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Abstract

The following story draws from the author’s experiences while living and working in an isolated community in Caribbean Costa Rica.  The story is intended not only as a creative piece, but as ethnographic writing that gives insight into another culture.  The preface serves as a scholarly introduction to the story by introducing the idea of ethnographic fiction as an alternative approach to ethnography.  The epilogue serves to provide a historical background for the story to take place.  The story itself is largely fictional; however, it illustrates a common experience of Jamaican immigrants in Costa Rica.          
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(Note the larger towns along the Southern Caribbean Coast of Costa Rica, i.e. Puerto Limon, Cahuita, and Puerto Viejo.)  

Image Scanned from Harry G. Lefever’s Turtle Bogue: Afro-Caribbean Life and Culture in a Costa Rican Village (1992) pp. 9.
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The Limon Province comprises the entire Caribbean coastline.
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Gandoca is the last village along the Southern Caribbean coastline before Panama.  Gandoca Beach stretches from Monkey Point (Punta Mona) south to the Sixaola River and the Panamanian border. 

Image scanned from Paula Palmer’s “What Happen”: A Folk History of Costa Rica’s Talamanca Coast (1993) pp. 88.
Preface    


When I arrived in the small Caribbean village of Gandoca I did not think I would later be writing what H.L. Goodall Jr. (2000) termed the “new” ethnography.  In fact, I did not think I would later reflect on my experience at all through writing.  If I did, maybe my life in the village would have been different.  For instance, I did not take any fieldnotes while I was living there, a cornerstone of traditional anthropological research.  At best, I halfheartedly kept a journal.  In a sense, however, I was completing fieldwork by being immersed in the culture.  I lived and worked in the small village of Gandoca, Costa Rica for three months with a community-based conservation organization.  Some days I was more likely to keep to myself than others, but I was always absorbing what I could of life in the village.  I involved myself in the daily routine of the locals as much as possible, particularly with the family who shared their home with me.  But in the end when I came back to school and decided to sit down and write about my experience, I had no organized notes to turn to.  Nor did I have an idea of what exactly I was going to say.  


The following story emerged out of a number of different, sometimes conflicting, ideas and plans.  I won’t bother to describe the various ideas I considered and worked with before this one; I’ll only say that they led up to what I have now.  I feel lucky to have figured things out this way because I effectively stumbled upon something I really enjoy.  


In deciding what to focus on with regards to my St. Mary’s Project, I naturally turned toward my recent study abroad experience.  “What a great way to relive my unique experience,” I thought to myself.  So that’s what I pursued.  But I also wanted to explore my interest in writing for I have long admired writers of both fiction and nonfiction genres, especially on such subjects as travel and foreign culture.   


My St. Mary’s Project mentor, Professor Bill Roberts, suggested the idea of “ethnographic fiction” to me.  He said it was an alternative approach in writing ethnography in which the ethnographer’s subject was portrayed through creative narrative or story.  Initially I was hesitant about how Professor Roberts would feel about my vague plans to write a semi-fictional account of life in my village, but I found out my ideas weren’t as original as I thought.  Many anthropologists have turned to fictionalized accounts to convey ethnographic information (Goodall 2000), such as Carter Wilson’s Crazy February (1965), in which the author narrates a particular event that occurred while he was living in an indigenous community in the Chiapas region of Mexico.  Likewise, many creative writers have turned to foreign cultures for interesting subject matter.  A famous example includes Ernest Hemingway, who lived and wrote in Cuba, producing such works as The Old Man and the Sea (1952).  


At the heart of cultural anthropology is ethnography, the qualitative description of humans and the societies in which they live.  Traditional works that epitomize ethnography include Bronislaw Malinowski’s study of the Trobriand Islanders in Argonauts of the Western Pacific and Margaret Mead’s highly-disputed Coming of Age in Samoa.  In both cases the ethnographers immersed themselves in the day-to-day lives of a culture for an extended amount of time, employing so-called ‘off the verandah’ anthropology as opposed to ‘armchair’ anthropology.  The literature that resulted from both ethnographers’ fieldwork was a non-fictional account of what they learned about the culture in which they lived and the people who were their teachers.  Although anthropologists such as Malinowski and Mead are often regarded as having written some of the most quintessential ethnographies, modern ethnographers have sought alternatives in presenting their own information.  Ethnographic fiction, as stated above, is one of these new alternatives in modern ethnography whereby the anthropologist conveys the ethnographic material via a fictionalized and creative account.  


My story focuses on the area where I lived for three months, and later researched, Caribbean Costa Rica.  It also focuses on a friend I made in my village, a local West Indian man a few years my senior.  In that sense it is a non-fictional account.  But it takes place before I ever visited the village, and for that matter long before either my friend or I was born.  So I suppose it is also a fictional account, based however, on academic research on the cultural history of the area.  

I was able to combine my interests in anthropology and writing to create a short story, semi-fictional and ethnographic.  But I was also able to gain a better appreciation for my experience in Costa Rica.  If arriving back in the United States wasn’t enough closure to the experience, writing this story certainly has been.  I now feel ready for something new.  Maybe the next experience will result in another story.               

“Their long migrations across seemingly trackless oceans are the fabric of legend, stirring the imaginations of laypersons and scientists alike.”
-Michael W.  Klemens

Part One

I

The beach ran north to the point, where the soft black sand gave way to a maze of coral reef and steep cliffs jutting into the water.  To the south the beach ended at the lagoon, amongst a dense mangrove swamp where local fishermen plied their hopeful lines.     

Luis looked north along the curving beach, noting the still present light fading over the trees.  His eyes scanned the shoreline from there all the way to where he was sitting and repeated the exercise on his right side, focusing his vision at the far away point where the lagoon curved inland and the beach stopped.  He almost returned his eyes to the fire pit where he sat, however, this time on his way back his eyes caught sight of something on the sand.  He stood up to see more clearly, and then after a few seconds of squinting into the distance he was satisfied with his luck, and sat back down again.

The afternoon light faded as he relaxed on the beach.  Sitting on a piece of driftwood, he looked out to sea and felt a calm wash over him.  He leaned back upon his outstretched arms, fingers immersed in the cool black sand.  He let out a tired sigh.          

In front of him, the sea lapped up on the steep slope, occasionally reaching the flat section of dry sand triumphantly and spraying a mist into his face.  One larger wave sent droplets of water careening towards him and hitting the side of his cheek.  As the beads rolled down his face they stopped precariously on the overhanging curve of his lips, and he curled his upper lip in to taste the wet salt.    

Although Luis was only fifteen years old, his already forming muscles might have suggested an older age.  His days were always spent exploring the forest and sea and his nights were spent working upon the beach.  Through living in such close connection with the natural environment around him he had come to understand the forest, beach, and reef on a personal level.  In complete darkness he walked the jungle trails with a sure foot.  He held his breath for minutes at a time to find lobster and conch hidden within the reef.  Tramping through the mountains he was quick to spot animals lurking beneath ferns or hiding high in the canopy. 

His black skin was darkly toned by the sun and his matted dreadlocks, formed by his mother and tightened by the salt water, hung down the sides of his face to just below his shoulders.  The boy wore a black shirt, despite the air being thick with humidity.  His surf trunks, ragged around the ends from incessant wear, were black too.  A large plastic bag was stuffed in one pocket.  He roused himself for the night’s work.

The sea glistened with the late afternoon sun giving off reds and purples and oranges across its great swelling surface.  Coaxed by a light and steady wind, the small waves close to shore broke flawlessly down the line, the face of each section collapsing on cue into the whitewash, right after the preceding one, until the entire wave had completed its cycle.  Sliding up the steep edge of the shore, the water quickly receded after one stationary and fleeting moment at the top of the slope, where the flat stretch of dry sand met the sharp angle dropping down to the water’s edge, then returning to the sea.          

The fading sun lowered itself behind the line where the highest jungle trees met the sky and shed dappled pieces of reddish light on the soft black sand and in streaks across the sky.  The light made its way through the small holes in the thick canopy, in between the crisscrossed broad green leaves hanging upon the beach.  The calls of a distant troop of monkeys could be heard far down the beach where the tallest trees shook with their nightly arboreal search for food.           

