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The Traveller’s Tree, like all the human beings who now inhabit the Antilles, was originally a stranger to these regions. It is a remarkable tree, native of Madagascar and Reunion, with a straight stem reaching thirty feet in height, and bearing at the top a number of large, long-stalked leaves which spread vertically like a fan. The leaf has a large sheath at the base in which water collects in such quantity as to yield a copious draught – hence the name. The plant is known botanically as the RARENALA MADAGASCARIENSIS – Encyclopaedia Britannica.
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Preface



Geographically, the Caribbean archipelago is easy to split up into component groups. With the exception of an occasional coral island like Barbados, the islands are the emerging summits of a range of drowned volcanoes, a submarine continuation of the same geological upheaval as the Andes, and on the map they swing northwards from the South American continent like the dislocated vertebrae of a spinal column based upon the os coccyx of Trinidad; northwards, and then westward through the Windward and Leeward Isles to the terminus of the Lesser Antilles in the scattered Pleiades of the Virgin Islands. Only a few dozen miles have so far separated them, and all except a few minute and scattered islets can be dimensionally reckoned by comparison to English counties. After the Virgin Group, however, a new world begins: the Greater Antilles. Much larger distances lie between the four great islands of Puerto Rico, Hispaniola, Jamaica and Cuba. The intervening sea sinks to vast depths, mountains rise in forbidding cordilleras, and distances measured from the sea’s floor to certain Cuban peaks would overtop the Himalayas. The islands are few and enormous, comparable no longer to the shires, but to European states. Populations become reckonable in millions, and independent republics outnumber colonies by three to two. Cuba, floating on the confines of the Mexican Gulf, is the beginning of Latin America.


No such brisk summing-up can be formulated for the Inhabitants of these islands: the ghostly Ciboneys, the dead Arawaks and the dying Caribs; the Spaniards, the English, the French, the Dutch, the Danes and the Americans; the Corsicans, the Jews, the Hindus, the Moslems, the Azorians, the Syrians and the Chinese, and the all-obliterating Negro population deriving from scores of kingdoms on the seaboard and hinterland of West Africa. Each island is a distinct and idiosyncratic entity, a civilization, or the reverse, fortuitous in its origins and empirical in its development. There is no rule that holds good beyond the shores of each one unless the prevalence of oddity, the unvarying need to make exceptions to any known rule, can be considered a unifying principle. The presence of religious eccentrics like the Kingston Pocomaniacs and the adepts of Voodoo in Halti and the survival of stranded ethnological rock-pools like the Poor Whites in the Islands of the Saints or the semi-independent hospodarate of the Maroons of the Jamaican mountains – all this, and the abundance and variety of superstitions and sorceries and songs, of religious and political allegiances, and the crystallization of deracination and disruption into a new and unwieldy system, almost, of tribal law – all this excludes any possibility of generalization. Nothing is more than four and a half centuries old, and all is improvised. It is with these aspects of the Caribees that this book is concerned, with their life as it impinges on an interested stranger, their buildings and food and religions, their history and the perceptible texture of their existence. Short of writing a thesis in many volumes, only a haphazard, almost a picaresque, approach can suggest the peculiar mood and tempo of the Caribbean and the turbulent past from which they spring; and this was the only trace of method or guiding principle that prompted my two companions and myself on our Odyssey through the islands: a journey almost as unco-ordinated and involved as the island itinerary three thousand years ago to Ithaca from Troy.


There ought, perhaps, to be a warning, in case this book should be mistaken for a guide to the Caribbean. It is, alas, nothing so satisfyingly complete. Of the strange world of the Dutch islands of the Spanish Main, for instance – Curaçao, Aruba and Bonair – we only caught a few hours’ glimpse when our ship called for fuel on the journey home from Panama: an astonishing vision of coloured roofs and steep Netherlandish gables, a city of Vermeer or Peter de Hoogh transported beyond the Tropic of Cancer. St Vincent was no more than a mountain of cloud underneath our aeroplane; and of the smaller of the Lesser Antilles, those remote and bird-haunted islets lying far from the currents of ordinary travel, we saw only a few. St Croix, the former stronghold of the Knights of Malta, remains in our memory as little but a mysterious and fascinating shadow on the horizon south of our line of flight. Descriptions of islands that were formerly Spanish, with the exception of a few pages about Cuba, I have reluctantly left out; not because their importance failed to interest us, but because they are so enormous. Their history and social structure radically diverge from the rest of the archipelago, and their inclusion would have completely altered the scope of the book. Our ignorance of Spanish (of which we were later to acquire a smattering in Guatemala and Nicaragua) was then almost complete, and I found, when the book was finished, that my chapters on Puerto Rico, San Domingo and Cuba were luxuriating a little too floridly over the barley-sugar columns of baroque cathedrals, the silver spurs with rowels the size of marguerites, the saddles like elephants’ howdahs or jousting equipment from the Field of the Cloth of Gold; with never a word spoken, nothing to break the silence of a uniquely visual contact. But, as exigencies of space were exacting, I left out, on sound advice, these perhaps too exclusively descriptive pages. Nevertheless, though there is no rigid canon for a book of this kind, the little space devoted to the Spanish background is a serious deficiency, and one which I hope to remedy when the time comes to describe subsequent travels through the Central American Republics. It would be idle and impolitic to prolong this catalogue of omissions.


About the political problems and the economics, which I also jettisoned, I feel no such compunction, for there are many works on these themes. The scope of the book thus reduces itself to a personal, random account of an autumn and winter spent in wandering through these islands, and it has all the fallibility implicit in such a charter. Its ultimate purpose, if it must be defined, is to retransmit to the reader whatever interest and enjoyment we encountered. In a word, to give pleasure.


My companions, from beginning to end, were two friends: Joan, who is English, and Costa, who is Greek. Both of them, whittled now to shadows, are constantly present in the following pages. Joan was the Egeria, as it were, of our expedition, and Costa was not only its photographer and painter, but the motive force that launched it, its only begetter.


Nothing now remains but the pleasant task of thanking those who were kind to us on our travels and the friends who, before and afterwards, indirectly helped me to write this book.


Thanks are due to the Compagnie Générale Transatlantique (French Line) for much considerate help, and to M. Queffelian, the purser of the Colombie.


In Trinidad, our greatest debt was to the late Sir Patrick O’Reilly, K.C., of Port of Spain, whose kindness and knowledge and humour, as well as his professional eminence, will long be missed. We also gratefully remember Dr George Campbell, M.D., M.R.C.P., D.P.H., of the Chacachacare Leper Settlement. In Guadeloupe we would like to express our gratitude to Daniel Despointes, and in Martinique to M. René de Jaham, Dr Rose-Rosette, and the Vicomte d’Aurigny: in Dominica to Mrs Lennox Napier, the results of whose kind offices extended far beyond the island; and in Barbados to Mrs Nicolas Embiricos. I also record our gratitude to Sir Arthur Grimble, K.C.M.G., the Governor of the Windward Islands at the time that we visited them, and his daughter Rosemary; Mr Stowe, the Administrator of St Lucia, and Mrs Stowe; Mr Edward Challenger of Basseterre, St Kitts; in Haiti, M. Lorimer Denis, Mr De Witt Peters, Mr Horace Ashton, former cultural attaché at the U.S. Embassy, and Selden Rodman; in Jamaica Miss Esther Chapman (Mrs Hepher), Colonel Rowe and Mr Emmanuel Rowe of Accompong, and Hélène and Wilfredo Lam in Cuba. I would also like to thank James Pope-Hennessy who initiated me, before we set out, to the pleasure and instruction that are to be found in the old chronicles of the West Indies. (The writers and diarists that I consulted are mentioned as they occur in the course of the narrative, and of these, Père Labat, the Dominican monk of Martinique, is the one to whom I am most heavily indebted. Sir Algernon Aspinall’s excellent Short Guide to the West Indies was the modern work that we consulted most frequently while actually on the move.)


I owe many thanks, also, to Mrs Postlethwaite Cobb and Norman Webb of the Easton Court Hotel, Chagford, Devon; to Professor and Mrs Julian Huxley and the Rev. J. H. Adams, M.A., Vicar of Landulph, Cornwall; and lastly, with especial emphasis, to Lindsay Drummond and Peggie Matheson, Amy and Walter Smart, Cécile and Mondi Howard and Dom Gabriel Gontard, O.S.B., the Lord Abbot of St Wandrille in Normandy.


P.M.L.F.


CHAGFORD,
GADENCOURT,
ST WANDRILLE,
SAN ANTONIO, TIVOLI.
May, 1950




I
 Guadeloupe


THE MOMENT THE ANCHOR was raised, the Colombie seemed to advance down the gulf with unnatural speed. To port, pale green islands were floating on the water, but the main body of Grande Terre, a dark shape whose depths and dimensions were only beginning to be defined, lay in shadow on the starboard side between us and the dawn. It was just possible to descry the waves of black vegetation and the lakes of mist entangled in the treetops where the country dipped. In the space of a few minutes the sunrise melted from violet into amber, from amber into scarlet, from scarlet into zinc and from zinc into saffron. The dark vegetation became a line of giant, pale green parsley, which hovered a hundred yards away in a fluttering cumulus that nothing appeared to tether to either land or sea. For no land was visible. But where the trees should have joined the sea the green mass curled backwards into shadow. It hung some yards above the water, and the smooth ripples from the ship disappeared under the leaves without meeting any resistance. Then, as if another dark filament had been withdrawn from the daybreak, the shapes of the mangrove trunks, the flimsy architecture that maintained all this greenstuff poised in mid-air, advanced from the darkness into the sea like a million bowling hoops. Under their leafy canopy, the tenous Gothic arches receded in a dark triforium. A dawn wind stirred the leaves of the insecurely balanced green labyrinth, and the pace of our movement altered the outline of the stage wings of leaves from second to second, so that our ship was suspended in the very centre of motion and change and instability.


