
Table of Contents

Banana People

Contents

Foreword

Introduction and Acknowledgments

1 | Hot Springs, Honduras

2 | Learning the Language

3 | The Yugoslavs

4 | The Golfito Banana Railroad

5 | Corcovado National Park | Almost a Banana Plantation

6 | My First Banana Plantation

7 | Dallas Johnston, Gringo Overseer

8 | Banana Doctor

9 | Saving the Company

10 | Banana Scientist

11 | Juan Rayo—Martyr to his Beliefs

12 | Killing the Clock

13 | Cameroon, West Africa

14 | Bananeros under Fire

15 | The Chinese in Costa Rica and Panama

16 | German Genes in Bocas del Toro

17 | Banana Jews

18 | Royal Families among Banana Families

19 | Flying in the Tropics

20 | Fruit Flyers

21 | The Urge to Fly

22 | Flying the Pan Am Clipper

23 | Poker Players and the Coverup

24 | The Ghost of Napoleon

Accounts of an Accountant

26 | Climbing the Ladder

27 | Bugs, Insects and Bats

28 | Up on the Mountain

29 | Downtown Golfito

30 | Gold Fever

Fernando’s Balls

32 | The Golfito Boat People

33 | Flycatcher in the Wry

34 | The Early Worm Gets the Bird

35 | Language Barriers and the Vulgar Nose

36 | Fish Tales from Bocas del Toro

37 | The Teribe Tiger Dance

38 | The Sound of Music

39 | Return to Flat Rock

40 | Los Gritos: Yelps and Yodels

41 | La Fiesta de Toros — Un Día Negro

42 | Semana Santa in Gracias a Dios

43 | My Maggot—El Torsalo

44 | Panama Invasion

45 | Earthquake on Earth Day

46 | Mystery of the River Rocks

47 | Funny Critters

About the Author

Books by Clyde S. Stephens

Thanks

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Banana People

[image: ]


History and Anecdotes of a Bygone Era[image: pasted-image.tiff]
––––––––
[image: ]


by Clyde S. Stephens

and 14 other Banana People

Foreword

by Dr. Roger Swain
Copyright © 2024 Clyde S. Stephens

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior written permission of the author or the publisher.

Cover image: Paul Johnis acquired this unique United Fruit Company poster that was abandoned in the Golfito, Costa Rica, American Club. He gave the author permission to photograph and use it on the original cover of this book. 

ISBN: 9789962715634, ebook
To Phyllis,

who has shared the pleasures of knowing 

so many Banana People in our unique world.
This is how the trade begins and why it does not end.

For after the ship sails, as before,

On screened porches, in offices, in drowsy cantinas,

Or under the shade of giant banana leaves,

Men will continue to talk about rum, Scotch, women and lotteries—

But mainly about bananas.

From Empire in Green and Gold, by Charles Morrow Wilson
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by Dr. Roger Swain

I was 12 when someone told me that tarantulas sometimes stowed away in shipments of bananas. I increased my consumption then, assiduously looking for hairy legs in each new bunch. My father, unable to resist a bargain in anything, brought home sacks of discounted fully ripened bananas, though he himself liked to eat the ones that were still bright green. Scarcely had the golden horde arrived, of course, than they began to turn mahogany, softening and fermenting. My mother took comfort in the sweet musk that filled the air, knowing that it masked the smells of the things that I brought home. 

I was practicing to be a biologist, catching snakes and crawfish, nursing baby squirrels, skinning road-killed skunks. The only animals that I ever actually found on bananas were fruit flies, but this never discouraged me. Bananas had connections. National Geographic magazines stacked on the back stairs had pictures of the fruit's natural habitat, a tropical paradise filled with scorpions, army ants, and pit vipers. I could have gone on eating bananas, just imagining where they had been.

I didn't have to. As a graduate student, I lived in a hut on stilts beside a Costa Rican river. The walls were screened, the roof galvanized metal. Boa constrictors crawled into the rafters to shed their skins, and the only way to keep ants out of the food was to put each of the legs of the kitchen table in a can of water. But right outside the kitchen window, where the sink hung off the outside wall, was a grove of bananas. From the thicket of trunks, the heavy green fringed leaf blades rose two stories.

It rains in a rainforest. It rains a lot. Epiphytic ferns, orchids, and bromeliads grow on the sides of tree trunks and limbs, nourished entirely by the rain. Even individual leaves become covered with a green scum of algae and liverworts in a matter of weeks. Mildew eats words in books, fogs glass and rots clothing. Now and then, tropical nature serves up a more dramatic collapse. The sheer weight of wet foliage, sometimes even without the assistance of wind, causes things to break off, to uproot. Our bananas did it all the time. We'd hear them suddenly go down in the middle of the night, a great rushing of leaves and a wet crushing crunch. In the morning, with the sunlight filtering through the mist from the river, we'd find 20 feet of banana trunk lying on the ground. 

Mama mofo na banawatra, they say in Suriname. Heed your mother's words, for like banana juice, they are indelible. I still have a couple of worn and faded shirts whose splattered brown stains can attest to the truth of that, but there is no more perfect marriage than the machete in the banana trunk. It is a pseudostem, actually, built from overlapping leaf sheaths, a cylinder of succulence a foot or more in diameter. Samurai or swashbuckler for the swordsman, bananas are the perfect foil. A mighty swing and you are through in one blow—backhands, forehands, the juice flies. 

Some of the trunks stayed upright long enough to bear fruit. The flower beginning at ground level and pushing all the way to the top of the plant before opening. The fruits that resulted were finger bananas, only slightly longer and fatter than a man's thumb, but there were 20 fingers to a hand and a dozen hands per bunch. The harvesting took two people, if the trunk hadn't already fallen over. One person to chop halfway through and the other to catch and shoulder the three-foot long bunch of fruit as the trunk buckled. A quick slice behind the receiver's head separated the fruit stalk from the plant and a second swing in front of the nose cut off the tail. Whoever caught got to carry. Indoors, the entire bunch hung from a cord and as the fruit ripened, people helped themselves.

Nobody ever left the house with empty pockets or an empty stomach, but even in bananas, half a hundred weight can be too much of a good thing. We fried bananas, mashed bananas, made fritters for dessert, but in the end there always came a night when we couldn't keep up. When a second string was ready to bring in, those were the nights when we'd open up the big screens and leave a candle burning when we went to bed. From inside our mosquito nets we'd wait and watch. First a scattering of beetles and moths thrown off course by the closeness of the light spiraled around the candle, but then much larger wings began to sweep the room. Bats drawn by the scent had come to feed. Always bigger in flight than at rest, they landed digging their claws into the soft skins, hanging upside down and tearing apart the peels. They paid no attention to us or the candle. Bananas were why they were here, and as the bunch slowly turned in the flickering light, banana became bat—yellow, black, yellow, black—until the candle was gone and there was no telling which was which.

