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The stranger who comes to Jamaica with his head full of romantic ideas of charming walks and lovely groves, shaded and adorned by aromatic trees and shrubs, perfumed with a thousand flowers, refreshed by limpid streams, and harmonised to the melody of the bird of Paradise, will find himself grievously disappointed.


J. Stewart, An Account of Jamaica and Its Inhabitants (1808)




   





Murder was the case that they gave me


Dear God, I wonder can you save me.


‘Lil’ Ghetto Boy’, Dr Dre
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Introduction


A History of Paradise





‘What are you doing in Jamaica?’ the woman said to me. ‘Have you come to stare and make fun?’ We were at a meeting of the Jamaican Historical Society held in the capital, Kingston. The woman was an elderly white Jamaican. Once, like other white Jamaicans at the top of plantation society, she might have been able to distance herself from ‘the troubles’ (as she called them) of her birthplace. Now she was not so sure. She resented voyeurs of Jamaica. ‘Do we really need another book on Jamaica?’ she went on. ‘You visitors are always getting it wrong. Either it’s golden beaches, or it’s guns, guns, guns. Is there nothing in between?’


As I journeyed deeper into Jamaica, I realised that my critic had a point. The many wonderful things about Jamaica – its extraordinary music-making, its physical beauty, its athletic prowess (six gold medals at the Beijing Olympics) – contrast harshly with the crime, the violence and the political corruption. Tourists rarely see anything of the twisted side of island life. Yet Jamaica, the ‘paradise’ of travel brochures, is just as often derided as a criminal backwater. Is there nothing in between?




*





To the British, Jamaica is the best known of West Indian islands. But what, after three centuries of enforced rule, is the relationship between Jamaica and its former colonial masters? Jamaica was the brightest jewel in the British slave colonies: a prize and inhumane possession. During the period 1700 to 1808, sugar – the end-product of British slavery – became so profitable a commodity that the prosperity of English slave ports such as Bristol and Liverpool was derived from commerce in what one historian (Sidney Mintz) has called the ‘tropical drug food’.


So Jamaica provided a sweetener for our tea and coffee. By the late nineteenth century, cut-price jam (one-third fruit pulp to two-thirds sugar) had begun to appear in the larder of every working-class household in Britain. When Atlantic slavery was finally abolished (last of all in Brazil, in 1888), cheap sugar was sustained by indentured labour from India and China. The influx from the East coincided with a period of Crown rule, during which Jamaica was governed directly from London, instead of through a local parliament of English slave-owners and traders, as before. The end of the slave trade, however, brought economic decline: Jamaica, a waning asset even under Queen Victoria, was demoted to the imperial category of ‘minor colonies’.


Nevertheless, during the long twilight of colonialism Jamaica acquired a cosmopolitan character all its own. Immigrant Asia – as represented by those contract labourers from India and China – began to marry into the African slave population, creating a multi-shaded community of nations which was both parochial and international. Jamaicans are not all black; many gradations – Chinese, Indian, Lebanese – can exist within a single Jamaican family. So Jamaica in the high imperial age after slavery became the oddly ‘modern’ society. The Dead Yard explores, among other things, the island’s bewildering racial and ethnic diversity.


Even as Jamaica declined, sugar sustained the island. Prices rose significantly during the Great War – sweetening the rations – and slavery cast its shadow as field-hands were overworked by their employers. Cruelty had been implicit in Jamaican life for the 300 years of British rule (‘Jamaican history,’ wrote Karl Marx, ‘is characteristic of the beastliness of the true Englishman.’) Throughout the 1930s resentments simmered again on the plantations, along the Kingston wharves and in the great overcrowding of the ghetto. The common man, said the lawyer and future Jamaican prime minister Norman Washington Manley, would no longer endure inhuman conditions; he was prepared ‘to raise hell’ to have them changed. Amid this civil strife, Jamaican nationalism was born.


As the 1930s gave way to the 1940s, trade unions, co-operative societies, reform leagues and other bodies developed into political parties. By the end of the Second World War Jamaican nationalist leaders with mass support were agitating for self-rule. Norman Manley, appointed the colony’s chief minister in 1955, made independence his priority. Both he and the British government considered it impractical for islands in the Anglophone Caribbean to ‘go it alone’, so the idea of a British West Indian federation was drafted. Jamaicans tolerated the idea for four years.


In a referendum called by Manley in 1961 Jamaicans voted categorically to leave the federation and within a year made ready to greet independence. As the clock struck midnight on 5 August 1962, the national colours were raised and the Union Jack lowered for the last time. The British farewell ceremony, held in Kingston’s newly opened National Stadium, drew a crowd of 20,000 people. Tears were shed as ‘God Save the Queen’ was played, followed by the Jamaican national anthem. The new flag had a St Andrew’s cross designed in black, gold and green – the gold and green symbolic of hoped-for rebirth and the black a recognition of continental Africa. Not all Jamaicans cared for it. ‘Black gold’ had been slave-trader parlance for captive Africans; moreover, the flag appeared to be loosely modelled on the Union Jack.


Once down, the union colours were neatly folded by the duty-soldier and passed on to the sergeant-major, who passed them to the officer-in-charge, who passed them to the governor, who passed them to the sovereign’s representative, who passed them to an aide-de-camp. Britain’s withdrawal was presented (by the British) as a triumph of statesmanship, by no means a sign of national weakness. Jamaica was not getting independence; rather, Great Britain was granting Jamaica independence.


A clamour of songs exhorted the Jamaican people to join in the 1962 festivities and jump for joy. Derrick Morgan’s ‘Forward March’ opened with a military bugle clarion, its chorus: ‘The time has come when you can have your fun’. Queen Elizabeth II had sent her sister, Princess Margaret, as a symbol of gracious British retreat. ‘But we have further been graced,’ enthused the Jamaican press, ‘with the attendance of Vice President Lyndon Johnson of the United States, a token of the esteem our great northern neighbour holds for us.’ Prescient words: fifty years on, Jamaica has become a quasi-American outpost in the Caribbean; many poor Jamaicans in Jamaica dream of American citizenship.


The following day, 6 August 1962, Princess Margaret handed the new constitutional documents to the Jamaican prime minister. And with this gesture Jamaica moved, at least in theory, from the protection of the British Crown to self-government. The princess wished the fledgling nation well, and welcomed it to the British Commonwealth.


So, officially, ended imperial rule in Jamaica. The process of ‘decolonisation’ was marked by the usual contradictions and conflict. Jamaica’s two-party Westminster system (assiduously put together during the last years of British control) was bolstered; but, at the same time, African Jamaican historical figures who had been denigrated, abused or simply ignored by the colonial administration were rehabilitated and made semi-official ‘national heroes’. Among these were Sam Sharpe and Paul Bogle, rebel Baptist preachers who had championed the Jamaican poor.


Undoubtedly, Jamaica stumbled in the years following independence. During the Cold War in the 1970s, the United States intruded blatantly on Jamaican affairs. A nominally socialist (and outwardly anti-American) government was seeking to nationalise foreign-owned industries, redistribute land and empower the black majority. Jamaica’s proximity to communist Cuba was of the gravest concern to Washington. The United States was determined to ‘rescue’ Jamaica from the threat posed by Fidel Castro. In subsequent years, Jamaica fell deeper into the clutches of North American financial institutions, incurring debts it could ill afford.


However, the burden of Jamaica’s post-colonial political failure lies not with the United States or with slavery or British imperialism, but with the Jamaican people themselves. A system of ‘clientism’ has evolved in the years since independence, in which patron-politicians provide their client-supporters with jobs, protection and a flow of money, as well as narcotics and firearms, in return for their loyalty. The failure of local politicians to use independence virtuously has become entangled with a culture of violence; this is aggravated in turn by the rate of broken homes and absent fathers in a society already burdened by the legacy of the plantation and the lash.


The reality, for most Jamaicans, was that independence in 1962 brought only disappointment. For all the promises of prosperity and social justice, thousands of country folk continued to drift hard-broke into Kingston in search of non-existent jobs. The island’s class and racial divides remained stubbornly in place. The problem of the colour-line continues to haunt Jamaica. The lighter your complexion, the more privileged you are likely to be. An insidious ‘shadism’ has ensured that a minority of white (or near white: what Jamaicans call ‘local white’) inhabitants still control the plantations and other industries, while the black population remains separated from them by the powerlessness or poverty of their lives. The frequent appearance in The Dead Yard of white and upper-echelon Jamaicans might suggest a skewed image of island society. However, white Jamaicans still wield huge (if not uncontested) power; the Jamaica created by the merchant-capitalists of slavery has survived. So anxious are some Jamaicans to ‘whiten up’ that they use skin-bleaches – a sad after-effect of the aristocracy of skin nurtured by the British during slavery.


