

[image: Cover]




[image: title]



“Expedition Costa Rica”© 
copyright 2016 Hula Cat Press 
all rights reserved

Cover design and cover photos by W. M. Raebeck.

No part of this book may be copied, reproduced, or used in any way without express permission from Hula Cat Press or the author.

The characters and place names in “Expedition Costa Rica”

are fictitious, used for literary purposes only.

Library of Congress number 2015908823

ISBN 978-1-938691-07-2

At least 20% of the proceeds from “Expedition Costa Rica” goes directly to protecting wilderness, wildlife, all creatures, and oceans from human violation, insensitivity, and ignorance.

This book is sourced from a responsibly managed N. American forest, meeting the requirements of the Independent Sustainable Forestry Initiative Program ®.

Visit ‘WendyRaebeck.com’ for other books by W. M. Raebeck, and special discounts.


HULA CAT MEDIA

PO Box 510058

Kealia, Hi 96751

HulaCatPress@gmail.com





To Leonardo



~ muchas gracias~




~ acknowledgements ~


With gratitude to Marcie Powers


for her unwavering enthusiasm, patience, and clarity in helping me

fine-tune this journal.





And heartfelt thanks to Terry Patterson for bringing me this adventure,

and for being my traveling soul sister through the decades.




[image: ]



~ November 1985






SOME THINGS YOU DON’T EVEN KNOW you’re wishing. Some childhood dreams go wherever childhood went—the visions of ourselves on sailing ships, on isles of unnamed oceans, on expeditions crossing lands without maps. Different dreams come true instead, other islands are loved. And it’s okay to never have chopped through the jungle with a machete or slept outside in the rain forest or known there were more days left on a journey than food to eat.


And when you’re little, thinking about Huckleberry Finn, Swiss Family Robinson, Tarzan, and Balboa, you don’t think about their feelings, just their determination, their distance, their guts, their guile. And you build forts, and everything happens fast. If it’s exciting you jump up and down, and if it’s awful you die quick. You don’t reenact Christopher Columbus sitting in his cabin, head in hands, aching for Mrs. Columbus. You don’t imagine loneliness or despair. And when there’s mutiny on the bounty, it’s the bad old captain’s own stupid fault for being a mean, horrible person. You don’t think that he might’ve been nice once but everything got too rough, that he never envisioned how difficult the quest would become.


And when we’re older, maybe teenagers, maybe adults, we do think about the downside of adventure—the risks, the losses. And we choose safer journeys; we don’t want to suffer. Besides, how do you get invited on an arctic expedition? How do you get chummy with Jacques Cousteau? How do you get on staff at National Geographic? And who’s going to foot the bill? And how do you drop everything, grab your Swiss army knife, and head for parts unknown? You don’t. You dream smaller and take more manageable journeys.


But you are what you are. You’ve still got your atlas at arm’s length, open horizons still call. One way tickets are a gamble, but round trip is impossible…


My soul was stewing last spring. Having worked much too hard for a year and a half in the anti-nuclear movement, I was now wondering where to reinsert myself. I made a list of what still held interest at 35 years of age. It was short: travel, photography, nature, possibility. But soon, with a practical shrug, I said goodbye to philosophical indulgence, found two jobs, and camouflaged myself into the sixty-houra-week set. Both gigs were novel enough to temporarily hold my attention. Though out of place, I laughed a lot—mind over matter is a fine drug. I hid my list, and performed my jobs with a satisfaction akin to that of tossing a bottle into a garbage can from thirty feet off, “Wow, I can do it.”


Four weeks into this behavior, I received a phone call that cancelled the solvent perspective and shot me straight back to the tree-house. I was invited on an expedition.


Suddenly all that spiritual tenacity and material skepticism were rewarded! It was okay to be someone who’d drop everything for a great adventure, someone with nothing to lose. Those are the kind of people required for expeditions.