The area had been settled many generations ago when fishermen used to sail up and down the coast, planting crops at various points along their journey.  They were following a yearly event that would eventually bring people to live on this coast permanently, the arrival of sea turtles each year.  The fishermen began by following the migrations of the turtles at the beginning of each year from their homes in Panama and Nicaragua.  They planted crops along the beach at makeshift fishing camps they would return to each season.  Eventually the fishermen brought their families and began new lives along this coastline, sustaining themselves on the turtles that arrived in great numbers each year to make their nests in the sand.       

It was told by elder community members that the indigenous people who used to live in the area used the ancient turtles for sacred purposes, eating both the egg and the flesh of the turtle in ceremonies and rituals.  The turtle was godly to these people, the old men would say, for no one could understand their behavior.  They came each year to lay their eggs at night, left them to hatch on their own, and would return again in subsequent years to lay more eggs.  The people felt a sacred connection to the turtles, for they represented the unknown. 

Their mysteries were bound in the sea.

The giant sea turtles, which arrived in substantial numbers for almost half the year, dragged their immense bodies up the beach to lay their clutch of eggs.  It was largely a man’s job, collecting the eggs, for the people believed that the eggs possessed an aphrodisiacal quality, and ate them with gusto.  Women ate the eggs too, but without any notions of gaining sexual power from them.  Not only did the turtle eggs provide a source of food for the village, but they were eventually sold to other communities – mostly larger towns and the city, for the men in those places had heard about the magic aphrodisiac eggs and bought them at high costs.  So the village depended on these turtles, and they took every egg possible, for the food and money helped them through the months in which there were no turtles.


The village always held a celebration the first night of turtle season.  The night could be predicted, for the turtles always began in the same month each year, and usually first emerged from the sea during a full moon.  The entire village would come out to walk the beach with their bags, easily spotting the reflection of the bright moon off of the laboring turtle’s wet shell even from a distance.  This was enjoyable for the people; typically it was only a few men that walked the beach at night, and many people rarely saw the turtles that were the livelihood of the village.


What never occurred to anyone was that some day the turtles might stop coming.     

Luis began the walk up north to the point.  He had already seen a turtle down by the lagoon and knew that he would be able to collect the eggs after he checked the beach extending out to the point.  If he didn’t find anything he would return quickly so that he could take the eggs from underneath the mother turtle while she laid them, instead of having to bother with digging the eggs up once she left. 


Walking along the bank that separated the sea from the dry sand, he was barely visible in the moonless evening against the volcanic black sand of the beach.  He was clad all in black, which would provide him the advantage of not disturbing any turtles coming ashore for they might quickly retreat if they detected him.  


In a short time he was close to the end of the beach.  Up ahead he saw the point.  The turtles did not generally swim over the reef, for the water was too shallow for their large bodies.  He could see that there were no turtles ahead of him so he found a good log to rest on.  He rested his head upon a piece of driftwood, likely deposited on the beach after being swept downstream by the Sixaola, the powerful river that bellowed from the densely-forested heights of the Talamanca mountains and created the border between Costa Rica and Panama.


As he relaxed in preparation for the potentially long night ahead of him, the moon began to rise over the Caribbean.  The beach was particularly quiet this night, the break of the waves small, with no wind to stir them up.  What little noise there was came from the jungle: the gentle hum of insects, the serene brush of palms against one another, and the far-off rummaging of a monkey, not yet asleep.  Beginning to rise in the distance, the moon had illuminated the beach on either side of the boy.  On the left was the point, which led out to a small island that used to be connected to the mainland, and in between there was thick coral amidst the clear water.  To the right was the vast beach, interrupted only by the small palm frond shacks that designated the village.  


To stand upon this beach, where the young man now yawned and slipped into dream, was to go back in time.  He could see the boats coming from the south that the elders had talked about many times as the boy had dozed off with his head in his mother’s lap.  They said the boats came from Panama, their sails full of prevailing winds and their rudders manned by the black people from Bocas.  They speared the turtles and dragged them to shore to load them into their watercraft.  He could also see similar boats from the north, the Afro-Indian Miskito people of Nicaragua.  Both groups of watermen followed the turtles and harvested their meat and shells.  He saw them plant cassava, plantain, coconut, and build small houses of rawa palm along the shore so that they could survive the length of turtle season away from home. 
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House made from rawa palm.  Image scanned from Paula Palmer’s “What Happen”: A Folk History of Costa Rica’s Talamanca Coast (1993) pp. 28.

Luis then saw great ships from Spain and Portugal, replete with high masts and waving flags, coming down the coast and anchoring just off of the small island.  They made contact with the native Bribri and Cabecar peoples that used to populate the coastal area.  The Europeans were intrigued by the indigenous people and the gold they wore.  However, by the vast scale of time, the Europeans were gone in a flash.    


Very soon he could no longer see any people, but the beach was the same.  He could look back many ages and, although it happened very slowly, the coastline began to stretch out further into the ocean in front of him and the mountains behind him began to grow cylindrical tops until they spewed molten lava from their peaks.  The very plants that grew in the jungle and lined the beach changed drastically.  He saw massive, fearsome-looking animals he had never seen before.  It was nearly impossible for the boy to believe that he still rested upon the beach where he had grown up.    


But all of a sudden he felt as if he had returned home again.  As if his dream had come full circle back to the present day.  It had not, of course, for he noted the still marked difference in appearance from the beach where he had grown up.  And yet, he saw a familiar sight.  Off in the distance he saw the shimmer of moonlight on the back of a great sea turtle, still wet with saltwater.      


Luis jerked his head forward as consciousness hit him.  He had awoken to a muffled sound nearby and was trying to understand what it was when the thought of how long ago he had fallen asleep occurred to him, hoping that it had not been too long.  He recalled that the moon was just breaking the line between sea and sky when he dozed off, and thankfully saw that the moon had not made much progress past there.  


He began to gather his thoughts as he sat up and rubbed his sleepy eyes.  To his alarm the sound came again, and it was right beside him.  Five yards to his right the immense reptile was digging herself a hole in the sand in which to bury her eggs.  The sounds that had awoken and startled the boy were the faint grunts she emitted as she labored with the moving of the sand.  He spent a few moments absolutely still, stunned by her size and confused with the muddled recollections of the dream he had just had.  


In coming to his senses he quickly arose to his feet and crept around behind the turtle, making sure not to startle her, as she had done to him.  He lay down in the sand behind her and began to push the sand away from the small hole she was creating.  This would make it easier for him to collect the eggs.  He drew the large plastic bag from his pocket and readied it in the hole and around her tail, so that the eggs would fall directly into his bag.  


He waited patiently for the tell-tale sign of her readiness, when she lowered one of her flippers over the hole as if to protect the coming eggs from intruders.  In a matter of moments he began to hear her pushing and felt the slight tug of the eggs falling into the bag.  The eggs usually came one by one, but occasionally a group of two or three came all at once.  The time between each push seemed random to him, sometimes it happened very quickly, and sometimes he wanted her to hurry up.  


At about the same time that his arms began to become sore and the bag feel heavy, the pace of eggs slowed.  The large eggs, which were the important ones, the ones which people paid good money for, began to cease and the female only dropped very small eggs into the bag.  Luis knew well that this meant she was nearly finished, although he couldn’t explain exactly why the eggs at the end were so small.  


In one fluid motion, just as she began to close her rear flippers in upon the completed nest and seal it with sand, he strained his muscles and hoisted the heavy bag out from underneath her, making sure not to smash any of the fragile eggs against her protruding shell.


She would not be finished for another half hour or so, but the boy’s work was done.  While she continued laboring with the sand to cover up and conceal her nest, the boy strode down the beach with his bag containing the displaced eggs.  He wished he could tell her that the eggs were gone, and to not waste her energy.  He sometimes felt a tinge of shame for stealing the eggs.  The eggs were to be consumed and would not result in any more turtles, a thought he found saddening.  The turtles were companions to the boy, and for as long as he could remember he felt a connection with them.  He felt that he knew them well, but still there was certainly much that he did not.  He knew when to expect them during the year, how to find them on the beach, and how to take the eggs.  He wondered if anyone knew more about these mysterious creatures; where did they go during the months when they did not come ashore?  Did they lay eggs on other beaches?  As he continued on, he worried more that he might be hurting the turtles

The village was little more than a sparse collection of small wooden houses on stilts and huts made from palm fronds that were all centered on the point at which the long dirt road ended at the sea.  The village was set back a way from the beach, enclosed by a dense green forest of rawa trees.  Separating each house was a swath of tall grass and ferns in which children could not play, because of the threat of snakes.  A short trail made of sand wound down from the village to the beach, the green canopy plants enveloping the trail.  

