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Leanings

Para ti, Vieques, va esta inspiración…

Al comienzo/The Beginning
Long ago, the islands of the Caribbean were a slew of great and silent eggs laid by 
the hands of an anonymous creator in a long, thin arch; lying dormant below the
Caribbean Sea. After one hundred years submerged beneath turquoise waters, the
eggs cracked simultaneously open and life burst forth—enormous mounds of earth
and rolling valleys and vast jungles rising from the sea to erupt into the sprawling
mountains that dot the Caribbean horizon. It is in this newly fused mass of mountain
and cloud and water that the heart of a great secret lies, the deep home of a hidden
truth: this is where we have come from and this is where we are going. 

Facing west from this elbow of the Caribbean chain, where the Lesser Antilles
break from the Greater into an easterly spiral south, I think, watching the lights
below the hulking shadows of rainforest across the sea, that I can smell La Habana
Vieja. I am fooling myself, of course. Past Fajardo’s southern shore, past the looming
mountain outlines of El Yunque’s bulk, past Puerto Rico’s western coast, there lie
1,000 miles of Caribbean sea before the easternmost tip of Cuba dips to meet her
island neighbors. Perched at this crossroads in the northwest corner of Vieques, 
I stretch my arms in a great jutting V and feel myself at the convergence of two
looping chains of island: the chunkier parts of the Greater Antilles, about whose
Hispanic culture I have learned second-hand from a northern shore; and the more
numerous, smaller islands of the lesser Antilles, whose English, Dutch and French
colonial history is a starchier, more distant relation. 

Esperanza, Vieques
Photograph courtesy of Katie Miranda
Esperanza, Vieques
Photograph courtesy of Katie Miranda.

The following is a personal/historical essay

that came out of five months of work and

life in the island municipality of Vieques,

Puerto Rico. It is a glimpse into the history 

of that small place, and a glimpse as well

into the history of the Caribbean.



Vieques, the chiquita island-neighbor
of Puerto Rico, lies seven miles to the
east of her main island municipality. 
And it is from this northwestern corner
of this isla nena that I stand now, in this
elbow of convergence, imagining the
smell of Cuba’s Old Havana. 

It is here now, in this place not fully
connected to my personal and familial
history but not fully disconnected either,
that I have come to live and to work and
to write. To interpret the twisted path of
our fate below a shifting Caribbean sky. 
I have floated, landed—temporarily
anchored—as those before me have
done—those ancestors to whom I now
owe my place in the world, and whose
journey spans centuries, colonies, chaos.
First, across that great stretch of the
Atlantic from the Iberian Peninsula and
the Canary Islands and Africa, west to
the New World, to Cuba; and later, from
that same island neighbor of the newest-
born superpower north, to the icy
winters of New Jersey and New York. 
We live complicated journeys—in our
blood, in our past. We live more
complicated presents. So it is with the
Caribbean. There are many versions of
this history, of this island reality lived
and relived through the centuries.
Versions spilled over the Caribbean sea
from the blood and sweat and
indifference of Indians, slaves, masters,
tourists. And so it is that I sit here now,
scratching this pen over this page,
rewriting an already written saga, reliving
an already lived tale. This is my attempt
to piece together the fragmented reality
of a Caribbean story. Scratching this
page out, to you, in a tongue foreign to
my ancestors, branded into my palms.
This is the story of Vieques—this is one
of her many versions. Through my eyes. 

What Lies Beneath (or, Conquest)
At the Fuerte del Conde de Mirasol in
Isabel Segunda there is a chronologued
history of Vieques’ martyred caciques,

who died fighting the first Spanish
colonizers in 1511. Atop this hill, where
the restored Spanish Fort sits (now an
historical landmark, museum, and
exhibition space), I took my first glimpse
at the island, named bi eke—small
place—by long-ago massacred Taino
Indians. Wide-eyed with wonder, I saw
the main island of Puerto Rico sprawling
east before me; I saw the distant peaks
of shadowy mountains in St. Croix and
Culebra, ringed with clouds. The hazy
mounds of these islands on the horizon
dipped into the sea like the rounded
backs of prehistoric eggs—smooth in the
distance. And Vieques spread out below
me: the short, hilly mountainsides, dark
green with vegetation, the deep blue of
coral off the coast. It was from here that
those murdered caciques stood long ago
to look out on the land and sea and sky
that was once theirs alone before the
rupture of Spanish sails.