The intent was to march into the Costa Rican rain forest from the east coast, locate a tribe, visit with them a day or two, then hike out the other side, emerging from the jungle on the Pacific coast. Orlando (my eccentric in-law) said the trek would take about eight days.


My employers could see by the light in my eyes that I was already on the plane, and agreed to hold my job for two weeks.


I would go, with the same abandon one might go to heaven. In five days I’d be on a flight from L.A. to San Jose, Costa Rica. A wish had been granted…or looked like it was about to be. A journey to take us outside our customary minds.
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In recounting this story, the names of places have been changed to protect the undisturbed nature and indigenous people. Today this expanse of land remains under strict governmental preservation, for the ecosystems and the people who call it home.


If you resonate with this tale, if you’re moved by our experiences, let the book be your expedition, too. Hold the place sacred, knowing it’s out there somewhere complete unto itself. It would be devastating for this book to negatively affect that region.


Thank you for understanding.
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This account was written as the experience was unfolding. I could never have remembered the details otherwise, nor recorded the emotional and physical highs and lows at some later date. When the journey was over, the book was done.


Since then, I‘ve edited the manuscript numerous times—clarifying and streamlining things but never touching the story itself in even the smallest way.
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At the end of some passages are dates. These record the actual day that entry was written, often not the date of the action described. So don’t be confused; I wanted to retain the journal as originally written, for the record.


~ W.M.R.
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MOIST CLOUDS AND LIGHT WINDS made San Jose balmy and clear, and a familial tranquility inhabited the townspeople’s faces. With no falseness, no hard sell, they seemed refreshingly shy.


Perhaps the most courageous of our group, my sister Darcy had arrived first, with Maya and Marco, aged two and a half, and eight months. And, at Orlando’s suggestion, the exhausted little trio even met me at the airport when I touched down from L.A. Orlando himself, Darcy’s husband, arrived the following day and, here in his native land, was more relaxed than I’d ever seen him. Everything worked for him here, from friends and relatives to simple happiness at being home. In New York he was flamboyant and odd, here he was glorious and grand. And his care for a growing family added a practical dimension much welcomed by all who knew him. At dinner that night, I asked him how long he’d been preparing for this expedition. “Twenty years,” he answered, with far-away eyes.


Orlando Nelson is a man of forty-nine who maintains a twenty-five-year-old’s strength and physique. On the phone a few months earlier, Darcy had said, “Remember when I told you Orlando can run twenty miles on the beach? Well, make it twenty-seven.” His outrageous generosity baffles people, and his extravagance throws mud at the notion of earning interest. Human interest, though, he’s earned—from his Mayan excursion in Mexico to his art-related enterprises in Australia to his jungle treks in every Central American country.


The purpose of this one was to find a tribe reputedly living deep in the jungle of a region called Karakima, nearly ten thousand feet up into the mountains. What little information Orlando had gathered, from other tribes less remote, was that this one, the Locandias, had chosen to stay permanently apart from civilization. Anthropologically, there’s surely a term for seeking out an unknown people, but our motivations were lastly scholastic. Exhilaration, curiosity, and a yearning for closeness with nature and the Unknowable Great seemed the common incentive of the participants now gathering in San Jose.


After Orlando, came Brett, Stacy, and “Mr. Garcia,” all burned out from preparations and delays in New York. Brett, big and blond, was Orlando’s trainer from the New York gym. Raised in the Missouri woods, and part Comanche, he looked physically suited for the outing. Stacy, Brett’s girlfriend, a strapping Midwestern farmer’s daughter, made an equally sturdy first impression. A jewelry designer, she’d left a whole season of orders in New York to make this trip. Tomas Garcia, a staff photographer from Time Magazine, so impressed Orlando that he dared not even call Tomas by his first name. Originally from South America, Tomas brought to the group the welcome reserve of a non-American.