We rounded a buttress of mangroves, and a town appeared, the roofs and warehouses, masts and cranes were interspersed with palm trees. The sun cast loose from the leaves, and drifted up into the sky. The wind died, the clouds came to a standstill, and the sea was drained at last of every colour but an uncompromising blue. Even the forest stopped moving, and sank into an inert volume of unchanging green. It was going to be a really hot day.


The waterfront of Pointe-à-Pitre was hung with flages, and on the quay a platoon of soldiers stood at ease. A large crowd gazed in silence through the iron railings of the port. Surely the arrival of the Colombie was not the only reason for this? The scene on the quay below us was heavy with expectation. Groups of officials and of prominent burghers – a few of them white, but most of them brown or black – conversed in important little groups. White-drill French colonial uniforms gleamed with starch among black coats sashed with the tricolor. The women, severely spectacled and tightly gloved, were encased in black satin and hatted with intricate confections of sombre felt, relieved by artificial flowers or bunches of celluloid grapes. On the crown of a cloche hat of the fashion of 1926 perched, as though it had just alighted there, a tiny stuffed canary.


All at once the reason for this air of expectancy became clear, for down the gangway a scarcely recognizable figure was advancing at the head of a uniformed retinue. It was one of our shipmates, the high proconsular dignitary, no longer the colourless and larva-like figure we had known on the journey, but a superb metamorphosis in white and gold and brass, arriving here to take over his new appointment as Prefect. His hat and his cuffs glittered with bullion, and on his bosom alongside another decoration of bright green, the Legion of Honour made a red splash. It was difficult to believe that it was the same man.


The guard of honour presented arms, and the band played the Marseillaise while everybody stood at the salute. A series of presentations followed. The passengers leant over the bulwarks admiring the urbane technique with which the new arrival shook hands. His right hand pumped up and down three times as he raised his resplendent headgear with his left, and brought his heels neatly to attention. Lift; shake; click.


A Packard drove up at the head of a fleet of cars that engulfed him and the other officials. The band struck up again, the harbour gates opened and a cohort of coloured policemen shepherded the silent crowd back; and the cars sailed away towards the governor’s palace in the west of the island. The crowd broke on to the quay and the lesser passengers crowded down the gangway.


Half an hour later the Colombie, that congenial ship, was preparing to weigh anchor, and we were sitting in the lounge of the Hôtel des Antilles. We had followed the elderly Negro who pushed our luggage up the main street of Pointe-à-Pitre. The heat was so intense that our clothes had stuck to our arms and legs; nearly everybody, we observed, was wearing open shirts and shorts or cotton trousers. The brilliance of the sunlight made all the shadows appear black and profound, and the change of temperature when walking into the shade was as welcome as a waterfall. All the way to the hotel we had not passed one white person. This, and the dazzling robes of the older women, the hundreds of black faces, the sound on every side of the odd new language, most of whose words were French but whose tenor was incomprehensible, this, and the murderous heat, invested the place with an atmosphere of entire strangeness. Even at eleven in the morning a heavy tropical languor weighed on the air. The streets had grown emptier every moment.


With slow enjoyment we ate the fruit we had bought in the market. The bananas were gigantic but commonplace. The sour-sops were about the size of a child’s football, tapering into the shape of a pear, and covered with dark rind roughened with innumerable little hooked briers. The fruit inside was semi-liquid and snow white, expelling an aroma faintly resembling peardrops, and wringing our dusty palates with a delicious and slightly acid astringency. The paw-paw, which we next opened, was roughly the same size, but the soft rind was a smooth, patchy gold in colour, mottled with green and rusty brown. We halved it lengthways, and discovered two deep oblongs of a dewy, coral-coloured fruit of a consistency miraculously poised between solidity and liquescence; much sweeter than the sour-sop, and, I thought, even better. Its sweetness is mitigated and, as it were, underlined by the faintest tang of something sharper – was it creosote or turpentine? – but so slight that one loses the identity of the taste while attempting to define it. Pushing the ruins aside, we each chose an avocado pear: dark green or violet globes the size of cricket balls, enclosed in a hard and warty carapace. The knives made a sharp tearing noise as we opened them. In the centre, loose in their hollows, lay big round stones, completely spherical and smooth and very heavy. I hated throwing them away, they seemed so perfect and neat, and somehow important, but except as embryonic avocado trees, they are useless . . . The pale green fruit clung to the shell with a consistency half-way between butter and plasticine.


Our ejaculations of delight must have been unusual, for two wide-eyed Guadeloupean waitresses made occasional bird-like titters. They were a mahogany colour, barefoot, and dressed in white, with aprons and turbans of marmalade-coloured tartan. They talked to each other in the same lingo as our porter, but addressed us in a prim rather old-fashioned French mysteriously lacking in R-sounds.


The world outside the windows had by now become a calcinated desert from which the perpendicular sun had driven every inch of shade. The palm trees, overtopping the corrugated iron roofs, stood motionless in a pale blue haze. The two maids showed us upstairs to our rooms, large wooden barns with no furniture except the beds under their milky tents of netting. I climbed inside and began cutting the pages of the memoirs of Père Labat, a French Dominican who lived in these islands at the end of the seventeenth century, but even the lively prose of this extraordinary monk failed to keep me awake for long . . . I was about to fall asleep when a metallic uproar in the street brought me to the window. It was the rattle of rain on the roofs of Pointe-à-Pitre. The street had become a river of slime, bubbling and swirling under a wavering wall of water. But it was soon over and in five minutes the sun had dried up every trace of moisture, and all was arid and dusty again.


I woke up at five in the evening and could not think where I was. Only when I walked in a drugged way to the window and saw that the street was full of Negroes did I remember. I was still half asleep, and for some obscure reason the situation seemed tremendously funny, and I was still laughing when I met my two companions.


Towns in the Antilles do not have much of a chance. Their purpose, when they were built, was to serve as a warehouse, a market for slaves and a barracks for soldiers; a harbour for incoming slave-ships and for outgoing cargoes of sugar and rum. Government buildings, comfortable houses, the trees and fine streets came as an afterthought. They were always at the mercy of hurricanes, fires, earthquakes and volcanic eruptions, and of invasion and sack by their neighbours. (The reciprocal violence of the English and French in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries in the Caribbean islands reached unbelievable proportions.) As a result of all this, few Antillean towns possess any architectural merits. The larger ones are tramhaunted nuclei of shops, warehouses and nondescript public buildings flung up in the worst period of European architecture, with a periphery of garden suburbs for the rich and an inferno of slums for the poor. The smaller ones – and of these Pointe-à-Pitre is probably the worst – are little more than agglomerations of shacks.


Pointe-à-Pitre, then, is an overgrown urban village, dating architecturally from its last disaster, the earthquake of 1845. Old Negroes still repeat their grandfathers’ accounts of this event, when chasms fifty yards wide, seething with boiling mud and even, according to one account, flames, split the town from end to end. The central streets have the raggedness of the more squalid thoroughfares of Salonica. Gazing down them, the eye is caught by one or two buildings of reinforced concrete, a general store, a bank, a post office. Their unpleasant symmetry blinds one to the neighbouring houses which, though unsuccessful as units in a whole, are often either charming, or strange. They are made of wood which has been subjected to every kind of treatment: nailed on in overlapping boards like American colonial houses, woven into criss-cross trellises like the windows of harems, stencilled with complex patterns, or built up into Swiss gables and turrets and fretwork mansards. All the roofs are of corrugated iron, usually painted dark red, and their sides are pierced by little wooden belvederes and turrets in a romantic mid-Victorian style. The windows are large and they always open on to iron balconies, where old men and women sit in rocking-chairs gently fanning themselves. Brighton-Pavilionish shades overhang them in a flimsy line. Deckle-edged cornices of whitewashed tin, as complicated as cake frills, decorate these projections and the houses are sometimes painted Greek blue, ochre, yellow or ox-blood; the undersides of the balcony-shades are washed with cool and restful grey, pale blue, mauve, or Nile green. Many are built entirely of corrugated iron, with only wooden planks along the seams, and they are still a success. Alas! the extremes of sun and rain bring only dilapidation, and the general impression is one of abandonment and decay, and their aspect as a whole is utterly depressing.


Now and then we passed a wall or a railing with showers of hibiscus and bougainvillia tumbling over it and gazed at them with delight, unconscious yet of the hatred we would develop for the latter plant after a month or two. In front of the Bishop’s palace we had a long moment of pleasure. It is a dignified eighteenth-century building lying back from the Cathedral square, behind ironwork and trees, built of wood and painted yellow and grey and with a gracious flight of columns and a triangular Greek pediment. A crocodile of school children was emerging from the Cathedral under the care of a beautiful black nun. This neo-Gothic building is made of iron, and riveted together against earthquakes by nuts and bolts and staples, inspiring one with the feeling of being inside a boiler, or a vast religious tramp steamer. We found ourselves in the outskirts of the town in a maze of shacks with the architecture, and almost the size, of derelict confessional boxes. The streets and the cabins grew smaller and more broken down as we advanced, and the population more ragged, dirtier, more miserable and shambling; a kind of Tobacco Road. ‘Eh bien,’ a young woman shouted, ‘qu’est que vous regardez par ici? Vous êtes blancs et nous sommes noirs. Et alors?’