Thirty years have passed since that candle flickered out, but the image is still bright, the scene polished by the retelling. When The New York Times Magazine invited me to write for the food section, I offered the above tale, which appeared on February 24, 1991. It might have been followed by further adventures of appetite, had the editors of the paper not come to their senses soon after and reassigned the page to a regular contributor.

What The Times never published, therefore, was the rest of the story. The Costa Rican river was the Sarapiqui, which flows north through the Atlantic lowlands past La Selva, the famous research station of the Organization of Tropical Studies, where I began my graduate studies on ants and termites in the summer of 1972. 

Costa Rica was and still is a small country, and even then, with few paved roads, it was only a matter of a day's bus ride to traverse its length. Though I had begun my research in the northeast, I soon found myself in the southwest, in the tiny Pacific port town of Golfito, carrying an introduction to Clyde Stephens, a fellow entomologist working for the United Fruit Company, who had been transferred to Costa Rica from Panama. 

Scarcely had we met that he'd arranged a room for me at Los Baños (later and optimistically rechristened the Miramar Yacht Club). He took me to dinner at El Uno Chinese Restaurant, and we drove up to the Picnic Bar overlooking the banana boat docks for a nightcap. But I remember best his tales of gold diggers and drifters, dreamers and con artists, for no biologist has ever taken a more inclusive view of natural history.

I ended up spending nearly an entire year in Golfito, coming to love the alleys and barrios of that gritty little town. No one knew it better than Clyde, however. Whether he was dropping off the week's international edition of Time Magazine on his way to work, or sharing the sunset from his little palm-thatched rancho perched atop the cliff edge overlooking the Golfo Dulce and the Osa Peninsula, he had a fresh story to share. Simply put, Clyde had become the town's chronicler. 

That year I was living on a budget of $4 per day, one dollar of which went for my room, a hot windowless box upstairs at the Miramar. The nightly banana trains rumbled past on the tracks a few feet beyond the dark green wall that abutted my sagging bed frame, while downstairs the jukebox played the same songs over and over and over. You will appreciate then what it meant for me to have been invited to so many Sunday dinners at Clyde and Phyllis' house. Their house was on stilts too, but not to keep it out of any flood waters, but rather to allow it to catch the cooling breezes crossing the 9th hole of the adjoining golf course. Jalousie windows all around, polished hardwood floors, high ceilings with slowly rotating fans, theirs was a beautifully designed tropical residence.

Walking the two miles from my end of town to the American Zone where the Company homes were located, I always tried to pace myself so as not to spoil the effect of having just showered and put on clean clothes by breaking into a lather. It was hard, though, not to put on speed and anticipation. I knew it would be impossible to choose say between Phyllis' roast leg of pork with tamarind and her cassava and coconut pudding, but fortunately I'd also learned there wouldn't be any need to.

I had little beyond a few anecdotes of my own to contribute to those wonderful Sunday afternoons, but in the years since I have tried to pass along the Stephens' generosity to others. Nevertheless, it gives me special pleasure to be able to return these few words of preface to the source. The stories on the pages that follow are ones that should be read and retold. They are classics. I know; I was there. 

Dr. Roger B. Swain

Horticulture Magazine and host of PBS-TV’s “The Victory Garden” 

Boston, Massachusetts, USA, 2002.
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After Bananeros in Central America was published in 1989, more stories by other banana people were sent to me. My own personal experiences in the Tropics also came to mind and were “penned” on my computer. Consequently, Banana People is a sequel of favorite stories written by so many individuals who have lived in the Tropics and enjoyed the rare environment where banana companies do business. 

One of the greatest pastimes in Latin America is exchanging tales of the Tropics. I found that most tropical tales need no embellishment. This is evident in one of the classic old books published in 1914, Conquest of the Tropics, which related pous accounts about banana People and the operations of the United Fruit Company. No doubt, the Company sponsored and inspired Frederick Upham Adams to write in the adventurous and romantic style of the day, and in fact, he did exaggerate sometimes. But these were exciting times for pioneers opening up hostile jungles to produce and export a new fruit demanded by consumers in North America and Europe.

Some of the best stories by banana people were recorded in the Company's in-house magazine, Unifruitco, that started in the 1920s. These monthly publications also included excellent photographs and reported Company operations. In addition, personal profiles, gossips, scholarly medical reports, social and sports events, poetry, prose, travelogues, and adventure stories by employees were covered. My library has issues dating from 1924 to the 1970s, and these have given insights of the Tropics that occurred during much of the 20th century. 

Hampton Dunn wrote, “The roots of the present lie deep in the past, and nothing in the past is dead to the man who would learn how the present came to be what it is.” This helps to explain my quest to preserve the past so we can understand where we came from, what we are today, and give us some idea of where we may be going in the future.

To enjoy the pleasures of life in a natural world, I was inspired by the words of Rachel Carson, “The lasting pleasures of contact with the natural world are not reserved for scientists but are available to anyone who will place himself under the influence of earth, sea and sky, and their amazing life.” To do this, I have been influenced by venerable thinkers like Charles Darwin, Marston Bates, Alfred Russell Wallace, Desmond Morris, Carl Sagan, and other giants among men. To enjoy the earthy pleasures and experiences in the field, I retraced some of the footsteps of great naturalists like Alexander Skutch, Wilson Popenoe, Paul Allen, and Archie Carr—all affiliated with the United Fruit Company at one time. 

In 1959, in southwest Costa Rica, I guided Ed Wilson to the hills of Palmar Norte to collect ants after he reviewed a special insect problem in banana plantations. Later, he shook the world with sociobiology. 

Alexander Skutch and his wife Pamela honored us by having supper at our camp on the banks of the river near his Costa Rican home. He told us that hundreds of people came to see him and many camped there, but we were the first campers to ever invite them to enjoy a meal and evening around the campfire. That was a proud and humbling experience. During the trip, Dr. Skutch agreed to write a chapter for Bananeros in Central America.

I was privileged to enjoy the friendship of hundreds of people during my four decades in Central America. So many of the world's greatest banana scientists and consultants came and went through the research department, too numerous to name. Employees at all levels, from managers to peones, helped me to learn the business and enjoy the Tropics to the fullest. Because of the pleasures of knowing so many kinds of people, I can say that I never had a boring day in my life. There is always something to do or to learn. That is why bananas in the Tropics get in your blood and you can't get rid of the memories. It also explains why Banana People was written. 

