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… They say when trouble comes, close ranks, and so the white people did. But we were not in their ranks. The
Jamaican ladies had never approved of my mother, “because she pretty like pretty self,” Christophine said.
She was my father’s second wife, far too young for him they thought, and, worse still a Martinique girl. When
I asked her why so few people came to see us, she told me that the road from Spanish Town to Coulibri Estate
where we lived was very bad and that road repairing was now a thing of the past.
(My father, visitors, horses, feeling safe in bed—all belonged to the past.)
Another day I heard her talking to Mr. Luttrell, our neighbor and her only friend.
“Of course they have their own misfortunes. Still waiting for this compensation the English promised when the
Emancipation Act was passed.\fn{Slavery ended in the British West Indies on July 31, 1834. According to the Dominican historian
Leonard Honychurch, there were at this time 668,000 slaves in the British West Indies, of whom 14,175 were living in Dominica. From
dates set in the story itself, the events in it occur a few years prior to 1839 and ten years later or so after that date:H } Some will wait

for a long time.”
How could she know that Mr. Luttrell would be the first who grew tired of waiting? One calm evening he shot
his dog, swam out to sea and was gone for always. No agent came from England to look after his property—
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Nelson’s Rest it was called—and strangers from Spanish Town rode up to gossip and discuss the tragedy.
“Live at Nelson’s Rest? Not for love or money. An unlucky place.”
Mr. Luttrell’s house was left empty, shutters banging in the wind. Soon the black people said it was haunted,
they wouldn’t go near it. And no one came near us.
I got used to a solitary life, but my mother still planned and hoped—perhaps she had to hope every time she
passed a looking glass.
She still rode about every morning not caring that the black people stood about in groups to jeer at her,
especially after her riding clothes grew shabby (they notice clothes, they know about money).
Then one day, very early, I saw her horse lying down under the frangipani tree. I went up to him but he was not
sick, he was dead and his eyes were black with flies. I ran away and did not speak of it for I thought if I told no
one it might not be true. But later that day, Godfrey found him, he had been poisoned.
“Now we are marooned,” my mother said, “now what will become of us?” Godfrey said,
“I can’t watch the horse night and day. I too old now. When the old time go, let it go. No use to grab at it. The
Lord make no distinction between black and white, black and white the same for Him. Rest yourself in peace for
the righteous are not forsaken.”
But she couldn’t. She was young. How could she not try for all the things that had gone so suddenly, so
without warning.
“You’re blind when you want to be blind,” she said ferociously, “and you’re deaf when you want to be deaf.
The old hypocrite,” she kept saying. “He knew what they were going to do.”
“The devil prince of this world,” Godfrey said, “but this world don’t last so long for mortal man.”
*
She persuaded a Spanish Town doctor to visit my younger brother Pierre who staggered when he walked and
couldn’t speak distinctly. I don’t know what the doctor told her or what she said to him but he never came again
and after that she changed. Suddenly, not gradually. She grew thin and silent, and at last she refused to leave the
house at all.
Our garden was large and beautiful as that garden in the Bible—the tree of life grew there. But it had gone
wild. The paths were overgrown and a smell of dead flowers mixed with the fresh living smell. Underneath the
tree ferns, tall as forest tree ferns, the light was green. Orchids flourished out of reach or for some reason not to be
touched. One was snaky looking, another like an octopus with long thin brown tentacles bare of leaves hanging
from a twisted root. Twice a year the octopus orchid flowered—then not an inch of tentacle showed. It was a bellshaped mass of white, mauve, deep purples, wonderful to see. The scent was very sweet and strong. I never went
near it.
All Coulibri Estate had gone wild like the garden, gone to bush. No more slavery—why should anybody work?
This never saddened me. I did not remember the place when it was prosperous.
My mother usually walked up and down the glacis, a paved roofed-in terrace which ran the length of the house
and sloped upwards to a clump of bamboos. Standing by the bamboos she had a clear view of the sea, but anyone
passing could stare at her.
They stared, sometimes they laughed. Long after the sound was far away and faint she kept her eyes shut and
her hands clenched. A frown came between her black eyebrows, deep—it might have been cut with a knife. I
hated this frown and once I touched her forehead trying to smooth it. But she pushed me away, not roughly but
calmly, coldly, without a word, as if she had decided once and for all that I was useless to her. She wanted to sit
with Pierre or walk where she pleased without being pestered, she wanted peace and quiet. I was old enough to
look after myself.
“Oh, let me alone,” she would say, “let me alone,” and after I knew that she talked aloud to herself I was a little
afraid of her.
So I spent most of my time in the kitchen which was in an outbuilding some way off. Christophine slept in the
little room next to it.
When evening came she sang to me if she was in the mood. I couldn’t always understand her patois songs—
she also came from Martinique—but she taught me the one that meant “The little one grows old, the children
leave us, will they come back?” and the one about the cedar tree flowers which only last for a day. The music was
gay but the words were sad and her voice often quavered and broke on the high note. “Adieu.” Not adieu as we
said it, but à dieu, which made more sense after all. The loving man was lonely, the girl was deserted, the children
never came back. À dieu.
Her songs were not like Jamaican songs, and she was not like the other women. She was much blacker—blue2

black with a thin face and straight features. She wore a black dress, heavy gold earrings and a yellow
handkerchief—carefully tied with the two high points in front. No other negro woman wore black, or tied her
handkerchief Martinique fashion. She had a quiet voice and a quiet laugh (when she did laugh), and though she
could speak good English if she wanted to, and French as well as patois, she took care to talk as they talked. But
they would have nothing to do with her and she never saw her son who worked in Spanish Town. She had only
one friend—a woman called Maillotte. And Maillotte was not a Jamaican.
The girls from the bayside who sometimes helped with the washing and cleaning were terrified of her. That, I
soon discovered, was why they came at all—for she never paid them. Yet they brought presents of fruit and
vegetables and after dark I often heard low voices from the kitchen.
So I asked about Christophine. Was she very old? Had she always been with us?
“She was your father’s wedding present to me—one of his presents. He thought I would be pleased with a
Martinique girl. I don’t know how old she was when they brought her to Jamaica, quite young. I don’t know how
old she is now. Does it matter? Why do you pester and bother me about all these things that happened long ago?
Christophine stayed with me because she wanted to stay. She had her own very good reasons you may be sure. I
dare say we would have died if she’d turned against us and that would have been a better fate. To die and be
forgotten and at peace. Not to know that one is abandoned, lied about, helpless. All the ones who died—who says
a good word for them now?”
“Godfrey stayed too,” I said. “And Sass.”
“They stayed,” she said angrily, “because they wanted somewhere to sleep and something to eat. That boy
Sass! When his mother pranced off and left him here—a great deal she cared—why he was a little skeleton. Now
he’s growing into a big strong boy and away he goes. We shan’t see him again. Godfrey is a rascal. These new
ones aren’t too kind to old people and he knows it. That’s why he stays. Doesn’t do a thing, but eat enough for a
couple of horses. Pretends he’s deaf. He isn’t deaf—he doesn’t want to hear. What a devil he is!”
“Why don’t you tell him to find somewhere else to live?” I said and she laughed.
“He wouldn’t go. He’d probably try to force us out. I’ve learned to let sleeping curs lie,” she said.
Would Christophine go if you told her to? I thought. But I didn’t say it. I was afraid to say it. It was too hot that
afternoon. I could see the beads of perspiration on her upper lip and the dark circles under her eyes. I started to
fan her, but she turned her head away. She might rest if I left her alone, she said.
Once I would have gone back quietly to watch her asleep on the blue sofa—once I made excuses to be near her
when she brushed her hair, a soft black cloak to cover me, hide me, keep me safe.
But not any longer. Not any more.
*
These were all the people in my life—my mother and Pierre, Christophine, Godfrey, and Sass who had left us.
I never looked at any strange negro. They hated us. They called us white cockroaches. Let sleeping dogs lie. One
day a little girl followed me singing,
“Go away white cockroach, go away, go away.” I walked fast, but she walked faster.
“White cockroach, go away, go away. Nobody want you. Go away.”
When I was safely home I sat close to the old wall at the end of the garden. It was covered with green moss
soft as velvet and I never wanted to move again. Everything would be worse if I moved. Christophine found me
there when it was nearly dark, and I was so stiff she had to help me to get up. She said nothing, but next morning
Tia was in the kitchen with her mother Maillotte, Christophine’s friend. Soon Tia was my friend and I met her
nearly every morning at the turn of the road to the river.
Sometimes we left the bathing pool at midday, sometimes we stayed till late afternoon. Then Tia would light a
fire (fires always lit for her, sharp stones did not hurt her bare feet, I never saw her cry). We boiled green bananas
in an old iron pot and ate them with our fingers out of a calabash and after we had eaten she slept at once. I could
not sleep, but I wasn’t quite awake as I lay in the shade looking at the pool—deep and dark green under the trees,
brown-green if it had rained, but a bright sparkling green in the sun. The water was so clear that you could see the
pebbles at the bottom of the shallow part. Blue and white and striped red. Very pretty. Late or early we parted at
the turn of the road. My mother never asked me where I had been or what I had done.
Christophine had given me some new pennies which I kept in the pocket of my dress. They dropped out one
morning so I put them on a stone. They shone like gold in the sun and Tia stared. She had small eyes, very black,
set deep in her head.
Then she bet me three of the pennies that I couldn’t turn a somersault under water “like you say you can.”
“Of course I can.”
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“I never see you do it,” she said. “Only talk.”
“Bet you all the money I can,” I said.
But after one somersault I still turned and came up choking. Tia laughed and told me that it certainly look like I
drown dead that time. Then she picked up the money.
“I did do it,” I said when 1 could speak, but she shook her head. I hadn’t done it good and besides pennies
didn’t buy much. Why did I look at her like that?
“Keep them then, you cheating nigger,” I said, for I was tired, and the water I had swallowed made me feel
sick. “I can get more if I want to.”
That’s not what she hear, she said. She hear all we poor like beggar. We ate salt fish—no money for fresh fish.
That old house so leaky, you run with calabash to catch water when it rain. Plenty white people in Jamaica. Real
white people, they got gold money. They didn’t look at us, nobody see them come near us. Old time white people
nothing but white nigger now, and black nigger better than white nigger.
I wrapped myself in my torn towel and sat on a stone with my back to her, shivering cold. But the sun couldn’t
warm me. I wanted to go home.
I looked round and Tia had gone. I searched for a long time before I could believe that she had taken my dress
—not my underclothes, she never wore any—but my dress, starched, ironed, clean that morning. She had left me
hers and I put it on at last and walked home in the blazing sun feeling sick, hating her. I planned to get round the
back of the house to the kitchen, but passing the stables I stopped to stare at three strange horses and my mother
saw me and called. She was on the glacis with two young ladies and a gentleman.
Visitors!
I dragged up the steps unwillingly—I had longed for visitors once, but that was years ago.
They were very beautiful I thought and they wore such beautiful clothes that I looked away down at the
flagstones and when they laughed—the gentleman laughed the loudest—I ran into the house, into my bedroom.
There I stood with my back against the door and I could feel my heart all through me. I heard them talking and I
heard them leave. I came out of my room and my mother was sitting on the blue sofa. She looked at me for some
time before she said that I had behaved very oddly. My dress was even dirtier than usual.
“It’s Tia’s dress.”
“But why are you wearing Tia’s dress? Tia? Which one of them is Tia?”
Christophine, who had been in the pantry listening, came at once and was told to find a clean dress for me.
“Throw away that thing. Burn it.”
Then they quarreled. Christophine said I had no clean dress.
“She got two dresses, wash and wear. You want clean dress to drop from heaven? Some people crazy in truth.”
“She must have another dress,” said my mother. “Somewhere.”
But Christophine told her loudly that it shameful. She run wild, she grow up worthless. And nobody care. My
mother walked over to the window. (“Marooned,” said her straight narrow back, her carefully coiled hair.
“Marooned.”)
“She has an old muslin dress. Find that.”
While Christophine scrubbed my face and tied my plaits with a fresh piece of string, she told me that those
were the new people at Nelson’s Rest. They called themselves Luttrell, but English or not English they were not
like old Mr. Luttrell.
“Old Mr. Luttrell spit in their face if he see how they look at you. Trouble walk into the house this day. Trouble
walk in.”
The old muslin dress was found and it tore as I forced it on. She didn’t notice.
No more slavery! She had to laugh!
“These new ones have Letter of the Law. Same thing. They got magistrate. They got fine. They got jail house
and chain gang. They got tread machine to mash up people’s feet. New ones worse than old ones—more cunning,
that’s all.” All that evening my mother didn’t speak to me or look at me and I thought,
“She is ashamed of me, what Tia said is true.”
I went to bed early and slept at once. I dreamed that I was walking in the forest. Not alone. Someone who
hated me was with me, out of sight. I could hear heavy footsteps coming closer and though I struggled and
screamed I could not move. I woke crying. The covering sheet was on the floor and my mother was looking down
at me.
“Did you have a nightmare?”
“Yes, a bad dream.” She sighed and covered me up.
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“You were making such a noise. I must go to Pierre, you’ve frightened him.” I lay thinking,
“I am safe. There is the corner of the bedroom door and the friendly furniture. There is the tree of life in the
garden and the wall green with moss. The barrier of the cliffs and the high mountains. And the barrier of the sea. 1
am safe. 1 am safe from strangers.” The light of the candle in Pierre’s room was still there when I slept again.
*
I woke next morning knowing that nothing would be the same. It would change and go on changing.
I don’t know how she got money to buy the white muslin and the pink. Yards of muslin. She may have sold her
last ring, for there was one left. I saw it in her jewel box—that, and a locket with a shamrock inside. They were
mending and sewing first thing in the morning and still sewing when I went to bed. In a week she had a new dress
and so had I.
The Luttrells lent her a horse, and she would ride off very early and not come back till late next day—tired out
because she had been to a dance or a moonlight picnic. She was gay and laughing—younger than I had ever seen
her and the house was sad when she had gone.
So I too left it and stayed away till dark. I was never long at the bathing pool. I never met Tia. I took another
road, past the old sugar works and the water wheel that had not turned for years. I went to parts of Coulibri that I
had not seen, where there was no road, no path, no track. And if the razor grass cut my legs and arms I would
think
“It’s better than people.”
Black ants or red ones, tall nests swarming with white ants, rain that soaked me to the skin—once I saw a
snake. All better than people.
Better. Better, better than people. Watching the red and yellow flowers in the sun thinking of nothing, it was as
if a door opened and I was somewhere else, something else. Not myself any longer.
I knew the time of day when though it is hot and blue and there are no clouds, the sky can have a very black
look.
*
I was bridesmaid when my mother married Mr. Mason in Spanish Town.\fn{ Bertha Mason was the name of Edward
Rochester’s first wife, “the boast of Spanish Town for her beauty” (Charlote Bronte, Jayne Eyre, Garden City, John C. Winston Co., 1954.)
But this character is named Annette:H} Christophine curled my hair. I carried a bouquet and everything I wore was new

