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NOTES ON LANGUAGE


Definitions


The word “Creole”, often appearing in this text, has more than one meaning. In its broadest definition it refers to “livestock, trees and other living things, born or nativized in the Caribbean, but of foreign parentage.” (Lise Winer, Dictionary of the English Creole of Trinidad and Tobago, McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2009).


Technically, therefore, the whole human population of the Caribbean is Creole, except our First Peoples. However, the term is most often applied to the African-descended person. In this novel, as in the society it portrays, Afro-Caribbean people are referred to variously as “Creole”, “Negro”, or “Black”, and in a few instances, the racist epithet “Nigger”.


A Creole is also a language, born out of contact between two or more languages. The Creole languages of the Caribbean were created by Africans transported to the region in the era of the slave trade, from the contact between European and African languages.


The term “Patois” refers to French Creole in the Caribbean. In the spelling system devised for Lesser Antillean French Creole, it is spelt “Patwa”. This is not to be confused with the use of the word “Patwa” in Jamaica. There it refers to the English Creole spoken in Jamaica.


Racist epithets in this novel


Regarding the appearance of racist terms in a literary text, writers of fiction are not called upon to reflect only sweetness and light. They may also reflect ugliness. One might even consider it an obligation of the creative writer to confront and challenge us with undesirable human behaviour. Fiction may be a lens through which people get to look behaviours such as racism in the eye. The practice of sweeping racist words under the carpet – hiding them or hiding from them – does not help to eradicate racism.


M.H.
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“Is me, Phillip.”


He was brought to her one morning in the middle of the Easter term by his irate father. While the man spoke to Gwynneth he held the boy by the back of his pants, almost lifting him off the ground, so that he was jacked up in the most uncomfortable way. The child was in uniform – Boys’ R.C. School – and was clutching his three tattered books: reading book, arithmetic book and exercise book. His father had, to all appearances, frogmarched him there from school, all the way over on the other side of Turagua.


“Madam!” the man sputtered. “I want you take this boy in you school. He ain learning a damn thing over there. Them teachers just drawing pay and ain teaching the chirren a damn thing. I cyaan believe I make a dunce, a stupidee. The teacher say all he want to do is beat drum on the desk. Madam, this is a wotless child, and I give you licen to do what you want with him. Doan forget to cut he skin. This is a child need plenty licks, so doan fraid…”


At this point, Gwynneth held up her hand to silence him.


They were standing just inside the gate to the backyard. Gwynneth took the child’s hand and the man released him. She directed the child to the bench under the mango tree and returned to the father for a brief conversation. Then she went into the shed and settled the other children. “I will be right there under the mango tree,” she let them know, giving the look to those most likely to create ruction while she was outside. “Remember, I can see you and hear you.”


She went to talk with the new child sitting on the bench under the tree, mango blossom dusting his hair. He was crying, without a sound, just one long tear proceeding down each cheek. When he saw her coming, he hurriedly wiped his face with both hands and with so much force that he seemed in danger of gouging out his own eyes. Gwynneth sat down next to him. She put her arm around his shoulders and gave him a squeeze.




It took her some time to draw him out, but eventually he moved from just nodding or shaking his head or shrugging, to answering with indistinct sounds, to one-word answers, then at last to actually chatting, though in a guarded way. Gwynneth learned that he was nine years old and in Standard 2. When he seemed more at ease, she asked him: “And what about the drumming, now?”


He looked up at her, nervously, but saw that she was smiling, so he explained: “Is when we get hard sums to do, Miss, and I cyaan get out some of them. I doesn even know I beating on the desk, until Sir bawl at me to stop that.”


He told her that his uncle often let him beat the foolay in his tamboo bamboo band, and sometimes he got to be the scratcherman. He also beat a goatskin drum when he went with his uncles to Shango-feast. As he spoke, his face lit up, but then clouded over again, and he stopped talking.


“What’s wrong?” Gwynneth asked.


He answered in a small voice: “My father ain want me go up by my uncle and them.”


She waited for him to talk. The problem seemed to be that the father was not happy with the boy and his mother keeping close ties with her family. There was clearly no love lost between these parties. The boy related to her how his two uncles had come to the house one evening and quarrelled with his father. As they left, one of them looked back and said: “Next time you raise you hand for she, they go find you in a canal next morning.”


By now sounds of restlessness and imminent ruction were beginning to come from the shed, so they got up off the bench and went in. A whole plan had formed in Gwynneth’s head. This boy was in a tamboo bamboo band. Her children would learn to play tamboo bamboo, and they would form a band. She would gather the instruments. Some of the empty bottles under the house, the thicker ones, would do just fine until she could get hold of gin bottles. She might well find a pitch-oil pan under the house, too, otherwise she could get one from the shop. A grater would be used for scratcher. The children would make the shac-shacs right there in school, bringing the materials from their yards – whole calabashes, dry seeds, and sticks for the handles.




Getting the bamboo would not be that simple. There was a right time to go and cut it down – only on dark-night – and you had to know the widths and lengths of the pieces in a tamboo bamboo band. The uncle would have been an obvious source. She had heard about his band, up in San Miguel Road. It was on the long list she had carried about in her head for years, of things to do and places to visit one day when she got the time.


But at the moment it might not be a good idea to approach Phillip’s uncle. It could seem like putting herself into the quarrel within the boy’s family, which would only bring down the wrath of the charming father. She would have to talk to Ollie – he was sure to know someone who could provide the bamboo for them.


Tamboo bamboo, under the direction of Phillip, became part of the class they called “Music Time”. He grew in self-confidence. And there was nothing wrong with this child’s brains. He read very well, and after he was introduced to the storybook table, he discovered that he actually liked reading. His handwriting was not the neatest, but that improved. Gwynneth’s children were encouraged to write and illustrate their own stories. These were sewn into little books, with covers cut from cardboard boxes, and placed on the storybook table for everybody to read, side by side with the fancy storybooks from Away. Nobody was inclined to present crapaud-foot handwriting to such public view, so everybody worked hard on their penmanship.


New pupils would often begin by writing stories modelled on the ones in books, illustrating them with rosy-cheeked children, snowmen, apple trees and houses that sported chimneys atop their roofs. It was the same with children she had taught at Oropuna and St Paul, until she could convince them that Cayerian children and their lives were just as worthy of being written about, drawn in pictures and put into storybooks, as the children who peopled every storybook they had ever seen.


All of Phillip’s stories were about a boy who spent happy holidays with his grandmother, uncles, auntie and cousins, in a yard of two houses, with plenty trees and bush around them. Among the adventures this boy had there were: going into the  bush with his grandmother to collect wood for the fireside and coming upon a pretty coral snake under a stone and his grandmother pulling him away from it; climbing to a high branch of the orange tree, where he braved sharp pikka and marabunta nests to get hold of a big, big orange that he would take home for his mother; practising in his Uncle Chester’s tamboo bamboo band; and going to Shango-feast with his Uncle Chester and Uncle Melville… Phillip presented each of these stories to Gwynneth with a radiant smile on his face.


Phillip had great difficulty with arithmetic, but so did Gwynneth when she was his age. It was only with some special attention from Puppa that she had learned to make better sense of numbers. Puppa would sit at the dining-room table and ask her in his kindliest voice to bring her exercise book. He looked through all her latest work and complimented her on the high marks she had got in spelling, dictation, parsing, comprehension, penmanship and composition. He acknowledged, too, that she was not doing too badly in scripture and geography, either.


But a frown came over his face as he contemplated her pitiful attempts at working out sums, the majority of which sported a large red-ink X. The frown would creep into his voice: “So what is this here, now? A simple little sum like that and you have to get it wrong? Take your time with your work, girl!”


It was then that Mumma would begin to hover pointedly nearby.


Mumma always said that she had got enough licks in school to last for all her coming generations, so nobody was going to beat any child of hers. Days before Gwynneth first started school, at Morain R.C. where Puppa was teaching at the time, Mumma warned him that if he let any teacher beat her child, and worse, if he were to put God out of his thoughts and raise his hand for her child, she would have to pay a visit to the school. Mumma repeated the admonition when she sent Viola off to school with Puppa and Gwynneth, and again years later, as Roy’s first day of school approached. On each of these occasions she thought it fit to remind Puppa of how her mother, Sarah, had earned the title “Crazy Obeah-Woman”.


Whenever Mumma retold the story to the grown-up Gwynneth  and Viola, it might start off with indignation, but this soon melted into a fond remembrance of her mother.


“The teacher lash me with the belt, and the buckle ketch me cross these two finger – watch them good. See how they crooked? Is break that salaud did break me finger them. Me hand start to feel hot and swell up one time. I wait till the bell ring for recess, and then I just pelt out from there and put foot down the road. I run home. Mammy take me hand and kiss it and blow on it. Then she make a poultice and she plaster it on the finger them.”


Mumma demonstrated the gentle, caressing motion with which her mother applied the poultice to her fingers.


“Then she band them up with cloth. But same time, she quarrelling about the teacher, the school, the Father-priest, and how she go do for them people, how she go make them fart. Next morning she full the tub and send me to pick what-and-what leaf and flowers for we to bathe with. She bathe me first and tell me go and put on me school uniform. Then she bathe and put on she spiritual clothes. Mammy take up she bell and she cocoyea broom, and we march down the road.”


Pilgrim R.C. School was a mile and a half away, out on the main road. The two of them walked briskly and in silence, not wasting breath to talk.


“Mammy leave me stand-up in front the school, on the two piece-a board they did put down over the canal for bridge. She tell me doan move from that spot. First thing she do is go and lean up the cocoyea broom upside down gainst the front door step. She say that is just to confuse them Catholic.”


For a while nobody noticed the two of them. Not yet. Gwynneth could imagine the scene – children galloping about the schoolyard, fully absorbed in playing, until Sarah’s bell rang out from somewhere behind the building, and the children froze in their tracks. They would have been quite puzzled, for it was early still, not yet time for the morning school bell. But just as quickly, they unfroze, and with much chattering and shrieking all rushed towards the pump to wash their feet before going in.


Meanwhile two teachers had come to the door and poked out faces knotted with bewilderment, which turned to raw fear at the  sound and sight of Sarah (wrapped in a whirlwind, they swore) emerging from behind a corner of the building, having made her first round.


By this stage of the story, Mumma would be shaking with amusement.


“My mother circle the school seven times, ringing she bell, praying, talking in tongues and singing at the top of she voice. Same time the headmaster and the teachers and them grabbing chirren and pulling them inside, whether or not they foot wash. Before Mammy finish make she seven rounds, school door lock up tight, and tout moun inside, like Adam in the garden hiding.”


Gwynneth pictured them cowering indoors, from headmaster to ABC pupils. Nobody would have been able to even peep outside, for they had shut all the windows, and this was no luxurious glass-paned or jalousie-windowed school. The window flaps were made of solid board.


“When Mammy done, she pick up she cocoyea broom and call me come stand-up on the step. She brush me down from head to toe with the broom. Then we come out they yard and take a cool walk home.”


Gwynneth had to start Phillip on arithmetic almost from scratch, but within a year or so he had caught up – he had conquered the dreaded sums. At school he was mostly in good spirits, but on some days he brooded. On those days, although he did everything that was required of him, he would work in an absent-minded, mechanical way, showing little interest.