Many people contributed to this book. Some who wrote stories have already passed on, but to those still living, they should know that their legends will be preserved for others to discover and enjoy. They are Bill Van Diepen, Sam Freiberg, Mark and Barbara Hoekenga, John Taylor, Francisco Duchicela, Bill Saravanja, Carlos Rosa Mejia, Cleveland Nelson, James Harrison, Wolfgang Schultz, Richard Yudin, Walter Hamer, Bob Sanger, and of course, Roger Swain, for the Foreword. 

I also wish to thank the following people: Larry and Marlene Mahan, for their data and photographs, Bill Saravanja, who contributed the Golfito Railroad map, many facts and photographs; John William Saravanja for his computer expertise in improving old photographs; and Silvia Chong for sharing her Chinese heritage. Ricardo Flores, Jennifer Jaissle, Ron and Trudy MacAllister reviewed the Golfito Boat People story. Bill Wainwright provided his father's files, and Raul Romero and Lloyd Berg related their experiences as hostages during the Panama Invasion. Dallas and Romelia Johnston told their story, while Paul Johnis and Tam Syme produced files on Bob Bruce. Stanley Black sent me his file and gave advice on Roy Kerr and the Standard Fruit Company story. I am also grateful to Sid Banack for his many stories, Steven Phillips for the geology of Bocas del Toro, Stanley Heckadon-Moreno for articles on Hasso von Wedel and Carl Friese, and Ernie Donaldson for his adventures in the air. Danny Radan sent photographs and data on the Yugoslavs. 

Others who contributed were Jose G. Thomas, Dale Krigsvold, Guy Harris, John Dickson, Joyce and Scott Dinsmore, and Tom McCann. Bob Sanger diligently reviewed the stories. Tam Syme spent many days professionally editing the final text, a major task and personal favor. Nancy King and Ken Huff pushed me to write better with their helpful revisions. Ken's computer technology was indispensable. The cover photograph is from an old print found in Golfito, Costa Rica. Bill Saravanja owns the print and allowed me to use it. His son, John Saravanja, copied and edited the picture for the cover of this book. I am always grateful to Phyllis for her patience and support behind the scenes. Our children, Linda and Carl, and their families were inspirational throughout this project. There are surely some deserving individuals that I left out, but to all I am thankful.

C.S.S.
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Early in 1959, my new boss, Dr. Robert C. Bullock, met me at the old San Pedro Sula grass runway on the edge of town when I arrived on TAN Airlines’ C-47 from Miami. There was more turmoil and excitement than usual at the primitive air terminal, not because of the new entomologist just starting his career, but because Fidel Castro's brother, Raul, had boarded the plane in La Habana. Bob Bullock hustled me through the push and shove of the crowds and processed me through immigration. We drove in the Company Jeep to the austere bachelor's quarters on the La Lima golf course. He told me that meals would be served in the Hotel Lima and that $50 a month would be deducted from my paycheck. That would leave me $300 a month before other deductions were withheld. I was not thinking much about money at the time because I was told that the Company would take good care of me. At this stage, everything was a new adventure, full of excitement for a Florida boy just out of college.

After a few days of orientation in the Research Department, Bob announced that we were going to check out some insect studies on the Progreso side, way down the Ulua River. We got up at daybreak and drove in the research Jeep towards Progreso, where there was a long line of vehicles waiting to cross the river on a small, self-propelled ferry. The ferry went back and forth across the river by merely shifting the angle of the rudder, allowing the current to push it to the opposite bank. The barge was guided to the ramp on the opposite side by rollers sliding over a cable that stretched from one bank to the other. This prevented the ferry from being swept downstream. 

Following a long wait in line, we finally crossed the Ulua River and drove to the Tela Railroad Company compound in Progreso to park the Jeep. There was a railroad motorcar waiting for us, and we began a long journey down the main line toward the port of Tela. Riding a motorcar on a banana railroad for the first time was a memorable experience, but this was just a routine part of the job for most of the bosses on the Banana Company payroll. Because there were no roads in many plantations, the only access to work areas was by rail.

The driver of the vehicle made frequent stops at telephone stations along the tracks to receive new orders from the dispatcher. It was common for the dispatcher to order the driver to pull over and wait on a side track so a fruit or passenger train or other rail traffic could pass. The order was written down on a special form, read out loud to those aboard, and passed around the motor car for passengers to witness. This was an old tradition to help reduce railroad wrecks. 

We passed from farm to farm through thousands of acres of tall Gros Michel bananas. Other thousands of acres had died from a fungus disease, called Panama disease, leaving large abandonments that quickly grew back into dense jungle.

Finally, we came to Dr. Bullock's insect study plots. Close-up observations and making insect counts in banana bunches of green fruit were done by climbing a tall bamboo ladder to the top of each Gros Michel plant. If the plant collapsed, it would be a fall of nearly 18 feet to the ground. In case the study plant and ladder fell, Bob advised that it was prudent to select a nearby plant you could jump to on the way down. Indeed, it was an eerie feeling being high up in the canopy of a towering banana plantation. 

Earlier in the day, my boss had mentioned that we were close to a large, hot spring boiling out of the ground in a banana farm. This fascinated me and brought back memories of the wonderful ancient spas that I had seen in Germany while serving in the Army. I visualized a major attraction where people came to bathe and drink the medicinal waters. Bob said that if we finished the insect studies in time, we might visit the hot spring.

When the field assignment was completed, Bob ordered the motorcar operator to head down the tracks through a group of banana farms known as the “Bird Farms” because they were named after birds: Palomas, Pavon, Pajuil, Loro, Pato, and Perdiz. There was not much life left in these farms because most of the bananas had died from Panama disease. As I anxiously awaited the visit to Honduras' hot spring spa, I anticipated a warm pool full of bathers. The motorcar stopped near a labor camp in Finca Perdiz, and we started walking toward the spring. 

When we arrived at the huge pool of steaming water, my expectation was suddenly shattered. Indeed, there was a large hot water boil measuring some 7 meters (23 feet) in diameter. The water was crystal clear and steam was rising from the surface. I put my hand into the overflow stream, but only for a split second. The temperature was hot enough to scald a hog. In fact, that is what several men were doing, scalding and butchering hogs. After killing the animal by slitting its throat, the hog was scalded in the hot spring to make it easier to scrape off the stiff hair from the hide. The scene was a nauseating mess with blood and guts everywhere. Numerous vultures circled overhead while others were waiting their turn on the sidelines. 

This ended my fantasy of Hot Springs, Honduras. However, 30 years later, when I was reviewing black Sigatoka leaf disease in the region with Dr. Augustin Molina, I wanted to show him the spring. This time we traveled in my plush air-conditioned double-cabin Ford truck. Bananas in the bird farms had been abandoned long ago and the infrastructure had deteriorated to a deplorable nothing. It was scary to cross dangerous old farm bridges, but we made it to the former labor camp where a few families were still subsisting in the dilapidated farm buildings. 

