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  CHAPTER ONE

    CHAPTER ONE BEFORE BABYLON COME — DI ISLAND BEFORE COLUMBUS

    ━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━

    Close yuh eye fi a minute. Just close dem.

    Now picture dis.

    Picture a island weh no human hand ever touch. No road. No fence. No fire burning inna di night sky except di stars dem. Just trees — trees so tall and so thick and so ancient dat di light of di sun haffi fight fi reach di ground. Trees wid roots weh grip di earth like di hand of a elder, roots weh run so deep dem seem fi reach di very belly of di world. Di whole island covered inna green — every shade of green yuh ever see and fifty more besides. Green so bright it nearly blind yuh. Green so deep it look like di colour of di ocean itself.

    Now mek wi look closer at di daily life of di Taino — not just di structures and di hierarchy, but di living, breathing texture of a day. Because history dat only deal wid kings and chiefs and battles miss di most important part: di people dem. Di ordinary, extraordinary people.

    Morning inna di Taino village begin with water. Always water. Di women — and in Taino society the domestic economy was primarily organised by women — would go to the river first thing, carrying their clay pots, filling them with the clear cold water that had come rushing down from the mountain heights above. This daily walk to the river was not just practical. It was social. It was the moment when the women of the village came together, when the talk of yesterday's events was processed, when the concerns of the community were aired and considered. While the men's public world was the batey — the central plaza — the women's world was in many ways structured around these daily communal activities: the water-carrying, the cooking, the tending of the conuco gardens.

    The preparation of cassava bread — the casabi — was an elaborate process that required the coordinated work of several women. First, the cassava roots had to be harvested — and cassava mounds took months to mature, so the timing of harvest was important. The roots, once dug, had to be grated — using a stone griddle studded with tiny sharp stones, called a cibucán — until the entire root was reduced to a wet, starchy pulp. This pulp then had to be squeezed — wrung through a long, woven tube basket called a matapi, hung from a tree or post — to press out the bitter liquid. The toxic juice that came out was not wasted: it was cooked down to remove the cyanide and the result was a savoury sauce used in cooking. Then the dry meal was sifted, spread on a clay griddle over fire, and cooked into large flat rounds of bread.

    This entire process — from root to bread — could take several hours, and it was done every morning, because the bread was best fresh. This was the work of women's hands, every single day. It was skilled work, carefully learned, passed from mother to daughter over generations.

    What did the children do while the women worked? Dem was not idle. Taino children had responsibilities from early — helping to tend the gardens, learning to fish in the shallows, watching the younger pikney dem, carrying messages between households. But dem also have a childhood — dem played, dem swam, dem climbed trees, dem chased the small brown dogs that were one of the only domestic animals the Taino kept.

    The Taino had two domesticated animals: the small quiet dog — which dem eat, occasionally, in ceremony, and which also served as a working companion — and the guinea pig, which was kept for food and possibly for ceremony as well. No horses, no cattle, no pigs, no goats. The rich diversity of animal protein in the Taino diet came from the sea and from hunting — iguana, birds, the hutia (a large rodent native to Jamaica), and in season, sea turtle.

    Hunting was a male activity primarily, though this was cultural convention rather than physical necessity. The men hunted with bows — the Taino bow was smaller and lighter than a European longbow, designed for close-range woodland hunting rather than long-range warfare — and with spears, and sometimes with traps. The hutia was particularly prized — it was a significant source of fat in a diet that was otherwise relatively lean, and fat was valuable. The smoke-curing of meat — the barbacoa technique — was used to preserve hutia and iguana and fish for times when fresh hunting was poor or during the season when certain species weren't available.

