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			Goldsmiths College, University of London.

		

		

			 

		

		

			 

		

		

			Marica Honychurch

		

		

			 is a photographer and videographer from the Commonwealth of Dominica.

		

		

			 

		

		

			After living abroad, she has returned home, working in travel, portrait and documentary photography.

		

		

			 

		

		

			She has been published in international magazines and online publications. Marica is also the 

		

		

			 

		

		

			president of SHAPE Dominica (the Society for Historic Architectural Preservation and Enhancement), 

		

		

			 

		

		

			an NGO that works to promote and protect the built heritage of Dominica. 

		

		

			Contributors

		

		

			Olive Bell, Jeanne Royer, Metsi Didier, Zeth Steadman, Amie Victor, Jaheim Nelson, Gabrielle Abraham.

		

		

			1

		

		

			1

		

		

			1

		

		

			

				 

		

		

			Bibliography   

		

		

			1

		

		

			1

		

		

			2

		

		

			 Acknowledgements

		

	




















































[image: background image]











	

		

	

	

		

	

	

		

			

		

		

			

		

		

			D

		

		

			O

		

		

			MI

		

		

			N

		

		

			I

		

		

			CA

		

		

			This map shows the locations of

		

		

			 

		

		

			the ti kais that feature in this book. 

		

	






































































[image: background image]











	

		

	

	

		

	

	

		

			

		

		

			

		

		

			1

		

		

			The iconic small wooden vernacular house of Dominica, popularly known as the ‘ti kai’,

		

		

			 

		

		

			preserves many elements of the ecological, environmental, historic and social elements of

		

		

			 

		

		

			island life within one signiﬁcant unit of material culture. Its design is rooted in a combination

		

		

			 

		

		

			of indigenous Kalinago and imported West African building forms, further inﬂuenced by

		

		

			 

		

		

			French peasant farmhouse styles and methods of construction. These components merged

		

		

			 

		

		

			over ﬁve centuries to provide secure shelters for the island’s post-emancipation society which

		

		

			 

		

		

			developed after the 1830s and survive into the present day.

		

		

			 

		

		

			As a child of the 1950s I was surrounded by these traditional buildings, used as both shops

		

		

			 

		

		

			and dwellings. My ﬁrst family home was made up of two ti kais joined together, standing on

		

		

			 

		

		

			wooden stilts in the centre of a lawn fringed by an ancient mango tree. It was common to see

		

		

			 

		

		

			these sturdy little buildings being dragged from one spot to the other on tree-trunk rollers,

		

		

			 

		

		

			their surging movement accompanied by the call-and-reponse of age-old Kwéyòl songs,

		

		

			 

		

		

			chanted by teams of haulers lending a helping hand as part of a community ‘koudmen’. Later,

		

		

			 

		

		

			the houses were moved on the back of lorries, balancing precariously as they were

		

		

			 

		

		

			manoeuvred under telephone lines and overhanging wayside branches. 

		

		

			 

		

		

			Sometimes the dwellings were even moved by sea. One of my aunts had a ti kai that had to

		

		

			 

		

		

			be transported from one end of the island to the other in the days before motorable roads. It

		

		

			 

		

		

			was unpegged, and the pieces were shipped atop an open ﬁshing boat that made four trips

		

		

			 

		

		

			from the north coast, at Woodford Hill, to Newtown in the south. Once landed, the sections

		

		

			 

		

		

			were carried up the mountainside to be reinstalled near Giraudel. As island life changed in

		

		

			 

		

		

			 

		

		

			 

		

		

			the 1960s, imported house designs and building materials such as concrete, clay tiles, and

		

		

			 

		

		

			glass windows ﬂooded the market, ﬁnanced by the new ‘banana money’ so that the culture of

		

		

			 

		

		

			the ti kai was largely abandoned. However, in many places their strength endured, surviving

		

		

			 

		

		

			hurricanes and general wear and tear once they continued to be occupied and maintained. 

		

		

			 

		

		

			This impressive book adds context to their continued existence by providing valuable

		

		

			 

		

		

			examples of those that are still standing and a record of the social and historic inﬂuences that

		

		

			 

		

		

			accompanied their creation.

		

		

			 

		

		

			Author and researcher Adom Philogene Heron is a descendant of villagers from Colihaut, a

		

		

			 

		

		

			community on Dominica’s west coast, which has one of the largest surviving collections of ti

		

		

			 

		

		

			kais on the island. He has carefully pieced together the components of these unique buildings

		

		

			 

		

		

			and, with his team of researchers, photographer Marica Honychurch, and publisher Polly

		

		

			 

		

		

			Pattullo, has produced a book that thoroughly documents this important aspect of Dominica’s

		

		

			 

		

		

			history and culture. Hopefully it will inspire a renewed respect for these buildings that are so

		

		

			 

		

		

			well adapted to the environment of the island and will encourage their preservation. 