A few minutes after this we lost our way. Deep in the speculations that this Negro woman had opened up, we had passed a large white hospital, and, continuing along a grass footpath, found ourselves all at once in the heart of a tropical forest. No buildings were in sight, and we were surrounded by wooded hills. The change from town to country had been as sudden as if Pointe-à-Pitre had been lifted up and carried away by a team of djinns. The hills succeeded each other in a soft interlock of curves and all the outlines were blurred by the shapes of trees. Palms and bananas opened their heavy fans overhead, and here and there tall, thin, bare and twisting trunks wavered upwards, to balance in mid-air small blobs of leaves. These low hills are called mornes in the French islands, and as we advanced farther among them, isolated huts appeared in clearings on their flanks. Small cream-coloured cows grazed near them on patches of grass that looked softer and richer than velvet, and in the undergrowth black pigs rootled; long, swart creatures armed with snouts that were almost incipient trunks and almost two-dimensional in their leanness. Sugar-cane rustled round these huts, giving way, now and then, to patches of yam and cassava plant with their tendrils trained up bean-poles. Reed-fringed swamps were covered with a mantle of lilac flowers over which great butterflies beat their yellow wings. The grass tracks were vaulted by giant rushes. Breadfruit trees were everywhere, their leaves growing like spatulate hands joined at the wrists and opening in splays of fingers that hide in their shadow the soft round loaves. Under fleshy cartwheels of leaves the fruit of the paw-paw clustered round the perpendicular trunks as thickly and symmetrically as the breasts of Diana of the Ephesians. Funereal mangoes spread their dark, ilex-like and evergreen curves with the ampleness of oaks, and the pathway was carpeted with sensitive plants which shrank and closed with the slightest pressure, so that a football touched an entire miniature landscape into motion.


The African desert has the property of dwarfing everything. A figure only a hundred yards away is an insect lost in an overwhelming immensity. The rolling mornes achieve the opposite effect. It is as if this damp atmosphere acted as a lens that abolished all feeling of distance. We looked back from a hilltop and watched a Negro crossing a sloping green glade about a mile away. He was wearing a broad-brimmed straw hat, and held in his hand a bare cutlass, and appeared as distinct and out of proportion as a figure in the background of an early Italian picture. This giant strode slowly across the grass and disappeared into the sugar-cane. There was a note of momentousness about the immediacy and magnitude of this distant figure.


These green slopes, hemmed in by their Garden of Eden forests, have an almost miraculous beauty. In the extending shadows of the late-afternoon sunlight they appeared as idyllic and eternal as the clearings in a rather sad heaven. Purple shadows collected on the grass under the mangoes, and the infinity of greens was broken in places by the pale golden showers of cassia, or by the crimson of hibiscus. Somewhere, lost among the opposite line of hills, a solitary Negro practised the trombone, and the gloomy, inexpert notes reached our ears through the heavy air with a grotesque and almost delphic solemnity.


From the height of the mornes a new world appeared. The fronded landscape curled down to the sea and expired in a network of mangroves. The outlines of Marie Galante and the Islands of the Saints hung on the horizon, and the blue-green sky was piled with a monumental accumulation of pink clouds. In their midst, somewhere over the bay towards the sunset, was hidden the peak of La Soufrière, the volcano that dominates the whole of the west of Guadeloupe. Below us, huddled behind the masts of sailing vessels, Pointe-à-Pitre looked little more than a hamlet. The low tin roofs and the intruding palm trees were already in shadow, and as we watched, the sunlight died from the white façade of a bank, and then died from the hill and the air above us. Night descended all in one piece, like a shutter.


We followed a tunnel of leaves downhill to a stagnant pool and a derelict small-gauge railway that ran through cane-fields into the town. The croaking of millions of frogs and the scraping of crickets seemed to increase as the darkness grew more intense, and an odd feeling of desolation and remoteness infected us all. What on earth were we doing here? Sunset in the tropics is one of the most melancholy events in the world, a moment of sudden and all-pervading sadness.


An electricity strike had condemned the town to darkness. The Place de la Victoire was full of people promenading, all of them invisible except for the occasional blur of a white suit moving through the shadows without either head or hands. Cigarettes floated through the air of their own volition, glowed momentarily brighter in a void under the whites of eyes, then grew dim and sank again in a ghostly parabola. Now and then a match was struck, and a black mask would materialize for a few seconds and vanish. There was the sound of voices everywhere, and of whistling and humming, and sometimes a clap of laughter exploded in the dark and the hot air became full of ownerless teeth.


Invisible, too, were the enormous sand-box trees that surrounded the square. They owe their name – they are called sabliers in French – to their seed pods, which, in the eighteenth century, were filled with sand and used as sprinklers for the blotting of parchment. Three sides of the square are enclosed by buildings and the fourth is a waterfront where sloops and schooners lie at anchor. During the French Revolution, the Place de la Victoire was the scene of a battle between the invading English and their French Royalist allies against Victor Hugues, the envoy of the Convention. The English were defeated, and the Royalists massacred, and not far from the marble bust of a late nineteenth-century governor – a mild torso on a pedestal with an imperial beard and huge epaulettes – the Revolutionary guillotine was erected.


The Hôtel des Antilles is a disaffected seminary, a cool, spacious building of wood, whose timbers, beams, balustrades, pillars and twisting stair-cases give it the air of an old galleon. The nautical atmosphere was augmented now by the hurricane lanterns that were its only lighting. The owner is a Frenchman who retired here from the Vichy Navy, a stout young man with a blond barbe en collier like Count d’Orsay, and an elaborately carved pipe. The proprietress, a blonde, middle-aged Parisian, complained bitterly about the way the French West Indies were run, and hinted regretfully that all was far better in the British possessions, especially with regard to sanitation, roads, public works and discipline. I felt there was an unspoken corollary that the blacks were ‘kept in their place’ better in the British possessions, and that, as a result, all were happier. Her conversation had an undercurrent of disillusionment that was to become increasingly familiar throughout the Antilles.


The wooden dining-room was sparsely occupied by a handful of French colonials who had been here too long – engineers, architects, government servants – by a great-grandson of Fromentin, one or two coloured lawyers, and a Negro sergeant with a French wife. The heat, the lugubrious acoustics, the sudden silences and the rain falling outside were the stage properties of a Somerset Maugham scene that was all set for tragedy. Something ought to have happened. Nothing did.


Returning next evening from a beach at Gosier, a few miles outside the town, Costa and I must already have developed a kind of immunity to the gloom of sunsets. The day had been wonderful. The only possessors of the little bay, we swam for hours under the overhanging trees, and then lay smoking and talking until it was almost dark. The water had been as warm and as smooth as silk, and the only Negro we had passed as we were walking back had waved and shouted bonsoir in a friendly way. Returning to the Hôtel des Antilles, we found, waiting for us with Joan in the lantern light, a friend who was to prove our benefactor throughout our stay in Guadeloupe. We had sent off our only letter of introduction as soon as we landed, and the results had been almost instantaneous.


Raoul was twenty-one, and belonged to a Martinican family that has been established in the Antilles for centuries, part of that tiny white minority which formerly owned the sugar plantations and were the undisputed oligarchs of the island – the Créoles.


I must explain exactly what this term means, as it is one that will recur continually throughout the book. It derives from the Spanish word criollo, and applies, in the French Antilles, to a European born in the West Indies of pure white descent. In the time of the slave trade, the term nègre-créole was in use to describe a Negro born in the islands, as opposed to a nouveau-nègre fresh from the African forests; but with the suppression of this traffic, the term became superfluous and has disappeared. The opposite of a Créole – a Frenchman from France –is un Français de la métropole. For the past hundred years, the white families have tended to leave the islands and settle, after their long absence, in Metropolitan France, so that the remainder of this Créole squirearchy becomes every day a more compact and isolated body.


‘Créole’, when not applied to human beings, means anything (irrespective of colour) that is specifically West Indian, like the cooking and, above all, the extraordinary language of the Negroes: the Créole patois. During the early days of the colony, Raoul explained to us over dinner, the slave ships unloaded blacks in the Antilles who had been bought or kidnapped all along the western seaboard of Africa in the territories of a score of different native kingdoms, so that the majority of them were unable to communicate with each other; except, in time, by learning some of the language of their masters. But they only learnt the nouns and the verbs, which they maimed out of recognition and cemented into phrases with an ad hoc African syntax. Many of the French words they use – bailer, for instance, instead of donner, and now by Créole adoption ba’ – have become obsolete in French, and the tenses are differentiated not by the verb endings, but by placing the three words té, ka and ké – indicating, respectively, past, present and future – between the unchanging verb and its subject. Nouns that begin with vowels very often preserve, even in the singular, the S-sound they would have when elided after les. A pin, in Créole, is une zépingle. The complication of these mutilations, and the amazing order of the words, are too intricate to discuss without launching into a whole thesis. Je vous crois in Créole is Moin ka coué ou, and Donnez-moi mon épingle would be Ba’ moin zépingle à moin. The vowels lose all their Gallic crispness, especially the letter ‘A’ which is always pronounced as though it were roofed by a circumflex, and moin for moi indicates the essentially nasal quality of the language. If the reader repeats the two phrases I have written, in as deep a voice as he can, but through the nose, and opens his mouth as wide as possible, it will give him some idea of the sounds that would ring in his ears all day long in the Créole-speaking islands of the Caribbean. With the passing of time, one or two English and Spanish words have been absorbed. It is a childish and primitive language, but it is a language, not merely pidgin-French, or petit-négre, and it has been almost static in its present form for two hundred years. It is spoken in all the French Antillean possessions; Martinique, Guadeloupe, St Barthélémy and French Guiana, though for some reason, the Negroes of the French half of St Martin speak English; and in most of the British Windward Isles, Dominica, St Lucia and St Vincent, that were formerly French colonies. The Créole spoken in Haiti is almost the same, and in Mauritius, too, it has developed and solidified on similar lines, and it is even spoken, I believe, in the tiny French island of La Réunion in the Indian Ocean; the easternmost point of that peculiar journey on which Baudelaire was packed off as a young man, pour lui changer les idées. It is an excellent language for the Negro songs of the Antilles, and is said to be a good medium for humour and epigram. Its sound is, above all, comic, a succession of heavy labial noises, nasal inflections and loud quacks. I found that its difficulty gave it a sort of tantalizing charm – I always thought I would understand what I heard, and scarcely ever did. It is, at any rate, full of life, and twenty times preferable to what Coleridge’s nephew, in his Six Months in the West Indies, calls the ‘yawny-drawly way’ in which the Negroes in the British West Indies converse.


