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    Introduction

    Washed Ashore / A Seaside View

    To reach the village of Kuri we flew from La Ceiba to Palacios, crossed Ibans Lagoon to Cocobila in a tuk-tuk, and then walked overland for an hour and a half on a savannah path between lagoon and sea. The path continued through a tunnel of sea grapes before spitting us out on a white Caribbean beach. Walking past Tampa Tingni Lagoon, we could see Kuri perched on a sand bluff; the village looked friendly, with green grass cut tight to the ground, smoke effusing from the cookhouses, and coconut trees waving in the sea breeze. We entered Kuri’s central cluster of houses and set our backpacks down on the ground. A kuka, or grandmother, stepped out of her home to greet me and my geographer husband.

    Kuka Denecela sported a light-blue turban fashioned from a towel twisted around her head. More than a dozen beaded necklaces graced her neck. Spreading her arms wide, she spoke. “Bien … ,” she false started. “Bienvenidos … a … Kuri.” She dropped her arms and exhaled audibly, as if exhausted from having to speak in Spanish, a second language to her indigenous Miskitu.

    “Vé aquellos arboles?” (See those trees?) She pointed with her lips perched toward the edge of the yard. “Son mios … y este es mi patio.” (They are mine … and this is my patio.) She glided her hand slowly through the air to frame the yard. “Vé aquellas casas?” (See those houses?) “Son de mis hijas.… Las doy tierra para que vivan cerca de mi.” (They’re my daughters.’ … I give them land so they can stay close to me.) After pausing a moment to view the social landscape, she lip-pointed to a nearby house. “Ustedes pueden quedar allá mientras mi hija Enemecia esta trabajando en el río.” (You can stay there while my daughter Enemecia is upriver tending the fields).

    An auspicious beginning, I thought to myself. Here I was, a neophyte ethnographer hoping to study female-centered social organization, and within the first few minutes in Kuri the head of a matrilocal group, the kuka herself, offered me and my husband one of her daughters’ homes. Peter and I settled in by nightfall, unpacking enough for a comfortable night’s sleep. The next day we cleaned the house, organized our sparse possessions, and arranged to live in Enemecia’s house for six months.

    Kuri’s houses were thatched-roof, one-room structures with wooden walls and floors. The houses were built on posts, elevated three to five feet from the ground. Raised houses were an attempt to keep villagers dry during the wet season. Most houses had a separate cookhouse nearby, built directly on the ground with a fogón, or clay hearth, inside. A few of the larger houses were painted light blue beneath a tin roof, a local sign of prosperity. Less substantial structures with bamboo walls sat on the ground and distinguished the poorer residents. Dooryard gardens of breadfruit, orange, mango, cashew, and berry trees were cultivated around the permanent houses.

    Everyone in the family referred to Delfina as “Kikalmuk” (the Miskitu kinship term for eldest sister) or just “Kikal.” Delfina was Kuka Denecela’s first child, born to a Creole father (Creoles maintained a higher socioeconomic ranking than the Miskitu). She was, by far, the most well off of the sisters, especially given that the other sisters’ father, Octavio Ferrera, was a Miskitu man of considerably lesser economic means.

    As a girl Delfina had lived in her Creole aunt Sara’s house in Brus Lakun (Brewer’s Lagoon), the largest Miskitu town in Honduras. In Brus she helped Aunt Sara with domestic chores and eventually met and married Siksto George (literally, George VI), one of the first Miskitu elementary teachers in Honduras. Siksto was originally from Auka, Nicaragua, and after finishing his teaching stint in Brus Lakun, he followed Delfina back to her home community of Kuri, where he worked for twenty years in the neighboring village of Utla Almuk. In a region where the majority of men worked as deepwater lobster divers and farmers, Siksto stood out as one of the few professionals.1 He also distinguished himself as the de facto male leader of Kuri, as the most visible and educated of the four men in permanent residence. Other men in permanent residence included a pastor and two elderly men who no longer worked their fields.