I know little of Taino culture or
history; it is a part of our past that has
been largely buried and since turned to
ash. All I know of the people that lived
here before Europe set about
reorganizing the world is what lingers in
the language, the fragments I have seen
or heard or read about, and what remains
in the faces, gestures, and customs of
people with that blood. In Spanish, we
carry Indian words on the tip of our
tongues. Bohio, guagua, guajiro (in Cuba),
Borinquen, Mayagüez, yuca, hamaca, güiro.
Words that span all corners of life—
geography, music, food. My abuela will
sometimes call me her little india when 
I come home from some sunny place
quemada— dark brown with sun. But
really, there is nothing I can hold onto,
nothing I can place between my palms
and squeeze for assurance, for proof of
this heritage: words are transparent. 

The Taino caciques Cacimar and
Yabureibo died fighting the Spaniards in
1511. It was a battle that lasted only
several days; several days and they were
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both killed. The Spanish cronistas that
transcribed the events proclaim these
men as brave soldiers. But the text of
Eugenio Fernández Méndez speaks in
more detail about the loss of the
Spaniard’s dog— Becerrillo—killed by a
poisoned arrow in the midst of battle,
than about the Taino chiefs who were
slaughtered. Like so much of pre-
Columbian history, the story of conquest
has been written by those who conquered.
It was first Cacimar, fallen victim to the
Spanish sword, and then, avenging the
death of his brother, Yabureibo a few days
later, pierced in two on the eastern shore
of Puerto Rico, having followed the
Spaniards from his own island. Bi eke was
taken in less than a week.

Vieques is a hulking testament to the
Taino population that lived here before.
There remain in the soil, deep in the
earth, the remnants of pottery and jewelry
and bones. Archaeologists from the main
island pulled a whole skeleton from the
ground— el Hombre de Puerto Ferro—
who during his life was a cacique, a Taino
chief. Stout, barrel-chested, the photos of
this man’s calcified remains are now on
display in the Fuerte del Conde de Mirasol, in
a room that describes the culture and life
of the Tainos. The place where he was
buried long ago by his people, on a ridge
facing Mosquito Bay’s mystical waters,
which glow green-yellow at night, is now a
rarely visited tourist attraction half-
enclosed by barbed wire, a site on a dirt
road a half-mile off the highway leading to
the beach town of Esperanza. It is a site
filled with oversize, oblong rocks. Rocks
bleached by sun and rain and centuries,
egg-shaped, perched on bottoms slightly
wider than tops. There are no
explanations of the site or of the rocks,
which are as tall as two men and just as
wide; their random positioning in circles
and semicircles around the quarry asks
unanswerable questions: what did it all
mean to the people who lived and
worshipped and buried their cacique here?

We must imagine. Who walked here so
long ago? And why? 

Historians have pieced together bits.
At the Fort, Mario, a curator and
archaeologist, takes me from room to
room of Taino artifacts. Descendants of
natives from Venezuela, the Tainos
moved from west to east off the coast of
South America through the lesser
Antilles and then north to the larger
islands of Hispañola, Puerto Rico, and
Cuba. The site now dedicated to the
Hombre de Puerto Ferro was sacred to
the Tainos, with its view of the glowing
waters of the bioluminescent bay in the
distance. Mario described it as a small
village. Into the very tops of the egg-
rocks were carved shallow holes,
followed by jagged rivulets down the face
of the stones. During and after storms,
the Tainos drank from these rocks and
the streams of water that coursed down
their sides. And archaeologists also
uncovered large, flat stones placed
around the egg-rocks, used as paths to
cross the slippery mud of the quarry
surface when it rained. But the cacique
buried facing the glowing water of
Mosquito Bay was the only person ever
found laid to rest in this place. And so we
fill in shadows, etchings of this history
we are only now beginning to pull up
from the ground. The legend of the
Taino remains a mystery. From cronistas
and conquistadores, from shards of pottery,
ancient bones, we rewrite a history that
has been destroyed. And in this
rewriting, we come again and again to
the gaps we will never fill. 