The walk back to the village seemed brief, Luis’ mind full of questions and possibilities.  He took the sandy pathway away from the beach and entered into the clearing where his house stood on stilts. He ascended the wooden plank stairs as quietly as he could, making sure to not make a sound.  After taking his sandals off on the porch, he opened the front door into the corridor.  He crept inaudibly past the room in which his mother slept and laid the bag of eggs upon the table in the back room.  In the morning she would take them by bicycle to the nearest town where she would receive a small sum for the batch.


He left the house as quietly as he had come.  
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Green turtle (Chelonia mydas) 

 Image Scanned from Harry G. Lefever’s Turtle Bogue: Afro-Caribbean Life and Culture in a Costa Rican Village (1992) pp. 129.

Luis hurried down the wooden planks and through the sandy path to the beach.  He knew it had been almost an hour since he had last seen the first turtle by the lagoon.  He moved quickly along the shoreline, his feet slightly wet with the incoming tide.  To his surprise he could make out flashlights from across the lagoon.  He rarely saw anyone on the beach at this hour; if there were going to be other egg collectors from the village, he usually heard about it during the day.  Realizing that they must have been a group of fishermen just getting an early start on the day, he put it out of mind.

As he approached the exact spot where he had seen the turtle almost an hour before he was struck by another strange sight: the turtle was still there.  He would have assumed that by this point she would have finished the nest and would be returning to the sea.  But there she was, same as before.  As he came closer he was hit with the realization that the turtle was not exactly as it was before.  Since he had never seen a turtle in such a terrible pose he did not initially grasp the reality of the situation.  As he looked upon the poor creature he gasped.    

Luis could imagine what happened.  The group of men gathered around one side of the struggling reptile and lifted as hard as they possibly could.  Straining against the impossible weight of the beast they were just barely able to flip it over on to its shell.  The turtle, now utterly helpless and vulnerable began to flail its flippers and wrench its head in panic.  One of the men reached down into a canvas satchel nearby and extracted a sheathed machete.  As he unsheathed the machete the other three men knowingly stepped back, and, as if the turtle understood her imminent fate as well, ceased thrashing about.


The sand beneath the turtle grew warm as her blood was spilt upon it.  The man cut around the underbelly of the creature and, with the effort of the others, tore the underbelly and shell off.  Inside, amidst the turtle’s viscera, were around five hundred eggs.  They removed every last one of the eggs and placed them into sturdy plastic bags.

II

The next morning he awoke to the howls of monkeys outside his bedroom window.  Half awake, he lay in bed longer than usual.  He opened the bedside window and let the cool breeze refresh him.  As he replayed the scene from last night over and over again he felt as if it were just a bad dream.  The men had gutted the turtle and left its remains on the beach for everyone to see.  The boy could not comprehend why.


Out of bed, he got dressed and ladled some of the cold rice an’ beans on the stove top into a small ceramic bowl.  His mother had left him a note on the counter saying that she would be late coming back from town today because she had many errands.  As usual, there was something on the note that pertained to him.  Today he was supposed to go visit Mr. Bluefields on the other side of the village.  The note did not say why, nor could the boy guess why either.  When the boy was younger he played with friends in the field that was adjacent to Mr. Bluefields’ house.  He was a respected member of the community whose opinion was often sought over important matters.  The man was much older now, however, and had become somewhat of a recluse.  The boy had barely seen him in the past year.  


He put his bowl down on the counter and wiped his mouth on his sleeve.  The bag of eggs that he set on the counter last night was gone.  His mother had taken the eggs to sell in the market.  As he readied himself for the visit he wondered if anyone had seen the dead turtle yet.  Word traveled fast in such a small community. 


He squinted against the glare as he stepped outside, but the sunshine on his head and shoulders cheered him as he stepped off the veranda.  He soon forgot about last night.  Making his way down the trail from his house and past their neighbor Ms. Edith, he entered into the clearing where the road led away from the sea.  Many people were about the small village, making their way from one place to another and creating a small commotion.  A cloud of yellow dust hung low in the air.   

He first went to the house of Dona Cora, who ran a little fruit stand in front of her house.  As he approached her stand he took in the selection.  In one row lay ripened mangoes, reddish orange with only a trace of green left.  The heady aroma aroused his senses.  The coconuts were piled one on top of another, still in the husk, and Luis heard plenty of milk inside when he shook one.  Next to the coconuts lay a box of multi-colored drinking straws and a sheathed machete.  The perfect drink on a hot day, pipa was no more than coconut milk, but Dona Cora would slash open the husk and insert a drinking straw for a small price.  If you didn’t mind juice running down your face, however, all the pipa you could drink hung just above the fruit stand and along the beach. 

Hanging from the hand painted wooden sign that advertised the fruit stand were bunches of bananas and plantains.  The plantains were large and blackened, perfect for the frying pan.  He wished his mother had made some that morning.  The bananas were heavily bruised and not very enticing.  Most of bananas grown in the area were shipped off to other countries and only the ones unfit for foreign markets were sold in the country.   


Luis bought two mangoes, fitting one into the satchel he wore around his shoulder and eating the other by hand as he continued down the dusty road.  He said his polite greetings to those that he passed on the road and shouted hellos to the shopkeepers, out front dusting the stoop or tending to a problem.  A group of men, all dressed in pressed white shirts and wide brimmed hats crowded around a table, glued to a game of dominoes.  From the house that stood behind the table came the shouting voice of a woman.  The group of men turned and grinned at one of the domino players seated at the table.  He sheepishly stood up from his chair and ascended the stairs and into the house.  

In a narrow stretch of grass between two houses a group of young girls rolled a wooden ball at a cluster of pins.  A few of the girls smiled at Luis as he passed by their game of skitlolly.  He heard a shriek go up as he went by.  He wasn’t sure if it was at him or if someone had knocked down the king pin.  Further down the road an elderly man sat alone on a veranda.  The BBC played quietly on a short-wave radio as he strummed an old guitar and hummed to himself.  The humming was somber but the syncopated accompaniment on his guitar lilted a light calypso rhythm.  His rocking chair eased back with each up stroke in the rhythm.      

Soon he had passed by all of the houses and shops on the main road and turned down the side road that led to Mr. Bluefield’s house.  The field that he used to play in was almost entirely overgrown with weeds.  He carefully made his way along the side of the field to the old man’s house.  The house was made entirely out of rawa planks and palm fronds, as were all the old houses in Gandoca.  An old rocking chair was the only piece of furniture that sat on his dilapidated porch.  It creaked back and forth wearily.  Mr. Bluefields rested his arms on the end of a knobby cane and his head against back of the chair.  The old man was asleep.       


He debated whether or not he should wake him.  After all, the old man might be irritated over being awoken.  Luis was also slightly unnerved by the grizzled old man and by not knowing why his mother had ordered him to come.  Before he could take the opportunity to leave, however, the old man stirred.


The cane that supported his arms fell as he sat up and the crashing sound of it hitting the floor startled Luis and the old man himself.


“Where you come from,” the old man said, annoyed.  Luis, feeling as if he was intruding, took a few steps away from the house.


“Good morning Mr. Bluefields.  I hope I didn’t give you a start.  My mother left me this note saying…,” the old man interrupted him.  


“Right, of course…no, no, come up here.  It just that de memory isn’t the same as it once was, eh?  Your mama stopped by this morning to tell me you would be coming by later.  I haven’t seen you in such a long time and you’ve gotten pretty big there, ah?  Well maybe it is my fault.  You know I haven’t been able to get out that much anymore, what with my bad leg and all.  Sometimes I have your mama get me my groceries and Dona Cora gets me fruits and such.  I just can’t make de trip no more.”  


Luis walked up the wooden stairs to the porch where the old man sat.  Reaching behind his rocking chair, the old man pulled out a small stool for the boy to sit on. 


“Thanks, Mr. Bluefields.  I brought you a small present.”  He presented him with the ripe mango he had purchased earlier.


The man’s face lit up, “Oh, that’s a fine lookin’ mango there.  Listen, could you cut it up for me?”  The boy obliged and rooted through his satchel for his pocketknife.  “Oh yeah thank you kindly,” he said.  


