate, I am hoping it was mommy coming home” (P. Ward, Personal 

communication) . As an adolescent, I remember my mother occasionally speaking about growing 

up as a motherless child, and the various ways she coped with losing her mother due to the 

responsibilities of the St. Kitts -Nevis government. My mother was five years old when the MV 

Christina capsized taking 123 of the 233 passengers aboard to the bottom of the ocean with her. 

Although I grew up hearing about this tragedy, my curiosity for the subject did not spark until 

the Summer of 2018 when I travelled to Nevis to pursue folkloric dance research. 

St. Kitts and Nevis, located in the Lesser Antilles, are two islands under one federation 

separated by a twelve-mile strip of ocean. In order to get from one island to the other, I had to 

ride on a ferry boat similar to the MV Christina. While travelling I could not help but imagine 

what it could have been like on the afternoon of August 1, 1970. I visualized myself on the ferry 

in the position of my grandmother and pictured the waves crashing into the boat as the terrified 

passengers chaotically and helplessly screamed about. 

In the novel, “The Christena Disaster Forty-Two Years Later”, author Whitman T. 

Browne writes that the reason the ferry capsized was because it was overweight with too many 

passengers, luggage, and merchandise. Writer Ellsworth Boyd states, “the captain failed to close 

the vessel’s watertight doors”, which plays a role as to why the ferry sank so quickly. During the 

week of the incident, Nevis hosts a large festival known as Culturama, a celebration held in 

honor of the island’s indigenous folklore. Because of the festivities, there were more people than 

usual travelling from St. Kitts to Nevis attending events for Culturama in addition to the regular 

passengers. With only one ferry boat operating at the time, passengers were scurrying and 
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rushing to make sure they could get on the MV Christena. After leaving the dock station and 

reaching the deepest part of the water, the Christena reached its capacity and could no longer 

stay afloat. Within seven minutes, it capsized taking my grandmother, Bethia Zakers- Hill down 

into the depths of the ocean. Fortunately, three generations later, I am here to tell her story 

through movement, sound, and video, and reclaim what was lost. Although I never knew my 

grandmother, she lives in me because of my mother; and I am using this research as an outlet to 

bring awareness to the Nevisian and Kittitian community. After forty-eight  years, this tragedy is 

still on the minds of the people and should never be forgotten. 

Provoked by these bottled emotions, curiosity, and the desires to pay my respects to my 

grandmother, I decided to research the MV Christena, however focus more on the repercussions 

that my family still face today. Such as the psychological trauma that still exists almost fifty 

years later and the responsibility I hold as a descendent of an event that made history in the 

Caribbean. The aim is to use this as a memorial for who my grandmother was and the legacy she 

left behind. 

Description of Project  

1 Out of 233 Passengers begins with a sound-scape that sets up the environment. The 

score, created by Garie Anderson Jr., includes waves crashing, underwater noises, screaming, a 

boat engine, gargling, crashing noises, and etcetera. The curtains do not open until about forty-

five seconds into the sound score which gives the audience time to understand with what they are 

hearing. As the curtain glides open, the first image the audience sees is the projection of the 

ocean on the cyc. The projection is a continuous video of the surface of the ocean, the horizon, 

underwater, and the ebb/ flow of the waves. As the curtain fully opens, the next image the 

audience sees is me dangling in the upstage right corner. I am playing the role of my 
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grandmother after the MV Christena capsized and bodies were floating in and under the water. 

With the ocean projections behind me and the water- like spotlight pointing at me, I am able to 

replicate the image of someone floating, and with the help of my crew, they bounced me in the 

air making it look as if I was buoyant in the water.  At the conclusion of this section, I flip upside 

down and slipped out of the harness on to what I imagined to be the ocean floor. The music ends 

with the flatline of a heartbeat and transitions into an ambient drum melody and humming. 

In the second section I embody the spirit of my grandmother as well as the character of 

my family, particularity my mother and her sisters, Beverly Hill and Blondell Hill, embracing the 

reality. It serves as a meditative acceptance for what took place upon receiving the news that the 

Christena sank. The gossip about the MV Christena sinking travelled quickly throughout St. 