—even my beautiful slippers. But their eyes slid away from my hating face. I had heard what all these smooth
smiling people said about her when she was not listening, and they did not guess I was. Hiding from them in the
garden when they visited Coulibri, I listened.
“A fantastic marriage and he will regret it. Why should a very wealthy man who could take his pick of all the
girls in the West Indies, and many in England too probably?”
“Why probably?” the other voice said. “Certainly.”
“Then why should he marry a widow without a penny to her name and Coulibri a wreck of a place?
Emancipation troubles killed old Cosway? Nonsense—the estate was going downhill for years before that. He
drank himself to death. Many’s the time when—ah well! And all those women! She never did anything to stop
him—she encouraged him. Presents and smiles for the bastards every Christmas. Old customs? Some old customs
are better dead and buried. Her new husband will have to spend a pretty penny before the house is fit to live in—
leaks like a sieve. And what about the stables and the coach house dark as pitch, and the servants’ quarters and the
six-foot snake I saw with my own eyes curled up on the privy seat last time I was here. Alarmed? I screamed.
Then that horrible old man she harbors came along, doubled up with laughter. As for those two children—the boy,
an idiot, kept out of sight and mind and the girl going the same way in my opinion—a lowering expression.”
“Oh I agree,” the other one said, “but Annette is such a pretty woman. And what a dancer. Reminds me of that
song ‘light as cotton blossom on the something breeze,’ or is it air? I forget.”
*
Yes, what a dancer—that night when they came home from their honeymoon in Trinidad and they danced on
the glacis to no music. There was no need for music when she danced.
They stopped and she leaned backwards over his arm, down till her black hair touched the flagstones—still
down, down. Then up again in a flash, laughing. She made it look so easy—as if anyone could do it, and he kissed
her—a long kiss. I was there that time too but they had forgotten me and soon I wasn’t thinking of them. I was
remembering that woman saying,
“Dance! He didn’t come to the West Indies to dance—he came to make money as they all do. Some of the big
estates are going cheap, and one unfortunate’s loss is always a clever man’s gain. No, the whole thing is a
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mystery. It’s evidently useful to keep a Martinique obeah woman on the premises.”
She meant Christophine. She said it mockingly, not meaning it, but soon other people were saying it—and
meaning it.
*
While the repairs were being done and they were in Trinidad, Pierre and I stayed with Aunt Cora in Spanish
Town. Mr. Mason did not approve of Aunt Cora, an ex-slave owner who had escaped misery, a flier in the face of
Providence.
“Why did she do nothing to help you?” I told him that her husband was English and didn’t like us and he said,
“Nonsense.”
“It isn’t nonsense, they lived in England and he was angry if she wrote to us. He hated the West Indies. When
he died not long ago she came home, before that what could she do? She wasn’t rich.”
“That’s her story. I don’t believe it. A frivolous woman. In your mother’s place I’d resent her behavior.”
None of you understand about us, I thought.
*
Coulibri looked the same when I saw it again, although it was clean and tidy, no grass between the flagstones,
no leaks. But it didn’t feel the same. Sass had come back and I was glad. They can smell money, somebody said.
Mr. Mason engaged new servants—I didn’t like any of them excepting Mannie the groom. It was their talk about
Christophine that changed Coulibri, not the repairs or the new furniture or the strange faces. Their talk about
Christophine and obeah\fn{African magic} changed it.
I knew her room so well—the pictures of the Holy Family and the prayer for a happy death. She had a bright
patchwork counterpane, a broken-down press for her clothes, and my mother had given her an old rocking-chair.
Yet one day when I was waiting there I was suddenly very much afraid. The door was open to the sunlight,
someone was whistling near the stables, but I was afraid. I was certain that hidden in the room (behind the old
black press?) there was a dead man’s dried hand, white chicken feathers, a cock with its throat cut, dying slowly,
slowly. Drop by drop the blood was falling into a red basin and I imagined I could hear it.
No one had ever spoken to me about obeah—but I knew what I would find if I dared to look. Then
Christophine came in smiling and pleased to see me. Nothing alarming ever happened and I forgot, or told myself
I had forgotten.
Mr. Mason would laugh if he knew how frightened I had been. He would laugh even louder than he did when
my mother told him that she wished to leave Coulibri.
*
This began when they had been married for over a year. They always said the same things and I seldom
listened to the argument now. I knew that we were hated—but to go away … for one I agreed with my stepfather.
That was not possible.
“You must have some reason,” he would say, and she would answer
“I need a change,” or
“We could visit Richard.” (Richard, Mr. Mason’s son by his first marriage, was at school in Barbados. He was
going to England soon and we had seen very little of him.)
“An agent could look after this place. For the time being. The people here hate us. They certainly hate me.”
Straight out she said that one day and it was then he laughed so heartily.
“Annette, be reasonable. You were the widow of a slave owner, the daughter of a slave owner, and you had
been living here alone, with two children, for nearly five years when we met. Things were at their worst then. But
you were never molested, never harmed.”
“How do you know that I was not harmed?” she said. “We were so poor then,” she told him, “we were
something to laugh at. But we are not poor now,” she said. “You are not a poor man. Do you suppose that they
don’t know all about your estate in Trinidad? And the Antigua property? They talk about us without stopping.
They invent stories about you, and lies about me. They try to find out what we eat every day.”
“They are curious. It’s natural enough. You have lived alone far too long, Annette. You imagine enmity which
doesn’t exist. Always one extreme or the other. Didn’t you fly at me like a little wild cat when I said nigger. Not
nigger, nor even negro. Black people I must say.”
“You don’t like, or even recognize, the good in them,” she said, “and you won’t believe in the other side.”
“They’re too damn lazy to be dangerous,” said Mr. Mason. “I know that.”
“They are more alive than you are, lazy or not, and they can be dangerous and cruel for reasons you wouldn’t
understand.”
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“No, I don’t understand,” Mr. Mason always said, “I don’t understand at all.”
But she’d speak about going away again. Persistently. Angrily.
*
Mr. Mason pulled up near the empty huts on our way home that evening.
“All gone to one of those dances,” he said. “Young and old. How deserted the place looks.”
“We’ll hear the drums if there is a dance.”
I hoped he’d ride on quickly but he stayed by the huts to watch the sun go down, the sky and the sea were on
fire when we left Bertrand Bay at last. From a long way off I saw the shadow of our house high up on its stone
foundations. There was a smell of ferns and river water and I felt safe again, as if I was one of the righteous.
(Godfrey said that we were not righteous. One day when he was drunk he told me that we were all damned and
no use praying.)
“They’ve chosen a very hot night for their dance,” Mr. Mason said, and Aunt Cora came on to the glacis.
“What dance? Where?”
“There is some festivity in the neighborhood. The huts were abandoned. A wedding perhaps?”
“Not a wedding,” I said. “There is never a wedding.” He frowned at me but Aunt Cora smiled.
When they had gone indoors I leaned my arms on the cool glacis railings and thought that I would never like
him very much. I still called him “Mr. Mason” in my head.
“Goodnight white pappy,” I said one evening and he was not vexed, he laughed. In some ways it was better
before he came though he’d rescued us from poverty and misery.
“Only just in time too.”
The black people did not hate us quite so much when we were poor. We were white but we had not escaped
and soon we would be dead for we had no money left. What was there to hate?
Now it had started up again and worse than before, my mother knows but she can’t make him believe it. I wish
I could tell him that out here is not at all like English people think it is. I wish …
I could hear them talking and Aunt Cora’s laugh. I was glad she was staying with us. And I could hear the
bamboos shiver and creak though there was no wind. It had been hot and still and dry for days. The colors had
gone from the sky, the light was blue and could not last long.
“The glacis was not a good place when night was coming,” Christophine said. As I went indoors my mother
was talking in an excited voice.
“Very well. As you refuse to consider it, I will go and take Pierre with me. You won’t object to that, I hope?”
“You are perfectly right, Annette,” said Aunt Cora and that did surprise me. She seldom spoke when they
argued. Mr. Mason also seemed surprised and not at all pleased.
“You talk so wildly,’ he said. “And you are so mistaken. Of course you can get away for a change if you wish
it. I promise you.”
“You have promised that before,” she said. “You don’t keep your promises.” He sighed.
“I feel very well here. However, we’ll arrange something. Quite soon.”
“I will not stay at Coulibri any longer,” my mother said. “It is not safe. It is not safe for Pierre.”
Aunt Cora nodded. As it was late I ate with them instead of by myself as usual. Myra, one of the new servants,
was standing by the sideboard, waiting to change the plates. We ate English food now, beef and mutton, pies and
puddings. I was glad to be like an English girl but I missed the taste of Christophine’s cooking.
My stepfather talked about a plan to import laborers—coolies he called them—from the East Indies. When
Myra had gone out Aunt Cora said,
“I shouldn’t discuss that if I were you. Myra is listening.”
“But the people here won’t work. They don’t want to work. Look at this place—it’s enough to break your
heart.”
“Hearts have been broken,” she said. “Be sure of that. I suppose you all know what you are doing.”
“Do you mean to say—”
“I said nothing, except that it would be wiser not to tell that woman your plans—necessary and merciful no
doubt. I don’t trust her.”
“Live here most of your life and know nothing about the people. It’s astonishing. They are children—they
wouldn’t hurt a fly.”
“Unhappily children do hurt flies,” said Aunt Cora.
Myra came in again looking mournful as she always did though she smiled when she talked about hell.
Everyone went to hell, she told me, you had to belong to her sect to be saved and even then—just as well not to be
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too sure. She had thin arms and big hands and feet and the handkerchief she wore round her head was always
white. Never striped or a gay color.
So I looked away from her at my favorite picture, The Miller’s Daughter, a lovely English girl with brown
curls and blue eyes and a dress slipping off her shoulders. Then I looked across the white tablecloth and the vase
of yellow roses at Mr. Mason, so sure of himself, so without a doubt English. And at my mother, so without a
doubt not English, but no white nigger either. Not my mother. Never had been. Never could be.
Yes, she would have died, I thought, if she had not met him. And for the first time I was grateful and liked him.
There are more ways than one of being happy, better perhaps to be peaceful and contented and protected, as I feel
now, peaceful for years and long years, and afterwards I may be saved whatever Myra says.
(When I asked Christophine what happened when you died, she said, “You want to know too much.”)
I remembered to kiss my stepfather goodnight. Once Aunt Cora had told me,
“He’s very hurt because you never kiss him.”
“He does not look hurt,” I argued.
“Great mistake to go by looks,” she said, “one way or the other.”
I went into Pierre’s room which was next to mine, the last one in the house. The bamboos were outside his
window. You could almost touch them. He still had a crib and he slept more and more, nearly all the time. He was
so thin that I could lift him easily. Mr. Mason had promised to take him to England later on, there he would be
cured, made like other people.
And how will you like that? I thought, as I kissed him. How will you like being made exactly like other
people?
He looked happy asleep. But that will be later on. Later on. Sleep now.
It was then I heard the bamboos creak again and a sound like whispering. I forced myself to look out of the
window. There was a full moon but I saw nobody, nothing but shadows.
I left a light on the chair by my bed and waited for Christophine, for I liked to see her last thing. But she did
not come, and as the candle burned down, the safe peaceful feeling left me. I wished I had a big Cuban dog to lie
by my bed and protect me, I wished I had not heard a noise by the bamboo clump, or that I were very young
again, for then I believed in my stick.
It was not a stick, but a long narrow piece of wood, with two nails sticking out at the end, a shingle, perhaps. I
picked it up soon after they killed our horse and I thought I can fight with this, if the worst comes to the worst I
can fight to the end though the best ones fall and that is another song. Christophine knocked the nails out, but she
let me keep the shingle and I grew very fond of it, I believed that no one could harm me when it was near me, to
lose it would be a great misfortune.
All this was long ago, when I was still babyish and sure that everything was alive, not only the river or the
rain, but chairs, looking-glasses, cups, saucers, everything.
*
I woke up and it was still night and my mother was there. She said,
“Get up and dress yourself, and come downstairs quickly.” She was dressed, but she had not put up her hair
and one of her plaits was loose.
“Quickly,” she said again, then she went into Pierre’s room, next door. I heard her speak to Myra and I heard
Myra answer her. I lay there, half asleep, looking at the lighted candle on the chest of drawers, till I heard a noise
as though a chair had fallen over in the little room, then I got up and dressed.
The house was on different levels. There were three steps down from my bedroom and Pierre’s to the diningroom and then three steps from the dining-room to the rest of the house, which we called “downstairs.” The
folding doors of the dining-room were not shut and I could see that the big drawing-room was full of people. Mr.
Mason, my mother, Christophine and Mannie and Sass. Aunt Cora was sitting on the blue sofa in the corner now,
wearing a black silk dress, her ringlets were carefully arranged. She looked very haughty, I thought. But Godfrey
was not there, or Myra, or the cook, or any of the others.
“There is no reason to be alarmed,” my stepfather was saying as I came in. “A handful of drunken negroes.”
He opened the door leading to the glacis and walked out.
“What is all this,” he shouted. “What do you want?”
A horrible noise swelled up, like animals howling, but worse. We heard stones falling on to the glacis. He was
pale when he came in again, but he tried to smile as he shut and bolted the door.
“More of them than I thought, and in a nasty mood too. They will repent in the morning. I foresee gifts of
tamarinds in syrup and ginger sweets tomorrow.”
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“Tomorrow will be too late,” said Aunt Cora, “too late for ginger sweets or anything else.” My mother was not
listening to either of them. She said,
“Pierre is asleep and Myra is with him, I thought it better to leave him in his own room, away from this
horrible noise. I don’t know. Perhaps.”
She was twisting her hands together, her wedding ring fell off and rolled into a corner near the steps. My
stepfather and Mannie both stooped for it, then Mannie straightened up and said,
“Oh, my God, they get at the back, they set fire to the back of the house.”
He pointed to my bedroom door which I had shut after me, and smoke was rolling out from underneath.
I did not see my mother move she was so quick. She opened the door of my room and then again I did not see
her, nothing but smoke. Mannie ran after her, so did Mr. Mason but more slowly. Aunt Cora put her arms round
me. She said,
“Don’t be afraid, you are quite safe. We are all quite safe.”
Just for a moment I shut my eyes and rested my head against her shoulder. She smelled of vanilla, I remember.
Then there was another smell, of burned hair, and I looked and my mother was in the room carrying Pierre. It was
her loose hair that had burned and was smelling like that. I thought,
Pierre is dead.
He looked dead. He was white and he did not make a sound, but his head hung back over her arm as if he had
no life at all and his eyes were rolled up so that you only saw the whites. My stepfather said,
“Annette, you are hurt—your hands …” But she did not even look at him.
“His crib was on fire,” she said to Aunt Cora. “The little room is on fire and Myra was not there. She has gone.
She was not there.”
“That does not surprise me at all,” said Aunt Cora. She laid Pierre on the sofa, bent over him, then lifted up her
skirt, stepped out of her white petticoat and began to tear it into strips.
“She left him, she ran away and left him alone to die,” said my mother, still whispering. So it was all the more
dreadful when she began to scream abuse at Mr. Mason, calling him a fool, a cruel stupid fool.
“I told you,” she said, “I told you what would happen again and again.” Her voice broke, but still she
screamed,
“You would not listen, you sneered at me, you grinning hypocrite, you ought not to live either, you know so
much, don’t you? Why don’t you go out and ask them to let you go? Say how innocent you are. Say you have
always trusted them.”
I was so shocked that everything was confused. And it happened quickly. I saw Mannie and Sass staggering
along with two large earthenware jars of water which were kept in the pantry. They threw the water into the
bedroom and it made a black pool on the floor, but the smoke rolled over the pool. Then Christophine, who had
run into my mother’s bedroom for the pitcher there, came back and spoke to my aunt.
“It seems they have fired the other side of the house,” said Aunt Cora. “They must have climbed that tree
outside. This place is going to burn like tinder and there is nothing we can do to stop it. The sooner we get out the
better.” Mannie said to the boy,
“You frightened?” Sass shook his head.
“Then come on,” said Mannie.
“Out of my way,” he said and pushed Mr. Mason aside.
Narrow wooden stairs led down from the pantry to the outbuildings, the kitchen, the servants’ rooms, the
stables. That was where they were going.
“Take the child,” Aunt Cora told Christophine, “and come.”
It was very hot on the glacis too, they roared as we came out, then there was another roar behind us. I had not
seen any flames, only smoke and sparks, but now I saw tall flames shooting up to the sky, for the bamboos had
caught. There were some tree ferns near, green and damp, one of those was smouldering too.
“Come quickly,” said Aunt Cora, and she went first, holding my hand.
Christophine followed, carrying Pierre, and they were quite silent as we went down the glacis steps. But when
I looked round for my mother I saw that Mr. Mason, his face crimson with heat, seemed to be dragging her along
and she was holding back, struggling. I heard him say,
“It’s impossible, too late, now.”
“Wants her jewel case?” Aunt Cora said.
“Jewel case? Nothing so sensible,” bawled Mr. Mason. “She wanted to go back for her damned, parrot. I won’t
allow it.” She did not answer, only fought him silently, twisting like a cat and showing her teeth.
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Our parrot was called Coco, a green parrot. He didn’t talk very well, he could say Qui est là? Qui est là? and
answered himself Ché Coco, Ché Coco. After Mr. Mason clipped his wings he grew very bad tempered, and
though he would sit quietly on my mother’s shoulder, he darted at everyone who came near her and pecked their
feet.
“Annette,” said Aunt Cora. “They are laughing at you, do not allow them to laugh at you.”
She stopped fighting then and he half supported, half pulled her after us, cursing loudly. Still they were quiet
and there were so many of them I could hardly see any grass or trees. There must have been many of the bay
people but I recognized no one. They all looked the same, it was the same face repeated over and over, eyes
gleaming, mouth half open to shout. We were past the mounting stone when they saw Mannie driving the carriage
round the corner. Sass followed, riding one horse and leading another. There was a ladies’ saddle on the one he
was leading. Somebody yelled,
“But look the black Englishman! Look the white niggers!,” and then they were all yelling, “Look the white
niggers! Look the damn white niggers!”
A stone just missed Mannie’s head, he cursed back at them and they cleared away from the rearing, frightened
horses.
“Come on, for God’s sake,” said Mr. Mason. “Get to the carriage, get to the horses.”
But we could not move for they pressed too close round us. Some of them were laughing and waving sticks,
some of the ones at the back were carrying flambeaux and it was light as day. Aunt Cora held my hand very
tightly and her lips moved but I could not hear because of the noise. And I was afraid, because I knew that the
ones who laughed would be the worst. I shut my eyes and waited.
Mr. Mason stopped swearing and began to pray in a loud pious voice. The prayer ended,
“May Almighty God defend us.”
And God who is indeed mysterious, who had made no sign when they burned Pierre as he slept—not a clap of
thunder, not a flash of lightning—mysterious God heard Mr. Mason at once and answered him.
The yells stopped.
I opened my eyes, everybody was looking up and pointing at Coco on the glacis railings with his feathers
alight. He made an effort to fly down but his clipped wings failed him and he fell screeching.
He was all on fire.
I began to cry.
“Don’t look,” said Aunt Cora. “Don’t look.”
She stooped and put her arms round me and I hid my face, but I could feel that they were not so near. I heard
someone say something about bad luck and remembered that it was very unlucky to kill a parrot, or even to see a
parrot die. They began to go then, quickly, silently, and those that were left drew aside and watched us as we
trailed across the grass. They were not laughing any more.
*
“Get to the carriage, get to the carriage,” said Mr. Mason. “Hurry!”
He went first, holding my mother’s arm, then Christophine carrying Pierre, and Aunt Cora was last, still with
my hand in hers. None of us looked back. Mannie had stopped the horses at the bend of the cobblestone road and
as we got closer we heard him shout,
“What all you are, eh? Brute beasts?”
He was speaking to a group of men and a few women who were standing round the carriage. A colored man
with a machete in his hand was holding the bridle. I did not see Sass or the other two horses.
“Get in,” said Mr. Mason. “Take no notice of him, get in.”
The man with the machete said no. We would go to police and tell a lot of damn lies. A woman said to let us
go. All this an accident and they had plenty witness.
“Myra she witness for us.”
“Shut your mouth,” the man said. “You mash centipede, mash it, leave one little piece and it grow again. What
you think police believe, eh? You, or the white nigger?”
Mr. Mason stared at him. He seemed not frightened, but too astounded to speak. Mannie took up the carriage
whip but one of the blacker men wrenched it out of his hand, snapped it over his knee and threw it away.
“Run away, black Englishman, like the boy run. Hide in the bushes. It’s better for you.” It was Aunt Cora who
stepped forward and said,
“The little boy is very badly hurt. He will die if we cannot get help for him.” The man said,
“So black and white, they burn the same, eh?”
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“They do,” she said. “Here and hereafter, as you will find out. Very shortly.”
He let the bridle go and thrust his face close to hers. He’d throw her on the fire, he said, if she put bad luck on
him. Old white jumbie, he called her. But she did not move an inch, she looked straight into his eyes and
threatened him with eternal fire in a calm voice.
“And never a drop of sangoree to cool your burning tongue,” she said. He cursed her again but he backed
away.
“Now get in,” said Mr. Mason. “You, Christophine, get in with the child.”
Christophine got in.
“Now you,” he said to my mother. But she had turned and was looking back at the house and when he put his
hand on her arm, she screamed. One woman said she only come to see what happen. Another woman began to cry.
The man with the cutlass said,
“You cry for her—when she ever cry for you? Tell me that.”
But now I turned too. The house was burning, the yellow-red sky was like sunset and I knew that I would
never see Coulibri again. Nothing would be left, the golden ferns and the silver ferns, the orchids, the ginger lilies
and the roses, the rocking-chairs and the blue sofa, the jasmine and the honeysuckle, and the picture of the
Miller’s daughter. When they had finished, there would be nothing left but blackened walls and the mounting
stone.
That was always left. That could not be stolen or burned.
Then, not so far off, I saw Tia and her mother and I ran to her, for she was all that was left of my life as it had
been. We had eaten the same food, slept side by side, bathed in the same river. As I ran, I thought, I will live with
Tia and I will be like her. Not to leave Coulibri. Not to go. Not.
When I was close I saw the jagged stone in her hand but I did not see her throw it. I did not feel it either, only
something wet, running down my face. I looked at her and I saw her face crumple up as she began to cry.
We stared at each other, blood on my face, tears on hers.
It was as if I saw myself. Like in a looking-glass.
*
“I saw my plait, tied with red ribbon, when I got up,” I said. “In the chest of drawers. I thought it was a snake.”
“Your hair had to be cut. You’ve been very ill, my darling,” said Aunt Cora. “But you are safe with me now.
We are all safe as I told you we would be. You must stay in bed though. Why are you wandering about the room?
Your hair will grow again,” she said. “Longer and thicker.”
“But darker,” I said. “Why not darker?”
She picked me up and I was glad to feel the soft mattress and glad to be covered with a cool sheet.
“It’s time for your arrowroot,” she said and went out. When that was finished she took the cup away and stood
looking down at me.
“I got up because I wanted to know where I was.”
“And you do know, don’t you?” she said in an anxious voice.
“Of course. But how did I get to your house?”
“The Luttrells were very good. As soon as Mannie got to Nelson’s Rest they sent a hammock and four men.
You were shaken about a good deal though. But they did their best. Young Mr. Luttrell rode alongside you all the
way. Wasn’t that kind?”
“Yes,” I said. She looked thin and old and her hair wasn’t arranged prettily so I shut my eyes, not wanting to
see her.
“Pierre is dead, isn’t he?”
“He died on the way down, the poor little boy,” she said.
He died before that, I thought but was too tired to speak.
“Your mother is in the country. Resting. Getting well again. You will see her quite soon.”
“I didn’t know,” I said. “Why did she go away?”
“You’ve been very ill for nearly six weeks. You didn’t know anything.”
What was the use of telling her that I’d been awake before and heard my mother screaming
“Qui est là? Qui est Là?”; then “Don't touch me. I’ll kill you if you touch me. Coward. Hypocrite. I’ll kill
you.”
I’d put my hands over my ears, her screams were so loud and terrible. I slept and when I woke up everything
was quiet. Still Aunt Cora stayed by my bed looking at me.
“My head is bandaged up. It’s so hot,” I said. “Will I have a mark on my forehead?”
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“No, no.” She smiled for the first time. “That is healing very nicely. It won’t spoil you on your wedding day,”
she said. She bent down and kissed me.
“Is there anything you want? A cool drink to sip?”
“No, not a drink. Sing to me. I like that.” She began in a shaky voice.
Every night at half past eight
Comes tap tap tapping—