Because Darcy couldn’t possibly make the journey with two tots, Orlando had invited me—to “witness it for her” and share it with her when (if) we returned. Over the phone, he had said sincerely that it wasn’t easy finding the right women for this mission. When it was down to the wire, despite our acknowledged personality differences, he decided I was a viable candidate. I was reassured that someone who knew me so superficially had still seen my stuff underneath. Orlando’s instinct crackled around him like electricity, and he adhered to it like law. So I resolved to tone down my own electrics on this trek and follow his lead.


Stacy and I would each have balked at being the only woman. And naturally we had both immediately asked Orlando if other females were being enlisted. Slightly ahead of the truth, as he could sometimes be, he’d told each of us that the other was, at that moment, packing.


~ May 7, 1985, San Jose, Costa Rica
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BUT WHAT HAD BECOME OF ALL THE CARGO shipped from New York? After waiting three days in San Jose, the fourth morning we barreled out to the airport in full force. Tall, proud, and annoyed, we marched from cargo terminal to office to warehouse and around again for the next eight hours. Five hundred bucks later, those troubles behind us, we loaded the gear into Orlando’s Jeep and a rented van, then checked out of our hotel.


That night, numbering nine (including Orlando’s brother, who was helping by driving the van), we headed for Costa Rica’s east coast under starry skies.


The drive was about a hundred miles. Halfway there, we rolled to a stop in front of a blue painted rooming house in the town of Turrialba. Orlando hopped out and disappeared inside. Moments later, he reappeared on the porch with a kind-faced black gentleman in a suit and hat. We took turns shaking the old hand and looking into the weathered face of Orlando’s father. Darcy, meanwhile, tried to tally up for him how many grandchildren he had, coming up with forty—ten more than his own count. As our Jeep soon pulled back out to the main road, behind the rented van, Orlando told Darcy and I that his father earns money by selling peanuts in the park each day, and had been counting out the day’s profits ($2.00) when Orlando walked in. This was the second time Orlando had seen his father in twenty years; the first had been two months earlier.


We reached the east coast exhausted, then turned in the direction of Orlando’s hometown, farther along the silent road. The tropics inhaled us as we caravaned down the dark, desolate, palm-lined lane.


Punta del Sol had one no-star hotel, one bar, one store, and a post office. The roads were unpaved and few, cars fewer. Caribbean blacks, a few foreigners, and a potpourri of mixed children lived in small wooden houses on stilts. The paint was faded, windows stayed open, porches were gathering places in the rain. Both English and Spanish were known by all. Fishing was a big thing, the fish were bigger things, tourism was a little thing. And the folks were friendly but not the first to smile.


Orlando had rented two little houses for all of us. And, at the decision of the rooster next door, we woke to a shimmering dawn behind a green-gold screen of coconut palms.
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AS PROMISED, ORLANDO ROUSED EVERYONE at six a.m. to begin our physical training. After little sleep in San Jose and less in Punta del Sol, and knowing fatigue as my proven adversary, I rolled over for another forty winks, as I’d promised. But crossing Orlando, especially so early in the game, was like thumbing my nose at the whole expedition. The others dutifully attended his boot camp.


But when they all dragged in from their five-mile run, half on sand, then slept all day, I felt excellent being rested instead. Tomas had damaged a knee and could no longer run at all, and Stacy had twisted an ankle. (Stacy and Brett were also suffering the side effects of malaria pills, in addition to five other precautionary shots they’d each had in New York.)


The second morning at six, we ran three and a half miles along a jungly trail by the beach. A twenty-two-yearold native from Punta del Sol, Ernesto, had now joined the team—Spanish speaking and lithe and agile as a dancer. He had the face of a Lancelot, and his mere presence pleased everyone. He was the first of the young men we’d recruit to help with cargo. (When Orlando had done the twenty-seven-mile run two months earlier, along that road we’d just traveled, Ernesto had accompanied him on a bicycle.)