Even the Créoles themselves have been influenced by one strange characteristic of this slaves’ lingua franca: the complete omission of the letter ‘R’. It is replaced by a W-sound, and is the same curious distortion as that affected by pre-1914 English ‘Nuts’ in Punch jokes (‘I say, Wonny old Fwuit, this is a wegula wamp,’ etc.), and goes one step farther than the mere omission of an ‘R’ as affected by the Incroyables – ‘C’est incoyable, ma paole d’honneu’ – in the Paris of the Directoire. But here it is quite involuntary. Many of Raoul’s words and turns of phrase had a charming antique flavour, and his French was notable for the almost total lack of the mildest contemporary slang, as though the language in these remote islands had remained immovably lodged in its eighteenth-century mould. His colloquialisms were all old-fashioned, and the ‘R-W’ substitution lent his conversation a singular, faintly macaronic distinction. The Créole pronunciation, he told us, had long been a source of amusement in France. ‘Quand un de nous autwes Cwéoles se met a pawler a Páwis, c’est la wigolade généwâle.’ I wondered if the Empress Josephine, who was a kind of remote great-aunt of Raoul’s, carried this quaint mannerism to France with her other Antillean foibles.*


Raoul asked us endless questions about Paris, while we were busy questioning him about the islands. We had all three been in Paris recently and told him all that we knew. I do not know why we were so surprised to learn that, although he had travelled as far as New York to buy machinery for a sugar plantation, he had never visited France. He was on the point of going to school in Paris when he was thirteen, but the outbreak of war had held him in the islands, and since the liberation work had kept him a prisoner. (He was manager of a sugar estate in the east of Guadeloupe.) Paris had to be postponed until the next year.


We sat talking until everybody in the hotel was asleep, and made plans to stay with him for a day and a night as the prelude to a series of excursions. He drove away in a jeep at about midnight through the downpour and slush of a particularly awful monsoon, and left us with the feeling that our stay in Guadeloupe had taken a turn for the better.


Like the population and the language, the costume of the women of the French Antilles is a fusion of Africa and France – in this case eighteenth-century France – and it is, without qualification, magnificent. A multiplicity of underskirts and of lace petticoats of various colours is surmounted by an overskirt – La gwan’ wobe – of silk or satin or brocade. This is caught up at the waist on one side, or sometimes on both, in a voluminous salient of pleats that derives with the utmost legitimacy from the panniers of Boucher or Watteau. The top part of the body is enclosed in a tight bodice that admirably displays the slimness of the waist. The sleeves either come right down to the wrist, or end at the elbow, where they burst into a cataract of lace, or descending tiers of stiff accordion-pleated frills. Round the shoulders a silk foulard is arranged with a studied, formalistic abandon and fastened on the breast with a big gold brooch. This complicated finery is brilliantly coloured, and made of rich stuffs that have long vanished from the shops. A load of gold jewellery hangs round the neck, triple chains with gold tassels and barrel-shaped clasps, necklaces and collars of large hollow balls of gold or little golden cockle-shells and medallions that clink against elaborate agrafes called ‘zépingles twem-blantes’. Round the wrists hang chains and bracelets, and large earrings completely cover the lobe of the ear. The latter are called chenilles, and consist of globes of gold encircled by a thick gold, caterpillar-like cable from which a spiral projects that is flanked by two outward branching leaves.


This splendid attire is crowned by the madwas – Madras – a tight, stiff silk turban made of stuff which came originally, no doubt, from the French colonies in India. It is tied with a complexity and a tautness that turn it almost into a pillbox, tilted at a challenging angle over the forehead, with the ends spreading overhead in stiff and brilliant spikes. These are the feminine accoutrements that are catalogued in the famous Antillean song of the beginning of the last century, paraphrasing the adieux of a Martinicaise to her soldier-lover who is leaving for France.


Adieu foulard, adieu madwas
Adieu, gwain d’or, adieu collier-chou
Doudou* a moin li ka pa’ti
Hélas, hélas c’est pou’ toujou’ . . .


The number of ends projecting from the Madras are ciphers of an unambiguous, amorous sign-language comparable to that of the hibiscus behind the ear mentioned in Rupert Brooke’s letters. It was explained as follows: Un bout = Je suis libre, coeur à prendre. (Porté par les jeunes filles) Deux bouts = Coeur déjà pris. (Tu arrives trop tard.) Trois bouts = Doudou. (II y a encore de la place pour toi.)


Unfortunately, except at national fêtes and fancy-dress balls, these ravishing clothes are now only worn by the older women. We had the luck to see them once worn by a young woman, Mlle Paulette-Jean, a beautiful coloured girl of Fort-de-France, who was kind enough to put them on for Costa to photograph. The result was delightful, and gave us an idea of what the streets of Pointe-à-Pitre and Fort-de-France must have looked like fifty years ago when Lafcadio Hearn described them. This girl seemed the epitome of Antillean beauty, and of all the grace, charm and elegance for which the islands are so celebrated. She had that soft Créole voice which is characteristic of the French islands – a sort of bubbling sweetness. Her skin was about the same colour as a dark Greek girl’s or a southern Italian’s, and there was a round patch of vanilla on her cheek, a vestigial mouche that is another survivor from the reign of Louis XVI.


Fortunately, almost without exception, the old women cling to these clothes, even if the semaphore of the turban has no longer any practical application. Their faces and bearing are often superb. Their features are aristocratic and gaunt, with piercing eyes embedded in a haggard bone structure that might have been hacked out of obsidian or blackthorn. These fierce and glittering matriarchs walk with a ruffling amour propre, a prestance, and a carriage of the head that achieve the dignity of the bearing of African queens. But the girls, often so pretty with their enormous smiles and great deers’ eyes, are cheated of all their natural grace by horrible white silk or cotton dresses and worse hats, and high-heeled shoes that seem as long and pointed as skis; all their charm is turned into prinked-up leggy awkwardness. Negro women ought always to wear bright colours and compact, dashingly tied turbans. Mulatto girls should affect a sort of Italo-Iberian swank.


The male counterparts of the splendid old women of these islands wear dull black clothes, awkward butterfly collars and straw boaters or trilbies, and often metal-rimmed spectacles. Their dark, wrinkled faces and white hair make them look gentle and benevolent, but they seldom achieve the grand air of their wives. The young men are nearly all beautifully built, and look their best when they are working without their shirts, and displaying magnificent shoulders and torsos that taper down to flat stomachs and phenomenally narrow waists. Their bodies have the symmetry and perfection of machines. Muscles and joints melt smoothly into each other under skin which shines like a seal’s or an otter’s. But when they put on their best clothes, all this gracefulness vanishes. They suddenly acquire a clumsy, gangling look, and their wrists seem too long or their sleeves too short. Their hands hang purposelessly swinging, and under these garments the ease and looseness of their gait degenerates into a shuffle. We had to wait till Trinidad to see the right way for Negroes to dress.


A hundred years ago, the women wore practically the same clothes as those I have described, except that their turbans on great feast days were often rigid cylinders two feet high with enormous bows down the front. Père Labat, writing at the end of the seventeenth century, remarks that any money the slaves could save was spent on apparel for Sundays and holidays. This, for the men, would consist of tight white knee-breeches and a white shirt. Round their waists they tied like a kilt a length of brightly coloured cloth that came to the upper curve of the knee. This was secured on either hip with bunches of coloured ribbons. Their torsos were encased in a tight-fitting bolero, that reached half-way down the back. Between this and the kilt-like cloth, the shirt puffed out. At the wrists and throat they would attach silver buttons, coloured stones, or bright tufts of ribbon, and if they wore a hat it would be a new straw sombrero. In rich houses the clothes of the slaves were basically the same, but carried out in the colours of the household livery, and the jackets would be covered with gold lace. Gold pendants hung in their ears, and, round their necks, emblazoned silver plaques. A large and dazzling turban was the crowning touch to this magnificence.


Guadeloupe is composed of two triangles of land linked by a narrow isthmus through which winds a sinuous and sluggish limb of sea called the Rivière Salée. The western part, La Basse Terre, is, unexpectedly, an intractable, precipitous and forested country climbing up into the clouds where the volcano of La Soufrière hides its cone, while the eastern part, La Grande Terre, is a low, rolling country of cane-fields and pastureland. Driving across it from Pointe-à-Pitre, we passed through an undulation of mornes into a wide savannah, where the cattle grazed under the breadfruit trees; on, through the village of Abymes and the meadows and sugar-cane and banana plantations to the town of Moule.