“Not that one. I don’t like that one. Sing Before I Was Set Free.”
She sat near me and sang very softly, “Before I was set free.” I heard as far as “The sorrow that my heart feels
for—” I didn’t hear the end but I heard that before I slept, “The sorrow that my heart feels for.”
*
I was going to see my mother. I had insisted that Christophine must be with me, no one else, and as I was not
yet quite well they had given way. I remember the dull feeling as we drove along for I did not expect to see her.
She was part of Coulibri, that had gone, so she had gone, I was certain of it. But when we reached the tidy pretty
little house where she lived now (they said) I jumped out of the carriage and ran as fast as I could across the lawn.
One door was open on to the verandah.
I went in without knocking and stared at the people in the room. A colored man, a colored woman, and a white
woman sitting with her head bent so low that I couldn’t see her face. But I recognized her hair, one plait much
shorter than the other. And her dress. I put my arms round her and kissed her. She held me so tightly that I
couldn’t breathe and I thought,
“It’s not her.” Then,
“It must be her.” She looked at the door, then at me, then at the door again. I could not say, “He is dead,” so I
shook my head.
“But I am here, I am here,” I said, and she said, “No,” quietly.
Then “No no no” very loudly and flung me from her. I fell against the partition and hurt myself. The man and
the woman were holding her arms and Christophine was there. The woman said,
“Why you bring the child to make trouble, trouble, trouble? Trouble enough without that.”
All the way back to Aunt Cora’s house we didn’t speak.
*
The first day I had to go to the convent, I clung to Aunt Cora as you would cling to life if you loved it. At last
she got impatient, so I forced myself away from her and through the passage, down the steps into the street and, as
I knew they would be, they were waiting for me under the sandbox tree. There were two of them, a boy and a girl.
The boy was about fourteen and tall and big for his age, he had a white skin, a dull ugly white covered with
freckles, his mouth was a negro’s mouth and he had small eyes, like bits of green glass. He had the eyes of a dead
fish. Worst, most horrible of all, his hair was crinkled, a negro’s hair, but bright red, and his eyebrows and
eyelashes were red.
The girl was very black and wore no head handkerchief. Her hair had been plaited and I could smell the
sickening oil she had daubed on it, from where I stood on the steps of Aunt Cora’s dark, clean, friendly house,
staring at them. They looked so harmless and quiet, no one would have noticed the glint in the boy’s eyes.
Then the girl grinned and began to crack the knuckles of her fingers. At each crack I jumped and my hands
began to sweat. I was holding some school books in my right hand and I shifted them to under my arm, but it was
too late, there was a mark on the palm of my hand and a stain on the cover of the book. The girl began to laugh,
very quietly, and it was then that hate came to me and courage with the hate so that I was able to walk past
without looking at them.
I knew they were following, I knew too that as long as I was in sight of Aunt Cora’s house they would do
nothing but stroll along some distance after me. But I knew when they would draw close. It would be when I was
going up the hill. There were walls and gardens on each side of the hill and no one would be there at this hour of
the morning.
Half-way up they closed in on me and started talking. The girl said,
“Look the crazy girl, you crazy like your mother. Your aunt frightened to have you in the house. She send you
for the nuns to lock up. Your mother walk about with no shoes and stockings on her feet, she sans culottes. She try
to kill her husband and she try to kill you too that day you go to see her. She have eyes like zombie and you have
eyes like zombie too. Why you won’t look at me.” The boy only said,
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“One day I catch you alone, you wait, one day I catch you alone.”
When I got to the top of the hill they were jostling me, I could smell the girl’s hair. A long empty street
stretched away to the convent, the convent wall and a wooden gate. I would have to ring before I could get in. The
girl said,
“You don’t want to look at me, eh, I make you look at me.”
She pushed me and the books I was carrying fell to the ground. I stooped to pick them up and saw that a tall
boy who was walking along the other side of the street had stopped and looked towards us. Then he crossed over,
running. He had long legs, his feet hardly touched the ground. As soon as they saw him, they turned and walked
away. He looked after them, puzzled. I would have died sooner than run when they were there, but as soon as they
had gone, I ran. I left one of my books on the ground and the tall boy came after me.
“You dropped this,” he said, and smiled.
I knew who he was, his name was Sandi, Alexander Cosway’s son. Once I would have said “my cousin Sandi”
but Mr. Mason’s lectures had made me shy about my colored relative. I muttered,
“Thank you.”
“I’ll talk to that boy,” he said. “He won’t bother you again.”
In the distance I could see my enemy’s red hair as he pelted along, but he hadn’t a chance. Sandi caught him up
before he reached the corner. The girl had disappeared. I didn’t wait to see what happened but I pulled and pulled
at the bell.
At last the door opened. The nun was a colored woman and she seemed displeased.
“You must not ring the bell like that,” she said. “I come as quick as I can.” Then I heard the door shut behind
me.
I collapsed and began to cry. She asked me if I was sick, but I could not answer. She took my hand, still
clicking her tongue and muttering in an ill-tempered way, and led me across the yard, past the shadow of the big
tree, not into the front door but into a big, cool, stone-flagged room. There were pots and pans hanging on the wall
and a stone fireplace. There was another nun at the back of the room and when the bell rang again, the first one
went to answer it. The second nun, also a colored woman, brought a basin and water but as fast as she sponged
my face, so fast did I cry. When she saw my hand she asked if I had fallen and hurt myself. I shook my head and
she sponged the stain away gently.
“What is the matter, what are you crying about? What has happened to you?”
And still I could not answer. She brought me a glass of milk, I tried to drink it, but I choked.
“Oh la la,” she said, shrugging her shoulders and went out. When she came in again, a third nun was with her
who said in a calm voice,
“You have cried quite enough now, you must stop. Have you got a handkerchief?”
I remembered that I had dropped it. The new nun wiped my eyes with a large handkerchief, gave it to me and
asked my name.
“Antoinette,” I said.
“Of course,” she said. “I know. You are Antoinette Cosway, that is to say Antoinette Mason. Has someone
frightened you?”
“Yes.”
“Now look at me,” she said. “You will not be frightened of me.”
I looked at her. She had large brown eyes, very soft, and was dressed in white, not with a starched apron like
the others had. The band round her face was of linen and above the white linen a black veil of some thin material,
which fell in folds down her back. Her cheeks were red, she had a laughing face and two deep dimples. Her hands
were small but they looked clumsy and swollen, not like the rest of her. It was only afterwards that I found out
that they were crippled with rheumatism. She took me into a parlor furnished stiffly with straight-backed chairs
and a polished table in the middle. After she had talked to me I told her a little of why I was crying and that I did
not like walking to school alone.
“That must be seen to,” she said. “I will write to your aunt. Now Mother St. Justine will be waiting for you. 1
have sent for a girl who has been with us for nearly a year. Her name is Louise—Louise de Plana. If you feel
strange, she will explain everything.”
Louise and I walked along a paved path to the classroom. There was grass on each side of the path and trees
and shadows of trees and sometimes a bright bush of flowers. She was very pretty and when she smiled at me I
could scarcely believe I had ever been miserable. She said,
“We always call Mother St. Justine, Mother Juice of a Lime. She is not very intelligent, poor woman. You will
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see.”
*
Quickly, while I can, I must remember the hot classroom. The hot classroom, the pitchpine desks, the heat of
the bench striking up through my body, along my arms and hands. But outside I could see cool, blue shadow on a
white wall. My needle is sticky, and creaks as it goes in and out of the canvas.
“My needle is swearing,” I whisper to Louise, who sits next to me.
We are cross-stitching silk roses on a pale background. We can color the roses as we choose and mine are
green, blue and purple. Underneath, I will write my name in fire red, Antoinette Mason, née Cosway, Mount
Calvary Convent, Spanish Town, Jamaica, 1839.
As we work, Mother St. Justine reads us stories from the lives of the Saints, St. Rose, St. Barbara, St. Agnes.
But we have our own Saint, the skeleton of a girl of fourteen under the altar of the convent chapel. The Relics.
But how did the nuns get them out here, I ask myself? In a cabin trunk? Specially packed for the hold? How?
But here she is, and St. Innocenzia is her name. We do not know her story, she is not in the book. The saints we
hear about were all very beautiful and wealthy. All were loved by rich and handsome young men.
“‘ … more lovely and more richly dressed than he had ever seen her in life,’ drones Mother St. Justine. She
smiled and said,
“‘Here Theophilus is a rose from the garden of my Spouse, in whom you did not believe.’ The rose he found
by his side when he awoke has never faded. It still exists. (Oh, but where? Where?)
“‘And Theophilus was converted to Christianity,’ says Mother St. Justine, reading very rapidly now, ‘and
became one of the Holy Martyrs.’”
She shuts the book with a clap and talks about pushing down the cuticles of our nails when we wash our hands.
Cleanliness, good manners and kindness to God’s poor. A flow of words.
(“It is her time of life,” said Helene de Plana, “she cannot help it, poor old Justine.”)
“When you insult or injure the unfortunate or the unhappy, you insult Christ Himself and He will not forget,
for they are His chosen ones.”
This remark is made in a casual and perfunctory voice and she slides on to order and chastity, that flawless
crystal that, once broken, can never be mended. Also deportment. Like everyone else, she has fallen under the
spell of the de Plana sisters and holds them up as an example to the class.
I admire them. They sit so poised and imperturbable while she points out the excellence of Miss Helene’s
coiffure, achieved without a looking-glass.
“Please, Helene, tell me how you do your hair, because when I grow up I want mine to look like yours.”
“It’s very easy. You comb it upwards, like this and then push it a little forward, like that, and then you pin it
here and here. Never too many pins.”
“Yes, but Helene, mine does not look like yours, whatever I do.”
Her eyelashes flickered, she turned away, too polite to say the obvious thing. We have no looking-glass in the
dormitory, once I saw the new young nun from Ireland looking at herself in a cask of water, smiling to see if her
dimples were still there. When she noticed me, she blushed and I thought, now she will always dislike me.
Sometimes it was Miss Helene’s hair and sometimes Miss Germaine’s impeccable deportment, and sometimes
it was the care Miss Louise took of her beautiful teeth. And if we were never envious, they never seemed vain.
Helene and Germaine, a little disdainful, aloof perhaps, but Louise, not even that. She took no part in it—as if she
knew that she was born for other things. Helene’s brown eyes could snap, Germaine’s gray eyes were beautiful,
soft and cow-like, she spoke slowly and, unlike most Creole girls, was very even-tempered. It is easy to imagine
what happened to those two, bar accidents.
Ah but Louise! Her small waist, her thin brown hands, her black curls which smelled of vetiver,\fn{ Vetiver oil,
made from the root of Vetiveria zaizanioides and used in the manufacture of perfumes. } her high sweet voice, singing so
carelessly in Chapel about death. Like a bird would sing. Anything might have happened to you, Louise, anything
at all, and I wouldn’t be surprised.
Then there was another saint, said Mother St. Justine, she lived later on but still in Italy, or was it in Spain.
Italy is white pillars and green water. Spain is hot sun on stones, France is a lady with black hair wearing a white
dress because Louise was born in France fifteen years ago, and my mother, whom I must forget and pray for as
though she were dead, though she is living, liked to dress in white.
No one spoke of her now that Christophine had left us to live with her son. I seldom saw my stepfather. He
seemed to dislike Jamaica, Spanish Town in particular, and was often away for months.
One hot afternoon in July my aunt told me that she was going to England for a year. Her health was not good
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and she needed a change. As she talked she was working at a patchwork counterpane. The diamond-shaped pieces
of silk melted one into the other, red, blue, purple, green, yellow, all one shimmering color. Hours and hours she
had spent on it and it was nearly finished.
Would I be lonely? she asked and I said “No,” looking at the colors. Hours and hours and hours I thought.
*
This convent was my refuge, a place of sunshine and of death where very early in the morning the clap of a
wooden signal woke the nine of us who slept in the long dormitory. We woke to see Sister Marie Augustine
sitting, serene and neat, bolt upright in a wooden chair. The long brown room was full of gold sunlight and
shadows of trees moving quietly. I learnt to say very quickly as the others did, “offer up all the prayers, works and
sufferings of this day.”
But what about happiness, I thought at first, is there no happiness? There must be. Oh happiness of course,
happiness, well.
But I soon forgot about happiness, running down the stairs to the big stone bath where we splashed about
wearing long gray cotton chemises which reached to our ankles. The smell of soap as you cautiously soaped
yourself under the chemise, a trick to be learned, dressing with modesty, another trick. Great splashes of sunlight
as we ran up the wooden steps of the refectory. Hot coffee and rolls and melting butter.
But after the meal, now and at the hour of our death, and at midday and at six in the evening, now and at the
hour of our death. Let perpetual light shine on them.
This is for my mother, I would think, wherever her soul is wandering, but it has left her body. Then I
remembered how she hated a strong light and loved the cool and the shade. It is a different light they told me.
Still, I would not say it.
Soon we were back in the shifting shadows outside, more beautiful than any perpetual light could be, and soon
I learnt to gabble without thinking as the others did. About changing now and the hour of our death for that is all
we have.
Everything was brightness, or dark. The walls, the blazing colors of the flowers in the garden, the nuns’ habits
were bright, but their veils, the Crucifix hanging from their waists, the shadow of the trees, were black. That was
how it was, light and dark, sun and shadow, Heaven and Hell, for one of the nuns knew all about Hell and who
does not? But another one knew about Heaven and the attributes of the blessed, of which the least is transcendent
beauty. The very least.
I could hardly wait for all this ecstasy and once I prayed for a long time to be dead. Then remembered that this
was a sin. It’s presumption or despair, I forget which, but a mortal sin. So I prayed for a long time about that too,
but the thought came, so many things are sins, why? Another sin, to think that. However, happily, Sister Marie
Augustine says thoughts are not sins, if they are driven away at once. You say Lord save me, I perish.
I find it very comforting to know exactly what must be done. All the same, I did not pray so often after that and
soon, hardly at all. I felt bolder, happier, more free. But not so safe.
During the time, nearly eighteen months, my stepfather often came to see me. He interviewed Mother Superior
first, then I would go into the parlor dressed ready for a dinner or a visit to friends. He gave me presents when we
parted, sweets, a locket, a bracelet, once a very pretty dress which, of course, I could not wear.
*
The last time he came was different. I knew that as soon as I got into the room. He kissed me, held me at arm’s
length looking at me carefully and critically, then smiled and said that I was taller than he thought. I reminded him
that I was over seventeen, a grown woman.
“I’ve not forgotten your present,” he said. Because I felt shy and ill at ease I answered coldly,
“I can’t wear all these things you buy for me.”
“You can wear what you like when you live with me,” he said.
“Where? In Trinidad?”
“Of course not. Here, for the time being. With me and your Aunt Cora who is coming home at last. She says
another English winter will kill her. And Richard. You can’t be hidden away all your life.”
Why not? I thought.
I suppose he noticed my dismay because he began to joke, pay me compliments, and ask me such absurd
questions that soon I was laughing too. How would I like to live in England? Then, before I could answer, had I
learnt dancing, or were the nuns too strict?
“They are not strict at all,” I said. “The Bishop who visits them every year says they are lax. Very lax. It’s the
climate he says.”
15