I parked the truck and we walked toward the spring. This time I had no illusions about what we were going to see. No one was scalding hogs at the time, but a woman and her little daughter were butchering a chicken in the hot water. Other women were washing clothes. They were poor, but they were blessed with hot water. This was Hot Springs, Honduras. Surely someday it will be a lovely spa—the materia prima has been flowing there a long time.
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Learning the Language
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by Wolfgang Schulz

When I arrived in Colombia, South America, in 1955 from my home in Hamburg, Germany, I was just 20 years old. The voyage across the Atlantic was on the Hapag, a tramp steamer, which took nearly a month to cross. I spent the first year with a typical middle class family in Barranquilla, where only rapid coastal Spanish was spoken. At the time, I only had a basic knowledge of the language that I had studied for a year back in Germany. 

The first evening meal with my host family was a learning experience that nearly killed me. The meal started with a bowl of sopa de mondongo (tripe soup). I had no idea what it was. On the table was a small bottle with a red devil on the label. This red sauce was passed to me first since I was the new guest of honor. A few drops of the sauce did not even color the soup, so I kept pouring it on until the soup was a nice pink color. 

Everyone at the table stared at me in amazement, and some were saying the words caliente, caliente, caliente. I was not ignorant of the fact that this meant hot, and nodded to them responsively that I knew that my bowl was hot to the touch. As the bottle was passed around the table, I noticed that each person only put in a drop or two of the sauce. This made me feel wasteful for using up so much of this precious and expensive ingredient. 

When everyone had served themselves, they raised their spoons and looked at me to start eating. After all, I was the new guest at this family boarding house. Obligingly, I sipped the first spoonful of soup, then the second and the third. It wasn't long before I yelled in pain, jumped toward the ceiling, and created an embarrassing scene. This display of agony was no surprise to the other diners at the table. They already knew what was happening. It took a week before I recovered from the severe burns to my mouth, throat, and stomach. Thereafter, I learned to treat Salsa Diablo with great respect and caution. 

German Turkey Farms 

A short time later, after I had recovered from the Salsa Diablo, Colombia celebrated Independence Day on July 20th. My host family had invited me to go with them to a big feast at the large home of their private friends where they would celebrate the holiday. We were seated for dinner at a very long banquet table. As a courtesy, they assigned the new young German to sit across the table from the doña of the house, a very charming hostess.

Everyone at the table seemed to talk to me in rapid-fire Spanish, of which I understood exactly nothing. I just smiled and nodded my head and was sure that my mother in faraway Germany would have been very proud of my exemplary behavior. 

Dinner featured two large turkeys, which was not a common main dish in those days. The food was delicious, and near the end of the meal, I did what every well-bred German boy is taught, to compliment the hostess. Discreetly, I pulled out my pocket-sized Langenscheidt German-Spanish dictionary to get the most precise and correct translation and said in very slow Spanish, “Señora, este pute fue muy sabrosa. Muchas gracias.”

There was a sudden stony silence in the room because this was the first complete sentence in Spanish that I had uttered during my first week in Colombia. The hostess looked pale, faint, and shocked in a very short time. Sitting beside me was my adopted father and landlord, don Urbano, who turned red and became agitated and angry. He grabbed me and propelled me out of the house, yelling “puta, puta, puta,” and many other words that I did not know the meaning of. Though I did not understand what was going on, it appeared that I was about to be shot for something. 

Outside the house, I was able to free my arm for a moment and consult my dictionary. It appeared that I had made a terrible mistake by saying something out of order, but once again, my dictionary confirmed that I was right. Turkey in German was pute, but I had neglected to translate the word into Spanish, which is pavo. A well-known, similar-sounding word, puta, is Spanish for “a lady of ill repute,” and the guests and hosts had misinterpreted my compliment as how delicious her puta was.

After don Urbano regained control of himself, he began laughing uproariously, grabbed my arm again, and propelled me back to the table where all the guests were still in the state of shock. There was a lot of fast Spanish being spoken, but all I could hear him repeat over and over again was puta, pute, puta, pute! Everyone got the message and understood my innocent mistake. After a long pause of relief, everybody laughed and joked about my comment. I had been saved from disgrace and social disaster. 

Long after this event, when we bachelors would stroll past a house of ill repute, the place would be referred to as a German Turkey Farm. Also, when I returned to visit my family and friends in Germany, I was always amused when I passed by the butcher shop and saw putenbrust and putensteak, (turkey breast and turkey chops) displayed in the window. 

Courting in Colombia

It wasn't long before I became quite fluent in Spanish, having been helped so much by the congenial family that adopted me in Barranquilla. Through their generosity and kindness, I made friends and contacts with many families and social groups that few foreigners ever enjoy.

In the 1950s, if an eligible bachelor visited a family with marriageable daughters more than three times, he could expect some serious consequences. The father of the daughters would soon come to the father of the son, asking what the son's intentions were. My adopted father saved me just in time on several occasions.

In Barranquilla, it was easy to fall in love with the city's beautiful señoritas. I was deeply infatuated with Diana, but not enough to make serious commitments. It was my intention to break down old traditional customs and invite her to a movie. She cheerfully accepted my invitation, and I was extremely pleased to be changing the system. When the time came for the date, I went to her house in a taxi cab. Soon, I realized that I should have hired a bus. Diana was waiting for me along with her father, mother, grandmother, grandfather, two sisters and one brother. I had to call two additional taxis to transport my date and her family to the movie theater. The next shock was that Diana did not even ride with me in the same taxi.

At the ticket office, I bought nine tickets. Only 50 cents remained in my pocket because my monthly salary of $50 did not go very far. I was hoping to do some innocent handholding with Diana after the lights went out, but she was deliberately separated from me during the entire double-feature movie. What really added to the agony was that a group of my friends were sitting several rows behind us. These young guys had all gone through what I was now experiencing and the joke was on me. They laughed and poked fun at me all through the movie.

After the movie, Diana's father announced in a jovial voice that the family was going to eat ice cream before returning home. I thought that this was a great idea because he, not me, was inviting us to the ice cream parlor. After everyone had ordered lots of delights, I ordered and enjoyed my first banana split. When it was time to go, the old man looked at me in a stern manner that left no doubt who would pay. I was angry and disappointed on the inside, but tried to appear a gentleman on the outside. Discreetly approaching the cashier, I made a deal to exchange my watch for money and paid the unexpected bill begrudgingly.

Back at Diana's home, I finally got to touch my date by shaking her beautiful hand goodnight. I knew this handshake also meant goodbye. Afterwards, there were several weeks of harassment by my gang of male friends before I was able to laugh with them over my date to the movies in Barranquilla.