This was an epic war, this battle of
conquest. It is too big to understand.
Perhaps because its implications are so
painful we have yet to face them. It is
too much to touch here. I address only
the death of this pre-Columbian age,
knowing so little of what was before. 
I shall be brief, as is usually the case
when we come to this point of our
history: a people was massacred. Coasts
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were transformed; the crazy crisscross of
transoceanic migration began; the sea
hummed with the motion of many
people in many directions. We remain
now with this loss. And so from the old
Spanish Fort in Isabel Segunda there is a
view of this horizon, so transformed with
the deaths of ancient Taino warriors; a
glimpse into that tender portion of our
history that remains a fresh, raw wound. 

Eggs in the Distance 
(or, Colonization)
Slept like hell last night. Dreamt of a
slave woman’s face, her lower lip broken,
her eyes wide with fear. A grainy, black
and white image; the sound of cane
rustling in the distance. I woke to a thick
film of sugar on my tongue. These
images, I think, come to me from the sea
and the hills, carried in whispers by
Vieques’ ghosts. At night, alone in my
bed, awaiting sleep, I think of these
whispers pouring over the night and am
simultaneously terrified and honored to
take them up in my dreams. 

The first governor of Vieques was a
Frenchman named LeGuillou. In the
documents that detail his political career
and list his many assets, there are also,
tucked into neat folds, documents that
explain the more intimate details of his
life. And it is from these documents that
the slave woman has appeared in my
dream—she is Sally, LeGuillou’s house
slave and mistress. 

I have read about her during my
research in the Archives at the Fort. She
bore LeGuillou two children—two
children who he both recognized as his
own and included in his will, vowing to
support them with European education
and steady sums of money through their
adolescence and early adulthood. Two
children that inherited mixed blood, who
lived a mixed identity: half master, half
slave. It it Sally who has manifested
herself in my mind a broken woman, but
it is her children—formally recognized as

LeGuillou’s own but born nonetheless to
a slave mother—who would have carried
the full weight of their fragmented
Caribbean identity. Where would they
have fit in that cold distinction between
master and slave, black and white?? Born
of both owner and owned, carrying in
their faces, their hair, their hands, the
weight of that straddle. LeGuillou’s will
details nothing more of his children’s
lives; I am left to imagine the intricate
unfolding of his fateful union with Sally,
the details of their relationship. The
repercussions of slave and master fused
in a single Caribbean identity. Would
Sally have lived the same cruelties as
other slaves, or would she have escaped
the whip? 

There is also documentation that
sketches, in wisps of 15th -century
Spanish, shadows of the lives and deaths
of other slaves in Vieques. There are
death certificates—several suicides.
There are records of slave cemeteries. In
the hills that ring the shore, there were
once sugar plantations where Africans
were deposited to cut and process cane.
Here the children of Africans were born
and became Viequenses. 

