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For the descendants of Nanny and Cudjoe, who still keep the drumming alive in those hills.
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PROLOGUE: THE RIDGELINE

They are watching you.

You cannot see them. That is the point. The jungle here is not the kind you walk through easily — it is the kind that walks through you, that swallows light and sound and meaning. The Blue Mountains of Jamaica rise to four thousand feet at their spine, draped in cloud forest so dense and wet and green that it feels less like a landscape than a living thing, something ancient and deliberate that has chosen to keep its secrets. The slopes plunge at angles that seem designed to defeat the human body. The ravines are choked with bamboo and tree ferns and strangler figs the thickness of a man's torso. The trails, if you can call them trails, disappear every twenty yards. The rain comes without warning, sheeting in from the Caribbean and turning the red earth paths to rivers.

It is 1730. Somewhere below, a column of British soldiers is trying to find its way upward.

They have been marching since dawn. Their scarlet coats are plastered to their backs by the heat and the wet; their muskets are slick with moisture; the ammunition in their cartridge boxes may or may not fire when the moment comes, which is a problem, which is the kind of problem you have when you come to fight in the mountains of Jamaica with weapons designed for the plains of Flanders. Their sergeant has been told the enemy encampment is two miles ahead. It might as well be on the moon. He has no map worth the name. He has no local guide — no local guide will come. He has rumours, and behind him he has fifty men who are exhausted and afraid and who have heard what happens to patrols that get too far into the hills.

On the ridgeline above, a woman watches.

She is small, wiry, dark as mahogany, and utterly still. She has been watching this particular patrol since it crossed the ford at the river three miles back. She knows the name of its sergeant. She knows how many cartridges each man carries. She knows their destination, because she has people among the plantation workers far below who tell her things — where the soldiers are going, what they are afraid of, how much rum the garrison drank last night. Information moves up these mountains faster than British troops ever will.

Beside her, arranged in the undergrowth with the casual expertise of people who have been doing this since before they could walk, are her warriors. They are wearing leaves. They have been still so long that a hummingbird investigated one man's shoulder, mistook the branch he was holding for a real branch, and flew away disappointed. Not one of them has moved a muscle.

She raises her hand. A tiny gesture. Hold.

The British patrol staggers past below, two hundred feet down the slope. One soldier slips on the wet clay and curses in a broad Yorkshire accent that sounds absurd in this jungle. Another stops to drink from his canteen. The sergeant keeps them moving, anxious, scanning the treeline above him with eyes that are looking in entirely the wrong direction.

They pass.

She lowers her hand.

Nobody speaks. In a few minutes the patrol will reach a narrowing of the trail between two limestone outcrops, a place where a handful of men could hold an army. She has positioned people there. Or the patrol might turn back, exhausted, and she will let them go — let them bring back their story of another fruitless march, another day lost in the hills, another sergeant's report that reaches the governor's desk in Spanish Town with the same useless conclusion: *We have not found them.*

This is the First Maroon War. It has been going on, in one form or another, since before any of these soldiers were born. The British have spent, by some calculations, £240,000 trying to destroy these mountain communities — more money than they have spent on anything else in Jamaica — and they have forty-four separate Acts of Assembly to show for it, and no result that matters.

The woman on the ridgeline has a name. Her people call her Nanny.

History has not been kind to her memory, not in the way that history is kind to the memories of kings and admirals and men who build things with stone. She left no letters, no memoirs. She appears in the British colonial record mainly as an absence — an enemy they could not catch, a problem they could not solve. But she is here, in the mountains, and the mountains are hers.

This is the story of how a people who had been enslaved, who had been shipped across an ocean in chains, who had arrived in a strange island with nothing — not freedom, not language, not even their names — built a nation in the hills. How they fought the greatest empire in the world. How they won.

And what winning cost them.

━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━
CHAPTER ONE

BORN IN THE MOUNTAINS: THE ORIGINS OF THE MAROON NATION (1655–1690)

1.

On the morning of 10 May 1655, an English fleet commanded by Admiral William Penn — father of the man who would found Pennsylvania — dropped anchor in Kingston Harbour. What followed was not quite a conquest. The Spanish garrison that had held Jamaica for a hundred and fifty years turned out to be thinner than expected, and within a week the Spanish governor had retreated to the north of the island, still protesting, still trying to resist, but already knowing how this would end.