Move to Santa Marta 

After a year in Colombia, I got a job with United Fruit Company's Compañía Frutera de Sevilla in nearby Santa Marta. That was my first experience working with Americans and living in an international community. Employees were from the USA, Canada, England, Germany, Spain, Montenegro (Yugoslavia) and Latin America. We all lived in harmony and were judged on our ability to work hard and do a good job. Positions held by foreigners were teachers, nurses, secretaries, comptometer operators, and accountant and management trainees. I started as a junior accounting clerk. 

Life in Santa Marta was good and most of us loved it, but eventually our careers took us to other United Fruit Company divisions in Latin America and the Caribbean where we met new people. We also found old friends that trained together back in Colombia, but now had been promoted to executive positions. Making friends in the Fruit Company was usually easy. 

_____

Wolfgang Schultz was born in Hamburg, Germany, in 1935. He began working for an export-import company in 1953 in Hamburg, and in 1955, was transferred to Barranquilla, Colombia. His career with the United Fruit Company began in 1956 in Santa Marta, but took him to many assignments in accounting, finance, and production in Latin America, and eventually to New York. He and his Jamaican wife, Mary Ann, retired to Naples, Florida.
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The Yugoslavs
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by William K. Saravanja

Most of us who lived in United Fruit Company divisions remember the enjoyable lifestyles and conveniences of facilities already established by the Company. But carving out these banana divisions from virgin jungles was no easy task and required the stamina and endurance of a few unique individuals with the tenacity and determination to forge ahead against all odds. They had to deal with tropical heat, daily downpours of rain, deadly diseases, and grueling work conditions. With limited equipment, supplies, and amenities, these rugged men built railroads, bridges, water tanks, wharves, hospitals, schools, clubs, managers' houses, labor camps, machine shops, and towns in the wilderness. The Yugoslavs were part of this unique group and their works now stand as monuments to their accomplishments. 

Post-World War I in the 1920s found a group of young Yugoslavs looking for a better life in war-torn Europe. They were Croats who were born and raised in the Bosnian area of Mostar, not far from the historic coastal town of Dubrovnik. Frank Glavas, Stanko Charlie Brljevich, Johnny Saravanja, Fortunato Erak, and Steve Boscovich traveled to Spain, walking much of the way, and boarded a steamer for Panama. Vicente Bulofer was from Spain but was also known as one of the Yugoslavs because of his association with them. Upon arrival in Panama, they contacted a relative in Cristobal-Colon who helped them make applications for employment in the Panama Canal Zone. 

With the Panama Canal already completed, there was still ongoing construction of port facilities and a massive military defense infrastructure from the Atlantic to the Pacific side. These young Yugoslavs, some still teenagers, quickly learned English and Spanish so they could prepare for work in this new world. They were also acquiring pronounceable names. Before long, the immigrants were employed in basic construction work as civilians working on the various military installations. Ambitious and eager to learn, they attended night training schools given by the Army Corps of Engineers to learn about heavy equipment and construction. This included carpentry, concrete work, and techniques of hoisting and erecting wood and steel structures. Under the close supervision and strict discipline of the Army Corps of Engineers, the Yugoslavs achieved good ratings in engineering skills and leadership and were promoted to foreman and supervisory positions in a short time. 

The Corps assigned the Yugoslavs to help erect major structures such as the large steel airplane hangers at Albrook and Howard. Another project was the 600-foot radio towers at both ends of the Panama Canal. A major building they helped build was the military hospital on a hill at Coco Solo. 

Further up the coast in western Panama, a major earthquake destroyed the new open-sea concrete wharf in Puerto Armuelles in 1934, and Chief Engineer T. J. Barnett built a new steel wharf straight out into the Pacific Ocean. When he finished this major project, he was assigned to begin work on two giant banana divisions in the Costa Rican wilderness. To find help, he went to the Panama Canal and recruited some of the Yugoslavs to start construction in Quepos, Costa Rica, in 1937. 

The Company processed their immigration papers, flew them to San Jose, Costa Rica, and put them on a TACA Airlines flight that landed on the beach in Quepos. The first tugboat and barge, loaded with construction materials in Punta Arenas, had just arrived and was unloaded in the hazardous surf. Behind the beach, the Yugoslavs and their associates erected a large palm-thatched rancho that served as the engineering office, mess hall, and dormitory. They were given a basic plan to develop the administrative, supervisory, and labor housing on the flat lands behind the beach. Somehow they figured that the proposed location of some of these buildings could be improved. Coming from hilly and mountainous terrain in Yugoslavia, and having seen the benefits of building the Coco Solo Hospital on a scenic and breezy hill in the Canal Zone, they looked toward the steep and scenic hills south of the Quepos beach. 

Soon, roads were pushed up the forested hill for transporting materials, machines, and labor. The hospital, social club, and administrative homes were perched on the scenic summit above the roaring Pacific. This elite community would be known as the “Acapulco of Costa Rica.” Several of the bosses' houses were literally cliffhangers looking over the rocky cove below and the Pacific beyond. The original engineers in Boston were hesitant about developing these challenging hills, but the Yugoslavs never had any doubts. 

Frank Glavas operated the railroad crane to drive pilings and erect the steel wharf. Steve Boscovich erected the steel buildings for the electric plant, the machine and locomotive shops, and the materials and supplies building. At the same time, the railroad proceeded to the banana plantations. This line required steel bridges over the large rivers and numerous streams. 

About 1939, local individuals trained by the Yugoslavs took over the Quepos development, and the Yugoslav team was relocated to Golfito, where new port facilities were already underway. This giant task was directed by T.J. Barnett and Juan Macaya. Frank Glavas was assigned to the construction of the steel wharf. Charlie Brljevich and Vicente Bulofer were involved with railroad bridges and Johnny Saravanja supervised construction of the manager's office, club and dining room, and the hospital. All of these structures have steel frames and are sheathed in yellow pine. The design with steel frames was to withstand the earthquakes. Once the buildings were erected, Johnny Saravanja was transferred to Palmar Sur to continue the new development.

Fortunato Erak was also sent to Palmar to start housing in the Company's Zone. Danny Radan, who was from Split, Yugoslavia, had met the Yugoslavs in Panama on his way to Chile. However, he changed his route and joined the other Yugoslavs in Costa Rica later on. Danny Radan's specialty was concrete work and one of his pet projects made him even more appreciated. This was the building of bowling alley lanes in the Golfito and Palmar social clubs. Instead of wood, Radan poured concrete and leveled and polished the surface of the lanes to perfection. Bowling tournaments were held with duck pins and candlestick pins. These lanes were a work of art. 

With the outbreak of World War II in 1941, Germans and several other European groups were detained and held in detention camps in the Panama Canal Zone or in the United States. To avoid this possibility, Chief Engineer Franz Thieman and the United Fruit Company arranged to send the Yugoslavs to the capital of the country where they soon became citizens of Costa Rica. The Yugoslavs working with the Company in Panama went through the same procedure in that country. 