For good or ill, British culture remains a significant part of what it means to be Jamaican today. The independence constitution of 1962 – still in existence today – had recognised Queen Elizabeth II as the Queen of Jamaica and the Governor General as her chosen representative. In spite of the British legacy (or because of it), Jamaica currently has one of the highest illiteracy rates in the English-speaking West Indies. Though Jamaica has a vibrant literature of its own, reading seriously, at any age, is often associated with reading for examinations.


Instead, the history and mythology of the Jamaican people are fabulously revealed in music. Music is a very serious business in Jamaica, influencing every aspect of life from dress to speech. Reggae, specifically deejay-based dancehall, now dominates the music scene, but old-time gospel and mento (a type of calypso) can still be heard. Chapter titles in The Dead Yard are taken from reggae (or reggae-related) songs. Reggae was – and is – the musical voice of Jamaica, just as rai is the musical voice of Algeria or flamenco that of Spain; it is a trance-inducing music out of Africa that I have come to love.


It may be salutary to reflect that the only time Jamaica prospered economically was during the sugar boom of slavery. The view that Jamaica was ‘better off’ in the British system (even if that means slavery) is held by some Jamaicans; yet it is not one that I share. The passing of the British Empire was good for Jamaica (independence came about because the Empire was opposed to Jamaican national interests); and it was good also for Britain, which by 1962 lacked the strength to carry out its overseas responsibilities. The Empire – Rudyard Kipling’s ‘dominion over palm and pine’ – had created in Jamaica a white man’s country within an impoverished black majority.


All the same, a surprising number of Jamaicans remain nostalgic for imperial glories, or at any rate a notion of British law and order, and deference to authority. The conviction that things were once a lot better is often voiced by older Jamaicans or returned Jamaican migrants. After their long years of expatriation in Britain or North America, returnees may come home to find Jamaica changed beyond recognition. In all likelihood this nostalgia has more to do with emotions invested in the remembrance of the past – the legendary period of their youth, when lives were organised and given meaning by the Union flag. To the post-imperial reader it may seem surprising – even shocking – that some Jamaicans should hold romantic opinions of Empire or at least display a pious Anglo-patriotism. Yet, as one Jamaican (certainly not an imperialist) asked me, ‘What has Jamaica done with its independence?’


Pro-British Jamaicans, young and old, are so much a presence in The Dead Yard that I have had to consider (if only to register my impressions) whether the new-born nation did not in fact lose something after 1962, when the United States – the ‘Colossus of the North’ – began to strengthen its influence, and the island which had been overrun by one kind of empire was overrun (in a different way) by another.


Anthony Trollope, during his 1859 tour of the Caribbean, predicted that England would one day be ‘no more than a name’ in the West Indies: Uncle Sam would soon take the upper hand. Currently, the United States absorbs the majority of the 15,000 Jamaicans estimated to migrate each year. Britain is no longer such an attractive destination, not least because Jamaican nationals must now have a visa to enter. The legislation, passed by Tony Blair’s Labour government in March 2003, was intended to curb the number of Jamaicans entering the United Kingdom as drug couriers. Yet most ordinary Jamaicans come to Britain to visit family and friends; the visa requirement is deeply offensive to them. Britons do not need a visa to go to Jamaica (or any other Caribbean island); why, then, should Jamaicans need a visa to enter Britain?


While it is true that many of the Caribbean drug kingpins in Brooklyn – ‘Little Jamaica’ – were apprenticed in the slums of Kingston, America’s influence on Jamaica is often wrongly seen as a malign one of consumerism, bling and guns. The US–Jamaican exchange has been – and remains – far more positive than that. The Harlem-based newspaper Negro World, which offered an important ideal of black emancipation to African Americans, was founded in 1918 by the Jamaican race leader Marcus Garvey. In the 1920s, Jamaicans were active in the black American arts movement known as the Harlem Renaissance that coincided with the Jazz Age. Today, around 350,000 people in the East Coast cities of New York, Baltimore, Philadelphia and Boston are thought to be of Jamaican origin. The majority of Jamaican-descended Americans – from the eastern shores of Virginia, across the industrial heartland of Ohio and on to the Rocky mountain states of Colorado and New Mexico and beyond – had voted for Barack Obama in the presidential elections of November 2008. The first black president of the United States (in so far as it is necessary to designate Obama’s race at all) is seen my many Jamaican Americans as a Franklin Roosevelt for the twenty-first century.




*





My impression of Jamaica was often of a baneful place. Nearly every Jamaican knows someone who has been threatened with a gun or knife – or murdered. With an annual murder rate of around 1,500 in a population of less than three million, Jamaica is now one of the most violent countries in the world, on a level with South Africa and Colombia. A recent report by Amnesty International, ‘Let Them Kill Each Other’ (April 2008), depicted a nation in tragic disorder. Reports on child labour, domestic violence and murder clog the national press. Kingston remains locked in cycles of political and gangland violence; to live there today calls for special qualities of endurance.


No doubt Jamaica’s reputation for violence has been exaggerated by foreign reporters and in any case is only part of the picture. Rural Jamaica especially has an alluring atmosphere which cannot be guessed at behind the walls of the all-inclusive beach resorts. The Dead Yard, the fruit of three visits made to Jamaica over a three-year period, explores the present reality of island life with all its hospitality, charm and intrigue.


A word, finally, on the title. In Jamaica, the ‘dead yard’ refers to the house of a recently deceased man or woman; relatives gather respectfully at the dead yard for a wake that can last up to nine days. The term is linked to ‘The Yard’, a colloquial name for Jamaica, the ‘yard’ also being the area round one’s house.
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(Black Man) in Hammersmith Palais





I began my journey in south London, where James Fairweather had lived since 1947 after serving in the RAF. His Peckham house stood in a Victorian terrace which had been occupied once by horse omnibus inspectors and bank clerks; now, increasingly, by refugees from Africa. On greeting me, Fairweather led the way down a dimly lit corridor to the kitchen. Above the fridge hung an oilskin map of pre-independence Jamaica and, next to it, an out-of-date Page Three girl calendar. In his pinstriped waistcoat, Fairweather was prepared for the interview.


Another man was seated at the table, drinking white rum (‘the whites’, he called it). He introduced himself as George Walters, a building contractor. Walters had left Jamaica in 1966. Like Fairweather, he was natty, dressed in a pork-pie hat and a tie with a Top Cat motif. ‘So when are you off to Jamaica?’ Walters asked me, interested. ‘Next week,’ I said. He winced slightly. ‘Mind how you go out there,’ he said.


Fairweather’s Jamaican childhood, as he described it to me, seemed very remote, a golden age when Jamaica had been an outpost of Britain’s sovereignty. He loved Britain, he said, and the British royal cult with its fripperies and rituals (increasingly meaningless to young Jamaicans). On display in the kitchen were a Union Jack sweet tin and a 1952 coronation mug, as well as souvenir shire horses. Fairweather’s wartime service was prompted by the anti-Nazi film In Which We Serve starring Noel Coward. The film inspired him to join the RAF. ‘We all thought Hitler would bring back slavery and repatriate us to Africa if he won the war.’ In 1943, after training in the United States as a wireless operator, Fairweather was transferred to Scotland, where his white superiors showed him a soldierly respect. ‘There was no place for prejudice back then,’ he explained. ‘A war was on, and it was to be fought by black and white alike.’ Some 8,000 Jamaicans served in the RAF during the 1939–45 conflict.


While on leave in wartime London, Fairweather joined white servicemen at the Hammersmith Palais, and in the smoky nightclubs off Jermyn Street. He was filled with patriotic zeal and felt a pride in being a citizen of the Empire. In 1947 he returned to Jamaica for ten months. The island was recovering from the hurricane of 1944 and many Jamaicans were tempted to book a one-way passage to Britain in search of a better life. Fairweather, who was now an important source of knowledge about jobs and money in the so-called mother country, encouraged them to go. Britain, he told his Jamaican friends, ‘was the best place for a black man to be’.


George Walters, who had been listening to the conversation, turned to me. ‘But hear me now on this, my friend. England was a bad disappointment for me at first.’ He could not believe that London could look so old and dead and poor – so plain different from the way it was depicted in the posters back home. In the grey, inner-city streets lined with scruffy, bay-fronted houses he desperately looked for somewhere to live. His biggest surprise was not the glum clothes or the shut-in, unsmiling faces of the landladies, but the cockney they spoke. ‘After the high-class English they taught me in Jamaica, cockney sounded low class,’ said Walters, ‘it sounded bad and coarse.’ Saying this, he sighed heavily.


Understandably, Walters had expected British people to be exactly like the white missionaries and colonials he had known in Jamaica. So the spectacle of white people doing menial work shocked him. ‘Road-sweeps? I nearly died.’ It was a quite astonishing reversal of roles: Caucasian hands doing a black man’s work. Other shocks were in store for him. Englishwomen wore their hair in rollers in public; dogs came to sniff the packets of bread left by the milkman on the doorstep. What kind of life could spring from such squalor?


