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CHAPTER ONE      

CHRISTMAS 
SOON COME


!




You knew Christmas was coming when some time in November, with no warning on a lavender twilit evening, a tingly little breeze suddenly filled the house with a cooling like no other. 

 “Christmas breeze!” everyone exclaimed and the search for sweaters in Khus-Khus smelling drawers began. Neighbors came out on their verandahs suitably muffled and called gaily to each other, “Feel de Christmas Breeze?”  Children caught the grown ups’ excitement and shouted happily that Christmas was coming, tearing out exercise book pages to painstakingly begin printing letters to Santa. The chilly gusts were short-lived, but they were enough to promise that the happiest season of all was on the way.

Miraculously, next morning the poinsettia bushes had taken on a rosy hue. Within a week, blood red bracts tinged the dark green leaves and rapidly opened to large, luscious blooms.  Poinsettia hedges interspersed with delicate white Euphorbias, which only days before had been brittle sticks flamed in vibrant glory.  Splashes of brilliant red were everywhere – by verandahs, fences, garden gates, even on the slopes of the Wareika Hills, high above Kingston. Soon, gardens took on a new look. Tree trunks were freshly white washed together with the rocks and stones outlining the flower beds, cleanly awaiting the Advent.

White washing was originally done to protect valuable fruit trees from insects. The white lime solution was mixed with methaldehyde as a repellant. Over time white tree trunks became the pristine symbol of the arrival of Christmas.  Later on, the chemicals were omitted and only white lime was used.  Many households still faithfully white wash their trees every year in Jamaica.
By the end of November the excitement had mounted.  A trip downtown for early Christmas shopping revealed Christmas Stall construction underway.  All the way around Victoria Park at the top of King Street, little four-legged stalls were placed along the park’s fences.  These structures were made of wood and paper, brightly painted, with shallow shelves for tempting displays.  Some stalls were portable, with long handles and wheels for trundling them home at night.  Others were stationary, attached to the fence, and draped with black tarpaulin when the day’s sales were over. Vendors sat in front of their stalls and caught your attention any way they could…..calling, singing, clapping, entreating.  What tempting things they offered! Dolls of all kinds; balls and whistles, gigs and doll’s furniture, “fee-fees”, starlights and balloons, crepe paper crackers to be pulled apart with a Bang! - Trinkets spilling at your feet. Squibs, thunderbolts and bottle rockets, to light with a match under condensed milk tins and watch in wonder, as they soared into the sky. Japanese figurines, paper hats, toy guns and rifles, tiny clay cooking stoves and chubby little pots for cooking dolls’ meals; beads, ribbons, tinsel and rolls of Christmas wrapping paper. An eye-level feast for excited children.

Across the street at the bus terminus, the apple sellers and the candy ladies vied for business on the sidewalk.  Imported red American apples, piled in triangular towers, were balanced precariously on three-legged stools.  The alert vendors called out to passersby, “Buy yu red delicious happles! Buy yu red delicious happles!”

 The candy ladies, not to be outdone, shouted “Grater cake, peppermint drops, wrangla!  T’ree fi shilling! Come, dahlin’, no badda wid de ole apple, dem! Dem too shrivel!”  

The candy was displayed in cases with glass fronted, wooden frames, also balanced on three legged stools, sometimes with a fly or two happily buzzing inside. The colourful reflections beckoned temptingly  - pink-and-white coconut cakes, brown sugar-glazed cutcakes spicy with ginger, knotted, red-veined skeins of peppermint candy.  The choice of which to select was baffling, as children gazed from tempting fruit to enticing sweets. The arrival of the bus and a hasty exit averted the painful decision. 

December not only heralded the arrival of Christmas but of my Birthday, one week before Christmas.  I did not get many Birthday presents because it was too close to Christmas - which I did not really mind, since it usually meant more and bigger presents under the tree for me, Christmas and Birthday gifts cunningly combined.

 Only one Birthday present stands out in my memory.  When I was about eight years old, my Godmother Cissy gave me a present on my actual birthday, ignoring the custom of the Birthday/Christmas combination. It was a white plastic wallet, flecked with flying red birds.  It contained plastic windows for photographs and nestled in the money compartment was a crisp, pink five shilling note.  I thought I had died and gone to Heaven when I found the note, tucked casually in the wallet. Five shillings were more money than I had ever had at one time.  It was what my mother spent on vegetables to feed the family every week. It was how much my father spent in the meat market at Victoria Pier on Saturday morning. It was a third of the Helper’s weekly wage. 

In those days Helpers were called maids, a term which has fallen into terrible disrepute in Jamaica. I have a nostalgic affection for the word  “maid” with its suggestion of sweet innocence, rather than the unisexual  “helper” but in deference to anyone who may be offended, I shall use the term “helper”. 
I was ecstatic and gazed lovingly at the money for weeks, loathed the thought of spending it.  I remember my father teasingly trying to borrow my five-shilling note, reducing me to tears. For the life of me I cannot remember how I spent that wonderful, extravagant birthday gift.  I used the wallet for a long time, until the photos stuck together and the red birds flaked off the cracked plastic.  It is the only birthday present that I can remember from my childhood.

A trip to King Street at Christmas was an exciting event.  The big department stores, Issa’s, Hanna’s and Nathan’s were decked out in their best imitation of a Northern Christmas.  White drop cloths, covered with shredded cellophane snowflakes, were laid in the windows to display the season’s finery.   Dresses and shoes, sweaters and jackets - to guard against the chill of the Christmas Breeze  – were arrayed under dangling tree ornaments, adorning pale mannequins in unlikely poses.   Luxury items such as gloves and felt hats trimmed with net veils and feathers were also displayed, though probably seldom sold.  Inside the stores was a wonderland of pepper lights strung around the shelves between hanging ornaments and garlands of pine branches festooning the counters. Nobody thought much about fire hazards in those days and fire extinguishers were non-existent.

Cloth was purchased by the yard from the cloth counter for making the important new Christmas dress to be worn to Mass on Christmas Sunday.  I can still remember the smell of new fabric, the sound of the scissors ripping through the crisp cloth, and the arithmetic dilemmas of my mother who had never learned how to sew. She and the salesgirl put their heads together, as they pored over a slip of paper, calculating   – “Is it two yards of forty-five wide, or three yards of thirty-six?”  The final decision depended on the size of the sleeves, the width of the sash, and how full the skirt was to be. 

 While the calculations went on, I was free to roam the store. I was permitted on the first floor only, for safety reasons, although in those days kidnappers were unheard of. I usually wandered into the shoe department where there was a truly extraordinary contraption, an x-ray machine for feet, known as a “fluroscope”. This device consisted of a small platform on which you stood, tucking your feet under two hollow cones. You peered into the open-ended cones and at the press of a button, your skeletal feet appeared, bathed in an eerie lime-green light which illuminated every bone in your foot! You saw exactly how much space there was between the tip of your big toe and the end of your shoe – in case you couldn’t feel it. I don’t know what ever happened to those machines – they were probably removed because someone decided that they were a health hazard, emitting dangerous radiation. If this was true then my feet should still be glowing in the dark, for the countless times that I stood on the platform, happily counting my toes. On the special occasions when new shoes were being purchased, the fluroscope convinced my mother that there was lots of room in which my feet could grow.  I remember her comment when the device showed a whole inch or more between toe and shoe and I whined that the shoes were too big – “Too big is a fit!” she would say, and that was that. The shoes were bought and I flapped around in them until my feet predictably filled them up, many months later.  All the x-raying to ensure proper fit was for nothing.

The cosmetics counter in the stores was always more exciting at Christmas – free squirts of perfume were sprayed on proffered hankies and wrists, and delectable smells wafted through the air.  The prettiest, powdered sales girls were always put there – much as they are today. “Evening in Paris” in a dark blue flagon with a tassle, “Bond Street” from London in a red, white and blue box  and French “Shalimar” are the fragrances that I remember.  Most of all I remember my mother’s favourite,  “April Violets” by Yardley.  No birthday or Christmas was complete unless she received a large, round, violet-strewn box of talcum powder with a fluffy, lambs-wool puff and a cut-glass lavender vial of April Violets.  I can still remember the aura of my mother, dressed for an evening movie at the Palace Theatre with my father, leaving a trail of gentle April Violets in the room when she kissed us goodnight.

My favorite department in the stores was “Notions”. What a lovely, whimsical name for a showcase filled with trimmings.  Here there was a real, live milliner who not only sold hats and veils, but for a small charge, would decorate them as well. Hats for Mass on Christmas morning, were adorned here with tiny bunches of velvet forget-me-nots, roses, yellow-centered daisies, or red rose buds, matched painstakingly to the Christmas dress.  Bright ribbons escaped their spools and crept around the showcase and wisps of pastel tulle floated from standing bolts. Hair ribbons were purchased at this counter - frequently, since I was always losing them. Sometimes we would be lucky enough to see a bride fitting her veil for a Christmas wedding.  Veil fitting was always a community effort, garnering opinions from all the nearby shoppers and sales girls.  

“Hear wha’ me say, put a nex’ bunch over her aize!” 

 “The veil too long, she gwine tumble down over it!” 

 “It too lopsided!” 

 “Puff it up pon de top, nuh?  Mek it look like she have plenty hair!”

“Don’t clap the flowers ‘pon her head, yuffi tilt it lickle, like so  – it wi’ fayva bankra basket!”

 The poor bride-to-be usually bore the comments in good humor, with only a hint of kissed teeth at the unflattering remarks. It was, after all, a rite of passage.

Toys and books were on the second floor of Issa’s, where a parent’s supervision was expected. Christmas stock was laid out by the end of November and aisles of pretty dolls were temptingly arrayed. Baby dolls, Wet’ums dolls with little plastic feeding bottles, dolls with red velvet tongues nestled behind pearly white teeth, boy dolls in sailor suits – all begging to be taken home and put under the Christmas tree. The Toy Department also sold bicycles and tricycles, suspended from the ceiling on strong wires. If you asked for one to be taken down, you had better be serious about buying it! In all my life I never owned a bicycle.  Whether this was an economical issue or a safety decision by my over-protective mother, I’ll never know. I don’t even remember really wanting one – it was just one of those unspoken understandings that I was never going to own a bicycle.  Nevertheless, there were many more items to fill my Christmas list.

We found our idea of Wonderland in the Book Department.  Here, yearnings for ownership were definite possibilities, very likely to be realized. There were rows and rows of children’s books.  Standing in the close aisles, I painfully spelled out the adventures of The Poky Little Puppy and The Little Red Hen. Later on, I was enthralled by The Wind in the Willows, and Louisa Mae Alcott’s trilogy, Little Women, Little Men and Jo’s Boys.  I don’t believe that there were public children’s libraries in those days, for we never went to one and I am sure that as fixated as my parents were on having us read, they would surely have taken us. Nevertheless, the Book Departments served the purpose well enough, with new, exciting, ink smelling volumes. The booksellers did not mind if you spent the whole day reading, sitting on the floor between the aisles, as long as your hands were clean and you were careful with the books.

Before I learned to read, every night my father would sit under the lamp in the living room and read one chapter of a book to my sister and me.  We had to remember where we left off the night before and give him a brief narrative of what the story was up to that point, or else the last chapter would be repeated and the exciting ending would be delayed! 

As the younger child, I seldom had a choice of the stories that were selected. So, I listened to stories that my older sister and my father chose, with words incomprehensible to one so young.  After a while I understood the context, if not the words, but vowed to read my own “baby” books as soon as possible.  We sat on the carpet at my father’s feet, absorbing the wondrous adventures of The Hardy Boys, Nancy Drew and Judy Bolton as they solved mysteries that baffled the police. My father loved the Hardy Boys and read their escapades to us with great drama and expression, interspersed with his own sound effects of engines revving and horses galloping. He also read random selections from an ancient series of Encyclopedia Britannica, giving us an early introduction to Greek Mythology and the Seven Wonders of the World. The stories of Helen of Troy, Odysseus and Narcissus held us spellbound and  we listened with bated breath, for in an age without television, they were our only exposure to drama and suspense.

Comic books of Batman & Robin, Superwoman, The Phantom, Lone Ranger and Dick Tracy were popular with children, less so with parents unless they were Classic Comics. These were picture-strip versions of great literature, with the characters of Chaucer, Silas Marner and Great Expectations speaking their abridged dialogue in balloons flying out of their mouths. Classic Comics were an early forerunner of Cliff Notes meant to pique childish interest and I wish they still existed, for they were a colourful, easy introduction to the great authors. They were sold at the grocery store, pinned to a line with clothespins, dangling between the forbidden reading material – My Romance and True Confessions which featured couples who actually KISSED….which was as close to uncensored reading material as we got in those days.

But, back to Christmas. When the selections in the store were concluded, the ritual of the sale began. Each salesgirl had a carbon-papered sale book in which the bill was carefully written, item by item and the prices added. Totals  were checked by the salesgirl, rechecked by my mother. Then the salesgirl slapped a flat bell on the counter to summon the Floorwalker.  Floorwalking was an honourable profession, unlike its sound-alike counterpart Streetwalking. Floorwalkers were usually trusted relatives of the store’s owner, hired to keep the salesgirls in order and the customers happy. The Floorwalker checked the arithmetic and took the pile of purchases to the Cashier.  There was only one cashier on each floor, endowing the job with great importance. The cashier resided in a round highly polished wooden cage, in which she sat before an imposing manual cash register.  She  received the money through a small window and bells tinkled musically each time the register was opened. Then the piled purchases were placed on a table beside the cage, to be wrapped into neat packages by a Wrapper.

The wrapping table was manned by a troop of boys who should have been in school but for whatever reason, were not. Package wrapping was not a respected profession. Scandal befell any daughter who informed her parents that she was marrying a Wrapper, for this meant that the Intended had no education and probably no class. Luckily, many of the boys developed a taste for the retail business and went on to become shoe salesmen, cashiers and even Floorwalkers, if they were ambitious.

The wrapping table held large rolls of stiff paper with the store’s name repeatedly emblazoned every few inches and big balls of twine for tying up the packages.  Paper bags were seldom used, reserved for small items that might get lost.  Disposable shopping bags did not exist in this age before throw-away’s.  My mother had a stylish cloth bag, which she took on every shopping expedition. It had bright red chintz roses, wooden handles and a deep, cavernous interior, which held all her parcels with room to spare.   Just the sight of the colourful bag emerging from the drawer where she kept it was enough to fill us with excitement, anticipating the treats that were to come.

Shopping was an important occupation in my childhood, not to be taken lightly because it involved cash, which was hard to come by. My mother was a thrifty shopper and knew every bargain to be had. She never shopped unless there was a sale in progress.

 Another sign that the season was fast approaching, was the news that rehearsals were being held for the Pantomime.  This fabulous Christmas presentation had a different theme every year and opened at the Ward Theater, on Boxing Day, December 26th. The day after Christmas is an old English holiday dating back to the fifteenth century, when it was customary  for the gentry to pack their leftover Christmas meals in boxes and grandly donate them to the poor peons who were slaving on their estates. Heaven forbid that the labourers should celebrate the birth of Christ on the same day as the aristocracy. This blatantly snobbish custom was not repeated in Jamaica, for everyone celebrated Christmas on December 25th. Nevertheless, the strangely named public holiday persisted in the colonies and was regarded as an integral part of the Christmas holidays.  Jamaicans take a most civilized approach to holidays. The day after the big religious holy days – Christmas and Easter – are also public holidays. Having dutifully observed the devout celebrations, serious fun is planned for Boxing Day and Easter Monday.  My father had his own interpretation of how the day after Christmas got its name – that was when he would personally  “box off” all the leftovers of the Christmas dinner!

In retrospect, it seems that the Pantomime was the only real exposure that we had to Jamaican culture in the performing arts.  Even though the stories were mostly of foreign origin - Bluebeard, Cinderella, Beauty and the Beast   - somehow the clever script writers always managed to instill Brer Anancy and his friends, Brer Rat,  Brer Puss, and Brer Mongoose, into the story line.  The colourful characters always recited dialogue which referred to the current topic of conversation or political faux pas (of which there were many) much to the merriment of the audience.  The costumes were glorious, the singing and dancing superb and it was an event that was always eagerly awaited, especially by the children.  

Greta and Henry Fowler were the Pantomime Directors. Louise Bennett, Ranny Williams, Eric Coverly, Barrington Estick, Granville Campbell, Whylie Lopez and George Moxey kept the audience laughing and tapping their feet to the catchy music. I can see the cast now taking the final curtain call,  singing gaily and swaying in unison to the full orchestra as the boy inevitably got the girl and the curtain swept down to a standing ovation. The audience roared their appreciation and the cherubs on the rococo ceiling beamed indulgently.  I remember clapping delightedly until my palms burned and then filing out into the chilly, star-filled night between my parents, to the bus stop for the journey home... a happy, happy memory.

In early December when my father had started to look around the neighborhood for a suitable specimen to serve as our Christmas tree, another exciting thing happened – the PARCEL arrived! Every year my elderly maternal grandmother, who lived in New York, mailed a huge parcel of treats to her Jamaican family.  She would write to tell my mother when she had mailed it, so we knew that in six weeks or so, wonderful surprises would be arriving.  “Postie”, the mailman on a bicycle with a leather satchel full of envelopes, delivered the mail. Postie was a trusted friend who knew every member of the family. He not only brought the mail but also faithfully took our letters to the post office and despatched them personally. Every morning he rang his bicycle bell loudly at the front gate. If there was no one at home, he would obligingly try again when he had finished his other deliveries. He was given a Christmas present every year and had a slice of plum pudding and a Christmas Drink with my father.  Sometimes the Christmas Drink extended to two or three (because “bird can’t fly on one wing”) and the “bird” on the bicycle would wobble woefully back to the post office, smelling strongly of rum.

But parcel mail was another matter.  Heavy boxes and packages were delivered by the Royal Mail Van – a green horse-drawn, covered wooden wagon with big gold letters and a crown painted on both sides, proclaiming “His Majesty’s ROYAL MAIL”.  In later years, when the Majesty became a “Her”, the letters were hastily painted over, leaving the “is” glowing faintly through the newly applied gold leaf. The driver sat on a ledge in front of the van, the wooden seat padded with a tattered cushion. A big brass gong hung above his shoulder. A sidekick sat beside him, usually a teen-age boy who was strong enough to heft the parcels out of the high back doors of the van.  The driver rang the gong enthusiastically at every stop, creating a terrible racket to summon the excited recipients to collect their bounty.  You could hear the van coming a mile away and everyone ran to the front gate, anxiously awaiting the arrival. The horses were decorated with hibiscus blossoms stuck in their bridles and at every stop the animals were rewarded with carrots offered by tiny, timid hands. Even when the horses halted and everyone was gathered and dancing with impatience, the outrageous gong continued clanging loud enough to wake the dead. When the driver was certain that there was not another human being left in the house and the whole family - mother, children, aunt, helpers, gardener, neighbors and pets - were gathered to receive The PARCEL, the deafening racket finally stopped.   Royal Mail Van drivers were very theatrical and enjoyed their self-anointed importance.

With agonizing slowness the driver descended from the van and limped painfully to the back, where with great deliberation he selected a key from a large bunch and slowly, oh so slowly opened the van, grimacing in pretended agony at his arthritic fingers.   As the green doors swung outwards, all sorts of boxes, barrels, crates and parcels could be seen stacked to the roof.  At this point, the sidekick climbed in and started the search.

“Whey it dey, doe eee? Me no see it at all, whey it cudda gone? Me did see it right ya-so at de las ‘ouse – but is whey it cudda gone so quick?”  Of course, this was all a play to prolong the excitement. He was after all, one of His Majesty’s histrionic drivers in training, with a fledgling sense of drama.

 Dogs barked at the horses frantically, my grand aunt kissed her teeth and retreated out of the sun-hot to the shade of the verandah, before the hot asphalt burned through the soles of her bedroom slippers.  My mother became ominous.

 “Look here boy, stop fooling around!  See the parcel right there in front of you, you blind or what?” 