“I hope they told him to mind his own business.”
“She did. Mother Superior did. Some of the others were frightened. They are not strict but no one has taught
me to dance.”
“That won’t be the difficulty. I want you to be happy, Antoinette, secure, I’ve tried to arrange, but we’ll have
time to talk about that later.” As we were going out of the convent gate he said in a careless voice,
“I have asked some English friends to spend next winter here. You won’t be dull.”
“Do you think they’ll come?” I said doubtfully.
“One of them will. I’m certain of that.”
It may have been the way he smiled, but again a feeling of dismay, sadness, loss, almost choked me. This time
I did not let him see it. It was like that morning when I found the dead horse. Say nothing and it may not be true.
But they all knew at the convent. The girls were very curious but I would not answer their questions and for
the first time I resented the nuns’ cheerful faces.
They are safe. How can they know what it can be like outside?
*
This was the second time I had my dream.
Again I have left the house at Coulibri.
It is still night and I am walking towards the forest. I am wearing a long dress and thin slippers, so I walk with
difficulty, following the man who is with me and holding up the skirt of my dress. It is white and beautiful and I
don’t wish to get it soiled. I follow him, sick with fear but I make no effort to save myself; if anyone were to try to
save me, I would refuse. This must happen. Now we have reached the forest. We are under the tall dark trees and
there is no wind.
“Here?” He turns and looks at me, his face black with hatred, and when I see this I begin to cry. He smiles
slyly.
“Not here, not yet,” he says, and I follow him, weeping. Now I do not try to hold up my dress, it trails in the
dirt, my beautiful dress. We are no longer in the forest but in an enclosed garden surrounded by a stone wall and
the trees are different trees. I do not know them. There are steps leading upwards. It is too dark to see the wall or
the steps, but I know they are there and I think,
“It will be when I go up these steps. At the top.” I stumble over my dress and cannot get up. I touch a tree and
my arms hold on to it.
“Here, here.” But I think I will not go any further. The tree sways and jerks as if it is trying to throw me off.
Still I cling and the seconds pass and each one is a thousand years.
“Here, in here,” a strange voice said, and the tree stopped swaying and jerking.
*
Now Sister Marie Augustine is leading me out of the dormitory, asking if I am ill, telling me that I must not
disturb the others and though I am still shivering I wonder if she will take me behind the mysterious curtains to
the place where she sleeps. But no. She seats me in a chair, vanishes, and after a while comes back with a cup of
hot chocolate. I said,
“I dreamed I was in Hell.”
“That dream is evil. Put it from your mind—never think of it again,” and she rubbed my cold hands to warm
them.
She looks as usual, composed and neat, and I want to ask her if she gets up before dawn or hasn’t been to bed
at all.
“Drink your chocolate.”
While I am drinking it I remember that after my mother’s funeral, very early in the morning, almost as early as
this, we went home to drink chocolate and eat cakes. She died last year, no one told me how, and I didn’t ask. Mr.
Mason was there and Christophine, no one else. Christophine cried bitterly but I could not. I prayed, but the words
fell to the ground meaning nothing.
Now the thought of her is mixed up with my dream. I saw her in her mended habit riding a borrowed horse,
trying to wave at the head of the cobblestoned road at Coulibri, and tears came to my eyes again.
“Such terrible things happen,” I said. “Why? Why?”
“You must not concern yourself with that mystery,” said Sister Maria Augustine. “We do not know why the
devil must have his little day. Not yet.”
She never smiled as much as the others, now she was not smiling at all. She looked sad. She said, as if she was
talking to herself,
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“Now go quietly back to bed. Think of calm, peaceful things and try to sleep. Soon I will give the signal. Soon
it will be tomorrow morning.” …
1920
170.1 Excerpt from The Dominican Story: A History Of The Island\fn{by Lennox Honychurch (1952Portsmouth, St. John’s Parish, Dominica (M) 19

)}

… Following the French attack under La Grange and the suppression of the Maroons in 1814, Dominica was
entering a long period of peace. In 1815 Napoleon was finally overthrown and the threat of French attack on
Dominica was over for good. For almost a hundred years the inhabitants had lived in constant fear of invasion and
yet now they were faced with problems no less important than war.
The most insistent was slavery.
After about a quarter of a century of agitation the English humanitarian movement had secured the passing of
the Act for the Abolition of the Slave Trade. In the West Indies this caused considerable discontent among the
planters, and in the Assemblies they at once voiced their dissatisfaction. Parliament, they claimed, had no power
to make laws concerning local affairs.
A special provision of the law allowed an owner going from one British colony to another to take with him
four slaves as personal attendants. The Dominica and Grenada planters, especially, abused this section in order to
supply slaves to Trinidad and other colonies which were prepared to pay high prices for them. In 1815, the
Imperial Government urged the Assemblies to promote the physical, religious and moral improvement of the labor
force. A few minor changes in the slave codes were made but generally they were most unsatisfactory.
In Dominica, emotions were running high. When the Governor, Charles Maxwell, made efforts to protect the
slaves from oppression and ensure that the wishes of the British Government were carried out, the local Grand
Jury censured the Governor for his action. This was followed in 1823 by a circular from the Assembly protesting
against the move towards full emancipation.
Sir:
The House of Assembly of this Island, appalled at the Enormity of the proposition lately introduced into the House
of Commons relative to the Emancipation of the Slave Population of these colonies, have seized the earliest opportunity
… to bring the same under their most serious consideration, fully aware from sad Experience that even the slightest
discussion on that fatal project places in jeopardy the Lives and fortunes of all the White Population of these Colonies,
and that should such a Measure be carried into Effect it will sweep the whole of us into a Vortex of indiscriminate Ruin
such as has overwhelmed the unfortunate Island of St. Domingo some Years ago, from precisely the same cause …

The letter also called on the other Assemblies to join efforts to condemn the action being taken by the AntiSlavery Society, the Methodists and other bodies striving for abolition. During this period the planters were even
talking recklessly of declaring the island independent.
In 1830 the Assembly was again petitioned to change their slave codes. In 1831 all legal discrimination on the
grounds of color was abolished in Dominica. The “Brown Privilege Bill” allowed equal political and social rights
to free non-whites and it was obvious that Britain was determined to liberate the slaves in spite of West Indian
opposition. On the 29 August 1833 the Abolition of Slavery Act received the Royal assent and became law. It
would take effect on the 1 August the following year.
When the sun set on the 31 July 1834, there were some 668,000 slaves in the British West Indies—in
Dominica there were 14,175—and at midnight they were free from slavery. The drunkenness and disorder which
the planters had expected did not take place, many going to Mass in thanksgiving. Under the Act, the owners were
to be compensated for the loss of their slaves while the laborers had to serve a period of apprenticeship.
Compensation was given according to the age and status of each slave and the planters of Dominica received
£275,547. Slavery had ended, but the problem of labor and the creation of a new society had just begun.
*
This new method of labor\fn{Apprenticeship.} was intended to safeguard the estates and in fact was part of the
compensation granted to the planters. Field laborers were to be apprenticed for six years while artisans and skilled
workers would remain on the estates for four years. Some claimed that this method would help introduce the exslaves gradually into total freedom and self-sufficiency. Children under six however, were free of apprenticeship.
The masters were to provide their apprentices, as they did before, with shelter, clothing, medical attention and
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food, or instead of food with land and time for the apprentices to make their own gardens. Apprentices had to
work no more than forty hours a week, and for eleven hours they had to be paid cash. Apprentices could buy their
freedom, whether their masters were in favor or not. Many did so by banding together in groups to work their
plots of land and used the profits of their sales to buy their certificates of manumission.
Stipendiary magistrates paid by the British Government, were appointed to supervise the working of the new
system. They saw to it that ex-slaves were not taken advantage of by their former masters. These magistrates were
one of the successes of the system for they did their job well and used their wide powers to enforce the Act.
Obviously, they received strong opposition from many planters. One stipendiary magistrate in Dominica, a
colored man named William Lynch, noted that little was being done to prepare the laborers for the change to total
freedom expected in 1840.
My official intercourse with the laboring classes enables me to discover their ignorance of letters and too general
disregard for the Sabbath; as well as the other moral obligations of civil and religious society. I fear there are not eight
of them to be found in my district who can read any book. The pastoral visits of ministers of religion are exceedingly
infrequent, and instruction of any kind, rarely within their reach.

The Methodists and Quakers were two religious groups who had been striving for the abolition of slavery and
the rights of Negro people in the West Indies for some time. In December 1836, Joseph Sturge, himself a Quaker,
visited Dominica along with three colleagues to examine the working of the apprenticeship system on the spot.
They visited estates, talked to planters, magistrates and members of the Assembly, both colored and white. They
noted that nearly the entire population was Roman Catholic and were told by the Anglican rector that the desire
for education was so great, that he would be able to fill eight to ten schools if the means were supplied to build
them and to pay teachers.
On their visits to estates, they noted the difference between French and English methods. As the owners of
most English estates were absentee landlords, their attorneys made little effort to care for the laborers. On these
estates the decrease of numbers by death during slavery had been astounding. On Castle Bruce estate for instance,
deaths between 1817 and 1834 had amounted to 224. On French estates, where owners were resident, the
relationship between planters and laborers were far better. On some of them, planters were actually teaching the
laborers themselves.
Joseph Sturge and his group left Dominica feeling that the ex-slaves had gained nothing by the exchange of
slavery for apprenticeship. This also seemed to be the opinion of the British government, who felt that serious
difficulties would arise when domestic and skilled slaves were freed first. Therefore they cut short the period of
apprenticeship and scrapped the entire system so that from 1 August 1838, the laborers were completely free of
obligations to anyone.
*
When apprenticeship was suddenly swept away, the estates were faced with a labor crisis. Once freed, the exslave was not eager to continue to work on the estate, even for wages. To meet this need the larger colonies were
already working on a system of immigration, whereby laborers, mainly from India, would work as indentured
servants for a fixed period, usually five years. This system was termed “industrial apprenticeship” and accounts
for the large Asian population in Trinidad, Guyana and Jamaica. In Dominica there was also talk of immigration.
A planter, writing in The Colonist newspaper in 1842 suggested that “immigration and immigration alone … is the
only way in which you can meet this growing evil, and save the colony from eventual ruin.” Some estimated that
the island needed an annual supply of at least 300 to 400 laborers for many years, in order that the estates could
carry on a reasonable standard of production. But the plans for immigration were never carried out, no Indians or
Chinese, and only a few Portuguese came to Dominica, where the labor force on local estates had declined with
amazing rapidity.
Here, there was land in abundance, and the free citizens preferred to set up their own small holdings; the
beginning of Dominica’s independent peasant society. In other islands where all land was occupied by large
plantations, this was not possible, and most laborers could do nothing but work on their former plantations for a
living.
As was to be expected, the situation in Dominica caused a drop in production and ruined many planters.
Already coffee had suffered badly because of blight and planters realized they would have to encourage laborers
to work for them. Land was offered on easy terms and many purchased small properties. Others were allowed to
occupy their former houses and grounds, giving the estate part of their produce as rent. Many ex-slaves, especially
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on the leeward side, had set up houses along the coast. Carrying posts and boards from their estate dwellings, they
erected new homes on the strip of coastland known as “The Queen’s Three Chains.” As was explained earlier, the
land had been set aside in the eighteenth century as Crown property. Owners of estates which bordered this Crown
land, complained to the magistrates and wanted the squatters ejected. But because of the conditions under which
the Three Chains had been set aside, it was a difficult problem to solve and the question of title to these lands
occupied the attention of the British and local government for some time. This was to result in serious
disturbances among the population in future years.
Those who lived on the coast would also squat on Crown lands in the interior and walk daily from their homes
to their “gardens.” They practiced shifting cultivation. They cleared land in the forest, used it for one growing
period and then moved on to a fresh spot. Not until 1946 did the government take strong action to stop this
practice.
During those early years new villages grew up and old ones were expanded. In this new society the feeling of
independence was strong; their land provided them with what they needed and they were responsible to no one;
perhaps this is in part the reason for our fiery independence and all that is stolid and unyielding in the Dominican
character.
*
As a result of emancipation, Dominica once again found herself influencing events in the French islands on
either side of her. Slavery was not abolished in the colonies of Martinique and Guadeloupe until 1848 and for
fourteen years the freedom of Dominica’s shores drew French slaves across the turbulent sea channels. John
Gurney, an American visitor to Dominica in 1840 described the exodus in letters to a friend in New York.
Several hundreds of the slaves, since the British act of emancipation, have made their escape to Dominica—chiefly,
I believe, from Guadeloupe. The poor creatures run prodigious risks in their attempts to cross the water, in small open
boats; and we are informed that at least one third of them perish before they reach the land. One hardy fellow arrived
on the shore of Dominica, after extreme peril, on the remains of a small raft which he had constructed of the pithy
stems of the great aloe, or century plant. When at Dominica, we heard excellent accounts of the behavior and industry
of these runaway slaves.