    The central plaza — the batey — had a special role in Taino life that deserves particular attention. The batey was a ball court. The Taino played a ball game — called batey, the same name as the court — that was played across all the Taino-speaking Caribbean islands and that had deep roots in the wider Mesoamerican ball game tradition. The ball was made of rubber — a remarkable material for anyone who had never encountered it, and one that the Spanish were utterly astonished by when dem see it. The ball bounced! Bounced in a way that European leather balls had never managed. The Taino ball game used this bouncing rubber ball and played it using any part of the body except the hands — hips, knees, head, shoulders — in an attempt to keep the ball in play and score goals. It was athletic, skilled, competitive, and it had spiritual dimensions as well: major matches were played as part of ceremonies, with the outcome understood to have meaning beyond sport.

    The Taino batey game is one of the earliest forms of ball sport in human history. Football — soccer, as Americans call it — the most popular sport in the world, with its core rule of "don't use your hands" — that rule has pre-Columbian indigenous roots. The ball game played in the Taino batey every afternoon, with the village gathered round and cheering and betting on the outcome, with the cacique watching from his carved wooden seat — that game is in the ancestry of every football match played anywhere on earth today.

    Evenings in the Taino village were the time for stories. When the work of the day was done, when the cooking fire burned low, when the darkness closed in around the village — this was the time when the elders spoke. The behique might perform a small ceremony. The cacique might receive visitors from a neighbouring village. The areyto would be performed on special occasions — not every night, but enough that every member of the community knew the songs and the movements by heart.

    Stories — the oral tradition — was everything. Every Taino pikney grow up hearing di stories of dem people from before dem could walk. The creation story. The stories of the great caciques of the past. The stories of the zemi, the spirits, their interventions in human affairs. The stories of sea journeys, of great storms survived, of enemies defeated. The stories of plants and their powers. These stories were not separate from practical knowledge — they encoded it. A story about the spirit of the cassava plant was simultaneously a teaching about proper agricultural practice, about giving thanks for the harvest, about the right relationship between people and food.

    This oral tradition — this living, breathing, communally maintained library — was what made the Taino who they were, as much as any physical artefact or political structure. And it was this tradition that was most catastrophically damaged by the events that followed Columbus's arrival. You can rebuild a house. You can re-learn a farming technique. But when the elders die before they pass on the stories, the stories die with them. When the community is broken apart — by disease, by enslavement, by forced displacement — the communal context for story breaks apart too.

    This is why the destruction of the Taino was so total in its effects on knowledge and culture, even if individual genes survived. The container for the knowledge — the living community, the relationship between elder and child, the ceremony that made the story meaningful — that was destroyed. The words, the specific stories, the detailed cosmology — most of it did not survive. What we know of Taino spirituality and culture comes almost entirely from the accounts of Spanish observers — people who, however well-intentioned, were looking from the outside and often through a lens of Christian religious prejudice that distorted what they saw.

    We are left with fragments. With the words borrowed into Spanish and then English. With the artefacts in the museum cases. With the place names on the map. With the DNA in our cells. These fragments are precious beyond measure. They are all we have.

    But they are not nothing. Never nothing. Fragments of a fire still give light.

    Now listen.

    Listen to di birds. Hundreds of species. Dem singing inna di morning so loud and so joyful dat it sound like di whole island celebrating its own existence. Parrots dem flash through di canopy — brilliant red and green, chattering and calling like dem have all di news of di world fi share. Hummingbirds hover at di flowers — flowers dat bloom inna colour wi barely have names fi. Purple. Crimson. Gold so bright it shame di sun. Di flowers dem heavy wid nectar, and di whole air smell sweet and green and alive.

    Listen to di rivers. Dem running clear. Crystal clear — so clear yuh can see every stone pon di riverbed, every fish dat dart through di cold shadow. Di water come rushing down from di mountains — dem ancient mountains weh stand up inna di middle of di island like di backbone of creation itself. Di Blue Mountains dem. Ancient before anybody ever put a name to dem. Rising up so high dat di top of dem always wrap in cloud — cloud weh catch di morning light and turn di whole mountain range blue, soft and mysterious like a dream just before yuh wake.