Inevitably as a West Indian ‘room-seeker’ Walters experienced a degree of racism. He was surprised to find himself categorised as ‘coloured’. (‘Room to Let: Regret No Kolored’ ran the typical advert.) In Jamaica the term ‘coloured’ applied to people of mixed race; in England it was one of the basic words of boarding-house culture and of polite vocabulary in general. Usually, there was no violence: the aggressors, once stood up to, turned on their heels. Walters was prepared to fight back, though. ‘First try rebuke by tongue,’ he told me, ‘then fists.’


Fairweather, like Walters, had family responsibilities in Jamaica, and routinely sent remittances. Would I take out a sum of money to his older brother Roy? Roy was a farmer who lived twelve miles outside Kingston in Spanish Town, the capital of Jamaica when Spain ruled the island. ‘He talks a bit raw-chaw – rough, you know – but he’s arright.’ I agreed and later, with the money in my pocket, I caught the bus back home from Peckham.




*





Sunday morning: the sky a poisonous pink, and Kingston was going to church. Women in spidery hat-veils got on the bus to Spanish Town, clutching bibles. I sat in the back, limp with perspiration. A hurricane had left Kingston in a mess of blown-over billboards and telegraph poles trailing wires. Spanish Town, where Roy Fairweather lived, was said to be no less storm-battered, and the road out of Kingston was flooded in parts. As the bus picked up speed I felt a stab of apprehension. Some of Jamaica’s toughest ghettoes flanked these Kingston outskirts, places of extreme violence controlled by politicians and their gangster-henchmen. The possibility that Jamaica was a failed nation – a country in despair – seemed to increase as the bus driver, tailgating recklessly, almost hit a pedestrian and, shaking his head at her accusingly, sped on.


Smoke hung over the shanties in gauzy, thinning clouds, with the morning sun breaking through. Gangs of dogs, cowed-looking, slunk through a roadside litter of plastic bottles, old mattresses, discarded KFC boxes. Shuddering and jerking on creaking springs, we ground to a stop at Spanish Town’s bus terminus on Bourkes Road. Inside the terminus, hemmed in by razor-wire fencing, teenagers with street-tough eyes were hustling and making chat. Bumbo claat! Raas claat! In their flat-top hairstyles, string vests and trainers they looked NYC ghetto-sharp. I took in the bombardment of impressions down Bourkes Road. Dancehall music, a numbingly insistent rap, blared from the meagrely supplied shops. Early morning pool-hall gamblers seen dimly though a doorway stood gathered round a table, cues raised. Higglers or market women were working their stalls with the industry of ants. Over it all, an odour of charcoal fires, kerosene, rotting vegetables. And here and there, duckboards had been laid down across the post-hurricane mud.


Roy Fairweather was eighty-four, his wife Helen eighty-one. They lived in the Willow Dene neighbourhood of Spanish Town on a street named Piccadilly Drive. If there was a criminal character to Willow Dene I did not see it. Women in white robes and white head-ties milled outside a concrete building, flanked by almond trees with whitewashed trunks, that stood for a church. The houses, many of them, had scrubby gardens with scarlet-flowered ackee trees. It looked as if low-income, church-going Jamaicans lived here. Some of them may even have had regular clerkly jobs in Kingston.


A network of footpaths connected the homesteads and their occupants into a human community. At a cinder-block bungalow with a ‘Beware The Dog’ sign affixed to tall sheet-metal gates I called out hello. There was a barking as someone came to loosen bolts and chains. The gates jerked open to reveal a tall, thin man in bare feet. Roy Fairweather’s face was quizzical as he looked at me. ‘Brother Jimmy sent you?’ I nodded and, restraining his Alsatian, he led me across a yard of packed dry earth sheltered by a corrugated plastic roof; the yard was bare except for two leafy mango trees, one with old rubber tyres suspended on ropes from its branches: swings for grandchildren, maybe.


‘So how is brother Jimmy?’ Roy Fairweather asked me as we passed into semi-darkness. I said he was good. The room smelled of disinfectant and the sweet, wet smell that I associated with West Indian rum shops. Roy gestured me to a sofa – ‘Sit down and relax yourself’ – as his gaze passed quickly from my shoulder bag to my shoes to a room somewhere in the back. ‘Mammee!’ he raised his voice. ‘Come to greet the gentleman from England!’ Mammee was his wife, I assumed, but she appeared reluctant to emerge. A giant blue teddy bear stared at me from one end of the room. ‘Drink?’ Roy asked, as he opened a wall cupboard well stocked with bottles. ‘Yes, Jimmy live inna Peckham now for a long time,’ he said, his Jamaican drawl languid. ‘They say him have a lounge with TV, hi-fi, video, everything nice.’


Round his neck Roy wore a gold chain, and another on each wrist – a man of consequence. He had been the first of the family to leave for England. ‘See that?’ he said, pointing to a huge cocktail cabinet. ‘I bought that in Herne Hill.’ On the top were several gold plastic models of Big Ben – shooting-gallery prizes. The cabinet spoke to Roy of a previous era, of London south of the river. After a pause I handed Roy the envelope containing the remittance; with a nod he slipped it into a trouser pocket, finished his rum in two hard swallows, set the glass down sharply and called out again, ‘Mammee!’


Roy’s wife was now standing in the doorway. ‘What you doin’ with such a big glass, Roy?’ She clucked her tongue and shot me a searching glance. ‘And what bring you to ’Panish Town?’ she asked, not too friendly. I said I had come with greetings from Fairweather junior. ‘London?’ Helen scowled. ‘Jamaicans are like flies in London now. But you can’t trust nobody there.’ News of the Al Qaeda bomb attack two days earlier had brought images of shocked and bloodied London commuters into Jamaican homes: fifty-two murdered on a bus and crowded Tube trains.


Helen was acquainted with violence herself. In 1985 her first husband, a public works employee, had been murdered in Spanish Town after he got into a dispute with a gang over land ownership; his killers were never brought to book. What used to be considered a crime in Jamaica, Helen said, is now judged a non-crime – even murder. ‘There’s no respect no more,’ she said. ‘Is Satan take over now.’


Roy, shaking his head, asked his wife permission to pour himself another glass of rum. She set the bottle down on the table at his side, dang-danging under her breath as she did so. He tipped out a shot, mixing it with a pink-coloured syrup to take the edge off the ‘overproof’, and downed it. My impression was that he and Helen had barricaded themselves in against Jamaica. ‘We don’t like it no more in ’Panish Town,’ Helen said; Spanish Town was out of control, individuals were caught up in drugs, rubbing each other out. The place was ‘a creation of the Devil’, agreed Roy.


‘Yes,’ Helen went on. ‘The bad men are getting badder, and to tell the truth, I really getting to frighten up and worried.’ The violence knew no respect or boundary. ‘Is sufferation time,’ she said; her eyes seemed full of fight and fear.


In the summer of 1962, just one week after independence, Helen set sail from Jamaica for England with 1,100 other Jamaican migrants, none of them coming to the mother country merely to claim from social services (as the British tabloid press would often claim), but determined to work. By migrating to Britain, Helen believed she was exercising a birthright; she had ‘UK – Right of Abode’ stamped into her passport, and considered herself a Britisher to the bone. Britain was going to rescue her from poverty.


Menial jobs awaited her. By occupying the poorest, dirtiest and most low-paid jobs – nursing, milk delivery, sewage treatment – Jamaica, a poor country, was providing Britain, a rich country, with a form of development aid. ‘Colonisation in Reverse’, it has been called. To Helen’s further dismay, most English people assumed she was African. African? She came from a Europeanised, Christian, English-speaking island in what used to be known as the British Caribbean. ‘They think we all just drop from the trees in the jungle like black monkeys,’ she said to me, describing a not uncommon experience. Living in ‘Missus Queen’s’ country was not at all what Helen had expected. Britain, still rebuilding from the ruins of the Empire, did not care to make distinctions between West Indians and West Africans; all were black, all were non-British. ‘A lot of English didn’t even seem to care about the Commonwealth and that class of thing,’ Helen continued. ‘And it vex me – cos I always flew the Union Jack in my heart.’


In London, Helen was employed as a cashier in a Battersea police station canteen. Only the Irish constabulary treated her as an equal. (‘I think I understand the Irish,’ the Jamaican author Claude McKay wrote in 1921, ‘my belonging to a subject race entitles me to some understanding of them.’) The rest of her time in London Helen worked as a nurse in old people’s homes. News of her homecoming in 1989 spread rapidly through Willow Dene; parties were held in her honour amid a popping of corks. ‘It was a very happy day for me,’ she remembered.


But now she and Roy were tired, tired of the everyday struggles in Jamaica, and seemed to be the loneliest of people. As I left, Helen gave me a bagful of mangoes blown out of the tree by the hurricane. ‘Watch your step, my dear, and walk good.’ Her husband, taking my hand, said he longed to see brother Jimmy in Peckham, but feared it was too late. ‘You live until you die,’ he said with finality. ‘It nah matter how you go; dead’s dead.’


