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It is a pleasure and an honor to write this foreword for the most recent book by my friend Clyde Stephens. Very few have researched and published so much on the banana industry of Panama, Central America, northern South America, and the Caribbean. By training, he is an entomologist but given his many interests, he is like a man of the renaissance. Besides rescuing many unknown chapters of one of the most important agricultural industries in the tropics of the New World, he gradually became keenly passionate about the natural history of these countries, their people, customs and beliefs. Although born in the United States, he is also a card-carrying “Bocasman,” residing half of the year in Bocas del Toro, on the rainy Caribbean side of the Isthmus of Panama, in a solar-powered house he built at Hospital Point in 1991. This is the spectacular site where the United Fruit Company built its first hospital in 1899. He lives the rest of the year in Tavares, Florida.

I must digress some decades ago when we first met and became friends. In 1980, I was a young anthropologist for Panama’s Ministry of Economic Policy and Planning and had just published my first bilingual book on the oral history of the life and times of don Carlos Reid, a Creole from Bocas del Toro. One day, a security guard at the Ministry called and said an American entomologist from the Chiriqui Land Company in Bocas del Toro wanted to see me. I told him to let him in. My office was at the back of the Palacio de las Garzas (the Palace of the Herons), Panama’s presidential palace, near the Parque de la Catedral, the heart of this old port city. In minutes, we became friends. He told me he had worked in Puerto Armuelles where I was born and we had many friends in common. Clyde told me about his banana work in Central America with the United Fruit Company and about living and exploring in Bocas del Toro. However, he felt frustrated that there was hardly any information in Spanish about the notable history of the banana industry that had played such an important economic and social role in Bocas del Toro and Chiriqui. School children and teachers hardly had any knowledge of the vital role of the banana industry in Panama. Since banana growing for export would soon be a century old in Bocas, he wanted to write a short monograph on this fascinating history and wondered if someone would publish his article in Spanish. He had hundreds of fascinating, but little-known photographs of the birth of the banana industry and its pioneers in Panama.

At the time, I was a member of Panama’s Anthropological Association and offered to translate and publish his manuscript in Spanish for Panamanian readers. Our members were delighted because many of them had done research in Bocas del Toro. In 1987, the booklet Bosquejo histórico del cultivo del banano en la provincia de Bocas del Toro (1880-1980) became the first special publication of the Revista Panameña de Antropología.

Soon, Clyde’s research and publications about the banana industry bloomed. He published Bananeros in Central America: True Stories of the Tropics (1989). La historia de Punta Hospital, Centro médico pionero 1899-1920 (1997). Banana People: True Stories of the Tropics (2002). Bosquejo histórico de la provincia de Bocas del Toro, Panama (2008). In these publications he rescues the visionary barons of the industry, the plantation managers, the engineers who built the railroads, the ports, and the towns. Then there were the mandadores responsible for the farms, the diverse peasantry who gradually became banana field workers in the modern agro-export industry. These workers included those who kept the rail lines, the farms or the stevedores who loaded the bananas ships. Also, there was the fascinating history of banana scientists and the doctors and nurses that staffed the hospitals; they were considered the best on the Caribbean side of Central America.

The banana industry also gave rise to a particular vocabulary, in Spanish and English, that Clyde handles masterfully. Geographically, his work takes place where bananas grow along the great tropical rivers with their rich alluvial soils, such as the Sixaola, Changuinola, Reventazon, Terraba, Ulua and the Motagua.

In Banana Man, his most recent publication, Clyde delights us with little-known stories on the contributions of the United Fruit Company to the development of Central America, on the development of the manila hemp and rubber plantation industries during World War II, on the history of tropical medicine and on the building of banana canals. One chapter is devoted to living under a dictatorship.

One of the most interesting sections of his book is the role the Germans played in the development of the banana industry and the tragedies they suffered during the first and second world wars when they were expropriated, sent to concentration camps, and expatriated to Germany, where many fell in the hands of the advancing Russian Red Army. Some managed to return, like the Probst family from Chiriqui.

Don Clyde, as people from Bocas call him, is a down-to-earth person, concerned about the welfare of others, who makes visitors feel good at his home, and is very hospitable. He is a great host, with a great sense of humor in English and Spanish, and who likes to poke fun at himself. His interests are wide and range from the economic and social history of regions to their natural history, the people and their customs and beliefs. He is also intellectually very generous, a researcher who likes to share his findings with others.