*
The second half of the nineteenth century was a period of social and political reorganization. By today’s
standards the changes were small and took a long time, but the former systems still dominated the government
and society and the old order could not be swept aside overnight.
Since the beginning of Dominica’s colonization, “people of color” or mulattos, had been an important part of
the society. They owned estates and businesses, and slaves, and were members of the local militia. They had
participated in everything except the government of the island. In most of the West Indies, the white population
had entirely dominated the social life of the colonies, but in Dominica there had existed side-by-side two high
societies: the mainly French mulatto families and the white attorneys and government officials. These two
divisions of the gros bourgs continued to dominate business and government well into the twentieth century.
In 1832, the year after the “Brown Privilege” bill was passed, three colored members were elected to the
House of Assembly and by 1838 there was a colored majority. These members immediately began to press for
legislation promoting the welfare of the newly liberated citizens of the island. This rapid turn heightened political
pressures and created two unofficial parties on the island: the white attorneys on one hand and the “Mulatto
Ascendancy” on the other.
Caught between these two factions was the Governor. Although he usually sided with the more conservative
section of the House and Council, he was at the same time being directed by the Home Government to improve
the education and general welfare of the population as a whole. The two groups supported rival newspapers, The
Colonist, conservative, and The Dominican, liberal. And these journals were the springboards for vicious personal
attacks between the two forces.
But the insults were not confined to print, they were common during deliberations of the Assembly and by
1858, the island had become a notorious hotbed of political ferment as the Antigua Weekly Register commented
that year.
The political disputes, engendering social discord and strife of our neighbors in Dominica, have for so long a period
been a reproach to the legislation and government of that island, as to cease to attract even ordinary attention. Charges
of gross official and legislative corruption on one side and violent abuse on the other form nearly the sum total of the
political intelligence that is from time to time recorded in the journals of the colony. These have been so common for
years past that no one appears to expect anything else.
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But such comments came from islands that were still firmly under the power of white planters and businessmen. Dominica was the only island in the British West Indies where white rule was successfully challenged. The
group of colored families, the Mulatto Ascendancy, kept control of the legislature for two generations until they
were finally defeated by the introduction of Crown Colony rule.
Chief among these early Dominican politicians was Charles Gordon Falconer who kept up a constant tirade
against the established order. He was an ex-school teacher and was the sharp-minded and sharp-tongued editor of
The Dominican newspaper. He had gained his seat by defeating the then Sugar King of the island—Charles
Leatham—at the polls. Mr. Leatham owned most of the estates in the northern district including Londonderry,
Woodford Hill, Eden, Hampstead and Blenheim Estates as well as land in other parts of the island. He represented
Roseau in the House of Assembly and his defeat was a severe blow to the then privileged class. There was also
Joseph Fadelle, who was known even in England for his fearless exposure of misconduct among certain colonial
officials in Dominica.
On a more moderate level was James Garraway, a colored merchant who was raised from the Assembly to the
Council in 1840 and on a number of occasions administered the government as President and senior Council
member. In the words of The Dominican:
The first man of African blood who ever reached this high honor in any of the former slave holding dependencies of
the British Crown

But this political action was still centered around the tiny liberal and conservative groups of the Roseau elite.
The mass of the people were as yet inactive in this field and in most cases turned to the Roman Catholic priests
for guidance and leadership rather than to the British or colored Dominican leaders.
*
For the rest of the nineteenth century the British Crown tried several ways to deal with the problems of
governing Dominica. In 1833 Dominica was included with Antigua and other Leeward Islands in a semi-federal
arrangement under a Governor-in-Chief residing in Antigua. Locally other changes were afoot.
The pressures created in the Assembly by the liberal factions had annoyed the executives and conservative
English merchants and attorneys for some time. As early as 1853 some of these persons had discussed the
possibility of abolishing the representative system. They wanted Crown Colony Rule operating with a single
chamber government of carefully chosen nominated members and officials. It appeared that whereas they had
been willing to accept the misconduct of the old planters in the Assembly, they did not feel that the new mulatto
order should take the same liberties. By 1857 this conservative group had formed the Dominica Association for
the Reform of Abuses in the Administration of Public Affairs, and single chamber government was their leading
goal.
Emancipation had not given political rights to the freed, and the educational facilities were too meager to train
them for effective citizenship. In 1850 the population of Dominica was about 25,000 and less than 5,000 could
read or write.
In this year a bill was introduced to increase the numbers of voters and candidates for office. But the British
government did not assent to it, stating that the method of proving a person’s qualification to vote was too flimsy
and could be abused. Many members of the Assembly knew only too well that this was true, for it was common
for people to fake or exchange title deeds to prove that they could vote. Therefore when the Governor pressed for
a proper registration of voters’ qualifications, the electives took strong offence. There was so much controversy
over the matter that Lieutenant-Governor Thomas Price dissolved the House and called a new election. The
conservative faction took over the majority, and Price lost no time in presenting the bill on voter registration. That
same year, 1862, a bill was also introduced to sweep away the old two-House system and create a single chamber.
Despite Charles Falconer’s strong opposition to this bill, it was passed both in the Assembly and Executive
Council the following year. It was known as “The Single Chamber Act,” by which the Council and the House of
Assembly became one chamber of 28 members who elected their own Speaker.
The new body of 1863 was made up of nine members appointed by the Crown and nineteen representatives.
But this overcrowded single chamber Assembly failed. The name-calling and accusations made any organized
business impossible. It was soon realized that for single chamber government to work, the number of members
would have to be sharply reduced.
The officer who took over from Thomas Price was a colored gentleman from Montserrat called Cleaver
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Robinson. Finding the state of affairs confused, he attempted to form a Legislative Council composed of a limited
number of members all nominated by the Crown. On 8 March 1865, the bill to make Dominica a Crown Colony
was introduced into the Assembly and was supported by a large majority.
The Falconer group had lost popularity and in a desperate effort to keep some sort of representative system
they tried to make another suggestion. They called for an Assembly which would have an equal number of elected
and nominated members. Public meetings were held, petitions and deputations appeared before Robinson and
rumors of every sort soon spread. As a result the Crown Colony bill was withdrawn and the other measure—
providing for an equally divided legislature—was introduced and passed.
This act reduced the numbers of the Legislature to 14, of whom seven were elected by the people and seven
nominated by the Governor. He also replaced the elected Speaker as presiding officer.
At this meeting marines from the warship HMS Aurora had been stationed at Fort Young while a contingent
surrounded the Court House with loaded guns and fixed bayonets. At later meetings crowds booed and hissed at
the men who opposed Falconer. Window bars sailed through the air landing on the large table around which the
members sat and an estate overseen by one nominated attorney was set on fire and damaged. This only made
things worse for Falconer among the conservative faction.
Attempts were made to still Falconer’s voice in the Assembly and on one occasion whilst addressing the House
he was interrupted by the Speaker, Mr. Doyle, and asked to sit. He refused and was promptly marched to the
common jail. There was a great uproar and his wife Mary went to prison and served the short term with him. On
his release, Falconer brought an action for damages against the Speaker of the House. Judge Thomas Sholto
Pemberton found in favor with the plaintiff and awarded £700 damages. The government, not being satisfied, took
the case on appeal to the Privy Council who confirmed the judgment of Mr. Pemberton and increased the damages
of £1,000.
An Act was passed to tighten up certain rules of the House and increase the property requirements for electors
and electives. There was further protest from Falconer and his group and a three-man delegation made up of
Lewis Bellot, George Garrway and Falconer himself, sailed for England to present their grievances to the
Secretary of State for the Colonies. But their protests against the new measures were in vain. They were told that
the island was too small to have a large body of representatives and that changes had to be made. Soon after the
delegation returned to Dominica elections were held and in a show of support the electorate firmly placed them
back into the new Legislature.
The government could not then afford to pay the whole amount and arranged for the payment of this amount
by annual installments. Falconer died 29 March 1872, aged 53 years. Mrs. Falconer drew these amounts until
about the time of her death in 1917.
In November 1865 the Legislature settled down under its new constitution—seven elected members and seven
nominees. The public mood became calmer and under the guidance of Falconer the electives were more restrained
in their opposition. Yet the system did not run as had been hoped. The nominated members who were expected to
vote in favor of the Governor’s actions seldom did so. They were often either halfhearted or uninterested and had
to stand up to the electives, who acted as one party, opposing measures and blocking changes, especially
concerning the spending of the colony’s funds.
Outside the Legislature the local newspapers carried on the battle, and those nineteenth century newspapers
were fine examples of sharp, strong and witty political argument. One governor was of the opinion that the
bickering and divisions in Dominica made the Legislature “a perfect farce.”
In 1871 Dominica was made a unit of the federal colony under the Leeward Island Federation. The seat of
government was transferred to Antigua and local affairs were administered by a “President” later styled a
“Commissioner” carrying out the duties assigned to him by the Governor in Antigua. The President worked with a
small nominated Council and Dominica elected two members to send to the central Legislature in Antigua. Until
1898 Dominica was the only Presidency of the Federation which sent representatives duly elected by the people to
the Federal Legislature.
Federation was not popular with Dominicans; they did not feel that they were well governed from Antigua and
were shocked when some Antiguans arrived to sit as nominated members in the local Council. But the Colonial
Office found this system a much more convenient way of running her possessions in the area and therefore
Dominica’s position in the grouping was never a happy one. Soon resolutions were being passed in Dominica
demanding that the island be withdrawn from the group and the elected members continued to make repeated calls
for a fully responsible elected government as had existed before 1863.
But this was not to be. Britain was already finding that elsewhere in the Caribbean the strong government—
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Crown Colony government—was the easiest way to run the islands. There would be no elected members to block
action or oppose schemes and, as the political ferment in Dominica continued the representatives were made to
appear worthless and dishonorable in the eyes of the people and it gave Britain a greater excuse to make the
change.
In 1896 financial help was promised on condition that we gave up our constitution. The people, through their
representatives replied that the difficult financial position was not due to the constitution nor the inability of the
representatives to govern but due entirely to Britain’s economic policy. The Imperial Government was adamant
and a telegram was sent to the Governor of the Leeward Islands saying that Crown Colony Government must be
made law in Dominica at all costs. In spite of protests, the Bill was introduced in the Legislature but was thrown
out by the unanimous votes of the elected members together with the vote of L. A. Giraud, a nominated member
and grandfather of Dominica’s first native born Governor, Sir Louis Cools-Lartigue.
The Government would not accept defeat and immediately dissolved the Legislative Assembly and issued
writs for a new election. This time they would not rely on their own strength but sought the help of the church.
Father Branchereau of the Catholic Church and Reverend Jones of the Methodist Church were entrusted with the
task of converting the people of Vielle Case and Wesley to Crown Colony. For his part in the matter Reverend
Jones was asked by the Methodists to leave the colony. With the help of these gentlemen Mr. J. Colin Macintyre
defeated Mr. D. O. Riviere at the polls. It is interesting that on account of the qualifications being so high at the
time there were only 27 voters in that large district, 18 voted for Mr. Macintyre and nine for Mr. Riviere. At the
first meeting of the Assembly after this election Mr. Colin Macintyre introduced the Crown Colony Bill which
was passed by a vote of eight to six.
In that fight it may be well to mention the names of some of the men who took a leading and active part. The
leader of the people was William Davies who was then owner of Bath Estate. Mr. Davies with the help of his
confreres, notably Alex Ramsey Lockhart, D. O. Riviere, Jabez Bellot and Henry Hamilton, fought strongly
against Crown Colony rule but the constitution was lost through the single vote of an elected member, Colin
Macintyre, added to that of the nominated members.
That Crown Colony Bill of 1898 created a Legislative Council of six officials and six nominated members.
Elected government in Dominica had been dealt a final blow and the Imperial Government took full control and
responsibility for the affairs of the island. Most natives of Dominica immediately withdrew from every government board in protest and the veteran local politicians left the arena. Many retired to concentrate on their land or
businesses while some continued to express their ideas in the newspapers. Few of them lived to see the day when
there would be elected members in the Council once more.
*
During the 1840s there were still many suspicions and misunderstandings among the population regarding the
running of the colony’s affairs and the ex-slaves were distrustful of any laws which concerned their activities. Six
years after full emancipation, the Legislature passed an Act to authorize the taking of a census. The peasants were
already in a state of irritation owing to the unsettled question of squatters and added to this, certain persons spread
the false rumor that the object of the census was the collection of names to reestablish slavery.
On 3 June 1844, enumerators preparing to take the census in several country districts found that houses had
been abandoned and the people had armed themselves with sticks and cutlasses. They were assembled in large
crowds threatening death to anyone who tried to take their names. Disturbances took place in areas south of
Roseau and in the Colihaut and Canefield districts. Officers were threatened, and at Pointe Michel and Canefield
they were beaten and wounded.
The following day, the Privy Council recorded the alarmed and excited state of the peasant population and
noted that the mood was spreading rapidly. Martial law was proclaimed, and regular troops, police, and militiamen were sent to the troubled areas. A proclamation was issued advising the misguided and ill-advised persons
that the census was solely to get the number, sex and age of the inhabitants and it added that once emancipated by
law they could no longer be made slaves.
In putting down the rebellion, several people at Canefield, Colihaut and Grand Bay were killed and at Grand
Bay, the most active area in the uprising, one man committed suicide when he was surrounded by militiamen. At
the close of the action another man threatened the militia and was shot down; his head was later stuck on a pole
along the road to that village, as a warning to others. Some days afterwards, a warship, with the Governor of the
Leeward Islands aboard called at Roseau. His Excellency issued a proclamation offering pardon to those taking
part in the revolt, except for the ringleaders, who were to be tried for their offences.
In the course of the week, the island’s garrison was reinforced with 200 soldiers. Most of the prisoners taken
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were sent back to their homes and the ringleaders were tried in July by the Chief Justice and 18 unpaid justices.
One of the rebels was publicly hanged at Pointe Michel while another five, also condemned to death, were
pardoned. Towards the end of the month the justices were becoming tired of the endless cases and on 31 July, the
remaining number of accused were dismissed. For years this revolt was known as “La guerre negre.”
*
Early in 1847, Roman Catholics were calling for their church to be granted funds by the colony. They argued
that as Catholics formed the bulk of the population their church was more entitled to state aid than the Anglican
church, which was then provided for with money from the local treasury. Several petitions were presented to the
Legislature on the subject and there was much argument.
On 4 May, a staunch Catholic member of the House of Assembly, T. F. Lockhart, introduced a bill to provide
incomes for the Roman Catholic clergy. Mr. Lockhart’s emotional address in the House caused much agitation
among Catholics and this was heightened by the strong opposition of Charles Falconer, a fiery Methodist. He
objected to any religious denomination receiving money from the government, especially in a poor island such as
Dominica.
Because of this, Falconer and his fellow Methodists became the targets of insult. The newspapers of the time
claim that Methodists were mocked at and jeered in the streets, and accused important members of the community
of encouraging these acts. Catholic priests were also publicly accused of being the cause of this ill-feeling.
During this feud, the Roman Catholic cathedral was being enlarged, and on moonlight nights churchgoers
would volunteer to carry stones from the Roseau River to the building site. They were summoned by the ringing
of a bell and the gang usually exceeded a hundred persons. The discontent between the churches could be strongly
felt during these occasions, and according to one observer:
“They went about their work with cries and insults against the Methodists and night after night the ringing of
the church bell was the signal for disgraceful scenes of disorder.”
On the evening of 18 October, 1847, the Methodist Society held an anniversary meeting in their chapel next to
the cathedral. The stone carriers had earlier threatened to disrupt the meeting and soon after the Methodists had
assembled, the carriers gathered in front of the building causing such a commotion that police had to be called.
They then began to stone the building and as friends of both parties ran to take sides a general riot ensued; the
numbers were estimated at 3,000 with even members of the Assembly involved. Woundings occurred, and over
the next few days tension was running high in Roseau. The troops on the island were alerted and though some
minor incidents were reported this put an end to the disturbances.
*
The owners of Batalie estate on the leeward coast, had been able to prove their title to that part of the Queen’s
Three Chains which bordered their property. They unsuccessfully tried to evict the squatters who had set up
houses on the seashore and therefore called in a magistrate to settle the dispute. The squatters were offered leases
on the land they occupied on condition they paid a small rent, otherwise they would be given notice.
The elected members of the Assembly, led by Charles Falconer, objected to this and called on squatters
throughout the island to stick to the land on which they had settled and resist any move to eject them. The people
of Batalie followed these instructions, as they had been told by the elected members that with continued resistance
they would eventually get possession of the land.
On 21 January, 1856, the Crown Surveyor and three policemen arrived at Batalie to eject the squatters, but
were soon forced to hurry away without completing their mission. The next day Lieutenant-Governor Blackhall
went down, accompanied by a stipendiary magistrate, eight armed policemen and four sailors who had been
sworn in as special constables. It was thought that a show of force would deter the crowd and after Blackhall had
made an unsuccessful speech on the shore, the policemen began to take possession of the huts.
This signaled a strong attack from the squatters and once more the forces returned to Roseau leaving the
villagers triumphant.
The Governor then sent for assistance from Antigua and detachments of the 2 nd West India and 67th Regiments
immediately sailed to Dominica. Warrants were issued against the rioters and the Provost Marshall prepared to
lead the regiments to Batalie. But the boatmen of Roseau refused to take him down the coast, and the Governor
finally had to ask the ships in the harbor to provide boats for the journey. This delayed the Marshal for many days,
and when he did eventually reach Batalie he was only successful in arresting three women.
It was decided that the affair could only be settled with force and this time the Lieutenant-Governor sailed to
Batalie with the magistrate, 24 soldiers, 10 officers, the Inspector of Police and eight constables. When their
schooner appeared the ringleaders fled to the hills and those who remained were forced to come to terms. The
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police broke one hut and formal possession was taken of the other buildings in order to get the squatters to agree
to the conditions of rental and ownership.
*
Another minor disturbance occurred in Roseau between two factions of Roman Catholics in the town. This
absurd episode began in 1869 when an Italian priest named Sebastiani arrived in the island and speedily became
very popular with a large number of the Roseau congregation. Possibly for this reason, Sebastiani became
unpopular among his fellow priests especially Pere Ardois, the Vicar General who was administering the diocese
while the Bishop, Monsignior Poirier was in Rome. Eventually Pere Sebastiani was threatened with interdiction
and because he would not bend to the wishes of this superior, he was soon deprived of the right of performing
divine service. This caused the congregation to divide into factions, those supporting Sebastiani calling
themselves the “Italians” and those faithful to Pere Ardois banding together as the “Bretons.” This name was
used, as many of the French priests were natives of Brittany. Each party had their “King” and “Queen” and the
street quarrels created much disturbance in Roseau.
It was thought that the return of Bishop Poirier in November 1869 would bring an end to the trouble, but by
early the following month there were even unpleasant scenes in the Cathedral. On the first Sunday in December
the Bishop stood in the pulpit and spoke on the affair. In the words of The Dominican newspaper:
“He commenced to use language of a very insulting and abusive nature against Sebastiani and his party.”
The service was immediately followed by a minor riot in and around the Cathedral during which the Bishop
“was loudly threatened with death” and had to be escorted by police from the altar to this residence. The
Lieutenant-Governor called together the Council and it was decided to swear in special constables at once, as
there was evidence that the Italian group were planning to wreck the Bishop’s house during the night. When the
mob marched to the presbytery they found the area surrounded and eventually dispersed.
After a picnic at Fond Cole on Boxing Day that year, a crowd of 300 Italians gathered to attack the house of
the King and Queen of the Bretons. There were minor injuries and many arrests were made. The trial lasted two
days, but the jury, mainly Italians returned a verdict of not guilty. The Chief Justice was shocked at the jury’s
decision:
“Gentlemen, I record your verdict but I never expected it.”
Patois songs were made up on the topic and it was only towards the end of 1872 that ill-feelings were
forgotten. Sebastiani remained in Dominica for a few years. His supporters had bought and furnished a house for
him and provided a small income. For this he ministered to them privately and eventually returned to Italy.
*
The traditional theory of economic development was directed at maintaining the viability of large plantations
by ensuring a constant supply of cheap labor and through protected markets, securing high incomes for exported
goods. With slavery over, other pressures would have to be used to influence the labor force to continue working
on the estates. In Dominica where more land was available for squatting and peasant agriculture than anywhere
else in the Eastern Caribbean, the temptation for the people to set up on their own was great indeed. As we have
seen at Batalie, land holding laws and eviction by force was used to deal with squatters. But it was soon realized
that the pressure of taxation could be used to deal with those who legally held small portions of land. By
demanding taxes from the subsistence farmer his family would be forced to go to work on the estates to earn
wages so that he could pay the taxes on his land. This economic pressure on the smallholder was seen as a means
not just of raising money, but of securing labor for the estates.
No large external market existed for the produce of small farmers and the sale of small quantities of cocoa,
cassava farine or coffee to Roseau merchants was not regular enough to provide a secure income. But the official
view was that the peasant proprietors were lazy and that measures should be instituted to maintain a dependence
of the small farmers on the estates.
The estates however were in serious economic difficulties during the latter part of the nineteenth century. The
Sugar Duties Act passed in Britain in 1846 had removed the protected status of West Indian sugar on the British
market. A gradual lowering of duties on foreign sugar meant that the inferior quality British West Indian cane
sugar now had to compete with a superior product from other countries including beet sugar from Europe.
Dominica’s product was the lowest grade of all. A report of 1869 stated:
The Dominican sugar planters contend that the reduction in duty had hurt their low quality sugar. But [this colony]
was notoriously backward, even as muscovado producers … If not sufficiently tempered, the juice refused to
crystallize, or formed a doughy, moist sugar with a small grain—common in Dominica.
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By the end of the century, an enquiry into the sugar industry in the West Indies considered that there was no
point in attempting to resuscitate sugar in Dominica but rather an alternative was advised in the form of
agricultural education and land settlement for peasants. But that was the view in 1897. As we shall see, several
events, some of them violent, had to occur before that was to be seen as the accepted solution for Dominica’s
development. In the meantime, self sufficiency among the “laboring classes” was not seen to be acceptable. In
1882 the Acting President of the island, John Spencer Churchill declared:
Peasant proprietorship is, no doubt, rather to be deprecated than encouraged in the case of the Negroes, who are apt
in that state, to lapse into barbarous idleness.