With much grunting and groaning the parcel was lifted out and presented to my mother.  Carefully wrapped in brown paper and tied with stiff twine, covered with my grandmother’s spidery script, it was borne triumphantly into the house with everyone holding a corner reverently.  It was placed on the dining table to await my father’s return from work, for the Grand Opening.  Oh, what an agony of anticipation! 

My father’s homecoming was never more eagerly awaited than when The PARCEL had arrived.  Before he could get off the bus, two excited little girls were jumping and shouting 

“Parcel come! Parcel come!” 

 My father who was quite an actor in his own right, slowed his steps to a stroll across the street from the bus stop. 

 “What? What you say? I can’t hear you – Marcia come? Who is Marcia?”

 “No Daddy, PARCEL come!”  

He slowed his steps to a saunter, now being tugged and pulled into the house.

 “Oh, the PARCEL come – why you never said that before?” 

Out came the old black scissors, carefully clipping the twine, which was wound into a neat ball to be used again. Off came the brown paper, lovingly folded, tucked under the mattress for future packages. Re-cycling was a word we did not know, but it was a way of life in those days. String, paper, gift wrapping were all saved and reused, sometimes pressed with a warm iron to look almost as good as new.

Over three decades later, on sunny Florida Christmas mornings, my mother who was then in her eighties, could still be found collecting discarded wrapping paper and bows, which she hoarded in a box under her bed. Although it pains me to admit it, I frequently resorted to “borrowing” some of her stock to wrap last-minute gifts. When she died, I opened the box and shed lonely tears at the memories recalled by the faded paper and stained bows. I too, now have a box of recycled wrappings.  Old habits die hard. 

 When the paper was unwrapped, there emerged a large carton somewhat misshapen and battered from the long boat voyage from New York. Inside the box were all the wonders of the Modern World…. New dresses for my sister and me, as well as some worn ones from our New York cousins. Dolls and comic books; Christmas tree ornaments. For my mother, slips and dresses – most previously worn by my grandmother. Kitchen utensils, a saw-toothed knife for grapefruit, a mysterious article known as a pizza-cutter with a round blade, a tiny scoop for melons.  A nightgown with matching felt slippers for my grand aunt and a rhinestone pin. For my father, a one-pound slab of dark delicious chocolate filled with nuts, and some polka-dot bow ties. In the bottom of the box, wrapped in black oilcloth, was a big, cured, salty Virginia ham in its own cheesecloth wrapping. But best of all was Bazooka Bubble Gum! A wholesale-size box with two hundred individually wrapped pieces, complete with picture cards. Jointed sticks and small squares of violently pink, fruity-minty, bubble-gum. 

I don’t know when bubble-gum was invented but in Jamaica in the 1940’s, it was a scarce luxury, a status symbol that told everyone that you had relatives abroad.  At first my mother would ration the bubble gum one piece at a time, but after a few days she relented and gave us pieces to take to school and share with our friends.  Soon all our playmates were competing to see who could blow the biggest bubbles. One prankish neighbor even fed a piece to the dog who immediately swallowed it, amidst the dire warning from my mother that it would, “tie up his insides and kill him”, which of course, it didn’t.  We had Bazooka Bubble Gum on our shoes, in our hair, on the bedpost and rolled up in little pieces of paper for re-chewing.  We had large dirty circles on our faces where the bubbles popped and stuck.  How well I remember the agony of the long handled comb working its way through my gum-knotted hair.

I doubt that my grandmother ever knew how much joy and elation her PARCELS brought us. She thought she was sending us little treats, but we were receiving the treasures of Aladdin. The packages were filled with as many thrifty hand-me-downs as new gifts, compiled lovingly over many months. The Christmas parcel kept my grandmother’s presence in our lives a reality, for she seldom made the long sea voyage to visit us.

The excitement of the PARCEL was barely waning when we were subjected to the Cooking of the Ham, the next big event announcing that Christmas was coming. The Pudding Making would transpire on the Sunday following the Ham Cooking. These two important events were written on my mother’s calendar months ahead of time.

First, the ham was taken out of its cheesecloth shroud, which was carefully washed, hung in the sun to dry and stored as a future strainer for calf’s foot jelly. The ham was then placed in a freshly scrubbed kerosene tin, covered with water and put to soak for three days.  Every day the briny water was thrown away and replaced with fresh water.  On Ham Sunday, my father arose early and built a fireplace with bricks and coal in the middle of the backyard.  When the coals were white-hot, the kerosene tin with the ham and yet another dousing of fresh water was tenderly placed on the bricks to boil. The boiling took all day as I recall, with the water being topped up each time it evaporated. Some time in the evening, after the ham had been pronounced “done” and the fire doused, it was laid to cool in a large open pan and covered with tea towels to await the final Christmas baking.  Little shreds of salty skin were picked at and sampled and a verdict was reached as to whether its desalination had been complete.  Usually, it was just right. I don’t know how this ham was kept for several weeks without refrigeration, for it certainly could not have held in our small icebox, but it never spoiled and was always delicious, so perhaps bacteria were gentler in those days.

Ham Sunday a resounding success, Pudding Sunday followed immediately. The Christmas Plum Pudding is a beautiful custom in Jamaica, one of the happier legacies of colonial rule. In the English tradition, plum pudding was the food of aristocracy, elegantly presented on the finest china and silver, with a refined, slightly risque, flaming brandied sauce. Jamaica being the robust little nation that it is took plum pudding into another dimension entirely.
Every household, rich and poor, has its very own treasured recipe, which is faithfully brought out once a year at Christmas.  Some believe in steaming, others swear by baking their puddings. Although all plum puddings have basically the same ingredients, no two taste the same.  The colour, texture and flavour depend on the family’s preferences.  Some families like their plum puddings brown and doughy heavily spiced with nutmeg, cinnamon and citron, with only enough liquor-soaked fruit to give a subtle hint of decadence. Other families like mine, like their plum puddings dark and rich, wallowing in the sinfulness of white rum and prune wine, redolent of rose water and almond extracts with juicy currants, raisins and prunes that explode in your mouth causing an immediate, delightful alcoholic reaction. It is not rare for some people to suffer a hang-over from over-indulgence in plum pudding, especially since the Jamaican tradition decrees that “every slice of plum pudding means another year of happiness”. Friends visit frequently at Christmas, with the sole intent of storing up those years of happiness. Each treasured family recipe, modified only slightly, is the same one used for Wedding Cakes, so highly is plum pudding esteemed. The English had no idea what they were starting when they introduced their bland delicacy to Jamaicans.

On Pudding Sunday, again my father rebuilt the backyard fireplace early in the morning. And then the mixing started, while the coals grew hot.  Early in the year my mother bought raisins, currants and prunes and put them to soak in a large stone jar with white rum, Porto Pruno wine, a flask of brandy, adding bottles of Port and English Sherry.  The mixture was turned once a month in the jar, to make sure that every raisin was steeped in the potent liquors.  On Pudding Sunday, the cherished century-old recipe was taken out, still in my great grandmother’s faded writing.  

All the ingredients were meticulously checked and laid out on the kitchen counter, beside the giant yabba  mixing bowl. Butter and sugar and eggs were creamed, freshly grated nutmeg and cinnamon and allspice were added, dates and figs were cut up and spooned in, and the stone jar with its juicy contents was tipped into the mixture. For months before, we had collected almonds from trees that grew wild on the beaches.  These were individually cracked with a hammer, the kernels were blanched and slivered and they were added to the pudding. Flour came next and the formula required the wooden mixing spoon to “stand up straight by itself” in the mixture.  By this time my father who was the “cake rubber”, usually cried out for relief and was allowed to have a quick drink of water and to flex his arms, which had cramped from the two-hour stirring of the thick pudding mixture. 

 The last ingredient, requiring consultation with my grand aunt, was the “browning” – dark brown sugar was carefully burnt in a pot over high heat and drizzled over the batter. Too little and the cake would be too brown and not rich enough - too much and it would be bitter; so the amount of browning was crucial to the cake’s success.  Finally, after lengthy debate, the pudding was ready to be steamed.  What a major production!

The pudding pan was lined with exactly eight layers of buttered wax paper.  This was my job and I never make a pudding now without remembering the feeling of buttery fingers slipping and sliding on the scissors as the stubborn wax paper was made to fit the pudding pan. The shutpan had a tightly fitting lid and this was put in place. Dumplings of flour and water paste were made and plastered around the lid to seal it even tighter. Then, the whole sticky bomb was lowered into the kerosene tin full of boiling water and put on the fireplace to steam. 

 One Christmas a catastrophe occurred when ‘shop’ flour was used for the seals, which promptly melted.  Boiling water seeped under the lid into the mixture causing it to turn into putta-putta and the whole watery mess had to be tearfully thrown away.  My mother never got over that disaster, so after that only the best Brodie’s self-rising flour was used as a sealant – as the dumplings swelled, the seal tightened. The plastering of the pudding pan took almost as long as the rubbing! 

Throughout the day as the pudding steamed, tantalizing whiffs of spicy, boiling liquor filled the air.  Now this should have been theoretically impossible, since all of the batter was tightly sealed but smell it did, and the aroma of steaming pudding will always be linked in my mind with the coming of Christmas.

At six o’clock, as darkness gathered, the kerosene tin was removed from the fire. The trusted dumpling seals were removed, the lid lifted and a generous slosh of white rum was poured over the bubbling dark pudding, before it could draw its first breath.  The air throbbed with the lush, wonderful smell, and a verdict was reached as to whether the color was right. Next morning when it had cooled, the pudding was overturned on a special plate decorated with bluebirds carrying berries.  The layers of buttered paper were peeled away and the fat cake was sprinkled liberally with prune wine and blackberry brandy and wrapped in wax paper to keep it moist and fresh until it was cut on Christmas Day.  The kerosene tin was scrubbed and put away, and another tradition ended for another year.

The Christmas Tree was always a bone of contention in our house, an unfulfilled desire that was always just beyond reach.   My mother had visions of a perfectly shaped little pine tree just like those on Christmas cards from abroad, with a star on top. Well, perfectly shaped little pine trees are rare in Jamaica, so we had to make do with what we had.  In the second week of December my father would take out his rusty old hacksaw and having previously scouted the neighborhood for a sturdy tree that would not miss a branch, he would casually stroll over to Caxton Park, behind our house.  After darkness fell, he would climb the solitary lignum vitae tree, saw off a big branch and drag it home. He whistled cheerfully throughout the operation, to appear as casual as possible.  I don’t think that anyone would have minded him cutting a branch for a Christmas Tree, nevertheless he felt obliged to put up the pretense of stealing our tree, to add to the excitement of Christmas.

First the branch was stripped of leaves and twigs in the back yard, under the critical supervision of my mother.   Then the garden shears were brought out and the twigs were clipped into a semblance of the cone shape that she demanded before it could be placed in the living room.  Then the branch was anchored in an old kerosene tin (not the same one for the ham and the pudding) with rocks and lifted into the house.  My mother hhhumphed and grrrumphed and complained about the unsightly tree as she brought out the big roll of cotton batting that we kept from year to year.  The tin was draped with an old white sheet and the cotton strips were wrapped around the trunk and branches, covering every inch of bark right up to the topmost spire, on which the best ornament resided.  It must have looked like a tree branch covered in cotton, but to us it was the most perfect Christmas tree ever, every time.  Next came the pepper lights, red, green, yellow and blue, my father’s last chore of the night, swagging them jauntily from branch to branch.  After that, he left the womenfolk to decorate and retired to the verandah with his Gleaner and a well-earned rum-and-ginger. Tree teefing was a thirsty business. 

How well I remember the first time I saw bubble lights. They were in the window of Times Store on King Street, festooning a perfectly shaped fake fir tree and I thought they were miraculous.  A colored glass base held a fragile hollow wand, filled with bright liquid.  When the base heated, the liquid bubbled in the wand, sending streams of tiny bubbles rushing to the top.  Such an enchanting, whimsical invention.  At the time, they were very expensive – two shillings and sixpence each, as I recall. They were sold on strings, but you could get individual replacements if one got broken. The first year that they came out, we could only afford to buy one bulb.  Our lone bubble light was screwed into a pepper light socket and placed in the very front and middle of the lignum vitae branch (I mean, Christmas tree) where it bubbled merrily in its place of honour.  All the neighborhood children came to see it and soon lone bubble lights were on all the trees, up and down the street.  The first family to buy a full string was thoroughly envied because they were RICH!

Most of our tree decorations were home made.  We had some prized baubles that had come in PARCELS, along with a blonde angel tree-top made out of gossamer fiber glass threads that were not to be touched, or else “splinters will get into your bloodstream and travel to your heart and kill you”, according to my mother. Only my father was allowed to set the angel on the treetop, because he was a man and men could deal with splinters. We painstakingly made all of the other tree decorations.

 Every year, my father would go to one of the big department stores on King Street and ask for broken ornaments that had been damaged in shipping.  He came away with many boxes of shattered balls and other broken glass ornaments, and our decoration project began.  We worked on the kitchen table on the back verandah so as not to mess up the dining room.  I still have a vision of my sister and me toiling over our project.  Peeny-wallies lit up the night, sometimes losing their way and crawling over the table, signaling frantically with their little green lights until we picked them up gently and threw them back into the darkness. Whistling frogs called “Po-leeece! Po-leece! Po-leece!” in a frenzied chorus. We hummed along with the Christmas Carols trilling from the old brown RCA in the warm December night, as tiny puffs of balmy Christmas Breeze fanned us.

First, we removed the hangers from the broken ornaments, placing the jagged shards between sheets of strong brown paper, crushing them even smaller with a hammer. Then the splinters were rolled with the rolling pin, to glittering dust.   I was the budding artist in the family, so I was appointed to draw the designs on cardboard cut from shoeboxes - stars and moons, flowers and angels, Christmas trees and poinsettias.  Then the cardboard was coated on both sides with flour-and-water paste and dipped in the glass dust. When they were dry, a little hole was punched in the top with a bent pin, which became the hanger when a thread was attached. Lo and behold! We had an endless supply of lovely, glittering ornaments to hang on our tree.

Many years later when I was the mother of my own brood, one Christmas in a fit of nostalgia I decided to try this project with my children. After an hour of hammering and rolling and too-runny paste, they gave up and pleaded  “Can’t we just go out and buy decorations like everyone else?”   I guess they needed the peeny-wallies and Christmas Breeze to inspire them.

When finally Christmas Day came, all the traditions and rituals had been completed. Attired in our new Christmas finery, our day started with Midnight Mass at Holy Trinity Cathedral. My favourite carol, O Holy Night, always opened the Mass, sometimes sung by the choir gloriously, sometimes as a solo by our cousin, my godmother Cissy, in her beautiful rich contralto. The hair rose on the back of my neck and my eyes prickled with unbidden tears as the whole congregation joined in, sending their joyous proclamation to the furthest corners of the high domed ceiling, soaring over the tallest candle that was lit only at Christmas. It was a heart-stopping moment that is forever etched in my mind, one that I recall in moments of flagging faith. The pristine altar was banked with masses of candle-lit poinsettias and we filed past the humble manger as we left the church, to remind us of the true meaning of Christmas and why we were there. 

After Mass, we greeted friends and neighbours and wished them “Merry Christmas!” in the churchyard, the aura of the beautiful service still hovering around us, making the greeting warm and fervent. We hugged and kissed each other, huddling together against the chilly Christmas Breeze, now blowing full throttle. Then we came home to light the tree and open presents. 

 There were not a lot of presents for us; usually two or three special ones for each child, a few from uncles and aunts and April Violets perfume with a loving card from my father, for my mother. Then pillowcases were draped over the foot of the bed for Santa’s delivery and we all went to bed.  In the morning the pillowcases were on the floor spilling oranges, tangerines, and sometimes, an American apple.  Santa’s presents always included trinkets  for my sister and for me, wax crayons and a colouring book.  Our wants were few and easily satisfied and we were always amazed that Santa had heeded our many letters.

Later on in the morning all the helpers and vendors came by to wish us Merry Christmas, collect their gifts under the tree and after helping to get dinner started, they left to be with their own families.  

Christmas morning in Kingston was a busy time for families. Apart from the preparations for dinner, it was customary to attend two important functions.  One was the Christmas Morning concert at the Ward Theatre with Bim and Bam, two comedians in minstrel make-up featuring exaggerated painted fat white lips, who never failed to keep the audience roaring with laughter, followed by  a program of  popular local artistes who danced and sang. The other function was Christmas Market, where vendors lined the sidewalks of King street selling last-minute gifts, treats that Santa forgot to bring, and vegetables that may have been overlooked but were essential for a successful Christmas repast.  I think mothers who wanted to get rid of their families for a few hours, so that they could get on with the important preparations for dinner, inspired these diversions. Usually it was the father who took the children downtown on the bus, first to the market then to the concert and when they returned home they were greeted by the warm smells of ham and pudding and sorrel and rum which flooded every room of the house. I don’t have a personal memory of going to either the market or the concert, all I can remember of that happy morning is oh-so-carefully helping my mother wipe the best china that was only used at Christmas and setting the table for dinner. I wish that I had a memory of going with my father on the bus.  He was always more indulgent in buying us sweets and treats away from the eagle eye of mother who constantly lectured about cavities and “spoiling us rotten”, but I cannot honestly say that I do.  I do remember my mother bustling around the kitchen as she unveiled the ham, removing the skin and scoring the fat like a chessboard.  It was covered with spicy English mustard and in each square a stemmed clove was stuck. The whole ham was covered with a thick layer of pineapple slices and brown sugar, drizzled with ginger ale and put into the oven to emit more wonderful smells of Christmas.   

Christmas Dinner was usually served in the early afternoon. Sometimes single relatives were invited to dinner, our cousin Florrie who was a widow, and two unmarried male cousins, who came bearing gifts of marmalade and guava jelly.  Everyone pitched in to help serve the meal, which included a fat pullet selected from my father’s chickens in the backyard.  Gungo rice and peas, fried plantain, potato salad and big glasses of sorrel, spiced with ginger and rum completed the meal - even the children got to drink rum at Christmas.  While we digested the sumptuous feast, the plum pudding was ceremoniously sliced on the bluebird plate and served with butter-and-sugar sauce simmered with brandy and wine and pimento berries.  The new toys were played with, a picture coloured with the new crayons, and soon the grown-ups’ conversation faltered.  Wide yawns, followed by soft snores filled the room as the family lolled in their chairs, too full to lift a finger. Even my mother, the compulsive housewife, left the clearing up for later and retired to bed for a well-earned nap.

 In the evening the early twilight was filled with the sound of fifes and drums, and a Jonkanoo Band would appear in bright costumes and masks, dancing and miming up the street. When I was very little I was afraid of the Jonkanoo characters, especially the Devil who had a long pitchfork that he wielded menacingly.  As I grew older, I would venture closer and drop pennies in their cups.

But Christmas could not end until we attended Petty’s Party on Boxing Day.  Petty was my paternal grand aunt, Lilian.  The name “Petty” came about because so many babies had gone to the bathroom in her lap, that she declared herself a petty – the country name for the outhouse - and the nickname stuck.  Petty was a wonderfully elegant lady. She had effortless posture and liked to wear crisp embroidered pantsuits, long before pants were fashionable for women.  She also wore corsets made with whalebone, complicated affairs with laces and eyelet holes, which she put on when she arose and never took off until bedtime. She would counsel my mother on which brand gave the most support. My mother, alas, could seldom afford these extravagant undergarments. 