The afternoon was baking and shadowless, and the town seemed only with an effort to remain upright among its thoroughfares of dust. It was as empty as a sarcophagus. The French guide-book describes it as a great centre of elegant Créole life in the past, hinting at routs and cavalcades and banquets of unparalleled sumptuousness. Acts of God must have fallen upon it with really purposeful vindictiveness, for not by the most violent manhandling of the imagination could one associate a chandelier or a powdered wig with this collection of hovels. Not even a dog was to be seen. But behind a tall crucifix stood a cemetery of such dimensions – Père Lachaise and the Campo Santo gone mad – that, opening their cameras, Joan and Costa slid from their seats with sharp gasps of delight. For hours I trudged behind them round this blazing necropolis, down avenues of stucco vaults and tombs, Parthenons, temples of Vesta, and Chartres cathedrals, past urns and weeping angels, mourning marble Lucreces hung with brown wreaths and even shaded sometimes by hardy evergreens white with dust, till they had seen and photographed their fill. These acres inhabited by the dead, these miniature halls and palaces and opera-houses, were, it occurred to me, the real town, and the houses falling to ruins outside the railings were in the nature of a negligible suburb. Joan had finished her third film with a photograph of an ochreous Aztec pyramid built round the faded photograph of a very old Negro in postman’s uniform, and we left this city of mausoleums like three pillars of fire. The leather work of the car was as hot as an electric iron to the touch, and the dust that settled on our steaming faces turned us into a trio of zombies. It penetrated every orifice of the head and temporarily robbed us of all our faculties.


We ate our picnic in a belt of palm trees where a river ran under a bridge into the sea. A silent boy brought us a pitcher of water from a near-by well, and watched us as we slept and talked and bathed all through the afternoon. Moule, its distressing detail tamed by distance, projected into the sea on a tongue of sand. Now and then the water was ruffled by a series of faint splashes. Some mass-resolution had prompted an army of little silver fish to leap out of the water in an infinity of shallow trajectories. Almost before the eye could register this sudden glitter, they vanished and the water became smooth once more. Each time this little miracle occurred, it evoked the same spasm of pleasure. Half in and half out of the sea, we idled the afternoon away until the sun slanted under the branches and drove us towards St Marc, where Raoul was waiting for us. We just had time before dinner to drive with him to the easternmost point of Guadeloupe, La Pointe des Châteaux.


The jagged rocks were tufted with sea-grape and on the eastern skyline lay the island of La Désirade. It just perpendicularly out of the water and then becomes as flat and elongated as a floating coffin. Its isolation – about seven miles to windward of Guadeloupe – and its inaccessibility were the reasons for its choice as the leper-colony of the French Antilles. It reminded me as I looked at it of Spinalonga, that other leper-island that I used to gaze at from the mouth of a cave in Crete. Several hundred lepers live on the Désirade, and as visitors are allowed to call, we planned to sail there next day. Its name – Desirada, the longed-for – was bestowed by Columbus, as its low silhouette was the first glimpse of land for the Spanish navigators on their way to the new world. Quand bleuira sur l’horizon la Désirade? The symbol of this long journey’s ending is echoed by Guilkume Apollinaire.


As we strained our eyes towards the flattened outline, rain began to fall, heavy, ice-cold rain that soaked us to the skin in a couple of seconds. The car was some way off, so we hid our clothes under rocks, and ran to take shelter in the sea. We continued our conversation up to our necks in the blessedly warm water; but the rain, instead of abating, doubled its force and turned into hail. The sea grew rough, and treacherous under-currents were wrenching our feet from under us. It was also growing dark. There was nothing for it but to get out, and expose ourselves to the icy fusillade. It took us some time, stumbling about in the dark with our arms crooked over our heads for protection, to find our clothes again. The white pellets were rattling on the leaves of the sea-grape as we ran to the car, and bouncing all round us. What evil wind could have penetrated the kindly Trades with this awful present from Spitzbergen? The drive to St Marc was a shuddering nightmare. Chimneys of the sugar refinery and the sheds and barns and wagons, appeared faintly through the falling rain. Then we were inside the dry shelter of Raoul’s house.


We dined in dressing-gowns, in the middle of the big central room of this rambling one-storeyed building, after warming ourselves with several glasses of punch martinicais that Raoul prepared with considerable care. This drink is made of rum and syrup with a sliver of lime or lemon peel, and sometimes a sprinkling of nutmeg. In bars, only the syrup is paid for. The rum itself is free, and left on the table as indifferently as though it were water. The mixture is stirred up with a white swizzle stick called a lélé that is sometimes two feet long, cut from an island tree and ending in a wheel of amputated concentric twigs.


Raoul, who is a Martinican, was lonely in Guadeloupe, and eager to talk of the life in his own island, where all, he maintained, was gayer, more established, more civilized. We spent the evening listening to tales of house parties from plantation to plantation, races, picnics, cock-fights, duels, old love affairs, Negro celebrations and contests between mongooses and snakes. Guadeloupe is free of poisonous snakes, but the woods in Martinique teem with a terrible reptile called the trigonocéphale or, in Créole, fer de lance, that lurks in the long grass, or lies along the branches of trees, to shoot through the air like a javelin when its prey approaches. Many theories have been put forward to explain the presence of this snake in Martinique, for it is unknown in the neighbouring islands to north and south. The most likely explanation is that the ancestors of this wicked swarm were carried on floating timber down the Orinoco from the Venezuelan hinterland (where they are very common) out into the Atlantic with the rest of the alluvia of the river, washed northwards by the currents and finally cast ashore on Martinique. To counteract this menace, mongooses were imported, and the struggle continued in the bush for decades. The ranks of the fer de lance were thinned, but the mongoose multiplied at such a pace that it, too, has become a problem. An uncle of Raoul’s has the rare gift of handling snakes with complete immunity, and this attribute has surrounded him with the fame and the awe of a sorcerer. Some years ago he inherited an estate in Trinidad (where, during the French Revolution, many Royalist families escaped from the Jacobin ferocity of Victor Hugues). He now lives there alone in the high-woods in a house where snakes circulate as freely as kittens.


Under the mosquito net in a big shadowy bedroom, I fell asleep looking through old photograph albums by the light of an oil-lamp. The pictures had faded to a pale khaki, in which one could just make out the Martinican seigneurs in straw boaters, the Créole beauties in their feathers and their sweeping Boldini hats. Many of the photographs recorded picnics under palms or shady mango trees. Negroes in livery in the background carved cold fowls or drew the corks from bottles, while the horses waited patiently between the shafts of the assembled victorias. What remote and Elysian scenes!


A cat crept under the netting and curled up on the pillow. The rain rattled on the roof without ceasing, and from time to time lightning zigzagged through the rain, followed by thunderclaps that seemed to blow the night in half.


La Sainte Marie de la Garde, the tiny skiff that we found waiting for us next morning at the beach of St François, looked disturbingly small. She was manned by two elderly Negroes wearing odd Chinese hats like the tops of toadstools. The weather had cleared up magically and a strong wind sent us skimming in the direction of the Désirade.


Many of the Antilles are hemmed in by a nimbus of coral reefs that lie from a furlong to several miles out to sea. We crossed the smooth, sheltered waters to a ruffling causeway in this barrier, and the moment we had emerged, felt the boat tossing and pitching with a sharper motion. The shore became a delicate green line, and the misty quadrilateral of the Désirade began to appear in greater detail. The boat was only about eight feet long, and was propelled by a disproportionately large triangular sail that was ribbed like the canvas of a junk. This, and the strange headgear of the sailors, in the pearly morning light gave the world around us the appearance of a Far Eastern print. We were sailing through a sea-picture by Hiroshige.


But we had not been more than two hours on our way before a storm blew up. Clouds blotted out the sun, and in a few minutes rain was falling on a grey and turbulent sea. Soon we were shipping so much water that we had to bale continually with halves of calabash. The sea grew rougher and rougher, and I caught a glimpse of Costa in the stern vomiting genteelly into a scoop. It became much darker, as though night were about to fall, and suddenly I noticed that the little fleet of fishing boats that had been hovering in a scattered circle all round us had disappeared from view, and that the two grey blurs of Guadeloupe and La Désirade had vanished too. The skyline had contracted to a close and jagged circumference of vast triangular waves that rose and tilted and sank with hateful deliberateness and recovered and rose again all round our little tossing pivot. The wind had almost reached gale force, and just in time the sailors hauled down the sodden sail, and piled it into the foot of rolling bilge water in which, huddled, baling demiurges, we were sitting waist deep. It was a dangerous moment. The motion of the vessel at once grew quieter, and its insane motion was reduced to a sickening climb and fall over the mountainous waves. The whites of the sailors’ eyes had been treacherous tokens of alarm, but not once did the timbre of their deep incomprehensible Créole change, and even while they hauled the sail down they shot reassuring smiles in our direction. ‘Ce n’est wien, Madame – un petit gwain de vent.’ But the nose of the boat was dragged round in the direction of invisible Guadeloupe, and our journey to the Désirade had to be abandoned; as it turned out, for ever. A moment of sunlight exposed a watery vision of the distant rock. Then the clouds closed in again and effaced it.


On the way back to Pointe-à-Pitre a small cemetery caught our eye. The remarkable thing about it was its wretchedness, for even the poorest Negro village is flanked by a little city of monuments. Who, then, were buried under these mounds of mud, that only a few pebbles adorned, or a nosegay of withered hibiscus? One or two were surmounted by crosses or worm-eaten slabs of wood. The only names that I could decipher were ‘Samuel Valiswamy’ and ‘J. Alicout’. They were, Raoul explained, the graves of coulis échappés, and he told us a curious story which he had learnt from his old black nurse as a child, to account for the presence, so many thousands of miles from home, of these escaped coolies.