    Delfina inherited coastal village property and agricultural and hunting lands upriver from her mother’s side of the family. She not only had garnered the family’s coveted beachfront property to build her home but she also benefitted from Siksto’s steady salary as a teacher. The couple later built and opened a small comedor (restaurant) and bodega (small store). Claiming only one biological child, their family grew through successive adoptions of Delfina’s younger sisters’ children. Within a few years their home had expanded into a compound, including a sleeping house, a separate cookhouse, a bathing house, and the comedor and bodega. Delfina and Siksto later began working with an ecotourism company from Tegucigalpa that catered to North American and European tourists. This business connection prompted them to build a house for ecotourists to rent by the night. Newer and larger beachfront homes soon followed for their biological and adopted children.

    Two other sistersTomasa and Ilabiahad their houses nearby. Tomasa’s house sat on four-foot posts with a crooked staircase in front that climbed straight up the middle. Tomasa was a single mom with eight children who ran up and down the steps incessantly; she reminded me of the lady who lived in the shoe. Ilabia’s home, small and lower to the ground, was a cottage that did not provide enough space for her four children. The children preferred to stay nights with Delfina. The cottage-house was deserted during our time in Kuri, as Ilabia had separated from her husband, Mindel, a carpenter and lobster diver. Their children were thereafter raised permanently by Delfina.

    The house where we lived was vacated due to a similar situation. Enemecia had recently separated from her husband, Alan, a former biosphere reserve park ranger turned private guide. Alan had returned to his mother’s matrigroup in Tasbapauni, and Enemecia took her five children (one from her first union, three with Alan, and an adopted child of her deceased sister) to live upriver with her father in Liwa Raya, the family hunting and agricultural camp along the Río Plátano. When she returned to the coast, Enemecia and her brood stayed at Kuka Denecela’s house. Of all the daughters, Enemecia maintained the closest relationship with her mother, Kuka Denecela.

    Kuka Denecela’s sleeping house and cookhouse were set back in the village, a hundred yards or so from the beach. All of the daughters’ homes were close to the kuka’s and overlooked an open freshwater well in her patio. The well functioned as the central social station, where the sisters and their daughters washed clothes, bathed, and held court much of the day. During the days that followed, I watched the sisters attend to their daily domestic activitiescleaning their houses and patios, cooking, caring for the young, and working together in their yucca fields close to the beach. The women visited each other’s houses continuously throughout the day. I began to see the tightly knit social and economic networks that existed between the women and how all of the households functioned as part of the larger domestic unit of the matrilocal compound. Then the most obvious question struck me, Where were all the men?
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    Figure 1. Kuka Denecela’s sleeping house and cookhouse (Photo credit: Peter Herlihy)

    [image: ]


    Figure 2. Kuka Denecela with pipe (Photo credit: Laura Herlihy)

    As days turned into weeks I came to know the sisters and other women in Kuri well enough to ask them about their husbands. Most of the men worked as buzos (lobster divers) on boats fishing in Honduran and other international waters; others were upriver hunting and working in their family’s agricultural fields along the Río Plátano. Still other men lived in different regions of Moskitia, sharing their time between families, including their other wives and children. It soon became obvious that coastal villages like Kuri were the women and children’s domain. The women referred to this phenomenon by their own term, waikna apu, which they used for both permanent and temporary states of being without men.2
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    Figure 3. Children on Kuri’s beach (Photo credit: Peter Herlihy)

    Strenuous village chores that, following the gendered division of labor in Miskito society, only men could accomplish often presented themselves. In these cases the sisters had to search high and low to find a man. Beneath the heat of the midmorning sun during verano (the dry season), sisters Delfina, Tomasa, Enemecia, and Ilabia and Neomi, Delfina’s cook, had gathered around the natural well in the middle of the kuka’s patio, just yards from the opened window of my house. I could see that the activities of the matrigroup had come to a halt. I overheard them talkingthe well water had become dirty, which meant that no clothes washing, cooking, cleaning, or bathing could ensue that day. The sisters were lamenting the obvious. They were, as usual, waikna apu.