I am sure that Central Americans, Panamanians, and Colombians will find don Clyde’s latest publication on the history of Chiquita bananas fascinating.

Stanley Heckadon-Moreno

Panama, March 2023
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Close Encounters with Germans
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My father graduated in 1929 with a Bachelor of Science in Agricultural Education from the University of Florida and taught vocational agriculture in high school. After several years of teaching, his agrarian roots lured him back to the soil and he purchased a farm to grow crops, cattle and raise children. In 1934, I was the first of three born on this farm in north Florida southwest of Quincy. Three more were added to the family by 1946 in other places.

In 1941, J. F. Williams came from the Florida state capital in Tallahassee and told my father that he had to sell his farm and go back to teaching agriculture. Williams was the Superintendent of Agricultural Education for the state. My father, Carl Wilson Stephens (1903-1996), told his old friend that he was happy with his family on the farm and had no intention of leaving. Williams then sternly reminded my dad that there was a war on and an urgent need to teach the boys and men how to grow food and fiber for the war effort. Williams made it clear that if my Dad did not comply, he would pull out his badge of authority and draft him on the spot. Dad had no choice. The large farm in Gadsden County on Juniper Creek, southwest of the Sawdust Community crossroads, was sold to a neighbor, Joseph Suber, who grew shade tobacco used for wrapping cigars.

My father was told that he would replace his double first cousin, Vaughn Driggers, in Apopka near Orlando way down in Central Florida. Driggers was a reserve officer and had already reported to the Army. Dad went to Apopka looking for any place to put his large family, but there was no housing of any kind to rent in the entire town.

By chance, Dad noticed an old, empty three-story mansion at the north end of Highland Avenue. When he asked the owner, Mr. Chamberlain in Orlando, if he would rent the house, the elderly tycoon from Pittsburgh told him that his country home was not for rent. My Dad then explained that he had been forced to teach vocational agriculture as part of the war effort and had no place to live. Immediately, Mr. Chamberlain changed his mind and declared that he wanted to help with the war effort, too. And yes, he would rent the house. My dad asked how much for the rent and the reply was $200. Dad said that he hardly earned that much every month. “Oh,” said Mr. Chamberlain, “I mean $200 a year.” They shook hands and the deal was made. The property had the mansion, a huge yard, a garden, labor house, chicken yard and a big barn with infrastructure to milk cows. The rest of the 160 acres had an orange grove, two lakes, a pasture, fields for growing crops and plenty of natural woodlands.
[image: Image Gallery]
After I finished the 1st grade in Greensboro near where I was born, we moved to the Chamberlain mansion in Apopka in June of 1941. Mama was eight months pregnant. After two trips of hauling a family of six, furniture, personal items, farm implements and four cows in a trailer pulled by a 1938 Hudson Terraplane car, we settled into our new abode—the Chamberlain mansion in Apopka. Well, almost.

My father was obligated to attend the annual vocational agriculture teachers meeting in Daytona Beach and was gone part of a week. On June 30, 1941, my mother gave birth to her fifth baby upstairs in the bedroom to the left of the stairs. Doctor Thomas McBride, the only doctor in Apopka, assisted with the birth. When Dad called from Daytona Beach, Mama asked him what to call his son. He quickly said John Philip Stephens because he had just heard an inspiring band concert with music by the great composer, John Philip Sousa, in the Daytona Beach Bandshell by the beach.

On December 7,, 1941, my father heard on the radio that Japan had bombed Pearl Harbor. President Franklin Delano Roosevelt declared war on Japan the next day. Germany and Italy declared war on the United States and the USA reciprocated on December 11. Dad and I were in the shade of a large clump of bamboo in the front yard. He explained to me what World War II was about, why we moved to Apopka, and the need for him to teach men how to grow food for the war effort.

Within a few months in 1942, the U.S. Army expropriated the city of Apopka athletic field, stadium and surrounding properties to train soldiers for war. The area, known as the “ball park,” was only one block from our house—practically in our front yard. A few of these young soldiers were married and wanted to be with their wives during their last three months of training before being shipped off to war. But there was no place to put their wives in Apopka. That is, except maybe at our house. Husbands in Army uniforms started knocking on our door and pleading with my mother to please rent them a room for three months.