As Luis began to section off small pieces of mango for Mr. Bluefields, the old man sank back into the rocking chair and let out a sigh.  “You know I remember way back to when there weren’t hardly any people here.  Yeah you’re too young to know.  I was born in Guabito, over in Panama, but I did most of my growing up here in Gandoca.  Back then it was real quiet here.  The forest was all around you, right?  None of the open spaces and roads there are nowadays.  We had a small walking track to take us to the bigger towns.  Of course you could walk up and down the beach, but there wasn’t really any place to go.  We were all working really hard anyway, those of us that were living here that is.  Do you still work out here, Luis?”  He nodded.  “Yeah well that’s what we were doing too.  And lots of them beasts back then, ah yes I remember well!  I used to practically trip over those turtles walking along the beach.  You couldn’t bring them all back, that’d just be impossible.  We took what we could and sailed the big nice egg and de hawksbill shell down to Bocas town.  De companies from all over down there that would buy the shells for a good price and we sell de egg in market.  Good price and good money.  But ah, you can’t sell the shells anymore, de politician say no.  Well, that’s alright, more people dey buy de egg now.  I hear of folks come from real far away to try de egg.  Ah, so what else?  How de business for you?”


Luis looked up, surprised to find the old man awaiting his answer, “Pretty good, I guess.”  The old man smiled and shook his head. 


“Well can’t do ‘dis forever.  That is what your mama want me to say.  Maybe she worry about you, I don’t know.  Do your friends still help you with de egg?

He said no.  All of his friends that had collected eggs with him when he was much younger had abandoned the work.  They all went to school in town, tried to find jobs in the city, or on the plantations.   


“So it go.  I say back in old times de beach crowd, couldn’t walk much before you step on de big beasts.  So many egg, but you must know it’s different now, oh yes.  Some nights you have nothing right?  Ah yes, so it go.”  The old man accepted another piece of mango from Luis.  He ate the ripe fruit with gusto and smacked his lips.  


“Hey maybe there be other work for you now.  Nothing left here.”


The boy now understood.  “Is that why my mother sent me?”


The old man sank back in his chair and looked away, across the side of the rundown porch.  He did not reply.  He knew that in Gandoca, and indeed the entire southern Caribbean, turtle fishermen were a proud lot.  The villages were founded by those who were hunting turtles and until fairly recently, it was the only work to be found in the coastal villages.  


But the old man also knew that the turtles were not returning to nest like they had in previous years.  He couldn’t say why, but there were fewer and fewer each year. 


“I have friend up near Limon, says he need somebody real strong to help him.  It’s a plantation so yes its hard work, but de money is better and you maybe find a good life.”  The old man stopped to cough and wipe his mouth on his sleeve.


Luis took the opportunity to get up and thank the old man for the offer.  “It was nice to see you Mr. Bluefields but I really must be going,” he said hastily.  


The old man gave him a grin and picked up his fallen cane.  He posed himself just as he was when the boy came; arms on the cane, and head against the rocking chair.  Luis waved goodbye and descended down the plank stairs and picked his way through the overgrown foliage to the road.  

The morning rush had settled down as the boy walked down the street.  The village was generally much busier in the early morning and late afternoon when the sun was tolerable.  He had not stayed particularly long at Mr. Bluefield’s house, but it was long enough to let the sun rise directly above his head.  As he sauntered past stilted houses and stores he felt beads of sweat rise up from the pores on his forehead and drip down his face.  The heat sent pangs of queasiness throughout his body.  He was irritated by this morning’s visit with Mr. Bluefields.  It felt inappropriate for the old man to be meddling in his affairs, even if the man was well-regarded within the community.


Luis wiped his face with his damp shirt.  Only half way home, he decided to find a place to sit and relax.  He turned off the road to a trail which led down to the beach.  Upon reaching the sand he took solace in the shade of a palm tree whose fanned leaves left the sand beneath the tree dark and cool to the touch.  He sank down to the ground and rested his head and back against the hooked base of the palm.  He dug his hands into the cool sand and let the salty breeze refresh him.  The nausea subsided. 


The purity of the cool sand and sea breeze soothed his body and mind, and beneath the arcing palm the boy’s thoughts wandered from the visit.  He wondered if the turtle he had seen butchered last night was still on the beach.  Glancing over to his right, he realized that the curvature of the beach was too sharp to see anything further down the coast.  If the tide came up far enough the grisly sight may have been carried out to sea.  


He shut his eyes and lay down so that only his head was propped up by the base of the palm tree.  Thoughts of who might have done such a thing began to race through his head.  They might have come from the interior with the intention of hacking up some turtles for the shells.  He recalled what Mr. Bluefields had said, about the shells.  The turtle fishermen from the old days used to kill for the shells too, but now it was outlawed by the government.  Not that the government had much presence around here anyway.  The shells must be sold for a log of money he thought, given the risk in obtaining them.  


Not ready to fret about it, he gave up worrying and dozed beneath the swaying palm.          


Later that afternoon when the village returned to life, word had spread concerning last night’s dead turtle.  On his trip to the market to fetch vegetables for his mother Luis was barraged by questions.  Everyone knew that Luis worked the beach every night so maybe he knew something about who committed the crime.  Many were let down by the fact that he did not actually see anyone there, just flashlights off in the distance.  Some accused him of cowardice in failing to stop the poachers, or at least track them down. “And then what would I have done…killed them?” he hollered above the market’s commotion.  

Luis was exhausted by his trip to the market.  He had almost forgotten what the arguments were all about, only focused on ending them and retreating home.  He was surprised by the insulting way in which a few people approached the situation.  As if it were his fault, as if it was his responsibility to keep the beach free from poachers.  He was merely supporting his mother with the little money that the eggs he collected each night brought in, why couldn’t they understand?

After having seen the butchered turtle that night, Luis ditched his work and went straight home.  He tried to sleep but was unable to, plagued by the reoccurring vision of the turtle, a pile of flesh strewn amidst dark red sand.  The loathsome image continued to disrupt his sleep until he eventually became ill and he could no longer work at night.  For weeks he lay in bed, unable or unwilling to leave.  His mother made him bush teas she thought would cure him.  She brought in a reputable doctor from the nearest town with a clinic.  But it was no use.  Hot bush tea couldn’t cure him nor could the doctor find anything wrong with him.  People from the village came to visit, holding steaming pots of soup simmered with magic herbs.  But the boy wasn’t getting any better.  He must be cursed, they said.  So they stayed away and village life carried on just like always.  


But one full moon night, when the light penetrated the thatch windows and woke him from his troubled dreams, he left.  The road leading away from the sea was bathed in moonlight and Luis ran from the village.  He stopped to look down the road leading to Mr. Bluefield’s old house.  


It was a long time before he came back.  

Part Two

I

The heat was oppressive and the banana leaves above offered little relief.  Luis leaned against a stalk, wiping the sweat off his brow.  The machete, sheathed and slung around his waist was still dripping with the juice from the banana stems.  The foreman had made rounds and told everyone to break for fifteen minutes.  

He sat down with a small group of workers.  Around them the stalks of banana plants were roughly arranged in rows, lining the alluvial plain in all directions.  The stalks were topped by broad overhanging leaves, from which hung one cluster of fruit per plant.  Each bunch of maturing bananas was enclosed in a blue plastic bag.  The blue bags provided aeration for the bananas through the small holes all over the bag.  They were also lined with chemicals on the inside to keep the delicate fruit from looking bruised, and to aid in the ripening process.  When the bananas were harvested from the plant and sent to the packing house, however, the blue bags were discarded.  Because of negligent supervision, or possibly careless workers, the chemically-laced bags were often seen far away from the plantations from which they originated, trapped amongst debris in a river, or deposited on a distant coastline.          


Growing from the base of each banana plant was what the workers referred to as the hijo, or “child.”  The hijo would grow to replace the main banana plant once its single cluster of bananas was harvested.  Over the course of time, therefore, the rows of banana plants would change positions with the hijos growing slightly apart from the parent plants and the entire plantation would slowly move.
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The workers shifted uneasily beneath the blue bags and broad leaves.  Finding a comfortable spot in the heat was hard enough, but the clothing they wore made it more challenging.  They wore long pants and knee-high rubber boots because the thick underbrush between the banana stalks was rife with tommygoff, a diagonally-striped pit viper often seen and killed on sight around the plantations.  Since they moved into Limon’s tropical rainforests around the turn of the century, United Fruit lost many field hands to the deadly snakes each year.  