 Petty also introduced my mother to a devilish device called “The Pump Roller”.  This was an instrument of torture to encourage weight loss. It resembled a rolling pin with pink rubber suction cups closely spaced down the shaft. The idea was to lie on a flat surface and vigourously roll the Pump Roller up and down your body, pounding thighs and hips into subjection.  The suction cups were supposed to adhere to the excess fat and mangle it to a pulp, permitting it to be excreted from the body via the bladder.   Pump rolling was followed by many glasses of water to wash the liquefied fat away. What a far-fetched theory thought up by a Machiavellian entrepreneur to sell misshapen rolling pins!  I cannot imagine how this torturous fad got started but it was the bane of my mother’s existence, for she hated the Pump Roller more than she hated her fulsome hips. She only tolerated occasional applications after Christmas or other holidays when she had over-feasted. After viewing her mushrooming thighs, she would be inspired to roll vigorously for a few days, then once a week, then not at all.  The conflict of To Roll or Not To Roll tugged at her conscience for a while, until she finally solved the dilemma by having her two young daughters half-heartedly apply the roller to her hips. This was done under protest by the daughters, for it was a tedious and boring job. We always tried to disappear as soon as my mother started looking at herself in the mirror and smoothing down her dress with a frown, for that meant that we would soon be pressed into service. I think we probably lost more weight from the Pump Roller than my mother did, and one day she happily threw it away. It had finally dry-rotted and the hungry pink cups would no longer mangle her cellulite. 

 Petty on the other hand, was meticulous about her appearance at all times. Her Pump Roller was over-worked. She dressed impeccably, put on makeup every morning and visited the beauty parlour frequently for facials, hairstyling, manicures and various pluckings and tweezings.  She was a magnificently tall woman with a regal bearing and she sat ramrod straight on her chair, without resting on  the back - probably due to the poking whalebones.  Her wavy, steel gray hair was parted in the center and pulled back in a loose bun. She smoked imported Pall Mall’s in a long black and ivory cigarette holder and she had a husky, sexy voice.  Her husband Ernest, the founder of a successful photography studio, was a large, stern man with a twinkle in his eye and a bristly mustache that tickled me when I kissed him.

 Every Boxing Day since anyone could remember, Petty and Uncle Ernest threw a grand party for relatives and friends, numbering close to two hundred.  Sometimes it was held at their home on Gresham Road, a large, rambling cut-stone house with a hothouse for orchids, ferns and anthuriums on the side. I remember standing in the silent hothouse, enveloped in the humid lushness, hearing only the steady drip-drip of the hoses and the tiny chirruping frogs.  Perfect white vanda orchids bloomed haughtily in little clay pots placed on high shelves. Petty often picked the orchids and wore them as she went about her daily business….sometimes on a wrist or shoulder,  sometimes putting them in her hair, resembling an exotic Empress holding court. The property had a laden sapodilla tree at the front gate, which we loved to climb. It also had several varieties of pedigreed mangoes, which we stoned fervently if the gardener was too busy to climb the trees for us.  As the family and friends grew, the Boxing Day party was held at the Ferry Inn on Spanish Town Road, which was owned by the family.

Days before the party, Petty’s gourmet cook Clemmy would start preparing mouth-watering delights.  Fiery Solomon Gundy that could only be quenched with floods of rum punch - “one of sour, two of sweet, three of strong, four of weak”. Saltfish and ackee, curried goat, a whole roasted suckling pig, and Clemmy’s Special, succulent double-battered fried chicken. Platters of lobster, shrimp and potato salads, rice and peas, fried plantains, duckanoo, and baked sweet potatoes were stacked on the serving tables. Dessert was plum pudding  - the same recipe from my great grandmother who was Petty’s mother; and ice cream hand-cranked by the gardener for the fortunate children.  

There was always a mento band for entertainment and dancing. The band featured a vocalist, who accompanied himself on the banjo and led the merrymakers in spontaneous choruses. The grown-ups danced to mento music from eleven in the morning till eleven at night, singing all the current hits with the band:

Brown skin gal, stay home and mind baby…. 

and

Dis long time gal, mi never see yu….

and

Carry mi ackee go a Linstead market…..

and

Sly Mongoose, yu name gone abroad…

and

(a calypso imported from Trinidad’s Lord Kitchener, which the children were forbidden to sing because it was too “slack”)

K-I-I-I-I-T-C-H, come go to bed

I got a small comb

Fe scratch you ‘ed!

Petty was an indefatigable dancer and once the Band started playing she never sat until the party was over, thanks to the restricting corset. She danced with a rum punch in one hand, her wilting orchid headdress hanging on for dear life, entwined in the grey curls that had loosened and clung damply to her neck.  She held her cigarette holder trailing clouds of blue smoke high above the head of her partner. When the pig was ready to be carved you only had to follow the smoke to find her, head and shoulders above the dancing revelers. Petty’s corset may have been straight-laced, but there was nothing else about this spirited woman that was.

I like to remember my aunt this way, the life of her party, turning and shimmying in perfect time to the music, eyes closed in blissful abandon, singing calypsos happily, rather than as the tiny, shrunken woman who lay in her coffin many years later.

We children were allowed to mix with the grown-ups for lunch, darting in between legs around the laden buffet tables. For once, the oft-repeated rule that “Children must be seen and not heard” did not apply.  After lunch we were free to explore the grounds, as long as we were within calling distance.  This was sometimes the only occasion for the year when all the cousins got together because some lived in the country and the families made the long trip to Kingston especially for the party -  Marjorie and Eddy, Eva and Tommy, Nicky and Faye, Jean and Robin, my sister and me.  We ranged in age from teen-agers to seven-year-olds but we all played children’s games together and took off our shoes and socks and waded in the Ferry River, chasing jangas as they hid under rocks.  The water was shallow and clear but the stones in the river were mossy, so there were frequent slips and falls into the river as we hopped on the slippery rocks, followed by much fanning to dry the wet clothes, before  the dancing parents found out. 

The party ended close to midnight, after one last massed chorus of “Evening Time”  - sung with much ad libbing and warbling when the inebriated guests forgot the words. Fragrant coffee, steaming cups of cock soup, spicy fish tea and peppery mannish water were served from big tureens to sober up the drivers for the trip home.  My mother who was stone-cold sober, having drunk only cream sodas for the day, would sit on the edge of her seat peering fretfully into the darkness for hidden bicyclists who might suddenly hurl themselves in front of the car.  My father, who was three sheets to the wind (or so he pretended) and singing “Peel head Johncrow, siddung a treetop” would swing the steering wheel from right to left, causing our little Austin to swerve and skid, just to annoy her.  My mother would exclaim a heartfelt “Thank God for Jesus!” when we arrived home safely and after that she was silent as a tomb, consigning my hiccuping father to the doghouse for the next three days.

Our pudding lasted well into January and was gracefully served whenever relatives visited over the Season, to claim their year of happiness.  My father used to sneak into the pantry at night when we were all in bed and steal chunks of it, gobbling them quickly so as not to be caught. But as hard as he brushed his teeth before going to bed, my mother’s keen nose would detect a trace of liquor.  I can still hear those bedsprings squeaking as he sat down after foraging in the pantry, and my mother’s voice, “Mmm hmm…you were into the pudding again! You can’t fool me, I’d know the smell of rum anywhere!”

And so our truly Merry Christmas ended.

My mother, I have to tell you, was the most sober person who ever lived.  Except in the pudding, she disliked alcohol intensely and claimed that this was because once, when she was very young, someone had given her a sip of gin and it had made her giggle. Not liking the lack of control, she never drank alcohol again.  There was absolutely no reason to doubt this story as I never ever heard my mother giggle or saw her take a drink of anything stronger than cider.

Christmas in my childhood was a time for elation and thanksgiving for our blessings. The birth of the Christ child was the only reason for the celebration and in this predominantly Christian country, the nondescript “Happy Holidays” greeting was never spoken. It was “Merry Christmas” all the way, to remind us of what we were celebrating. My parents even forbade us to say “Merry Xmas”, because it took Christ out of Christmas. Commercialism was muted and gifts were modest, given and received symbolically rather than compulsorily.  Great efforts were made by families to put money aside during the year, so that there would be enough to share with the poor, family, and friends. The bounty, such as it was, was never taken for granted, for it was hard earned and presents were treasured for sentiment rather than worth. Some Christmases were more spartan than others, depending on the state of our finances during the year. Yet still, it was a time when love, charity and goodwill were generously exchanged, far more important than the money spent.

CHAPTER TWO

DING-A-LING-A-LING,

 SCHOOL BELL RING, 

TEACHER BAGGY TIE WID STRING!   

Finally, in July just as the heat was becoming unbearable, school dismissed for the summer. We sang 

“No more Latin,

No More French,

No more sitting on the dam’ hard bench” 

We never learned either Latin or French in elementary school but the benches were hard and it rhymed well.

The small elementary Prep school that I attended until I was eleven years old, became an overheated oven in July.  This school was actually the teacher’s house.  Classes were held in the living room, dining room, back and front verandahs and the Baby Class – Kindergarten – was taught in the Out Room. The teacher reserved one bedroom for herself but even this was occasionally pressed into use, to isolate incorrigible boys from disrupting the classes after a sound flogging. The boys were made to kneel on the floor beside the bed, where the teacher could keep an eye on them from the Living Room where she was holding class. Several of the more unruly troublemakers made a habit of pulling out the teacher’s chamber pot from under the bed, wearing it as a hat and making suggestive gestures at the teacher, as soon as her back was turned. She never discovered why the staring class was suddenly convulsed in waves of giggles, but the flogging belt was always handy if the laughter got out of hand. 

Study groups were held under the hairy mango tree.  When it rained, the unlucky class under the tree was scrunched into the class on the back verandah, two to a chair, and there they waited until the rain stopped and class could resume under the dripping leaves.

Make no mistake about it.   Makeshift as that school might have been, I owe everything that I ever learned about English grammar and Spelling to Miss Una H. and her Ralnar Prep School.  She was a fine teacher and a strict disciplinarian. She did not tolerate sloppy work, lazy students or overbearing parents who tried to tell her how to do her job. She had a two-inch wide, green plastic belt, stamped with cutouts of flowers and leaves, which she did not hesitate to use as a disciplinary aid.  When I went home after school bearing the imprint of raised flowers on my arm, my mother would look at it and say “Mmmm-hmmm, you were talking in class again, I see!”  Even my mother knew not to mess with the wielder of the green strap.

Miss Hen as she was fondly known, was a spinster who devoted her life and her home to teaching.  With the help of her aging cousin Miss Agnes and a handful of devoted teachers, Miss Hen taught classes ranging from Kindergarten to Fifth Class, or twelve years old.  At that level, her students were expected to sit for and pass the Scholarship Examination, later known as the Common Entrance, the only way to enter High School.  You had two chances to pass the Scholarship, one at eleven years old and again at twelve.  I can’t remember one classmate who didn’t pass, under Miss Hen’s rigorous drilling.  If you failed the first time, the effort was doubled and the lessons merciless, the green strap whistling busily. Miss Hen made sure that her students walked around with a cloud of grammar, spelling and “times tables”, hovering over their heads.  I remember my first week in High School after leaving Miss Hen, when the English teacher asked the new class if anyone knew the eight parts of speech. I was astonished that only my hand went up and the teacher was flabbergasted when I recited, in Miss Hen’s drilling singsong, “Nouns, pronouns, verbs, adverbs, adjectives, prepositions, conjunctions and interjections!”  After that I was the English teacher’s pet.

There was nothing exclusive about Ralnar Prep School. Miss Hen took children from all walks of life, from all economical classes, from all religions. The only requirements were that the parents had to want the best education possible for their children, gave her a free hand to teach as she pleased, and appeared for the frequent teacher/parent conferences that she called. She had a flexible scale of school fees that was adjusted according to the parents’ ability  (or inability) to pay. My classmates included the daughter of the shoemaker who sat on a grocery shop piazza mending shoes all day long, as well as the son of a popular insurance executive.  I studied with children who attended the Jewish Synagogue on Saturday, while others prayed in the Hindu Temple in Spanish Town. Although Miss Hen was staunchly Roman Catholic and we recited prayers three times a day, she taught us to respect each other’s religious differences. The non-Catholic children did not have to participate in our prayers, but were expected to stand silently with heads bowed. After a while, the differences were forgotten.  It was not until many years later that I even realized that the little school’s roster contained so many ethnicities: Abrahams, Alexander; Barrett, Burke; Chevannes, Chung; Davidson, de la Pena; Figueroa, Jones, Khaleel, Lue Shing, Potopsingh, Ramsay, Tulloch, Sanguinetti, Stockhausen, Wong Sam, Williams. The green strap cared nothing for origin and was liberally applied to any offending arm, shoulder or leg that presented. Miss Hen practiced “Out of Many, One People” long before someone else thought up Jamaica’s National Motto.

Each school morning we were given a penny for lunch money. This was to buy a bunch of guineps or an otaheiti apple, to go with our homemade strawberry jam sandwiches, which we took to school in paper bags.  Sometimes instead of the healthy fruit, we bought a penny packet of Asham.  This was a mixture of finely powdered corn, laced with sugar. It had practically no flavour other than the sugary sweetness, but the idea was not to eat it, for Asham was more of a prank than a food.  The object of the game was to fill your mouth with the entire contents of the packet, go up to another child and shout, “a-SHAM!”  The unfortunate recipient would be showered with fine sticky powder which clung to hair, nostrils and eyelashes and required a good scrubbing to be rid of. Asham was not sold on the school property. We had to sneak out of the front gate and buy it from a little old lady who sat on the sidewalk nearby, cackling fiendishly as she pocketed the coppers for her frolicsome labour.  If you were lucky enough not to be caught going out the gate, you were sure to be caught when your Asham-covered classmate identified you as the assailant and then the green strap had a field day. It was worth the flogging to see your enemy weeping sticky tears, cleaning Asham out of her ears with a grubby finger.

After lunch we all stood in line at the waist-high standpipe in the back yard to drink mouthfuls of tepid water from cupped hands, and scrub off the remains of the Asham caper. We all got licks from the strap when we were late getting back to class, or giggled, or forgot our homework. And we all got the best education that children ever had.

Miss Hen had a unique arrangement with her next door neighbour, a portly lady whose children, Margaret and Sonny, also attended the school.  A tall corrugated zinc fence separated the two houses. Periodically, the School Board would send an Inspector to make sure that the school was not overcrowded.  There were probably thirty or forty students on any given day but there were also students whose parents had been taught by Miss Hen many years before and these children could not be turned away; so sometimes the little school swelled to fifty, or even sixty students.  

Whenever the Inspector came to check on us, Miss Hen delayed him at the front door with gratuitous small talk while Miss Agnes signaled to us to quickly, QUIETLY line up. Gently, silently she raised one of the purposely-left loose zinc sheets in the fence.  Twenty or so children crept through the fence into the neighbour’s garden, crouching in her flowerbeds, careful not to trample the ram goat roses and plumbagos.  We were very well rehearsed from regular Inspector drills.  No one dared breathe much less cough and we muffled our excited giggles by pinching our noses.  When the Inspector had toured the school and taken note of the sparse students diligently doing sums on their slates, he visited the kindergarten out room and noted the five small children singing their ABC’s. Then he left, seemingly satisfied that the little school could hold more students to occupy all the vacant desks and chairs.  When the coast was clear, Miss Agnes raised the zinc flap and we filed back to our desks and resumed our lessons, as though there had been no interruption. 

 I don’t know what lasting damage this Teacher-instigated deception did to us but many prominent Jamaicans crept through that zinc fence and seem to be none the worse for the experience. 

The start of a new school term was an exciting time.  It meant a trip to Justin McCarthy’s Toy and School Supply Store at the foot of King Street. We purchased slates and slate pencils, blue exercise books with pictures on the cover of King George VI and his wife Queen Elizabeth, surrounded by wreaths of laurel.  The laurel wreaths were always coloured in with ink when we were bored in class, right after we drew spectacles, moustaches and goatees on the King and Queen.  We bought bright yellow 2B Faber pencils, Blackie’s Tropical Readers, common pens and nibs to be dipped in new bottles of royal blue ink. We selected wooden pencil boxes, erasers, and (later on) compasses and protractors for figuring out Geometry.  When necessary, we got new school bags - brown canvas satchels with three compartments and a strap to go over the shoulder.

Justin McCarthy, the store’s owner, was an actual person who resided in a huge two-storey Georgian house iced with white lattice trim, at the end of Merrion Road where we lived.   The large cut stone gate columns proclaimed the house’s name,  “Clan Carthy” proudly.  The house was set far back from the street on several acres of fenced land and was always dark, except for a porch light at night.  We used to pretend that it was haunted and would hurry past it, in case a duppy or two were loitering.  Several peacocks roamed the property and sometimes we would see one with its brilliant tail unfurled, quivering in a frenzy of courtship, perched on the roof surveying the mountains.  At nightfall we could hear the beautiful birds calling mournfully to each other, the calls growing fainter as the moon came out. We never saw any signs of life, except for the peacocks. 

Sometimes I dream of calling peacocks and awaken with the picture of that somber, shuttered house in my head.

No trip for school supplies was complete without a stop at Kinkead’s, probably the first modern Pharmacy in Kingston.  It smelled of antiseptic and cough drops and sold the best ice cream sodas imaginable.  While my mother got her headache pills at the counter, my sister and I sat at a little table in the back of the store and drank chocolate ice cream sodas from the soda fountain.

Alternatively, we would go to the snack counter upstairs Nathan’s store.  The food was unremarkable, juices and sandwiches, but there was a marvelous mural over the snack bar painted by Rhoda Jackson.  We saw her actually painting it one day, sitting high up on a ladder with her pots of colours, her waist length black hair speckled with paint.  The mural had mango trees and luscious-looking starapples and naseberries and doctor birds with long iridescent green tails, sipping nectar from a floral fountain of hibiscus and orchids.  I often wonder if that mural is still there, hidden by fifty years of paint.

Next stop was Issa’s for cloth, which our cousin Florrie made into school dresses for us. Then to the Notions counter,  for hair ribbons and bobby pins and plastic flower-clips for our hair. My mother made us wear big straw hats to school, in case we got “surfeit” from the sun. I hated mine with a vengeance.   As soon as I was out of range of my mother’s watchful eye, I would take off the wide-brimmed hat and kick it all the way through the park. No wonder a new jippi jappa had to be bought every year.  Finally, we stopped at Bata’s for new brown, rubber-soled shoes with Mary Jane T-strap and a pinpricked design on the toe.  Amidst gleeful taunting from our parents that “Yu free paper bun”, we were finally ready for the three R’s.

 All my life I grew up hearing “Yu free paper bun” when we were going back to school and never knew what it meant. It was just teasing words that were said when holidays were over. It wasn’t until many years later that I learned that the teasing phrase was a reference to the days of slavery. Slaves were given “free papers” when they were emancipated and if their free papers were burnt or lost, the unfortunate slaves had no way of proving that they had been freed and were therefore sent back to slavery.
Behind our house were two parks – playing fields, really – Caxton Park, on which our back gate opened and Hannasons Park, which opened into Caxton Park.  Caxton Park was owned by the Kingston Printing Office and was for the enjoyment of all the printery’s employees. Likewise, Hannasons was for the pleasure of the Hanna’s workers. The owners of both parks were generous in lending them out to anyone who wanted to put on a cricket match or a football game.  Children and grownups alike used the parks as a shortcut to get from Merrion Road to Deanery Road. The gates were closed in the evening but the fences had convenient gaps, through which one could climb.  The parks were just grassy, open plots of land in the middle of which cricket pitches were cleared and rolled to a smooth, red clay surface. There were no trees, except for a lone lignum vitae and a large lime tree in Caxton Park that provided us with many cool mugs of limeade. There were two clubhouses for parties, domino tournaments, or spectator sports.  Now and then there would be a Fair in one of the parks with a Merry-Go-Round and games, which my family attended. My mother was an ace at Hoopla, a game of skill, which required you to toss embroidery hoops at a prize from a distance of ten or fifteen feet. The prize, and the wooden block on which it sat, had to be encircled with the hoop in order to win. She had a deadly aim and a sure hand.  Unfortunately for her, most of the prizes were bottles of liquor, which she grudgingly handed over to my father if it was unsuitable for soaking the pudding.