It would have been in this land that
now spills to the east and the west of
our homes that slaves would have
worked and lived—in that order. This is
where they were buried, in small,
unmarked cemeteries that received their
bones after rushed Catholic ceremonies.
Past the sprawling plantation main
house, the slave huts were laid out. It is
here in these pockets of Vieques that
Africans were brought across the wide
expanse of the Atlantic to become
human tools. From slave ships,
approaching the island, the seemingly
rounded surface of mountains would
have unfolded rapidly into cane fields
and plantation life. We uncover now, in
dusty fragments of paper, old language,
broken tombstones, the reality of that
injustice— but only in pieces. 
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In the ruins of old sugar plantations,
way down beneath thick forest
vegetation, perhaps there remain the
ashes of where these slaves—in their
precious free time—cultivated their own
corners of vegetable patch, their own tiny
gardens. Maybe a chicken coop. It would
have been many years of work, many
seasons of cultivation, for a slave to yield
fruit in his own garden. Perhaps as
LeGuillou’s mistress, as the acknowledged
mother of two of his children, Sally would
have had the privilege of raising her own
chickens. Of fried eggs cooked for herself,
over his stove.

The Shifting of Sky
(or, Neocolonialism)
Only the central third of Vieques is
inhabited. For the past sixty years the
eastern and western ends of the island
have been US Navy property, used for
bombing practices, land-to-sea
maneuvers, and other military training.
In the early 1940s, former sugar
plantations that covered the eastern and
western hills were bought up by the Navy,
their inhabitants displaced, and have
since belonged to the US. Two-thirds of
the island became property of the US
Armed Forces; homes and schools and
grocery stores squeezed into the middle.

On the road that leads from the
northern town of Isabel Segunda to the
southern beach town of Esperanza, there
is a glimpse of this military presence at
the yawning entrance to Camp Garcia,
the base that occupies the eastern third
of the island. Here, the chain-link fence
that separates civilians from Navy land
comes to its culmination in a line of
policemen stationed at the entrance,
intended to keep people protesting the
Navy practice of bombing the island
from getting too close. Behind the
policemen and barbed-wire fence,
mountains stretch towards a sea that
winks under intense midday sun. 
We cannot see past the long line of

asphalt road that leads into the heart of
these eastern mountains. In the west,
however, this same mystery is now
unraveling itself in pieces. A year ago, the
western third of Vieques, formerly
occupied by the Navy, was rescatado—
returned—and now, past the old Navy
gate once manned by military security
personnel, you can travel through these
mountains under the shadow of Caribbean
clouds, through land that still harbors
the remnants of US military might. 

Driving under a heavy sky to that
westernmost point, the smell of
something burnt, something singed,
lingers in my nose. This morning,
straining coffee over the stove, I left two
eggs for too long to hard boil. I opened
the pot to find it dry, almost scaly. The
shells of the eggs were shiny, boiled to an
iridescence, ringed by a brown-white
froth. It has been the smell of this froth,
this brown-white substance made by the
slow ooze of eggy liquids onto the dry
bottom of the pot, and then burned, that
has left me with the lingering image of
early death. Two eggs, left too long to boil,
scalded through and overcooked in a dry
heat, are an abused reminder of the
possibilities for what could have emerged. 

Here in the West, I am surrounded by
Navy leftovers— enormous bunkers once
filled with bombs, concrete outposts,
asphalt roads lined with double yellow,
an old dancing hall. The land is quiet
now, except for the dull buzzing of
insects in tall grass, the occasional call of
birds in the dense vegetation. While
practices continue in Camp Garcia, here,
in the land that has been returned to
Vieques only a year ago, there remain the
remnants of a presence that built, and
bombed, and left. I am taken to the line
of the largest bunkers that are buried
under waving grass—seemingly
insignificant mounds from the surface
road. Level with the bunkers, they are
enormous. It is impossible to imagine
them once full of artillery, all sorts of
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military equipment. They are huge and
profound and silent—empty bellies of
concrete and metal beams, standing
perfectly still under this shifting sky of
low clouds; testaments of a permanence
defined by the bulk and substance of
their girth. Seemingly endless under an
indefinite sky, they will not come
undone. It is a striking contrast to the
momentary brilliance and sudden
obscurity of Caribbean sunlight. I
wonder if perhaps, in these same hills of
western Vieques, slaves once looked
towards the plantation house and
thought— this will never come down…