Out on Piccadilly Drive the afternoon air, rinsed of dust by the rains, had brought up a heavy, asparagus smell from the earth. I made my way back to the bus terminus on Bourkes Road where I saw a man brandishing a broken bottle at passengers. ‘Ah mark you face!’ he shouted, mechanically wrathful. The rage in him died away quickly, and I climbed on board a bus. The market stalls along Bourkes Road were deserted now, surrounded by a drowsy half-silence of cicadas, and a barking of dogs in the distance. On the way back to Kingston we were overtaken by a hearse; it was big, black and expensive, and it sounded a horn as it surged through the hurricane waters.




*





In the build-up to the hurricane, religious evangelists had spoken on the radio and television of an avenging beast come to cleanse our souls. Far from being a tropical depression to be monitored by the meteorological office, the hurricane was a divine visitation. Hurricane Dennis (‘Dennis the Menace’, Roy Fairweather had called it) hit with such destructive force that I could almost believe that it was a judgement on the ‘sinnery’ of modern Jamaica. First, the air in Kingston turned very close, then a low mutter of thunder could be heard as reports came of a swell down by the harbour on Marcus Garvey Drive. By early afternoon all Jamaica had been put under ‘hurricane watch’ as the government closed down schools and businesses. By four o’clock the winds had risen dramatically, with the eye of the storm now said to be about 200 miles east-southeast of Kingston – and coming in fast.


Downtown, street hustlers did a brisk, last-minute trade selling the provisions necessary to ‘ride out Dennis’: tinned mackerel, condensed milk. Most of the shoppers reportedly were women: the men were busy bracing themselves with rum.


I was staying uptown in the house of an English-born painter, Penelope Jane Stewart, or PJ, as she is known to friends. PJ had lived in Jamaica for over thirty years. The country’s social malaise seemed to be of genuine concern to her, as she did good works for Catholic charities downtown, and was admired by a wide circle of Jamaicans of all backgrounds. Her house radiated an air of tranquillity; and tranquillity is what distinguishes well-off Jamaican homes from those downtown, amid the ghetto. But there was another reason why the house was enjoyed by many different people: PJ’s attitude to her staff. While some wealthy (especially ‘hurry-come-up’ or newly wealthy) Jamaicans treat their domestics with an ill-concealed contempt, PJ was at pains to give hers the all-important respect.


As the hurricane gained strength, PJ brought in items of garden furniture; some uptowners were rumoured to be submerging metal chairs and glass-topped tables in their swimming pools. By eight o’clock a heavy rain was beating down. A few neighbours, braving the hurricane-gusts, dropped by for drinks. The storm seemed to have unleashed a tipsy excitement in them. They began to speak in raised voices of the devastation caused in Jamaica by other hurricanes. Hurricane Gilbert, in 1988, had left forty-five Jamaicans dead and one-third of the population in shelters. In the period of ‘national reconstruction’ that followed, Jamaica’s pro-Reagan government announced that the island would not this time turn to Britain for aid, but to the United States. This was a turning point in Anglo-Jamaican relations, as Jamaica moved further into the Washington camp and the US Agency for International Development (USAID) imposed hard-to-repay ‘financial assistance’.


I went to bed and tried to sleep, but the night was sticky with heat. At four o’clock came a terrific explosion and wailing – a thunderclap had set off car alarms in the neighbourhood. I stood transfixed by the window as the palm trees, lit up by lightning, banged their heads on the lawn, then whipped back like dry-fly rods.




*





When I woke next morning I turned on the television. Vegetation for miles round Kingston had been turned to pulp; flash floods had driven 2,000 people into shelters. In the worst hit of Jamaica’s fourteen parishes, St Thomas, graves had been uprooted, while in the Kingston suburb of Portmore a crocodile had been washed out of a gully. It took five men five hours to truss it with ropes and cart it off to the city zoo.


Yet Jamaica had got off lightly. At the last moment ‘Dennis the Menace’ had veered north towards Cuba, becoming a mere tea-cup typhoon. The morning rush-hour traffic heading downtown was nevertheless infernal, owing to the hurricane floods. Trucks, motorbikes, animal-drawn conveyances moved at an agonising pace along Constant Spring Road. For some reason, bright yellow butterflies had proliferated in the wake of the hurricane; the roadside Lignum vitae trees were covered in them.


Most of the bus passengers (including me) had been cajoled on board by the driver and his team of conductors. Competition to fill bus seats in Kingston is fierce as drivers vie aggressively to scoop up passengers from the kerb. The essence of Kingston – the place where the noisy, violent and frequently humorous quality of the city’s life unfolds – must be the bus. A white man seen on a bus has either lost his mind or his place in society; like the ‘walk-foot buckra’ (white man) who had no horse in the days of slavery, I was looked upon as a misfit – a loser, even.


Parts of Kingston, as seen from the bus window, resembled a tropical Surrey: statues of Queen Victoria and squat-towered Anglican churches abounded. But America ruled now, and with American values had come Burger King outlets and air-conditioned shopping malls. With over 900,000 inhabitants – almost 30 per cent of Jamaica’s population – Kingston is unquestionably the greatest urban concentration of the West Indies. But it is not a pretty city and I doubted it ever was. While the French and Spanish had built beautiful outposts where they settled in the Caribbean, the British had allowed Kingston to grow in ugly parallel streets down to the sea’s edge.


Further downtown stood the old slave depot, where sallow-faced merchants had waited to buy ‘cargo’ newly arrived from West Africa. On disembarkation the slaves were fed, washed, shaved and rubbed with palm oil until they gleamed ‘healthily’ for the market place. Lying about the wharves were also hundreds of decrepit slave-ship sailors known as ‘wharfingers’, who no longer had commercial value, but crawled into empty sugar casks to die. All this human wretchedness was in the trivial cause of sweetness: sugar. Jamaica was pilloried, appropriately, as ‘the Dunghill of the Universe’ (in 1788, in the Massachusetts Centinel).


I got off at Kingston’s high-rise financial district, with its lush botanical parks and colonial King’s House. A hush seemed to lie on this part of the city after the hurricane, people’s faces strange in the close, steamy light. I had been warned not to go downtown. ‘People are very grudgeful down there,’ uptowners would tell me. ‘You have to know what you’re doing.’


Orange Street, a dark, narrow strip of asphalt, had once been Kingston’s business sector, but now it was full of barren yards, and lined with little wood shacks and shops. A reek of spoiling meat, or perhaps sewage, hung in the air. Most of the dilapidation was the work of sun and rain, but man had done the rest. One store owner, exasperated by the use passers-by made of his shopfront, had put up the polite notice: ‘Please Don’t URINATE (PIST) Here. Thank You man COOL’.


Hot and in need of a drink, I headed further downtown in the direction of Coronation Market (‘Corrie’ to Kingstonians). A slight wind was up when I got there and blue plastic tarpaulins flapped over the stalls. Built in 1936 on the accession of George VI, the market was a higgler’s domain full of bargains and trash: mango-sellers had set down their country load and tripe-vendors were yelling prices amid spillings of rice and brown sugar. Wealthier Jamaicans rarely venture down to ‘Corrie’. The few who do first leave their jewellery at home, then put on a hostile ‘screw face’ to ward off filching hands. With its hustling sales pitches, Corrie was a world away from the American-style supermarkets uptown; it was more like a residue of West Africa, overflowing with tin plates, plastic mirrors, scissors, razors, assortments of hair beads and hair braids.


The market felt more edgy the closer I got to Tivoli Gardens, a ramshackle housing project, where porters were pushing handcarts at speed. Tivoli Gardens, formerly the Back-o-Wall slum, had been built in 1966 by the Jamaica Labour Party government or JLP. The inhabitants had been loyal to the opposing political party, the People’s National Party or PNP, and the government wanted rid of them. On the morning of 12 July 1966, armed police dispersed the residents with tear gas, batons and rifle-shot, then bulldozers rolled in behind the police, flattening the shanty. The newly installed JLP strong men were afterwards supplied with firearms (‘vote-getters’) in exchange for their continued political allegiance. With the construction of Tivoli Gardens, the lines were drawn for generations to come: JLP or PNP? For or against? Today when rival gunmen chase each other through the market stalls, as often happens, bystanders get hit, most of them women.


Women make up 46 per cent of the Jamaican labour force, the highest per capita ratio in the world, and Coronation Market was effectively a matriarchy. In their heavy leather shoes and wide straw hats the higglers stood, hands on hips, over pyramids of yams and salted cod fish. Sometimes they travel for miles into Kingston by jitney (mule cart), and they run the peasant economy on which the Jamaican capital depends for its daily food. One higgler, glancing at my Bible-black notebook, addressed me: ‘You a preacher man?’ When I said no, she tried to sell me a ‘roots’ drink said to aid sexual potency. ‘It big you up nice, my dear, and make you evva ready for love.’ Jamaicans call these concoctions ‘front-end lifters’. I do not think they work.