Then one morning his grandmother brought him to school. She had the same radiant smile as Phillip when he was himself, the smile that was on his face, too, that morning as he stood in the yard tightly holding her hand. She introduced herself as Ruth Benoit. She had come to inform Teacher Gwynneth of Phillip’s new address, and to let her know that her family was now responsible for him. Phillip couldn’t stop smiling, even after his grandmother had left. Nor could he wait to tell Teacher Gwynneth more of the story.


“Miss! We gone back up and live by Gang-Gang and this time is forever, you know! Because this time, Uncle Chester and  Uncle Melville bring a cart and pack up all we clothes and thing in it and carry everything up in Gang-Gang house!”


For the rest of his time at Gwynneth’s school, Phillip was an evenly cheerful child who gave her no cause for worry. She never saw the melancholy spirit take hold of him again.


He had to go back to big-school for Standard 5, to sit the College Exhibition exam, which would give him a shot at winning a free place at high school. Boys’ R.C. was not inclined to take him back, however, because they remembered, and did not appreciate, his father’s habit of visiting the school periodically to upbraid whoever was Phillip’s teacher at the time. The whole school would fall silent, and the children’s heads would turn to Phillip’s class as they frankly enjoyed the spectacle. On the day that the father came into the school, grabbed Phillip by the scruff of his neck and practically dragged him out, shouting abuse all the way across the schoolyard and announcing that he was putting his son in another school, headmaster and teachers were sad for Phillip, but really quite relieved.


Phillip had to go over to St Paul Government Primary School, where he sat the exam. As for the free place in high school, however, no such luck. Leaving the mirage of high school behind them, Phillip and his classmates settled into Post Primary to sit the school leaving exam. The day Phillip received his Primary School Leaving Certificate, he rushed over to Gwynneth and called out to her from the gate, excitedly waving the document in the air: “Miss! Miss! Teacher Gwynneth! Look I pass, Miss!”


And he had passed with flying colours, arithmetic and all.


Gwynneth would meet Phillip from time to time in the years after he left her school; and whenever he passed along Farfan Road, he would call out a greeting. She knew that he was working in Carl’s mechanic shop where his Uncle Melville had got him placed as an apprentice. Out of the blue one afternoon, not long after the contentious Mothers’ Union meeting, Gwynneth heard Phillip’s voice at the front gate. She looked out, and there he was, his face aglow with the endearing smile. “Evening, Miss. Is me, Phillip. I could talk to you a minute, please, Miss?”


Once more he seemed to be bursting with some news. As soon  as they sat down in the gallery, he leaned towards her in a conspiratorial way, and said, “Miss, we make a iron band, Miss. You could come and hear we? Sounding good, Miss!”


Her first reaction was alarm, for all she could see was danger for Phillip – police beating him, locking him up, dragging him before the court. And what about his job? He could lose his job simply because of the poisonous mauvay-lang that people like Valda Pierre and her gang were spreading about boys who played in iron bands. Just remembering the contention in Mothers’ Union was enough to quicken her response – of course she would come and visit their band! Indeed, she would appoint herself protector of this band.


Nobody in that rowdy Mothers’ Union meeting of July 1940 was aware that the iron-beating had found its way into Turagua, right under the scornful noses of Valda Pierre and her chorus. Gwynneth herself did not know until the day Phillip turned up at the front gate, just about two weeks after the meeting. She discovered, then, that all the while she was making hopeless plans to travel to town and visit iron bands, right here in Turagua, unknown to her, an iron band had come into being; and who was it that had achieved this?


She should have guessed, she should have known, that Phillip would be among those who answered the call of this unfolding marvel. Phillip told her he had joined an iron band started by a friend over in St Paul; but they practised during the week, and making his way over there and back on workday evenings was a strain. His Uncle Chester had suggested that Phillip start a band himself, up in his great-grandfather’s old Shango palay, which was also the headquarters of the uncle’s San Miguel Road Bamboo Band.
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“Better you look for husband!”


The new world war, that (again) some said would be over in two twos, had been raging for almost a year already, with no sign of stopping. It was hard times once more. People ketching they royal. Eating the bread the devil knead. Mumma’s health had also taken a turn for the worse. The three of them had to count themselves lucky for the roof over their heads and the pennies in their purse.


Viola was working at the telephone exchange, and Gwynneth now had thirty-seven schoolchildren in the shed (she called it “the schoolroom” when in the presence of said children). Almost half of them were five years old, ready for big-school, but big-school wasn’t ready for them. Come January, there was never enough room in ABC class at Anglican School, Boys’ R.C., Girls’ R.C., or sometimes even the Government schools over in St Paul and Oropuna, so to Teacher Gwynneth they came.


Some of the children were not yet school age, but their families insisted on sending them to Teacher Gwynneth for them to get a head start on Book, so she had a benchful of four-year-olds to contend with. She had pupils right up to Standard 4. Most of these older ones were children who had not fared too well in big-school, and their families had plucked them out and given them to Teacher Gwynneth, who, it was agreed, could work miracles with the world’s worst duncey-heads. After Standard 4 they had to go back to big-school for the College Exhibition exam.


People didn’t mind too much that she had their children play tamboo bamboo in school, and sing oldtime Cayerian songs, even Patois songs, and calypsos, though why she would do so was a mystery. They turned a deaf ear because if Teacher Gwynneth did it, there had to be some good reason; and anyway, they knew that she wouldn’t let them sing any song that had rudeness in it. More puzzling still, she had neither tamarind whip nor guava stick, not the littlest leather strap, not even a sewing-machine cord hanging  up anywhere in her schoolroom to strike the fear of God into their hearts.


Teacher Gwynneth asked a fee of one dollar a month for children up to Standard 1, and $1.50 for the older ones. On the fourth Friday of the month, some of the younger children would press a sweaty shilling or two into her hand with the message: “Mammy say she sending the rest next week.”


A week later another shilling might follow, or two shillings. Sometimes people sent a shilling every week for four weeks and considered the matter closed. But four shillings was still four cents short of a dollar, and four cents was a pound of flour – when you could get flour to buy in war-days. For some of the older ones, Gwynneth might collect six shillings by month-end if she was lucky; but that was a whole six cents short. Six cents was a train ticket to Kings Port and back, or a pound of rice.


Even before the rationing came they were making do with three pounds of rice a week, and sometimes just two pounds, because, like everybody else, they were eating more dasheen, yam, green-fig, cassava, eddoes and tannia. It was clear that far from being over in two twos, this war might go on just as long as the last one. Earlier that year, as June approached, Gwynneth had given notice: “This Corpus Christi we have to put down a serious kitchen garden, eh, Viola. Not just chooking a cassava stick here and two grain of corn and peas there.”


“So we sending and call Orville, then,” Viola replied.


“Hm. We cyaan take Orville from his home Corpus Christi day. He and he family go be doing they planting, too.”


“Yes, but we could get him to come before the day and prepare the ground. I know you think you could weed up all that ti-marie and bull grass, and fork up soil that dry-season turn into concrete; but not me, not this Viola.”


Puppa used to hire Orville, a young man at the time, to work in the yard one day in every month. He would thin out the undergrowth up in the land, then cutlass the backyard and leave it looking like a soft green counterpane covering the ground. In Puppa’s time that same greenery could quickly get out of hand as soon as rainy season set in. With just one heavy downpour it would sprout into a low jungle. Now, with thirty-odd children  trampling the ground for the past fourteen years or so, it was only during the August vacation that the backyard needed any major cutlassing.


There was a time when Gwynneth would do some of the yard work herself, and with great relish. She would haul on one of Puppa’s old trousers to go outside and wield hoe and cutlass to her heart’s content, at least once a week. Now she considered herself lucky whenever she got the chance to go outside and pull up some of the ti-marie and rabbit grass that were beginning to overrun the beds Mumma had planted along the side of the house and faithfully tended, in her able-bodied years. Mumma’s garden still provided them with all the green seasoning they needed – big-leaf thyme, fine-leaf thyme, chive, shadon benni, pimento….


Though the beefed-up kitchen garden would be a big help, they would still need to go to the market, and to the shop, for goods like salt-meat, smoke-herring and saltfish that came from abroad, and that in war-days you had to pay a pound-and-a-crown for.


They bought their milk from Sookram. It was delivered every morning by ten-year-old Kalowtie, who sometimes would sit on the step for a few minutes before continuing on her way up Wilson Trace to deliver another bottle of milk. Later on, when the rationing came, Kalowtie’s family would not only supply them with milk. The Sookrams had more family members in their household than Mumma’s, and there was a ration card for each person, so Dolly would let Gwynneth use one of their cards to get an extra pound of rice or flour, as needed, from Aleong’s shop.


Mumma refused to become totally bedridden; but it was difficult for just the two of them to manage, now that the arthritis had begun to seriously hamper her movement. Roy came to see her regularly, and he would hug her up and kiss her and sweet-talk her, telling her she was going to live to be a hundred and fifty years old. When Roy was little, Puppa used to quarrel with their mother, saying: “Cut that boy’s navel-string, Estelle, or he will never be a man!”


Mumma would answer back: “You leff me and my lagniappe!”


Roy was her unexpected little bonus, coming as he did when  her two daughters were almost grown-up. Gwynneth was a seasoned pupil teacher at Oropuna Government School, knocking on the door of the Teachers’ Training School. Viola was a big girl going to Alpha Commercial School and making new boyfriends just as fast as Puppa could chase them away. Puppa had continued to chase boyfriends away even after his daughters had entered their early twenties.


[image: image]


When, in 1912, Joseph Cuffie’s older daughter wanted to build a room of her own onto the back of the house, he had readily given his permission, for in that time he was still quite proud of this daughter who had followed in his teaching footsteps. She had finished Training School and saved up money from her first year of teaching as a fully certificated schoolmistress. Joseph suspected (but did not know for sure, as they always conspired to keep him in the dark), that she had also got some monetary assistance from her mother.


He remarked to Estelle that the room could be rented out to a decent lodger after Gwynneth was taken to her husband’s home. He also expressed the hope that it would not be too long before this event took place, noting with grave concern that neither daughter seemed to have any such goal in her sights.


In Gwynneth’s case, it could be that she was postponing marriage for the time being, because the minute she got married, she would have to leave the government teaching service. That was the regulation. But Gwynneth, he could see, loved teaching. And she was contrary enough to wilfully remain a spinster all her life in order to remain a teacher. But surely someone like her, a graduate of Training School, with years of teaching experience behind her, could be employed in one of the private schools in town that people of the better classes had established for their children?


And what was Viola’s reason for flouting Holy Matrimony? The two girls were just too happily ensconced in his house. Each of them now had a whole room to herself, for when Gwynneth moved into her own room, Viola was left in Roy’s room.


Joseph had added a room at the back of the house for Roy in 1910, but thought it best not to move him into it just yet, for that would have placed the boy too far from the rest of the family at  night. Up till then, Roy and his sisters had been sharing the bedroom that was called “the children’s room”, next to their parents. He had moved the double bed and the girls (or young ladies) into Roy’s new room for the time being, leaving Roy in the old room.


