Letter 15 (Wednesday, March 21)
Hola!

I apologize for the overkill, but it´s SO comfortable in this air-conditioned room.  Besides, the past few days have showed me how much I don´t yet know about this place, and I just blindly assume that if I´m interested, well . . .


Saturday morning Ana, Mario, and I went to Managua, where they left me with Roberto while they had a medical checkup elsewhere.  Roberto took me to his mother´s house; this is Ana´s older sister, who lives alone, or with Roberto when he´s there, in the middle of the city.  She has been a widow for some four years.  Managua is the sprawlingest city ever and everywhere that I´ve seen it´s dingy and undistinguished.  This is partly nature´s fault.  The earthquake of 1972 demolished the place and taught people that tall buildings are a poor idea, especially since they can´t afford sound structures to withstand the quake of 200X.  One insurance company has a 40-story building, presumably well built.  It stands alone.


Saturday night a local dance hall was promising male and female stripper shows, so Ana, Mario, and I thought that would be fun and went.  For me it was an evening of watching other people dance to very loud music augmented by beer, but it did reinforce the idea that Villa El Carmen is in its downscale way very much of the modern world.  Only the male strippers showed up (this is a non sequitur), but they were very entertaining if not subtle.  I´m getting to like this pounding music in which there is no trace of mariachi, no accordions.  Many drums.  Many fast-talking Spanish-speaking tenors.


Sunday was a day of exploring Villa El Carmen, west and east.  I was out at 7 for a walk, and it was cool and bright.  We´ve been having a cold spell, the newspaper informed me later -- the temperature hasn´t risen past 35C for days.  That´s a cool 95F.  But the paper says the coming days will bring 40C or higher.  That´s 104F.  They have a word for such days here:  BOCHORNO, which my dictionary translates as 'muggy, stifling heat.'  I thought that´s what we´d been having already, but no.  Anyway, it was breezy and pleasant at 7 in the morning, and I discovered a new dirt road past the highway to the west.  Along the way I met a woman, in her 30s, on a horse gently herding half a dozen cows to their daily feeding place. She stopped, asked me who I was, etc., and said she had a girl in my school.  I was concerned because the cows kept moving, toward the highway where cars and big buses go screaming down the road, but she didn´t seem worried; I guess these cows are survivors, and she was her same pleasant self when I met her on the way back, so I guess the cows missed the bus.


The road started going down, and I figured it would reach the Rio El Salto soon, which it did.  Here the river is much prettier than it is closer to town, and there is no litter here.  The Selway it´s not, but there was a touch of Idaho in the air.  A lovely stream, cows in the field, one old white horse, a dusty road.  In place of pines and spruces, palm trees and mangoes.  Then back into town, past women cooking tortillas in a woklike pan over an open fire, toward the newspaper store.  There the family that runs the store, who expect me to show up for the paper, had a problem.  They had a one-ounce bottle of a liquid meant to be mixed with the cooling fluid of a refrigerator or freezer.  The directions were in English.  Though ignorant of cooling systems, I think I translated the directions OK. If not, I´ll probably find out.


On the east edge of town is a sign that says SITIO ARQUEOLOGICO and it lists three sites, two rivers and the CUEVA DE LOS INDIOS.  On the west edge of town is another sign on the same subject, with an arrow and below it, 4 KILOMETROS.  I´d been wanting to see this place.  Sunday Mario decided to take me.  He had never been there himself.


So around 11am, full of sunscreen, we drove out past this western sign, looking in particular for the Indian cave, where there were supposed to be prehistoric stone carvings by natives whom Mario could identify only as Nicaraguenses. Some day maybe 20 years ahead, the way to the Indian cave will be clearly marked as the road forks and reforks and forks again.  The road will be flat and paved.  From the road there will be a path, and from the path a stairway, leading tourists, out for a drive from their condominium on the Pacific coast, gently down into the cave.  Pero ahorita, no.  This is not a tourist trap yet, it´s a maze for natives.  Mario had very little idea where we were going, and left to our own devices we never would have gotten there.  But he stopped to ask three young men (one a high school and the others a year out of school) where the cave was.  They gave some really sophisticated directions, but then they came running after the car to say they´d show us, because they knew where the carvings were (and had nothing better to do).  So they climbed in the back and off we went.