My earliest memories are of sitting in Caxton Park with my sister Jean, in the shade of the lime tree, listening to stories that our Nanny read to us.  Over the years we had several Nannies, usually young girls from the countryside.  My mother had only two requirements of them: that they were honest and that they could read.  She would not hire an illiterate Nanny and would make prospective applicants read a paragraph or two from one of our storybooks, just to be sure. Nanny would help Cook with her chores and mend our clothes. Every afternoon she bathed and dressed us, combed our hair, and took us over to the park to sit under the lime tree and read stories.  Sometimes we would play games or collect the limes under the tree but mostly we would listen to stories.  Often we met other Nannies with other children and we all played together. Our Nannies were a part of our family.  They loved us and we loved them, like any other family member.  They were allowed to correct us if we misbehaved (but not with blows) and very bad behaviour always ended with the dire warning “Effen yu don’t stop tumping yu sister, I gwine tell yu Modda pon yu!” That ended the fistfight without another word spoken.  

One elderly Nanny, Martha, fondly known as “Nurse”, retired and lived across the street from our house in a rented room. She owned a piece of land in the country on which she was building a little house but until the everlasting construction was completed, she kept a protective eye on us. Every Saturday morning we would go to visit her.  We would curl up in bed on either side of her and she would read us her favourite passages from the Bible. Afterwards, she fed us breakfast and took us back home. I can still hear Nurse’s voice droning on about Elijah as I dozed contentedly in her big white bed, which smelled of Khus Khus grass and starched sheets.

 We had Nannies from the time we were babies until about eight years old, when we could read at least as well as the Nannies and bathe and dress ourselves.  I have nothing but good memories of Nannies. They were kind, nurturing women who only left us to get married - sometimes without a ring, but we weren’t told that.  Some went to England to “better themselves”.  We stayed in touch with many of them until we were adults and they would always come and help out if there was a family emergency, as extended families do. 

In addition to Nanny, our household staff consisted of a general helper who cooked and cleaned and sometimes went to Coronation Market to buy our produce, if it was rainy season and the regular vendors did not show up. We had a washerwoman (Washie) who came five days a week to do the family’s laundry. The schedule was always the same: Monday, wash white clothes, and spread on zinc sheets to bleach. Tuesday, wash and hang coloured clothes to dry. Wednesday, rinse white clothes with a square of Oxford blue, for the whitest of whites; starch and hang everything to dry again. Thursday and Friday sprinkle all with water, and iron.  Washing was done by hand, one piece at a time in a big tin tub, set on a wooden bench under the mango tree. When it rained the wash tub was moved to the back verandah.  The laundry was pinned on clotheslines strung around the back yard and my job was to follow Washie around, handing her the clothespins as she carefully hung out each piece. Ironing was accomplished by placing six heavy flatirons in a small iron stove around a heap of white-hot coals.  The irons kept their heat for twenty minutes or so and when one cooled, it was put back on the stove to reheat and another hot iron was selected.  On Friday evening the sweetly clean laundry was hung or folded and put away, and the irons were greased with coconut oil and placed high on a dark shelf to deter rusting. My mother owned a complicated electric iron with switches and lights, a gift from my grandmother in New York, but she never allowed anyone to use it and only rarely used it herself on the most delicate items. 

Our household help was completed by the gardener who came when needed to cut the trees and grass, spread manure on the flower beds, white wash the tree trunks and pick ackees, coconuts and mangoes from our fruit trees.

We walked through the parks to school every day and crossed Deanery Road, right into the school gate.  My mother could stand at our back gate and watch us all the way to school, and she watched for us every afternoon when school was over.  We usually walked with our friends Sheila, Cynthia and Barbara, the older girls  whispering together, the littler ones (Barbara and me) lagging behind. Miss Hen or one of the teachers would stand in front of the school and signal us to cross the road when it was safe.  Anyone who ran across the street before the signal was given received a quick sting from the green belt.  There were no pedestrian crossings, traffic lights or crossing guards in those days.

After Miss Hen, my high school was Convent of Mercy Academy (Alpha) run by the Sisters of Mercy.  I wore a navy blue gabardine tunic (hot as the shades of hell) over a middy blouse, and a white crocheted belt, made in the convent by the nuns and sold for three shillings. My mother turned up her nose at the nuns’ handiwork and the unnecessary expense, and crocheted our belts herself.  Brown shoes and socks completed the ensemble. Best of all - the last old straw hat having been kicked into oblivion - the uniform called for a snazzy navy blue felt beret, which we folded into jaunty shapes and pinned to our heads, much to the annoyance of the nuns.

High School was a joy, with new subjects to expand our education. No longer did we have to pore over just English and arithmetic, to the point of boredom. At last we were introduced to foreign languages - Latin, French and Spanish were all mandatory subjects.  English literature opened the floodgates of Shakespeare, the odes of Keats  and the Bronte sisters’ swooning ladies. We had biology and chemistry classes, and Friday afternoon was devoted to art. I was never a good math student, so the less said about math the better.  

Daily visits to the chapel for Mass, Benediction, Catechism and Novenas were compulsory.  The Alpha chapel was a beautiful little gray stone structure with worn, carved wooden benches and brilliant stained glass windows depicting the crucifixion and resurrection.  The sun cast prisms of colourful rainbows on our praying faces, and on the nuns silently mouthing their rosaries on the convent side of the chapel. Palm fronds stirred a gentle breeze through the doors and there were no distractions as we prayed fervently. Occasionally, a ripe mango would yield to its burgeoning weight and thud softly to the chapel roof, rolling over the slates and falling temptingly into the ferns.  A hundred suddenly alert eyes would mark the welcome diversion and its plump landing.   I spent some of the most tranquil, prayerful moments of my life in the chapel at Alpha. 

Our school moderator was Father Roy, a Jamaican Jesuit priest who said Mass daily, and heard our whispered confessions. He was a woman-hater if there ever was one, and perhaps the Bishop in his wisdom selected Father Roy to be the Moderator of an all-girls school as a learning experience for both sides. The priest was beefy, brown and bellicose. He had a deep, stentorian voice, which could be raised to an incredible, theatrical pitch.  He berated us daily in his cultured, accusatory accent - “Woman! The sinner in the Garden of Eden! The cause of all evil!”   Fortunately, we were only teen-age girls just starting to feel the first stirrings of womanhood, hardly identifying with his evil women.  We didn’t quite know what to make of all this sexist chastisement  (we didn’t even know the word “sexist” in those days) and so we decided that he must have had a bad love affair, which caused him to hate women and enter the priesthood. This conclusion was based purely on  speculation  inspired by  contraband True Confessions  magazines, but it was the most romantic excuse that we could invent.  We had a question box in the chapel into which we were supposed to put  “Deeply Personal Questions of Faith” which the priest would answer after Mass.  He was looking for philosophical questions like, “What is my purpose in life and why did God make me?”  He got, “At what age should I start kissing boys and how far should I go let them go?” Our ribald, irreverent queries would drive him crazy and he would turn purple and swell up to bullfrog-like proportions, appearing close to apoplexy as he tore our provoking notes to shreds, tossing them in the air with disdain. After a while the question box was moved to the nuns’ side of the Chapel. There was a joke about the priest, which we repeated with glee:  “Father Roy should be on the Stage!” response (referring to cowboy movies) “Yes – (sweetly)  - but when does it LEAVE?” 

My art teacher was Margaret Rhodes, a gentle English lady with a talent for painting beautiful flowers and landscapes. She taught me the values of colour and shadow, line and symmetry, and I dreamed of being a famous artist and painting murals like Rhoda Jackson.  Next to my English teacher, Mrs. B, Miss Rhodes was my favourite teacher and I expressed my adoration of her by staying behind after school to scrub the cupcake tins of dried paint, which we used for palettes.

I have several of Miss Rhodes’ fading floral prints in my home today, which I treasure dearly - a whispery reminder of my Alpha days, the soft-spoken Art Mistress and my unfulfilled dream of being an artist. 

The Headmistress of Alpha was Sister P, a ruddy Irishwoman who must have been a frustrated Stage Director in another life. Sister P was generally a gentle soul but she had a fiery Irish temper, which could go off at the drop of a beret. She wrote and choreographed numerous plays and pageants, which the students presented for their proud parents. She also directed the school’s annual entry into the High School Drama Festival. Under Sister P’s sometimes  violent direction, Alpha won the Drama Festival award repeatedly.  She had stubby, strong fingers and was fond of pinching cheeks as a sign of her displeasure. She called us “gels” (instead of girls) and some gels had constantly red cheeks which everyone knew wasn’t because they blushed easily, but because they had received a savage pinch from Sister P.

Since Alpha was an all-girls school, our budding interest in boys had to be satisfied with longing glimpses of St. George’s College boys whose school was around the corner on North Street.  St. George’s was also a Roman Catholic high school, run by Jesuit priests, with Father Mac literally holding the whip at the helm. Both schools let out at the same time and as three o’clock approached, an air of excitement took hold of the Alpha girls as they exited the big arched gates into South Camp Road.  The first boys rounded the corner from North Street, riding bicycles in lazy circles around the Alpha gate, ogling the giggling girls. Then a whole army of George’s boys passed by, some on foot, some riding slowly on bicycles, every head turned to the right to watch the emerging girls. No one dared speak, but smiles and furtive waves and winks were exchanged.  The nuns were rigid about “proper conduct in uniform” and talking to or worse yet, walking with St. George’s boys was definitely unacceptable.  The nuns patrolled up and down South Camp Road in their chauffeur-driven black Cadillac until every last Alpha girl was off the street, and woe betide anyone seen talking to a boy!

No memory of Alpha would be complete without thoughts of Sister B, the only Jamaican nun who taught me. Most of the Sisters in the Convent were either American or Irish and although they were dedicated, only Sister B was one of us.  And teach us did she ever! A tall, slim, graceful woman, Sister B wore her black habit like a Dior gown.  She had a willowy, effortless walk earning her the nickname “SS Glider”. She taught us in a beautiful voice with perfect diction, guiding us through volumes of Geography, English and English Literature.  She called the Himalayas the “HimALLyas” and we snickered at her strange pronunciation.  It wasn’t until many years later that I heard a mountain climber who had actually been there, refer to those cold mountains as “HimALLyas” and I wished that I could apologize to her.   Shakespeare, the Bronte’s and Chaucer all came alive when Sister B read them. Tibet and Egypt became magical places, as she breathed life into the temples and pyramids. Even prepositions, conjunctions and interjections were credible, with the Glider’s explanation.  Although she was not a cheek-pincher, she had a deadly sarcasm. ”Miss --------, I see you have no interest in King Lear.  You may go to the Office and see if you can find something to interest you there”.  This was terrible punishment.  You had to leave the class, with everyone craning their necks to see if you were crying, to sit in the Office on a hard chair.  Shortly, Sister P was sure to come along and enquire why you were there and not satisfied with the stammered reply, a violent cheek pinch would follow. We all wanted to grow up to be just like Sister B - cool, composed, dedicated, wittily sarcastic and totally in command. The click of her wooden rosary beads as she walked, added to her air of authority. She caused me many hours of soul-searching in the chapel before I made the decision that convent life was not for me, so great was her influence on my life.   A better role model teen-age girls never had.

We generally studied hard during the week, obeyed the rules in school and avoided distractions, but Saturday afternoon was a different story.  Then we would go to the matinee at the Carib Theatre and finally talk to real, live boys. The Carib Theatre was a wondrous place, the first air-conditioned motion picture theatre in the Caribbean.  I seem to recall hearing that it opened with the showing of “Gone With The Wind”, before I was born. It was many years later when I finally saw “Gone with the Wind” on TV, and wondered at how grand it must have been at the Carib, on the huge screen. The theatre was built in the heart of Cross Roads. It was an imposing, ultra-modern, glistening white structure with wavy lines going up the walls to a scalloped roof. The lobby was icy-cold from the air-conditioner, a welcome respite from the hot pavements. You could feel the cold air out on the sidewalk where the queues formed. There was an indescribable smell of frozen excitement, thrilling anticipation and stampeding teen-age hormones, which I have never smelled since. Lining up to get in was half the fun.  Friends met and chatted on the sidewalk, vendors sold “Peanut! Chocolate! Chiclets!” from wooden trays, and it was a great time for socializing, eyeing the boys and feeling the fledgling power of being a woman, albeit a young and guileless one.

Inside the Carib was like a trip into Ali Baba’s cave. Tickets were bought from pretty girls in demure uniforms behind glass booths – it was quite a status symbol to sell tickets at the Carib. Then you ascended two thickly carpeted stairs to the foyer, where hazelnut chocolates and cold sodas were sold by a uniformed usher. The vast foyer was dim and cold, with photographs of movie stars adorning the walls, surrounded by blinking bulbs. Sultry Lana Turner, red-haired Rita Hayworth, Dorothy Lamour with orchids in her hair; Humphrey Bogart looking uncomfortable, Bing Crosby with his ubiquitous pipe, debonair Robert Taylor, Mario Lanza with a dimple in his chin. We stared at them in awe, basking in their glamour. The best feature of the foyer was a small mosaic-tiled pond, in which five or six little brown turtles cavorted under a miniature waterfall gushing out of the wall. It was a unique feature for a movie theatre, which always drew an appreciative audience to watch the curious little amphibians. They basked on smooth round stones, with their heads tilted to one side, keeping a watchful eye on the onlookers as if to say “Don’t you DARE throw that piece of chewing gum at me!” In a subsequent renovation the turtle tank disappeared unexpectedly and was sadly missed, for it was a source of much enjoyment in the early Carib days. 

The Carib’s overhead lighting was soft, recessed in niches. There was a hush about the huge theatre, probably purposely engineered by the acoustic designers, that no matter how loudly you spoke, words were indistinguishable and melted into a resonant, murmured chorus like monks chanting in an abbey.  You could buy tickets for the balcony or the mezzanine – both floors had uniformed Usherettes, with flashlights to escort you to your seat - another prestigious job. The whole giant auditorium was semi-dark and throbbing with an exciting life of its own. 

 Inside the theatre the screen was set in a huge, circular bubble rising two floors to the ceiling, with a narrow stage in front.  On either side of the screen were streams of three-dimensional green, blue, and yellow bubbles and paintings of aquatic life – seahorses and jellyfish rising dreamily to the top.  The only lighting was from the ceiling, a soft glimmer concealed behind molded waves, dappling the audience with green and blue lights.  The marine theme of the theater made the patrons seem like mischievous underwater sprites floating and billowing to and fro, as seats were claimed.   Soft instrumental music played from a concealed state-of-the-art sound system, and when it was time for the movie to begin, the gossamer curtains swept back with a flourish to the strains of the “Carib Waltz”, written specially for the theatre. Then, God Save the King was played, everyone stood dutifully throughout the long hymn and the cartoons began. These were followed by the Gaumont British News reel – usually several weeks behind the current news. We saw clips of battles being fought somewhere, floods and famines in distant lands and shots of cricket test matches in Australia and Pakistan. Inevitably there were pictures of the Royal Family, all of them trooped on the balcony at Buckingham Palace, waving to their adoring subjects.  Finally, the main movie started.

Going to the Carib Theatre was a truly grand experience.  I have been to many theatres in my life, but I have loved none the way I loved the Carib.

The end of the movie was the last chance to talk to a boy if you hadn’t gotten lucky before. Under a starlit sky with police frogs calling in vain, the long walk home (you only took the bus if you were in a hurry) became longer if you were with your girlfriends, shorter if your sweaty palm was entwined with your beau’s. Past the Duppy Gate cotton tree where long-ago lynchings had allegedly taken place .….past Clan Carthy with its lone verandah light, the peacocks gone to bed…….past the neighbors sitting out on their verandahs fanning with sisal fans, waiting to see if you were walking with a boy. My mother always knew, even before I got home, if I had been escorted by a beau, thanks to the nosy neighbors at the end of the street. They would telephone the news as soon as I passed their house.   We were so innocent and naive and free of deceit. It was a wondrous time of growing up and feeling the first exciting tingle of teen-age love

 The world was a better place when houses had front verandahs.  If it takes a village to raise a child, then children in Kingston were raised by the village   from verandahs. People were more civilized, civic-minded and caring when we had grille-free verandahs on which to sit.  Parents guarded their children, neighbors watched their own and each other’s families from the front verandah. Love budded and bloomed on side verandahs, discreetly out of view from the street.  Politicians were made or broken on the open, breeze-swept porches.  That was where visitors sat and proclaimed their friendship for everyone to see. You couldn’t go out on the front verandah without being “tidy” and properly dressed. If nowhere else in the house was clean, the front verandah was always swept and freshly polished to a shining finish with the aid of a coconut brush, to greet visitors. The helper pounded out the shine on hands and knees, to a grunted, staccato refrain: “Johnny Cooper ONE, Johnny Cooper TWO, Johnny Cooper jump inna hot calaLOO!” The verandah had no choice but to glisten under Johnny’s punishment.

There was a community responsibility that came with the privilege of verandah ownership and everyone took it seriously. We were a kinder, gentler people when we had front verandahs on which to relax and dream, instead of being locked behind impenetrable doors, looking at four walls, minding our own business. Criminals made verandahs unsafe all over the world, Jamaica included, with drive-by shootings and holdups. Architects decided that the glorious lounges were unnecessary, took up too much space and did away with them, substituting impersonal walkways and heavy front doors. No more shallow curving steps flanked by welcoming potted ferns, rocking chairs and plump, cushiony swings.  Instead, people who owned front verandahs enclosed them with cold iron grilles for protection, sitting behind them like so many caged animals. Who can forget the ambience of swinging gently on a glider, on an open Jamaican front verandah at the end of the day… waving to neighbours, and smelling the garden damp from its evening watering.  Or, of catching the cool breeze that blew down from the mountains, spiced with cedar and wood-smoke. Or watching the Evening Star appear before the sun had quite set, hearing mothers calling children in for supper and seeing the lights go on, curved like a smoker’s pipe, high up on the mountain village at Newcastle. We need to reclaim front verandahs for our own again and recapture one of the smaller pleasures that made life so enjoyable.

I graduated from Alpha Academy at the age of sixteen having successfully completed the Senior Cambridge Examination, the key to getting a good job in Jamaica in 1957.  Two weeks before I sat for the examination, which was a grueling five-day test of fortitude and knowledge, I awoke one morning with a persistently nagging tenderness in the right lower quadrant of my abdomen.  I ignored the mild pain – which would have been welcomed at any other time as a good excuse to stay home from school – because I was busily cramming for the dreaded “Senior”.  My method of studying throughout my school days was to pay only perfunctory attention to the classes that did not inspire me and to give all my energy to the ones that did – English, Geography, Art and Literature, which seemed to come naturally to me.  The subjects that required heavy-duty studying, Chemistry, Biology and Spanish (and of course the unfathomable Math) were left until the night before the exams.  Then I stayed up all night, memorized the textbooks from cover to cover as best I could, and retired to bed at 4A.M with a sprig of tamarind leaves under my tongue. Tamarind-leaves-under-the-tongue were supposed to aid memory and miraculously make you pass difficult exams. Don’t ask where this fable came from for I have no idea, but this was a myth that was spread by other procrastinators like myself and it was practiced hopefully, with varying degrees of success. While you slept the tamarind leaves were supposed to lock all the newly crammed knowledge into your brain, at least for a few hours. Next morning I would march into the exam with fresh tamarind leaves resting acidly under my tongue and dutifully regurgitate the hastily-acquired knowledge, fighting to stay awake through the whole jumble of confusing questions.   I guess the tamarind leaves worked, for when they were spat out after the exam, I promptly forgot everything that I had read the night before.  

The grumbling pain in my side did not fit in with my last-minute study-plan so I paid no attention to it for two days, hoping that it would go away. Unfortunately, it didn’t and on the third day I awoke and immediately doubled over in pain. My sage mother recognized that this was not a pain that could be cured with a laxative and immediately took me to see our family doctor, Dr. Tom. This brilliant surgeon was a man before his time. He pioneered “key-hole” surgery and performed the most complicated surgeries through tiny incisions, relying only on his fingertips to lead him to the problem. He built his entire career on one procedure, removal of the appendix, which he prescribed for practically every illness that appeared before him, including backaches and chronic fatigue. My father claimed to have once lent Dr. Tom a book and when it was returned, the Appendix was gone! So practiced was the good doctor in his skill, that he could remove an appendix under local anesthesia, through a one-inch incision, in fifteen minutes. I don’t believe that this feat exists in medical practice anywhere in the world today, despite the availability of advanced technology. 