“The boss will be comin’ round anytime now.  Take a swig of this here.”  A disheveled man with cuts on his forearm took out a thin metal flask from his shirt pocket and passed it around the seated group.  Each man took a deep drink.  Luis, the latest recruit on the plantation and one of the youngest, was hesitant to drink when the flask reached him.  His new companions had welcomed him in during breaks, however, and the boy obliged when the others urged him to down his share.  The harsh cane liquor burned as it went down.

Upon arriving at the entrance sign to the plantation, UNITED FRUIT COMPANY SIXAOLA DIVISION, Luis had sought out Mr. Bluefields’ friend, a clerk on the plantation.  He registered him for pay, showed him to his small bunk, and outfitted him with a machete.  He learned his responsibilities from some of the men he shared the bunk quarters with.  Though his bunkmates were young West Indians, blacks were a minority on the plantation.  The workers were predominantly Spaniards from Costa Rica, Panama and Nicaragua.  Relations were tense, so each group kept to themselves and spoke their own language.  

But he was assured by finding that there were others like him at the plantation.  Luis had never left the West Indian communities of the southern Caribbean before and had only heard accounts of the Europeans that occupied most of the country and controlled the government.  In traveling further away from home than he had ever been, he was glad to find people that reminded him of home.

In his bunk there were a few young men from Cahuita, Puerto Viejo and other Caribbean towns he had visited before.  Most of the other men were not from Costa Rica, however.  They had come directly from Jamaica on contracts to work on the plantation.  One of which was the disheveled man who had offered the drink.  Luis learned to be wary of him as others said he often got in fights on payday.   


But he had yet to see a payday for he had only worked three weeks.  In this time, however, Luis was able to adapt to the new life.  Up before dawn for a cold shower and into the plantation canteen for rice an’ beans, the workers were in the field by sunrise.  The work consisted of cutting down the bananas that were the right size and then lopping off the used up stalk.  The stalk would be left on the ground in order to help fertilize the developing hijo.  Bananas were then transported to the packing house via cargo bins that hung from cable wires that crisscrossed the plantation fields.  


The work was demanding, but the boy became adept at it quickly.  Since the workers were paid by number of bins filled per day, the boy worked hard in the morning and tried to fill as many as possible before he became sluggish in the afternoon sun.  Lunch was bagged at breakfast each morning and taken to the field.  The workers also received a few breaks per day, the length and quantity usually determined by the foreman’s mood.   


As he soon learned from his fellow workers, the one thing to avoid at all costs was getting hurt.  There was no village to take care of you.  Whether by snake, machete or malaria, it would ruin you.  Luis initially took to the idea of being paid per bin, pushing himself to work harder than the others.  If you were sick and couldn’t work, however, you weren’t paid.  Unless you had ample savings you couldn’t afford medical care in town.  The boy heard stories of workers who died of snake bite in the bunk quarters, or were forcibly removed when they languished in bed for several weeks after a severe machete wound.  

“Just be careful out there, eh?  Best to keep workin’ then lose an arm.”

II


On payday everyone lined up in front of the foreman’s office.  According to his friends in the bunk quarters, the local bar Dona Cortina’s would be swamped later this afternoon.  


“It gets pretty rowdy on these days.  Everyone blows their monthly pay,” the man in front of his said.  Luis shrugged and wiped the sweat off his forehead, not planning on going to the bar anyway.


  Upon reaching the office he felt a wave of cold air and heard a steady hum from inside.  The air-con breathed heavenly air that permeated the office and foreman quarters and flooded outside.  Stepping inside, the beads of sweat that had gathered on his forehead felt like little bits of ice and sent a refreshing chill all over his body.  He shivered contentedly.  

The bunk quarters that he slept in did not have air-con, and certainly no one from Gandoca had it.  His only vague memory of feeling it came from a trip to Limon with his mother, years ago.  It was a tourist shop.  He remembered how much the Americans sweat even inside with the air-con.

The foreman moved his finger rapidly down the list of names.  He stopped.  “Is this you?” he barked.  

Luis shook his head yes.  He took the envelope the foreman handed him.  The money was in American dollars.  Stepping outside the office to wait for his companions, the heat felt stronger than ever. 


On the walk back to the fields Luis’ friends persuaded him to come to the bar.  It wasn’t a very long walk, they said.  He agreed, but not because he intended to get drunk.  It was the only bar around with air-con. 


Dona Cortina’s was indeed owned by woman named Cortina, but it was her daughter that ran the place.  It was no wonder how they could afford the air-con machine; the young woman behind the bar was arrestingly pretty and no doubt received large tips from her drunkenly hopeful customers.  The girl’s coffee-colored face was framed by jet black hair that hung in loose curls halfway down her back. 


She was washing down the dark wooden bar that extended from one side of the tavern to the other when the first round of customers came in.  The boy sat down in a corner booth with a couple friends.  One of them got up to go over to the bar and sat down in front of the girl.


“What’s he doing?” Luis asked across the table. 


“What’s he really doing?  Flirting.  But maybe sometime he’ll get us some beers too.  I’d be up there myself except my Spanish is terrible.  She’s a beauty, eh?”  The man leaned back against the headrest.  “So how did you make out on your first check?”


The boy leaned back too.  “I think they shorted me.  Then again it was my first paycheck, I wasn’t sure what to expect.”


The man across table chuckled, “Get used to it.  Those bastards never get the numbers right.  Better not count too carefully yourself because they won’t either.”  


Across the bar three bottles clinked together as their friend carried them to the table.  As he sat down and passed the beers around the door swung open and the outside light flooded the dim bar.  A large group of Spanish plantation workers stumbled in, carrying on noisily.  


Luis recognized a few faces amongst the group.  He had occasionally seen them out in the fields and in line earlier today at the foreman’s office.  They all came up to the bar and began conversing with the bartender.  By their boisterous yelling and laughter it seemed to him as if they were already drunk.  One man in particular, Diego as he was known around the plantation, was drinking heavily and carousing with those around him.  From where he sat in the corner booth, Luis saw the man reach across the bar with a lascivious hand to unbutton part of the bartender’s shirt.  The girl, startled by his bold advance, distanced herself from the edge of the bar and slapped his hand away.  


The man roared in anger and surged across the bar at the girl.  He managed to batter her around the head a few times before the crowd pulled him off, spitting obscenities at the girl.  He struggled against the hands of his comrades, trying in vain to get back at the girl.  


In the corner booth, the three young men stood up to get a better view of the commotion that had erupted at the bar.  From their angle they couldn’t see what was happening with the man that had caused the ruckus.  He was enveloped almost immediately by the others.  They could see, however, that the bartender had reached under the bar and pulled out a small handgun.  

Obviously having used it before, she cocked the trigger with ease and aimed it directly at the center of the heaving mass of people; right at Diego.  Too drunk to realize what she had done, he continued struggling against the crowd that was now frozen still, petrified at the sight of the weapon.  He broke free of their grasps and lunged toward the bar.  Only now seeing what everyone had seen before, he stopped short, inches from the gun’s barrel.

The girl began screaming at him in Spanish.  The man backed away in complete shock.  The bartender walked around the side of the bar and into the room, the gun’s aim never straying from the man.  She ordered everyone outside because she was closing the bar up.  Everyone filed out, including Luis and his two friends, stunned by what had occurred.

Outside, an argument had ensued between the man Diego and one of his friends.  They paused and took note of the three young black men that exited the bar behind them.  Diego stubbed out a half smoked cigarette and turned toward them.  He began to speak in Spanish to them.  

Luis only understood a few words of Spanish from his schooling long ago.  It was plain to see, however, that the man was extremely aggravated at them.  But for what reason, he couldn’t tell.  Mason, the friend who had flirted with the bartender, stepped forward as he spoke a little Spanish.

“Listen man we didn’t see anything.  We were just about to leave anyway,” he implored.  

Diego was unmoved by the appeal.  He turned half way around to smirk at his crowd and Luis saw it coming.  He yelled Mason’s name out but it was too late.  Diego lunged forward and struck him on the side of his face.  

Mason fell backwards and landed on the dusty street.  The crowd behind Diego burst out in laughter and began shouting slurs at the two black men, helping their dazed friend to his feet.  Before leaving, they spit on Luis and his two friends.     