    A man was needed to descend into the well and dig the shaft deeper, a dirty, hot, time-consuming job. Delfina, who wielded the most power to coerce others, began the manhunt by announcing, “Waikna pliki auna” (I’m off to look for a man). “Kaia maka” (Let’s go), she commanded Naomi, her cook. Like soldiers, they walked single file into the monte (forest), Naomi trailing behind; the two scoured nearby villages for a healthy male body. An hour passed. The women then reappeared with a distant male relative (a former “husband” of a second cousin) who, luckily for them, owed Delfina money. This was quite a find in the city of women, one that reinforced Delfina’s ascending status as a kuka and the head of her smaller but blossoming matrigroup.

    Kuka Denecela exited her cookhouse, taking note of the man in the well. She checked under her steps, verifying that her shovel was missing. With her arms folded in front of her, she asked her daughters point blank, “Yang shuvelki ba, yaki briwan bara makabi ai walras kan?” (Who took my shovel without asking?)

    Delfina mumbled a profanity under her breath (“hijo de puta” was one of her favorites). The sisters, biting their lips to disguise their laughter, looked away from their mother.

    “Hmmm,” Kuka snapped her chin upward and released a quick voiced nasal to show that she was insulted. Two short braids flapped at the back of her neck. Glancing at her daughters from the sides of her eyes, rechecking that they were watching her, she yelled defensively, “Yang baman man yaptikam sna, mai wipaia sna” (I’m your mother, it’s my job to reprimand you). Kuka marched over, grabbed her shovel, and half pouting, half glaring at her offspring, retreated to her cookhouse.

    Entertained that their mother had become uba praut (self-righteous and brazen), the sisters laughed openly once Kuka was out of earshot. Their nervous laughter acted as a release mechanism for the uncomfortable situation at hand: the sisters had been trying to remain charming, if not flirty, with the man below the ground so that he would continue cleaning the well. But by chastising the sisters, Kuka had given the impression that their family was tingkikas (unappreciative) of his efforts.

    Delfina murmured another ungodly remark. Tomasa, the sister with eight children, giggled uncontrollably and accidently wet her pants. This was noted immediately by her sisters, who reacted with screeches. The energy level remained high, no doubt due to the presence of a strange man in their well. The spirited discourse hinted that it would not be long until Delfina usurped her mother’s power. After all, Delfina had stood up to Kuka.

    I did not think much less of Delfina for cursing her mother. I reasoned that, after all, it was Delfina who had invested the most time and effort into solving the dirty water problem. In fact, it was the financial debt owed to her that got the man below sea-level in the first place, and after he climbed out of the well, Delfina had her cook prepare a meal for the man, a cost that would not be shared by her mother nor her sisters. As for the man in the well, I had never seen him before that day and I would never see him again.

    A Trip up the Río Plátano

    Kuri lies in the hub of social and economic activity along the north coast of Moskitia. Connected to ten neighboring coastal villages through a network of footpaths, lagoons, and manmade canals, in addition to the open coastal byway, being on the coast meant being in a relatively cosmopolitan and connected world. Kabura (being on the coast) was being in a social world of visiting friends and families; it was watching the hustle and bustle of people in motion, going to churches, schools, health centers, graveyards, restaurants, and stores. The women in Kuri said they much preferred the coastal ambience over the isolated agricultural camps upriver.

    Klaura (being upriver) was a different state of mind than being on the coast. Family agricultural lands with seasonal work camps, called kiamps in Miskitu, champas in Spanish, and camps in English, are situated along the Río Plátano a day or two upriver by pipante (a flat-bottom dugout canoe) and palanca (a pole used to push canoes upriver) from the coastal villages. Being upriver was being in an isolated world, where travel is difficult and one lives close to the elements. Both sun and rain beat down relentlessly on those who traversed the river and worked in the agricultural fields. Upriver was the men’s domain.