Joseph complained that his daughters were yet to present him with any acceptable suitors, and declared that he was not surprised. Gwynneth had the decorum of a marchand woman in the fish-market, and Viola, though more ladylike, was not far behind. Viola had a sharp tongue, unbecoming of a well-bred lady.


He had pointed out to them that unless they changed their jamet ways, they would not be courted by men of good breeding, and he put his foot down firmly on the unending procession of worthless young loafers coming to warm his gallery chairs. Then he noticed that Gwynneth and Viola had stopped entertaining suitors, but were now perpetually out. At large. They would announce their going; but at what ungodly hour they returned he could never tell. They came and went through the back door, where their rooms were. Heaven forbid, they might even be sleeping out!


He couldn’t very well interfere with their going and coming, however. They had both passed the age of twenty-one, were working and giving part of their pay to their mother to help with the expenses of the household. So he could think of them as lodgers. He could evict them. But how would that look? They were not lodgers; they were his family. And family putting out family was the worst kind of barrack-yard commess. Furthermore, he knew that whitepeople, no doubt observing how many Negro men did not look after their children, were in the habit of speaking of Negroes as “improvident”. He would give nobody reason to class Joseph Cuffie with The Improvident Negro.


Sleeping out was one thing, but then, another alarming possibility had crept into his mind. It was not unusual for lodgers to receive guests in their rooms. Indeed, it was normal practice for a person renting a room in someone else’s house. The two bedrooms occupied by Gwynneth and Viola were like an independent kingdom at the back of his house. Therefore… Was that why the parade of loafers through the gallery had come to an end?  Were Gwynneth and Viola now receiving guests in their bedrooms? He had crossed himself repeatedly, seeking to cancel out this possibility.


He would speak to Estelle… But, if this was taking place, it might be with her knowledge. Estelle could be in cahoots with them, and she would never let him know. And suppose it did turn out that they were bringing in boyfriends? Better to shield himself. He preferred not to know. He would not raise this matter with Estelle.


Wearily, he accepted that he could do nothing about his daughters’ actions except worry about what disreputable liaisons they might be finding themselves in behind his back, and shudder at the thought that they might one day bring shame upon him. Especially Gwynneth. She was born in Pilgrim, and she was almost a year old before he was finally transferred out of that hole. Were he superstitious, he would have been convinced that the place had blighted her. If any of his children was going to bring him down, Gwynneth would be the one. No use taking this problem to Estelle. He had repeatedly asked her to speak to her daughters about the importance of getting a good husband; but it seemed that they were doomed to suffer the pitiable fate of becoming old-maids.
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Ollie could still send them into stitches with his story of how, a week after he and Viola met, Puppa scuttled their first rendezvous. “So this young-lady tell me to come and pick her up half past four, and doan be late, because her father does reach home five o’clock on a Friday. She say he would surely run me outa there, because he doan want no fellas come warming up he chairs. Her mother let me in, though. Nice lady, ain show me no bad-face. Put me siddown in the gallery and tell me Viola coming out just now.


“I wait. I wait. Nervous like hell. Every time I hear a sound in the road, I jump. I keep looking up and down the road. Looking at my watch. Sweating. And where the girl I come to pick up? Viola inside, dollsing up.


“Well, I didn know where he pass. I ain even hear he come in the yard, but all of a sudden, a man standing up in the door-mouth, watching me blue vex, like he ready to cuff-down  somebody. Well, you know I make sure the somebody wasn go be me!”


And here the story veered off into fiction, as Ollie’s stories often did. Puppa let out such a roar that Ollie – so he claimed – jumped clean over the bannister and didn’t stop running until he’d found a safe hiding-place – the seminary – leaving Viola all dollsed-up in vain. Mumma added to the Ollie-story Puppa’s version of the event.


“He say that from the road he see somebody in the gallery, so he pass through the side gate and come in the house through the back door. He go to the front door and see this skinny Potoguee boy siddown in the gallery, so he turn he head to call out to me, ‘Estelle, who is this?’ and betime he turn back to the gallery, the fella done disappear, clean outa sight!”


She said Puppa was haunted for days by this apparition – the skinny Potoguee boy who vanished from the gallery in one second and without a sound. (In years to come, when Ollie’s size had doubled and tripled from what it was in those days, he was quite happy for the household to refer to him now and then as “the skinny Potoguee boy”.)


And the fact was that a year or so after his encounter with Puppa, Ollie did actually renounce the world and enter the seminary. But that was nothing to do with Puppa. He and Viola had started going out together just a few days after Puppa frightened him away, and they went out as often as they pleased for that whole year. Puppa could not really get in their way, not with Mumma aiding and abetting the escapades of her daughters.


Ollie seeking to take the cloth was to do with pressure from his own father. The senior Mr Oliveira was pushing Ollie, not to be a priest, but to marry the nice Portuguese girl he had picked out for him. Viola did not seem overly upset as she broke the news that Ollie was going off to the seminary. Gwynneth was at a loss for words. “Bondjé, Viola!” she exclaimed, and could only sit gaping at her.


“Wha you go do?” Viola said with a shrug. “Man gone, man dey.”


But in just over a year Ollie was out of the seminary, declaring that the air was too rare up on that mountain, and, furthermore, the  food didn’t agree with him. Viola provided the real story. Brother Jerome had called Ollie into his office one day to have a kindly chat with him. He told Ollie that the Brotherhood didn’t think he had any vocation to be a priest, especially as they had found out he was writing letters to a girl (named Viola) and getting the seminary cook to dispatch them from the post office down in the village.


Ollie settled back into working in his father’s drugstore and trying to get Viola to marry him.


“Married to your family?” she would say to him. “With my two eye wide open, I will leave my mother good house and put myself in a marabunta nest to get sting up? I good, thank you very much. I good right here where you see me – nobody to watch me cut-eye; nobody to gimme scorn…”


“But you know that is not how my family is,” Ollie pleaded. “You still mixing up Portuguese people with them English and French-Creole people. We come from Madeira as ketch-ass people, Viola, and even if my father generation manage to climb out from the ketch-ass and today we could eat four square meals, we doan scorn nobody.”


Ollie begged Gwynneth to talk to Viola on his behalf.


“Hm,” Gwynneth responded. “I doan know that I could persuade anybody to get married, nuh, Ollie. I meself not exactly waiting and wishing for man to put me in house.”


Then Ollie’s father began dropping hints for him again. One day he put it bluntly. The bride he had lined up for him was now taken, but he had found another girl – almost as nice as the other one – who was available. She was going to be at the Portuguese Association’s Christmas function with her parents…


Ollie’s next refuge was the First World War. He lost no time in signing up for the British West India Regiment. His mother was distraught, and his father pleaded with him to join the private contingent being recruited by planters and merchants, rather than the public contingent that was the BWIR – if he absolutely must distress his family by going and putting himself in danger thousands of miles away from home.


“The planters’ and merchants’ contingent,” his father argued, “might put you in the rank of officer, and that will mean you stand a chance of coming back home alive.”




Ollie was not inclined to take up the option of joining what he called the All-White and Negrophobic Contingent. Fellas he had known since his primary school days in Morne Cabrite were enlisting in the BWIR – so he followed suit, and off he went to the war.


As it turned out, Ollie’s family need not have worried too much about him getting killed in battle. When Ollie came home from the war, he had no tales of combat to tell, for he had seen no action on the battlefield. His war-stories were about digging latrine-holes and cleaning latrines; carrying heavy loads, like a beast of burden; washing the white soldiers’ dirty bedding, and more. He had written to Viola from Egypt, where his battalion was parked:




We thought we coming here to fight as soldiers, but we are more like a band of criminals serving a sentence of hard labour. Our dearly beloved Mother Country will not send BWIR soldiers to fight the Germans, for, it seems, the British army thinks that putting black men to fight against white men would be a disrespect to the white men. So here we are, we “British citizens,” not only doing the bullwork for the white British soldiers, but suffering the most shameful discrimination and bad treatment – getting lower pay than the white soldiers; living in quarters worse than any shanty town; eating food fit for dog, and swallowing insult for tea-breakfast-and-dinner…
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Now, another world war was on. Mumma was ailing, her “lagniappe” was in his mid-thirties and the navel-string still held, for Mumma, anyway; he remained the apple of her eye, through thick and thin. But when it came to helping her eat, spoonful by spoonful, sip by sip; giving her the tablets and the tisane; turning her in the bed on those days when she preferred to stay in bed; helping her bathe and change her clothes; combing her hair; washing her clothes and the sheets and the towels – it was the daughters who did all of that. Roy would now and then stay long enough to rub her legs, or her back, or sap her head with bay rum, but could not be called upon to do much more. Left to Roy,  Mumma wouldn’t live to see her next birthday, far less a hundred and fifty years.


The more Mumma went down in age, the clearer it became to Gwynneth that she couldn’t keep up the school and look after Mumma, and be chief-cook-and-bottle-washer in every Mothers’ Union undertaking. She was also helping with choir practice – two Saturdays in every month. If Gwynneth wasn’t there to play the organ, Mrs Knight insisted, the choir took a long time get into voice; then the younger members would start skylarking and in the end nothing was achieved. Every time Gwynneth hinted that somebody else could come out of their house on a Saturday afternoon and accompany choir practice now and then (for she was not the only living soul in St Hilda’s congregation who knew how to play the organ), Mrs Knight would become a little sulky and almost wouldn’t speak to her.


November would make it two years since St Hilda’s Mothers’ Union had given Gwynneth honorary membership, over the objections of Mrs Pierre, Mrs Gill, Mrs Inniss and Mrs Ferguson who all felt that Miss Cuffie should not be given such an honour because she had a past…
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Gwynneth’s thoughts drifted back to the evening when Earline came over to give her the score. Gwynneth listened with a wicked delight, picturing what Valda Pierre’s face would look like if she could overhear Earline’s report. She would have been most offended, for Earline translated what “Mistress Pierre” had said at the meeting into language that would never come out of Valda Pierre’s hoity-toity mouth if she could help it.


“Mistress Pierre say doan forget what it was that woman did get sheself mix-up in. And furthermore the man didn good cold in he grave yet before she take up with a next rabb – gone in Kings Port and live with he, if you please! Some say she father did put she out. Then when she do get a decent man, was like casting pearls before swine. How she go appreciate a gentleman like that? Kobo cyaan eat sponge cake. She did done ain no spring-chicken already. But that woman so lucky. She coulda married this man and go up in England with he to see about he betime he studying but no, Mamzelle refuse. She ain want that, and what you expect,  the man go and study and come back with white-wife, and Gwynneth Cuffie never get a husband.


“Everybody know Mothers’ Union is for mothers, decent married ladies, not for any and everybody, Mistress Pierre say, and with that, she throw cut-eye for me, Janice and two-three others whay living in sin. And Mothers’ Union is for Anglican ladies, she say. The woman is a Catholic. Gwynneth Cuffie never christen in a Anglican church. Then Mistress Knight put up she hand and say Mothers’ Union is not for we to mauvay-lang one another. None of we in here could hold a candle to Gwynneth Cuffie, and I vote in favour of the motion. And Mistress Pierre say…”


Here Earline put on a hoity-toity face and voice: “Mistress Pierre say, ‘Well, orm afraid orl have to vote against.’”