A report by a similar official thirty years earlier, commenting on the wages of field labor at six pence a day was
of the view that it was
adequate remuneration in a colony where ground provisions are so easily cultivated and to be obtained at a very
reasonable rate, an advantage not possessed by the laboring population of most of the other West India islands.

James Anthony Froude who visited with Churchill in 1887 observed that
such industry as is now to be found is, as elsewhere in general, the industry of the black peasantry … Skill and capital
and labor have only to be brought together and the land might be a Garden of Eden.”

But as events were to prove, it was the peasantry rather than big capital investments which was going to be the
salvation of Dominica.
*
In 1886, the Governor, Viscount Gormanston, made plans to change the system of taxation on the island.
Taxation was uneven. A house and land tax existed in Roseau, outlying villages and the Queen’s Chains;
elsewhere was free. Merchants, people with the most capital at the time, took out trade licenses which were taxfree and many large land-owners resided outside the taxed areas and were therefore exempt. Gormanston wanted
to sweep away the old methods and introduce laws that applied everywhere in the island. He wanted also to alter
export duties; revise the Road Tax and make sure that income tax was paid by all who could afford to do so.
Many of the electives saw this as a threat to their interests and strongly opposed these bills. They made the
excuse that not enough time had been given to consider the action and walked out of the Assembly, remaining
absent for the rest of the session, and the bills were passed without them.
These electives, landowners and tradesmen with property and interests throughout the island, resolved to
obstruct the Governor. They held meetings in various areas agitating against Viscount Gormanston and his
reforms. The first of these was held in Roseau Public Garden which existed opposite the Court House. Feelings
were strong, as when one member referred to Gormanston as “a jackass without brains.”
Four days later a mass meeting was held in the market place. It was a Saturday and the town was full of
vendors and country folk. A platform was erected on pork barrels beneath a banner proclaiming WE DON’T WANT
LAND TAX and speakers included many leading politicians of the day: S. R. Pemberton, E. S. Dawbiney, William
Davies, A. R. C. Lockhart and O. D. Riviere among others.
As emotions rose, the crowd was urged to march on Government House and demand the Governor to account
for his action. Over one thousand people advanced on the residence, invading the grounds, damaging plants and
shouting slogans against the land tax. The police guard was overpowered; according to some sources they had
been persuaded to support the action beforehand and offered little resistance. Lord Gormanston appeared on the
front steps and agreed to talk with a delegation of five on condition that the demonstrators left the premises. With
some trouble this was achieved and a group presented him with three resolutions expressing disapproval of the
new tax measures and the method in which they had been passed; it also supported the elective’s decision to walk
out. They also protested about such a tax at a period of “financial and industrial distress” and stated it would be
better to reduce the expenditure on the “feudal staff notorious of inefficiency of administration.”
The Colonial Office took the disturbances lightly and the Acts were assented to. The new laws directed a tax of
1 percent of the value of the property as well as general income tax according to the amount of money earned.
With some misgivings Dominicans accepted and settled down to the new system but were happy to see
Gormanston depart soon afterwards.
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This story has a final twist. The new Governor, William Haynes-Smith appeared before the assembly in May
1888 with plans to increase taxation and multiply the revenue three-fold in order to develop the island. He made
no demands on the members; the final decision would be theirs; but he dealt so diplomatically with the electives
that they gave him every cooperation. Fifteen measures were passed including an increase on house and land tax
to 2 percent—three times as much as in 1886. To the amazement of the authorities in London, the same members
who had protested so strongly then, now unanimously approved the substantial increase.
Another tax which was the cause of much bitterness was that imposed on all persons for their use of the
roadways and was intended as a source of revenue for road maintenance. This was contained in The Road Act of
1856 which stipulated that citizens either had to give work on the roads for a set period each year or pay the
equivalent time in tax instead. This “Twaveau,” as the tax was commonly called, was widely opposed and in the
first three months 130 persons were jailed for breaches of the Act. In 1881 women were excluded from having to
pay the tax or provide labor.
*
The 1888 rise in property tax received its first major resistance five years later at La Plaine. This village on the
windward coast was, in 1893, one of the poorest districts in the island. Sugar cultivation had fallen on hard times
years before and was by then nonexistent. The only cash products, arrowroot and cassava farine, had to be carried
overland to Roseau along the precipitous track that led past Grand Fond and over the island by way of the
Freshwater Lake—the road that had been used since the eighteenth century. When the people of Au Vent reached
the capital, merchants bought their produce at pitifully low prices. To travel by open sea was costly and dangerous
and many are the village stories of loss of life and produce along the cliffs of Boetica and Pointe Des Fous.
It was a life almost without money and because of this the villagers had developed a community system of
work. Neighbors and friends would build a house or shingle a roof in return for similar assistance. All food came
from the land and, because it was impossible to get products from outside, the people lived as a self-sufficient
society. This was also true of other villages throughout the island.
In 1893, a certain Pierre Colaire was unable to pay the tax due on his houselot and it was ordered to be sold
under a provision of the House and Land Act. On 6 April, a bailiff, John Jarvis, who had previously been active
against smuggling in the region, and a Police Inspector, came from Roseau with a warrant to take possession of
the property. An angry mob had assembled and the two men sought refuge in the police station before fleeing
across the Tabery River.
On 13 April, Governor Haynes-Smith arrived off the windward coast in the Royal Navy cruiser, HMS
Mohawk. He landed accompanied by Commander E. H. Bailey and walked to the La Plaine church presbytery
where the people had gathered to express their grievances. Pierre Colaire was interviewed privately but refused to
vacate his property and the Governor ordered his ejection.
As nine policemen and twenty-five armed sailors from the Mohawk left the presbytery, the sound of conch
shells echoed from ridge to ridge. At this signal a mass of people moved towards the house site. No sooner had
Colaire been evicted than a villager, Gregoire St. Ville gave a sign, and the rioters closed in attacking the forces
with stones. The troops in turn opened fire and the crowd scattered leaving four of their men dead and two women
wounded.
The incident caused shock throughout the island. The electives of the Assembly at once telegraphed the
Secretary of State for the colonies requesting an inquiry. They did not defend the action of the mob but vigorously
denounced the use of rifles. The dispatches sent by Haynes-Smith to London raised many serious questions on the
running of the colony, the relations between government and legislature and the whole subject of taxation. For
years the Colonial Office had been faced with the unrest and political bickering on the island and in the last
decade of the nineteenth century it made vain efforts to stop it once and for all.
*
The British Empire was expanding with amazing energy during this period of the nineteenth century. It was the
largest empire in the history of the world, comprising a quarter of its population. Victoria herself was a QueenEmpress of such aged majesty that some of her simpler subjects considered her a divine being. At “Home,” Great
Britain had developed as a massive industrial power. Steel, iron, coal, machinery and every kind of manufactured
product were pouring out of her factories. The red tint which signified British possessions was spread across the
map of the world.
But Victorian writers painted a gloomy picture of Dominica.
“It is impossible,” says Anthony Trollope in 1860, “to conceive a more depressing sight. Every house is in a
state of decadence. There are no shops that can properly so be called. The people wander about, idle, chattering,
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listless, there is no sign of money made or of money making … Everything seems to speak of desolation, apathy,
ruin.”
All other visitors throughout the century seemed to share his view, and it was J. A. Froude, calling 1887, who
was most bitter. Here he was ashamed to see the Union Jack flying over the island.
England has done nothing, absolutely nothing, to introduce her own civilization; and thus Dominica is English only
in name.

However, there were Britons who made their mark on the island. Men came out as civil servants and medical
officers to develop the agriculture and welfare of the colony, and they were a noticeable change from the attorneys
and planters of former years. Most noted among them was a Scotsman, Dr. John Imray. He had come to Dominica
in 1832 at the age of twenty-one to join his brother Dr. Keith Imray who had been practicing here for some time.
By skill and hard work he soon became the leading physician on the island. It was a period when yellow fever,
malaria and yaws were a common scourge and even then scientists had little knowledge of tropical diseases.
Imray made important discoveries on the nature, causes and treatment of these ailments and was the first British
practitioner to outline certain characteristics of yellow fever. As an authority in his field, the articles he presented
to medical magazines attracted much attention.
Besides his developments in medicine he was a famous botanist, discovering many unknown species of flora
in the forests of Dominica and his name has been given to several of our rarer plants. He introduced the
cultivation of Liberian coffee and the lime ti citron vert which eventually brought great economic changes to the
island. In politics he was a leading member of the Executive Council, and as chairman of the Board of Health, he
organized the foundation of our present health service and the Roseau hospital. He died in 1880 and a marble
plaque in the St George’s Anglican church tells us simply the character of Dr. John Imray:
His sterling qualities, scientific research, medical skill, kindliness of disposition and patriotic love for his adopted
home endeared him to the entire community and won for him universal respect.

This splendid marble memorial, as well as another large descriptive one dedicated to Charles Leatham, was
tragically shattered to bits when the Anglican Church was destroyed by Hurricane David in 1979.
In 1873 Imray was joined by a young London-born physician who was to take over from him and continue to
develop the health services on the island. Like Imray, Dr. Henry Alfred Nicholls was not only a man of professsional skill but had the enquiring mind of a scientist which led him to develop the propagation and cultivation of
certain tropical crops, publish a major text book on tropical agriculture and explore the interior of the island. He
publicized Dominica’s Boiling Lake in geographical journals and claimed to have discovered it in March 1875
accompanied by a party of hikers. This discovery was made fun of by The Dial newspaper which claimed that
early map makers and local hunters knew of the lake’s existence a century before.
Nicholls served for years as a nominated member of the Council. He often tried to gain election, but because of
his conservative views the local politicians made certain of his defeat.
As a founder-member of the Agricultural Society he did much to promote the sale of Dominica’s produce
abroad. He was later knighted for his service to the colony, where he died in 1926.
*
Reports from Dominica on the dissatisfaction and political unrest raised such serious questions that the
Secretary for the Colonies appointed a Commission to make a “diligent and full inquiry into the state of affairs
existing in our Island of Dominica.” Sir Robert Hamilton, Her Majesty’s Commissioner, arrived in Dominica on
21 November 1893. His inquiry was a searching one and he visited the various districts of the island to observe
local conditions. He noted the shocking waste of funds, especially in the field of road construction and advised a
number of changes in the government of the colony. In 1895 the status of the head of the island government was
raised to an Administrator who could communicate directly with the Secretary of State, rather than go through the
Governor in Antigua. Hamilton had also advised on changes in taxation especially the hated house and land tax.
Dominicans received his report with satisfaction and many of the suggestions were carried out.
Another royal commission visited the island in 1896 as part of an inquiry into the sugar situation in the West
Indies.
The Colonial Office was then in the hands of the energetic minister, Joseph Chamberlain, who looked on the
Empire as an undeveloped estate into which new life should be planted by a series of wise and just measures. He
was however a classic imperialist and because he did not trust the local Assembly to handle funds properly, he
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was only willing to give Dominica Imperial aid on condition that it was ruled by crown colony government; if the
old elected-type constitution continued there would be no grant.
Speaking in the British House of Commons he urged the members to grant £30,000 to the colony, and
reminded those who opposed him of the vast amount of money Britain had taken from Dominica when the island
was sold in 1773-1778.
The House voted in favour of the grant, which besides aid for Dominica included £120,000 for colonial relief.
When crown colony rule was secured later that year, Chamberlain fulfilled his side of the bargain. £15,000 was
provided to pay off the colony’s debts while the other £15,000 was to go towards opening up roads to Crown
lands in the interior.
*
Just before the Imperial grant was made, Dominica received its first Administrator, P. A. Templer. He began a
vigorous plan of bridge and road construction, including the laying of a road across the island from Layou. Before
work began however, a coffee planter, formerly in Ceylon, bought a large area of Crown land in the centre of the
island. Here, he hoped to plant coffee on a large scale, and as this was a big investment for the island, plans for a
transinsular road were changed, and in 1898 Templer started building a road inland from Canefield. But he hardly
saw the beginning of his scheme, before he fell ill and had to return to England.
At this time, the newspapers were still vigorously protesting over crown colony rule and Templer’s schemes,
but in the following year even the most bitter writers had changed their tune. The Administrator who took over
Dominica in September 1899 had the island stunned.
Henry Hesketh Bell had barely unpacked his bags before The Guardian newspaper began to compare his
vigorous activity to that of the previous Administrator. It recorded Bell’s first week in breathless detail. Every day
had been filled with a busy programme of visits, interviews and inspections. By June 1900, he had visited almost
every part of the island, including the Boiling Lake and the Carib quartet. Both The Guardian and The Dominican
expressed delight.
Bell’s early success lay in the fact that he was an excellent and shrewd diplomat. He flattered and won over the
editors and politicians. He had private discussions with them outlining his intentions and ideas. With the
newspapers on his side and public opinion in his favor, he was ready to put his many plans into action.
He immediately realized that much had to be done to put the colony into “good shape.” He observed,
Roseau contains About 7,000 inhabitants … With the exception of two or three main thoroughfares, all the streets
are paved with cobblestones dating from the French days, while the lighting only consists of a few kerosene oil lamps.
Nearly all the public buildings are in a wretched condition and devoid of paint. There is no public library and no
poorhouse save for a ruinous building on top of a hill … The hospital is in fair order, but only has accommodation for
fifty patients. There is no hotel worthy of the name, and ice, which has to be imported, costs two-pence a pound. There
are three or four miles of drivable road in the neighborhood of Roseau, but everywhere else wheeled traffic is
impossible. There are not more than three carriages in the whole island and of course not a single motor car … There is
no telephone communication with the country districts … The interior of the island is entirely untapped and only a
fringe of land around the coasts is cultivated. All this shows that a great deal has to be done if the colony is to be put
into good shape … At present Dominica is stagnating.