Predictably, Dr. Tom diagnosed my bellyache as appendicitis and immediately ordered me into St. Joseph’s Hospital for emergency surgery.  He assured my mother and me that it would in no way hamper my upcoming efforts with the rapidly approaching Senior Cambridge exam. Darn! Any hopes that I may have been secretly nurturing of missing the exam were dashed.  I was taken to St. Joseph’s the next morning and immediately taken to the operating room.  I was awake throughout the operation, watching it on a large mirror, which I requested to be placed over the table. In those days I was toying with the idea of going to Nursing school when I graduated, an idea that never materialized, and I hoped that my own surgery might be a useful experience. After two quick injections of local anesthetic, Dr. Tom nicked my stomach with his signature incision, placed one gloved finger in the hole and rooted around, like a hungry bird seeking a worm. I felt nothing other than a gentle tugging, but I heard Dr. Tom irreverently say to the nun who assisted him, “Whey de dam’ ting is, doe eee?” and then to me, “Gal, why yu belly so fat?” I blushed in embarrassment.  Finally, the errant appendix was captured from my innermost bowel, pulled through the incision from which it emerged looking curiously pink, glistening and totally healthy to me, and was efficiently snipped off.  The stump was sutured with a quick stitch and reburied, three tiny stitches closed the one-inch wound and a band-aid was applied. Dr. Tom slapped me on the leg cheerfully and declared “All done! Get up and walk now!”  I was allowed to recover on the operating table for five minutes, before walking back to my room, leaning on the arm of the timid nun-assistant. The whole procedure took twenty minutes from start to finish, and I went home later that afternoon bearing my pretty little pink appendix in a jam bottle filled with alcohol, as a souvenir. I went back to school the next day and two days later attended a riotous football game at Sabina Park, loudly cheering the St. George’s team to victory. The band-aid was changed daily and my incision healed to an almost imperceptible scratch within a week. I have had pedicures since that caused me more pain than my appendectomy.  Dr. Tom’s masterful surgical techniques were unique and had he lived today, he would have been hailed as brilliant surgeon, called upon to write and lecture in his field, and been the darling of the health insurance industry. He must be smiling now, wherever he is, when his patients show their tiny appendectomy scars to disbelieving doctors who cannot imagine how such a precise procedure could be done so minutely, without the assistance of powerful laparascopes. Dr. Tom certainly had gifted fingers.

Since there was no recuperation required from my medical non-event, I worriedly sat for the Senior Cambridge exam two weeks later.  The tamarind tree shook in fear every time it saw me coming for yet another mouthful of memory-sustaining leaves, for the duration of the exams. It took three months for the tests to travel to England and be graded before results were returned.  In March, I learned that I had passed and was able to prepare happily  to graduate.  All praise and glory to the tamarind leaves! I

Leaving school at such a tender age was against the advice of my teachers who wanted me to apply for scholarships at Catholic colleges in America.  However, I was anxious to begin life as an adult and truthfully, my parents could not have afforded the expenses and visits entailed in sending me away for an overseas education.  Besides, in those days, the idea of a young girl going off to a foreign country to fend for herself was a thought that filled a parent’s heart with dread. The all-important family unit had to be preserved and daughters were supposed to work at non-essential jobs and then become wives and raise families.  After all, in an age when divorce was a rarity, a woman seldom had to make her own living. She was protected and supported her whole life through.

And so, I walked boldly out on to the stage of McCauley Hall to accept my High School diploma, in a flowing white evening gown with a bouquet of red carnations and a blue satin sash, ready to seize my diploma and my life with both hands.  With the supreme confidence that only youth enjoys, I knew that a good life was mine for the taking.

CHAPTER THREE









BABIES,  BETROTHALS AND OTHER BLOOD SPORTS.

My mother loved babies. No pregnant woman, friend or stranger was safe from her admiring glance and gentle tummy-tapping.  She would take one look at a telltale bulge and decide from the shape, whether it was going to be a girl or a boy.  Due to all the instructions that I received in belly shape I can now predict the sex of unborn babies, with a great degree of accuracy.  It really is quite simple.  Boy bellies are all in front and have a distinct point.  Girl bellies start from the side and are broad and round.  Try it.  You’d be surprised at the accuracy of this folksy prediction of a baby’s sex. 

The poor, unsuspecting mother-to-be would be accosted by my mother with “You buying pink clothes? It’s a girl, you know!” The expectant mother would blush and timidly ask, “How you know”?” “How I know”? My mother retorted indignantly, “Don’t worry ‘bout that mi chile, just put you pot on the fire….is girl you having!  Mind you don’t scratch yuself!”. This last piece of advice was in deference to the old wives’ tale that if a pregnant woman craved a certain food and scratched some part of her anatomy, the baby would be born with a birthmark resembling the food on that very spot! As irrefutable proof, we had a cousin with a coarse brown birthmark on her cheek, out of which a few straggly hairs sprouted.  Her mother forever took responsibility for the mark, guiltily attributing it to her insatiable desire for pigs’ tails and stewed peas, which she had craved while pregnant. She didn’t remember scratching herself but she must have, otherwise, how could her daughter have gotten a pigs’ tail birthmark?

Regardless of the birth-marking odyssey, my mother was seldom wrong when she predicted the sex of an unborn infant.

There was an East Indian woman who came every week to sell us fresh vegetables from the large basket, which she bore on her head.  She was perpetually pregnant (or so it seemed to me) and she was accompanied by many children under the age of ten, who helped with lifting the basket on and off her cotta.  Her nose was pierced with a flower-shaped silver pin and she wore dozens of silver bangles up to her elbows on both arms.  She called my mother “Madda” and once a week faithfully she turned up with vegetables and children.  She sold alligator pears, garden eggs, (eggplant) june plums and star apples in season and had big, wet bunches of dark green, healthy calaloo. She always had a nursing baby in one arm and a toddler grasped firmly in the other.  Some of the older children carried bunches of calaloo that would not fit in the basket.

My mother loved these weekly visits.  The woman was invited to rest on the bench on the back verandah.  Her basket was lifted down with the help of the children.  The cotta was removed. She was offered food and drink – bulla or hard-dough bread spread with margarine and ‘lemonade’ which consisted of brown sugar and water, perhaps flavored with a Seville orange, if our backyard tree was bearing.  Often a bag of outgrown clothes and shoes was presented to her.  The children would try on the clothes, choose what they liked and put the rest back in the bag.  The woman would go through what they had discarded, choose what she wanted of my mother’s dresses, sheets, towels and pillowcases and leave the rest in the bag for the next recipients.  This needy Indian family always got the first choice but the leftovers were saved for the coal man, the water coconut man and on down the line. Nothing was ever thrown away, not even when the last item had been picked over and rejected, for this was sent to St. Vincent de Paul for other poor families.  We often saw the Indian woman’s children wearing our last year’s school clothes with the addition of fresh belts and buttons, and we were happy to see our castoffs have a second go-round.  After the clothes presentation, the children would romp in the back yard with us, except for the eldest who sat and held the baby and made sure that the toddler didn’t get into trouble. 

Having got past the “Many tanks, Madda”, the serious business of haggling began.

Round One:

“How much you want for you expensive pear today?” my mother would open.

“Dem not expensive, Madda” the woman would counter.

“No? Well las’ week mi husband ask me if I mad, to buy pear for sixpence a piece”.  

This of course, was totally untrue. My mother controlled the household finances and my father had no idea what anything cost.  He brought his paycheck home unopened every Friday evening and after giving him five shillings for next week’s lunch money and bus fares, my mother allocated the rest of the paycheck scrupulously, with the aid of a black ledger.

“Well, you see my dying trial, why you tell ‘im how much you spen den?” the woman asked indignantly.

My mother, nonplussed, “How yu mean? No mus’ tell im? No im working fa de money?”

Sagely the Indian woman advised, “You no fi tell man ‘bout dem tings Madda”. With an impatient kiss of her teeth she added,  “Man doan ‘ave no business wid dat.   Dem jus fi work de money, bring come gi’ yu”. 

My mother smiled, knowingly.

Round Two:

“If I buy six pear, I can get dem for truppence a piece?” My mother inquired innocently.

“G’wan den nuh” the woman responded, “Me wi’ mek it up pon de odder tings dem, but you haffi spen nuff money tidday”. This unexpected retreat caught my mother off guard. She digested the situation thoughtfully and decided to go for the knockout.

“How much for the star apple? What!! Sixpence a piece? You mussy mad! After de doctor doan order it! Is for the children you know!” This was hitting below the belt; any reference to “the children” brought a hesitation, so my mother never failed to seize this advantage and play it to the hilt.

“Gwan den.  Tek off a penny nuh”.

Two victories in a row - my mother was taken aback. 

“What wrong wid you today? Yu not feeling well? Yu look tired”.

“I well tired Madda”  the woman replied dejectedly, “I spignant again”.

“Poor ting!” my mother replied, feelingly. “Never mind mi luv, it hot but hush”.

Round Three

“How yu sellin de calaloo? Lawd, why it so quail up?” said my mother, with just the right amount of disparagement possibly to lower the price, but not enough to seem heartless. She was no doubt feeling guilty on hearing of the new pregnancy.

“It doan quail up, Madda.  Is just sun dey pon it.  Prinkle it wid likkle water and it wi fresh-up, quick-quick”.

Calaloo always involved a terrible decision for my mother.  Indians always sold the best calaloo. Thick perfect green leaves, free of insect bites and insecticide, with juicy opaque stems.  It was widely believed that Indians splashed the contents of their night glasses on the calaloo, fertilizing the shrubs to perfection and the bugs to extinction.  My mother was ever vigilant against germs and she mortally feared contaminating her family with chimmy contents. Nevertheless, the Indian calaloo was too good to resist.  The conflict was resolved and a compromise reached by soaking each bunch in Milton, a salty disinfectant from England, which allegedly killed the night glass germs without destroying the healthy spinach. Milton was also used as gargles for sore throats and swabbed on scratched knees, where it burned unmercifully.  The brown, octagonal bottle was found in every Jamaican medicine chest next to the Dettol bottle, which was THE number one household disinfectant, but too strong smelling for soaking calaloo.

“Well, since you do so well today and there is no money left, I will take three bunches of calaloo for sixpence” my mother concluded magnanimously.

“What? Lawd, Madda! How you so hard eeee? Tuppence a bunch? You know se me haffi get up before cock put on ‘im drawers a mawnin-time fi cut de calaloo an bunch it before mi mek tea fa de pickney dem?  See how you mek de baby cry? Im sorry fi me”. Another low blow reference to children. The haggling stopped for a minute while my mother mulled this over, cooing at the baby who was crying fat tears.

“Awright den” she concluded, with a sigh.   “Truppence a bunch for de calaloo, not a fah’dn more.  How much everyting come to?”

Quick calculations followed. 

“Five shillings and hatepence”.

“What! How you tink I could tell mi husband that I spen so much money on calaloo?”

“Doan tell im den!”  the Indian woman retorted, with a conspiratorial wink.

“OK, but is PLENTY brawta I have to get today” my mother countered, hopefully.

“No worry Madda, yu know mi will look after yu”. 

Three small scotch bonnet peppers and an overripe starapple were added to 

the purchases, the important brawta.  My mother grunted, critically eyeing the

 extras. 

. Another pause and the brawta was accepted, without further battle.

Haggling over, a plump breast was heaved out of the top of the woman’s dress, which the baby attacked greedily.  My mother went inside to put away the vegetables – wrapping green pears in newspaper with a lime to ripen, setting ripe pears in a bowl for quick consumption in sandwiches. The drowning calaloo paddled bravely in a bath of diluted Milton.  On her return, my mother burped the baby and was rewarded with a milky smile.  

“Lawd, she sweet eee? She have any teeth yet?” my mother enquired.

“I believe dem soon pop ‘tru Madda, she been having likkle fever an dribblin”.  Out came a thin glass tumbler, which was tapped gently on the baby’s bottom gums.  A resounding “ping!” resulted and my mother was ecstatic.

 “Hear it dey! I know I would find it! Now I have to pay her!” 

A whole silver shilling was put in the baby’s fist as the other children crowded around. The infant gurgled happily, trying to put the shilling in her mouth.  The children seized the glass and banged their fully-grown teeth on it to see if the money giving would be repeated. It wasn’t. The wet shilling was rescued from the baby, the toddler captured, the cotta balanced and the lightened basket hefted into place, rocked gently to ensure that it was firmly anchored. The children rolled their second-hand clothing gifts into bundles and tucked them under their armpits.

 “Buy yu ripe pear! Lovely, fresh calaloo! Sweet, sweet star apple! Tenk you fe de baby teet-money Madda”.

 The rag-tag procession wound out the gate and down the street.  The friendly battle was over for another week.

I have never been able to haggle. I truly loathe it.  I have shopped in the folk markets of Mexico, the souks of Jerusalem and the straw markets of the Caribbean.  Every time that I am tempted to barter, knowing full well that I am being quoted the “tourist” price, I see a vision of a poor, pregnant Indian woman with a silver flower in her nose, a baby on her hip and a host of doe-eyed children crowding round her.  I hurriedly pay the inflated price being asked as though this will ransom the long-ago wrongs and salvage my conscience.  My mother would not be proud of me.

Next to adoring babies, my mother’s favourite pastime was watching weddings. I don’t know how she found out when a wedding was about to take place. Perhaps she read the bans in our church. Perhaps it was some kind of female ESP.  Whatever it was, there was no reasonable explanation for how she found out about weddings at Half-Way-Tree Parish Church, St. Margaret’s Church, Holy Cross, Holy Trinity Cathedral. Even all the way out to Windward Road to Holy Rosary Church. The Jewish Synagogue and the Chinese Freemason Hall on North Street did not escape my mother’s vigilance in her headlong pursuit of brides.  We frequently attended weddings as uninvited guests, along with a hard-core group of the same twenty or so Wedding Watchers who always turned up.  

On Saturday afternoon, my sister and me were tidied up and off the three of us would go on the bus, sometimes we had to take two buses, to watch yet another nuptial. Chinese weddings were conveniently held on Sunday when the grocery shops were closed and all the guests were able to attend, rested and in generous humour.

Sometimes my mother knew the families, sometimes she didn’t.  Very often she knew guests, who would stop and chat with us as we stood outside the church waiting for the bridal party to arrive.  My mother was the Captain of the Wedding Watchers, calling instructions to the bridesmaids like a drill sergeant:

“Pick up her train! It getting dirty!”

“See a big black cloud coming? Lawd, pray it doan rain! Hang out a rosary

quick!”  A rosary was quickly placed on a nearby bush to ward off the 

advancing shower.

“Fix her veil! It too far back!”

“Mind she trip on the step!”

“Lawks, the frock crush up bad!”

“Hold up yu flowers, doan mek dem  dangle!”

“She look pale – pinch up her cheek! Mind she don’t faint! Anybody have any smelling salts?”
“No mind dahlin, married have teet and teet have tootache, but yu will live 

tru dis!”  

This last advice was given to the overcome bride, as she passed dizzily

through the gauntlet of  Wedding Watchers.

We waited outside until the ceremony was over. Sometimes we crept into a back pew of the church but only if the church wasn’t very full.  While the couple posed for register-signing pictures, the Wedding Watchers caught up on important labrish about the families, the guests, even the bride and groom (“Yu lie!”  “Say what?” “What a prekkey!” “She brazen doe eeeee?). Most likely this was when they swapped information about other upcoming nuptials, not to be missed.

 With bells pealing joyously, the happy couple emerged from the church. My mother was first in line to pelt the couple with rice and confetti, generously provided by the ushers. After all, if all the guests were inside behind the bride, who would throw rice at them, if not the Wedding Watchers? The bridal party posed for more pictures beside a handy statue or palm tree, then climbed into their cars and was whisked away to the reception.  If it was a Chinese wedding, then the fearless couple ran down an aisle of exploding firecrackers dodging flying sparks, no doubt an omen of what married life had to offer.

 “Well done!” my mother would exclaim as we all made our way to the bus stop.  The Wedding Watchers dispersed with cheek kisses and promises to meet next Saturday, gazing at the procession of bridal cars critically to make sure that no gowns were stuck in the doors.  If an errant skirt was trapped, they would clap and signal frantically and shout “Stop! Stop! Yu frock hitch up!”

I distinctly remember one Saturday afternoon when I was perhaps six years old.  After witnessing a very emotional wedding at which my mother wept openly, the thought occurred to me that God was indeed all-seeing and all-knowing to keep track of all the weddings in the world, so that only after couples had taken their vows would He bestow babies upon them.  Did you send invitations to Heaven, I wondered, or did He just know you were married and it was time to have babies, because He was God and knew everything? I mentioned this revelation to my mother. She looked at me in puzzlement for a moment and then with a tender, funny little smile, she nodded in agreement. “Yes”, she said, “God knows everything!”. 

Some women like to shop or play Bridge for entertainment.  We liked to watch weddings. We even got up at 4AM to listen to the BBC broadcast of Princess Elizabeth’s marriage to Prince Phillip, our ears glued to the barely audible waves of static and muffled words  flowing through the old RCA from drizzly London. My mother wept when they took their faint, quivering vows.

 Beauty contests were a different matter altogether. As a form of entertainment, their only similarity to Wedding Watching was that they were free of charge and frequent.  There was no loving protection for the contestants, such as was given to the blushing brides.  No indulgence whatsoever was allowed the hapless beauties. They had chosen to make a publicly egotistical statement that they believed themselves to be beautiful and had allowed themselves to be coerced into entering the contest. Therefore, they had to suffer the consequences of criticism, comparison and in some cases, downright derision.  This attitude happily abated many years later, when a Jamaican Miss World focused attention on the island and its awesome women, bringing much-needed tourist dollars. Beauty Contests became kinder after that.

  As soon as the annual “Miss Jamaica” beauty pageant was announced, and the Gleaner published the list of dauntless women who had consented to run this fearsome gauntlet, the battle began.  First came a whole page in the Gleaner, featuring pictures of the women with important information on their vital statistics (the closest ones to “36-24-36” were early favourites) and hobbies --always Swimming, Cooking and Going to the Movies. Then came the first showing, poolside at the Myrtle Bank Hotel on Harbour Street, where the contestants paraded in modest one-piece bathing suits before a critical gathering. What woman in her right mind could ever have consented to compete in this blatantly sexist meat market?  They all did, happily.

The audience gathered early for good seats.  There was much good-natured jostling as chairs were claimed with handbags, umbrellas and sometimes, single shoes holding seats for late comers.  

“What yu mean, yu wan fi siddown? Don’t you see a saving de seat? mi fren’ soon come!”

“What a facety bwoy doe eeee? Wey ‘im tink ‘im going, bout me fi tek up mi hanbrella? Who im tink im is, de Governor?  Not a man nah get dis ya seat!”

The contestants paraded around the pool, teetering on high heels, sucking in their stomachs and swaying their behinds temptingly. Howling, boos, scattered clapping (from supporters) and wolf whistles greeted their appearance.

“Hmmmm-mmm!  Why she never shave her foot?”

“She doan have no bosom!”

“No badda stick it out Missis, it doan diddeh!”

“Lawd-a-mercy! Dat de foot dry fe true! Mek sure yu doan step inna ants’ nes’ yu hear mi  luv? Yu mighta bruk yu foot!” 

“Dat one hairdo nice, but her face spwile!”

“What a knock knee!”
“Dat one face pretty but her head fayva chew-saltfish!”

“Smile nuh Missis, is not yu finneral!”  “Watch ya now, a bet yu she doan have no teet!”

“Hmm  mmmm, how she walk so boasie an her nose so big?”

“Eh-eh! Dat one look like her jaw teet in front!”

“Fassie foot!”