Gwynneth and Earline collapsed into a laughing fit, gasping for breath and wiping their eyes. Gwynneth laughing, but at the same time asking herself what nansi-story Valda Pierre giving people about her and Gaston? That old macco – always know everybody business or think she know. As for the “next rabb”, clearly she didn’t know anything about him, for had she known, that was something she would have been most happy to run her mouth with. Loyal, selfless Ainsley. Valda Pierre didn’t know the half of it.


The same Valda Pierre, who had voted against letting Gwynneth into Mothers’ Union, was nowadays throwing words for her that Mothers’ Union falling away because Gwynneth Cuffie not pulling her weight. The gall of the woman. First you doan want Gwynneth Cuffie in you Mothers’ Union; now, if Gwynneth not there, Mothers’ Union cyaan do a thing? Look at the jumble sale in April month – a jumble of confusion, and whose fault? Gwynneth’s. The same Good-Friday-bobolee Gwynneth, because she couldn’t be there to help organise it from start to finish. And the latest charge: that she, Gwynneth, was the one to blame for the uproar in the July meeting that nearly mash up Mothers’ Union for good…


A surge of dismay soured her insides. Phillip! She had not kept her promise to Phillip. Was no more than a fortnight after the meeting in July that Phillip turned up on her doorstep – the meeting that end-up in kangkalang over Valda Pierre and Esme  Gill and that cabal running they mouth on “badjohn boys” and “rabbs” in town beating iron, and what the authorities should do with them.


Now it was nearly September, school vacation coming to an end and she had not found the time to keep her promise. With the reopening of school she would have even less time. By now Phillip and the other boys must be thinking that she didn’t really want anything to do with them. They would be well aware that some people bore ill will towards the iron bands, and they would have heard about what happened to the St Paul band. She must get a message to Phillip. She would have to go and hear them. She would have to make the time.


For the past two or three years Gwynneth had been singing a weary song: “Enough. This is the last. Next year, God-spare-life, I am closing down the school. Time to rest my bones and look for pension. These rambunctious little imps will kill me.”


“Pension?” Viola would snort. “Better you look for husband! You have some years still before they will give you pension, so close down the school and do what until then – beg you bread by the side of the road?” (And to Ollie, Viola said, “Talk, pure talk. Only mouth. More they rambunctious, more she love them. Gwynneth wouldn know what to do with herself if she didn always have some lil imps round her to make her fret and cluck like Mother Hen. And is not she that thinking about starting a Cub Scout pack and a Brownie troop right inside here?”)


Every year Gwynneth swore it would be the last, but every January first-day-of-school there would be a little crowd of women outside the front gate, each with a newly-scrubbed child, little girls with their hair tightly plaited and be-ribboned, little boys shorn almost to baldness, tender faces upturned and shining with coconut oil. They waited patiently for Teach to appear in the gallery. She would look out, sigh (unconvincingly), and direct them to the side gate on Wilson Trace that opened into the backyard.
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GIVE THE BOYS A CHANCE


It was in June 1939 that Gwynneth had first heard an iron band. She had gone to town for the celebration of Ainsley’s fiftieth birthday – Ainsley, her comrade-in-arms, a stalwart of Moun Demmeh. It was he and Pelham who had been the safe haven for her recovery after the nightmare of late November 1919. She had lived with them, lived on their kindness and their care, for almost eight months, right there in the house on Bedeau Lane, Morne Cabrite, until she moved into the room on Catherine Street. For the birthday celebration, Pelham had organised Sunday lunch as a Dutch party. The guests were sworn not to say a word about it to Ainsley, for it was to be a surprise.


Ainsley, none the wiser, cooked lunch for three – Pelham, himself, and his godmother – as he would on any other Sunday. When he was almost done, just cleaning watercress to add to the salad, friends began to stream in bearing food and drink. Before long, every inch of the table was covered with bowls, bottles, little mountains of fruit… till they had to clear off the sideboard, the centre table, and the kitchen counter, to make space for the overflow. The company piled their plates high and sat all over the place to eat – the drawing-room, the gallery, the front steps. Some carried chairs and stools outdoors and settled all over the yard, some under the mango tree at the back. Others readily sat down on the bare concrete paving that skirted the house.


They had finished eating, and, with glasses in their hands, were talking in little knots inside and around the house, when a hush came over the front yard. It travelled up the front steps, through the gallery and into the house. All talking stopped and people looked quizzically at each other. Gwynneth was in the gallery, so she was among the first to catch the intriguing sound in the air that had put an end to conversation. It seemed to be coming nearer. She cocked her ear. Metal. A contagious polyrhythmic  sound, beaten out on metal. Plenty of metal, not somebody in the road Jouvay morning beating on a pitch-oil pan or a milk tin in between the tamboo bamboo…
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In their house, Jouvay was forbidden fruit. Gwynneth was nine years old, Viola was eight, and they were living in Coryal. Rousing noises in the road – tamboo bamboo and tin pans, lusty singing, chanting, shouting. Groups of people on the move, adults and children dancing their way through the village, some dressed in ragged clothes or crocus bags; a man wearing a big panty over his trousers and a po-chamb on his head; others dressed up as the governor, or his wife, or some other lofty personage. And you knew what was coming when you heard the chanting: “Look the Devil dey!” or “Pay the Devil!” or “Jab molassi! Look one dey!”


Gwynneth and Viola were as fascinated by the molasses devil as they were afraid of him, even watching from the safety of their bedroom. They stayed in a half-crouching position, their eyes at the level of the windowsill, ducking every time he cracked his whip, until he and the little imps chained to his waist had moved past the house, he dancing scandalously to the rhythm that one of his imps was beating on a pitch-oil pan…


Puppa had laid down the law years before, while they were living in Morain: on a Jouvay morning they were not to even look outside. That, of course, was too much to ask of them. This heady ruction started in the fore-day morning half-dark, while decent people, according to Puppa, were still in their beds, so Gwynneth and Viola could risk peeping out from their bedroom window, ready to dart back into their beds if they thought they heard Puppa stirring.


The two of them looked on with envy as other children got to dance and parade in the road, beating on powdered-milk tins with sticks, knocking bamboo on the ground, and singing as boisterously as their big-people. A wistfulness would come over Gwynneth as she gazed at these lucky children her age and younger, who held in their heads all the words of these songs, and were free to be belting them out to their hearts’ content. She felt that these children owned something from which she was unjustly barred; indeed, they were owners of a whole world she  wished she could fully enter, because no matter what Puppa said, she was convinced that it was hers, too.


On Jouvay mornings children would call at the gate, hoping for someone to come out and give them money. That Jouvay morning Gwynneth stood at the window with three farthings and a cent – her savings – clasped in her fist, and a terrible pounding in her chest. She had made up her mind to dash out and give the coins to the first set of children to come to the gate. Viola nearly suffered a stroke as Gwynneth informed her of the plan and then in the next minute abruptly left her side, announcing, “I going and give them.”


Viola sank to the floor, stuck her fingers in her ears, and closed her eyes. Time seemed to stop. She was just about to pass out from not breathing, when Gwynneth hurtled back into the room and flopped down next to her. The two of them stayed stock still for a while, fearing that Puppa might have heard Gwynneth’s movements; but he did not stir. Gwynneth was triumphant.


After Puppa got up on a Jouvay morning they could do no more than sit and listen to the tempting sounds outside. Puppa always kept the front door closed until Jouvay died down under the mid-morning hot-sun…
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Now what was coming up the lane towards Ainsley’s house sounded like a substantial collection of metal, keeping up a steady beat.


At first there was nothing and nobody to be seen, up the lane or down. There was only this sound approaching. A jubilant, cheeky sound, the likes of which she had never heard before. It was getting closer and closer, until, down the lane, a posse of youths suddenly burst into view from behind the bend. Young men and boys. A dozen or more of them. Now, along with the rhythm of sticks beating on metal, you could hear singing:




Pwizonnè lévé


Mété limyè bay


Congo Barra





For Gwynneth it was a most exciting moment, never to be  forgotten. She had heard about this thing that happened at Carnival, just months before – the band of young men who had come out onto the road making their rhythm with scrap metal only, no bamboo, and the excited crowd that had followed them, growing larger and larger as it made its way jumping-up through Kings Port. The men had not only tin pans, but also pieces of iron and steel, bedposts, all kinds of things made out of metal. Their band was the talk of the Carnival.


Since then, there had been reports of other such bands sprouting here and there in the town. Truth be told, she had heard that some of the metal they were using wasn’t scrap, but people’s good buckets and dustbin covers that disappeared out of their yards overnight. Some of the burgesses of Kings Port, including the police, did not take kindly to the young fellows forming these bands, and no doubt there were some lawless ones among them. Gwynneth’s view of the matter was that if indeed badjohns were turning into makers of music, then everyone should be happy.


The company inside Ainsley’s house moved to the gallery and front steps, while those outside converged at the front of the yard. Some went out into the road to get a better view, but had to make way when they realised that the group was heading purposefully towards Ainsley’s gate. Ainsley stood among the guests in the gallery, scratching his head in bemused awe as these boys and their music streamed into his yard. Under Pelham’s direction, the band filled up the space on one side of the steps.


At close quarters, now, Gwynneth could see that in addition to metal objects such as a biscuit pan, a pot cover, a bucket, and what seemed to be parts from motorcars or heavy machinery, they were also using ordinary Cayerian instruments: bamboo, bottle-and-spoon, scratchers, and shac-shacs.


Ainsley’s guests danced and joined in the singing, which went from Shango praise songs to sankeys to calypsos. (Because there were children present, they had to stick to clean calypsos, or calypsos whose bawdiness was artfully disguised). Some of the guests went to the kitchen and took up spoons to beat on bottles. One woman took a comb out of her handbag, got silver paper from somebody’s cigarette packet and folded it over the comb to  make a mouth organ. Neighbours collected in the road for a jump-up. After a while Pelham had to call intermission so that the band could get something to eat and drink.


Party guests relinquished the front steps and their seats in the front yard to the band members. Gwynneth helped with serving them, and then she sat in their midst to engage them in conversation. She found out that the name of the band was “Squadron 7”, and that Franklin was the leader. On that day, Gwynneth set herself the task of finding out more about this music.


Ainsley and Pelham arranged for her to meet with Franklin at their home one Saturday. As she sat and talked with him in the gallery, she became even more convinced that what these boys were doing was not to be taken lightly. Franklin invited her to visit his band, and offered to introduce her to other iron bands around the town, in LaCour Danglade, Bourg Ravine, Jericho, and Rat Hole. Although she did not know how she was going to find the time, Gwynneth was quite excited at the thought of these visits. She would be giving life once more to the “cultural reconnoitre” that she and her colleagues in Moun Demmeh had embarked upon twenty years before.


Before the plan to visit town bands could materialise, however, Gwynneth would again find herself right in the middle of an iron band, this time closer to home. Bernice Callender, whom she had taught at St Paul Government School many moons before, asked her to stay for her baby. Gwynneth already had more godchildren than she could count, Viola observed. “Anglican godchildren, Catholic, Presbyterian, Shouter Baptist godchildren, and even a Hindu one.”


Five babies were christened that day, early in the new year, 1940, at St Paul Anglican Church, amid a chorus of squalling at the font, as all had lain fidgeting and protesting on their mothers’ or godmothers’ laps for the whole Sunday morning service, dressed in fussy clothes that chafed, or itched, or made them feel hot.