Kitts and Nevis and no one knew if their loved ones were on that specific ferry until they went to 

the port to identify the bodies. In an interview with my Aunt, Beverly Hill, she mentioned, 

“There was an old lady from up in the village who came by us because we used to sell water. She 

asked me to help her carry up some water. On our way up, her son came [out the house] and said 

mama, you hear the Christena sink” (B. Hill, Personal communication)? Nevis is a very small 

island and most current events are passed through word of mouth. Thus, receiving this 

information out of nowhere for my Aunt must have been difficult since there was no way to 

prepare for such an event.  

Imagining that I am dancing underwater, the movement phrase in this section is slow and 

filled with resistance. During some sections, it looks as though I am fighting the water, however 

through this resistance, it shows the amount of strength is takes to persevere.   

Following this section is the simplest, yet the saddest portion of 1 Out of 233 Passengers. 

In the downstage left corner is a rocking chair, which is covered in a black sheet. The music 
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transitions from eerie noises to a church organ, however between this transition is a five second 

moment of silence. During this silence, the chair is revealed and begins rocking as fog spills 

from behind the chair encompassing the floor. The song, “When You Hear of My Homegoing” 

by Deborah Joy Winans begins to play and for the entirety of the song, I crawl from one side of 

the stage to the next. While doing so, I focus on embodying an internal cry. My mother mentions 

that it was not until she was in her thirties when she finally broke down and cried over losing her 

mother at age five. She was sitting on the side of her bed and her brother (who was still living in 

Nevis at the time) called her and said the government promised the families of the victims 

compensation and his family was turned away. My mother realized that her mother’s life was not 

as important to the government as it was it her and that brought her to tears. Thus, this crawling 

section represents the thirty -something years my mother held in those tears.  

I am also embodying my family’s reaction when hearing about the MV Christena sinking 

and the news they received about their mother’s body never being found. The rocking chair 

represents the idea of being cradled by an elder; in this case my grandmother, whom I never met. 

With the idea that some mothers breast feed their children while seated in the rocking chair, I 

also use the chair to represent being nurtured. The song says: 

When you hear of my homegoing, don’t you worry ‘bout me 

Cause I’m packed right now and I’m on my way home 

I chose this song primarily because of the way Deborah Joy Winans sings it and how 

promising the organ instrument sounds. The original songwriter of “When You Hear of My 

Homegoing” is unknown; however, it has been sung over by numerous gospel singers such as 

Shirley Caesar, Mahalia Jackson, and Mary Abraham and each singer has sung it differently. 

Deborah Joy Winans’s version of this song is the most contemporary version and I feel as though 
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it serves as an act of acceptance for this section of my choreography. Although my family is still 

dealing with the fact that they lost their mother at a very young age, there is no need to worry 

themselves with the event because she is okay. Negro spirituals have a way of turning a 

mournful event into positivity because of its connection to the church and what they might 

identify with as” home”. This section of 1 Out of 233 Passengers will vary based on the 

audience’s experiences. I would like them to realize the struggle and strength it takes to cope 

with losing your mother at five years old and what it is like to still look outside the window to 

see if she is coming home years later. 

The final section of 1 Out of 233 Passengers is an interview I did with my mother and 

two of her sisters. In this interview, they explain the affiliations the MV Christena had with the 

Kittitian and Nevisian government and the many trials they faced after the ferry sank. One major 

topic they discussed was the fact that the government promised the people who had family 

members perish on the ferry compensation money. Unfortunately, though, when my family went 

to collect the funds from the government officials, they turned my family away (and many 

others) stating that the announcement was incorrect, and the money was only for those who had 

family members who worked for the government that died. 

1 Out of 233 Passengers is not told in chronological order. Instead, the narrative is told 

beginning with the ending of the incident and ending with the beginning. I could have easily 

started with the interview section and have my family tell the story, but I wanted to have the 

audience in a whirly feeling from the start of the performance. Just as the goal of the sound score 

was the create a moving atmosphere making the listener’s focus disorientated, I wanted the 

choreography to be out of order until the very ending so that the audience can put the pieces 

together for themselves.  
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Primary Adjudication Feedback  

On February 15, 2019, I showcased 1 Out of 233 Passengers and received feedback from 

three different faculty members: Douglas Corbin, Timothy Glenn, and Gwen Welliver. This 

showing allowed me to showcase my work in its early development stages and receive 

constructive feedback from a panel of faculty members and students. I have included the 

feedback from my faculty below which I will use to enhance and further develop 1 Out of 233 

Passengers.   