And they did know, mostly.  First we skirted the edge of Villa El Carmen´s water source, a spring from where the water is pumped through pipes to the town.  We had to do this to get to a path to a stream, where the boys stopped and one started brushing leaves from a rock to reveal a prehistoric Indian carving beneath.  A few feet away was what looked like a dinosaur but was (they said) a large lizard, and across the stream -- one boy splashed water on it to make it stand out -- was a portrait of two faces with the eye and mouth holes about an inch deep.


To get this far we had to cross a recently plowed sugarcane field -- no signs to be seen but somehow the boys knew -- over a temporary road made by tractors, except the middle part of this 'road' turned out to be plowed over so the car had to stop and we walked.  This on a day when the wind was fierce and clouds of dust were whipping all over (the erosion here has to be terrible).  When we returned Mario had to back out over a few hundred yards, being careful not to stray off this road and get stuck in what looked like very soft, fine dry dirt.  We continued, up an ever-more bumpy dirt road, with Mario manipulating the window buttons like a video game to keep the dust out from whichever angle it was blowing in.  To have all the windows closed was certain death.


But when we came to a ledge in the road, twice the height of Villa El Carmen´s speed bumps, it was all over for the car.  Mario said “No,” and we got out and walked, up to the top of a hill and down the other side, bushwhacking, and even the boys weren´t quite sure where the cave was.  But we found it, and the carvings were there:  human faces, a bird, groups of people, patterns I couldn´t figure out.  (But I have photos.)  One pair of faces, the boys said, were a man and a woman. How can you tell?  Because the man´s face is round, but the woman´s face is heart-shaped.  This may or may not be good anthropology, but it´s sweet so I believed them.


Monday we drove to the supposed great economic hope for Villa El Carmen.  This is a huge, sprawling complex on 1800 acres and three-and-a-half miles of beach, at the western-northern edge of the municipio Villa El Carmen.  The plans, in eight phases, call for condominiums, beachfront houses, two golf courses, and a Marriott hotel.  The builder is Gran Pacifica, a real estate company with lots of money, which bought the land four years ago from a very rich farmer.  Evidently all the coastal land in Nicaragua is privately owned.


Our guides, Helio the English teacher and Manuel the computer-room assistant, both work part-time for Gran Pacifica, and they were more or less upbeat about the development´s impact on Villa El Carmen.  GP pays property taxes to the municipio, for one thing.  It has invested in local improvements such as extending the reach of electricity and improving the water supply.  And it is initiating a three-year program in teaching English, or English-preparation, in twelve area schools at the 5th and 6th grade levels.  Helio is to be one of the teachers.


So GP joins various other sources of material and educational aid to VEC.  These would include, besides the Moscow Sister City Association, the U. S.-based Quest for Peace and its Nicaraguan partner Instituto Juan XXIII, Plan Nicaragua (connected to the preceding two I don´t know just how, but it´s a division of Plan International), and of course the national and the local governments.  And probably lots more that I don´t know about, private and governmental.


The site is impressive and active, lots of construction, a fair amount done already but enough left to take years to finish.  But it will be open within a year, and the distinctly American-sounding family in the swimming pool is an indication, it may be open now.  I have its very very glossy brochure.  It´s in English.


Coming back, Mario took a detour and said, “Now we´re going to the funeral.”  This was the funeral of the father of two teachers, who died yesterday, and Mario had gone to his vigil Sunday night.  We were in San Cayetano, just across the border from Villa El Carmen.  We arrived at the house of the deceased man´s sister; inside was the coffin.  Outside, where we stayed, were about three hundred people, including quite a few school kids; it looked like school had been let out for the occasion.  Plastic chairs were everywhere.  


People sat and talked and laughed, and a few showed signs of grief, but I figure the people closest to the deceased were inside the house.  We sat for close to an hour.  I was sitting next to Manuel on one side and a fourteen-year old girl, a student of Mario´s, and her mother on the other.  Manuel claimed that the girl and her mother were gossiping about whether I wanted to get married.  Just who was angling for me remained unknown, but the girl was full of giggles.  Pale-skinned strangers are funny to lots of people here, especially kids.


Eventually there was singing inside, and then the people outside all stood up, and the coffin came down the steps on the shoulders of four men.  The coffin led the procession of mourners down the street.  We did not follow, but watched as the coffin turned left at the end of the block and the crowd pursued it out of sight.  We drove home.  Manuel says that in every Nicaraguan village, the cemetery is within walking distance.


Love,


Dave