At an undefined era in the past (Raoul said), presumably after the emancipation of the slaves, the planters, anxious to fill the hole made in the labour-market by the abolition of slavery, turned their eyes in the direction of India. Ships mysteriously left the Antilles, and, after two months at sea, dropped anchor in harbours off the Indian coast, either off British India or the shores of their own colonies of Pondicherry and Chandernagore. When night fell, the crew festooned the rigging with lanterns. Bands discoursed cheerfully on the deck, and all who cared to come were welcome aboard. Drinks flowed, little presents were distributed, a ball was organized, and the Indians fluttered on to the glittering decks like a swarm of moths. The ball continued, and when a sufficiency of guests were carried away in the dance or reeling under unaccustomed draughts of rum punch, the anchor was secretly weighed, the ship drifted out to sea, and armed guards began to mingle with the revellers . . . In two months’ time the ship would reach the Caribees, and there, Raoul’s nurse triumphantly concluded, the Indians were marooned, and here, generation after generation, they have remained ever since.


A queer, cool tale, but apocryphal. I was never able to discover what, if any, is the origin of this piece of Negro folklore, or if it was fabricated in order to foist unhappy beginnings comparable to their own on the history of these Caribbean East Indians: out of jealousy, perhaps, at their superior skill in commerce. I had to wait until we reached Martinique and Trinidad to learn the true history of Indian indentured labourers. Meanwhile, these small graves and the occasional Indians we saw in the streets acquired a special significance.


Point-à-Pitre was still in darkness, and Costa and I fumbled our way through the streets to call on Madame Eboué. The late M. Eboué, whose white hair and distinguished African features became familiar through their presence on the stamps of the Antilles, originated in French Guiana, and acquired considerable and deserved fame during the war when he was governor of the Chad, by being the first governor of a French colony to rally to the cause of the Free French. Madame Eboué, a Paris acquaintance of Costa’s, was the M.R.P. deputy for her native island of Marie Galante, and was standing again at the impending elections. She was plainly a woman of great energy and acumen. Her glittering spectacles, massive figure and downright, no-nonsense way of talking, combined to present a dark replica of any of the few women M.P.s I have ever met.


But our conversation was obviously not going too well. She seemed a little distraught, and anxious, I thought, for our visit to end; so after a civil period we said good-bye, and left. Once in the street we discovered the source of a noise that both of us had heard in a vague way all through our visit, and which, we understood at once, must have been the reason for our hostess’s slight distraction. An elderly dandy in a high collar and a boater was striding up and down outside the house shouting and waving a malacca cane. ‘Tout le monde,’ his message went, ‘doit voter communiste. Vous n’avez pas honte, Madame, de demander nos suffrages?’ We felt disturbed lest our visit should in any way have impaired her election chances, for colour questions (à bas les blancs!) are vigorously exploited by the Antillean left wing. It seemed curiously inappropriate, however, to hear these particular sentiments coming from such a heavy swell. The mystery was never explained. ‘Vous n’avez pas honte, Madame . . .’ As we turned the street corner, we could still hear his elegant peripatetic diatribe.


Rumours were abroad that the electricity strike had been specially engineered by the left. Most of the polling, and all of the count, takes place after sunset, and it was thought that total darkness or candle light might be more propitious to funny business than if the electric lights were functioning; a precaution that seemed redundant, as it is quite a normal manoeuvre to organize the smashing of the ballot urns and the consequent nullity of the poll. The post-war Antillean vote had been overwhelmingly left. But the islands follow the political trends of the Metropolis with a curious fidelity, and the recent swing to the right in France was causing concern.


We promenaded once round the Place de la Victoire on our way home. This island forum had been the theatre, the year before, of an aweinspiring event. A quarrel had sprung up between a white bar proprietor and a coloured client which had resulted in the ejection of the Negro on the grounds that he was drunk. After a time he reappeared at the bar, accompanied by a large number of cronies. The proprietor was hauled in to the square and literally torn limb from limb and then cut to bits with cutlasses. The participants, after this outburst, sank back again into normal life. They are all at large still, and the whole affair passed off like an inside-out lynching scene in the deep South.


We grew to loathe Pointe-à-Pitre. It was hard to choose between the day – the dust and mud and the vacuity of the streets – and the night, those interminable hours of damp torpor under a mosquito net. These edifices of muslin give to all sleepers the appearance of tented heroes on the Dardan Plain, and underneath them, lulled by the falsetto of thwarted insects, one hovers between sleeping and waking till dawn. On se réveille, states a French guide-book to the western tropics, lourd et endolori. Heavy and dolorous, we would descend to explore the dwindling charms of Pointe-à-Pitre.


Our last conscious sight-seeing expedition was a visit to the Musée Schoelcher. It was a small derelict building. Inside, we gazed at a plaster cast of the Venus de Milo, and another of the Apollo Belvedere, two turtle shells, a faded engraving of a mango tree, and our visit was over. There was nothing else. Except, in the railing-enclosed dust outside, a colossal plaster head – larger than a man – of Schoelcher, the French Wilberforce: a white Roc’s egg with Louis Philippe whiskers, beaming into the suffocating Antillean emptiness. We determined there and then to make a getaway.


* Another eccentricity (or survival?) in the pronunciation of these Créole squires is the flattening of the French oi sound into the equivalent of the English aw. Can this be the explanation of Barham’s seemingly arbitrary rhymes in the Ingoldsby Legends? e.g. –


‘And no poet could fancy, no painter could draw
One more perfect in all points, more free from a flaw,
Than hers, who now sits by the couch of St Foix . . .’


(The Black Mousquetaire)


* Doudou in the vocative means, exactly, darling, but in any other sense is the mild French-Antillean equivalent of poule.
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 Guadeloupe Continued



AS THE FADED PHOTOGRAPHS in Raoul’s albums had hinted, picnics are an essential part of Créole life, and their technique has become highly specialized. Raoul was continually improvising them at a second’s notice, and of these one in particular stands out. After an hour in the sea, we had run on tiptoe across the fine grey sand – the sun heats it at midday to an intolerable temperature – to the shelter of the forest’s edge. Up above, the branches climbed the mountainside in a wild, unbroken amphitheatre of green. We were encamped among dark, shady rocks. Drinks lay on a large slab of ice, and Raoul was cooking on a little fire. First we ate a delicious fish, then a chicken cooked with rice in the Créole way, and then mangoes, avocados and paw-paws. Coffee followed punch, wine and liqueurs. Half asleep, Costa asked the name of the beautiful and exceptionally shady tree under which we were reclining. ‘Ah,’ Raoul said, ‘I meant to tell you. It’s called the manchineel. One drop of its juice on the skin is almost certain death . . .’


I woke up to find two pairs of eyes gazing down at me. Two young Negroes, naked except for a cloth round their middles, were standing under the branches with their backs to the sun. They were as lean and hollow-cheeked as Solomon islanders. Each wore a naked cutlass at his side and held in his hand a primitive crossbow, strung with a dozen twisted thongs cut from the inner tubing of a motor-car, and a long fiercely barbed harpoon. Home-made goggles for underwater fishing hung round their necks. They accepted cigarettes and smoked them in silence, then, saying good-bye, ran over the sand and into the water, and were soon swimming out of sight into the next combe, leaving the beach as bare once more as the shore of Robinson Crusoe’s island.


On the way back we passed through Bouillante, on the western roots of the Soufrière, whose crest had so far remained obstinately hidden in cloud. Boiling water wells out of the sea here in little geysers, and the shore is pock-marked with grey circles of boiling mud. Many of them are covered with a brittle crust, but a poke with a walking-stick stirs up an angry bubbling noise, and a stench of sulphur fills the air. These places are scattered round the volcano like sores. The surrounding country is peppered with lumps of igneous rock, some of them many tons in weight, black and infernal-looking missiles nestling in green beds of forest and creeper, which have shot from the centre of the earth and landed among the trees after miles of flight through the air.


My growing aversion for tropical flora would be confirmed or exorcized, I knew, by climbing to the top of the Soufrière, and as the ascent began I started to feel, with the slight pang that always accompanies the surrender of a prejudice, that it would be the latter.


The tunnel of the pathway swung up the forested side of the volcano in long loops, roofed in by a green arcade of great height and of such denseness that the sky was often invisible. Under this high ceiling, our progress resembled the ascent of a shallow winding staircase through wavering and aqueous gloom, often illumined by only a single slanting shaft of sunlight. Scarlet and pink and purple hibiscus cascaded from the forest walls on either side, and yellow cassia and the fragile papery white bugles of datura. The mangoes and paw-paw of the slopes were replaced, as the path mounted, by thickets of bamboo and elephant-ear, chou sauvage, and the balisier plant with its long thin stems ending in ribbed and spatulate leaves ten feet long and the shape of Zulu shields. Tall, smooth palm trees overtopped the denser jungle growth, and, most beautiful of all, there was an abundance of tree-ferns of great size. The young ones grow like a sheaf of identical bishops’ croziers. But when fully grown, the stem is straight and slender, and every few feet a corolla of branches expands from it, fanning upwards, outwards and then down in the most gracious of curves. Each branch is equidistant from its neighbour, and grows to exactly the same length, and each circle of branches is larger than the one below. The tree is crowned by the largest of all these circles, a delicious pale green cupola that is symmetrically and perfectly ribbed by a dark spidery masonry of branches from which, like a network of veins, the twigs thread their ancillary leaf-systems, curving and drooping and tapering away into points of the tenderest green. These frail umbrellas are as faultless in detail as an architect’s compass-design for the building of a dome, and as light and fluttering and delicate as a Valentine made of peacock’s feathers.