My parents consolidated our entire family of seven in the only bedroom with a private bathroom that was located downstairs. My mother furnished two rooms on the first floor, four rooms on the second floor and a large single room on the third floor. The two-room labor house in the back yard was also made livable. Each room had the basics: a kerosene stove, a dining table with two chairs, pots, eating utensils, linens and the most important piece of furniture—the bed. There was one toilet, bathtub and sink down the hall in the only other bathroom. The couple on the third floor had to walk down the stairs to the first floor to use the bathroom. Rent was $28 a month. We kids were assigned to collect trash from the garbage can in each rented room and burn the contents. Even though we were innocent children, we soon learned what those strange, long latex tubes were used for. We tiny boys even tried on some for size. Obviously, condoms were made for men, not boys.
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All rooms were quickly booked after each three-month training cycle. Although that was a short time, my parents and us kids bonded with these young couples who came from all over the United States. It was sad when a husband went off to war in Europe or the Pacific and had to say goodbye to his wife, sometimes in our presence. She had to return home alone either by bus or train. Despite censored mail with missing sentences clipped out with scissors, we got letters from husbands telling us about battles, wounds and war. That was sad and upsetting. Wives also sent us mail telling us about their husbands and themselves. Gifts of appreciation sometimes came to our house. Once, we got a box of apples from a wife in Virginia. That was a thrill for us Florida kids who ate mostly oranges. We kept contact with some of those couples for several years after the war was over in 1945.

I learned something about New York City and Brooklyn accents. Mama told me that I could make some money by selling green, boiled peanuts to the soldier boys in the Army camp. My father grew peanuts and Mama boiled them for me to sell. The first day as a peanut vendor, I walked down the sand road with several dozen paper bags of boiled peanuts, fresh out of the ground. Soon, I heard this gruff, obnoxious, loud voice, “Hey kid, what cha got der?” “Peanuts,” I humbly replied. “Gimme a bag,” he said. I threw a bag over the tall fence, and he stuck a nickel through the cyclone wire. That was my first sale, and I was so happy because I had earned my first five cents at age eight. I walked on down the road hoping to sell more peanuts when I heard this loud, ingratiating voice yell at me again. “Hey, kid. Come back here. I want my money back. Take these peanuts back and roast em.” I didn’t know what roasted peanuts were, but I knew the rest of my life that I hated an accent like that. I poked the nickel back through the fence, ran home almost in tears and told Mama what happened. “Oh, son, don’t worry. Those old Yankee boys don’t know how to eat peanuts.” But my mother, Era Mae Bullock Stephens (1906-1977), conformed to market demand and roasted some peanuts, which we called “parched peanuts.” And yes, sales went up.

We kids walked six blocks to our grammar school. The high school was on the same site but has since been converted into the Apopka City Hall, while the site of the grammar school is now bare ground. It was normal to take a shortcut and walk down the railroad track that passed by the school.

As we walked along the tracks, it wasn’t unusual for us to see German prisoners of war just across the street loading and unloading railcars with cement and fertilizer. The POWs were from a camp located on the south side of Silver Lake (today, the campus of Lake-Sumter State College) in Lake County, east of Leesburg. This camp was attached to the Army Air Corps base there, not an uncommon practice during the war years of 1943 to 1945. These prisoners were assigned work tasks in industry and agriculture that earned them 80 cents per day.
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There was no doubt about these Germans being the enemy because newspapers, radio broadcasts and gossipy stories informed the public about them. We walked very cautiously on the far side of the railroad tracks so there would be less danger of being attacked by these dangerous enemies.

The truth was that these German prisoners were as harmless and docile as humans could be. They were young kids themselves, some teenagers or in their twenties, blond, blue-eyed boys who were laughing, joking, and calling to us scared kids as we walked in a hurry. I remember the guard with a gun casually slung over his shoulder, and I doubt that he was ever concerned about trouble or escapes.
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Many of these German captives felt lucky to have escaped the horrors of war in Europe. Now they lived in sunny, subtropical Florida, picked oranges, harvested vegetables and worked on roads. They had sports and recreational facilities, educational classes, a library, watched movies, had a canteen to spend their money, ate the same food as the guards and got medical care.