Running on the trail now, I was winded and floundering a half mile behind the pack, slower than even “Mr. Garcia,” who was walking! When I finally caught up to where the others were running in place by a lagoon, Orlando pushed us into a series of aerobic strength exercises, all lost on me in a blur of heavy panting.


The third morning—after the men took a three-hour hunting trip in the middle of the night—we didn’t commence our workout till a tardy seven o’clock. We ran only two miles, then for the next two hours did body-building on a wooden rack Orlando had constructed by the houses.


Being driven like an ensign was counter to my yoga-based notions of fitness training. Brett, our trainer, had allegedly been lifting weights for twenty-four years—impressive considering he was twenty-six. Soul-mate Stacy was no cream-puff either, and half their conversations were in some gym lingo I couldn’t decipher. And Orlando could knock off twenty or thirty miles in a morning, and generally took life at a gallop—leaving only “Mr. Garcia,” i.e. Tomas, as my possible equal. But he was a man; relegating me the uncontested runt of the litter.


I enjoyed this distinction so little that I decided to punish myself no further. Despite the once-in-a-lifetime opportunity before us, I felt my safety at stake under this ‘training.‘ Plus I was alienated for being openly contrary. Without an ally it seemed dicey to venture into the unknown…


So I detached from the group. I’d continue the training, but not to over-exertion. I had to be true to myself, and would even throw in the towel if too compromised.
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The days blended together in a series of pre-expedition emotions and sore muscles. Our core group of five (Orlando, Tomas, Brett, Stacy, and I) spent the week as a unit, and though our differences became clearer, mutual excitement bound us. There were exhilarating periods of fearlessness, joy, and trust—but, simultaneously, for me, stubborn withdrawn times after clashing with the macho drive of Orlando and Brett. Nature had always been fair with me, and I knew machismo wouldn’t fool the weather or the mountains. Reliant for so long on my own instincts, it was tough taking commands now. Orlando was our leader, yet I wondered where he’d lead us when I saw all the rifles and ammo, Brett’s bullwhip, bow, and arrows. Were we going exploring or hunting? Both, said Orlando and Brett.


Before leaving New York though, Brett, Stacy, and Tomas had made a commitment to follow Orlando through thick and thin. Now those three told me, in unison, that it was imperative I do the same.


“Look,” I responded to their serious faces around the table after dinner one night in Punta del Sol, “I’ve known Orlando for eight years. I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t feel I was up to the task…that’s probably why he asked me to come. I’m going to do my best not to assert my independence, and simply do what’s required of me out there—I’m going forward with that understanding—but I’m not going to swear that in any situation I’ll do whatever Orlando says…or as you said, Brett, ‘jump off a cliff if he says jump off a cliff.’ I might—but with my life on deposit, I might not. If that really isn’t enough, then you will go without me.”


There was another week before they’d set out for the upper jungles of Karakima. We all continued enjoying the Caribbean waters, the glorious palm trees, scrumptious fruits, and tranquil sounds. Experiencing health again, after city life, is always a rebirth. And there was quiet time to meander, sleep, and mentally ruminate past and future.


Our training gradually became less intense…the reverse of what one would have expected. In fact, I’d learn later that Orlando’s style was always to start out with all guns firing, then taper off. Now we were commencing at seven-thirty or eight. Mr. Garcia’s leg began healing when he stopped running with us (and slyly confessed to me that he didn’t like jogging anyway). And by the third morning, Orlando was humbled to the position of novice when it was unanimously decided that stretching was the best warm-up for our workouts. Presto, I was no longer the underdog.


Because our sessions were still heavy-duty, to ease the strain, Orlando furnished two masseurs who spent an entire Sunday with us under the palms, kneading our knots and soothing our pains.


Beyond Orlando’s courage, determination, and vision, he not only made things happen, but with panache. After the harsh beginning, the amount of real torture each day had now lessened to about an hour. The rest of the time was filled with gratitude, feasting, learning, discussing, relaxing, and preparing for the unknown. In light of this splendor, my decision not to continue was scrapped.