The female spectators were far more vicious than the men, who were only there to have a good time and drink rum-and-gingers from the Bar.  When a contestant received a resounding round of applause with only scattered boos, her wavering smile brightened and she knew she was halfway home to winning.

Many outings were held for the contestants so that the public could have every opportunity to firm up their choices.   A day of horse-racing at Knutsford Park – with the contestants in large flowered hats and gloves. A visit to the children’s home where toys were handed out to orphans.  An evening at the Ward Theater,  to see a Play. Contestants visited King’s House, posing with the Governor.  They were pictured being hugged by Busta - and every other politician who needed a hug.  It went on forever. Every day the Gleaner featured pictures of the latest contestant spotting, usually focusing on the three top contenders. The pageant ended with the Coronation Ball at the Myrtle Bank Hotel, when a triumphant winner was sashed and crowned, radiantly promising to make Jamaica proud of her.  There was no talent show and no interview to measure intelligence.   They were just supposed to be pretty women with good figures and that they were, most of them at least.  I don’t remember hearing of grand prizes such as automobiles and modeling contracts.  I seem to recall gift baskets from Colgate Palmolive and shopping certificates from the big Department Stores and a few pairs of shoes from Bata.  Now and then you would see an ad in the paper featuring a former, perfectly made-up Miss Jamaica melting Anchor butter in a frying pan and everyone tried to recall who she was. So much, for so little.  The losers fought back their tears, smiled bravely and entered again next year, until they got too old at 23 or 24, persistent souls that they were. They should all have received badges of courage.

In those days the girls were all mostly fair-skinned and from Kingston.  It wasn’t until later in the fifties that country parishes were invited to select a Miss Clarendon or a Miss Portland to participate, implicitly suggesting that  pretty girls came only from Kingston. We followed one pageant particularly. At least my mother did, because one of the contestants Leonie, was the daughter of a family friend, a former beau of my mother. Leonie was a beautiful seventeen-year-old who wore a frothy white tulle gown to the crowning and was a hands-down favorite with the crowd. My mother was delirious when she won, staying up late to hear the results on ZQI.  You would have thought it was her own daughter, so anxious was my mother for the dreamy-eyed brunette to win. There was no television, so we had to be satisfied with the center spread of pictures in the Gleaner next day.  Somewhere, I am sure, perhaps only in the archives of the Gleaner there is a chronicle of the names of the Miss Jamaica’s, which is a true indication of the ethnic diversity of the island. The courageous beauties parade down the runways of my memory - Samuels, Andrade, Verity, Chong, Kalphat, Maragh,  - to their fifteen minutes of fame.

It is difficult for people who were not raised in Jamaica to understand the Jamaican mentality when it comes to ethnicity.  It is sometimes difficult for Jamaicans themselves to understand it.  I grew up with children who were the products of mixed unions of every nationality - Indian/Chinese, Arab/Jew, African/English, African/African, European/African, Chinese/African. Repeat this multiplication again and again, with as many variations as you can.  The only people excluded from the Jamaican melting pot were the original inhabitants of Jamaica, the Arawak Indians. These gentle people were all wiped out by the Spaniards, who first enslaved their souls and then infected their bodies with New World diseases.   Genocide was the reward that the Arawaks reaped for their passivity.  

 After the Spaniards, waves of colonists arrived on the island and apparently fell in love not only with the country, but also with its inhabitants.  This was not true of the African slaves who arrived in shackles, and had no choice of destination. They were more concerned with immediate survival. I will not dwell here on the horrors of slavery, for that disgraceful subject has been repeatedly, painfully analyzed with far greater depth and sensitivity than I could ever write. The children of the slaves were frequently the products of shameful rape or forced liaisons between slave owners and their captives and so eventually the slaves also added their reluctant genes to the widening pool.

When slavery was finally abolished, indentured labourers were imported from India and China to supplement the sagging work force. Their diverse races   blended more colours into the rapidly growing spectrum. European artisans and tradesmen found work and adventure on the mountainous little paradise. Jews embraced escape from pogroms and persecution, setting up synagogues and schools. Merchants from Syria and Lebanon found new markets for their enterprise, going from house to house with backpacks filled with pots and pans. The English fleet visited frequently, dawdling in the pristine bays, replenishing their food, water and libidos. The sturdy Irish, fleeing famine, brought religion and broad accents, traces of which can still be heard in the Jamaican dialect. 

 All this cohabiting and intermingling wove a remarkable tapestry of beautiful people of all colors, ranging from blue eyed blondes to blue-black skins and every shade of skin colour in between. After the Spaniards departed, Jamaica was claimed by England and became a part of the vast British Empire, which spanned the globe commandingly. The natives who were born on the island took their multinational heritage and diverse appearances for granted, acknowledging the island’s paternity by declaring themselves Jamaicans but remaining British citizens until the island’s independence in 1962. 

This is not to say that Jamaicans are colour blind and cohabit   indiscriminately. The Jamaican vocabulary is filled with racial descriptions.  Generally, there is no insult intended in describing a light skinned person as a Red Ibo or a person of East Indian extract as a Coolie. An Asian of any kind is a Chiny in Jamaica and anyone from a Muslim or Middle-Eastern country is a Syrian. The descriptions are not meant to be geographically correct, but rather to define perspective, such as a  “Red Ibo pickney” or a “Chiny Shop” as distinct from a dark-skinned child and a higgler shop. Then again, sometimes the colourful description IS used in a derogatory manner, usually preceded by a disparaging adjective, such as “dat facety red ibo man!”

In my childhood we were raised with little or no prejudice for one colour or another. Indeed, my own family’s ancestors sounded like the index of an atlas, so mixed was our lineage: Germans, Irish, Africans, Jews, Spaniards, French, English, with a solid mulatto thrown in here and there for good measure. However class prejudice was rampant and we were constantly aware of it.  Every Jamaican was acutely aware of the fragile social towers that were built, often without reason, on the issue of class.   “Class” had multiple definitions and myriad connotations. It had to do primarily with education.  But it also had to do with pedigree - that is, knowing who your family was and where they ranked on the scale of Jamaican society. To a slightly lesser extent class had to do with skin colour, features and hair quality. “Good hair” and “Bad hair” are two comical descriptions, which Jamaicans use to distinguish straight hair from tightly curled hair, class notwithstanding.  Class had a great deal to do with financial status and recognition, which did not always go hand in hand. The part of the island that you were from played a role in this complicated structure. “Come from Mocho” (a small country town) was a derogatory term frequently applied, to indicate that an unfortunate person was ignorant, ill-mannered and had no class whatsoever. How the inhabitants of this obscure little town gained this terrible reputation is a mystery, but if anyone told you that you must have “come from Mocho”, you were thoroughly insulted. Similarly, if you were called a “Bungo”, you immediately prepared to do battle, for this was a vile epithet which meant that you were an outcast.

Having class had a great deal to do with how you comported yourself, how you dressed, how you spoke, how good your manners were, how respectable you appeared and how financially solvent you were.  Then again, it was possible to have all of the above, and still not have the elusive Class. My mother, for instance, thought that people who walked barefooted, regardless of their origin, had no class at all.  To her dying day she thought that having class meant wearing shoes at all times in public, as well as in the privacy of the home.  In her declining years, she would pointedly close her bedroom door rather than look at me, a grown woman, casually walking around my own house barefooted. Sometimes she would pretend that her objection was health-driven - I might “catch a cold” from my bare feet on the cold tiles.  She forgot that I knew her inbred loathing of naked feet and saw through her transparent health concerns. As a child, we were made to wear shoes and socks everywhere, even to the beach. When she was in her nineties, one morning I caught her bare-footed in the kitchen brewing her morning Nescafe. Her ever-ready slippers lay forgotten beside her bed. Sadly I knew that her end was near. 

Class therefore, or the lack thereof, had little to do with anything tangible and was mainly based on cultural intuition. Several aspiring politicians discovered this too late, much to their chagrin, when they committed what was perceived as a fatal, declasse social faux pas and were soundly defeated at the polls, despite all their pretensions of having class.

In the middle class Jamaica of my childhood, colour and class sometimes walked arm in arm, sometimes not.  If you had fair skin but no class, you were shunned.  If you had dark skin but good class, you were accepted. If you had fair skin and class, welcome! If you had dark skin and no class, goodbye!

My best friend all through high school, had very dark skin and straightened her hair with a hot comb.  We shared common interests and ideals and a mutual love of reading. We were as close as teenage girl friends could possibly be, swapping books and boyfriends as needed. Her parents were in a similar financial bracket to mine and the families had much in common, although they were not close friends. Her skin colour and hair texture were not an issue because she exuded Class and was refined, well mannered and articulate.

On the other hand, my parents were less than thrilled when I befriended a beautiful, red-haired Colombian girl who came to Jamaica to learn English. I brought her home for a visit after school one day. We ate mangoes on the back verandah and she threw the mango skins on the back step and left them there, gathering buzzing fruit flies.  My grand aunt immediately reported this heinous act to my mother. Even though I retrieved the offending skins and put them in the garbage, the visit ended in frosty silence and I was told never to bring her home again because she obviously had no Class or broughtupsy (good upbringing) and was unfit to be my friend.

It was fine for us to be friends with the Chinese grocer’s children who went to school with us.  It was not fine for us to be friends with the poor English next-door neighbours, who were short-term renters.  Their five rowdy sons were unschooled and ran around the neighbourhood barefooted, getting into all kinds of mischief stoning mango trees and bullfrogs with abandon. In that family’s opinion, they were merely living out their tropical idyll and “going native” on a lengthy, unfettered vacation. To the long-suffering neighbours, they were trash, scorned by the whole community and nicknamed “The Barbarians”. The family was totally oblivious to the consternation they caused, for it would not have been “classy” to have honestly discussed their shortcomings with them. Indeed, anyone seen speaking to these low-life individuals was immediately classified as being of similar ilk and viewed as a traitor. “Show me your company, I’ll tell you who you are” was repeated daily by admonishing parents, so we certainly could not keep company with the outcasts.  The English family spent six months living in a community where their every appearance was met with stony silence and hastily closed doors. They must have wondered where the fabled Jamaican hospitality had gone. 

It was fine for us to play hide-and-seek with the children of the Indian calaloo vendor while she haggled with my mother but they were not invited to our birthday parties, because they were not our Class.

This complicated game of hierarchy was a veritable sliding scale of insinuation and innuendo, eliminating the necessity to define what the word “Class” really meant. Remnants of this structure exist in Jamaicans today. In my present home in Florida, it never fails to amuse me when I hear a Jamaican being mistaken for an Afro-American. The righteous indignation that such an innocent mistake can generate is astonishing. Jamaicans living abroad expect that their class and culture shine around them like a superior sacred aura, distinguishing them from all other nationalities and woe betides anyone who does not recognize it! It is therefore little wonder that Jamaicans have managed to perplex the world on where they stand on issues of bigotry and bias. It is all perfectly clear to Jamaicans, who are at a loss to understand why no one else seems to understand it.  This reasoning has to be bred into (or out of) you and is a part of every Jamaican's natural heritage. If you are not a Jamaican, it will be almost impossible to unravel the enigmatic complexities of the Jamaican class, colour and caste system. 

 It is an understatement to say that the rules, such as they were, were never evenly applied and defied logic. Daughters were urged to marry “up” with light skinned men so that their children would be fair and not “carry down their colour”.  Victims of the system suffered harshly, families were disgraced and careers were ruined when secrets of hidden, low-class skeletons of whatever colour were discovered in the closet.  It was a small, closely-knit society, prone to gossip, where everyone knew everyone else’s business, or thought they did. It only took one idle breath of scandal, sometimes maliciously instigated, to destroy a reputation and brand the sufferer as having “no class”.  Aberrations of good breeding were not tolerated and uncontrollable accidents of birth or circumstance followed people to their graves, limiting upward mobility and sometimes effectively extinguishing whatever personal potential there may have been.

 Jamaicans of the older generation will know why I have classified this system as a Blood Sport, yet chosen to include it in my happiness remembered.  It is after all, a part of the unique mysterious Jamaican tapestry and it was prominently displayed when I was a child.

CHAPTER FOUR

PETS AND PESTS

We always had pets in our household.  A succession of cats unimaginatively named “Kitty” who lived to ripe old ages and bred proliferously.  The kittens were given away but every once in a while a particularly cute one was kept, so we always had one or two major cats and hosts of kittens in various stages of development. Spaying and neutering were unknown; veterinarians existed only to take care of valuable farm animals and nobody had money to take care of sick cats, which could always be replaced with a cute new kitten.

I was the “Puss Mother” in our house, feeding weak kittens with a mixture of condensed milk and water with a tiny pinch of salt, from the “Wetums” dolly feeding bottle. We all kept vigilant watch that newborn kittens, usually housed in the Out Room, were not killed by a savage Tom Puss who was feeling threatened. I kissed the kittens daily, out of my mother’s sight and warnings that I would “catch tizick” from them. I never have found out what tizick was, but I am sure that I must have it for as many kittens as I’ve kissed. Jamaican cats are a hardy bunch. They are slim and wiry and can survive on little or nothing, catching lizards and birds to supplement their occasional diet. Country cats are especially resourceful and can go for weeks living under an avocado pear tree, feasting on the buttery flesh of the fallen fruit.  If someone told you that you were looking “as fat as puss in pear season” you knew that this was a subtle warning that you had gained too much weight. 

We had a variety of dogs over the years Pudgy, Boots, Buddy, Peggy and Judy. They were mostly mongrels, although Pudgy was a gentle sheepdog and Judy was a pedigreed fox terrier, a gift from a cousin who was a breeder. All animals were free to come and go as they pleased, roaming at will through the open doors to the yard, sometimes next door to the neighbors. They were fed scraps from the table and “turn cornmeal”. Nobody minded stray animals coming into their yard unless it was a teefing puss, which would sometimes steal the seasoned meat that was put out for dinner. This caused contention with the neighbors. Serious conversations were held, blame accepted and the teefing puss was given away to teef elsewhere. Over the years we owned several teefing pusses and I always wept when we had to get rid of them. One particular one-eyed cat unerringly returned home each time that he was given away.  Four or five times he made the trek back, from as far away as Spanish Town and we would find him sitting on the front step unconcernedly washing his whiskers, looking at us reproachfully.  Within a few days he would steal again and another bout of over-the-fence meetings with the neighbours ensued. Finally, we took him for a drive to the airport, where I tearfully bade him goodbye. My father consolingly convinced me that my beloved bandit would catch a plane for another country. Perhaps he found a home near the airport restaurant with the numerous strays, for he never returned. Hopefully he did stow away on a plane, as my father promised.  

Our cats who passed away, whether from old age or because they had gotten into the middle of a dogfight or been run over by a car, were tenderly buried by my whole mourning family in the back yard. I tearfully placed the small lifeless body in a shoebox, my father dug a hole and the box was covered with pink coralillas picked from the hedge, and placed in the grave. The family stood quietly for the funeral service, which was conducted by my father, with a solemn prayer:

“The cat is dead

And in its bed,

We said a Mass

And plant some grass,

Lawd-a-mercy, the grave have on Sercy!”  Amen. 

“Sercy”, of course, was the jubilant little Cerassee vine that clambered down from the telephone pole and pranced over the newly tilled earth in search of a new host, until it was sternly captured and its inquisitive tendrils trained back over the fence. (You never knew when you might need a cup of Cerasee tea to cure some ailment, so Cerasee vines were treasured even though they were plentiful and a nuisance to keep in check.  A wilted Cerasee wreath of drying leaves always hung handily on a nail in the kitchen, within easy reach for steeping in boiling water when indicated).

Later on in my life, my mother had a Pekinese lap dog named Moy, who ate only vegetables that were freshly cooked every day and mashed with butter. Moy was no bigger than a cat and she loved to go for rides in the car. She would sit in my mother’s lap with her front feet on the window, the wind blowing her silky ears straight back.  Passersby would stop, look at her flattened little face and bulging eyes, and exclaim “Wait! A whaddat? Is puss or is dawg?”

We always had a parrot, or rather, a succession of parrots, which I will tell you about later on.

My father kept chickens, ducks and pigeons in the back yard.  The chickens were kept in a mesh wire enclosure and had a fowl coop in which they laid   eggs and roosted at night.  We had Leghorns, Rhode Island Reds and a sensey hen, which was a black and white chicken that looked as if its feathers had been put on backwards.  The sensey hen was known to be ill-tempered and “maddy maddy” and would peck you viciously if you tried to take its eggs.  My sister was mortally afraid of chickens. Many mornings when she loathed getting out of bed to dress for school, I was despatched to catch the fierce sensey hen and deposit it in her bed. This was the last resort, when my mother had lost her patience. Pandemonium greeted the hen’s arrival, with my sister shrieking at the top of her lungs and racing for the bathroom, the hen indignantly trying to peck out my eyes, shedding black-and-white plaid feathers everywhere.  The sensey hen lived to be very old, faithfully performing her dual role of egg-layer and child-terrifier.  

We also had ducks, which huddled under the fowl coop for shelter, that bathed in an old kitchen sink. The sink was embedded at ground level to make a pond, and filled with water. The dillies would frolic and splash in it and I would sit for hours, watching the cheerful little yellow balls having a jolly time, swimming around in four inches of water. 

The pigeons lived in a pigeon house high up in the ackee tree. My father artistically designed the house, with a tiny ladder going up the trunk of the tree. Each of the several nests had a perch for the occupants to survey the yard.  Every morning just after daybreak, the pigeons would fly away with a great swoosh!  The nesting hens were left to the boring job of sitting on the eggs. Every evening the males came flocking back at dusk, landing in the back yard and climbing the ladder delicately one at a time to the patiently waiting spouse. 

Sometimes, Barbary  Doves came home with the territorial pigeons but they were not invited to climb the ladder and visit.  They would mince around the backyard on their dainty little red feet, pecking at insects, cooing their sad sweet conversations, no doubt complaining about being second-class citizens.   We gave the pigeons names, like “Bald Head”, “Beady Eye” or “Missing Tail”.  

One of the joys of my present life is that Barbary Doves are plentiful in Florida.  In my backyard they are honoured guests that I feed from a hanging bird feeder. They tiptoe around my deck, barbling softly in appreciation of the gourmet birdseed set out for them and bring me hours of entertainment. My cats have been warned to look but not pounce!

Like many domestic animals, the pigeons were kept for a practical reason.  Whenever we were sick with colds and fevers and once with whooping cough, a young squab was caught and its neck wrung. It was plucked and singed over flaming newspaper to remove the pinfeathers and then boiled to a “tea” with vermicelli and carrots. The bones were carefully removed and we were given hot cups of the broth to make us better. The pigeon tea was followed by a generous dish of pink calf’s foot jelly, made after the helper was sent to market to buy a whole cow’s foot, including hoof. This was washed and scraped and boiled for hours until it emitted a thick sticky jelly, which was strained several times in cheesecloth.  The gelatinous potion was then flavored with lime and strawberry syrup and put in the icebox to set.  It had the delicate taste of pink glue and we practically had to be force fed with it.  Leftovers of this precious substance were put in jam jars and given to other parents with sick children. Perhaps the pigeon-tea-calf’s-foot-jelly remedy contributed to our recovery but what a gastronomic price to pay!

The pigeons had beautiful purple and gray plumage, iridescently green. Their   soft billing and cooing got each morning off to a gentle start as they prepared  to fly away to places unknown. They were low maintenance pets, for we didn’t have to feed them and the pigeon house provided my father with many happy hours of hammering and sawing when it needed repairs. 

We always had a good supply of fresh, brown eggs from the Leghorn chickens, gathered from the nests by my grand aunt in a strong wicker basket.  I can still remember the wonders of cracking into a freshly scalded egg in a china eggcup with a tiny spoon, sprinkling salt and pepper into the carefully opened top and spooning it up with hot buttered toast.  Eggs have never tasted that good since.  