When they got back to Bernice’s home, Gwynneth took the baby, Garnet Adolphus Christopher Oliver, still much displeased and making it known, and stripped him down to vest and diaper.  Immediately he became a gurgling, congenial little butterball, more taken up with Gwynneth’s spectacles than with the festivities going on all around him and all because of him.


And there, once again, the festivities included an iron band. This one was called the St Paul Syncopators. They played outside, in a basic ajoupa put up for the occasion – just bamboo poles and the top covered with coconut branches. Gwynneth couldn’t resist the sound. She went to the gallery, where some guests sat looking out on the band, and took a seat with the baby on her lap. Other guests had taken up vantage points around the shed to get closer. When one of Garnet’s aunts took him to feed him, Gwynneth made her way out into the yard and went to sit inside the joupa with the band.


The floor of the joupa was dirt, softish from a recent shower of rain, so they had placed a flat stone on the ground for a youth to thump the bamboo on. Two other boys were clinking spoons on gin bottles with water in them. The boy beating a short metal rod on what he told her was the brake hub from a motorcar wheel, allowed her to take a turn on it. Gwynneth immersed herself in their music, their enthusiasm and their energy, clapped and sang, and called out her encouragement.


She chatted with them when they stopped for refreshments, and learned that even though some people showed them bad-face and the police were giving them a hard time, they were getting invitations to play at parties and other functions. They had even played on a bus excursion to Diamond Beach. The boys were eagerly looking forward to playing on the road for Carnival, which, at the time, was not too far off. And just like Franklin, these youngsters in St Paul spoke about their iron band with a glowing passion, as though some irrepressible fire had been lit within them.


As Gwynneth headed back into the house, a man standing in the gallery spoke to her in an ominous whisper: “Two of those boys have court cases coming up, you know.”


“All right,” Gwynneth said, and continued on her way into the house to see what Garnet was up to.
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Had anything like this iron band phenomenon emerged in the  days before Johnstone and company left Moun Demmeh, Gwynneth mused, it would surely have produced one more brawl on David’s veranda. Most members of the group would have warmly welcomed the new, home-grown music, but she could picture Johnstone and his supporters recoiling from it in disdain.


Months after Garnet’s christening, that brawl did take place, but not on David’s veranda. Moun Demmeh was long gone – banned and disbanded. It happened at a Mothers’ Union meeting in July 1940, where she had a run-in with Valda Pierre and company on the topic of iron bands. That meeting threw her back more than twenty years, to the arguments that had flared up from time to time in Moun Demmeh meetings. Especially the one in June 1918 where she suggested that name for the group. Her suggestion touched off a serious quarrel, and some of the members never came back: the ones who had looked aghast, or fixed their faces into a sneer before they made their views known.


“Hog language,” said one. “Glorifying backwardness,” said another. And Augustus L. T. Johnstone, the writer of bad sonnets, delivered a speech.


In their discussions, Johnstone always got up from his seat to speak even a sentence, as though he was in school. Among the group he was considered “old”. They didn’t know his exact age, but most of the other members were in their twenties and thirties, from where any number beyond the forties seemed like well over the hill. To Gwynneth, Johnstone and his clothes looked musty. He wore a jacket that had seen better days, and once-white shirts with wrinkled collars. She could not remember ever seeing him take his jacket off, not once, not even on those days when the cooling breeze on David’s veranda gave way to a hot, hanging stillness.


“Ladies and gentlemen,” he said, clearing his throat. “Are we serious, or are we not? Are we for the upliftment of this colony, or are we not? If we are, then we cannot look down into the pit of ignorance to find a name that befits our standing and our noble purpose.”


There were groans of despair as Johnstone began the drill of lifting himself onto his toes after every few words – a bad sign. It  meant that he was revving up for a flight of pompous oratory and it was going to be a task to get him to just say his piece and sit down. At some point they were going to have to pull him down. The opportunity presented itself sooner than expected.


“The goodly lady has put an idea to us,” Johnstone lectured on. “The idea is to call ourselves ‘tomorrow’s people’, but in Patois? Ladies and gentlemen, let us not lower ourselves. Patois is the language of ignorant people, Miss Cuffie, people who did not go to school. And you a big teacher.”


Gwynneth flew at him. “Foolishness! You just have to come with some dotish talk, eh? And I done tell you already: take meh name out you mouth!” Then, in a low grumble, “Damn old jumbie.”


Johnstone looked towards David: “Did you hear what she just called me?”


(Looking back and remembering this exchange with Johnstone that took place when she was 30, Gwynneth cringed with embarrassment at her own words.) David intervened, trying to look appalled while visibly fighting down a grin as he sought to rescue Gwynneth’s victim. “Ladies and gentlemen! Comrades! Let’s keep it friendly, please. Gus, you have two more minutes.”


“Your idea is not a bad one, Miss Cuffie,” Johnstone continued, “if we translate it into proper French, or, better still, Latin! That would be a fitting name for a group of intellectuals looking to the future, not some uncivilised illiterates from a barrack-yard.”


Johnstone’s speech was cut short by the indignant howls that came from most of the people present, but he and some others failed to see what could possibly be so wrong with his comment. Bedlam ensued, with exclamations of “Take that back!” or, “Insulting!” or, “Apologise!” or, “Snob!” and even “House-slave!” and “Uncle Tom!”


Others asked, in puzzlement, “Something wrong with what he said?” or, “What’s the problem?” or challenged hotly: “So those people are not illiterate?” and, “Truth is truth!” and, “Of course ‘uncivilised’ goes with ‘illiterate’!” and, “That’s just calling a spade a spade,” and so forth.


The quarrel blazed for quite some time.




During the uproar, it became clear to Gwynneth that people had forgotten what it was they were arguing about. The name was no longer the main point of dispute. There was more in the mortar than the pestle. This quarrel was really a continuation of the one that had erupted two or three months earlier around da Silva’s article on the size of black people’s brains, published in the magazine of Phaedrus Literary and Debating Club. For the sake of peace, the topic had not been touched since, at least not in a meeting. This quarrel, therefore, was not only about the Patois name that she had just thrown into their midst.


David calmed them down. He brought the meeting to order and put Gwynneth’s suggestion to the vote. Eleven people voted Yes with a show of hands and by the next meeting it was clear that some of the others had voted with their feet, never to grace David’s veranda again. Those were the members whom the rest of the group had been referring to as “The Johnstone cabal”, but only behind their backs. Johnstone, however, had never put water in his mouth to call his adversaries, in their presence, “Bolsheviks”, and “rowdies”, and “Philistines”.


The name stuck: Moun Demmeh Social and Cultural Society. “Purgative” was the word David used afterwards to describe this quarrel. It was the end of tiptoeing around the question of who they were, what they were about.
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Now, twenty-something years later, she had stirred up the same consternation and raging war of words by suggesting to St Hilda’s Anglican Church Mothers’ Union that they invite the iron band from St Paul to play at the Harvest Fair. Afterwards, when Gwynneth told Mumma about the contention in the meeting, she steupsed and asked drily what Gwynneth was doing still up under that cabal of poto légliz. Churchposts. Pharisees. “And you working youself to death for them. Let they make they Harvest for theyself.”


But not all the members were against the suggestion. From the beginning of the dispute there were many who, provided they were not in Valda Pierre’s direct line of vision, nodded in agreement with Gwynneth, and with Mrs Knight and others who found that inviting the band was a good idea.




For a while all you could hear was Valda Pierre’s imperious voice, shrilly assisted by her chorus – Esme Gill, Gertrude Inniss and Audrey Ferguson – for in St Hilda’s Mothers’ Union, when Valda Pierre spoke, no dog was expected to bark anything different. Mrs Pierre had not quite got over Gwynneth’s being in Mothers’ Union, and worse, expressing opinions not shared by Mrs Pierre, so, as often happened, she responded to Gwynneth by speaking as though Gwynneth wasn’t there. “Of course Miss Cuffie wouldn’t see anything wrong with bringing some young blackguards in among decent people. Not me and those vagabonds. They always in trouble with the police.”


“You mean the police always troubling them,” Gwynneth remarked. “Making music is not breaking the law. They outside the law because the law cast them out, just like the Shouters. Sometimes when you hear ‘badjohn behaviour’, is just young men standing up for the right to make their music.”


Gwynneth was startled by a little burst of applause, muted and short-lived because Valda Pierre beamed a scowl around the group.


“Hmph,” said Mrs Pierre. “Music? You call that ‘music’? No tune, just knocking old-iron, making noise… Taking dustbin to say they making music. What good music could come out of a nasty dustbin?”


“You ever hear a iron band, Mrs Pierre?” Gwynneth asked, in a sugary voice.


“Me? Why I would want to hear that?”


“Oho! So you just talking from hearsay. Let me tell you. An iron band is a rhythm band, beating sweet, sweet rhythms for people to sing and dance to. Like tamboo bamboo.” Gwynneth cocked her head to one side, mischievously: “You know tamboo bamboo, Mrs Pierre?”


Mrs Pierre opened her mouth to say something, but Gwynneth raised her voice slightly to discourage her from interrupting, looked her straight in the eye, and continued. (Valda Pierre’s back-up singers were no use to her at this point, unwilling to engage when it came to a one-on-one verbal contest with Gwynneth Cuffie.)


“Doan worry – they say some of the young men looking to  make notes on the iron, now, Mrs Pierre! One day they’ll be able to play any tune you want, on that same ‘old-iron’ you talking about. But even after that, we will still have bands that make pure rhythm. We always had rhythm bands, with all kinda drum – skin-drum, tamboo bamboo, pitch-oil pan – and we will always have rhythm bands, long after you and me dead and gone, Mrs Pierre. That’s the African in us.”


Gwynneth smiled smugly with this last remark, relishing the sting it would give Valda Pierre.


Mrs Pierre screwed up her face and mumbled something about “Garveyite foolishness”, not quite under her breath. “And who is ‘us’?” she asked out loud. “Who here born in Africa? Instead of we thank God for bringing our forefathers out of there so we could better ourself, you-all want us to be ‘African’? All who encouraging those young men in their wotlessness, they will regret it. No ambition. Negro people have no ambition. You see any high-colour boys in that? No! Is only black-hen chicken. Wait till you see those warahoons in St Paul start breaking bottle to stab one another, like the ones in town.”


Valda Pierre continued to hold court, until some of the women began to object, politely at first.


“Mistress Pierre,” Earline ventured. “That not nice, Mistress Pierre. How you could be washing you mouth on poorpeople chirren so, calling them all kinda ‘rabb’ and ‘ruffian’ and ‘hooligan’ and ‘dregs’? Janice! Stand up for you godchild!”


Janice was only too happy to offer Mistress Pierre a piece of her mind on behalf of her godson Mervyn, who was a member of St Paul Syncopators iron band.


“Yes!” She scowled at Valda Pierre. “My godson ain no vagabond, you hear? He’s a decent youngboy who does respect everybody, so you will please to respect him, and mind how you talk about people chirren – like they is rubbish in the road.”


What had started as a low, brooding murmur was giving way to sharply raised voices.