I began to appreciate Orlando’s uniqueness, too. How many individuals would single-handedly organize an expedition? How many would pay fifty thousand dollars bringing it to fruition? Orlando was the only one I’d ever met.


On the last day, we went into the jungle outside Punta del Sol for a taste of what was ahead. Like an ad in a camping catalogue, we set forth in the Jeep—everyone in clean clothes, bright bandanas peeking from pockets, fancy flashlights, and two-foot machetes slung from our belts.Only Orlando looked slightly scuffed, having been in the jungle every day. We numbered eight now, with Ernesto and two other local men.


Five hours later, we emerged from the jungle a different bunch. The trek wasn’t unlike our expectations, just more extreme in every way. The ardor of upward climbing in dense jungle undergrowth, all at marathon pace behind Orlando, was balanced by the sheer glory of just being there. Going through a jungle is much different than going into one for a peek. Information flies at you: the juice of THIS plant can pop your eye out, the thorns in THIS one are nearly invisible, THIS fruit is eaten like THIS, the milk from the bark of THIS tree will make warts fall off, THESE little vines can be sucked on if you’re bitten by THIS snake. Danger was at the constant center, encompassed by a desire to get through it with grace. Our clothes became liquid from the heat; the bandanas, around our heads now, were soaked.


The mountains here were actually more like slices of mountains, so sharp were their drops and so narrow their tops. You could slip with ease—on a log, a vine, a moist patch of leaves, a hole, some mud, or just the angle itself—and fall down either side fifty, sixty, a hundred feet. And that’s just what Brett did.


Following the sound of a Tepisquinte, a small commonly-hunted mammal in these parts, Brett and Orlando were apart from the group. Brett missed a step and went down. Though he looked a little tarnished when they rejoined us, he was unhurt. Ernesto, on the other hand, was in his element, intimate with every plant and sound, communicating his knowledge with just a word or glance.


As we found our way back out, we were relaxed and happy. Walking five miles down the dirt road to the Jeep was nothing. Like the first football game of the season, we’d won, and the mud and sweat were souvenirs of how good it had been. Brett was quiet though, and fell behind with Stacy as we all moved along the road.


~ May 8,1985
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THE NEXT DAY, WITH NEW DEGREES OF SOBRIETY, Brett declared a rest day, rather than leaving Punta del Sol as planned. And, to our surprise, the rest of us actually regretted not working out. But the following morning, after securing Carmela as cook for the trip, we set out for Truluka. Bilingual Carmela hid her uncertainty about this unorthodox enterprise, appreciating the wages and reckoning we couldn’t all be nuts. Plus she’d known Orlando her whole life. With a flatbed truck trailing with the equipment, the Jeep now led the way. Brett, feeling generally rundown, needed another day of recuperation, so he and Stacy lingered in Punta del Sol with Darcy and the kids.


Darcy’s faith in Orlando and the mission was as unwavering as his. She and the little ones would stay in Punta del Sol till he returned from Truluka with the car. Then she’d drive us all to the edge of the jungle. Later on, she’d meet us on the other side of the country, in Cielo Grande near the Pacific coast. God willing, we’d be re-entering civilization in about fifteen days.


For those of us driving inland now, the adventure was beginning. Hotter than ever, we crawled along the dirt roads, ruts under us like waves under a speedboat. The flatbed truck carried water, and ice to keep the water cool. Orlando and Mr. Waldo, his stepfather—a spry old goat who lived in Punta del Sol, cut and laid banana leaves on top to keep everything shaded.


Kiri-kiri, the county seat, was essentially a bus-stop. Coca-cola was abundant, but little else. We stopped in front of an aqua shanty flying a Costa Rican flag and bearing signs of officialdom, like “No packages may be left HERE.” Inside was our newest recruit, a lieutenant called Manuel Abilar Martinez. He’d add the formal touch to our brigade, a uniform. And a few more guns.