All this vegetation was far overtopped by the acomas, enormous trees that climbed to great heights and blotted out the sky. The boles, which were larger than any I had ever seen, sprang from roots that seemed webbed to the trunk by massive membranes of wood projecting like rudders whose apexes diminished and melted as they gained height, into the huge fabric of the tree. The trunk and the branches were so overgrown with parasites – by tree-ferns that had lodged in hollows and opened their green tents in mid-air, by elephant-ear and by bois d’ananas with its bristling armoury of spikes – that the tree looked like a dozen different kinds of tree climbing upwards in massive and insane confusion. Cataracts of creeper and convolvulus trailed from the branches and spiralled their way down the lianas which, like organ pipes, clung to the trunk, or hung loose, thicker and softer with moss than the grips of bell-ropes. Lianas of all diameters were looped and suspended everywhere. Thin strands as tough as bootlaces hung dead straight from branches one hundred feet overhead, like the solidified trajectories of a downpour of rain. This huge green underworld was lighted by a sunlight somewhere overhead that only spilt an occasional beam through the opaque criss-cross of leaves. We did not hear a single bird.


The forest that confined our path on either side was as dense as some green fibre composed of undergrowth and creepers and young trees, and the rotten detritus of old ones. Many of these existed still only in shape, and would collapse when struck, with a sickly smell of decay.


Raoul had taken his shoes off, and mounted the green slopes with an ease that can only be the result of his family’s three centuries in these forests. His alert and squire-ish figure led our little procession all the way, past a pool called Les Bains Jaunes, and then for a few curious furlongs of stepped and cobbled pathway laid out here by French sappers in the eighteen-sixties. The way grew steeper and more tortuous, and Raoul and our guide plied their cutlasses more frequently on the encroaching vegetation. All at once the forest stopped, and we found ourselves at the foot of an abrupt cone. A fleet of clouds, sailing from the east on the current of the Trade Winds, hung at anchor, as it were, level with the obstructing crater.


The last part of the ascent was almost as steep, but not nearly as easy, as climbing a ladder. Stunted trees projected in exclamatory gestures from the rocks, most of them seemingly a kind of magnolia tree, with shiny, saucer-shaped leaves. Spiky scarlet flowers grew on the ground, and flowers of deep violet, and plants as angular, hard and porous as coral. The rock was covered with moss of every imaginable colour, but predominantly marigold or primrose, or of a green as deep as that of submarine foliage. At the very moment that we hoisted ourselves through the crater’s toothy machicolations, bathed with sweat and with our hearts thumping, a furious blast of wind drove a reek of sulphur up our nostrils, and the clouds broke from their moorings and obliterated everything.


We were in a world of mist and wind, as remote from the tropics as an Irish bog in midwinter. The volcano has not erupted on a large scale since the period of the French Revolution, at which time it caused considerable damage in the neighbourhood of Basse Terre. The crater is now choked with scoriae and black basaltic rock, but so thickly muffled in rainbow-coloured moss that every inch of ground is damp, resilient and treacherous. Deep crevasses are roofed by a thin layer of spongy growth, so that it is very dangerous to leave the paths which traverse this wilderness. Even when the moss is torn away, the rocks themselves are less substantial than they look. For yet another layer of vegetation clings to them, far denser and more deceptive, but so compact that it appears as firm as a millstone. The guide drove his cutlass into it up to the hilt, meeting only the resistance of plasticine, and then, with cunning twists of his sharp weapon, removed firm cones and cubes and prisms of stinking and glutinous mauve stuff.


In clear weather the islands of Marie Galante, the Saints and the Désirade are visible from the crater towards the south-east, and the large British island of Dominica; and to the north, Antigua and Monserrat, and a faint indication of the smaller British Leeward Islands trailing north-westwards towards the horizon like a distant line of battle. But now the swirling mist obscured all but the spurs and cliffs that lay close to us. So we lay down on the moss like Niebelungen, and opened the bottle of red wine that Raoul had thoughtfully brought with him, and talked – or rather persuaded Raoul to talk – about Créole life, and the history of the French Antilles.


Raoul’s family was among the earliest to settle in Martinique after the French laid claim to these islands in the person of the Norman sailor and colonizer, Pierre d’Esnambuc, governor of St Christopher, in 1635. This action on the part of France was a direct result of the expansionist policy of Cardinal Richelieu. The islands of Guadeloupe, Martinique and Dominica were to be exploited by the newly founded Compagnie des Iles d’Amérique, under the command of the Cardinal’s namesake du Plessis, and of Lyenard de l’Olive. The Spaniards who had discovered the islands over a century before had made no effort to colonize them: the resistance of the Caribs was too fierce to make their capture worth while, compared to the glittering goals of Mexico, Peru and Eldorado. Since then the history of Raoul’s family is typical of the landed proprietors of the French islands. An uncle later showed me in Martinique the grant of arms and the title-deeds to their Martinican estate, signed by Louis XIV, ‘in recognition of his brave services in command of a regiment of Martinican grenadiers against the English and the savages of the islands’ – a war of extermination that over the space of centuries wiped out the whole Carib race, except for a small number still surviving in Dominica. They grew rich with the importation of slave-labour in 1650 – a traffic that began fortuitously when a Spanish slave-ship was captured by French filibusters – and poorer with the emancipation of the slaves in 1848. They now live in moderate prosperity. The history of this family, with its affiliations scattered all over the Antilles, and even as far away as the valley of the Mississippi and Nova Scotia (for which Raoul used the obsolete French name of Accadie), is also a reminder of the sad fortunes of the great French Empire of the New World. Raoul’s ancestors were the sort of Frenchmen that accompanied Champlain to the Great Lakes, and colonized Canada and Louisiana and Guiana. But Quebec fell to General Wolfe, Sainte Dominique – Haiti – revolted and won its freedom at the time of the Revolution, and Louisiana was sold by Napoleon to the United States. The lesser Antilles changed hands between the French and the English again and again, but most of them finally remained with the British: pawns won on the chessboard of the great European congresses and treaties. All that now remain under French domination are French Guiana, Martinique, Guadeloupe and its satellites, Saint Barthélémy and half St Martin in the Leeward Isles, and St Pierre and Miquelon, those two minute, icebound islets off the Newfoundland coast whose inhabitants eke their existence from the cod-fishing industry.


The bulk of these French pioneers were Normans, Bretons or Gascons. Raoul’s first ancestor in the islands was, oddly enough, of Irish descent from a still remoter forerunner, perhaps in Elizabethan times, of the general exodus which later on was to sprinkle the courts and armies of Europe with names like Dillon, O’Rourke de Brefni, O’Kelly of Kallagh and Tycooly, Taaffe von Ballymote und Correu, O’Donnel of Tyrconnel orTetuan. Through some romantic atavistic allegiance, his curiosity about Ireland was almost as strong as his more normal preoccupation with Paris. What was Dublin like? and Mayo, Sligo and Roscommon? ‘Toute la province de Connaught, enfin? Comme je voudrais y aller . . .’


On our way down we passed a minor crater. Bright yellow sulphur heaved and hissed and rank fumes came curling upwards like corkscrews of smoke out of the nostril of a sleeping dragon. Half a mile below, a ghastly stone ravine of grey and white and mauve was littered with dead bleached branches that resembled the bones and antlers of calcinated fauna. A reek of sulphur, growing stronger as we climbed to the brink of the three Chaudières, blew down this horrible valley. Grey water boiled and spouted and bubbled in cauldrons of rock and a noise went roaring and echoing along the gorge louder than a hundred exhaust pipes in full blast. Extreme heat and a poisonous cloud of vapour hung over these holes. The wan colour of the rock, the heat, the smell of brimstone, and the desolation and the remoteness of this place, lent it the aspect of a backwater of hell. It was too sinister to remain long. We turned at last, and descended the haggard boneyard until the roar was only a distant sigh; and plunged down through the willow-pattern trees into the refuge of the forest.


* * *


There was nothing that suggested an old-established or a patrician way of life in the first Créole estate we visited. Our host and hostess were aggressively European in appearance, and in their conversation, disappointingly parochial. Every question was measured, and accepted or discarded, by the yardstick of conservatism, ultra-Catholicism and the interests of family life; usually discarded. Disapproval was expressed of a new official in the island administration. ‘What do you expect,’ our host said, ‘from a government like the present one? Of course their nominee is a scoundrel. And what’s more,’ he lowered his voice as if he were about to pronounce the most dreadful enormities, ‘they say – they say mark you! – that he is divorced! Then, take the roads in Martinique. Why are they in such a disgusting condition? Je vous demande pourquoi? Because,’ he said with lugubrious triumph, ‘the people responsible for their upkeep are a band of free-masons, sir, whose only interest is to fill their own pockets and destroy the state! La Dissidence a fait beaucoup de mal dans les iles.’


‘La Dissidence?’


‘Yes, the de Gaullist movement. A terrible mistake! What these islands need is a firm hand, and that’s what they got, during the war, under Admiral Robert. Whereas now -’ He raised his hand, in a gesture of helplessness that seemed to embrace his little timber villa, the mango trees in the garden, the descending tiers of banana trees and the sea. His opinions are by no means representative, but there is a section of the Créole world in the Antilles for whom the revolts and massacres of the Revolution have almost retained the cogency of a living memory. This ultra-conservative minority whose background is one of centuries of slave-owning, privilege, blason, the Church, and cousinage, was almost inevitably pro-Pétain during the war, and with the advent of reform, the presence of a Prefect instead of the former semi-independent governor, the spread of Leftist ideas and the islands’ complete parliamentary integration into the Chamber in Paris, they feel their position growing weaker every day. For some of them, the return of the Comte de Paris to the throne of France is the only panacea.


We made a tour of the banana plantation. The trees were just ripening to harvest, huge ‘hands’, as they are called, dangling from the trunk, terminating in great purple heart-shaped buds. These profitable plants are one of the ugliest of trees. Their sagging, unwieldy branches are always battered and split, as though they had been unpacked from crates; unpacked, damaged in transit and improperly assembled after being torn from flower-pots in suburban greenhouses, and allowed like their fruit on the return journey, to reach maturity on the way.