Plump pullets were killed for Sunday dinner and special occasions but the laying hens led a charmed existence, free from the threat of slaughter. The killing of the hens is something I don’t care to remember or describe in detail.  Suffice to say it involved a sharp butcher knife, a tin wash tub and much violence. If the day-old chicks we gave my father for his birthday every year yielded more than one rooster, then the unnecessary birds went under the washtub as well and wound up as Sunday dinner. Chickens who made the one-way trip to the tub never came out alive, unless you counted the crazed, adrenalin-driven headless race around the backyard, when the bloody wash tub was raised.  The birds were fed vegetable parings, cracked corn and the trash of coconuts, after the milk was extracted for rice and peas. Our poultry were plump and juicy and free of pollutants. A leaf of Single Bible - aloe - was thrown into their water every morning to make their flesh tender and keep them free of “pip”, a horny shell that sometimes grew on the hens’ tongues.  My mother removed the pips deftly with her fingernails, amidst a flurry of feathers and squawking.   After an indignant tail-waggle, the hens sauntered off, apparently none the worse for the operation.

 I always smile when I see “free-range chicken” in the Supermarket now, costing twice as much as regular chicken.  No chickens ranged freer than our flock on Merrion Road, sometimes escaping the fowl coop and ranging over to the neighbours’ yards for better pecking. 

The black-and-white ducks were of no use whatsoever.  We never ate the eggs and I can’t remember ever eating a duck from our flock. My mother loved the dillies and used to pet them, but the parents messed up the yard with their rapid-fire bowel actions. My grand aunt was constantly grumbling about them as she picked her way around the yard in her red velvet bedroom slippers. Nevertheless the ducks stayed, part and parcel of our menagerie.

No tales about Jamaica could ever be complete without mentioning lizards.

Lizards are among the oldest reptiles on the planet, certainly in the Caribbean.  Over the centuries in Jamaica, they evolved into many different varieties. There are Ground Lizards and Green Lizards, Croaking Lizards and Polly Lizards, Speckled Lizards and Brown Lizards and hosts of other variations.  There are big lizards, small lizards and tiny lizards.  There are lizards with rough skin and lizards with silky, transparent skin. They are in every tree, on every bush, clinging to every verandah wall or hanging upside down on the ceiling.  They are sometimes in the closets, in the bathtub, or nestling in the sandals left outside.  They are completely harmless and have no teeth or stings - except for the “Galywas” which I never ever saw, but heard lurid tales of people who had been “bitten to death” by the sting.   In some parts of the country this rare creature was called “Snake Waiting Boy” because of its slithery gait, similar to that of a snake.  But ordinary lizards eat flies and mosquitoes and other harmful insects and do no harm to anyone. The worst thing that a lizard does is to stick its gill out at you – a beautiful yellow and orange-speckled oval, which opens and closes under its neck, when the lizard is courting or aggravated.  

Now, with this huge population of lizards underfoot all the time, one would think that Jamaican women would have built up some tolerance or at least a comfort level, for the harmless reptiles. One would be wrong to come to this conclusion. In order to induce hysteria and pandemonium, you only have to bring most Jamaican women within ten feet of a three-inch lizard and all hell breaks loose.  One loud warning – ‘LIZARD BEHIND YU!” has ruined many tea parties and ladies’ gatherings.  Immediately, the party thunders to the other side of the room, huddling in fear - some standing on chairs - while “a man” – husband, son, gardener – is summoned to dispose of the lizard. These are the same stalwart women who have no qualms about chopping off a rooster’s head or gutting fish, or dreamily contemplating a goat’s dismembered head, succulently poaching in a simmering cauldron of Mannish Water.  Nevertheless, men all over Jamaica are commanded to despatch lizards daily, as a test of their manhood and devotion.  Lizard disposal is men’s work.

My mother hated lizards with a passion.  She kept a can of Baygon – a noxious insecticide which was almost 100% DDT  - within arm’s reach at all times, with which to fumigate them. Before the invention of Baygon, she had a Flit pan with a hand pump, with which she doused them with homemade insecticide.   She also had stones, sticks, long-handled umbrellas and sometimes the yardstick, with which to knock them down when they were out of reach. If the insecticide ran out during the operation, the current Kitty was summoned to sniff out the intoxicated lizard, which was staggering around in circles.  Then my mother would chase the poor cat, with the lizard dangling from its lips like a Fu Manchu moustache, into the garden to finish the slaughter, leaving nothing but the wriggling tail as mute evidence.  My father the natural-born prankster, would spend endless days being ignored for dropping a leaf down my mother’s neck whenever she worked in the garden and shouting “LIZARD!!”  She wouldn’t speak to him for days, during which she suffered a terrible migraine for which she blamed him.  But he did it anyway.

 I presently have a Jamaican friend who calls me on her cell phone from my driveway to inform me that she has arrived for a visit and I must come and chase the lizards from my walkway to prevent them running over her feet.  Even after I have completed the lizard-patrol, she sets a new sprint record and arrives inside my front door breathless and wild-eyed, as though she had just been chased by a horde of bloodthirsty animals.

So ingrained is this fear of lizards in Jamaican ladies that when my daughter (who never even grew up in Jamaica) left Florida to reside in Washington, DC   the first thing she told me was “Guess what Mom! There are no lizards!” – a real plus for the capital as a livable place.

I never had a problem with lizards despite my genetic and cultural predisposition to hate them. I think they are wondrously graceful creatures, particularly the small chameleons, with their electric-green translucent skins that change to deep brown in the twinkling of an eye. Ground lizards, with their muscular purple and turquoise bodies fascinate me, especially when they are chased and run so fast that they literally lift off the ground.  I used to catch lizards when I was a child, with a noose on the end of a stripped coconut frond. My mother was horrified and expressed serious doubts that I was really her child. Nevertheless, lizard hunting was one of my favourite backyard pastimes on lazy summer afternoons. The curious little creatures were easy to catch, made little resistance if you stroked them and after a few minutes’ examination of the vulnerable white belly and the neatly folded gill, I’d set them free.  One day I accidentally strangled one with the noose and never went hunting again, the image of the lifeless little body haunting my conscience for weeks. My mother was delighted when I confessed the murder and told me “Serve you right!”  She was considerably relieved that I was no longer playing with  “germy lizards”. 

Mosquitoes, “gingy” flies and sand flies were very common in Jamaica.  Perhaps, if so many lizards had not been despatched with such zealousness,   insects may not have been such a nuisance. Chemical mosquito eradication was a way of life in the forties, for the pesky blood suckers spread malaria. The Mosquito Man would come in a yellow truck and inspect vases and household containers holding standing water with growing plants.   He would drop a squirt of milky fluid in each vase to kill the larvae and return in a few months to repeat the process.  Every baby’s crib had a mosquito netting cover with a decorative pink or blue satin border, to keep away the marauders who flew in through unscreened windows. Despite all the precautions, my sister contracted malaria, which lingered for months. Her skin turned buttercup yellow from the only effective medication available at the time, Atabrine. My mother treated her like an invalid during the fever siege, with frequent administrations of the bitter medicine, accompanied by pigeon tea and calf’s foot jelly. 

Big, old “Drummer” roaches flew in also and were quickly extinguished with a handy shoe. Rain flies swarmed the verandah light bulb as we did our homework, crawling on exercise books and getting into our hair, when wet weather was forecast. It took me many years of living abroad to realize that these gossamer little flies were really termites, which were probably feasting on our roof.  The method of getting rid of them was to stand under the light with an enamel basin filled with water and patiently wait until the flies obligingly committed suicide by diving into the water, hypnotized by the bulb’s reflection. The contents of the basin were then flushed down the commode and we resumed reading without further interruption.   Effective, non-toxic insect control. 

Scorpions were rarely seen but occasionally we found them under piles of leaves to be burnt, with the baby scorpions clinging to the mother’s back.  Folklore required the scorpion to be cut in two with a scissors and the oozing fat used to write “10” on the finder’s forehead, to ward against future stings.  My mother had an old rusty scissors for the scorpion dismemberment but she stopped short of the “10” business, thank heaven, no doubt thinking of those ubiquitous germs.

Ants were always a problem in Kingston. There are countless varieties, from “Pity Me Little” ants which sting like fire but are so tiny that you can hardly see them, to big old red ants.  Most common of all were “sugar ants”, which like unerring sleuths, found and conquered anything sweet that was left unprotected.  I remember the old green safe in which we kept sugar and baking supplies on the back verandah.  It was anything but safe from ants. The only way to deal with the invaders was to put the four feet of the safe in shoe polish tins filled with water, to prevent the insects climbing up the legs and getting into the sugar. The undaunted ants overcame this obstacle by climbing to the ceiling and making a living chain, dangling to the top of the safe.  We watched helplessly as the chain swayed precariously with the fearless little bandits lining up for the ride, dropping with reckless abandon to the roof of the safe.  Then in single file they marched triumphantly through the holes in the safe wire, into the coveted sugar bag.  We waged a constant battle against ants, for the only effective insecticide at the time was Flit, a DDT solution, which came in a hand pump.  My mother in her wisdom would not spray Flit on anything edible or on food-keepers, despite the miraculous results.  At that time the deadly long-term effects of DDT were unknown and it was lavishly sprayed on everything in the home, on fruit trees, vegetables and flower gardens. Years later, when DDT was banned because of its lethal toxicity, my mother graciously accepted praise for her foresight and never once said, “I told you so”. I don’t know if Kingstonians still wage battles with ants but when I was a child the ants were surely the conquerors and when you drank lemonade, you always looked to see if there were floaters in your glass.

There was a mythical insect that lived under Jamaican houses when I was a little girl.  It was called a “Nannie” and it would only show itself under special conditions. I spent many hours under our house with my friends, searching for Nannies.  Our house was built on cinder blocks with cobweb-filled crawl spaces underneath the floorboards, a great place in which to daydream and escape from grown-ups. Nannies supposedly lived there, in a tiny hill of dirt with a little indentation in the center.  Sure enough, the hills with the little dents were there, but no part of the Nannie was visible. You had to poke your finger into the hole and coax over and over, “Come, Nannie Come. Come for yu rice and peas” and the Nannie was supposed to come out and dance for you.  Many hours of my childhood were spent pleading for a Nannie to come out and dance, but it never did. If I think hard enough, I can still hear our Washie calling: “Miss Ann, come from honder de ‘ouse.  No Nannie nah come. You ‘ead gwine full-up-a cobweb – I gwine tell yu modder whey you is”. 

To this day I have no idea what a Nannie looks like or how well it danced  even though I searched long and hard for it. Reportedly, it looked like a combination of a spider and a crab with many legs, with rolling eyes on the end of its antennae. Some Nannie-spotters swore it was a worm.  I have asked many Jamaicans if they have ever seen a Nannie. Kingstonians look at me oddly and only a handful of country-bred folk knows what I am talking about. I have met only one person who claims she saw a Nannie once. Sadly, it seems that this whimsical childhood pursuit no longer exists. I shall probably leave this world never having seen a dancing Nannie or learned the answer to the question, How would an insect that lives under the house love rice and peas, anyway?

CHAPTER FIVE









 COLOURFUL CHARACTERS OF THE PAST

When I was a child, we had refrigeration courtesy of the Kingston Ice Making Company.  The Ice Factory was downtown, but every day it despatched large platform trucks with huge slabs of ice, covered with burlap bags and sawdust, to destinations throughout Kingston.  The ice truck came in the morning and stopped in front of the house.  The driver - The Ice Man - climbed up on the platform and with a wickedly sharp ice pick, he would carve a slab of ice into  blocks.  These were then cut up and sold, according to size.   Our block was then grabbed with a giant pair of metal tongs by the Ice Man’s apprentice,  and lugged round to the back of our house, placed on the back step and then wrestled into the icebox, which was on the back verandah. Then the truck would drive off and stop again, to deliver to the next three or four houses. 

The Ice Man was a handsome devil, very dark-skinned with a closely shaven head and a dazzling grin, which he flashed generously. All the helpers were bedazzled  by him, and smiles lit up when the truck’s big horn sounded as it came down our street.  When he finally got married, my mother made him a plum pudding wedding cake and decorated it with bells and silver balls. Both my parents attended the wedding in Allman Town and danced all night at the bruckins, coming home after midnight, my father reeking of curried goat and  white rum.

Our icebox was a little white enameled cupboard, no bigger than four feet high, with two doors with silver handles.  It had a pan underneath to catch the drips.  The smaller door opened to a tin-lined box, which was where the ice was kept. The larger door revealed a narrow interior with two shelves.  That was it.  The cold permeated through the tin and kept the shelf side cool. We had a pitcher with a little faucet and every morning after the Ice Man left, ice was chipped and placed in the pitcher and we had cold water for the day, with a turn of the spigot.

 I don’t know how a family of five survived for years with such limited refrigeration but we always had milk and cool foods such as jello, Junket, calf’s foot jelly and rice pudding. Best of all was a wonderful treat, known as “ice-shave”.  This was accomplished with the aid of a heavy, sharp metal razor, which was rubbed across the ice block, piling up mounds of icy crystals, which were then collected in drinking glasses by the children. A heavy dollop of strawberry syrup was added, resulting in a delicious red snowball to eat with a spoon!  Snowballs were also sold by street vendors, from colourful carts featuring bottles of multi-flavoured syrups, but we always preferred our homemade ice shaves because they were more generous and we could always go back for refills. 

  Extra big blocks of ice were delivered on Friday to last through the weekend, and the Ice Man came for his money on Saturday morning, driving an old beat-up van.  He delivered our ice for many years, until we got a modern electric refrigerator.  He and his wife got a wrapped Christmas present under the tree every year.

I still refer to my refrigerator as “the Icebox”, a hopelessly dating term.

In those days there were no Supermarkets. Food supplies were sold in the Grocery Shop and everybody had their own preferred, neighbourhood shop.  There were few shops that were not Chinese-owned. Ours was the Vineyard Grocery on Deanery Road.  The couple who owned it were good friends of my parents and their children went to Miss Hen’s school.  The family lived over the shop on the top floor of the two-storey building. On Sunday when the shop was closed, if you were in desperate need of an item like flour for a cake that was half-way made, you could knock on the side door and someone would obligingly come down and sell you what you needed through the back window. 

Fresh meat and vegetables were not available in grocery shops. Everything else – canned food, frozen confections, cosmetics, magazines and bakery items like buns, patties and gizzadas – was displayed in glass cases and on high shelves around the walls.  Most glorious of all from a small child’s point of view, was an array of round candy jars sitting beside the cash register, containing paradise plums, tamarind balls, peppermints and toffees, wrapped individually, three for a penny. The store room held barrels of pickled pigs tails, red herring and mackerel. Saltfish was stacked on the floor in heaps like shriveled shingles, and the room smelled pungently of distant oceans and sweaty feet. Grocery shops had a unique smell, a distinctive blend of saltfish, perfumed bath soaps and Tutti-Frutti ice cream, along with the mellifluous scent of joyous commercialism.  

Regular customers were issued a Grocery Book. This was a small ledger in which the grocery list was written item by item, and either called in by phone, or dropped off at the shop. This was my father’s job when he took his nightly walk to buy the Four Aces cigarettes that he smoked.  I would often go with him on these walks, a roundtrip of a mile or so.  I can still remember the feel of my small hand in his large, rough one, as he kept a firm grip on me.  We passed the lighted homes of our neighbours, and listened for the police frogs singing joyously as they showered under the spray of garden hoses. Watering the garden every evening was a family ritual in those days. After supper hoses were unrolled and the grown-ups watered the delicate seedlings. Then the children were allowed their turn, spraying the cooling drizzle on flowers, sidewalks and sometimes passersby. 

On Friday evening the food was delivered with the grocery book, in a box on the back of the grocery boy’s bicycle.  The routine was always the same - the grocery boy would ride up to the front gate, ring the bicycle bell loudly and shout, “Hole de dawg!” regardless of whether or not the resident owned a dog. Then someone would escort him around to the back verandah where he unloaded his box, while each item was checked off with a ‘tick’ in the book.  The prices, which had been written in by the shopkeeper, were totaled and rechecked.  The grocery boy was given cash to take back to the shop before his next delivery.  There was no prestige at all in being a grocery boy.  Indeed, lazy lads were told “The only thing you will be good for when you grow up is to tun grocery bwoy!”

Every now and then, usually in the evening as we sat doing home work, we would hear a cry of,  “Buy yu Booby Hegg! Buy yu Booby Hegg!” drifting through the dusk. The seller was a woman with a large bucket on her head, filled with towels. If my mother approved - usually after much begging - we would go to the gate and beckon her in.  She would set the bucket down on the front step and unwrap the towels to reveal a clutch of plump, speckled Booby eggs. We were allowed to buy only two, because they were expensive – I think ninepence a piece. Sale concluded, she would sit on the front step and shell the eggs for us and give us tiny twists of brown paper containing a dusting of salt and pepper in which to rub the eggs. We bit into the heavenly, sweetish rubbery eggs with delight while she watched with a smile. Then she swaddled her precious supply in the towels and moved on to the next house, happily calling, “Buy yu Booby Heg! Buy yu Booby Heg!”.

Booby eggs were a gourmet treat, for anyone who has never tasted one. Sadly, they disappeared from the Jamaican scene many years ago. Booby eggs were slightly smaller than a hen’s egg; soft greyish-blue in colour, covered with a dusting of brown freckles. They were laid by water birds of the Sulidae family, which are closely related to Gannets. The name “Booby” came about because of the gentle creature’s foolishly fearless trust in mankind. Hungry sailors could walk right up to them and kill them for food.  Masked and Brown Boobies nested in the uninhabited Pedro Banks, small cays dotting the south coast waters of the island. The eggs were carefully collected from rocky nests and brought back by fishermen to be sold in Kingston. The distance they traveled and the care needed to transport them by canoe accounted for the high price.

Booby eggs were delicious hardboiled and eaten with salty spices.  The yolks were rich, red and mellow. The whites had a unique sea flavour, conjuring up visions of crashing waves breaking over craggy cliffs and hovering birds calling to each other. 

In researching information on the Booby for this collection, I sadly learned that Jamaicans’ craving for this delightful treat probably threatened the existence of the whole specie in the cays. Over the years, decimating hurricanes further depleted the colonies. Boobies are on the decline worldwide and the Masked Booby colony in the Pedro Cays presently numbers less than two thousand. The innocent birds have been placed on the endangered list to protect them, and Booby eggs are no longer sold by strolling vendors at dusk. Sadly, the present generation of Jamaicans have never seen a Booby egg. I am truly distressed to think that I might have contributed to the demise of this delicacy and the mild-mannered bird with my insatiable appetite for Booby eggs.  Eco-unconscious as we were in those days, I doubt that the thought crossed anyone’s mind that the endless supply of eggs could ever be depleted.  Environmental awareness is a lesson hard learned.

The Peanut Man delivered a more frequent treat.  He came every evening without fail, pushing a remarkable contraption.  Two long handles with four wobbly wheels bore a domed tin oven with red-hot coals, in which peanuts roasted cozily. The dome was painted brightly with red, yellow, and orange stripes with stern warnings emblazoned on the side, such as “Repent ye Now!” or “In God we Trust”.  The steam from the oven vented through a miniature chimney that whistled piercingly, eliminating the need for the vendor to vocally announce his arrival.  The whistle could be heard up and down the street where children stood at front gates, waiting for the Peanut Man.  The delicious roasting-peanut smoke billowed into the air through the melodious chimney. A scoop full of hot peanuts was shoveled into a handmade newspaper cone - holding no more than six or seven unshelled nuts.  A threepence changed hands and the whistling continued into the twilight.  Salty fingertips were licked and licked again, after the crisp nuts were devoured. Contentment reigned on the front verandah.

The Coal Man was another regular.  We did not use a great deal of coal because we had a wood-burning stove, but coal was used to heat the laundry irons and in the back-yard fireplace for holiday cooking such as the ham and pudding. So, we got one bag of coal each week. The Coal Man drove a dray – that is, an open cart that was pulled by two friendly donkeys, or sometimes a mule.