The presence of the Navy in Vieques
is a constant, ongoing, and usually heated
issue. It is something that in almost any
group I find myself discussing: where do
I stand and why? Among Viequenses and
gringos, ex-pats relocated here
permanently and sanjuaneros on vacation
for a long weekend, the question of
whether the Navy should leave is an
inevitable discussion among enemies,
strangers, friends. A group of US Navy
personnel, from the base in Ceiba on the
main island, come in one afternoon to
Amapola, the restaurant where I work.
They sit at the bar and I serve them
Coronas with lime while they wait for
their food. We speak briefly about the
weather, about the beaches. The men
seem intrigued by my speech. 

“How come you speak such good
English? The people in Ceiba can’t
speak a word.”

When I explain that I am not
Viequense, nor Puerto Rican, that I
am from New Jersey, the men are
shocked. I look Puerto Rican—they
hope I am not offended by them
saying that. Why would I be
offended? There is no response.
Instead, I am asked why I have come
to Vieques. 

To work with the Committee for the
Rescue and Development of Vieques. 

“The Committee that wants the
Navy to leave?” 

Yes. 

“Why would you want the Navy to
leave?” And then their tone changes.
The teasing, the friendly,
provocative implication, becomes
overtly aggressive. 

“The Navy’s done only good things
here.” 

“The people wouldn’t know what to
do if the Navy left.” 

“The Navy has brought jobs and
roads and development.” 

“People here need the US. Without
the US, Puerto Rico would just be an
island with chickens and horses and
dirt roads.” 

“What in the hell is a woman like
you doing working with all those
radicals??” 

And then their food is ready.

There are many versions of this story,
which is the story of US involvement on
this island. The Navy has established, in
the main island of Puerto Rico and
Vieques (and until 1979, when intense
protests ousted the base, in Culebra as
well), strong foundations for its military
might. In Camp Garcia, to the east,
bombing and training practices
continue. But there has been active
resistance to the Navy presence since
its arrival. Viequense fishermen and
mothers and students and activists
protest the contamination of the land
by depleted uranium test bombing. The
racket made by bombs falling several
miles from schools. The death of
civilians killed by bombs that miss their
targets. And across the gate from this
base, throughout the island of Vieques,
strongholds of resistance to the Navy
presence have sprung up. Campsites,
concrete structures made into
makeshift kitchens, homes turned into
offices, these campamentos house



protesters and volunteers for
celebrations of resistance, piquetes,
trainings, workshops, and massive
feasts. Viequense activists, teachers,
and priests are working with groups of
professionals from the main island on
issues of development, speculation, and
conservation. Since the death of David
Sanes, a civilian killed by bombs that
missed their target in April 1999, the
struggle to end the Navy presence has
intensified. There is international
support. But it is a complex issue, and
there are severe divisions within
communities, barrios, and families. The
role of the US, not only on this island
but throughout the Caribbean, has
deep-rooted foundations that permeate
the social, political, and cultural fabric
of dozens of island nations. 

Since the annexation of Puerto Rico
after the Spanish-American War in
1898, the status of the main island and
her island municipalities—Vieques and
Culebra—has hung in precarious
ambiguity between statehood,
independence, and the current Estado
Libre Asociado. Like so much of
Caribbean history, what is lived now, in
Vieques, reverberates from the waves
of neocolonial history forged by
hundred-year-old battles and strokes of
the General’s pen. Across the stretch of
Caribbean chain populated by the
tangled fusion of master, slave, and
Indian, battles still rage for control of
these islands. For oil, for fruit, for
tourist beaches. Vieques today, like so
many of her Caribbean neighbors, faces
a twisting of history five centuries after
colonization that arcs back to old
struggles for autonomy and
domination. And they are struggles
fought not only at the international
level, but also in the daily interactions
even I have had with tourists. 