By the time Hesketh Bell left Dominica in 1905, after six years of service, many of the problems he had noted
on his arrival had been overcome. In 1901 the Treasury statements actually showed a surplus of £5,000,
something that had been unbelievable in Dominica. In June 1902 Portsmouth was connected to Roseau by
telephone, and by 1905 there were 200 miles of telephone lines throughout the island. Arrangements were made
with the Royal Mail Company to supply Dominica with a small coastal steamer for service around the island and
a sawmill was ordered to utilize the island’s timber resources. (The remains of this mill have long since rusted
away near Portsmouth.)
In 1902 Bell built the small Victoria Library and then in 1905 the famous Scottish-American philanthropist,
Andrew Carnegie, responded to Bell’s application for £1,500 to build the Public Library which was designed by
the Administrator himself. In the same year, Bell initiated the first electricity service.
He noted the value of views of the island on postage stamps for advertisement as well as revenue, and climbed
to the masthead of a ship in the harbor to take a photograph of Roseau. This view of the capital was the first to
appear on a local postage stamp.
Bell was responsible for making it possible for property in the West Indies to be insured against hurricanes. He
had carried out a study of hurricane activity to prove to insurance companies that it was a worthwhile venture.
In August 1905, he opened a new jetty at Roseau just below Fort Young. It was a substantial iron and wood
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structure and was named in honor of the Administrator—Bell’s Jetty—and although it no longer exists, the area is
still known by that name. For many years the site was dominated by a huge iron anchor which has been removed.
*
Bell was of the opinion that a road fit for wheeled traffic was essential if important plantations were to be
established in the interior of the island, and he proposed that most of the imperial grant should be used to
complete Templer’s road inland. In 1901 the Colonial Office approved his plans for the remaining £12,000 of the
grant to be used on the road. Early in 1902 work was well underway under the energetic command of William
Miller, Chief of the Public Works Department.
This road, which is still important today, wound up from the coast in a series of hairpin bends to a height of
1,800 feet. From here it dipped down into an area almost in the centre of the island called Bassinville, known
commonly today as Bells. The sixteen miles of road opened up thousands of acres of Crown lands fit for growing
coffee, vanilla, oranges, nutmegs and other products which would thrive in the wet climate of the district. As the
money for this road had been given by the Imperial government, Bell christened the thin winding route “the
Imperial Road.”
To develop these Crown lands, the Administrator set out on a scheme to attract new settlers to Dominica.
I am already convinced that the right people to develop these new lands would be the same class of young men from
Home, who have been such a success in Ceylon, Burma and Malaya. This is the policy I am going to work on.

He sent letters and articles to newspapers and magazines in Britain drawing attention to the advantages offered
by Dominica for the investment of capital in Agriculture enterprises. He wrote a guidebook for people intending
to settle in Dominica: Notes on Dominica and Hints to Intending Settlers. He also worked on a scheme to bring
three thousand Boer War prisoners from South Africa to settle in the interior, but this never materialized. Between
1904 and 1905, a considerable number of people arrived from Britain with a view to taking up land that was for
sale. Thirty to forty families bought lots of considerable size, and estates such as Middleham, Corona, Vermont,
Brantridge and Riversdale sprang up. The white population, which was then only a mere handful, rose to almost
400 by 1907.
Hesketh Bell himself purchased an estate on the road and called it Sylvania. It was run as an experimental
plantation where prospective settlers could see for themselves the proper methods of cultivating tropical products.
He noticed the area was suitable for rubber trees, and two varieties of rubber were planted along nine miles of the
Imperial Road. His ideas for rubber production were never developed, and only one or two of his trees remain by
the roadside.
For a while, the money brought by the English settlers had a marked effect on the circulation of cash in the
island, and public revenue increased slowly. But, like so many schemes before and since, this one was doomed.
Within a few years the English families abandoned their estates for a variety of reasons including World War I and
sold out or just let razor grass and tree ferns take over their enterprises. Those few who remained, like G. W.
Penrice, gave up any hope of profit.
But while Bell was still in Dominica prospects for the island looked hopeful. On his return from leave in
England in February 1903, he found Roseau decked with triumphal arches and decorations. Country people had
come to town, and when Bell stepped ashore, the horses were taken away from his carriage by the crowd, and it
was drawn by the people up to Government House.
At the end of 1905, Bell was promoted in the colonial service to Commander-in-Chief of Uganda. He left
Dominica at the height of his popularity; even the Leeward Islands Free Press, which had been started in 1905
and was no friend of his, had to admit his achievements. A few weeks later in England, he received a silver gilt
dessert service and centerpiece of old Italian silver on which was inscribed:
Presented to His Excellency
Henry Hesketh Bell CGM.
Acting Governor of the Leeward Islands
In recognition to his invaluable services to Dominica.

In the last decade of the nineteenth century, Dominica got a considerable lift in her agriculture production.
Sugar was by then a minor industry, with only one estate, Canefield, exporting the commodity and not even
enough being produced for local consumption. Some estates still produced rum, and peasant farmers crushed cane
juice or visou, which got a good sale locally. Coffee continued to be exported, but in most cases estates had been
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turned over to cocoa and limes, which became the chief crops of the island.
The Imperial Department of Agriculture for the West Indies was established in 1898, and the local department
of agriculture was developed soon afterwards. Mr. Joseph Jones, also curator of the Botanical Gardens, became
the first Superintendent of Agriculture. Between 1900 and 1914, the revenue from cocoa and limes rose sharply.
The firm of British chocolate manufacturers, Rowntree and Company, owned three large estates in the northern
district. Oranges, coconuts, vanilla and spices, cassava starch and small quantities of pineapples and other exotic
fruit, had ready markets in the United States and Britain. The Royal Mail Steam Packet Company, the Canada
Pacific Ocean Services and the Quebec Steamship Company maintained regular contact with Dominica.
During the period before the First World War, trade soared and by the 1914-1915 financial year, exports were
valued at £237,187 and imports £205,773. For a change the island was producing more than it consumed. This
prosperous condition was reflected in the running of the estates and the work of the large number of peasant
farmers. The Dominica Agricultural Society which was formed in the 1880s had developed into an important
body. Under the able guidance of Mr. Jones, the Agricultural Department provided planters with advice on proper
methods of cultivation and the Botanical Station supplied high quality seedlings.
The first steps towards establishing the Botanical Gardens were made in 1889, and in January 1891 the site to
the east of Roseau was bought by the Government from Bath Estate. The first curator was Charles Murray of the
Edinburgh Botanic Gardens. He was followed very soon afterwards by Henry F. Green, who began planning and
laying out the grounds. In 1892 Joseph Jones took over what was to become, for him, a lifetime vocation.
The Botanical Gardens’ function was strictly economic and experimental in character, with ornamental plants
grown to make the grounds attractive and interesting. Plants from every part of the tropical world were carefully
tended while chief attention was paid to providing farmers with seedlings. In its early years and up until the
Second World War, the Botanical Gardens of Dominica had a reputation of being the finest in the West Indies.
The station also ran an agricultural training school for the sons of small farmers. Admission to the school was
regarded as a distinction, and boys from all parts of the island attended. The two-year course gave a thorough
training in the correct and most economical methods of cultivation.
*
Dr Imray had introduced lime cultivation on a large scale in the 1860s. For some years the crop was
propagated mainly on an experimental basis, but the industry steadily gained ground so that in 1875 lime estates
were yielding far greater profits than sugar, and the owners of coffee estates were changing over to limes. But
some looked on this as a bad move, claiming that lime juice was never likely to be as important an article of
commerce as coffee or cocoa. They were proved wrong, for the industry continued to make steady progress, so
that by 1892 the value of lime products exceeded those of cocoa and was established as one of the three main
industries of the island. From then on, the crop boomed, sugar rapidly declined and became of little importance,
while the cultivation of cocoa failed to keep pace.
Under Jones, the Agricultural Department developed a method of judging the quantity of limes produced;
limes were measured in terms of how much fruit made a barrel of juice. In grading the crop by “barrels,” it was
easy to calculate how many limes were being produced each year.
As profits increased, estates were turning their old cane mills into lime processing works. There were several
lime products: an important trade in green limes existed with the United States; raw lime juice was shipped to
Britain and the US; these markets also received concentrated juice from which citric acid was produced. Limes
pickled in sea water were also exported along with two types of essential oil from the skin of the lime. The
process was time consuming, the limes were individually hand pressed by rotating the fruit over the blunt spikes
of a ecuelle. This action broke the cells of the skin and the oil was collected at the base of the funnel-shaped tool.
In their own works, the estates concentrated the juice, and many of the old stream crushers and boilers can still
be seen on some estates. Citrate of lime was being produced in large quantities by Messrs L. Rose and Company
who, even in those years, were famous for their Lime Juice Cordial. Small farmers sold their fruit to larger
producers or, using the old sugar teches, they processed their own crop.
The lime industry got a tremendous boost with the arrival of an American millionaire Andrew Green. His
engineering company was making a fortune working on the locks for the Panama Canal then under construction.
He purchased the ailing Canefield sugar estate and converted it to limes, introducing some of the most advanced
citrate processing machinery of that time powered by steam as well as by the traditional waterwheel.
Green was a generous philanthropist who concentrated his donations on health care. He put in an entire water
and sewerage system as well as other buildings for Roseau hospital. Amazingly, after offering £7,000 towards
building a new hospital, in 1918, it was turned down by government in 1922 with the excuse that it could not find
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matching funds. Such sites as the old infirmary and a quarantine station were also donated by him.
As far as agriculture was concerned these were bright years, and even after the First World War and the
damages of the 1916 hurricane, Dominica was by far the largest producer of limes in the world.
*
On 3 August 1914 news reached Roseau that war had been declared in Europe. During that day, the
government, acting on instructions received from the Secretary of State, converted the defence reserve into the
Defence Force. Its 25 members, mostly planters, were called into Roseau along with the police force which was
then about 40 strong. Captain H Peebles was put in charge of defence measures. Armed police were stationed to
guard the harbor, the military storehouse and Colonial Bank. The next day Germany declared war on Russia.
As it became more certain that Britain would be involved, concern in Roseau increased. The quickest means of
getting information were the news cables, and for many days crowds gathered around the Cable Office waiting for
fresh news. Guards were stationed where the cable lines came ashore. Oxcarts and the few motor cars that existed
were ordered to stand by to take government stores to a hiding place behind Wotton Waven. On 5 August the
formal declaration of war between Britain and Germany was read on the steps of the Court House, and a small
brass band paraded in Roseau, followed by a crowd waving flags and shouting
“God save the King!”
Five days later Martial Law was proclaimed in the colony. During those first few days the island was rife with
rumor, and there was talk of ships being blown up in Caribbean waters. The fishermen no longer went out to catch
“ton” four or five miles off the island, as they were afraid of the German fleet. In the Roseau valley, the Defence
Force was protecting the money of the Colonial Bank which was being taken to Wotton Waven where huts had
been erected and a store of provisions laid in case of an emergency. If a German cruiser was sighted, the
government intended to evacuate the capital, and the small steamer, the Yare, was commandeered as part of the
local defence equipment. An article in the Dominica Chronicle made fun of all these defence measures, but most
of the population and particularly the Government were taking it all very seriously.
The excitement and uncertainty of those first two months soon wore off, however, and on 5 October 1914 the
Defence Force was disbanded and the members were only required to parade once a week. In April 1915 there
was a minor sensation when a German was found among the crew of a whaling vessel at Portsmouth and was
thrown into jail in Roseau. But for the rest of the war the only effects felt in Dominica were the drop in trade and
increased price of imported food. There was a shortage of shipping, and the valuable green lime trade with the US
was almost completely cut. In 1917 the export of cocoa was only allowed by special licence, and for a time the
price of raw lime juice for the Royal Navy increased as more supplies were needed to combat disease on the
battleships.
The supply of flour to Dominica was uncertain and there was a controlled price for milk and salt fish. It was
only towards the end of the war that the price of cloth and other imported articles rose sharply.
Throughout the “Great War,” the loyalty of the West Indies to the Empire was impressive and Dominica was
no exception. The War Office had declined from accepting a contingent of men from the colony in September
1914 on the grounds that they would be more useful in the West Indies, but as the action in Europe intensified,
men from Dominica were welcome in England. By the middle of 1917 the island had sent more recruits than any
other colony in the Leeward Islands, and it was observed by the Administrator that most of the men who offered
themselves were laborers and the sons of small proprietors. The Legislative Council voted money towards War
Funds and local charities raised funds for the Red Cross and other such bodies in Britain.
But even if Dominica was safe from the ravages of war, she was not spared by natural disasters. In 1915, 1916
and 1917 storms lashed the island. The hurricane of August 1916 was the most serious. Limes suffered
considerably, with cocoa, livestock and peasant food crops badly damaged. The windward coast of the island
received the worst blow; roads and bridges were swept away. On the west coast at Colihaut the village was
entirely flooded and several inhabitants lost their lives by being swept to the sea with their houses and belongings.
Funds raised for war purposes were diverted to assist storm damage.
Dominica came out of the war years less prosperous than she had been before but on 27 November 1918 there
were parades, and masquerade was allowed on 3 December. Twenty-four men from Dominica were lost in the
war, and later their names were engraved on a memorial in Roseau; one of the many that were erected throughout
the British colonies in the West Indies.
*
The removal of the right to vote, in 1898, had been a great blow to politically minded Dominicans, although
many believed that it was the electives own disorder which had led to their downfall. The elected representatives
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at the time appeared to have no constructive platform and their tactics seemed to have been merely to obstruct.
Because of this, they failed to inspire the confidence of either the British government, who questioned their
competence, or the voters who became doubtful of their sincerity.
But after twenty-five years of crown colony rule, there was a noticeable change as new personalities entered
the political scene. Most dynamic among these new men was a Trinidad-born lawyer C. E. A. Rawle. The
Dominica Tribune reflected the feelings of this new order.
Twenty-five years ago Dominica lost her constitution and her people were deprived of one of the fundamental
privileges of British citizenship—the franchise. The civil obligations of taxation and service remained, however,
unimpaired.

