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Aviation
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Commercial air service was inaugurated in Jamaica on 3 December 1930, when a Pan American Consolidated Commodore twin engine flying boat landed in Kingston harbor, bringing mail but no passengers. It had flown from Miami, Florida. After refueling, the pilot inaugurated a non-stop Kingston to Panama flight, the longest non-stop flight over water to be attempted by a commercial airline, the journey of approximately 1,085 km taking 16 hours and 17 minutes. 

The following year Pan American introduced Sikorsky S-40 Clippers on the Miami-Kingston-Cristobal (Panama) route. The first clipper was piloted by the famous US aviator Col Charles Lindbergh who, along with Igor Sikorsky, the designer of the flying boats, was given a tumultuous welcome when he landed at Bournemouth Baths in Kingston on 23 November 1931. Thereafter, amphibian planes (flying boats) landed in Kingston harbor until 1941 when Palisadoes Airport (now Norman Manley International Airport) was built. In those early days, vendors selling straw goods and souvenirs would row out to the flying boats and try to sell their wares before the passengers got to land. 
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Banana Loading
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Although the banana loaders’ song ‘Day-O’ has become internationally known (thanks to a version sung by Harry Belafonte), the activities celebrated in that song which date from the time when bananas were loaded on the ships by hand, have long faded into history. Nowadays, bananas are not checked ‘six hand, seven hand, eight hand, bunch!’ (not ‘foot’ as the popular version of the song proclaims) but are reaped, cut into hands, packed into boxes, and taken straight to the ship to be mechanically loaded. For the export trade, banana yield is now calculated by weight rather than ‘hands’ and ‘bunches,’ each box weighing 15.6 kilos. The old expressive terms are still used in the local markets, though giving way to measurement by the dozen or number of ‘fingers’ on a ‘hand,’ as well as by weight. 

In the post-Emancipation years, the banana trade became the island’s most important enterprise, an activity around which economic as well as social life revolved, and the summons to reap the fruit and load the ships brought intense excitement to banana-growing areas. For many, it represented their only means to livelihood. While there were many large landowners among the growers, it is the ‘small man’ (and woman) who planted, reaped, and loaded the bananas on to the ships who is celebrated in story, in songs such as ‘Day O,’ and mythologized in poems such as ‘Song of the Banana Man’ by Evan Jones. 

In the early days when world was received from abroad that a ship would arrive on or about a given day, the sound of the conch shell would be taken up and echoed throughout the hills. Excitemen gripped the area as all hands rushed to cut the perishable green fruit. Each bunch was tenderly wrapped in dried banana leaves (banana trash) to protect it during its journey to the sea.
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This journey involved a long human chain. First, the bunches were carried on the workers’ heads along tracks to the main roads. There they were collected by trucks or, in earlier days, by wains, large wagons usually drawn by oxen. A boy ran ahead blowing a conch shell to warn others off the road. (Wain Road, which leads into the town of Port Antonio recalls this mode of transportation). The bananas were then taken to the railway station yards for selection and purchase by the fruit companies. 

Each stem was offloaded on the head of a worker, part of a long line that went past two checkers who checked the stem count. Nine hands and over on each bunch were paid for as a bunch, eight hands were counted as three-quarter bunch, seven hands as half. Anything else was rejected for export. Each carrier was given a metal disc showing the bunch count, to be redeemed later for payment. The bananas were loaded onto rail cars that eventually were hitched to an engine that collected all the cars along the line and took them to the wharf where the fruit was offloaded to await the ship. 

The ship’s arrival sent another round of signals into the hills to alert the carriers and stevedores to come rushing down to the wharf. In places where there was no deep-water pier, the fruit was carried to the ship in lighters. But at wharves such as the big Boundbrook pier in Port Antonio, a frenzied scene would be enacted. The banana carriers were mostly women and young girls. Each grabbed a banana bunch and, swinging it on to her head, set off at a running pace up the gangplank, snatching from the tallyman as she passed, a metal check or tally to be redeemed later for pay. As she reached the ship’s hold, the bunch was snatched from her head by a loader (always a man) who stacked them in the hold, and the carrier without breaking stride would look around to secure another bunch. 
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During peak periods, this work was carried on into the night. Between the loading of one ship and the next, the workers snatched what sleep they could, lying on the banana trash on the docks. 

The women loaders carried the bananas on their heads, placed there by the men who offloaded them from the bins.

Banana loading was a popular tourist attraction and in the daytime the wharves were often crowded with visitors with cameras taking pictures. The juice from the cut stem and green fruit permanently stains clothing, so banana workers wore the same clothing week after week for this dirty work. 

Carriers were paid half a penny for two bunches. A gang of 14 loaders and a boss could load 5,000 bunches in a day, earning 22 shillings for 1,000 bunches. While the wage of the banana worker was considered good compared to the wage of the average rural laborer, the work was essentially casual in nature, dependent on the arrival of ships and competition with others for jobs. Many often worked only one or two days per week. But when work was available, there could be no slackening in the carrying and loading until each boat was filled. Not surprisingly, banana carriers and dock workers were in the forefront of the labor struggles of 1937-38 which resulted in the formation of trade unions and political parties. 
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Cycling
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The late 19th century was the age of the bicycle, cycling becoming the latest craze of the upper and middle classes in Jamaica as elsewhere. Riders at first risked their lives on the high wheel bicycle, later called the penny-farthing, which was developed in Europe in 1869 and introduced to the USA in 1876. In 1885 came the Rover safety bicycle, similar to the bicycle of today, its popularity enhanced by the successful commercial application of the inflated or pneumatic tyre by Dunlop in 1888.

Cycling parties vied with horseback riding as popular pastimes for both men and women. Young men toured the island by bicycle and also rode to work, and tourists brought their bicycles for local rides. The fact that the Jamaica Bicycle Club, formed in 1886, was under the patronage of the then governor of the island shows the elite status of the riders; the average cost of a bicycle was 8 pounds. In 1897 the Victoria Cycle Club was formed and inaugured cycle races at a track at Newton Square in Kingston. 

An unofficial count showed 531 bicycles in Kingston in 1903 when an effort was made to establish a Cycling Association. 

In 1908 the firm L.K. Brandon was formed in Kingston, and for the next 50 years its closure in 1964 was synonymous with the bicycle. The import business was run by the brothers Kenneth and, later, Keith Brandon who recalled that the First World War curtailed business but that it boomed in the 1920s as the bicycle became the main means of transportation of the man on the street. When there was petrol rationing during the Second World War, many car owners rushed to obtain bicycles. In the post-war years sports models came in and there was professional racing. Although bicycles continued to be popular for some time, after 1959 the introduction of hire-purchase put the motor car within easier reach of many people, and the self-propelled machine lost its place. At a time when cycles were in use all around Jamaica, the main activity of the village constable appeared to be prosecution of riders for travelling without lights at night or not having brakes or a bell.

Cycle racing began in Jamaica as a lowly-paid semi-professional sport at Kensington Park and the Town Moor, located at the famous Kingston Racecourse where Lance Hayles, Frankie Minott and the Blissett brothers became local stars. 

Cycling since then has continued as a popular sport. The cyclist David Weller won a bronze medal at the 1980 Moscow Olympics. 
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