When the white Jamaican Webb family and other growers developed plantations on the north side of the Terraba River in Palmar in the 1940s, the task of getting banana bunches across the wide and treacherous river to the south bank railhead was a serious challenge. Tall steel towers 140 feet in height and a continuous running cable that originated from ground level stations similar to ski lifts were built across the Terraba River. One of the towers was located in the center of the river. Charlie Brljevich was responsible for splicing thick, heavy strands of cable into one long continuous loop. A 7-hp electric motor kept this two-mile cable in constant motion. 

On the north bank, small gauge locomotives and rail cars collected harvested bananas on each farm and pulled beside the loading terminal. Workers suspended fruit bunches onto moving hooks on the cable at the north terminal station near the river bank. The fruit traveled high across the river on the aerial cable to the railhead on the south bank. Bananas were loaded into rail cars and hauled for several hours to the Golfito wharf for transfer to refrigerated ships. Johnny Saravanja and Danny Radan were assigned to build two more aerial trams across the river under the direction of Franz Thieman.

The first aerial tram was located near Farm 1. In 1942, a strong earthquake shifted the center tower in the river completely out of line. The tower had to be dismantled and the massive concrete base was broken apart by jackhammers. Several years later, the same tower was washed away in a flood. Danny Radan rebuilt the base with a hollow opening to allow the water to flow through it rather than against it. The base is still standing today.

With the completion of the Golfito pier, Frank Glavas and Charlie Brljevich supervised railway and bridge building between Golfito and Palmar. Later, they became dragline operators and dug canals for drainage in Coto. The rest were assigned to develop Piedras Blancas and Coto housing.

The Yugoslavs worked hard, but they also played hard. They had the reputation of being a rowdy bunch that drank, partied, and wound up in fighting brawls. In spite of occasional reprimands from management, Franz Thieman bailed them out of trouble. He also supported them and provided benefits needed to get the many difficult jobs done. 

During the 1940s, some of these men began to settle down, marry, and start families. Johnny Saravanja met Alva Bailey in Palmar. She was of tropical British heritage. Frank Glavas married Anita, the daughter of Yugoslav Gregorio Chuljak, a wood craftsman who worked for the Company in Puerto Armuelles, Panama. Danny Radan and Edna Anderson Spalding, a Jamaican nurse of Scotch descent, became spouses. Steve Boscovich married a Yugoslav woman who came to visit the Radan family. Fortunato Erak and Charlie Brljevich married Costa Ricans. Jovo Vukelja was the construction superintendent in Puerto Armuelles and married a Panamanian. He was known as a good Serb and was accepted by the Croat clan, mostly from Bosnia-Herzegovina, working for the Company. 

In 1949, Johnny Saravanja, his wife Alva, and sons John and Bill, were transferred from Palmar to the Company's abaca operations in Manila, Costa Rica, on the Caribbean coast. Chief Engineer John Mitchell, recently transferred from Guatemala, was responsible for improvements to the existing abaca processing plants. Later, Saravanja was transferred to Bataan to upgrade the abaca processing plant and other engineering infrastructures. Abaca is a banana plant, also known as Manila hemp, and its fibers are used to make rope. The industry was started in Costa Rica during World War II by the United Fruit Company to supply the Allies with rope for the navies and armies.

By the 1950s, major construction in the Golfito Division had been completed, and the Yugoslavs were assigned to general maintenance, although some building continued in Coto. Because of Panama disease in bananas in Quepos, that division declined and was replanted with African oil palms that required less overhead. Fortunato Erak remained construction superintendent of Palmar, Sur, and Danny Radan continued as construction superintendent of Coto and Colorado districts until his retirement in 1971. Frank Glavas, Charlie Brljevich, and Vicente Bulofer became dragline operators for drainage programs in Coto and Esquinas districts. Frank and Anita Glavas left the Company in the 1960s to open a pension in Boquete, Panama. Bulofer retired in the early 1970s. Steve Boscovich left the Company in the early 1950s to build bridges on the Pan-American Highway in Costa Rica and Charlie Brljevich continued with the Egineering Department until the early 1970s. His last assignment was installing lighted channel markers in the Golfito harbor to guide banana ships to the wharf. 

Johnny Saravanja was transferred in 1953 from Bataan to Puerto Cortes, Honduras, to build the new wharf with the partnership of Martin Duran.

This wharf is now pictured on the back of a ten lempira bill. With completion of the wharf, Johnny worked on the Guanacastales and Pantano district projects with a number of other engineers. Later, he supervised the building of irrigation pumping stations, piping installations, concrete canals, numerous labor camps, and the banana puree plant in La Lima. His last major assignment was the box manufacturing plant in Tela before retirement in Honduras in 1970.

_____

William K. Saravanja was born in 1947 in Golfito, Costa Rica, and grew up in Costa Rica and Honduras. His Yugoslav father, Johnny, was a builder for the UFC. Bill's mother, Alva Bailey, was born in Guatemala of British parents. After graduating from Mississippi Southern in architecture, Bill worked in the Company engineering departments in Costa Rica and Panama. He lives in Fruitland Park, Florida, with his wife, Kathy Gabourel, originally from Utila Island, Honduras.

Addendum by Clyde Stephens 

In 1987, I had been transferred from Puerto Armuelles, Panama, to La Lima, Honduras, as director of what was left of the research and technical services department. On December 31, Phyllis and I went to the temporary club beside the tennis court to bring in the new year. That night, we invited Johnny Saravanja, his Honduran wife and their son, to join us at our table. A traditional bottle of Scotch was put on the table, and we enjoyed the party, although conversation was impossible because of the loud music. That was the last time I saw Johnny. 

This legendary old Yugoslav had not gone back home for half a century, and he decided it was time to visit the old country and look up long-lost relatives and friends. In April 1988, he and a Honduran friend, Jorge, went to Yugoslavia and found people he knew as a young man. Apparently, they were enjoying a wonderful homecoming when Johnny dropped dead from a heart attack. Jorge only spoke Spanish but was finally able to complete a telephone call to Honduras to advise Johnny's wife, doña Toti, of his death. During her extreme grief and confusion, the phone connection was cut without finalizing any plans. Jorge was unable to communicate further, and his whereabouts were unknown. 

The bereaved widow advised Johnny's sons, Bill and John, both living in the USA, that she wanted the body brought back to Honduras. The sons had no idea where to find their father and neither spoke any of the Yugoslav languages. They began a series of phone calls to Panama and Costa Rica to some of the Yugoslav families in order to get a clue as to where Johnny and Jorge may have been visiting. In Boquete, Panama, Anita Glavas suggested they may be in the Mostar area of Bosnia. After hopeless and meaningless phone calls to Yugoslavia and consulates, a person who spoke a little English answered the phone in a police station, and knew of Johnny's death. In fact, she was a remote relative and advised that the body was in a beautiful hand-carved wooden casket and ready for burial. 