In my imagination, downtown had been a volatile place where white people inevitably become a target. (‘I went to the place where every white face is an invitation to robbery,’ Joe Strummer of the Clash said in 1977 of Kingston.) Instead I had found only friendliness and, in the market anyway, a sociable atmosphere. At the exit, a dreadlocked man was calling out to passers-by from a pile of lavatory rolls he had for sale. ‘Everyting mus’ go!’ To my (and possibly his) surprise I bought a roll. ‘Arright, man, rispeck,’ he nodded.




*





Today I was going to the funeral of a High Court judge, Ronald Small, who had died in Kingston aged ninety-seven. The Jamaica of Judge Small’s childhood had been hidebound by colonial red tape, its justice system overwhelmingly white and stuffed with antiquated, precedence-ridden lawyers from the Inns of Court in London. I could imagine that Small had grown up with a complicated understanding of what he was and what he was not – at a time after the First World War, when Jamaica had not much hope of independence.


The funeral was held in St Luke’s, an Anglican church at the Cross Roads section of midtown. In the pews sat august-looking members of the Jamaican judiciary in chalk-striped suits. It was a very British (or Anglican Jamaican) occasion. The Small family were conducted to their seats by an usher in a clerical dog collar. Among them were the poet Robin (‘Bongo Jerry’) Small and the human rights lawyer Richard Small.


We learned that Judge Small had been a ‘very British’ Jamaican, who liked to relax at weekends in Edwardian knickerbockers and gave his daughter five shillings every time she recited a stanza of Gray’s Elegy. To be a Jamaican of this sort, it was implied, was to be a little eccentric; yet Judge Small’s pre-war education, with its jingoist myopia and labyrinth of Empire-era prohibitions, had been no less strange. School essays were set on such subjects as how to build a snowman at Christmas, scarcely relevant to semi-tropical Jamaica.


The deceased was praised as a ‘public servant’ who had practised the ‘major export’ of the British Empire: British justice. The ‘sober, upright seriousness’ of the British judiciary together with the ‘stoical uncomplaining character’ (as Judge Small saw it) of the British were therefore honoured. ‘Never put your wishbone where your backbone ought to be,’ Judge Small had liked to tell his children.


Afterwards the organist struck up ‘Waltzing Matilda’ and the congregation filed out of St Luke’s into a downpour of warm rain. In the doorways people were putting up umbrellas. ‘I hope your father’s death was an easy one,’ I said to Richard Small, the lawyer. (My own father had just died; I felt real sympathy.) Small looked at me sadly: ‘Oh yes, you know, at his time of life – he died of old age.’ We agreed to meet later at his Kingston legal practice.




* 





At the legal practice, the noise of the traffic on Seymour Avenue was muffled by whirring fans. Richard Small, seated behind a desk, now seemed more wary of me. The values and standards of colonial Britain had not been as attractive to him as to his father. As a law student in 1960s London Small had been involved in the Caribbean Artists Movement, a Pan-African group which aimed (like the Harlem Renaissance in pre-civil rights America) to rehabilitate African identity in West Indian art, literature and music. He had also helped to set up the London-based Campaign Against Racial Discrimination, or CARD, which sought to combat racial injustices in 1960s Britain.


Having returned to Jamaica, Small was part of a growing body of intellectuals who believed that Jamaica must separate constitutionally from Britain and become a republic. Republican sentiment had been more prevalent in Jamaica in the 1970s, when the ruling PNP had absorbed the orthodoxies of Black Power and sought to distance itself somewhat from Queen Elizabeth II (who had claimed that The Black and White Minstrel Show was among her favourite television programmes). But in those days Jamaica had more trading links with Britain, and the trappings of British colonialism had been more visible, more numerous and, for Richard Small and others, more deleterious.


I asked Small what Jamaica had achieved in the four decades since the Union Jack came down: the fruits of independence, it could be argued, had failed to ripen.


‘“Failed” is the right word,’ said Small, relaxing a little. ‘We got a new flag in 1962, a national motto, a national anthem, a flower, a fruit, even a national bird. But what has Jamaica done with its independence? That is the question.’


He added, ‘Corruption is a very serious problem in Jamaica but we haven’t bothered to address it. Unfortunately,’ he went on with a rueful expression, ‘if you lament the corruption of drugs – the corruption of politics – Jamaicans may take you for a neocolonialist who wants to return Jamaica to the days of British law and British order. Well,’ he concluded, ‘I’m not going to get trapped into that foolishness.’


After the hopes and frustrations of 1962 – the bunting, the maypoles, the float parades of the great independence party – why is the illusion of British power still so strenuously maintained in Jamaica? Jamaican senators, Jamaican cabinet ministers, Jamaican judges of the high courts must all swear allegiance to ‘Elizabeth the Second, by the Grace of God, Queen of Jamaica’. Jamaica’s prolonged union with the royal family, surely, is a last vestige of colonialism – a subject people’s obeisance to Britannia and to that ghost of empire, the Commonwealth. What has Jamaica’s reward been for its loyalty? Few British people today take much interest in Jamaica or Jamaican affairs. ‘It’s not just ignorant British people who don’t know or care where Jamaica is,’ Small commented, ‘it’s by and large that British people don’t know or care where Jamaica is.’ Really? Back in the 1960s, Small insisted, most Britons thought the West Indies had to do with India. And now Jamaica, once Britain’s most profitable sugar-bowl and slave depot, was being repaid with British neglect and, Small reckoned, abandonment to the United States.


Unsurprisingly, republicanism is growing in Jamaica. In October 2007 Prime Minister Bruce Golding (of the ruling JLP) pledged to take steps to replace the Queen with a Jamaican president to be chosen by the Jamaican people. Elsewhere in the English-speaking Caribbean – St Lucia, Grenada, Antigua, St Vincent – the monarchy is also under scrutiny. Less affection will be shown to Prince Charles when and if he succeeds to the throne; he is too associated with ‘shame and scandal in the family’ (to quote the title of a Trinidadian calypso) to enjoy the uncomplicated reverence shown ‘Missus Queen’. In the meantime it was hard to disagree with Richard Small that the Union Jack had yet to come down completely on Jamaica. Having shaped Jamaica’s past for ill, Britain had not helped to shape its future for good. As Richard Small accompanied me to the exit, he said that in Jamaica, as elsewhere, conflict has been the legacy of empire.
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Trench Town Mix Up





PJ’s housekeeper, Valerie Salmon, was a wise, self-contained woman in her early fifties, who flip-flopped round the kitchen in the mornings frying plantain and boiling green banana. ‘Jamaica always was kinda in a certain bankruptcy,’ she told me one day, ‘but after Hurricane Dennis it a whole lot worse.’


Valerie’s was a typical story of rural migration to Kingston. Thirty years ago, in 1976, she had arrived in the big city with money sewn into her coat lining. The crime rate was no deterrent to her; Kingston was – still is – the island’s industrial and economic dynamo. Each week the city is pushed a little further outside its boundaries as countryfolk like Valerie continue to migrate there in search of work, and the government is obliged (if reluctantly) to bring services out to the proliferating shack colonies. It was to a government housing estate – a tenement yard – that Valerie arrived, travel-stained and bewildered, in the summer of 1976.


Firearms were ubiquitous and the inhabitants took advantage of Valerie as a newcomer. The guns offended her countryside propriety but what could she do? Life in the ghetto, thrashed and twisted, was controlled by gangsters who did the bidding of the politicians. ‘If you didn’t have gun,’ Valerie said to me, ‘the drug men kill you – if you did have gun, them kill you even worse.’ In her view, there will always somebody at the top in Jamaican society who dictated the terms to those below. All Jamaicans had ‘prejudice’: even the poor in the shack dumps uptown looked down on those in the squatter colonies downtown. ‘I don’t know if it’s a master–slave thing or what,’ Valerie said, ‘but is so life go.’ Jamaicans call this social ordering – the sense that a hierarchy lies beneath all social interaction – ‘ranking’.


‘Uptown Top Ranking’, the pop-reggae hit of 1978 (sung by the teenage Jamaican duo Althea and Donna), while hardly a social commentary, emphasised the distinction between Kingston’s wealthy uptown and its impoverished downtown. In recent years the distinction has blurred as crime has crept uptown, and now even middle-class areas with their tranquil, shaded gardens are affected by inner-city violence. Everyone in Kingston – uptown, midtown, downtown – seemed to be frightened of everyone else. The fear had spread like a contagion up into the hills to penetrate the burglar-barred communities there.