DOUGLAS CORBIN: I had some questions about your sound especially in the opening 

sequence. I don’t know where you are in the process of working with things but if you could 

really make that a thing in itself, it could be as sculpted and deliberate throughout the whole 

macro sculpture. And maybe you wanted that not so chronological which uh… the whole piece 

felt like it was going backwards because when you arrived in the chair at the end, I wasn’t sure if 

you were the passenger or not.  

The song [“When You Hear of My Homegoing” by Deborah Joy Winans] was such a 

different quality to the sound structure in the beginning. Nicely produced, and a beautifully sung 

song and I think your incredible use of emotion carried it for me. It worked anyway because the 

emotion you gave it covered over the song. But I sure enjoyed it.  

TIMOTHY GLENN: It definitely starts with a sense of drama and anticipation and the beauty of 

that as the curtains opens was great. Even the anticipation before the curtains open, I was already 

writing a number of different things down and I was thinking and feeling before we saw you. 

When you’re hanging there, a lot of the movement seems to be four limbs extending in a waving/ 



 8 

sustaining/ flowing X. After a while I started wanting to see some variations or evolutions of that 

and when you have to initiate your movement to flip, maybe that has to become part of the 

vocabulary so you embrace that into something that you can shape choreographically so that 

when you need the impulse to shift over or to roll, it doesn’t look like it’s functional. It the same 

with unclipping the harness at the end. Embrace that as choreographic material so it doesn’t seem 

like a bad transition.  

One climax that I remember is downstage where you started some elevations and then 

went on the floor, I was looking for “where is the big, full body, high energy climax for me and 

that was a definite peak in the piece. Within the sections, I think you can develop those ideas 

more and work to the extremes to develop each individual section. There was a moment when 

you looked out to the audience and there was something very different about your frontal focus 

that made me wonder if you are aware that we were watching you, or if we were just looking into 

your experience. I think that’s something you need to define for yourself. Is there a need for 

frontal focus and looking out into the audience? Doug said the emotion carried it for him, but 

that kind of took me out of it. I wanted to see it more abstracted and expressed through 

choreography.  

GWEN WELIVER: When I was listening to your sound, I wrote boat, water, travel, catastrophe, 

panic, attention, death and I kept going through that projection before I saw anything. And then 

there’s this stunning first couple of minimal images you were somewhere I didn’t expect you to 

be. I wrote physical expression, intent, unspeakable, emotional, etc. As s a performer/ 

choreographer, I immediately thought about the development of  physical states and stages and 

tension in the body. So, when I started watching you in the air, I wondered what was your 
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progression? That score set of direction could purely be an in the movement memory. The score 

can be anything. But what exactly is that because it is progressing through time and it is a 

narrative, but it’s your narrative to define; not mine. And then when the hang came it told us so 

many stories and each one of us would have seen a different story but just like the stillness and 

the weight of the body in this open suspended form was so beautiful. I thought the way you were 

taking the harness off… I know you said there was something that would mask it, but I actually 

loved the struggle. I liked that I was watching it and I thought it was handled well. In the last 

scene, again, I was thinking about this slow progression and it was becoming a stronger and 

stronger physical state. I thought it was important that you gave us just a little sound and maybe 

just a little of the peering. So yeah, going back to the stunning little image that you were offering 

us. 

After showing 1 Out of 233 Passengers I felt as though I successfully told my story, but 

after hearing the feedback, I realized that I left much of my audience wondering. Some students 

approached me afterward and mentioned how touched they were by the work, but in addition to 

being touched, they questioned what the dance was about. I am not too interested in answering 

this question all the time because I prefer for my audience to have their own interpretations based 

on their experiences. I enjoy the fact that they can incorporate their own experience into my 

work and come up with a conclusion about my narrative for themselves.  

I believe each feedback I received was valued and I could understand where each faculty 

member was coming from based on their expectations, their knowledge of 1 Out of 233 

Passengers, or their lack thereof. However, I did not agree with Tim Glenn’s statement where he 

suggested that I incorporate more abstract movements into my work. I believe 1 Out of 233 
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Passengers is an obvious narrative. My intentions were to tell a story through the use of the 

body, sound, and vocals. I did not understand how to make 1 Out of 233 Passengers abstract 

while maintaining the narrative. 