Because the widow insisted that the body must be returned to Honduras, the two sons had the incredible assignment of arranging the transfer. Much documentation was necessary on both sides of the Atlantic. Airline transport would be a nightmare. Bill talked to a clerk of Lacsa Airlines in New York about the shipment. By luck, this clerk also spoke Yugoslav and volunteered to walk across the hall to Yugoslav Airlines to help with all the complicated arrangements for transporting the body.

The burial in Johnny's homeland was canceled at the last minute, the coffin was sealed with lead, flown to New York, and transferred to the Lacsa flight that stopped in San Pedro Sula, Honduras. Incredibly, all these transfers were made satisfactorily, all the way to Central America.

Crowds of people attended the all-night wake in the club by the tennis court. There was lots of food and plenty of drinks to give Johnny one last toast. That is just the way he would have wanted it.

Bill and I had been friends since 1973, and I accompanied him and the family to the La Lima Cemetery. Lots of thoughts were going through my head about this unusual odyssey and burial. I was thinking about all those adventurous stories that this man was taking to the grave, and it did occur to me that Johnny may not even be in that beautiful heavy casket, because it was never opened for viewing. Anyway, this was a moot point of no importance. Johnny had gone home to Yugoslavia, but now was back home again in Central America, where he had spent most of his productive and adventurous life.
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The Golfito Banana Railroad
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While traveling through southwest Costa Rica in 1984, I stopped for lunch at an old Banana Company restaurant near Villa Neily. It was the run-down Coto 47 comedor, where, as a bachelor, I had eaten some 25 years earlier. Suddenly, at 11 a.m., a loud steam engine whistle pierced the air. It was a rare and unmistakable sound, hauntingly familiar, that quickly struck me with nostalgia, as if a ghost had appeared from the past. Next, a lively chatter of excited voices erupted from the nearby kitchen, and I knew something unusual was about to happen.

People started running outside toward the old railroad tracks. To my surprise, those lifeless ribbons of steel came alive again with the approach of a hissing and chugging 80-ton steam locomotive, the last active steamer in all of Costa Rica, and perhaps all of Central America. Six of us bystanders lined up with fascination as old Engine Number 82 slowly rumbled by. All the while, the engineer continuously blasted the whistle and rang the huge bell as the engine hissed and belched plumes of smoke.

As the obsolete old giant slowly lumbered through Coto for the very last time, people standing next to me exclaimed that they'd never before seen a steam locomotive in their entire life. At that moment, I realized that this was a rare occasion and probably the last of its kind—ever. 

That's because old Engine Number 82—and nearly a dozen other steam locomotives like it—belonged to a bygone era when a 302-kilometer (181-mile ) -long railroad system, Ferrocarril del Sur, hauled untold tons of fruit from banana farms to the Pacific port for the United Fruit Company (UFC). These farms, the rail lines and towns like Golfito, Palmar, Pozo Norte, and Villa Neily had been raised up out of a virgin wilderness of floodplains, swamps, and hills by the Company and its employees—soil and land surveyors, engineers, railroad surveyors, managers, foremen, and laborers. 

Because Panama disease in the 1920s had decimated many of the United Fruit's banana farms along the Caribbean coast of Costa Rica and Panama, the Company had been forced to explore and plant new soils on the Pacific side of these two neighboring countries. Puerto Armuelles on Panama’s Pacific shore had been developed a decade earlier, and Quepos in Costa Rica was underway when nearby Golfito began to awaken from a primeval state in 1937. 

For the proposed Golfito project, soil surveys showed that nearly 5,700 hectares (14,000 acres) of bananas could be planted between the Sierpe and Terraba rivers. Twenty farms were initially projected, including Farm 20 that bordered the salty mangrove estuaries.
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It took several years to build the Golfito Division. Tough, hardy men came to the region in the late 1930s to fell thousands of giant trees with axes, but many of these men became debilitated after several months because of the harsh environment, disease, and a poor diet.

Some of the laborers were from Nicaragua. Others were of Nicaraguan origin from Costa Rica's northwest province of Guanacaste. It was difficult to lure Costa Ricans down from their cool, healthy highlands. Many of those who did come frequently returned home as soon as they could. Special recruiters promised incentive bonuses to those who stayed, but many left anyway. As a result, tough Hondurans and more Nicaraguans were imported by ship.

Some of the Nicaraguans came to Costa Rica by foot. Three old-timers, the Gutierrez brothers, told me how they had heard of jobs provided by United Fruit Company. These destitute men were weary of abject poverty and political turmoil in Nicaragua and started walking south in hopes of finding work. They crossed the unmarked international boundary without documents. For six weeks, the migrants wandered on jungle trails before reaching southern Costa Rica and gaining employment with the UFC. These men found a new life and good pay for over 40 years with the Banana Company.

Many others on the workforce were also foreigners. Railroad foremen like Luis Fernandez were predominantly from Spain. Project engineers were Americans, but most of the field engineers and surveyors were Costa Ricans. Yugoslavs, who had been recruited from the Panama Canal Zone in the 1930s, handled heavy equipment and building construction. Other Europeans were present also. Henry “Scotty” Crichton was an electrician from Scotland. Scotty’s father Henry, Sr. built the ice plant in Golfito. Paul Hari, a French Swiss, was hired to landscape the division. Golfito later became the most exotically landscaped Company town thanks to Paul Hari and his appreciative patron, Manager Norman Sanderson, an Englishman with colonial experience in the Tropics. 

Negro labor was conspicuously absent on this project. The Costa Rican government prohibited the Company from bringing over descendants of Jamaicans and other West Indian laborers living on the east coast of the country. Fifty years earlier, these people had built the railroad from Limon to San Jose. Even today, very few Afro-Costa Ricans cross the mountains from the Caribbean to work on the Pacific side.

The Soil Surveyors 

Some of the first pioneers of the planned Golfito Division were soil surveyors. Dr. Vining C. “Doc” Dunlap had just finished the 1928 surveys in Puerto Armuelles when he made a famous trek by foot through the wilderness from the Panama side to the future port of Golfito in Costa Rica. His soil expedition took weeks as they hacked their way across the virgin Coto Valley that lay in between. 