But down in the ghetto, you are still in the presence of the aftermath of slavery, said Valerie, ‘the giant evil’, and you are not allowed to forget it. See for yourself, how the men and women stand by the roadside for hours – sullen, numbed; how the children are un-childlike; the women, hardened. The ghetto folk have become the ‘property’ of politicians, turned into ‘things’, judged Valerie. She was a woman of formidable intelligence with a tough yard-woman wisdom and a very Jamaican lack of sentimentality.


Trench Town, the ghetto I was to visit that morning, had been developed in the 1940s to accommodate West Indian troops returning home after the war. It had decayed into a violent place, disaffected. Trench Town’s tenement yards gave rise to the much misunderstood term ‘Yardie’, meaning a Jamaican who lives or operates overseas, often but not necessarily in the criminal sector. Kingston gang members are getting younger; they feel they must kill and carry ever ‘better’ weapons in order to rank themselves higher. Today Trench Town is known as ‘Fatherless World’, ‘Congo Zone’ or ‘Hellhole’ – names that had once applied to the Chicago housing projects where Barack Obama had cut his teeth. It might have been dangerous for me to visit on my own, so a Kingston pastor, Bobby Wilmot, was to accompany me. I was told to wait for Pastor Bobby outside the Kentucky Fried Chicken outlet in Halfway Tree, midtown.


Halfway Tree was heaving with early morning commuters, a hectic interchange of cars and buses. The congestion in Kingston eases slightly between eleven in the morning and two in the afternoon. Second-hand cars from Japan – ‘deportees’, Jamaicans call them – have worsened the traffic and made life in the city intolerable for many. Maids and other domestic staff were riding buses uptown to serve the comfortable classes there, much as Soweto’s black inhabitants travel into Johannesburg. Not least because of the distance involved, the journey north is an ordeal for these people, involving hours of travel on cratered roads. The inhabitants of the ghetto seem to come home only to sleep.


I kept my eyes fixed on the hazy mass of traffic crawling my way: Japanese deportees everywhere. I was about to phone the pastor when from the petrol-fumed depths of the traffic a voice called out to me, ‘Morning, Mr Ian. Glad to see you lookin’ so well this Lord’s honest day.’ I climbed into Pastor Bobby’s Japanese jeep. Three mobile phones were clipped to his waist like grenades and a sticker on the dashboard proclaimed, ‘No Jesus No Life. Know Jesus Know Life’. Bobby Wilmot looked happy and, at forty-four, he looked good, too, a beaming, good-natured man of transparent kindness. He was one of several Trench Town evangelists who acted as brokers among the ghetto’s warring gangs, working hard to regenerate the area.


My impression was that Pastor Bobby liked the glamour that went with forging turf truces. ‘The job keeps me busy,’ he said as we stalled in traffic on Slipe Road, exhaust fumes coming in through the window. We were heading for a primary school in the heart of Trench Town, the ‘Joy Town Learning Centre’, and were making slow progress. Rastafarians sped enviably past us on their bone-shakers; they at least had the right idea.


On the ghetto outskirts, Pastor Bobby seemed to be much liked. People called out to him from the roadside ‘Highly bless!’ or ‘Pastor B!’ and I felt a warmth of understanding between them. He spoke of his work like a tent-show revivalist, in passionate, declamatory outbursts. ‘Yessir,’ he said to me, teeth flashing with confidence, ‘you mustn’t be a lone ranger in Trench Town – you must fellowship on the street.’


The heat was blistering. ‘Here, boss, step out of the sun,’ the pastor manoeuvred me into a patch of shade as we got out of the car by the primary school. Zinc-fenced shanties stood to our left and right; there was a clump of palms, and through the branches a tin roof glinted. Mopping his brow, Bobby explained why the school, on its inauguration in 1994, had been named ‘Joy Town’. ‘We wanted to get rid of the entrenched – the Trenchish Town mentality of Us and Them. So, for a mental readjustment we hit on Joy Town.’ In its previous incarnation the school had been a Women’s Institute; Pastor Bobby showed me the cornerstone laid in 1947 by ‘Mrs H. M. Foot’, wife of Jamaica’s then colonial secretary Sir Hugh Foot (brother of the British Labour Party politician Michael Foot). British colonialism had extended even to women’s welfare. Pastor Bobby parted bead curtains at the doorway, and ushered me into a hangar-like room full of empty desks; the children had yet to arrive. A sour smell of chicken pervaded the air.


The school stood on the infamous JLP–PNP borderline of Seventh Street. Back in the mid-1970s when Kingston had been riven by political violence, Seventh Street was a fire-scarred danger zone that served to divide and even destroy families. Those on the Rema side of Seventh Street were centre-right JLP (or ‘Jelly’); those on the Arnett Gardens side, socialist PNP (or ‘Peanut’); and down the middle, well, they might have been informers. Even today, just walking on the wrong side of Seventh Street can be a potentially fatal act. ‘There’s no safe middle ground in Jamaican politics, never has been,’ said Pastor Bobby. ‘Either it’s PNP or JLP. Black or white.’ In this land of extremes, he reckoned, there wasn’t even much of a middle class any more. What Jamaica needed, in Bobby’s view, was an alternative to the old two-party Westminster system bequeathed by Britain.


Moving off, we drove across scrubland, the morning still hot and shadowless as we continued on past the razor wire and watchtowers of an abandoned remand centre, and through vacant lots of tall, spiny grass until we came to one of the neighbourhood’s most volatile zones: Rema, a JLP-loyal garrison constituency.


On street corners, pariah dogs prowled round heaps of burning rubbish. ‘I’ve seen quite a few shoot-outs here in my time,’ the pastor was saying, ‘and the cowboy shows are still running.’ He had no sooner spoken than a crowd of tense-looking women emerged by a roadblock of tyres and corrugated metal sheets. Bobby slowed down as one of them shouted out to him, ‘Pastor B!’ She looked flushed with rage, affronted. I quickly put away my notebook (it gave me a provocatively official air) while Bobby addressed the woman through the car window. ‘Wha gwaan?’ We soon found out.


A youth from Federal Gardens, an adjacent gang turf, had been executed that morning by the police; now another young man, Courtney, had been killed. Right here, in Rema. By the police? No, by a rival gang. The roadblock was to prevent retaliatory drive-by shootings.


Bobby got out his handkerchief, wiped his brow. ‘Lord of mercy,’ he said, and with a distressed expression added: ‘Me a tell you something, Ian. Misery cause people to act desperate and kill. And idleness, Ian, it breed vice. And you see what happen when a man idle? You see when a man hungry? A man go tief! A man go kill!’


We pulled up in front of Rema’s community centre. Painted over the entrance was an effigy of Her Majesty Elizabeth II, Queen of Jamaica. Her face, beneath a gimcrack tiara, bore the pockmarks of bullets. The building, weed-encrusted and splashed with urine, seemed part of the nightmare. I followed Pastor Bobby to the entrance, where a short, sleek man with a scarred face was standing draped in Nike-brand clothes and gold neck chains. A Rema don, I guessed, ranked by his labels. I kept a distance while the pastor went up to him and began to speak. ‘But it retard progress!’ I heard him say in reference, I guessed, to the morning’s killing of Courtney. The man lowered his head, then flicked me a hostile look; instinct warned me not to hold his gaze.


Upstairs we met Ziggy Soul, a fellow evangelist, who had a boxlike recording studio where teenagers were encouraged to lay down their beats and rhythms. The walls were pasted with big adverts urging the love of God. ‘If the kids can’t record, all they talk about is dissing people up,’ said Ziggy Soul, a self-styled ‘Distributor of the Holy Writ’. Violence was now so deeply ingrained in the local culture of ‘respect’, Soul went on, that to be in charge, you had to ‘batter’ people. ‘That’s the way it goes’ – Soul’s voice was casual but I could see the concern in his eyes.


Presently a tall thin man called Sledge Hammer (not, need one say, his baptismal name) turned up. ‘Yo, wuzzup?’ he looked at Pastor Bobby, then at Ziggy Soul, but not at me. Sledge had embraced Christianity under the pastor’s guidance, but if he knew something about Courtney’s murder, he was not going to say. Informers are despised in Jamaica; they can take the brunt of the rage that is always unleashed in a community following a murder; the rage is directed against the police, the judiciary, the undertakers – anyone involved in the Jamaican death business. It is best to keep quiet about what you know.


Sledge was a big man about my age – forty-five – but he looked younger. He was supposed to be a law-abiding sort now that he had found Jesus Christ. Bobby asked him how the world was treating him; Sledge lit a cigarette, said, ‘Okay, pastor.’ His sister Deborah worked in a literacy school nearby, Operation Restoration. She might know something about Courtney’s death. ‘You cyaan ask her.’ Saying which, Sledge exhaled smoke, standing his ground.