That evening, we congregated in the ‘dining hall’ in the village of Truluka, a grubby little truck stop whose population was divided equally between chickens, kittens, puppies, children, and truckers. All were on hand and constantly regrouping around the table as Carmela served up huge plates of rice, plantain, beans, and Tepisquinte. Aparrot looked on from atop the cabinet.


Orlando’s Costa Rican accent was finally at home. Here on the East Coast, a pigeon-style English was predominant because most of the people had originally come from the Caribbean, though all also spoke Spanish. “Tomorrow night we go see the sukia man,” said Orlando. “Tonight we go make a map. We talk to an old man who knows.”


Orlando, Tomas, and I then spent a sweet hour in the candlelit shop of Luis Jimanez and family. In his mid-sixties and part Indian, Señor Jimanez counseled with us about the rivers, the hills, the tiny villages, and the native tribes we were trying to find. On blank paper, we played a line and dot game that would hopefully be the basis for our map. Wanting so much to register each word, my Spanish advanced probably a semester in that hour.


“Is there someone else also to ask? Is there someone around here who really knows the area?” Orlando asked Jimanez.


“Yes,” Jimanez answered, “Padre Renaldo Sanders in Bamari. He knows everything.”


Another man, short and strong, was looking on, and with little prodding, Orlando was able to enlist him for our entourage. This selection process, I’d been noticing, was refined and instinctual. “If I make a mistake and pick the wrong person,” Orlando said, “I’m the one who suffer later. If they ask too many questions, then I know it won’t work. If they just say, ‘I’m ready,’ then I’m sure.” Thinking about Tomas, Brett, Stacy, Ernesto, Carmela, and myself, I knew that, when asked to join the group, joy and honor had been our immediate response. Not knowing what was ahead, and knowing that no one else knew either, intrigued rather than repelled us.


Leaving Señor Jimanez, and taking our sketchy new ‘map’ (that I would be guarding through flood and hell-fire), I suggested we go the next day to Bamari, an hour’s walk from Truluka, and find Padre Renaldo Sanders. But Orlando had doubts about getting advice from a non-native. (The padre was a gringo.) Or maybe it was native pride—you don’t ask a foreigner about your own country.


When we got back to our rooms at ‘The Truluka Ritz,’as we dubbed these barracks that would make camping seem luxurious, I found a spider on the bed post that was three inches from toe to toe. Ernesto performed the old cup and post card trick for me and tossed it out the window. Then saying, “Siempre dos [always two],” he disappeared under the bed and emerged a moment later with a duplicate specimen.


The next day was market day on the river bank and the first boats would come down river at six. At dawn, To-mas knocked on my door, as planned. The amount of daylight indicated we’d both overslept. But, without Daylight Savings Time, these mornings deceived—it was only five-thirty and we could still get there before the fog lifted and the boats arrived from up-river. With our cameras, we scurried out.


Green plantain, snug in the long hollows of boats, popped out of the grey as the gondola-like vessels neared the bank in the misty river-scape. In the distance, far away where the Relibo River [Rio Relibo] begins, was the deeper green of the mountains. Up there was Karakima, our destination.


This riverside, this market with two grass huts as the only structures, was a kind of social border, as well. Up in the mountains lived the tribes, each more remote than the one before it. There were three settlements we’d now heard about, and we hoped to find them all. The map-drawing attempt the night before was at least a start.


Today Orlando identified the different factions exchanging goods, and suddenly the casual loading and unloading from boat to truck became a multi-leveled interaction, perhaps even the stirrings of a future town—a primitive trading post where different contingents converge, exchange, then leave the riverbank as silent and empty as before. With the river as throughway, the Indians send cacao, plantain, and bananas down from the mountains by boat. These natives are a shy and private people, intentionally secluding themselves from civilization. They only deal through a go-between who delivers their produce then secures other commodities to transport back up-river to them. On the riverbank, trucks assemble, filling up with Indians’ crops as quickly as the boats are emptied. The truck-drivers represent the Spanish-blooded majority of Costa Ricans, and differ in appearance from both the Indians and the Jamaican blacks of Punta del Sol and the East Coast.