III


Soon after payday the animosity that the fight at Dona Cortina’s provoked had simmered down.  Mason felt lucky, really.  The exchanges between blacks and whites on the plantation often resulted in violence, he said.  It could have been worse.  


Luis felt no need to be especially wary in the fields; he rarely saw the Spaniards there anyway.  They kept to their own section of the plantation and the blacks to their own.  The work was much the same as before, except now he was aware of the obvious friction between the groups.  He sometimes looked over his shoulders while cutting down the banana stalks, knowing that the fields were swarming with machetes.

And so it went.  Five days a week.  Up before dawn and into the fields.  Out by mid-afternoon, early dinner and early to bed.  And his muscles always ached by noon.  

The work was nearly always the same as the day before, except that the boy became increasingly proficient at it and earned more money than many of his friends.  He met new people, but not very often.  Paydays came and went, and some were more violent than others.  But the boy was never involved in anything more serious than an argument.  He learned some Spanish that way.


If one thing marked the passage of time, it was physique.  Luis grew with each cut banana and with each fallen stalk.  Although he noticed an increased ease with which he completed his work, he did not see his physical self any differently.  One day while in line at the foreman’s office, however, he caught a glimpse of himself in a small mirror.  His shoulders had thickened a great deal from what he last remembered seeing.  The definition in his upper arms was very noticeable.  It seemed to him that he had grown into an entirely new body.  He felt slightly uncomfortable about it at first.


The years passed, but little else changed for Luis.  He had returned home on a few occasions since he first left to work on the plantation.  It was not very far, only a day’s walk.  But he never spent much time there, always needing to get back in time for work.  

IV


The Caribbean coast was not subject to the distinct wet and dry seasons that dictated the lives of farmers in other regions.  Here the rain was not predicted, it was expected.  Occasionally there would be light showers in the afternoon or evening.  But more often than not, the rain came in torrents and would persist for many days at a time.  These deluges regularly paralyzed the relatively isolated communities along the coast, water logging roadways or damaging vital bridges.


The rain clouds rolled in over land from out at sea.  They blanketed the Talamanca Valley from Panama all the way up to Puerto Limon.  The people looked up, waiting for the rain to come.  Unable to move past the misty heights of the Talamanca Mountains, the rain clouds lingered in the valley for days on end before dissipating.        



But there was no impressive crack of lighting to mark the beginning of this storm.  One morning it just began, slowly.  But it grew into a storm of vast enormity throughout the next few days.  The shouts of men working in the fields were silenced by its violent splash.  Women in markets erected thick tarps above their heads to protect their wares from its drenching intensity.  Children were let out early from school because its crash upon the corrugated iron roof of the schoolhouse was too great for the teacher to yell above.


On the plantation the work had become slow and grueling.  The men’s boots sank down into the muck while they stood still to use their machetes.  Many slipped and fell on muddy embankments or while crossing slick bridges over flooded drainage ditches.  The plastic handle of the machete was wet, and a few men accidentally cut themselves, losing their grip on the slippery tool and nicking their arms.   


Puddles formed in the recesses between stalks, and the soils were eroded away.  As the dirt was swept away the coiled roots of the banana plants became visible, struggling against nature to remain upright.  Collected from across the plantation, the blue bags choked up the drainage ditches after being swept there by the winds and rain.  


Luis felt the raindrops run in rivulets down the back of his shirt.  He shivered.  The rain had been going strong for three days and showed no signs of relenting.  The drops were thick and cold, and although the broad leaves of the banana plants provided him some relief from the full force of the downpour, he was still drenched.  More than ever he hated the work.  He recalled the misery of some nights on Gandoca beach, trying to collect eggs in a tropical storm.  But it was worse here.  He was absolutely filthy and had been so for days, having slipped in the mud innumerable times since the storm began.  He had cuts up and down his arms from the machete, nothing he wore would dry overnight, and he was becoming ill from working so hard in such adverse conditions.  


A sort of depression had taken hold of all the workers.  None of Luis’ bunk mates worked alongside him during the day.  Everyone kept to themselves.  It was the rain, no doubt.  Amidst the sunshine of a beautiful day one could forget the tedious repetition of the job.  But in the driving rain the monotony was stark and painfully obvious to everyone.


Soon the days ceased beginning and ending.  They stretched out for eternities.  Luis moved about the plantation in a dreamlike state.  Not aware of his own body, he no longer felt the lashing rain.  But in the fog of the endless days, a strange lucidity emerged in Luis.  He saw himself apart from the plantation; another self, but in a familiar setting.  The place itself was elusive, yet Luis felt comfortable there.    


On payday the rain ended.  Like when the storm began there was no warning, the clouds parted suddenly and the sun came out.  A cheer went up in the fields.  The ground, after being inundated for a week straight, began the slow process of soaking up all the excess water.  The banana leaves returned to their shape, having stooped over because of the rainfall.  For the first time since the rain began the sun beat down on the fields and the worker’s backs.  The workers cut with their machetes with a new vitality, knowing that the rains would not return for many weeks, maybe months.  They would not have to work with drenched backs, shivering beneath the downpour and slogging around in the muck.  


They celebrated later that day in the bar.  It was packed with workers.  The smell of mud and sweat pervaded the tavern and the men swilled their miserable week of working in the rain down with liquor.  After all, it was awfully convenient that the rain had ended on payday.  Luis sat at his usual place in the corner with his friends.  He had become somewhat of a regular at Dona Cortina’s and not because of the air-con anymore.  Following suit of his friends and indeed most plantation workers, Luis was drinking heavily.  But not just on payday like he always did with his friends, he drank most days after work if he could afford it.  His savings for a weekend trip back home to see his mother were routinely squandered each month on liquor.  He bought the cheap stuff.  It was called Cahuita, a light rum with the sickly-sweet taste of coconut.  


He started bringing a flask of it into the fields with him during the storm.  At first it gave him a little extra energy in the fields to maintain a rapid pace.  He continued drinking on the job even after the heavy rains ended, and work became easier.  After a few occasions of forgetting the flask, however, he discovered that he couldn’t work as well without it.  He had headaches all day without the illicit nips he usually took once and a while.


The lifestyle wasn’t sustainable.  Although his friends were heavy drinkers as well, they were generally older and had more experience drinking.  Luis was relatively inexperienced and took to liquor a little too quickly.  


“Aren’t you a little young to drink that heavy, eh,” they chided him jokingly in the bar.  


But no one talked seriously about a drinking problem on the plantation.  Everyone, it seemed, had the same problem.  Luis’ friends merely found humor in his problem because had been hesitant to drink when he started work.  


Luis’ drinking had not yet brought him serious consequences, besides his growing dependence on alcohol.  Until he missed work because of being drunk, he felt like nothing bad would come of it.


He woke up in a blur.  The room was still spinning after six hours of sleep and he felt the urge to vomit.  Stumbling out of bed and finding his way to the sink he splashed some cold water in his face.  The fog in his thought process began to clear.  


“What time is it,” he muttered to himself.  


The taste of alcohol still lingered in his dry mouth.  He remembered last night.  Oh, the headache!  He swore off alcohol and rinsed his mouth out with cool water.


The wall clock read eight thirty in the morning.  He was never late to work, even since his nightly liquor bouts began.  He didn’t even know what would happen.  Could he be fired?  But wouldn’t the foreman give him a break because he was such a good worker?  Maybe not if he was in a bad mood, which he often was.


At that moment a loud rapping sounded on the door.  


“Luis!!!” someone yelled.


He entered the small foyer from his bunk quarters and opened the door.  It was the foreman’s assistant, a small wiry American man with glasses. 


“The foreman would like to see you immediately.”


Before Luis could respond the little man had turned and walked off, on down the trail to the next bunk quarters.  Was that it?  Fired for being late once?


The thoughts weighed heavily on his shoulders as he walked uneasily to the foreman’s office.  If I was fired, he thought, should I go home?  He hadn’t been home in at least a year.  His visits had all been brief, given the time it took to get there and the amount of time in a weekend, and somber.  It was great to see his mother, but strange to come back to a place that felt increasingly foreign to him.  What the village provided him as a child was no longer there.


The door to the foreman’s office was held open by a brick on the ground.  Was he expecting someone?  Luis knocked once, not willing to tempt fate and just march in even if it was what the foreman intended.  He felt the air-con churning out coldness in the small office.


“Come on in,” he said.  Luis stepped in cautiously and turned toward the man’s desk, papers strewn about.  