“My sister in town have two sons playing in a iron band,” Gemma Bobb informed Mrs Pierre, wagging a finger in the air, “and nobody ain have no right to talk about my nephews like that!”




There was loud agreement.


Gwynneth joined in the counterattack: “‘Warahoons’, Mrs Pierre? In between all those insulting names, you putting in ‘warahoons’? I am disappointed in you, Mrs Pierre. You are an educated woman, and you think ‘warahoon’ means ‘hooligan’, and ‘ruffian’ and such? Doan get tie-up, Mrs Pierre. If you calling the boys ‘warahoons’, you actually complimenting them. The Warahoons are the most peaceful people you could think about. I doan know where Cayerians get this idea that they wild and they aggressive. Those people used to just come over from the Main in they canoe, trade they fish, and they hammock, and they basket and thing, and go back. They never trouble a soul. Nothing ruffian or hooligan about them, Mrs Pierre.”


The lecture was lost on the group of offended women (who very likely called their children “warahoons” when they misbehaved) for those women were, at that moment, otherwise engaged, gesticulating to each other as they railed about the faasness of Mrs Pierre. Then Earline and Octavia and some others stood up and stayed on their feet, the better to let Mistress Pierre know just where to get off. By this time Valda Pierre’s voice could no longer be heard above the din, and she had to give up trying to be chairman of the meeting. She put her handbag on her lap and sat clutching it.


Earline’s voice rose above the rest: “Okay, Mothers’ Union! So we want to bring the iron band in Harvest Fair?”


There was cheering. Earline conducted a vote, assisted by Mrs Knight, and Mothers’ Union voted in favour of inviting St Paul Syncopators to perform in the Harvest Fair concert.


Suddenly, Valda Pierre’s voice, cold with offended dignity, “So who is in charge of the Harvest Fair committee?”


A brief silence in the room before Earline answered, “Well, you, Mistress Pierre!”


Mistress Pierre was, indeed, the automatic and undisputed overseer of everything to do with Harvest Fair, the grandest event on the calendar of Mothers’ Union at St Hilda’s.


“Well,” retorted Valda Pierre, “you-all will have to find somebody else to take on this task. I will not be available this year.”


A moment of silence in the room once more. Then a burst of  agitated voices, people again addressing their commentaries to each other, all at the same time; and again, emerging bell-clear out of the din, Earline’s voice: “The best person to put is Mistress Knight.”


Gwynneth raised her hand and said, “I second that motion.”


Most of the gathering applauded. For as far back as anybody could remember, Mrs Knight had been in charge of entertainment for Harvest Fair; but everyone knew that Valda Pierre had been dumping much more responsibility on Mrs Knight for the running of the event than entertainment alone. The whole meeting was now looking at Mrs Knight.


“What you say, Mistress Knight?” Earline prodded.


“Yes, I don’t mind,” Mrs Knight answered. “But there may be others willing to chair the committee. You should find out, and then put it to a vote.”


Everybody looked around the room, but there were no other candidates, and the meeting voted to appoint Mrs Knight head of the Harvest Fair committee.


Mothers’ Union sent a message to St Paul Syncopators via Janice’s godson, but what came back to them was disappointing news. The St Paul police had so harassed and hounded the boys over the past few weeks that their band was no more. The last straw was when a party of officers, batons in the air, cornered them behind the pavilion in the savannah, and rained blows on anybody who didn’t manage to slip through their hands and run.


Gwynneth was incensed by this report. She had not sent a letter to the newspapers for quite a while, but now she lost no time in writing to both The Kings Port Sentinel and The Listener (The Voice had gone under by then). Her letter condemned the folly of police persecuting young men and boys who, for all who had eyes to see and ears to hear, were clearly bringing forth an important invention. In time to come, her letter warned, the persecutors would have to turn around and pay tribute to these young pioneers. She quoted Psalm 118:22, “The stone which the builders rejected is become the cornerstone.” When would there be an end to the dishonouring of everything created by black Cayerians?
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David used to tease her about the pseudonym she had chosen  when, in 1916, the group decided on the strategy of letter-writing campaigns. It was Sylvia’s idea. “Revolution is fought not only with marches and guns,” she reminded them, “but also with words that change minds.” They would write individual letters to the newspapers on an agreed issue, within a set period, in the hope that some of their letters, or even just one, might appear in the press, injecting their view into the public discussion on that particular issue.


This was in the early days, when they were still a group of like-minded people. Then they were joined by people who had a different view, or none at all, on matters that were of deep concern to the original gathering on David’s veranda. The new people labelled such matters “too political”. They were more interested, they said, in “cultural progress”. The original members, however, had continued, undeterred, on their letter-writing thrust. The government employees among them had taken pseudonyms. Gwynneth’s choice was “The Pen is Mightier”, which got her nowhere, barely one in five of her letters carried in the Press (not that the other members had any better luck). David began to joke about changing her pseudonym. “What about if you turn your fuming pen into a flaming sword?”


And when she started signing her letters “Flaming Sword”, both The Voice and The Kings Port Sentinel had printed more of them.


“You see!” David commented. “And bet your bottom dollar the editors think ‘Flaming Sword’ is a man, a white man, and a expatriate at that. So even if he putting out radical ideas, that’s okay, man. Is just eccentric he eccentric – charmingly eccentric. No danger to peace in the colony.”


She dropped the alias when, in 1922, she started writing letters to the newspapers again. By then she was no longer teaching in the government system, so there was no need to be hiding behind an imaginary person.


[image: image]


In the years since then, her success at getting letters into the papers was as variable as that of any other letter-writer who was seen as challenging the existing order. That is to say, most of her letters did not get published. She had laid off writing to the press  because she had less time, now, for wasted effort. She was therefore pleasantly surprised when she leafed through The Kings Port Sentinel of August 25th, 1940, and discovered that they had not only printed her letter about the treatment of iron bands, but in response to her letter they had devoted the day’s editorial to the same topic, with the headline GIVE THE BOYS A CHANCE.


Even if their support, which they extended only to “the lawabiding members of the iron bands”, was rather grudging, and the editorial gave an inordinate amount of space to condemning “the criminals among them”, the writer did suggest that, like the Boy Scouts and the Cadet Corps, the iron bands could, perhaps, help keep these young men from getting into trouble.


The new music should be given a chance, the editorial argued, but these boys, coming as they did from the lowest stratum of the society, would need to be supervised with a strong arm. Many had no fathers, and when the father is not present in the home, there is no moral guidance. (“Damn foolishness,” Gwynneth said aloud, to no one. She was reading the newspaper in the gallery, all by herself. “So women are incapable of giving moral guidance, and every man on Earth is a shining moral guide?”)


The editorial recommended that retired schoolmasters, policemen, Boy Scout masters, and officers of the Cadet Corps step forward, take charge of these bands, and guide them in the right direction, the path of God-fearing honesty, industriousness, and respect for authority.


Gwynneth decided to be just amused by the recommendation, and to be thankful for the small mercy tucked away in this editorial – the voice of the ruling class acknowledging that there might be some value in the iron band phenomenon. She could hear David, all those years before, egging her on: “Go brave, Gwynneth. If one of your letters changes one mind, that’s a crack in the wall of Jericho. We know that in the long run, the pen is mightier than the sword.”











4


“Culture? What culture?”


Moun Demmeh’s letter-writing project of 1916 never properly got off the ground. They continued to submit letters to the newspapers, while they also tried to get a regular newspaper column. They first approached The Voice, which some people saw as the more broad-minded of the two. The Voice seemed to give the request some thought before declining; and The Kings Port Sentinel refused without delay. Early in 1917 they came to the conclusion that their best course would be to start a periodical of their own.


At first they named their publication, rather pompously, The Cayerian Quarterly Review. As it turned out, “quarterly” denoted intention rather than achievement, for it was clear, after their experience with the first issue, that their review was likely to come out not every three months, but whenever they could muster the funds for printing. They had scrounged around for advertisements to pay the printer’s bill, but did not have much luck. The first issue, which was due to come out in the third quarter of 1917, did not see the light of day until the end of December – renamed The Cayerian Review. They had given up on their quest for advertisements to fund that issue. Instead, they pooled their personal funds for the printing bill. Johnstone forked out the largest donation, for which they had to let him put in four of his awful poems, taking up almost a whole page.


When the issue was printed, they each took a batch and fanned out, some to place copies in shops and parlours along the Eastern Main Road, others going south along Grand Chemin. They would walk as far as their feet could carry them, take the bus or train back, and then come out another day to cover a further two miles or so. Ainsley and others living in town were able to place copies in some of the stores lining the downtown blocks of James, Albert, and King George Streets, but had more success with humbler establishments like parlours and street vendors stalls. Some members took the Review to whatever market they went to on the weekend and  persuaded their pwatik, and any other vendors there with whom they had a good relationship, to take a little pile and put a stone, a yam, or a shaddock on it to secure it from the wind.


Some of the shopkeepers scrutinised the contents with a suspicious eye before agreeing to take copies, and one or two asked outright whether it was something that would bring the police down on them. A few of them raised their eyebrows at the editorial, headlined A CALL FOR REPRESENTATIVE GOVERNMENT; but Johnstone’s verses, prettily rhyming about nothing at all, seemed harmless enough to win their trust.


Ravi and Kenrick went to place some copies at Capitan’s Dry Goods, Rest. and Bar, an establishment on the Eastern Main Road where members of the group often went after their meetings. Capitan readily took a batch. As they lingered over a drink, they told him their tale of woe, how they had gone to Rostant’s, Cumberland’s, Agostini’s, D’Abadie’s, Humfrey’s, and others, asking for advertisements, and had come away empty-handed. Capitan looked at them reproachfully. “So allyou did only want the big-shot businessman and them money. Capitan money ain good enough?”


Ravi and Kenrick apologised profusely, embarrassed that the group had not thought to approach small business owners like him. The second issue was funded by money collected from sales of the first one (not a staggering haul, at 6 cents per copy, with a commission going to the seller); a contribution from members; and a proud announcement advertising Capitan’s Dry Goods, Rest. and Bar. They managed to bring out that issue in April 1918, and already Bharath’s Drugstore had pledged an advertisement for Addison’s Tooth Powder, a new brand on the market, to support the third issue.


Members of the group were chatting casually while they waited for others to arrive, so the meeting of May 1918 had not yet started when the impromptu discussion arose – on culture. Rawle expressed the view that the culture of Cayeri needed to be made visible to the Cayerian people, so that they would recognise the forest made up by the one-one trees of their daily living. If Cayerians could not see their culture, he said, it could actually disappear before it had any chance of coming into its own.




Johnstone guffawed and asked, “Culture? What culture?”


Completely ignoring him (or seeming to), Rawle continued: “How does a people learn what their culture is? I mean, in a conscious way. A person grows up participating in a culture and learns it mainly by just absorbing it – like osmosis. But that is ‘knowing’ in an almost subconscious way; and that is where it ends with us Cayerians. We don’t think that we have a culture. Ours is not a culture that knows itself, and therefore cannot appreciate itself. If you say to a Cayerian ‘Tell me about your culture’, you are likely to get the response that our resident wiseman just gave us: ‘Culture? What culture?’”


Johnstone was offended by the comment and the laughter it produced; but he only scowled, holding his tongue.