At Operation Restoration the principal was distraught. ‘Pastor!’ She made a sharp noise with her breathing. ‘I’m tryin’ to keep my thoughts orderly. What’s goin’ on?’ She stamped her feet. ‘The police kill a man – you know that? And now Courtney’s got killed. A war’s on, Bobby, and the children are getting’ scared and aggressive.’ Apparently they had begun to jab at each other with pencils.


Sledge’s sister was nowhere to be found. For the moment, only the bullet holes above the entrance showed how lethal the area could be. Pastor Bobby said to the principal, ‘I’m as much ’fraid as you are, Lorna, plenty ’fraid.’


Lorna Stanley, a Jamaican in her late fifties, kept a poky office, with the blood spots of squashed bugs on the wall under a sign, ‘Relax. God is Control’. She made to cross her heart. ‘It give me the chills,’ she said; a rumour was circulating that Sledge had killed Courtney. ‘If Sledge is out there again, we might as well forget about it.’ Sobs broke up her sentences as she sat down and dialled a number. ‘Sledge? … That you? Oh Sledge. If you’ve left us … I beg of you, Sledge, please …’


Pastor Bobby was about to say something when the phone rang again. Lorna grabbed it. ‘Operation Restoration. No, them nevva kill Courtney for drugs.’ Courtney, well liked locally, had disrespected somebody. ‘Now what must I do?’ Stanley bit her lip. ‘Even if the gunshots are audible out there, at least the children are safe in here with us. So we’ve been blessed. And I’m holdin’ straight. But today for the first time I feel like giving up.’ Suddenly her head was on the desk and she was crying.


For thirty years Stanley had worked in Florida as a journalist on the Palm Beach Post. Thousands of Jamaicans had migrated to Florida in the 1930s and 1940s in search of work. They ended up, many of them, on cane fields and citrus groves, where they created distinctive communities. By the 1990s, however, their reputation had become tarnished by Yardie gunmen, who gave the majority of honest, law-abiding Jamaicans a bad name. (As long ago as the 1970s in Canada, a police ‘ten most-wanted’ list included a picture of a dreadlocked man described as ‘a Rastafarian’.) Jamaica’s increasingly negative image abroad distressed Stanley so much that she decided to go home and set up as a social worker in Trench Town. Her life’s task, she said to me (with a touch of rhetoric), was to ‘help the forsaken of the ghetto’.


The day she opened a kindergarten in 1994 in Trench Town a turf war broke out. ‘There was like a barrage of shots – all day long. Rat-tat-tat-tat. Oh my golly G!’ Parents, fearing a full-scale gang battle, kept their children at home, which meant taking time off from work and losing money. Some children became gun-carriers or sold drugs for ‘top rankers’ high up in the distribution chain.


Guns, said Stanley, provided the ‘respect’ the poor so badly needed. ‘The moment you’re walking with steel,’ she said, ‘is the moment you have the power to boss it over others. Yes, a youth with a gun is a youth to be feared and looked up to: murder is his badge of honour.’ She paused, nodded staunchly. ‘But a child who can read and write, well that’s different, that child is less open to the bad man’s bidding; less gullible. I mean, look at Pops,’ Stanley suddenly announced, looking up at the boy who had entered her office carrying a tray with a plate of rice and peas. Pops, the school cook, put the food down in front of me to eat, while Stanley explained, ‘Pops used to flip hamburgers for a living, but then he knifed someone nearly to death. Now Pops has dropped his fist-fight ways and he’s learnin’ to read and write. Ain’t that right, Pops?’ Pops replied mechanically, head bowed, ‘Yes, Miss Stanley. I used to feel like a dog, but now I don’t feel like a dog no more.’


‘See?’ Stanley said to me with an air of triumph. ‘Pops used to be dark [meaning ‘ignorant’] but now he feels good, he knows the book is better than the gun.’ Pops gave Stanley a sidelong glance, then drifted away.


In Stanley’s view, Jamaican politicians had kept the poor in ignorance because it paid them to do so. It is much easier to manipulate the unlettered and use them (in Stanley’s expression) as ‘election fodder’. Illiteracy rates in Jamaica currently stand at between 13 and 15 per cent of the population, reaching 70 per cent in the Kingston ghetto: this ranks among the highest in the English-speaking Caribbean. Stanley said she was no longer so sure which politicians controlled which gangs. ‘All I know is, there are four gangs out there within a whisper of each other, and they’re killing each other for nothing – for nothing at all.’ In this degraded world, cash ruled. Twenty thousand Jamaican dollars will be a man’s reward for killing someone (what Jamaicans call doing ‘a little ting’). Stanley said, ‘That’s a lot of money. Well, what would you do?’


At that precise moment Sledge’s sister Deborah happened to walk in; tall, slender, she had corn-rowed and beaded hair.


‘This gentleman a friend of yours?’ she asked Stanley.


‘We never saw him before,’ Stanley replied, ‘but he know Pastor Bobby.’


Deborah said ‘Oh,’ and shrugged.


Stanley, getting down to business, asked Deborah, ‘So who killed Courtney?’


‘You asking me? Ask Pastor Bobby. I don’t really know.’


‘I’m asking you.’


‘Keep asking,’ said Deborah. She was staring Stanley down.


‘I’ll ask you another one: can you swear Sledge isn’t involved?’


Courtney was killed by persons unknown, Deborah said eventually, and he was killed because he defected from one gang (the Ninjas) to another (the Action Pack).


‘A traitor?’ I said.


‘Pathetic, yes,’ Stanley said to me, ‘there’s no escaping it, but things like that happen here all the time.’


Time was when Deborah used to ‘preach badness’ herself: she hid guns from the police, she sold drugs. She was not a fallen woman exactly – she had nowhere to fall to. Then, like her brother Sledge, she saw the Christian light, divorced her gunman husband and joined Operation Restoration. Her almost Victorian story of self-help was one of many in Trench Town. Stanley put it this way: ‘The can-do spirit in Jamaica is amazing. Who says Jamaicans aren’t reformable? We’re the best at everything. The best athletes. The best musicians. Well, yes, the best murderers, too.’


With Deborah’s help, Stanley ran a pressure group, ‘Strong Woman of Trench Town’ (SWOTT), which campaigned to keep guns off the streets. What was incongruous to me – Jamaican women taking on Jamaican men – was less so to Deborah and Lorna. ‘We as strong as men,’ Stanley laughed. ‘We break heads, we mash up people same as men do.’ Caught up in a ‘district code’ warfare, where turfs are respected on pain of death and the trigger for death is sprung tight, Jamaican women had to be strong.




*





‘The Yardies call the shots,’ Pastor Bobby told me; he should know. In 2000 a church mission in south London, the Ascension Trust, had appointed him its ‘Jamaica consultant’. The director of the Trust, the Reverend Les Isaac, had begun to despair of the number of black youths he was having to bury in London following ‘Jamaican-style’ gang murders – death by gun; death by knife: every fifty minutes in London, a knife crime. South London gangs such as the Cold Hearted Crew and Beg For Mercy were fighting over the control of postal districts. Though most members were – are – substantively British (the grandchildren of post-war West Indian migrants), they were copying the personalities and methods of Jamaica’s homicidal narcotics trade; and, once armed, were dangerously empowered.


The Reverend Isaac felt he needed to go to Jamaica to see how broken homes – absent fathers – were giving rise to generations of angry teenagers disengaged from society. Roadblocks of blazing tyres greeted his arrival. ‘I thought I was in a war zone,’ he told me from his office in Brixton. ‘All that was missing was Martin Bell of the BBC.’ More than the barricades, however, Isaac was shocked by the virtual absence in Trench Town of the elderly. ‘Once a kid’s so much as touched a gun,’ he explained, ‘his life expectancy’s down to zero.’ Almost half of Kingston’s population – an astonishing 42 per cent – is below the age of twenty. The usual way out of the ghetto (by now it was obvious) was prematurely in a coffin.


The levels of despair and hopelessness in Trench Town struck Isaac as incurable. The church, the police and other powerful establishments had moved operations uptown. Thus the Jamaican state was failing to provide human security for its poorest population. Charities, free-food programmes and other inner city agencies no longer wanted to go downtown: they were too frightened. Parts of downtown have become a state within a state, where the residents pay no rent or utility bills; and the dons give themselves titles like ‘President’, because they pretty much rule the place. The only hope for downtown – the Reverend Isaac reckoned – lay in churchmen like Pastor Bobby, who were taking the gospel out to the street. ‘Everything is politics,’ he added. ‘Including the word of Jesus.’


In some respects twenty-first-century Jamaica, with its mass poverty, its social resentments, its skewed distribution of wealth, is like pre-Revolution France; only in Jamaica there is no sign of a revolutionary movement, no glimmer even of organised political protest. So the wealthy will have nothing to fear: the poor are too disorganised, too ill-educated, for social revolution. There is, however, something far worse: thousands of empty, wasted lives, and an endemic of violence, in which God is a US-import Glock.
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Strictly Come Dancehall





I was sitting in a bar on Marcus Garvey Drive called Oysters and Conch, trying to refresh myself with a pineapple Ting and ice. It was Saturday morning, and a thick sticky heat was closing in off the Kingston waterfront. The bar was a hang-out for youths who liked to come here to listen to the latest chart hits and, true to stereotype, talk about sex, money, what kind of rims to put on their cars, but above all music.