    “The boat is at the landing,” Kuka Denecela instructed us as she walked us through the neighborhood of Kusuapaihka to get to the landin (the canal’s edge, which villagers used as a natural dock). Three pipantes, constructed for poling up and paddling down the rivers, waited at the landing. There were also larger, barrel-shaped cayucos (round-bottom dugout canoes), built for ocean travel. One cayuco was painted light blue with an outboard motor attached at the rear. My guess was correctthis would be ours. Our guide, Alan, a park ranger of sorts who was married to Enemecia, was already breaking branches in two and shoving them between the sides of the cayuco for our seats.
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    Figure 4. The Evangelical Pentecostal Church, Kuri, by M. Kendrid, age ten

    The passengers in the pipantes next to ours waited patiently for their boatmen, wearing plastic bags and towels as hats to protect themselves from the midmorning sun. Men and women politely said their good-byes along the dock before climbing aboard their canoes. Shaking hands softly with only the ends of their fingers, they pressed their faces together and sniffed each other, the customary Miskitu greeting among friends and family. The locals spoke quietly, saying “aisabe” (good-bye) and “kaiki was” (be careful), looking down to respectfully avoid eye contact.

    “Klaura kaisa?” (Are you going up?), Kuka Denecela asked her friend in one of the canoes.

    “Aouu” (Yes), the woman said, elongating the vowels to make her answer more emphatic.

    Kuka focused in on a young sojourner: “Pain bas” (Behave yourself); she pointed her finger at her grandson Mario in another flat-bottomed canoe. Mario hung his head in shame. “Walram?” (Are you listening?), Kuka threatened him. I later learned that poorly behaved children like Mario were commonly sent upriver as punishment.

    Once we were situated in our cayuco, Alan pushed us back a few yards before starting the motor. We continued through the canal, eventually connecting to the Río Plátano some distance from the river’s mouth at Barra Plátano (a sandbar that formed where the river empties out to the sea). Heading upriver, we passed two bends of cattle land before we entered Miskitu agricultural and hunting lands. Using one of the few outboard motors then found along the north coast, we passed weighted-down canoes carrying as many as ten people who were headed to their fields. Most were packed with small children and animalsroosters, dogs, and even cats in bags. Other dugouts were filled with produce, heading back down to the coast to sell or share it with family members.

    Champas (probably from the English word, camp) stood on high bluffs overlooking the river’s edge. These shelters, pole-framed structures with no walls, are reworked yearly for dry season occupancy. From the boat we could see the roofs made of thatched palm and the beds fashioned from bamboo with mosquito netting hooked above them.
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    Figure 5. A man in a pipante with cargo, Río Plátano (Photo credit: Peter Herlihy)

    By the early afternoon our cayuco reached Liwa Raya, the workplace of Kuka Denecela’s matrigroup. The small beach at Liwa Raya had a bench sunken in the sand; a small piece of laundry soap sat on top. We climbed the bluff’s slope, each of us carrying our gear, and stopped when we reached the cookhouse. Inside was the fogón, a shelf to store dishes, and a wooden rack above for provisions. Chickens, dogs, and cats scoured the patio for morsels of rice. Children ran behind the small animals to chase them out of the kitchen and patio area.

    Behind the open fire stood Enemecia, who was already making coffee for us. Alan hesitated before greeting Enemecia, and then he smiled, bending down to kiss each of the four girls hugging at his legs and waist. Since her separation from Alan, Enemecia had lived in in Liwa Raya and worked the land with her father, Dama (grandfather or respected male elder) Octavio.

    Enemecia served us coffee and began preparing dinner. Dama Octavio had hunted that day and killed a tepesquintle (Agouti paca or Cuniculus paca), a large rodent widely sought by the locals for its savory meat. Alan relaxed in the hammock waiting for a home-cooked meal.