“How does a people learn what their culture is? School plays a part, surely?” someone said.


“And family?” someone else suggested. “Children gain some awareness of their culture from school – but that is not the experience of Cayerians. Long before the institution known as ‘school’ became part of human civilisation, there was family.”


“And religious leaders,” Sunil added, “shaman, imam, pundit, priest…”


“And then there is anthropology, of course,” Gwynneth said. “But anthropology is not often fed back to the people that it studies. I think that one very important way that people get to see their culture is through their stories – a people’s own, home-grown stories about themselves. In the beginning, stories were handed down by word of mouth, in storytelling, songs, proverbs, and so on. Today it’s written literature, and movies, and plays…”


“Yes!” Sylvia agreed. “And that is why we, living thousands of miles from Britain, can see the way of life of the British more clearly than we see our own, and have more respect for their way of life than for our own. We are brought up on their stories – their fairy tales, nursery rhymes, novels, plays…”


“So much so that we actually believe we’re British! ‘Children of the Empire…’ we sing lustily at school.”


“And it’s also us we’re singing about when we sing: ‘Britons never, never, never shall be slaves’!”


This was met with wry chuckles.




“Anybody here ever learn any Cayerian songs in school?” Sylvia asked.


People looked around the gathering at each other, shaking their heads.


“The two-three Cayerian songs I know,” somebody said, “was my granny I learn them from.”


Others nodded.


“So, in school we’re taught traditional English, Scottish and Irish songs, yes, but nothing of our own,” Sylvia pointed out.


“Because we think we are nothing.” Gwynneth was shaking her head as she spoke. “Back to Rawle’s point – we do not think that there is any such thing as a Cayerian culture. Or, we do not think that what we have is of any worth. Better to adopt what is presented to us by our superiors. In every field, we need to find out about ourselves; and on the matter of songs, we should consider putting together a Cayerian songbook. That is something we can do – gather what we can find of our own heritage of song, to help ground our children in their own reality. That does not mean parting with the songs of other peoples; it just means that Cayerians must know their own, too. Indeed, Cayerian children should also be learning some songs of their ancestors across the ocean – songs of Africa and India.”


“Meanwhile, what literature has come out of Cayeri?” David asked. “Decorative drivel about our ‘azure sea’ and ‘balmy zephyr’s breath’ – imitating the exotic view of our reality. Monkey see, monkey do. Makak wè, makak fè. That kind of writing will not help us find ourselves.


“Where is the great novelist, playwright, or poet of this colony who will choose to look inwards and write from within Cayerian life? That writer may well be sitting among us. But while we wait for the man or woman who will write that story in which we can recognise ourselves – and others will surely be emboldened to follow – there’s more than one way to chart the forest. What if we became our own, home-made anthropologists? What if our group were to go on a… something like a… reconnoitre… a cultural reconnoitre? Eh?”


This idea took over the meeting. The agenda, which included the long-deferred naming of the group, was abandoned, and the  meeting became one of those discussions that went on so late that David felt the need to put a one-pot on the fire – pelau, or oildown, or sancoche – so that they could be fed. That evening it was oildown; Gwynneth would never forget. After more than twenty years her mind still held on to some of the most ordinary things that David had said and done in that period, and especially that Sunday evening.


The group was meeting, as usual, on the spacious back veranda of David’s family home, quite possibly the largest space in the house. At the front of the building was a little dolly-house gallery, and the drawing-cum-dining-room was also dolly-house in size, compared to the veranda, where David’s parents often ate, and entertained guests.


While someone else was speaking, she saw David lean over and confer briefly with Ainsley, who got up and went into the kitchen. Then David headed towards the side steps, motioning Gwynneth to come with him. They went out into the failing light. In the yard David took the long, skinny bamboo rod with the cocoa-knife at the top and jabbed at the stems of two or three breadfruit. Each fell heavily to the ground and lay still. Then he directed the rod to another one, but when it fell it rolled down the little incline into some bush. He did not pursue it. “Oh, well,” he murmured. “That one is for the spirits.”


Gwynneth was in the kitchen garden nearby, picking seasoning. Then she went to the dasheen patch and broke off some tender leaves with their stalks. On their way back into the house they crossed Johnstone coming down the sidesteps in something of a huff. He raised his hand in an irritated gesture of goodbye, made his way around to the front of the house, and left.


In the kitchen the saltfish was boiling on the stove. Ainsley was pounding garlic with the grinding stones that Gwynneth and David had picked up at the river-mouth on Tucupita beach. The round one – almost a perfect sphere, just a little bit lopsided – was dark grey. The other one, the slab, was a lighter grey, criss-crossed with white streaks. It was about an inch thick, with one flat surface and the other slightly sunken. The sink in its middle made that side of the slab a perfect cradle for the round stone, and ensured  that the garlic (or whatever you were pounding) was restrained, to some extent, from flying all over the place.


There was a little heap of coconuts, already husked, in a corner of the kitchen. David took two outside to crack the shells, while Ainsley and Gwynneth peeled and cut up the breadfruit. David began the task of grating the coconuts. Gwynneth left Ainsley to deal with the seasoning, and took turns with David on the grater. All this could have been yesterday, so vivid was it in her mind’s eye.


The three of them soon got the big iron-pot of oildown going. They left it on a low fire and rejoined the discussion on the veranda, where they discovered that some other members had excused themselves and left. They were all Johnstone’s people, and they had been notably quiet in this meeting, except for Johnstone’s contemptuous guffaw and brief admonition: “Hm. A nameless group putting out a review, and now, still nameless, embarking on yet another project. Hm.”


By the end of the evening, those who remained had come up with a plan to go and sit with people, learn from them, and inventory Cayerian proverbs, Anansi stories, tales of Konpè Lapen alias Brer Rabbit, songs, dances, musical instruments, Carnival traditions, food, hairdressing, medicine, religions, languages, patterns of family, and more. These were things that nobody learned about in school. Indeed, for Cayerians, school was where one went to have such habits scrubbed off one’s person. They would begin the project by drawing on the knowledge of the older people in their own families.


The Moun Demmeh meeting of the following month, June 1918, at which Johnstone and his troops turned out in full force, was the one in which members had clashed over the naming of the group. This meeting had also led to part of the group walking out, this time, for good. Gwynneth, David and others speculated afterwards that Johnstone’s people had all come out because they knew the naming could not reasonably be postponed again. That agenda item would have to be tackled this time; everyone understood the shaping power (“the obeah,” David said), that lay in a name. Instinctively everyone had been dodging the discussion to  choose a name. They knew it would be a sure road to contention, and there had been too much of that already. But there was no escaping it.


Johnstone had, at the ready, a whole list of possible names for the group. Someone suggested that nobody should be allowed to present more than one name, and this ruling was passed by a show of hands. Johnstone therefore distributed some of the names to his troops for presentation. Each name would be discussed and voted on, until the list was whittled down to one name. All of Johnstone’s suggested names were thrown out without much discussion. (The only one Gwynneth could remember now was “Noblesse Oblige”, which still made her want to giggle.) When Gwynneth put forward her suggestion, core members who had other names to proffer withdrew them and enthusiastically supported hers. That was how in the end it boiled down to arguing, and then voting, for or against the name “Moun Demmeh”, followed by the definitive Johnsonite walkout.


Before the split in the group, disagreement – open strife – had become the order of the day in their meetings, always with the same line drawn: on the one side Johnstone and those who could see no further than his rancid colonial views, and on the other side, the rest of the group. Gwynneth had more than once tried to blame the disruptions in the group on David. She griped and grumbled about his harbouring “those aliens” who had brought disharmony to their group. Now and then he had to rescue one or another of them from her exploding at them for something (admittedly crass) that they had said. David would make a silly joke of it afterwards: “Good thing I was there, or you woulda biteout Greta throat!” or, “So when you done chew-up Nelson fine fine, what we going to do with all that mincemeat?”


“I doan know how you could tolerate those foolish people in you house,” she said to him after one of the disagreements. “They just getting in the way.”


“And you doan suffer fools gladly. I know.”


It was impossible to strike up a quarrel with David, but she shot back at him all the same: “You just too damn tolerant – Mr Hail-fellow-well-met!”




He chuckled. “And it couldn’t be, could it, that milady is just a little intolerant?”


She gave up, with a loud steups and a roll of the eyes.


“Gwynneth,” he said. “We doan have to chase them out. They are a pain in the neck, yes, but they will leave of their own accord, sooner or later. We just have to tolerate them until they go. But, more importantly, when they leave, they will all have learnt something from sitting with us. Some will stay because they have grown; they have gained some understanding that they didn’t have before. And for these very reasons, some will leave and come back. Mark my word.”


A couple months after the walkout of Johnstone’s colleagues, a few of them did come back. The cultural reconnoitre had been set in motion, and they turned up at a meeting, eager to be part of the project. Gwynneth noted that their return was ample grounds for David to deliver an “I-told-you-so” lecture to her; but when the meeting had dispersed, all he said to her on that topic was, “See what I mean?”


The two projects would proceed side by side – The Cayerian Review and the cultural reconnoitre. Issue No. 2 was already out, and they were working on issue No. 3. With the departure of the Johnstone cabal, there was no more wrangling over what should go into the Review. No longer were they obliged to include any of the bad writing offered by some members – ludicrously stilted, imitative poems; adventure and romance stories set in regions of autumn and snow, with characters who tossed blond or auburn hair; and superficial articles that avoided anything serious that was taking place in Cayeri.


Grave matters such as malnourished children too drowsy to learn anything at school; the legions of breadwinners working for 12 cents a day; the Shouters living under official persecution; the soldiers returning from the war destitute, wounded in body and soul, unemployed and often no longer employable, with nowhere to turn for relief – all such realities the Johnstonites declared “too political” for their taste.


Moun Demmeh was gratified to receive mail from people who had read one or both of the previous issues of the review. Readers sent congratulatory letters, two articles, a poem, and a story. Some  of these items went into the third issue. There was a wealth of material coming out of the first few months of their culture project, and from this they selected 13 proverbs with their meanings; some chants used in children’s games; a piece on how to make the best dhalpouri and curry-aloo, written by Ravi after an interview with his mother; and a Warau folk tale about how the world began.


They had twin editorials on religious persecution in Cayeri, one by Shiraz on the refusal of the colonial government to recognise Hindu and Muslim marriages, the other by Gwynneth on the treatment of the Shouters. That issue, No. 3, appeared in July 1919. It sold well, and before long the group again began to receive appreciative letters and material offered by readers for publication in the Review: more proverbs; calypso lyrics; a short story with a tragic ending about love between a Creole boy and an Indian girl…


Gwynneth had begun her information-gathering for the cultural reconnoitre by questioning her mother. Mumma was a nearinexhaustible source. (Puppa would have none of this digging up of things that brought no credit to the Negro man.)


She had also interviewed some of her Mothers’ Union sisters, and arranged for herself and Joycelyn to visit Sookram’s mother, Savitri (whom everybody called “Aajee”). Joycelyn was in charge of the Cayerian cookbook that was part of the project. They would interview Aajee about the Indian foods that had become part and parcel of the Cayerian diet. Joycelyn had been making roti for years, and curry channa, aloo pie, beigan chokha, and much more. But these were all run-of-the-mill Cayerian fare. She wanted to also put into the cookbook the more complicated items from Indo-Cayerian cuisine, like saheena, and delicacies like gulab jamun…


Gwynneth was planning to take some members of Moun Demmeh to Pilgrim for a weekend, as part of the cultural reconnoitre. Her original plan had been to set out on this expedition the weekend after issue 3 of the Review was put to bed; but it was decided that given the positive response of the public to issue 3, the group should get cracking right away on issue 4.