In Jamaica, music is the vital expression. Night and day, amid the heat and narrow lanes of downtown Kingston, rap, ragga and reggae boom from giant loudspeaker cabinets: a heavy musical beat. Few know more about Jamaican music than Gladwin ‘Gladdy Wax’ Wright, who ran a record shop in Stoke Newington, north London, not far from the gang-blighted Somer ford Grove Estate. The shop, stacked with collector’s vinyl, had served as a meeting place for Jamaicans living in London and a place to exchange news of home. I was an occasional customer, and before I left for Jamaica I went to see Wright.


We were sitting at the counter drinking instant coffee with condensed milk – Jamaican-style – when Wright said to me: ‘How can anyone not like Jamaican music? Man, it give you a big lift up of the spirit.’ He rocked slightly on his chair as a bass-heavy sound pulsed from speakers on a high shelf. Wright had grown up outside Spanish Town in the early 1960s, but had lived in England now for over forty years.


His father had come over in 1955 on the SS Auriga, a converted Italian troopship. Norman Washington Manley had just become prime minister in Jamaica, and his party, the PNP, was encouraging Jamaicans to provide labour for the mother country. The British presence in Jamaica was apparently for the benefit of Jamaicans, and Britain’s greatness – as measured by its possession of Jamaica – was a source of pride to many Jamaicans. Over a quarter of a million Jamaicans – one-tenth of the island’s population – migrated in the 1950s.


Wright’s father, working first as a carpenter in the north-west, bought himself a house in Birmingham for £1,800. Ten years later, in the winter of 1965, his five children came to England accompanied by their mother, who was Cuban. At Southampton the family were directed to a ‘boat-train’ destined for Victoria, where they were met by a relative, who drove them up to Birmingham in a borrowed car. That year saw one of the coldest winters on record in Europe. ‘It was so cold,’ Gladwin recalled, ‘that me and my brothers had to wear pyjamas under our Terylene suits.’


In Birmingham, a city with an already large West Indian community, Gladwin and his family settled in his father’s house on Hatfield Road. Jamaicans had first moved to the area in the 1950s because of the opportunities for work. Between 1953 and 1958 the West Indian population of Birmingham had swelled from 8,000 to 30,000. But in the grey, inhospitable Midlands of those days, Jamaicans found most social clubs were reserved for whites, with pubs excluding black drinkers from their lounge bars. So Jamaicans held ‘bashments’ or ‘blues parties’ at each other’s houses: in festively crowded front rooms West Indian mento and American R & B would be played into the early hours. Wright spent most Saturday nights standing by stacked speaker boxes, tie loosened, foot tapping, with a can of Harp in hand (Red Stripe came later).


In 1967, he installed a sound system in his father’s sitting room. ‘It had a 10-watt valve amplifier,’ he recalled, ‘and it made a good impression.’ Competition was fierce among rival sound-men on Hatfield Road, so the ‘Gladdy Wax’ sound-system grew ever more loud. Complaints from neighbours were ignored: the idea was to ‘blow the street to full watts’.


With West Indian expatriate life teeming in 1960s Birmingham, skinheads began to listen to Jamaican ska, a speedy jazz-tinged shuffle-beat. Ska had begun in the early 1960s as a Jamaican twist on black American dance music – ‘upside-down R & B’, as the guitarist Ernest Ranglin put it. Scooter-riding Mods had originally adopted it as a supplement to their diet of imported American soul, and soon a taste of Trench Town swagger was brought to Britain, through such Jamaican groups as the Skatalites, and the Jamaican singers Derrick Morgan and the late, great Desmond Dekker.


Oddly, given their racial antagonisms, skinheads rarely beat up Jamaicans (by ‘niggers’ they usually meant Pakistanis). Ska’s driving, dance-floor rhythms appealed to their passion for uptempo black music, sharp clothes, short hair. Sometimes, if suitably dressed in crombies and two-tone Trevira suits, Jamaicans were even allowed to join skinhead gangs. Jamaicans were seen as less satisfactory when they ‘acted clannish’ or ‘kept to themselves’: in other words, when they failed – like the ‘Pakis’ – to assimilate into British culture.


Ska was, triumphantly, a Commonwealth music, that took hold in Britain’s inner cities where Caribbean migration was at its most dense. ‘My Boy Lollipop’, sung by Millie Small with a pert underage suggestiveness, was one of the earliest pop-ska hits. It swept Britain in 1964, followed by other novelty ska numbers such as Prince Buster’s ‘Al Capone’. For a while this sort of music brought the poor whites and poor blacks of Britain together. By the early 1970s, however, with football hooliganism a fact of British life, skinheads were increasingly seen as National Front recruits. Enoch Powell had evoked images of a sanguinary race war in his 1968 ‘Rivers of Blood’ speech, and life in Britain no longer seemed so tolerant of minorities.


Gladwin Wright meanwhile had witnessed ska evolve into its languid offshoot of rocksteady (a rhythm said to have been adapted from waves hitting the sides of a slave ship), and finally into reggae, which, with its slowed-down, marijuana-heavy beat, would absorb happily into the middle-class hippie culture which the skinheads professed to despise. The word reggae, originally spelled ‘reggay’, had first appeared in 1968 with a Leslie Kong-produced hit called ‘Do the Reggay’ by Toots and the Maytals, and is believed to be of African – possibly Yoruban – origin. ‘Reggae really is an African music,’ Wright said to me, beating out a rhythm on the shop counter. ‘Its heart belong to Africa. Its beat to Africa. Yes, man, it’s the rhythm of the heartbeat – of the African drum beat.’


When Wright first came to London, in 1981, he recalled that he was ‘bedazzled’ by what he found. ‘Trafalgar Square! Where’d I been all this time?’ The stone lions on the Embankment were symbolic, in his star-struck imagination, of the Rastafari Lion of Judah, otherwise known as King Emperor Haile Selassie of Ethiopia, the Rastafari Black Christ. In between jobs Wright worked at ‘Ital Records’, a Jamaican music shop at 112 Stoke Newington High Street, run by two dreadlocked aficionados, Judah and Burt. Wright began to take the ‘Gladdy Wax’ sound system to Notting Hill for the summer carnival, his huge speaker boxes blasting out roots reggae by Gladdy and the Groove Syndicate, and the Pathfinders, his own bands.


Wright’s big break came in 1987, when a pirate radio station in Jamaica appointed him its London deejay. British audiences began to tune in to Radio Supreme just to hear Gladdy play his selections of ska, rocksteady and reggae. Four years later, in 1992, he opened his record shop on Northwold Road opposite the entrance to Abney Park cemetery on Stoke Newington High Street. ‘And sometimes it really humble me,’ he said, ‘people come here and say they recorded every one of my radio shows. Yes, man, my music give them plenty pleasure.’ In December 2005, after fourteen years of trading, the shop closed and Gladdy moved on to the internet for trading. It has been replaced by the inevitable ‘Perfect Fried Chicken’ outlet.




*





One Friday afternoon, humid after rainfall, I found myself on South Camp Road in south central Kingston. I was looking for the Alpha Boys’ School, a Roman Catholic orphanage founded in 1880 for ‘wayward youth’. The building was protected by high, compound-style fences. Sister Maria Goretti, the current superintendent, came to greet me at the entrance and led me across a courtyard surrounded by classrooms, where 165 orphans were learning to read and write. ‘We try to keep the boys in check,’ she told me. A New Zealander, Sister Goretti had lived in Jamaica for over twenty years, she said.


The orphanage is famed throughout the West Indies for its musical education. Many of Jamaica’s greatest musicians were tutored there, among them the alto saxophonist Joe Harriott, now regarded as a pioneer of free jazz. Harriott had been part of a wave of Caribbean jazzmen who settled in London in the 1950s and early 1960s (the saxophonist Harry Beckett, from Barbados, was a contemporary). In England Harriott began to forge his own version of avant-garde music by fusing a Charlie Parker-style bebop with elements of his own Jamaican musical sensibility. The result was something unique, a lyrical ‘abstract’ jazz of tremendous originality and attack, which emerged independent of John Coltrane and Ornette Coleman in the United States. Free Form and Abstract, Harriott’s greatest albums, were commercial flops but are now revered as black British Jamaican modernist works in which Parkerish improvisations zigzag across mento, calypso and other Caribbean dance tempos. Harriott died at the age of 44 in 1972, the year reggae began to filter into Britain with the Jamaican film The Harder They Come. The epitaph on the altoist’s tombstone in Southampton reads: ‘Parker? There’s them over here can play a few aces too.’
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