Our coal was burnt in coal pits in the forests of the Wareika Hills and  bagged by our “Coalie”, who brought it down to Kingston for sale. Coalie would stop in front of the house and my mother would go out to the dray to select the fattest bag she could see.   He would put the bag on his back, bring it to the back yard and dump it in our coal bin.  My father built the coal bin himself with bricks and mortar and a zinc lid. On ironing day, Washie would make trips back and forth to the coal bin with a biscuit tin, refilling the coal stove as she ironed. We had the same coal man all through my childhood until electric appliances eliminated his industry and he too, received a special present under the tree at Christmas. 

An Ice Cream Man came every Sunday afternoon between two and three o’clock.  We knew his name was Chico because it was painted on the side of his handcart in a flowing script – Chico’s Ice Cream. He sold the most scrumptious ice cream you ever tasted.  The buckets were packed all around with chipped ice and coarse salt and swathed in crocus bags to delay the three flavours of ice cream from melting. The flavours were really more like colours: White, with a heavy coconut flavor, tinged with vanilla; Pink with an unidentifiable fruity flavor, filled with succulent imported tinned grapes; and Brown, which had a chocolate-coffee-caramel flavor.  The generous scoops were as smooth as velvet and had no ice crystals, but they were VERY expensive: one shilling a scoop.  This was outrageous, when you could get a whole quart of Neapolitan Brick from Dairy Products for one shilling and sixpence. However, Sunday dinner was not complete without Chico’s ice cream for dessert. He did not provide containers for the ice cream.  You took your own mug or glass out to the cart, into which he plopped the luscious scoops, where they melted and blended together in a mouth-watering, silky slush.

Chico had a silvery bell, which he only rang sporadically to announce his arrival. Not for him, a raucous tolling. He was extremely conceited and expected his clients to stand at the front gate to await his arrival. His handcart was spotless, decorated with branches of bougainvillea flowers and ferns,   and thatched with coconut fronds to keep the ice cream from melting.  He wore a plaited straw hat and a white long-sleeved shirt to keep off the sun.  He was a thin, dark, wiry little man with a drooping bandito moustache and muscular forearms from pushing the cart. 

Now in addition to being conceited, Chico was illtempered and were it not for the quality of his ice cream, he would never have made a living.  When his temper rose, which was frequently, he would unleash a violent stream of Spanish, which we just knew were curses even though we couldn’t understand a word. He was supposedly a Panamanian, although my mother branded him a “facety little coolie man”. She would not speak to him and considered his facetyness intolerable, in view of the fact that he pushed a handcart. She also alleged that he strained the coconut milk in his shirttail and the ice cream was “full of germs”.  How she came to this conclusion is unimaginable since no one had ever seen him making his ice cream, or knew his hygienic habits.  The malice was quite mutual and he, likewise, did not acknowledge my mother’s existence.

There were numerous households who found Chico “out of order” but they lusted for his ice cream. In retaliation, he refused to stop and sell to anyone with whom he was not on speaking terms. He would push his cart past the gate, ringing his bell nonchalantly, with his nose in the air and his face averted. No amount of clapping or “Hi!”-ing  or “Hello!”-ing  could get his attention. Every member of the household would take turns yelling at him to “Stop! Stop!” but he pretended to be deaf as a post and just kept going.  He possessed the arrogance of true power, knowing that his hot Sunday afternoon patrons were drooling for his ice cream to complete their  chicken-and-rice-and-peas lunch.  This presented a dilemma.  How could you get Chico to sell you his ice cream without either side losing face?

For some reason Chico liked me, perhaps because I was the littlest one in the household and too young to keep malice.  He would smile and wave to me as he coasted by, while poignantly ignoring the rest of my family who stood on the verandah waving and clapping and shouting, trying to get his attention.   A plan was concocted and it fell to me to get the ice cream for everyone.

Soon, the next door neighbors whom he ignored also, were delegating me to get their ice cream, as well.

At the sound of the bell coming up the street, I would take my position at the gate, juggling three large tumblers. My family’s container held three scoops, although there were four of us. This was because my mother seldom ate the cream, due to the shirttail business.  When she did taste it suspiciously, tempted by my father’s exaggerated lip smacking, she would only eat the pink flavor because this one, she claimed knowingly, had not been processed through the shirttail. The small tin mug with the handle was for my grand aunt, for one scoop only.  Although she adored the rich cream, it often gave her indigestion and she would spend the rest of the afternoon burping gently as she napped. She claimed the ice cream gave her “push up”, but she loved it anyway. The last tumbler was for the neighbors, three more scoops. My pocket was filled with shillings, which posed another dilemma in how to get them out to pay Chico while balancing three cold, rapidly melting containers of ice cream.  We solved that one together, by my paying him first and when the shillings were safely in his pocket, he filled the glasses. 

 Of course, he saw through the whole transparent subterfuge. He knew fully well what was going on, although the would-be deceivers had retired behind the drawing room curtains to watch the transaction. He muttered under his breath in Spanish and cast baleful glances at the windows to let them know that he was not fooled - for how could one little girl eat seven large scoops of ice cream in three glasses? Nevertheless, Chico filled the glasses, with an extra half-a-scoop for me, and watched as I very carefully climbed the front steps, balancing the glasses as best I could.  As soon as he was out of sight, I ran next door and delivered the neighbors’ booty, racing back home for my share before it melted.

On some Sunday afternoons, my mother determined not to patronize the “facety little coolie man” and embarked upon the huge task of making her own ice cream.  A battered green ice cream bucket was taken out of the Out Room.  Rock salt and ice were packed in it and a concoction of milk, eggs, sugar and flavoring was poured into the tin churn.  We all took turns cranking the handle for hours and hours. Finally, when everyone was exhausted, the canister was opened to reveal a frothy pink slush, in which a few lumps of ice cream floated.  We slurped it dutifully but everyone vowed that next Sunday, no matter what ruses had to be employed or how many shirttails were involved, we would revel in Chico’s Ice Cream.
Sunday was the day of choice for funerals.  People were off from work and Saturday chores were out of the way.   Time could be afforded for much-needed, hearty lamentation. On Sunday afternoons we would sit on the verandah and watch the funeral processions go by. There was always at least one funeral; back-to-back processions were infrequent and consequently more exciting when they occurred. The hearses were square glass carriages bedecked with interchangeable feathered plumes, drawn by four shiny black horses. The plumes, looking like somber feather dusters, fluttered from the four corners of the carriage.  The attending retinue was a driver and a coachman both clad in well-ironed, crisp black suits.  If the deceased was a child, the plumes were pure white and the tiny casket looked lost in the cavernous hearse.  If it was a body in the prime of life, the plumes were two-toned black and white. If it was an elderly person gone to a well-earned rest, glistening solid black plumes were hoisted. The horses wore appropriately coordinated bonnets with holes cut out for their ears, with matching plumes on their foreheads. The caskets lay in lonely glory, covered with wreaths of flowers for all to see, followed by cars with black and purple-clad family and mourners in slow procession, paced by the horses.  I remember being awed by this grim confrontation with death, feeling a mixture of fear and reverence. We seldom knew the travellers on their last journey, but we made the sign of the cross and prayed that we would not soon follow. Notwithstanding the somber aura hovering over the parade, funeral processions were eagerly awaited on Sunday. They were a way of life and a source of morbid entertainment as well as a very visible reminder of the consequences of sin.

Right after the last car went by, a colourful character made his rounds, lightening the mood on the street and lifting spirits.  A vaguely British singsong could be heard coming round the corner, reciting a lyrical ode which dispelled the pall of the funeral:

“Buy yu lovely Hortaniques,

Lovely, Sweet Grapefruit, 

Fresh, Juicy Navel Horanges,

No sole dey pon my boot -

Hall a dem is pretty, hall a dem is nice, 

Hall a dem is juicy, dem is fat an nice!

Very sweet hor dey!”

This was our citrus vendor, a slight, brown-skinned man with pale green eyes, dressed in a tattered white suit and battered booga boots. He was known by the name of “Bun Down Cross Roads”.  No one knew Bun Down’s real name or if they did, no one cared to use it. Children were his nemesis, for they hid behind walls and shouted at him “Bun Down Cross Roads! Bun Down Cross Roads! Wha’ mek yu Bun Down Cross Roads?”  He had a long rod, which had several purposes. He sometimes used it as a walking stick or as a noisemaker for running along iron fences. Sometimes it was a weapon for chasing the children.  We bought our citrus from him regularly. His fruit were truly superior, though more expensive, than any that could be bought in the market. He was very articulate and intelligent, if you avoided the subject of his unfortunate nickname. He provided my father with much intellectual stimulation because Bun Down had a reverent perspective on the might and power of the British Empire, of which he considered himself the most loyal subject. He had carefully cultivated what he fancied was an English accent, with which to peddle his produce.

 My mother would select the fruit and conclude the transaction hastily, after Bun Down set his brimming basket on the front step.  No friendly haggling with this one, for she was afraid of the  “Madman” though of course, she would never admit it. She would busy herself putting away the fruit in the storage bin, keeping us well out of Bun Down’s sight, knowing his aversion to children.  But my father never failed to engage him in a lively conversation. 

“So, Sir”, My father would begin after the sale was concluded, carefully avoiding any reference to a name.  “How is business?”

“Well, Sar” Bun Down would respond amicably, “hit is not too badly. Hi selling well. Is hongle for de dam’ children dem Sar, dem is very baderation”.

“What children?” my father would ask incredulously.

“De children what calls me names, Sar” said Bun Down, darkly.

“Children calling you names? What names?” my father would ask indignantly.

“Dey calls me names, Sar” Bun Down insisted, stubbornly. 

“What kind of names, man? What they calling you?”

“Hall kinds of nasty names, Sar” replied Bun Down impatiently, anxious to leave the subject.

“What they calling you, bad words?”

“No Sar”.

“Then what they calling you then?” my father persisted.

“Dey saying bad tings habout me, Sar”.

“Like what?” My father was relentless.

“Terrible tings, Sar, terrible lies!”

“But what kind of lies they could be telling on you?”

Finally, sheepishly, in a small voice, Bun Down confessed.

“Dey saying dat I bun down Cross Roads, Sar”.

The admission finally made, my father expressed dismay, clapped him on the back in a brotherly fashion and told him “Don’t pay the children no mind, dem is only pickney”.  Bun Down somewhat consoled, moved hesitantly on to the next house, confused as to whether he had revealed too much. This conversation was repeated time and time again and my father derived much merriment from it, each time Bun Down was made to confess his name.

Bun Down Cross Roads had a violent temper and he would chase the provoking children with his stick, whacking them thoroughly if he caught them. The police would be summoned and he was carted off to the Asylum but he always returned two weeks later, with the sweetest oranges in town.  People said that he had been a shrewd merchant with a store in Cross Roads, which he burned down for the insurance money. The arson was discovered and the insurance company would not pay up, thus costing him his store and his sanity.  No one ever knew if this story was true, nevertheless the horrid nickname stuck and Bun Down Cross Roads passed his days protesting his colourful reputation, chasing children and selling the sweetest navel oranges that God ever made.

We had a real, live Booguman when I was a child.  We didn’t have to imagine him  for we saw him daily passing our house.  His name was Bag-A-Wire and he was as close to a Bogeyman as you could get.

Bag-A-Wire had grey-black skin and long matted hair, caught in natural pony tails with pieces of wire. He had a long beard and wore a crocus bag gown with a hole cut out for his head, tied around the waist with rope and falling to just below his knees. His feet were wrapped in burlap, tied with string at the ankles. He carried a large bag on his back out of which poked pieces of wire and tin, hence his name. He carried a long rod with a carved head, as a walking stick. His face, arms and legs were covered with dust and he looked as if he had never taken a bath.  He would come by after the garbage had been put out on the sidewalk to be collected, and he would search the garbage can for anything that was metal. Tin can lids, pieces of clothes line, broken knives, rusty spoons, lengths of electric wire, bottle caps, all went into his bag.  He never spoke to anyone but muttered and sang softly under his breath, shaking his stick at anyone who approached him.

If you were naughty your parents told you that Bag-A-Wire was going to come and get you, beat you with his stick, put you in his sack and take you away. We never doubted it for a minute. It was as simple as that to get children to behave. I remember my mother going to the phone and placing a call - imaginary, of course -  to Bag-A-Wire: “Mr. Bag-A-Wire, please come and take this bad child!”  I would crawl into the dirty clothes hamper and hide for hours, waiting in fear for Bag-A-Wire to find me. My mother left me alone in this self-imposed time-out, until I finally emerged chastened and smelling of dirty socks. I didn’t wonder how my mother had Bag-A-Wire’s phone number, or where, for that matter, he kept his phone. Miraculously, we survived this childhood terrorization, none the worse for the lurid threat. Bag-A-Wire recedes into my childhood fondly, as just another colorful character. 

Fifty years later I have reached the conclusion that every child should have a Bag-a-Wire in his or her life.

Milk was delivered on Mondays, Wednesdays and Fridays. The Milkman delivered it, in glass quart and pint bottles, with cardboard stoppers. The stoppers were coloured green for Dairy Products, red for Dairy Farmers, depending on which supplier you chose. These were the two largest dairy suppliers. The Milkman drove a horse-drawn covered wagon which you could hear stopping at the front gate before dawn. The horses snorted and jingled their harnesses, the milk bottles clinked against each other in wire baskets and the milkman’s heavy tread up the front steps was followed by the reassuring clunk of the bottles being placed by the front door mat. By the time we got out of bed, a full inch of thick, rich cream had settled in the neck of each bottle.

I have only a handful of dim memories of World War II. One is that of my mother, carefully skimming cream from the top of the milk bottles and whisking it endlessly in a white basin with a pinch of salt, to make butter for our bread.  In those days Jamaican butter came from New Zealand, carefully wrapped in thin paper and encased in a waxed box.  With the war in the Pacific, the butter-bearing ships were unable to travel, creating a shortage.  Our mother-made spread did not taste much like butter but plain bread was tastier, plastered with the creative substitute. As hard as I try, I cannot remember much else about World War II, except knowing that butter, kerosene oil and gasoline were scarce because of the war. Hitler was “bad” (I didn’t know why) and Churchill was “good”.  I remember seeing processions of soldier lorries - big khaki-coloured trucks - going up the street, followed by marching English soldiers, red as beets in the hot Jamaican sun, on their way to Up Park Camp.  I remember hearing my father getting up before dawn to make the long trek on foot to the Victoria Market every Saturday morning, to buy our meat for the week, because public transportation was curtailed in deference to the gas shortage.  As a WW I veteran he was allowed to buy some scarce items in the NAAFI – the army’s supply store - at Up Park Camp, where he bought rationed staples like white flour and sardines. Sometimes he brought us home an English chocolate as a special treat.  I remember him buying an extra tin of kerosene oil as a present for our Butcher, who thanked him profusely and told him that if he had gotten gold, he could not have received a better present. The Butcher rose before dawn and laid out his freshly slaughtered carcasses in the market by the light of a hanging oil lantern. The precious kerosene gave him an advantage over the other butchers, who had to wait for daylight to make their first sale.  That is the sum of my memories of  World War II.

Now, from time to time, youthful criminals would creep up on the verandah after the milkman left, to steal the milk.  We heard the horses snorting, heard the clink of the bottles, heard the milkman descend the steps but when we arose, the milk was gone! This was serious.

After one particularly long siege of milk thefts, my father hit upon an ingenious plan.  He would set a cunning trap for the thieves. He shared his plan with the milkman but secretively did not tell him when he would put it into action. If too many people knew the details, so might the thief!

Before we went to bed one night, my father put his plan into action.  Two large aluminum pots were taken from the kitchen and concealed behind the hedge of thick ferns that grew on both sides of the front step.  My father rummaged in his toolbox and produced a length of fishing line, which he stretched tautly from one side of the top step to the other, tying a tight knot to each pot handle. He tested it himself. It was impossible to come up the front steps without walking into the invisible fishing line, causing the pots to fall with a tremendous clatter.  The final step of the trap was a long two-by-four plank of wood, which he placed behind the bedroom door, to whack the thief when the falling pots woke us.  My mother, who disliked any kind of beating or violence, trembled in apprehension as she went to bed, contemplating the upcoming slaughter on her front verandah.

At 4 a.m. the Milkman arrived, with his gently snorting horses. We cowered in bed waiting for them to leave and for the thief to make his entrance, to be pummeled out of existence with the two-by-four. Visions of our father behind bars, jailed for murder – as graphically portrayed by our mother - filled our heads. We cringed at the looming violence.

Suddenly, the dawn was shattered with a god-awful racket, followed by breaking glass and a stream of forty-shilling bad words. My father leapt out of bed with a roar, seized the two-by-four and went charging out the bedroom door to despatch the thief to the next world.  Instead, the milkman sitting in a pile of broken bottles, splattered with milk, unwinding fishing line from his foot confronted him. My mother never let my father forget his premature trap that caught the unsuspecting milkman instead of the thief.

The Water Coconut Man was another regular who came frequently to our house.  He drove a large box made of slats of wood, which was attached to four small rubber wheels. The contraption had a steering wheel - discarded from a car - and a running board.  He propelled it along with a full load of green water coconuts, by shoving off with one foot and jumping on to the running board, while grabbing the steering wheel with both hands. The other leg was poised in the air like a ballet dancer, ready to stand on the ground when the brakes needed to be applied. At the headlong speed at which he travelled, braking was frequent.

The coconut man drove this motor-less contrivance all around, up and down the rutted, pedestrian-filled streets of Kingston, steering it in between traffic with lightning speed like a racing-car driver. He turned corners with one foot on the ground and when he came to a full stop, he jumped off the running board and twisted the steering wheel straight and his cart came to a grinding halt.

The coconut cart held a sharp machete wrapped in burlap, on top of the coconuts. After the sale was completed and six water coconuts lay in a heap on the back step, the intrepid driver would unwrap the machete and open holes in the coconuts for us.  He stayed until the last delicious drop of water was drained and then with one slash of the machete, he would sever the coconuts in two, hacking off a piece of the skin to be used as a spoon to scoop out the jelly.  I would sit under a tree with the two halves of a coconut in my lap, scraping out the sweet, diaphanous jelly with the coconut-skin spoon, until only the veined shell remained. After we had eaten our fill, the Coconut Man would open three or four more coconuts. The water was poured into a pitcher, which my mother provided and fat pieces of jelly were dropped into the water, to swim and float seductively while it cooled in the icebox.

My mother was especially fond of coconut water and would drink several glasses a day to keep her bladder healthy.  My father liked it too, but he drank his with a generous shot of rum, much to my mother’s displeasure.  We children liked the jelly better and slurped it happily, scraping the pitcher with a spoon to capture the last shreds of sweet, slippery flesh.  

One should not leave this world without drinking coconut water straight from the shell, followed by mouthfuls of delicate, wonderful coconut jelly. What bliss!

Another memorable character from my childhood was the Broom Man. Every Saturday morning he filled the air with cries of “Yord Broom! Ouse Broom! Cobweb Broom! Whiss Broom!”   I think that the Broom Man may have been the first Rastafarian I ever saw.  He rode a shaky bicycle, balancing brooms of all sizes on his head, shoulders and on the handlebars. He wore a puffy turban made of a white towel and we never saw his hair. He had a scraggly beard and moustache. He greeted us in the name of “I and I”, followed by several passages unerringly quoted from the Bible. He made his superlative brooms by hand, culling the reeds and grasses from the riverbanks in St. Thomas. He carried a sack of coconut brushes hanging from his bicycle, from which the helper carefully selected the fattest one, for a puny brush would not provide the spotless verandah shine. My mother was fond of the Broom Man and his family of many children, and was awed by his biblical knowledge. She did not laugh at his non-sequitur quotations from the Old Testament and although he did not get a present at Christmas, she seldom argued over his prices, recognizing good quality when she saw it.

The colourful characters of my childhood walk with me still, in an age when no one takes the time to get to know trades people. I knew the stories of the lives of our vendors intimately, as they did ours, through sharing family joys and tragedies alike.  Life, it seems to me now, was easier when kindred hearts shared the burdens of day-to-day living, with genuine words of consolation and encouragement.
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