    Feel di air. It warm, but it nuh stuffy — there a breeze always moving through di island, coming in off di sea, bringing wid it di smell of salt and distance. Di sea surround everything here. You never more dan a few hours walk from di water. And what water it is — turquoise and emerald and deep sapphire blue, warm enough fi swim inna at any hour, clear enough fi see di reef below from di top of di cliff. Di reef! Lawd — di reef inna dem days before any hand ever disturb it. Coral in every shape — branching like tree, round like brain, flat like table. Fish of every colour moving through dem like living jewels. Green turtle swimming slow and wise through di deep water. Dolphin breaking di surface out where di deep blue start.

    Now, before wi move on from dis chapter, mi want fi paint yuh a more detailed picture. Mi want fi take yuh deeper into dat landscape, because di landscape of pre-Taino, pre-colonial Jamaica is di canvas on which di entire story of dis island is painted. Everything dat come after — di Taino, di Spanish, di enslaved Africans, di British, di independence, wi today — all of it happen on dis specific ground. And if wi don't understand di ground, wi can't fully understand di story.

    The limestone that underlies most of Jamaica is the foundation of everything. Jamaica is essentially a massive limestone platform that was pushed up from the seabed by geological forces millions of years ago. The limestone is porous — riddled with holes and channels and caves through which water moves constantly. Rain that falls on the mountains doesn't always run in surface rivers — much of it sinks into the rock and travels underground, sometimes for miles, emerging as springs in unexpected places. Di Taino knew every spring. Dem knew every place where di water come up from di ground, because in a world before pipes and wells, those springs were life itself.

    The limestone caves were not just geological curiosities to the Taino. They were sacred spaces of the highest order. Because of the Taino belief that the first people emerged from caves into the light of the world, caves were understood as the original doorways between the realm of the living and the realm of the ancestors. To enter a cave was, in a sense, to go back — back to the beginning, back to the source. Cave ceremonies were among the most important in Taino spiritual life.

    Di Cockpit Country — that extraordinary landscape in the heart of Jamaica, where hundreds of cone-shaped limestone hills rise up from flat valley floors, creating a landscape that looks from above like a giant egg carton — was already ancient and already wild in Taino times. It was hard terrain for farming — the hills too steep, the valleys too narrow and too wet. But it was perfect terrain for other things. For hiding. For ceremony. For the preservation of things that needed to be kept apart from the everyday world.

    We know the Taino were in the Cockpit Country because of what has been found there — pottery, artefacts, the charcoal traces of old fires in the limestone caves. We know they moved through that landscape and used it, even if they didn't farm it intensively. And we know that this tradition of the Cockpit Country as refuge — as the place you go when the world outside becomes too dangerous — carried forward from the Taino into the Maroon period and beyond.

    Di north coast of Jamaica, stretching from Negril in the west to Morant Point in the far east, was the primary zone of Taino coastal settlement. This coast faces Cuba across the Straits of Florida, and the prevailing trade winds blow from the northeast, pushing boats — whether Taino canoes or Spanish caravels — naturally southward toward Jamaica's northern shores. The harbours of the north coast — St. Ann's Bay, Discovery Bay, Montego Bay (whose name itself preserves history — "manteca" is the Spanish word for lard or fat, and the bay was named by the Spanish for the tallow they found stored there, but what they likely found was the residue of Taino food preparation or trade goods), Falmouth Harbour — all of these were known to the Taino, all of them used as landing and launching places for dem canoes.

    And on the south coast, different waters, different conditions, different character. The south coast of Jamaica is in the rain shadow of the mountains — it receives far less rainfall, and the landscape is accordingly drier, more scrubby, more dramatic in a different way. Rocky headlands alternate with long stretches of shallow coastal water where coral reefs and sea grass beds provide an entirely different ecosystem from the north coast reefs. The south coast fishing was different — different species, different methods, different rhythms.

    The great plain that stretches across the southern parishes — what we now call the Clarendon Plains, the Manchester Hills, the St. Elizabeth Bread Basket — this was Taino agricultural heartland. Fertile, flat enough for conuco farming, fed by rivers coming down from the mountains, warmed by
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