What Penn and his general Robert Venables did not know — what no one had told them, or thought to tell them, or perhaps simply did not know — was that the Spanish, before they fled, had done something extraordinary. Something that would shape the next hundred and fifty years of Jamaican history more than any army or any legislation or any act of God.

They freed their slaves and armed them.

The instruction came directly from the last Spanish governor, Don Juan Ramírez de Arellano. He gave the enslaved people of Jamaica their freedom, put weapons in their hands, and ordered them to resist the English invaders by any means necessary. It was, depending on your perspective, either a desperate military gamble or an act of cynical expediency — the Spanish were arming people they had no intention of staying to protect, and once Spanish Jamaica collapsed for good, these newly freed fighters would be entirely on their own.

But from the perspective of the freed people themselves, it was something simpler and more powerful than any of that. It was a door. And they walked through it.

Their leader, or the man who would emerge as the most prominent figure among them, was known to history by two names. The Spanish had called him Juan Lubolo. The English, when they eventually came to know him, would call him Juan de Bolas. He was born perhaps around 1604, which would make him fifty years old at the English invasion — old for a fighting man, experienced in ways that raw English soldiers were not, and possessed of a quality that would prove essential in the years ahead: an acute, cold-eyed understanding of how power worked. He had been enslaved, and then he had been armed, and now he was free, and he had no interest in being anything else.

For five years after the English invasion, de Bolas and his fighters — along with the Spanish remnants under their last governor, Don Cristoval Arnaldo de Ysassi — harassed the English settlers and garrison with a guerrilla campaign of impressive sophistication. They struck plantations, ambushed patrols, and vanished back into the mountains before reinforcements could arrive. The English were trying to build a colony on an island that was actively trying to kill them: disease and starvation were doing more damage than Spanish muskets, but the constant threat from the hills made everything harder.

Then, in 1660, Ysassi gave up. The Spanish were not coming to save him. He boarded a canoe and paddled to Cuba, and Jamaica was English. But the freed people in the hills were not Spanish. They owed the Spanish nothing except the act of liberation, and liberation, once received, does not come with an obligation to share your liberators' subsequent defeats.

De Bolas faced the most consequential decision of his life. The English had won. The question was what terms could be extracted from that reality. He chose negotiation. In 1663, he made a treaty with the English authorities — his freedom and his people's freedom formally recognised, land granted, a degree of autonomy secured. In exchange, he agreed to track down and return other runaway enslaved people, and to support the colonial government against future threats.

It was a bargain that would be replicated, with brutal consequences, nearly eighty years later.

But there was another leader. Working in the mountains at the same time as de Bolas, and choosing a different path, was a man called Juan de Serras. Where de Bolas was pragmatic, de Serras was uncompromising. He wanted no treaties with the English. He wanted no accommodation with the colonial order. He vanished deeper into the mountains — into the Clarendon hills and the interior regions that the English had barely mapped — and he continued to resist.

De Bolas died in 1664, killed in a confrontation that may have been an ambush by de Serras's people. The collaborative treaty died with him. But the communities in the hills, the ones that traced their lineage through de Serras rather than de Bolas, endured. And they endured because they understood something fundamental about their situation: the mountains were their country. Everything in the mountains — every trail, every water source, every cave, every high ridge from which you could see ten miles in any direction — was knowledge, and knowledge was power, and power was survival.

2.

The island the English had taken was not empty of freedom-seekers. It was filling up with them.

The plantation economy that the English imported and expanded — building on Spanish foundations but pushing it to an entirely different scale — consumed human beings at a rate that would have appalled a Roman slavemaster. The death toll on the sugar estates was staggering: the combination of brutal labour, inadequate food, and tropical disease meant that the enslaved population had to be constantly replenished from the slave trade. Jamaica became one of the largest slave markets in the Atlantic world. Ships arrived from the West African coast — from the Gold Coast, from the Bight of Benin, from Angola — packed with people who had been captured in warfare or kidnap, marched to the coast in coffle chains, loaded onto ships for the Middle Passage, and then unloaded at Kingston as property to be sold.

But some of them ran.

They ran to the mountains because the mountains were the obvious place to run. The plantations occupied the coastal plains and the river valleys; the steep interior was economically useless to European agriculture and militarily expensive to control. Every year, small groups of escaped enslaved people
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