“The paper is getting attention and approval,” Sylvia remarked. “We mustn’t risk losing this momentum. At this point there are no other outlets like this in Cayeri for people who want to write about the everyday lives of Cayerians.”


The Review team was Sylvia, Gwynneth, Ainsley and David. It would be their job to solicit material, from Moun Demmeh members and other sources. Someone suggested that the Workers’ League should be invited to submit an article. The team would have to sift and select from what they gathered, and get an editorial written. Gwynneth was responsible for the editing of the finished product. By late October they had compiled the contents of issue 4, and Gwynneth took the sheaf of papers home to give it a final look-through. She was not able to tackle that immediately, for she had forty-two exercise books to mark for her pupils – the exhibition class at St Paul Government School.


At the November meeting, Moun Demmeh discussed the hunger march that the Workers’ League was organising, set for Saturday, the 29th of November. There was unanimous agreement that they would participate.


Now, with the children’s assignments marked, and issue 4 almost put to bed, she could, at last, take the cultural reconnoitre to Pilgrim. She would deal with issue 4 on her return. On a Friday evening in the middle of November, Gwynneth and five other members of Moun Demmeh took the train to Pilgrim, carrying rolled-up crocus bags and sheets, as well as food supplies. They stayed at Uncle Albert and Tantie Grace, but declined Tantie Grace’s plan for them to take over the family’s two bedrooms. Just as Gwynneth and Viola and their cousins used to do when they were children, the group happily camped on the floor – in the drawing-room and in the gallery.


On Saturday morning after breakfast, Gwynneth, Raj and Fitz interviewed Uncle Albert and Tantie Grace. Meanwhile Ainsley, Sylvia and David went to the kitchen – an ajoupa outside the back door of the house – and cooked lunch, with Gwynneth’s cousin Lyris on call, for managing the fireside of a country kitchen was a cooking skill the visitors did not possess.


After lunch they split into three pairs and went out into the village, which consisted of Pilgrim Road with side roads (more  like tracks) branching off it into little settlements where people quietly went about their living. Gwynneth and Sylvia took one segment of Pilgrim Road and its branches; David and Ainsley took another; and Raj and Fitz yet another.


They walked through the place, sat with people in their galleries or on their front steps, and hung on their every word. They got recipes. They collected cryptic proverbs, like: “Moon does only run till day ketch him”, and “Is the yam-vine does tie-up the yam”, and “Shroud doan have pocket”… They were given advice on the medicinal powers of the most innocent-looking weeds around them. Mumma had already provided information on some of these plants – shandilay, fever-grass, zèb-a-fam, zèb-a-pik, bwa-kano, shining-bush, géritout…


Mother Queen Lottie had sent word that if they intended to visit the church on Sunday and speak with her, they would have to get up there no later than one o’clock. Tantie Grace insisted on cooking Sunday lunch for her guests, and so she was out in the kitchen before they woke up that morning.


They had an early lunch, and then Gwynneth led the way up the hill to Queen’s church, past her house where the church and Shango-yard used to be. Pilgrim Road disappeared into rough scrub strewn with boulders, through which the group picked their way carefully as they trekked up and up into mountain bush. The Lion of Judah Mystical Tabernacle had moved up there in the wake of the Shouter Baptist Prohibition Ordinance, to escape the attention of the police, who were breaking down Shouter churches all over the colony.


They came upon the compound suddenly, for as they made their way up through the bush, there was nothing to see before or beside them but more bush. Then they were standing in front of a fence made of dry coconut branches. There was no visible entrance, but Gwynneth and her party had already been seen. On their right someone appeared from around the fence, and stood beckoning to them. He led the visitors to the side of the enclosure. There they entered, one by one, through a gate positioned behind a huge cedar tree that obstructed easy access.


Just as Gwynneth expected, Queen made no mention of the narrow breach in the fence at the back of the compound, designed  for escape in the event of an approach by police raiders coming up the hill. That exit was camouflaged with loose coconut branches hanging from a wire that could decapitate the unwitting. The fence at the back was almost up against the dug-out mountainside, so to get in or out through that opening, you would have to scrape your way along the wall of earth.


Going onto the compound, you entered a space cooled and darkened by the overhanging branches of leafy trees and other vegetation crowding around outside the fence. Church members were busy cleaning for that night’s service, sweeping the ground between the buildings with cocoyea and bush brooms, pulling up grass and weeds that had barely pushed out a baby leaf. Queen walked with the visitors among the tight little cluster of tapia buildings and smaller structures, all with carat roofs, as she explained the meaning of some of the things they saw.


Some things she did not explain. “That,” she would say, closing her face, “is not for everybody to know.”


The first structure they met she had identified as the palay, which looked as innocuous as the ajoupa on a gardener’s provision ground. She pointed out the seven stools ranged along the inside of the fence. On one side of the gate was the stool dedicated to Eshu who guarded the compound, with Ogun and Shango further along that side of the fence. Along the fence on the other side of the gate was a stool for Kali, and one for Mother Lakshmi. Yemanja and the Virgin Mary kept company along another part of the enclosure. Queen showed them the chapelle, but brushed past it, telling them it was a sacred storeroom containing things not for everybody to know.


“We ain have no mourner-room up here,” Queen told them, almost apologetically.


The church was still using the mourner-room down on her home compound. She led them around to the back of the church to show them the clump of bamboo poles with flags of different colours on top, planted in a back corner of the compound. Then she took them to the door of the church and let them peer inside. She pointed out the centre pole – the poto mitan – surrounded by a collection of articles placed on the ground. Brass receptacles, clay goblets, calabashes. Some of these had flowers and candles in  them. A bell. A cocoyea broom. A conch shell. Bottles, containing olive oil, kananga water, florida water, lavender water, and other liquids, clear or coloured. There was an altar. Incense was burning somewhere, but nobody could see where. Perhaps it was just the aura of this place. Somebody enquired about the chalk markings on the wall, but that was another of the things not for everybody to know.


On the train afterwards, Gwynneth explained, “Some of what we saw in there you wouldn’t see in all Shouter-Baptist churches. This church is one of those that people call ‘Shango-Baptist’, because they embrace much more of the African tradition than other Baptists do.”


“And some of my Hindu heritage, too!” Raj noted. “I was amazed to meet up with Mother Lakshmi and Kali up there.”


“Oh, yes,” Gwynneth said. “That’s not uncommon. I remember Queen reading to the congregation from the Bhagavad Gita at Sunday service. We will have to visit different Baptist churches to get a more complete picture. Some of the churches doan like you to mix them up with Shango at all – to them that’s anathema – while others are quite comfortable moving among Christian, Shango and Hindu traditions, and their spiritual life is all the richer for it, just as Cayerian culture, generally, is the richer for its multiple ancestries.”


Ainsley’s godmother was a Shouter and he was no stranger to her church, although his family was Methodist. Gwynneth had taken part in activities at Queen’s church from her earliest years. One of David’s colleagues in teaching, a Shouter, had invited him to thanksgivings at his church. David had also attended the colleague’s baptism on L’Anse Marron beach. But it was the first time that Sylvia, Raj and Fitz had ever come anywhere near such a place, or entered such a presence.


The visit had left them overawed. They marvelled at their own ignorance, their own oblivion. They had lived all their lives in Cayeri, growing up alongside this heritage, yet completely sealed off from it. They had only the haziest notion of this world. Gwynneth and Ainsley they eyed almost reverentially, for the two of them had been privy to it from childhood.




“All I know about Shouters,” Sylvia said, “is seeing and hearing a grappe of people by the side of the road singing and praying and preaching, and a bell ringing. And now you doan even see that any more, since the government outlaw them.”


“And what does the Creole Cayerian know about Hinduism, or Islam?” Gwynneth asked. “What does any Cayerian know about Shango, unless he or she is a Shango devotee or Shango-Baptist? All Cayerians should have a basic understanding of, and respect for, the religious faiths of their compatriots, for they are as much part of our cultural landscape, our cultural heritage, as Christianity. The cultural reconnoitre needs to visit some mandirs, mosques, Shango-yards…


They talked excitedly about the visit to Queen’s church, but in hushed voices, not only because of their strong sense of having entered an other-worldly sphere; they were whispering also out of caution. Wasn’t this what the authorities had banned, two years before? Wasn’t that ordinance meant to wipe off the face of the Earth everything they had seen on that compound? Wasn’t this Mother Queen lady, as well as her members, and others like them all over the colony, under heavy prohibition? The police could swoop down at any moment, demolish church, palay, stools, everything, and put Mother Queen and all her congregation in jail. Yet this serene person was going about her business with no inclination to look over her shoulder, not the least bit intimidated!


They wished with all their heart that they could have stayed on for the service that night, but they had to catch the last train back, to go to work in the morning. They vowed to come to Pilgrim again, on another Sunday, bringing their workday clothes, so that they could attend Mother Queen Lottie’s service, take the earliest train out on Monday morning, and head straight for work.


That return expedition would not come to pass, for Moun Demmeh’s tours were about to come to an abrupt and premature end.


The grand plan for the next stage of the project was to have been the creation of booklets on various facets of Cayerian culture, never mind they had no idea how they would find the money to get these printed. But their optimism knew no bounds, since at  that time they had already succeeded in keeping their little paper going for three issues. The cultural reconnoitre had been a most exhilarating time, and all those involved would remember it with a sad fondness. But when tragedy struck, even if the authorities had not placed the ban on Moun Demmeh, with David gone, no one had the heart to regroup.


Not content with having trained their guns on a peaceful march and wantonly snuffed out a man’s life, two days later the police would go on to raid her family’s home in the middle of the night. They carried away piles of her books and papers, including the bundle of pages lying in plain sight on her desk – issue No. 4 of The Cayerian Review. She had not yet finished the editing.


They did not look under her bed, it seemed, or, if they did, they were not impressed by the cardboard boxes they would have seen there. Safe and sound in one of those boxes were some school exercise books, carrying King George V’s face in an oval frame at the centre of the front cover, and inside, material gathered in the cultural reconnoitre. In particular, there were the lyrics of traditional Cayerian songs, and the sheets on which she had done the musical notation. Thankfully, the last exercise book, with material she had gathered in Pilgrim just before the march, was there. She had taken it off her desk to make room for the editing of issue 4, and placed it in the box with the others.


[image: image]


It was not until 1926, after she came home from her exile in town and was starting up her school, that she could finally bring herself to pull the boxes from under the bed and fish out some of the exercise books. During all the years she had lived in town, on her visits to the family home she had never so much as peeped under her bed. The very thought of what was in those boxes gave her a stab of pain. But she knew that sooner or later she would have to tackle them. She couldn’t shy away from them forever. With the opening of her school, the time had come. Time to give life to what had been lying patiently in those boxes for years – homegrown stories to tell the children; proverbs for them to live by; songs for them to sing.
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