Over 9,000 prisoners of war were held in Florida during the war, with 250 of them at the Leesburg camp. The maximum number of German POWs in the continental U.S was 371,683 in May of 1945. There were POW camps in every state except Nevada and Vermont.1 Regardless of their good treatment, the men were still prisoners and many retained their loyalty to the Third Reich, Italy or Japan.

In our school in Apopka, students told “war stories” about Germans. When I was about eight or nine, I shocked the class by telling about a German couple, the Dietrichs, who had a small farm next to us in Apopka. They spoke English with a strong German accent. My father and I made a neighborly visit to their house to talk about his crops, chickens and cows. My wild eyes began to wander and I peeked through their windows. I told the class that I had seen arms, ammunition and hand grenades in their rooms. That really got the attention of the other students. But the teacher was doubtful and questioned my story. She was right, of course. It was all my imagination and a big lie. I have carried this burden all of my life and will, no doubt, go to hell for it.

After I entered the University of Florida in 1952, I went broke twice and couldn’t pay my tuition. My father could not help because his farm in Fort Myers hadn't made money for two years in a row. I worked as a student and received a meal ticket, but this wasn’t enough to cover my expenses. Those were hard times, so in September of 1954, although the Korean War had ended by then, I joined the Army because the Korean G.I. Bill would pay my tuition when I finished a two-year enlistment. That would save the day for me. Fortunately, I was sent to Germany and not South Korea.

I arrived in Germany in February of 1955 where the extreme cold was excruciating for a Florida boy. This was less than a decade after World War II, and I was shocked to see so much war damage still visible in some German cities. But I admired the people for their determination and hard work to rebuild their war-torn country with the help of the American Marshall Plan.

I was assigned to the 46th AAA Battalion in Fliegerhorst, a small, quiet former Nazi base in the countryside east of Hanau. My sergeant pointed out to the commanding lieutenant that the Florida boy’s nose, ears and face turned purple in the frozen gun park. As a result, I became a radio operator and transmitted messages in Morse code and by voice from a warm, locked radio shack. When I had time off, I enjoyed lots of good German beer and wine in scenic old villages like Rudesheim on the Rhine River.

In Frankfurt am Main, there were still many blocks and streets with piles of rubble. In the middle of this horribly bombed historic area, I knew where there were stairs descending below the street level to Der Jazz Keller. As you went down the steps, the cloud of cigarette smoke got thicker. Then the blast of lively music really hit you. I ordered ein stein Bier and found a seat. Amazingly, there was a small, upright piano in the band that played American jazz—a rare musical form in Germany in the 1950s. American military guys and Germans played together for fun in a perpetual jam session. Anyone who wanted to play got their turn. English was spoken but German was the predominant language in Der Jazz Keller. I met mostly Germans in that rustic underground cellar that had survived the tons of bombs of World War II. This unique cavern served a very good purpose and helped former enemies connect with music, beer, friendship and good times. Music had always been my hidden passion. I attended performances when I could get a pass through the gate at Fliegerhorst. Within a short taxi ride in an old Mercedes Benz car, I could hear wonderful concerts in small villages that had an old church with an ancient pipe organ and a choir that performed Bach or Handel.
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The best concert I remember was in Frankfurt am Main in a new opera house that had been built after World War II. To get to a performance on time was a challenge. I had to quickly change from my Army work uniform to some appropriate civilian clothes. Then I rushed out the main gate of Fliegerhorst Kaserne, took a taxi to the train station, then boarded a train pulled by a steam engine to the Frankfurt am Main Haupbahnhof—the main train station. From there, I almost ran to the opera house, about eight blocks away. I never had a reservation, but I knew that I could always get that special seat that no one else wanted. It was behind a supporting post in the balcony. I could see everything on the stage and in the orchestra pit simply by shifting to the left or right of the post. This seat was affordable for a poor U.S. Army soldier who had just gotten a raise to $112 per month. My theater ticket cost four Deutsche Marks (DM), which was one U.S. dollar and I didn’t complain.

I attended the first concert performed in Germany after the war by the famous Concertgebouw Orchestra from Amsterdam, conducted by Eduard van Beinum, a renowned maestro. After they played Brahms’ Symphony Number Two, the German audience gave a heartfelt applause that went on and on. I think this was in deep appreciation to the Dutch for coming to Germany so soon after the war—a decade later. The sincere applause was perhaps a subtle apology for brutally invading and terrorizing tiny Holland only a few years earlier. Based on the arrogant expressions on
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