“I have a letter here for you, son.”  Luis breathed a sigh of relief.  


“Thank you for holding it for me, sir.  I don’t know who it’s from exactly because my mother always sends her letters to my mailbox at the company commissary.”  


The foreman shrugged.  “Don’t worry about it, but then again, you should’ve been in the fields by now.  I sent my assistant out there looking for you!  Don’t waste my time like that.  Now get out!”  He grinned with his last words.


Luis stepped out of the air-con blessed room and into the sweltering heat.  The front of the letter said it was from his village, but it wasn’t in his mother’s handwriting.  He furrowed his brow at the matter and tore open the letter.  It was short, too short.  It read…  

Luis,

Come back soon, your mother is ill.  She wishes to see you.  She knows you’re very busy, but she hopes you can come.

Mrs. Edith          


Luis felt his hands begin to tremble as his eyes read over the terrible words.  Mrs. Edith was a neighbor in the village, a close friend of his mother’s.  His mother was perfectly healthy the last time he visited, although it pained him to admit that it had been a long time ago.  


His mind raced for a solution to the problem.  How would he get home?  The weekend was coming up, it was already Friday.  Maybe he could skip out and get home by early Saturday morning.  That’s if the foreman would let him.  Luis turned around and faced his office.  He strode into the office without knocking.   


“Sir my mother is very ill according to this letter.  I need to get home as quickly as possible.”  The foreman had not yet looked up from desk to acknowledge the boy. 


“If you would just let me off for today, I’ll be back by Monday morning, on time for work that is,” he pleaded.  


The foreman looked up from his work slowly to meet the boy’s distressed appearance.  He frowned, “Well since you’ve already missed the morning’s work you might as well skip the entire day eh?”  


Luis began to stammer a defense for himself before the man interrupted him.  “Alright, alright,” he conceded, shaking his head.  “But listen, if you’re not back by Monday morning you’re fired!”  


Luis mumbled his thanks as he dashed out of the office and back to his quarters.  He packed his worn out rucksack with a few shirts and shorts.  He took the quickest route to the road, which went through the perimeter of the plantation fields.  Only when he reached the road did the reality of the circumstances come crashing down on him.  He couldn’t fathom what could be wrong with his mother.  


The letter was too short, indeed. 

Part Three

I


Getting home would take a full day’s walking.  Although the United Fruit Company built railways from the city to the Caribbean inlands, there was no road along the coast to serve the small village communities that spanned the coastline from Limon down to Panama.  Traditionally the coastal people sailed up and down the coast, but walking long distances on the beach was common practice.  Instead of picking his way through the various paths that crisscrossed the Talamanca Mountains he decided to walk down the beach.  That way he could use the moonlight to walk by instead of having to tiptoe his way carefully along the unmarked paths in complete darkness, under the cover of the thick canopy.  


After walking a couple hours without seeing anyone he found a dirt track that led down to the sea.  It was already late in the afternoon and the sun was beginning to set behind the tallest palms at the edge of the beach.  He knew that after the sun set there would be a couple hours in which he would have to walk blindly in the dark.  But it was no worry to him; he had years of experience working at night from his youth.  The thought of his village’s turtles came to mind.  He wondered if he might stumble across one during his walk.  He had no idea if they nested in other places, in other villages besides his own.  Now that he considered it he decided that they must nest elsewhere too, but when he was younger and living in the village he remembered believing that the turtles were his own.  That they only came ashore on the beach out front of his house and that only he could find them at night.            


He passed thick boughs of sea grape that grew wild along a narrow stretch of sand.  They reminded him of when he was a small boy and he would climb up into the branches and shake the limbs until many of the dark bluish fruits had fallen into the sand.  Luis stopped to pick a few of the seasonal grapes to taste again.  They weren’t the same as he remembered them.  He pulled out his flask of rum to cleanse his mouth of the unpleasant taste.


The darkness came quickly.  It took his eyes a few minutes to become accustom to the night.  He walked beside the churning whitewash and hoped that he would see any piece of driftwood sticking out of the sand.  Although the moon would rise soon enough, Luis was already feeling a bit tired.  When he was younger he was able to work late in the night.  Since working on the plantation he had grown familiar to waking and turning in with the sun.  It thought it would be a challenge to stay awake through the night only to reach home and cope with his sick mother.


But Luis managed to practically sleep walk through the night.  He would occasionally revive himself when he stepped on driftwood or got his feet wet in the incoming tide, but otherwise he walked peacefully, half asleep.  


A sound startled him as he moved through his dreamlike state.  Through the damp night air the muffled sound of a turtle came to him.  He stopped and looked around, but she wasn’t there.


It was light long before the sun rose.  There were faint streaks of blue and pink painted across the sky in broad arcing curves like a palm.  The colors gradually morphed into yellows and reds as the morning sun began to break line between sea and sky.  A light breeze drifted in from the southeast.


Saturday morning, he thought.  He would be arriving soon.  Under the cover of night the sands had changed from the coral-crushed white sands of northern beaches to the black volcanic sands of his village.


His mother lay still in bed.  The room was dimly lit and only a few beams of light from the morning sun penetrated the thatch windows.  He stepped inside, the wooden floorboards creaking with each footstep.


“Luis?” she whispered from under the bed sheets.  He sat down on a wooden stool at the bedside.  


“Yes mother, I’m here.  My boss let me leave early yesterday, but I would have come anyway.”  She smiled.


“It’s been a long time since you been home.”  She paused to cough.  “Too long I say,” she said, her voice hoarse.  But he didn’t respond.  There would be no use in apologizing now.  


“What are you sick with mother?”


She sighed long and hard before answering.  “Just old age I guess.  We have no doctor to say why.  Just old age it is.  Mrs. Edith been taking good care of me too.  She brings me hot bush teas and soup.  You should go thank her.”  Luis nodded.


She sat up upright in bed.  “Tell me about what it’s like,” she said.


He spent the entire day at her bedside and keeping her company.  She listened intently to him tell stories of working in the fields and the hardships of plantation life.  But they also reminisced and laughed of older days.  Afterwards, when he went to the kitchen to make her some hot tea, he slipped into his old bedroom.


Nothing had changed.  She had kept everything like he left it.  He wiped the dust off of his bedside table and opened the drawer.  He took one of his old books and brought it into her bedroom.  They read together well into the night.  He curled up beside her and fell asleep, thankful to be home.  


The next morning, while his mother slept peacefully, Luis took a walk.  It would have to be short because he needed a full day to make it back in time.  He closed the front door gently as to not disturb her and walked out into the front yard, still wet with dew and bathed in sunlight.  He went into the village, eager to see it.  As his mother had told him, many new houses and shops had gone up.  The street that led away from the sea was busier than he had ever seen.  A small market had been erected between houses and seemed to be doing good business.  The people shuffling about kicked up a layer of dust that hung low in the air.  


As the morning wound on the sun grew in intensity.  He wandered down to the shore via a small track through the forest.  Here was a familiar sight: his old palm tree, hooked at the base and offering a cool patch of black sand below its broad leaves.  The sea was high that day, but the salty wind coming off the breakers gusted up the beach and nursed him to sleep beneath the arcing palm.


In his dreams he was only a little boy, no more than five or six, but the beach was the same.  He walked along the coastline, running toward and retreating from the ebb and flow of the tide.  He walked through the deep tracks of many sea turtles in the sand, laboring with their nests further up the beach.  As he walked, however, the years began to slowly slip away.  No longer a little boy skipping along in the whitewash, he had become a young man.  He was still walking along the beach, but now he was working long into the night, gathering eggs from the mothers’ nests.  As he became older, the turtles became fewer.  There were less with each passing year.  Very soon he walked the beach alone, but no turtles came ashore, so he left the beach and the village.      


A sound from nearby came in the fog of his dream.  He rubbed his eyes and listened for it again.  It was the sand to his right side.  The sand began to cave in slowly.  As the sand was collapsing downward, a small flipper penetrated the top of the sand.  The flipper struggled to push its body above ground.  The turtle was about three inches in length, flippers as long as its entire body, and it oriented itself towards the sea once it was free from the nest.  Luis edged over to the side of the nest.  He gently moved sand away from the area to help the hatchlings.  They began to break through the sand many at time until all of them were crawling together towards the sea.  