One night a North American family
came in for dinner at the restaurant
where I work. There is a 16-year-old son,

a daughter who is probably younger. The
son has heard me speak in Spanish to
another customer, has seen me wave to
the fishermen at La Nasa across the
street—he has mistakenly labeled me as
a Viequense, as someone from here. He
wanders to the bar during their meal, to
order another drink. He lingers, leaning
towards me. He stumbles over a few
sentences in Spanish, telling me I am
pretty, thinking nothing absurd about
this attempt to flirt with a woman so
much older. He tells me he loves the way
Puerto Rican women dress—we wear
tight clothes for a reason, right? He’s
heard things about Caribbean women.
He says something like it looks as
though I’ve gone to the beach today,
that all us island people are lucky to
have such dark skin—we can take all
this sun. He enjoys it just for a week,
then it is time to go home. His family
stays seated while he brings me their
check. He perches at the bar, feeling big,
enjoying the easy view of my ass. I feel it
like a wet rag at my back. He says, as he
is leaving, in front of his parents, in
front of his younger sister, “Maybe I’ll
see you tomorrow.”

It is like a prophecy. I think I have
never been so easily humiliated. 

Here in Vieques in 2002, I have
entered the midst of a lucha for
autonomy hundreds of years in the
making, swinging in yet another loop
towards independence. The US Navy is
scheduled to leave the island forever in
May 2003. I imagine myself returning to
swim in the beaches of the now
forbidden east, but I may have to wait
longer than expected. US policy toward
operations in Camp Garcia has been
known to change; I cannot be sure I will
return to a Vieques free of the Navy. And
so it is through a shifting sun under
Caribbean clouds that the saga of
conquest and colonization continues on
these shores dominated by the echoes of
this Caribbean history.
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La navegación / The Naviagation
There is a slight breeze blowing from the
east tonight. The sky is inky with the
outline of clouds slipping silently under a
full moon. Aside from the metallic echo
of a Methodist sermon in the distance,
the night is quiet. My hand scratches
over this page in a dark-brown, fleshy
shadow. I am saying good-bye to Vieques.
I imagine somewhere, in the deep hills of
the west, land crabs crawling through
craters; bomb casings glinting in dull rays
of moonlight; pieces of ruined sugar
plantations rotting slowly through
centuries, carved away by termites;
whispers over pools of water caught
somewhere between rock and sand. The
island in its entirety. I want to say
goodbye to everything. The cracks in
sidewalk of Isabel Segunda, pop music
drifting from bars in Esperanza. All the
people of this island. All of her ghosts.

It is here that I have taken upon
myself, into these palms, the weight of all
that has come before. In this elbow of
convergence where pre-Columbian
bones and shards of Africa and Yankee
might have met, reliving into an infinite
sky the steady turning of tides. Hundreds
of years of history are caught in this
nexus of coral rock and mountains; we
share it now with our ancestors. Below

this sky that shifts by day and by night,
endlessly. I wonder briefly if the moon
will look different when I arrive on the
shore I have never known, from which I
came: Cuba. I will blow across this sea
like the whispers of history before me to
be transformed, to know this Caribbean.

Now, quietly, under a dark, rotating sky,
the Caribbean moves through darkness,
indifferent to the will of our slumber. The
sea continues to breathe the clouds, to
blow them up from her surface, to pull
them with her tide, to cradle them close.
An extension of the yawning expanse of
ocean we all travel, indefinitely, these
clouds are forever drawn from and
returned to her lull of waves. It is
impossible to understand this shifting
landscape of sky and water without the
embrace that holds them together. So it
is with the Caribbean. Perched in yet
another moment before the rupture of
eggshell—this is the Vieques I have come
to know. This is my version of her.
Another piece of our history—bones and
blood and vision. Fused. In this small
place, the shifting of shape constant, but
we remain—locked, endlessly—in our
tragic dance toward survival. 

2/12/02 – 8/20/02
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Esperanza, Vieques
Photograph courtesy of Katie Miranda.
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