Here in Truluka, merchants provide clothing and other supplies to exchange with the Indians. Every fifteen days they travel to San Jose to secure dresses and shirts that will be taken up-river to the tribes. So in-between the trucks and mounds of plantain on the riverbank are racks of brightly-colored garments.


These last few days before departure were spent researching the area and its traditions. As a native, much was familiar to Orlando, and we gringos pressed him for details, stories, secrets about the jungle. But Orlando was busily rounding up helpers for the trek, and maintained his velocity despite the humidity. The next day, after fetching Brett, Stacy, Darcy, and the kids from Punta del Sol, we regrouped over a late lunch.


“Sukia man only works at night,” said Mr. Waldo, Orlando’s stepfather, who’d accompanied Orlando the previous day on a recon mission to the Sukia’s house. “This one is very good; lots of people were waiting hours to see him.”


It was an uphill hike, but more through woods than jungle. Told it would take one and a half hours on foot, we did it in forty minutes. “Like a pack of hot red ants,” said Stacy, as we welcomed the sweat back after two days with no work-out.


“This is paradise,” I called out to Orlando, marching along behind me, as we passed a wood and grass hut on stilts, isolated among low hills, with broad-leafed banana plants covered in fruit.


“This is just the caviar snack,” Orlando smiled. “It’s nothing compared to what’s ahead.” We trekked on up through dense foliage and across streams. Such a well-worn path would’ve made it easy if not for the pace. And Mr. Waldo, sixty-four and an obvious influence on Orlando, raced right along with us.


The surroundings grew more idyllic as we climbed. Soft rises of lilting hills made it mellow and inviting, the whole area giving one the sensation of being swung in a hammock. Then, just above a glen of white birches, were two large wooden elevated houses, both with dried palm leaves as thatched roofs. Between the supportive stilts, roved pigs, chickens, dogs, and goats.


This healer lived in the second house but worked in the first. We followed Orlando and Mr. Waldo up the ‘staircase’—a smooth log on end, with carved notches for steps. Most of the large house was without walls, except for one inner room that had two. Twenty or more people, mostly middle-aged men and women with a smattering of kids, leaned or sat in wait of a session. Overnight cases and packs showed they’d come a long way and were prepared to wait. Orlando had made an appointment though (aided by a little cash, no doubt), so we were privileged to troop directly to the inner sanctum.


Vicente Ernandez Ernandez told us, with Orlando translating from Spanish, that he wasn’t actually a ‘sukia’ but a ‘doctoro corandero.’ A sukia, said he, was more a witch doctor than healer, who might help cast a spell as instructed by a patient as readily as help the patient get well—using his ‘magic’ for evil or good.


Orlando’s interest in this particular ‘corandero’ stemmed from Ernandez’s past. At twelve years of age, he’d begun studying with his elders, generations of coranderos, and believed that their knowledge and the passing down of information, strength, and power, was the essence of his healing abilities. At seventeen, after five years of study, he began working. Now, at “sixty-four or sixty-five,” he had carried out the wishes of his father, who died at eighty.


“What did your father say to you before he died?” asked Orlando.


“‘I’m going to die and you’re going to live on. Cure people. And help your family. I want you to help your brothers and sisters. Help them with honesty—don’t fool them. Don’t fool anybody. And don’t drink!’”


Then Ernandez told us that some sukias accept rum from people, or even ask for it, and that he had never done that. He did accept payment though, ten or twenty dollars generally from a patient, and seemed to be doing well—inasmuch as his wife and children had another entire house to live in.
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