La Joséphine, another Créole estate to which Raoul escorted us, lay farther along the leeward coast of the island than we had yet ventured. The road followed a serpentine course through the heavily forested mornes, crossing, every now and then, slender bridges that spanned gorges of great depth. These bridges hung poised above the tops of great trees, and through the leaves and the tangled spiders’ webs of parasites, glimpses appeared of streams rushing downhill in a doleful penumbra. Again, seen from on top this time, the pale green parasols of tree-ferns appeared, fastidiously architectural and alien structures among the huge arboreal bruisers of the forest.


The frequency of hurricanes seems almost entirely to have abolished any attempt at beautiful building from the French islands. Most of the Créole families live in large wooden bungalows, or in modern flats in the towns – but the garden of La Joséphine was enchanting. It was a wilderness of overgrown rose trees, hibiscus, cassia and tall palmistes, dominated by a single araucaria. A little Créole cemetery, with graves of Doroys, Hues, le Dentus, and Médards de la Farce, mouldered on the edge of the banana plantation.


Those Chinese hats the sailors wore on our abortive journey to the Désirade had intrigued us all. When we asked about them, the sailors looked blank, and said, ‘They come from the Saints.’ It was true, for, landing in the little port of Terre d’en Haut, we were surrounded by these spreading headgear, as by a grove of mushrooms. Here, in the Saints themselves, we learnt that a Saintois sailor had ‘brought one back from Indo-China or Annam a number of years ago’ (how long? I wondered) and the fashion had caught on at once. The Saintois now wear nothing else. The basis of the hat is a circle of white linen, two feet in diameter, tightly stretched across a radiating framework of split bamboo slats whose outer ends are bent down and attached to a thin hoop of bamboo. The middle of the underside of this cart-wheel is fastened to a shallow cylinder of bamboo, into which the head is inserted. Two tapes tie in a neat bow under the chin to keep it from blowing away. It affords perfect shade, and is wonderfully light. The Saintois call it ‘chapean annamite’ or salaco. It looks as curious in this part of the world as a deerstalker would in Bali. Eccentricity is the predominating character of the islands of the Saints. There are eight of them – Terre d’en Haut, Terre d’en Bas, Ilet à Cabrits, Grand Ilet, Paté, Les Persées, Redonde and La Coche – lying about three leagues from the Guadeloupean village port of Trois Rivières, on the southern bank of the Soufrière. Terre d’en Haut, the largest, is only about three miles long, the others diminish in size till they are little more than projecting rocks or reefs. They are more arid and spare than Guadeloupe and the rocks are overgrown with organ-cactus and prickly pear. The Trades drive their moisture unshed across the low hills of the archipelago.


The little ship approaching Bourg des Saintes, the capital of Terre d’en Haut, sails under the lee of a castle of cyclopean appearance called Fort Napoleon. It was built there on a promontory by slave-labour out of huge hewn stones, by the Emperor’s orders. During the late war it served as a concentration camp and political prison for enemies of the Vichy régime. The rock sinks steeply to the sea, where a phenomenon occurs that made us rub our eyes and look again; for a large white liner seemed to be sailing straight out of the rock-face. She glittered with paint and reflected the brilliant sunlight from her hull, her anchor and all her portholes, and her rigging was gay with flags. But only the bows were visible. The stern and all of her aft of amidships was seemingly embedded in the leaf-clad matrix of the island. It turned out to be a large villa, built by the owner in a moment of furious and wonderful marine enthusiasm. A detestable modern villa dominates the little village-capital, a gathering of timber houses that otherwise has all the charm and simplicity of a European fishing village.


The café above the quay is a long chamber of planks painted in cool and watery colours. Sipping Pernod – or rather a cunningly labelled opalescent drink called Père Noel, which is brewed in Martinique – we covertly took stock of the other occupants.


The population of these islands – the Poor Whites of the Saints – seem to me as unusual as any of the odd ethnological rock-pools of Europe. It is difficult to discover who were the ancestors of this population. Most of them, no doubt, were engagés, humble white colonists and sailors who accompanied the various expeditions in the seventeenth century; some may have originated in the penal colony that was once established in the archipelago; a few filibusters, perhaps, and here and there a cadet de familie who had gone downhill. There is no cut-and-dried explanation, as there is for the Poor Whites of Jamaica (Cromwell), or the Redlegs of Barbados (Judge Jeffreys). They refer to themselves as Bretons, which is probably pretty close to the truth, as large numbers of the early colonists came from Brittany. Bretons indeed still seem to expatriate themselves more easily than any other Frenchmen. They certainly look like most of the sailors and fishermen who one sees in Brittany. Till very recently, they remained rigorously white, and so the majority still remain, but a small minority have intermarried with their African neighbours during the last generation or so.


The remarkable thing about them is that they have turned themselves into Negroes in all but colour, and if all the races of the Caribbean sea were to be repatriated to their countries of origin, the Saintois would now feel more at home in the African jungle than in Brittany. They have long ago forgotten the French language, and speak nothing but the Afro-Gaulish patois of the Negroes, and are more inexpert in correct French and more illiterate than the humblest black inhabitants of the Guadeloupean savannahs.


They sat round us in the café, drinking rum at lightning speed. Their strange hats, shoved back like dilapidated haloes, framed heads which, though some had Negro characteristics, were mostly pure European in colour, texture and contour. A conflicting strain was visible in a few of the children who stood about among the grownups’ tables, in the jutting bone structure under hair that was often lint-white and straight. The skin of most of the fishermen, under a heavy tan and the pickling effects of wind and brine and rum, was fair and florid. Their eyes were blue or grey, set in features of a fine aquiline cut of Latin or Celtic affinity. Their hair was brown or fair, wavy or straight, and bleached by the sun. Many were good-looking but most of them, on closer inspection, displayed degenerate physical traits that were plainly the result of centuries of inter-breeding. Some were large and brawny and sunburnt, but far too many were ravaged by alcoholism and disease. Their clothes were the same sordid rags as those of the Negroes. Their conversational tone seemed extraordinarily violent. The nasal quacking of Créole, the flailing gestures and the constant childish cachination appeared to separate these queer folk from Europe not by centuries, but by thousands of years. There is something disturbing, at first almost frightening in this strangeness; but something rather engaging too. Undertones of squalor, disease and brutality are mitigated by a timidity and a fecklessness which are far from unattractive. They are all fishermen and accomplished boat-builders. The quay was crowded with skeletons of half-built vessels and, in the morning, the waters between the Saints and Guadeloupe are white with their light craft, flying across the waves under their own Saintois rig. The masts are placed well forward, and the bows are shaded by primitive spinnakers, while the mainsails, vast triangles of ribbed canvas, swing out far beyond the stern on long booms of bamboo.


After a short time in the island, compassion is the predominating feeling that these people evoke. Evidence of disease, advanced and terrible, is visible on every side. A great number of the inhabitants suffer from elephantiasis. Necks and shoulders are afflicted by huge goitrous tumours, arms are converted into bolsters, and legs into bulbous monstrosities of vast proportions. Some of the women’s legs are enlarged into the semblance of pumpkins that dwindle to the normal size at the ankle; so that the extremities of mammoth limbs disappear with a ghastly coquettishness into minute high-heeled shoes. The men are prone to this affliction in the region of the pudenda, which swell to such proportions that the wretched patients have to wear aprons or, in extreme cases, when their pendent tumours reach the ground, are condemned to an elaborate harness attached to their shoulders. It is pathetic to record that this particular form of the disease, propagated by a microbe that is indigenous to these regions, is incurable. The stigmata of hereditary syphilis are often discernible in the wreck of features and limbs.


An official of the island pointed out to us the marks of leprosy, which usually took the form of white patches on the skin, within the circumference of which the flesh had lost all sensibility. They could be pricked or cut without feeling pain or, indeed, anything at all. He explained that a recently discovered treatment can render the disease uncontagious, though it cannot actually cure it. This is held to be a great boon on the island, as its victims can thus sometimes escape the dreaded verdict of lifelong sequestration on the Désirade. It was fairly easy to tell lepers, he said, by a certain sweetish smell that followed them.


The heavy local incidence of insanity struck us during our first couple of hours on the island, in the persons of three men whom we encountered on the road at different points; croaking, stumbling, and cursing the empty blue sky; and in the voice of a very old man seated in a rocking-chair in front of his door. Alternating wails and giggles, or sudden spells of anger, sailed through the afternoon air.


It was in these waters that Admiral Rodney, with Hood as second-in-command, defeated the French fleet under the Comte de Grasse on the 6th of April, 1782, delivering Jamaica from attack and capture by the French, and putting an end to a serious French threat to the whole of the British West Indies. The battle lasted from dawn till sunset. The forces engaged were 36 ships and 2,640 guns on the English side against 34 ships and 2,500 guns on the French. The English lost 261 men killed and 837 wounded, while French losses amounted to as many as 14,000. De Grasse was fighting stubbornly on the upper deck of the Ville de Paris, beside the only other two unwounded men on board, when he was forced to surrender. He was at once taken aboard the Formidable, Rodney’s flagship, where the two admirals dined together. It is permissible to think of the two sailors, with Hood looking on, sitting over their port with the lantern light on their gold lace and powdered wigs, shifting the decanter, the pepper-pot and the salt-cellar about the table in a reconstruction of the day’s action, while the flagship lay at anchor on these tropical waters dark with wreckage. The Duc des Cars (whose brother was killed in the battle) writes admiringly in his memoirs of Rodney’s generosity and good manners to the French. He had often visited Versailles before the outbreak of the war, where he was something of a favourite.
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