Further north, some 80 kilometers (50 miles) northwest of Coto, G. C. Kincaid, S. L. “Pop” Worley, and William van Diepen made soil surveys and maps in 1937-38 of both sides of the Terraba River at what is now Palmar. In 1941, the region that became Coto Norte was surveyed in detail by Kincaid. Seven years later, Francisco A. Sierra, a young Guatemalan, spent six months evaluating soils of Coto Sur. These brave men lived in the jungle for weeks at a time, camping in temporary palm-thatched ranchos. Their diet was rice, beans, and wild game shot along the survey lines by hired hunters. It was their survey maps that determined where plantations and railroads would be constructed for the Compañía Bananera de Costa Rica, successor of the Golfo Dulce Land Company, a land acquisition agency under Fernando Castro. 

Port Construction

When the first port surveyors and engineers landed on the Golfito mud flat, there was no human habitation. A crude camp was set up and plans for the wharf began under the direction of Thomas J. Barnett. Others involved with the port construction were Yugoslavs Steve Boscovich, Frank Glavas, Charlie Brljevich, Austrian engineer Emil Streichen, and several Americans, including J. W. Moore, the first manager of the Golfito Division. Initially, a ship was anchored in the harbor to house these employees and store materials until basic facilities were constructed ashore. Although preparations were underway in 1938, the wharf was not completed until February 1941 at a cost of just over half a million dollars. 

I had heard brief accounts about these monumental engineering tasks from Frank Glavas and Costa Ricans Willie Acosta and Juan Macaya Lehmann, the latter a graduate of Stanford University in California. In 1937, prior to establishing the port, what is now Puerto Jimenez on the Osa Peninsula served as a temporary land base of operations from which to launch the Golfito port project. The temporary office purchased bananas from small growers scattered along the Golfo Dulce, Esquinas and Coto rivers. This purchased fruit was barged for 24 hours up the Pacific coast to Punta Arenas for rail shipment across the entire country to the Caribbean port of Limon. This meant that banana bunches were manhandled nine times before reaching the consumer, a rough trip even for the rugged Gros Michel variety.

The Airstrip 

The Company built an airstrip at Puerto Jimenez so ENTA could fly in engineers and surveyors to initiate the Golfito project. Personnel crossed the wide Golfo Dulce in a large dugout and entered the calm Golfito harbor that was virtually untouched by modern man. Only three little Indian ranchos occupied this beautiful protected bay. On the east side of the deep channel entering the harbor was a coconut grove on a narrow sand bank. Engineers precariously unloaded a bulldozer onto the beach and leveled the sand to make another temporary airport only a kilometer in front of the future wharf site. The permanent Golfito airport between two mountains was not constructed until the early 1940s, heralding the arrival of TACA with its tri-motor Ford airplanes. 

Alva Bailey, later Saravanja, was a young woman in Palmar and remembers that the Company wanted to cut down Venancio Mora's revered ceiba tree that was at the end of the new airfield. Ironically, a pilot for TACA, Captain Cholo Chaves, an Indian himself, requested that the tree be left because it served him as a landmark to land in bad weather, especially when the towering tree rose above the morning ground fog. Alva also recalls that Boruca Indians wearing shawls and blankets came from across the Terraba River to watch TACA's tri-motor airplanes land and take off. Because they did not realize the danger from standing on the airfield, someone always had to chase them back to a safer distance. 

Railroad Surveyors

The railroad survey gang landed in the Golfito bay in 1937. About four kilometers southeast of the wharf site, they made a small thatched hut from poles and palm leaves cut from the lush rainforest which extended down to the water's edge. Soon, a larger and more comfortable rancho served as their base camp. Nevertheless, living conditions were crude. Beans and rice with plantains was the usual dish, but wild hog, deer, tepescuintle (a large rodent), and fish also graced the table. 

To create a shortcut from the port to the rail line's destination at what would become Palmar, engineers originally considered tunneling through the pass to La Gamba River, northwest of Golfito's current airport, and then on to Palmar. However, the final plan routed the line eastward from Golfito around the mountains via Coto.*

As the survey progressed along the bay shore, it became ominously clear that there would need to be a lot of blasting and deep cuts through the steep hills that sloped directly into the water. Landslides continually buried their work, even after the first rails were laid. An old-time executive, George P. Chittenden, general manager of all Costa Rican operations, and based in San Jose, would visit Golfito to review these monumental problems and tasks. 

Next, the railway survey gang penetrated 15 kilometers inland near the Coto Valley and found an impenetrable swamp between the hills. This bottomless bog was later named Llano Seco (Dry Plain), an intentional contradictory description of the area. The name evolved from a humorous play on words, ya no seca (it won't dry up). A deep canal failed to drain the morass, and the railroad had to be carved into the sides of the steep hills along the swamp. Today, this swamp still persists and serves as an important bird rookery and wildlife refuge.

One of the Golfito Division's pioneer railway survey engineers, Juan Macaya Lehmann, was originally hired in San Jose by engineer Arturo Tinoco, and then flown to Palmar in April 1937 in a single-engine plane belonging to ENTA. The pilot, Bob Edgerton, landed in Spaniard Francisco Olaso's cow pasture. Don Juan's group rode mules an hour to cross a deep swamp before reaching Pozo Norte, a new settlement on the north bank of the Terraba River.

Tiny Pozo Norte could be reached by light river traffic and only during high tide. The settlement had been named Pozo (water well) because Padre Nievorwsky, a Catholic missionary to the Boruca Indians, had dug a well there. Altogether, there were two wooden buildings, one rented to the Company, and about 15 palm ranchos. Domingo Chan ran a store, and Maria Wong kept a cantina with a marimba for making dance music. 

Macaya's first job was to survey a right-of-way and construct a small, temporary 36-inch rail line across each bank of the Terraba River. These train lines started from the mangrove swamps and extended upriver to the hills. Once operational, the temporary lines hauled Gros Michel bananas planted along the river by small growers like Juan Bocker, Bienvenido Gutierrez, the immigrant white Jamaican Webb family, Maria Wong, Juan Chan, and several Indians. 

Also, the legendary Indian cacique Venancio Mora acted as the agent for other Indians in Palmar Norte and brought their bananas in dugouts across the river to Macaya's tramline at Palmar Sur. A small steam engine pulled the bunches of fruit on small flat cars to a barge at Pozo Sur. From there, the fruit was shipped downriver at high tide and out to sea to Puntarenas for transfer to rail cars. This perishable cargo crossed the entire country to Port Limon for loading onto steamers of the Great White Fleet. 

Getting the railway right-of-way was not always easy. The Company usually found ways to persuade squatters and landowners to sell out, but there were exceptions. Indian chief Venancio Mora owned land where the Company later made the airport at Palmar Sur. The Boruca chief produced cacao and bananas and refused to sell out. On his land stood a well-known landmark, a giant ceiba tree, sacred to many Indians of Central America. This majestic tree stood as a symbol of respect and freedom and impressed all who saw it. Only after the chief's death was the tree felled. Appropriately, the colossal ceiba tree was immortalized on the cover of Dr. Paul Allen's book, The Rainforests
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