		

		

			 

		

		

			Foreword
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			structurally intact, whilst larger, newer and

		

		

			 

		

		

			seemingly stronger concrete structures sat

		

		

			 

		

		

			nearby, windowless and rooﬂess. This book

		

		

			 

		

		

			explores the genius and craft that exemplify

		

		

			 

		

		

			these environmentally adapted homes and the

		

		

			 

		

		

			caring upkeep that has ensured their 21st-

		

		

			century survival. As climate change-intensiﬁed

		

		

			 

		

		

			storms pose an existential threat to life in the

		

		

			 

		

		

			Caribbean, this book encourages us to realise

		

		

			 

		

		

			the value of the popular vernacular house. Not

		

		

			 

		

		

			as some quaint relic of an island’s past, but, as

		

		

			 

		

		

			both living, ever evolving examples of creole

		

		

			 

		

		

			heritage and as a model of ‘resilient’ and

		

		

			 

		

		

			sustainable dwelling. 

		

		

			 

		

		

			This is not to blindly romanticise these

		

		

			 

		

		

			dwellings. For growing multi-generational

		

		

			 

		

		

			families who inhabit two-room 

		

		

			ti kais

		

		

			, they

		

		

			 

		

		

			may feel cramped. For elders unable to aﬀord

		

		

			 

		

		

			their upkeep, unable to replace rotting boards

		

		

			 

		

		

			or leaking galvanised sheets, the house might

		

		

			 

		

		

			feel like a ﬁnancial burden. The book’s

		

		

			 

		

		

			intention is not to deny these realities. Rather,

		

		

			 

		

		

			it hopes to tell as full a story of Dominica’s ti

		

		

			 

		

		

			kais as possible – from the richness of their

		

		

			 

		

		

			histories to the functional ingenuity of their

		

		

			 

		

		

			construction and design, to the stories their

		

		

			 

		

		

			inhabitants have to tell. 

		

		

			 

		

		

			 

		

		

			I

		

		

			

				I

		

		

			n

		

		

			

				n

		

		

			 

		

		

			

				 

		

		

			s

		

		

			

				s

		

		

			e

		

		

			

				e

		

		

			a

		

		

			

				a

		

		

			r

		

		

			

				r

		

		

			c

		

		

			

				c

		

		

			h

		

		

			

				h

		

		

			 

		

		

			

				 

		

		

			o

		

		

			

				o

		

		

			f

		

		

			

				f

		

		

			 

		

		

			

				 

		

		

			o

		

		

			

				o

		

		

			r

		

		

			

				r

		

		

			i

		

		

			

				i

		

		

			g

		

		

			

				g

		

		

			i

		

		

			

				i

		

		

			n

		

		

			

				n

		

		

			s

		

		

			

				s

		

		

			 

		

		

			For the 

		

		

			ti kai’s

		

		

			 beginnings, we might look to the

		

		

			 

		

		

			‘miracle of creolisation’,

		

		

			1

		

		

			 the historic process

		

		

			 

		

		

			through which the cultural life of the Antilles

		

		

			 

		

		

			emerged ‘against all odds’ in an intermingling

		

		

			 

		

		

			of Amerindian, African, and European

		

		

			 

		

		

			elements under the violent pressures of

		

		

			 

		

		

			Still Standing

		

		

			 tells a story of the traditional

		

		

			 

		

		

			small dwellings, popularly known as 

		

		

			ti kais

		

		

			, of

		

		

			 

		

		

			the eastern Caribbean island of Dominica. It is

		

		

			 

		

		

			a work of architectural testimony to humble

		

		

			 

		

		

			wooden homes, the lakous (yards) in which

		

		

			 

		

		

			they sit and the voices of those that inhabit

		

		

			 

		

		

			them. It is an invitation to consider their often

		

		

			 

		

		

			overlooked signiﬁcance: as houses that are

		

		

			 

		

		

			carefully attuned to Dominica’s rugged

		

		

			 

		

		

			environment, that have endured hurricanes,

		

		

			 

		

		

			ﬂoods, and seismic tremors and continually

		

		

			 

		

		

			accommodate social and technological change. 