Frankly though, I expected to hear feedback like this from specific individuals. 

Adjudication panels can become biased because the person judging the work is usually more 

receptive to the chorography that align with their interests. For example, I am well aware that 

Tim Glenn really enjoys abstract work, but 1 Out of 233 Passengers is not about pleasing him or 

satisfying my audience, so I cannot incorporate those characteristics simply because he asked me 

too; then my work will become an abstract piece and I was not aiming for that at all. On the other 

hand, Gwen Welliver and Doug Corbin, understood my intention and worked around that with 

their feedback. Rather than trying to change the intension of my work, they mentioned various 

ways I could perfect or enhance my choreography.  

While choreographing 1 Out of 233 Passengers, I only had one person in mind, and it 

was my mother. My goal still was not to satisfy her, but it was to tell her story. It was to reenact 

an experience that she still to the day questions because she was only five years old when the 

tragedy took place. Images such as the projection of the MV Christina submerged after forty-two 

years, and my Aunt’s speaking on behalf of the incident have never crossed her path because she 

was too young to understand. After performing 1 Out of 233 Passengers, my mother was in tears 

and all she could say was “Thank you”. I realized that that was all I needed to hear. From the 

second she heard the boat engine and its horn in the soundscape at the very beginning of the 

work, the emotions in which she’s held inside for almost fifty years spilled out while watching 

my performance.  
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Post Showings and Modifications  

Since the first showing, I have been working on various ways to develop my 

choreography. I have made some changes to the underwater score created by Garie Anderson Jr., 

incorporated Olokun, the goddess of underwater, and rehearsed with a waist harness rather than a 

waist and chest harness. The inclusion of Olokun was recommended to me by my mentor for the 

upcoming showcase, Kehinde Ishangi. To the West African Yoruba People, Olokun is formally 

known as the Goddess of the Bottom of the Ocean. I incorporated this goddess through the use of 

a slow undulating movement phrase. I had my hands clasped in front of me or behind me and 

undulated my spine beginning with my pelvis and ending with the top of my spine.  

The harness switch was a big deal for me because although the first harness was very 

protective, it restricted my movements. The second harness allotted more movement, but if I 

turned upside down, I could easily slip out of it and hurt myself if I was too high in the air. I had 

to make many physical changes in order to stabilize myself in the waist harness. I met with 

Kehinde Ishangi outside of rehearsals to develop a conditioning program that will strengthen my 

back extensors and abdominals. These exercises were given to me so that I could flip in the air 

smoothly without jolting.  

In addition to these changes, I finalized the end of 1 Out of 233 Passengers which was 

the rocking chair scene. This section changes each time I perform it because it is a structured 

improv. I kept certain things the same such a non-vocal scream, staring at the audience, and 

rocking back and forth in the chair. It was suggested that I do not dance as much during this 

section because I want the audience to focus on the words in the interview rather than my 
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movement vocabulary. Because I do not want the dance to take away from the audience’s ability 

to really home in to what my mother and her sisters are speaking about, I do less movements. 

Conclusion and Further Research  

As a choreographer, I am interested in making the audience feel when I perform. Whether 

those emotions are formulated based on their experiences, or my experience on stage, I aim to 

bring out some type of emotive quality for those who are watching. I try to leave my audience 

thinking about what they saw and feeling satisfied with what they watched.  

I am presenting 1 Out of 233 Passengers at the School of Dance’s Days of Dance on 

April 19, April 20, and April 27. I am interested in furthering my research and diving into a 

deeper conversation with those who survived the Christena Disaster. Starting this research has 

given me the opportunity to hold conversations with my family that they never imagined they 

would ever have to revisit. A long-term goal of mine is to make a short film about my 

discoveries and continue the conversations about the repercussive effects this tragedy has on the 

island. Since St. Kitts and Nevis are such small islands, the performing arts are unsual ways of 

expressing knowledge or bringing awareness to a subject matter. I hope to have opened up a new 

way of learning and discussing matters or issues that the island may face.  
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