As there were no voters, controversial tax measures and laws had been made without consulting the needs of
the taxpayers, and this caused even supporters of the Crown Colony system to think again and consider
constitutional changes. In the years before the First World War, resentment against the system rose steadily, and
soon a movement was launched to bring about some modification in Crown Colony rule. Starting in Grenada with
the writings of T. Albert Marryshow, it spread throughout the islands, with the noticeable exception of Antigua,
which was criticized as being a “conspicuous ally of Crown Colony rule.”
In Dominica the movement for constitutional reform met with great support, and in March 1919 the
Representative Government Association was formed with an elected Assembly as its leading goal. The Legislature
voted unanimously in favor of bringing elected members back into the Council, and a definite promise was given
by the British government that the constitution would be altered to meet popular requirements. When Major E. F.
L. Wood, later Lord Halifax, made his official visit of enquiry into West Indian political demands, he was left with
no doubt as to the views of Dominicans. He not only sensed a stronger feeling against Leeward Islands federation
than anywhere else, but also heard with sympathy the demands for representative government. He received a
petition of over 2,000 signatures backed by the Representative Association, the Chamber of Commerce, and the
Agricultural Society.
The final Wood Report, however, was very lukewarm about the merits of representative elections. He pointed
out that 70 per cent of the people were illiterate and that the mountains and scattered nature of the villages would
make elections difficult. He was also concerned that if Dominica succeeded in her wish for separation from the
Leeward group, the other islands would clamor for the same changes.
Despite his misgivings, the report did advocate a semi-representative form of government for Dominica. The
announcement was followed by a period of uncertainty as authorities decided on the number of members which
the Legislature should contain. A local commission eventually decided on four elected members and two
nominees to replace the former six nominated members.
1923 ran its course and nothing was heard from London. In the first months of 1924, St Lucia, St Vincent and
Trinidad received their new constitutions; Dominica looked on dejected. Then in September, the constitution
approved in London, arrived. Although the four elected members would be a minority in the Council, this break in
the wall of Crown Colony government “was received with acclamation.”
In 1925 there were elections. The elected members were: A. A. Baron for the Northern District, H. D.
Shillingford for the Eastern District, Sidney L. V. Green for the Western District, and for Roseau, C. E. A. Rawle.
A new era in Dominican politics had begun.
*
In 1920 and 1921 well over 510,000 barrels of limes were exported. Then in May 1922, withertip disease of
limes appeared on an estate in the southern part of the island. From this point it spread with extraordinary speed
so that by the end of September few of the main lime estates remained unaffected. (There is another theory that
the disease had existed on many estates for some time beforehand, and it was only when the scare was raised that
planters observed the disease on their estates.) Added to this was the outbreak of “red root” disease affecting the
base of the trees. Much of the crop for 1922 was damaged and exports fell disastrously the following years,
halting progress and throwing growers into a state of alarm.
Specialists were rushed out from England and the Imperial College in Trinidad to investigate the conditions.
The import of all lime plants from overseas was stopped in 1925, but by then it was far too late. Although it was
thought that estates on the coast would still be able to cultivate limes by taking special precautions there was a
serious stagnation in trade.
In September 1923 the local agricultural department began to experiment with ways of propagating lime plants
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resistant to disease; budding shoots onto the stock of common sour citrus proved successful against “red root” but
by that time there was little hope. Cheaper materials for producing citric acid were being found. Sicily’s lemon
industry had become a serious competitor to limes, and there was a drop in price.
The Imperial Commissioner of Agriculture for the West Indies, Sir Francis Watts, compiled a report on
agricultural conditions in Dominica and made suggestions for new crops to replace limes; the cultivation of
coconuts and bananas were encouraged. But the world was facing an economic crisis which started in Wall Street,
New York in 1929 and shook the finance, industry and commerce of the world in the thirties. For the next twenty
years, Dominican agricultural production was in a state of gloom.
*
When Dominica had been surveyed and divided into lots in the eighteenth century, 232 acres of mountainous
land around Salybia was left for the Caribs. In 1902, Hesketh Bell sent a lengthy report to the Secretary for the
Colonies outlining the history of the Caribs and made certain proposals for their future. His major concern was
that some 3,700 acres should be set aside for them and that they should be responsible for dividing up the reserve
among themselves.
Bell was unable to find any title deed for the original 232 acres surveyed and it was probable that no such title
had ever existed. Although he tried to settle the question of boundaries he achieved little or nothing with regard to
the title of ownership. However, his efforts were significant, for it led to the expansion of the “reserve” and its
organization as it exists today.
Bell suggested that the Carib chief should be officially recognized and be given a token allowance of £6
annually. He was formally invested, given a silver-headed staff and an elaborate sash, on which was embroidered
in gothic lettering “The Chief of the Caribs.” These symbols of goodwill were highly prized by the isolated
community of 400 pensive and reserved descendants of the conquered warriors of the island.
Then in 1930, early on the morning of 19 September, five armed policemen under the command of a Corporal,
entered the “reserve” with orders to search for smuggled goods and arrest suspected persons. When they tried to
seize a quantity of rum and tobacco and take away suspects, a struggle ensued. Stones and bottles were hurled at
the police, who retaliated by firing into the crowd and injuring four Caribs, two of whom died later from their
wounds. The police were forced to escape from the area and arrived at Marigot beaten and battered, with neither
prisoners nor seizures.
Without consulting the Executive Council, the Administrator summoned the Royal Navy frigate, HMS Delhi,
which was cruising the Caribbean. A day later the warship appeared off the Carib quarter and made a show of
force by firing star-shells into the air and giving a display of searchlights. The Caribs, unaccustomed to these
signals, rushed from their houses and took refuge in the woods. Marines were landed and assisted local police in
the search for the ringleaders of the disturbance.
The exact details of the incident took some time to reach Roseau, and even weeks later newspapers in the town
were uncertain as to what had occurred on the windward coast. The rumor however, caused much excitement and
all over the island people talked wildly about a Carib “rising.”
In 1931 the Governor of the Leeward Islands appointed a commission of inquiry to investigate the general
conditions of the Caribs and the disturbance of the previous year. As one person remarked, “the Report smacked
everybody’s head a little and the Carib Chief’s the hardest of all.” He was degraded from his position, his staff
and sash were confiscated, and he was forbidden to call himself “king.”
In August 1949, the Caribs wrote to the Administrator saying that since 1930 they had been “begging for a
chief” but had received no favor. After almost three years, an agreement was reached, and in June 1952 the
Administrator visited the Reserve and held an investiture ceremony at which a chief was installed and presented
with the staff of office and a new sash. The Carib administration later became part of the local government
scheme, with a Carib Council for the entire district. But many questions remained unanswered; among them the
relevance of an old Carib tradition whereby a Carib woman is not allowed to remain in the Reserve if she marries
an outsider and the problem of ownership and title to the land, and even more basic: the definition of “a Carib.”
*
The four men who had been elected to the Legislative Council under the 1924 Constitution, were soon
experiencing a growing sense of frustration. On many occasions their schemes and resolutions were defeated by
the government officials in Council who voted as one body, supported by the Administrator and, when he was
visiting, the Governor. With few of their motions ever approved, the electives began to question the effectiveness
of their presence on the Council. Soon the unofficial nominees were supporting the elected minority, and the stage
was set for new campaigns against Crown Colony rule.
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In 1927 the Taxpayers Organization was formed, followed in 1931 by the Constitutional Reform Association
which more or less consisted of the same people, who saw the need for greater constitutional freedoms. The
following year there was a sensational walk-out of unofficial members from the Council chamber led by Ralph E.
Nicholls. They tendered their resignation and created what was virtually a strike of Legislators. The move was
watched with admiration by other islands.
To make up the required number of members in the Council, the Administrator quickly nominated men to take
their places. Mr. Norman Lockhart, owner of Geneva estate, was one of those who accepted, and soon after his
nomination Geneva House was burned to a shell. It was strongly believed that the fire was a political gesture and
the Administrator issued a reward of £250 to anyone who could give information on the issue. But there was
silence, and relations continued to be strained between government and the local leaders.
The thirties were years of political unrest and transformation in the West Indies. The world-wide Depression
had hit the sugar estates and factories in the islands. Between 1934 and 1938 workers went on strike in Trinidad,
St. Kitts, St. Lucia, British Guiana and Jamaica. In 1937 blood was shed in Trinidad’s oil belt and in Barbados
fourteen rioters were killed. Because Dominica lacked factories and was a peasant based society, the colony was
spared such disturbance. But in action for constitutional change, Dominica was a leader in the region.
In October 1932, the Dominica Conference, for the purpose of considering West Indian confederation and selfgovernment was opened at the Union Club in Roseau. Seventeen delegates, comprising some of the most
progressive West Indian leaders of the day, met to discuss and plan the future of the region. Their ideas were
passionate and idealistic, and necessarily so, for as members of Council, most delegates had experienced the
frustration and senselessness of Crown Colony rule in the twentieth century West Indies. Now there were West
Indians with the education, determination and ability to manage their own affairs and the Conference itself proved
this without doubt. It was chaired by the dynamic local politician and barrister C. E. A. Rawle. In his opening
address he lay down the ideals of those West Indian pioneers.
Let us hope that ultimately there will arise in our islands a self-governing dominion worthy to take its place in the
councils of the Empire. We are going to seek to remedy the grievance we speak of, not by the method of the assassin,
nor by arson, nor by other acts of violence of any kind, but by constitutional methods, relying on the righteousness of
our cause and if the people of the West Indies are united, and determined, if they do not get frightened at the mere term
“self government” … if we stand together and march together boldly demanding our rights as British Citizens, refusing
to be regarded any longer as political outcasts, our cause will conquer in the end!

Plans for the operation of a general government of the British West Indies were outlined, but there was a sharp
divergence on how voting for the federal representatives should be conducted. Eventually a compromise was
reached and the conference only supported full adult franchise, or the right to vote, as an “ultimate aim” of a new
West Indies Federation. It suggested that every colony should conduct its voting as each local legislature saw fit.
This uneven system was obviously unfair and unworkable and it was one of the main causes of Albert Marryshow’s rejection of the conference report. The “Father of West Indian Federation” continued to distrust any
federal propositions not clearly based on the universal vote.
However, the delegates were aware of the difficulties of orderly universal suffrage in the thirties and rather
than attempt to adopt every measure immediately, they saw an elected majority in the legislature as their first
goal. In the words of Rawle, they had been “powerless to mould policy” and what the conference demanded first
was that the islands should have internal self-government within the British Commonwealth of Nations.
In December 1932, the Closer Union Commission, appointed by the British Government, arrived in Dominica
and its duty was to examine the possibilities of a federation of the islands. As a result of the Conference held here
a few months earlier, the commissioners found the island in a state of political excitement. “Dominica has always
been politically minded” they reported, but were impressed with the “spirit of earnest reasonableness” of the local
political leaders.
The Commissioner shied away from federation and instead suggested a loose grouping of the Leeward and
Windward Island colonies overseered by a Governor. And, largely because of the sound and fury of 1932, a new
constitution was granted to Dominica in 1936.
The Legislative Council was to consist of the Governor, three ex-officio members, four nominated members
and seven elected members. In this constitution the elected members were equal in number with the ex-officio and
nominated members combined and, although the Governor had a casting vote, there was more possibility of
getting schemes adopted. Nevertheless, it was still restricted with an independent Executive Council responsible
to the Crown. But it was a welcomed step forward, and the following year elections took place. Dominica’s first
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political manifesto was printed and issued to voters by the main political group—parties had not yet been formed.
It was vivid evidence of the constructive political developments that had taken place during that decade; it
outlined the group’s intentions with regard to roads, agriculture, education, public health, wages and finance, and
concluded:
The day of destructive criticism is past, what we must have now, to make the New Constitution a success, is
constructive thought and action. We must eliminate petty and parochial feeling and the imputing of selfish and selfinterested motives, and all stand together in an earnest endeavor to prove ourselves worthy of the measure of Self
Government which Dominica has won for herself.

As in all political manifestos, these were hopeful words, and although there was a change in outlook, the
clashes between the electives and executives continued even if in a more restrained manner. At the end of the
thirties, Dominica was separated from the Leeward Island grouping and became a colony of the Windward group
on 1 January 1940.
*
The society which had evolved over the past one hundred years since full emancipation in 1838 still
maintained a certain semblance of the rigid stratification of the previous century, although in comparison to the
old sugar islands like St. Kitts, Antigua and Barbados, Dominican society was considered to be quite liberal. The
depressed economic situation, as well as the isolation of those planters outside of Roseau did not make for the
cohesive social elite which characterized those other islands.
The remnants of the white plantocracy had effectively given up trying to run their estates. Most of their land
had been let as “gardens” to tenants or had reverted to bush. Hardly any of Hesketh Bell’s English settlers
remained after 1920. Descendants of the old families held onto their estates which no one yet had money to buy.
There was Lockhart with Geneva, Judge Pemberton with Point Mulatre, Janet Johnson with Rosalie, Castle Bruce,
Shawford and Montpelier. In the north, Ashpital held Melville Hall, Stebbings held Londonderry and Woodford
Hill. Blenheim and Picard were still British-owned. Elsewhere the merchant planters of the “mulatto gros bourg”
held sway: Bellot, Rolle, Garraway, Shillingford, Riviere, Fadelle, Giraud, Potter and Green were the largest landholding families in this group. And scattered among all these were the handful of European “romantics” who
simply came to live, as Jean Rhys put it, “for the moon on the Caribbees;” among them Peter Dewhurst, Stephen
Haweis, Holly Knapp, Paul Ninas and the Napiers.
When the economy started moving after the Second World War some large estates changed hands; Robert
Douglas and Frobel Laville returned with their earnings from working in the oil refineries of Aruba and Curaçao.
Douglas bought Hampstead, and Laville bought Governor, Londonderry and Hatton Garden. Trinidadian medical
practitioner Dr. Armour bought up Hodges and Blenheim.
The small white Roseau elite was headed by the British Administrator and included officials such as the Crown
Attorney and heads of departments and professionals in the medical service. The whites usually belonged to the
Dominica Club while the “colored” elite belonged to the Union Club. A guest book, in a hut at the gates of
Government House, lay open to be signed by those wishing to be invited to the “At Home,” the Administrator’s
social event.
*
In between all of this, in a class of their own, and yet at the same time related through business to all sectors,
were the Syrians and Lebanese. They had migrated to the Caribbean and Dominica from the Middle East since the
1890s and were joined by others as the twentieth century progressed. Arriving first as itinerant peddlers going
from village to village, they brought goods to isolated communities for the first time. They built up a trusted
network among the peasantry and working class and through thrift, business acumen and social self-sufficiency
they soon set up small stores.
As the banana boom took off in the 1950s their traditional good customer relations paid off and business
flourished. Family members branched out into motor car sales and service, manufacturing, construction and
hotels. The earliest arrivals of Karam and Dib were followed by Astaphan, Nassief, Raffoul, Azar and Brohim,
each in their own way making significant contributions to the society over several generations.
*
Like the other British West Indian islands at the time, Dominica politics was dominated by a liberal-minded
middle class group of professional men and farmers. Educational and electoral divisions did not allow for the
mass politics of the present day. Educational standards were still extremely low, and although a large number of
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peasant proprietors earned or owned enough to vote, few, if any of them, had the time and resources to be elected
representatives, who up until 1947 received no salaries for their services. Political development was further
aggravated by the lack of communications which made the affairs and personalities of Roseau appear more
important than the country districts.
But the isolated village communities had a vital society of their own. Living self-sufficiently, depending on
what they produced to provide housing, food and materials, the villages existed very much as they had in the
previous century. The occasional visit of the district doctor was the only medical service they knew. As in the past,
they relied heavily on the traditional home cures and in serious cases an invalid would have to be carried for miles
in a hammock to the nearest hospital or motorable road.
Agricultural produce from the eastern and northern districts faced the same problems of transportation.
Everything still had to be “headed” along the mountain traces or in the case of the northern district, there was a
launch service between Portsmouth and Roseau. Some other areas used canoes, but especially on the windward
coast this could be dangerous.
In the village, each man helped his neighbor; from digging and clearing fields, shingling or building a house,
to the final act of fellowship: making a coffin. Much work was done in return for food and friendship and the
cooperative method or cou de main was an important part of every community.
For entertainment there were the traditional dances and music; the vibrant folklore of contes, wakes, patois
hymns, cantiques de Noel, and the religious festivals to which they were strongly attached. Even in Roseau, the
mulatre elite still danced lancers and flirtations at their subscription parties until the opening of a cinema and
dance halls quickly put an end to the traditional revelries. …

The Church of St. George, Rosseau, St. George Parish, Dominica
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The Church of St. Mark, Soufrière, St. Mark Parish, Dominica

The Church of St. Martin de Porres, Canefield, St. Paul Parish, Dominica
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The Church of St. Joseph, St. Joseph Village, St. Joseph Parish, Dominica

The Castle Bruce Church, Castle Bruce, St. David Parish, Dominica
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The Church of Our Lady of La Salette, Pointe Michel, St. Luke Parish, Dominica. Below: a photograph of
the church prior to its near destruction by Hurricane David
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The Church of St. Patrick, Grand Bay, St. Patrick Parish, Dominica: two views
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The Church of St. Peter, Colihaut, St. Peter Parish, Dominica

The Church of All Saints, Vieille Case, St. Andrew Parish, Dominica
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The Chapel of St. Anthony of Padua, Toucari, St. John Parish, Dominica
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