		

		

			 

		

		

			In September 2017, when category-5

		

		

			 

		

		

			Hurricane Maria made landfall – the latest in a

		

		

			 

		

		

			long history of storms to hit Dominica – many

		

		

			 

		

		

			homes were destroyed by 165mph winds and

		

		

			 

		

		

			raging ﬂood waters. After Maria, a remarkable

		

		

			 

		

		

			number of wooden 

		

		

			ti kais

		

		

			, remained standing,

		

		

			 

		

		

			A rural ti kai in the heights of Laudat,

		

		

			 

		

		

			Dominica, 1903. Made of local hardwood,

		

		

			 

		

		

			Dominica’s ti kais are attuned to their

		

		

			 

		

		

			rugged environment. 

		

		

			 

		

		

			(Library of Congress)

		

		

			ADOM

		

		

			

				 

		

		

			PHILOGENE

		

		

			

				 

		

		

			HERON

		

		

			Introduction
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			conquest, indigenous genocide,

		

		

			2

		

		

			 and plantation

		

		

			 

		

		

			slavery. Emerging in Dominica’s diﬃcult

		

		

			 

		

		

			environment where dwellings face threats from

		

		

			 

		

		

			heavy rain, landslides, ﬂash-ﬂooding, and

		

		

			 

		

		

			hurricane winds, these houses evoke this

		

		

			 

		

		

			ongoing miracle by their very survival.

		

		

			 

		

		

			Ti kais

		

		

			 are carefully constructed creole

		

		

			 

		

		

			dwellings that reﬂect more than 500 years of

		

		

			 

		

		

			cultural cross-pollination. Their design and

		

		

			 

		

		

			construction are inspired by Kalinago

		

		

			 

		

		

			knowledge of seasonal weather patterns, local

		

		

			 

		

		

			hardwoods, and 

		

		

			mouina

		

		

			 houses (steep pitch,

		

		

			 

		

		

			tightly bound A-frame houses), West African-

		

		

			style 

		

		

			gaultay

		

		

			 (‘wattle-and-daub’) houses within

		

		

			 

		

		

			a communal yard, and European design, joinery

		

		

			 

		

		

			and a small-cottage form.

		

		

			3

		

		

			 Yet, far from being

		

		

			 

		

		

			simply the sum of inherited fragments,

		

		

			 

		

		

			Dominican 

		

		

			ti kais

		

		

			 emerge as something unique,

		

		

			 

		

		

			dwellings with their own distinctive character.

		

		

			 

		

		

			Throughout the plantation Americas, an

		

		

			 

		

		

			array of kindred vernacular house-yard styles

		

		

			 

		

		

			developed. From the 

		

		

			kais

		

		

			 and 

		

		

			lakous

		

		

			 of

		

		

			 

		

		

			Martinique, Guadeloupe and Haiti, to the

		

		

			 

		

		

			‘chattel’ houses of Barbados, to the ‘shotgun’

		

		

			 

		

		

			houses of New Orleans or ‘swept yards’ of the

		

		

			 

		

		

			coastal Carolinas, one can ﬁnd both common

		

		

			 

		

		

			Afro-creole resonances and unique local

		

		

			 

		

		

			features. However, between these (and many

		

		

			 

		

		

			other) popular small-house styles of the

		

		

			 

		

		

			 

		

		

			greater Caribbean and plantation Americas,

		

		

			 

		

		

			 

		

		

			one will ﬁnd more variation than uniformity,

		

		

			 

		

		

			with features of each house-yard emerging in

		

		

			 

		

		

			response to the speciﬁc environmental

		

		

			 

		

		

			conditions of the locale and economic

		

		

			 

		

		

			conditions of the labouring classes or small

		

		

			 

		

		

			farmers that inhabit them.

		

		

			4

		

		

			 

		

		

			 

		

		

			The houses that feature in this book – some

		

		

			 

		

		

			estimated by their inhabitants to be more than

		

		

			 

		

		

			130 years old – were built in the post-

		

		

			emancipation period. When British slavery

		

		

			 

		

		

			legally ended (1834-38), newly free Dominicans

		

		

			 

		

		

			were given a choice: to become low-wage

		

		

			 

		

		

			labourers on the estates of their former masters

		

		

			 

		

		

			or leave the land on which their huts sat. With

		

		

			 

		

		

			laws limiting their access to property

		

		

			 

		

		

			ownership, many unbonded Dominicans

		

		

			 

		

		

			assembled their homes within emerging,

		

		

			 

		

		

			densely populated, west coast settlements

		

		

			 

		

		

			along the thin (60 metre) strip of common

		

		

			 

		

		

			‘Crown land’ (reserved for armaments, forts

		

		

			 

		

		

			and jetties) known as ‘The King’s Three

		

		

			 

		

		

			Chains’, that encircled the island.