    It was dark when three men approached the cookhouse. Friends of Octavio, these men somehow had gotten word of Octavio’s kill. Alan looked suspiciously at them and then at Enemecia. I helped Enemecia serve and clear the visitors’ plates in what seemed like an uncomfortable silence. We poured water over each of their hands from a plastic bowl; afterwards they took the bowl’s remaining water, swished it around in their mouths, and spit it out. Next Enemecia and I brought each of them coffee, sugar, and a spoon, waiting while they stirred. This was more domestic work than I had done in months. On the coast we were served our daily meals in Delfina’s comedor.

    The men disappeared back into the night after finishing their coffee. Alan raked his eyes over Enemecia before inquiring, “Do you have a man up here?” Enemecia scoffed back at him, “Me up here alone with my father and children, and you on the coast drinking and carrying on with your girlfriends, and you have the nerve to ask me that.”

    At the other end of the patio Octavio opened a bible and handed it to Enemecia’s oldest daughter, Rustelia. “Why don’t you read to us?” With a group of ten circling around her in hammocks, benches, and chairs, Rustelia read aloud in Spanish. Mario, her twelve-year-old brother (an adopted cousin), was in charge of keeping slivers of fragrant, slow-burning pine, or leña, (from the distant savanna) available for Rustelia to use like a candle.

    [image: ]


    Figure 6. Liwa Raya campground (Photo credit: Peter Herlihy)
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    Figure 7. Cousins eating dinner, Liwa Raya (Photo credit: Peter Herlihy)

    “Mario,” Enemecia bellowed repeatedly as the leña burned out and interrupted the reading.

    The men then retired to their hammocks to talk and smoke cigarettes while the children got ready for bed. After Peter had explained his work, Octavio agreed to take Alan and him into the forest the next day. The family woke up at 4:30 a.m., much earlier than people on the coast. By 6:00 a.m. Enemecia and Rustelia had cooked, served, and cleaned up breakfast; the children had hauled water and chopped firewood for the day; and Peter, Alan, and Octavio had left on a ten-plus-mile hunting trip into the pristine, tall forest. Enemecia planned to work her fields, and I would write up field notes on the patio and in hammocks at Liwa Raya.

    “Rustelia,” Enemecia turned to her daughter and smiled, “Do you want to work today?” Rustelia ran to the house, grabbed her gear, and returned. “Ready,” she said with spirit. The mother and daughter looked like warriors with their rubber boots, pants under their dresses, heads wrapped in bandanas to keep insects out, and machetes resting on their shoulders.

    “Mario,” Enemecia added as an afterthought, “you stay here and watch the children and the patio.” Mario’s lip quivered and he began to cry silently, turning his head away to hide his tears from the others. Mario was twelve and Rustelia was thirteen. She could still beat him in wrestling.

    We left Liwa Raya three days later and headed back downriver to the coast. Enemecia was sullen. We said our good-byes at the small beach. “We’ll be back,” I said, while giving Enemecia a final hug.

    “Oh, yeah,” Enemecia quipped, releasing me from her embrace. “You’re not gonna come back, you’re going to forget about Liwa Raya.” Enemecia was responding to me but glaring directly into Alan’s eyes.

    A canoe moved upriver with a woman and her husband from Utla Almuk, a coastal village to the southeast of Kuri. The woman called to Enemecia, “Your sister Tomasa said she can’t come up this week … the baby’s still sick. She said that she’ll come next week.” The woman nodded to indicate the end of the message. She used her whole body’s strength to push her palanca into the river bottom and propel the pipante onward against the current.

    “Oh, yeah?” Enemecia asked rhetorically. “When will Tomasa ever come?” Enemecia’s remark betrayed the antagonism she felt toward her more social, coastal-dwelling sisters. She thought her sisters made excuses not to come upriver.

    “The fields are cleaned, and still they don’t come to plant … they’ve
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