The sun had passed its highest point for the day.  The gentle breeze of afternoon drifted by while the sun dipped under the high canopy and flooded the beach with streaks of reddish light.  Luis stood up.  The trail of hatchlings extended from just beyond the upturned sand of the nest to the sea, at which point the turtles disappeared deep into the unknown.


To stand upon this beach was not only to understand his past, but to realize his future.  They would return one day, and he would be there to welcome them back.           

Epilogue


The Costa Rican province of Limon comprises the length of its Caribbean coastline from the Nicaraguan border to the north, south to Panama.  This province is home to the vast majority of Costa Rica’s largest minority, Blacks of West Indian descent.
  Although slaves were brought to Costa Rica during its colonial period, there were very few and due to intermixing among the early Blacks with Amerindians and Europeans they no longer form an identifiable subgroup of the population. 
  Today, most of the Blacks living in Costa Rica are descendants of the West Indians that came to Costa Rica during the late 19th century and early 20th century.  Anthropologist Philippe Bourgois, who has conducted fieldwork in Central America concerning the political mobility among ethnic populations, explains how “the economic depression of the Antilles combined with the constant booms and busts of the local subsidiaries of North American corporations active in the region” was largely responsible for bringing West Indians to Costa Rica.  The economic situation in countries like Jamaica and the enclaves of North American transnational corporations in Latin America spread Afro-Caribbean people across Central America’s Caribbean coastline, thus creating an English-speaking cultural corridor derived from African and Caribbean influences.


One of the most prominent North American transnational corporations was the United Fruit Company.  In 1871 the Brooklyn-born engineer Minor C. Keith received an invitation from the Costa Rican government to build a railroad from the capital San Jose to the Caribbean.  Of the numerous groups of immigrant workers that Keith brought to Costa Rica to construct the trans-Atlantic railroad, only the Jamaicans (and other West Indians) were resistant to the rampant tropical diseases and able to acclimatize to the rigorous work of laying track through Limon’s dense rainforest.
  


Between the years of 1881 and 1891, a wave of 10,000 Jamaicans came to Costa Rica for work, most on Minor C. Keith’s railroad and subsequent United Fruit Company banana plantations.  While building the railroad Keith experienced funding problems before it was finished.  Not likely knowing what he would end up creating, Keith began to cultivate bananas on either side of the railroad tracks.  Because of the railroad he controlled the export of bananas and was soon able to form a monopoly on bananas in Costa Rica and in other countries.  In 1899 Keith joined forces with the Boston Fruit Company to form the United Fruit Company, still a dominant political and economic force in so called ‘banana republics’.


Although it is estimated that in the four decades between 1881 and 1921 roughly 33,000 workers from the Caribbean came to Costa Rica, there are some West Indians that came before Minor C. Keith built the railroad, or without the intention of working for him.  Paula Palmer, author of the folk-history ‘What Happen’, documents the West Indian experience in Costa Rica’s Talamanca Coast
 through the words and stories of some of its oldest residents.
  Palmer describes the first West Indian settlers of Caribbean Costa Rica…

The fishermen came in small rowboats and sailboats from Bocas del Toro and the Nicaraguan coast, beginning in the late Eighteenth Century.  They came each year as early as March, and stayed as late as September, spearing turtles on the sea and planting provisions on the land.  For shelter they made small ranches out of the rawa palm, roofed with pin-thatch (25-6)

They followed the northward migration of green and hawksbill sea turtles to their nesting grounds on the beaches of Turtle Bogue.
  The fishermen cultivated small farms of cassava, yam, coconuts and plantain along the Talamanca coast in order to sustain themselves when they returned the next year.  As noted below, “Old Smith” was reportedly the first Afro-Caribbean fisherman to make a permanent home of his Talamanca fishing camp.


In a sense it was the turtles that brought the first Afro-Caribbean settlers to Costa Rica.
  The settlers used the turtles for their meat, eggs and oil, and later sold the beautiful hawksbill shells to European companies in Puerto Limon and Bocas town.  The large fleets of sea turtles that fed on the coral reefs of Caribbean Costa Rica, however, do not exist like they use to.  Rampant exploitation of sea turtles has gone on since the first turtle fishermen sailed up the coast and probably much earlier by the indigenous coastal population.  The Costa Rica government has however stepped in to prevent the absolute extinction of these species due to centuries of unchecked fishing and consumption of turtle eggs. 


Costa Rica is world renowned for its commitment to conservation.  Although the country is quite small, about the same size as West Virginia, over one quarter of its land is officially protected.  The 161 protected areas come under a wide variety of names ranging from national parks, wildlife refuges, biological reserves, national monuments, forest reserves, wetlands reserves, mangrove reserves, protected zones, to various others.  The Costa Rican government agency known as SINAC, or Sistema Nacional de Áreas de Conservación, oversees the protection of these conservation areas.  The diversity of flora, fauna, and landscape found in these zones is positively staggering.  The parks are home to an array of active volcanoes, tropical rainforests and dry forests, coral reefs, rugged mountains, mangroves, and tropical beaches.  The wildlife found within these parks is also remarkable.  Costa Rica’s abundance of wildlife accounts for about 5% of the world’s biodiversity, an extraordinary percentage given the country’s relatively small size.


One of the most unique conservation areas in Costa Rica is the Gandoca-Manzanillo National Wildlife Refuge.  This zone occupies over 12,000 terrestrial acres and almost 11,000 marine acres, encompassing much of the Southern Caribbean region of Costa Rica.  The refuge is home to extraordinary biodiversity in its ecosystems and many endemic species, some facing extinction.  The flora and fauna it was established to protect include turtle and manatee sea grass beds, the only surviving red mangrove swamp in Costa Rica, primary forest, coral reef, crocodiles, the endangered manatee, dolphin, and over three hundred species of bird.  The wildlife reserve also protects the nesting grounds of the leatherback turtle and to a lesser extent the green and hawksbill turtles as well.     

The refuge is in close proximity with a number of other important conservation areas such as the UNESCO World Heritage site La Amistad International Park, Hitoy-Cerere Biological Reserve, Cahuita National Park, and a number of indigenous territories such as Bribri, Cabecar, and Kekoldi.  These conservation zones are a part of the Mesoamerican Ecological Corridor, which strives to prevent the isolation of flora and fauna from their habitats.  


The refuge is not only unique in its combination of protected marine and terrestrial environments, but in the presence of people living within the refuge.  Small villages existed in the territory long before the refuge was created in October of 1985.  These communities, such as Grape Point, Manzanillo, Monkey Point and Gandoca are historically Afro-Caribbean communities, established by the fishermen that followed sea turtles to their nesting grounds to hunt them.  The pleasing irony of the situation lies in the fact that some of these Afro-Caribbean communities, whose founders subsisted on the exploitation of sea turtles, have now dedicated themselves to the principles of conservation and work for the protection of these critically endangered sea turtles.
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� The majority were Jamaicans.


� According to the Area Handbook for Costa Rica, by 1751 there were approximately 200 people of African descent in the country and the majority of whom were Bantu from the Congo and Angola or Sudanese.  


� Despite the Jamaican workers’ resistance to tropical disease, the building of the Costa Rican trans-Atlantic railroad was deadly.  It is reported that 4,000 Jamaicans died in the building of the first 25 miles of track.


�From ‘What Happen’, “Geographically, the word “Talamanca” designates the Talamanca Mountains (Cordillera de Talamanca) which extend from Costa Rica’s Central Valley southeast into Panama, and the Talamanca Valley, the drainage basin of the Sixaola River and its tributaries.  In 1970 the Canton de Talamanca was established as a political subdivision of Limon Province.  Coastal people use the word to describe the mountains, the valley, and the indigenous people who inhabit them.”  In my experience, popular usage of the word signifies the main coastal villages south of Puerto Limon; Cahuita, Puerto Viejo, Manzanillo, etc.


� The first English-speaking Afro-Caribbean family to live permanently on the Talamanca Coast was William Smith and his family.  “Old Smith” reportedly sailed north from his home in Bocas del Toro, Panama to follow the seasonal migration of sea turtles and in 1828 made his home on one of his seasonal fishing camps, on the north side of Cahuita Point.   


� Tortuguero, Costa Rica


� Caribbean Costa Rica is home to four of the seven species of sea turtle; Leatherback (Dermochelys coriacea), Green (Chelonia mydas), Hawksbill (Eretmochelys imbricata), and Loggerhead (Caretta caretta).  
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