		

		

			5

		

		

			 In other

		

		

			 

		

		

			cases, villages and settlements grew at the

		

		

			 

		

		

			edges of or beyond plantation boundaries. This

		

		

			 

		

		

			ability to move one’s hut, rolling it on coconut

		

		

			 

		

		

			trunks via 

		

		

			koudmen

		

		

			 (voluntary collective work

		

		

			6

		

		

			)

		

		

			 

		

		

			The ti kais of Dominica are a remarkable

		

		

			 

		

		

			amalgam 

		

		

			–

		

		

			 a creolisation 

		

		

			–

		

		

			 of the African

		

		

			 

		

		

			wattle-and-daub (top), the steeply pitched

		

		

			 

		

		

			Amerindian dwelling (above) and the

		

		

			 

		

		

			European ‘cottage’. 

		

		

			 

		

		

			(courtesy Lennox Honychurch)
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			to rhythmic song or, later, transporting them by

		

		

			 

		

		

			truck, is central to the story of these dwellings.

		

		

			 

		

		

			To be able to mount and dismount the house

		

		

			 

		

		

			from its wooden pillars or stone base was key,

		

		

			 

		

		

			for this enabled the inhabitants to readily move

		

		

			 

		

		

			with changing circumstances or new

		

		

			 

		

		

			opportunities. In several reported cases, it

		

		

			 

		

		

			enabled houses to shift on or be moved entirely

		

		

			 

		

		

			from their foundations by hurricane winds,

		

		

			 

		

		

			only to be deposited, often intact, in a new

		

		

			 

		

		

			location. 

		

		

			 

		

		

			Perhaps it is this tenacity to adapt and move

		

		

			 

		

		

			that most aptly deﬁnes the 

		

		

			ti kais

		

		

			. The name,

		

		

			 

		

		

			which literally translates from 

		

		

			Kwéyòl

		

		

			 as ‘small

		

		

			 

		

		

			hut’, seems at ﬁrst reading to evoke pastness –

		

		

			 

		

		

			the thatched huts of the enslaved, Kalinago or

		

		

			 

		

		

			maroons – taking us back to the plantation and

		

		

			 

		

		

			pre-Columbian memory of the island (which

		

		

			 

		

		

			was the last in the region to be colonised). But

		

		

			 

		

		

			far from being a historical relic, 

		

		

			ti kais

		

		

			 are very

		

		

			 

		

		

			much living, evolving residences that

		

		

			 

		

		

			continually incorporate new technologies. They

		

		

			 

		

		

			are, in their many survivals, witnesses to and

		

		

			 

		

		

			participants in the history of Dominica.

		

		

			 

		

		

			 

		

		

			O

		

		

			

				O

		

		

			f

		

		

			

				f

		

		

			 

		

		

			

				 

		

		

			l

		

		

			

				l

		

		

			a

		

		

			

				a

		

		

			n

		

		

			

				n

		

		

			d

		

		

			

				d

		

		

			,

		

		

			

				,

		

		

			 

		

		

			

				 

		

		

			w

		

		

			

				w

		

		

			a

		

		

			

				a

		

		

			t

		

		

			

				t

		

		

			e

		

		

			

				e

		

		

			r

		

		

			

				r

		

		

			,

		

		

			

				,

		

		

			 

		

		

			

				 

		

		

			a

		

		

			

				a

		

		

			n

		

		

			

				n

		

		

			d

		

		

			

				d

		

		

			 

		

		

			

				 

		

		

			s

		

		

			

				s

		

		

			k

		

		

			

				k

		

		

			y

		

		

			

				y

		

		

			 

		

		

			In her foreword to 

		

		

			Caribbean Style

		

		

			, a landmark

		

		

			 

		

		

			book on the architecture of the Antilles, Jan

		

		

			 

		

		

			Morris describes Caribbean vernacular as a

		

		

			 

		

		

			‘meteorological art form’. Put otherwise, it is an

		

		

			 

		

		

			aesthetic sensibility that turns a practical

		

		

			 

		

		

			response to the elements – the arc of the hot

		

		

			 

		

		

			sun, heavy rains, the direction of the trade

		

		

			 

		

		

			winds – into a thing of beauty. Each feature of

		

		

			 

		

		

			the house – sourced, designed, and crafted by

		

		

			 

		

		

			local woodcutters, draftsmen, masons, and

		

		

			 

		

		

			carpenters

		

		

			7

		

		

			 – responds to its climatic context;

		

		

			 

		

		

			cooling the house, keeping its inhabitants dry

		

		

			 

		

		

			or protecting them from hurricane winds (and

		

		

			 

		

		

			the debris they carry). Indeed, it is the

		

		

			 

		

		

			hurricane, that powerful climatic force, that the

		

		

			 

		

		

			ti kai

		

		

			 is most responsive to. As Dominican

		

		

			 

		

		

			architect Olive Bell once put it to me, ‘The 

		

		

			ti kai

		

		

			 

		

		

			works with the hurricane, it allows the

		

		

			 

		

		

			hurricane to be.’ Designed for everyday tropical

		

		

			 

		

		

			sunshine and storm events, 

		

		

			ti kais

		

		

			 respond, as

		

		

			 

		

		

			Dominican historical anthropologist Lennox

		

		

			 

		

		

			Honychurch notes, to ‘two opposite

		

		

			 

		

		

			requirements: unrestricted air ventilation…

		

		

			 

		

		

			[and] being able to convert… into hurricane

		

		

			 

		

		

			mode when the sudden need arose.’

		

		

			8

		

		

			 

		

		

			 

		

		

			An essential feature of the ti kai is that it can

		

		

			 

		

		

			be moved from one location to another. This

		

		

			 

		

		

			postcard entitled “Removing House,

		

		

			 

		

		

			Dominica, BWI” shows a ti kai being pushed

		

		

			 

		

		

			on rollers up Hillsborough Street, at the

		

		

			 

		

		

			corner of Old Street, Roseau. 

		

		

			 

		

		

			(courtesy Gairy Aird collection)
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			Hurricane David, Dominica, 1979: 

		

		

			 

		

		

			this ti kai has been blown from its

		

		

			 

		

		

			foundations on to Goodwill Road,

		

		

			 

		

		

			Pottersville, but is “still standing”. 

		

		

			 

		

		

			(Curtis Henry)

		

		

			Hurricane destruction, Dominica, 1930: an

		

		

			 

		

		

			undamaged ti kai beside a larger rooﬂess

		

		

			 

		

		

			house on the corner of Hillsborough Street

		

		

			 

		

		

			and Great George Street, Roseau. 

		

		

			 

		

		

			(UK National Archives)

		

		

			Alongside an understanding of the sun, wind

		

		

			 

		

		

			and rain, these houses also reﬂect an intricate

		

		

			 

		

		

			knowledge of the properties of Dominica’s

		

		

			 

		

		

			forests; knowledge of local woods used to

		

		

			 

		

		

			construct each component – their strength,

		

		

			 

		

		

			ﬂexibility, how they change with age and

		

		

			 

		

		

			exposure, their susceptibility to ants and

		

		

			 

		

		

			termites.

		

		

			9

		

		

			 Sherman Ismael, a carpenter who

		

		

			 

		

		

			lives in a 1960s 

		

		

			ti kai

		

		

			 built by his father in the

		

		

			 

		

		

			west coast village of Mahaut, has described how

		

		

			 

		

		

			woodcutters ‘before’, only felled trees when

		

		

			 

		

		

			‘mature’ and ‘in the right moon’. To fell ‘unripe’

		

		

			 

		

		

			(young) trees is to risk the boards, beams or

		

		

			 

		

		

			posts one is cutting becoming too ‘tender’,

		

		

			 

		

		

			undermining their strength and longevity. And

		

		

			 

		

		

			to further undermine the

		

		

			 

		

		

			lifespan of the wood is to fell the

		

		

			 

		

		

			tree before the ‘dark of the

		

		

			 

		

		

			moon’, the ideal period being

		

		

			 

		

		

			during the ‘old’ or waning moon

		

		

			 

		

		

			(21-28 days, the end of the moon

		

		

			 

		

		

			cycle). To cut earlier, when the

		

		

			 

		

		

			moon is ‘high’, is to invite worms

		

		

			 

		

		

			and termites to destroy it. As

		

		

			 

		

		

			one woodcutter, Mr Jolly,

		

		

			 

		

		

			summed it up: ‘It’s old science.

		

		

			 

		

		

			You can’t go wrong.

		

		

			’

		

		

			10

		

		

			 

		

		

			 

		

		

			These hardwood houses,

		

		

			 

		

		

			sitting on wood or stone

		

		

			 

		

		

			foundations, were ‘built with the elements in

		

		

			 

		

		

			mind.’

		

		

			11

		

		

			 They might be said to inhabit a kind of

		

		

			 

		

		

			‘unspoken oneness’ with their natural

		

		

			 

		

		

			surroundings, as Olive Bell – who grew up in a

		

		

			 

		

		

			ti kai

		

		

			 in the mountainside village of Giraudel –

		

		

			 

		

		

			referred to it. In fact, one can unpack this
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