Dominican Republic, 2000

Anticipation

Finally awake

I wander --

where I belong.


Traveling infuses me with life.  My brain is sharper and senses heightened as if I am breathing pure oxygen.  As I encounter new people, even my heart opens up.  No matter how many details the guidebooks have, adventure and the unexpected are the only certain components of a trip.

Gleaming white sneakers

revel in the earth 

stepping out of bounds.

Scenes from the Camioneta

On our first ascent of the winding mountain road for writing class at Alta Gracia, Julia and Bill’s coffee farm, I find myself longing to peek outside of our camioneta’s blue tarp that keeps us dry and warm, but isolated from the land and people we had come to meet.  


Finally sick of sneaking glances through the crack between the tarp and truck, I decide to lift the taut tarp. My head now protrudes from the side of the truck exposed to the wind, water, and whatever else that is to come. 


My first fleeting image of Dominican life is the carcass of a cow on its back with its hooves in the air slit open from udder to neck.  Its belly skin is stretched out and pinned to the ground exposing its entrails to a small crowd of onlookers.  Two young boys eagerly hunch over the carcass with their hands on their knees as if they are catching their breath in a soccer match.  Instead of air, they inhale an equally important vital element, knowledge of their alimentación.


After this split second encounter with the world, I duck back under the blue tarp.  The boys of the campo must understand their animals to eat them; I must live in ignorance of my carnal nourishment in order to swallow it.

This slaughtered beast couldn’t be

how my sausage-egg Mcmuffin 

comes to me!

As we ascend and descend a steep drainage in the mountains, water rushes down ravines and between houses.  I am impressed at the ingenious uses of these streams.  In addition to trapping water for pools to accompany roadside merengue bars and using river rocks as advertising space for presidential candidates, this running water serves as a washing machine.

However do they 

get clean bathing in the river --

wash water of neighbors.


Nearly every house we pass bears wrought-iron rods, which protrude from their cement foundations.  Some of these foundations are empty awaiting further attention, but others are inhabited on the ground level and left unfinished on top. It makes me realize how even in the United States where projects are not left undone, we are all a work in progress.  

From every other house

protrude sagging metal rods,

is any home complete?


Cellular telephones, techno music, movie theaters, and sky-scrapers abruptly arrived on this island of subsistence farmers with donkeys and machetes.  Without a transition from the old way to the new, the two now exist together creating seemingly anachronistic moments.

Cooking over fire 

as horses clop by cars --

D. R., 2000.

We pass children dressed in distinctive blue and khaki uniforms walking to school.  Sometimes school here seems superfluous to villagers, who would rather be earning money working in the fields.  Concerned about where their next meal will come from, they cannot see how school can lead to a professional job that would make more money than their farm labor.  Sporadically, parents who can afford uniforms send their children to school for a half-day of classes.  Despite these realities, seeing them on the road this morning fills me with hope for their futures.

Wide-eyed, blue khaki

uniforms march to school.

Minds to sharpen like pencils.

Animal Rights

During an overnight stay at a campesino’s house, I am shocked to see how Dominicans treat animals.  Overused horses with saddle sores chew weeds as if trying to make their ribs less visible.  Dominican campesinos have enough trouble feeding themselves without worrying about the bellies of their mules.  Pets, which Americans spoil with gourmet food, clothing, and sitters, have to serve a purpose in order to stay around a campesino household.  Dogs’ barks serve as alarm systems, and their bites as guns. Guinea pigs are fattened until they are eaten on a holiday. Cats keep mice populations in check.

Pet cat screeches, 

scrambling for the floor --

tail as leash.

While in the campo near Jarabacoa, our writing class follows a line of parked trucks to a cock fight.  Even before we enter the circular arena, death surrounds us.  A young boy cleans a plucked rooster with a small knife.  With queasy stomachs, we hesitantly approach the arena bounded by a chain-link fence and roofed with corregated zinc.  Led by our fearless professor, we penetrate the mob to find at the center two cocks egged on by animated men.

Within the metal 

circle the cocks each with a 

bet of his own.


Women’s Rights

Our second night in Rancho Baiguate, the ecotourist hotel where we spent our nights, a friend and I vow to keep up our running regiment even though it means getting up forty-five minutes before the rest of the bunk house.  At 6:45 AM we roll out of our sleeping bags, slip on our running shoes, and hit the gravel road.  Just as the first rays of light come over the mountains, we come upon a gigantic greenhouse full of flowers as workers arrive.  As we pass them, a cacophony of catcalls sound.  Embarrassed and confused at why these men would be interested in two disheveled runners, we smile and run faster.  One hundred yards later a motor scooter passes us and the driver, who shares his seat with a girl, calls to us.  By the end of our route, our peaceful sunrise run had been interrupted eighteen times.

 The cat is calling,

“Take me to Miami.”

Foreigners flush red.

Seeing Each Other


After a few days of overfilling my stomach at lunch in order to make it to dinner without a gnawing hunger, I decide to break the Latin tradition of feast followed by famine and buy some snacks at the grocery store.  After browsing through isles of assorted cookies, candy, and chips, I choose cereal thinking it would be a healthy alternative. I am disappointed to only find various forms of sugar flakes in the cereal section and that skim milk does not seem to exist in this country.

“Leche sin grasa?”

she smiles at the skinny gringa

shaking her head.


As we walk around Jarabacoa near Rancho Baiguate late on a sunny afternoon, our foreign faces stand out pink in a sea of brown.

Crispy crimson skin-

the sun’s harsh lesson.

Morenos’ heads shake.

Group Living

In our bunkhouse of eight girls, I quickly learn everyone’s morning and evening habits.  Upon nightfall, names are lost and people become identified by the one who falls asleep first or snores or tosses and talks in her sleep.  There is little rest for the light sleeper. Thankful for my mother’s foresight, I pull out my earplugs and eye mask every night and pray for sleep.  

Through my eye mask,

a shard of light --

dream interrupted.

Peak Ascent


One weekend we attempt to summit Pico Duarte, the highest mountain in the Caribbean.  When we arrive on the first morning of our three day expedition, it had been drizzling for a week.  

Earth swallows my foot

blessing each step with a kiss.

I walk on puckered lips.

As we continue, the trail gets progressively worse. Our guide tells us that the path was traveled by 318 Dominicans and 108 mules on New Year’s Eve.  These islanders sought cold weather to make the season more festive, but their huge numbers wreaked havoc on the soft clay trail. My tightly laced sneakers encounter mud two feet deep, a decomposing mule, and numerous candy wrappers.

The quicksand sucks. 

I sink defeated, but then

trudge on like a mule.

Our Salida

On Tuesday of our final week, we decide to plan a weekend getaway to a beach town.  Worried about securing reservations for our large group, I embark on the expedition of using the phone.  

“Ahh, you want to call outside of Jarabacoa,” infers the Swiss receptionist at Rancho Baiguate who speaks Spanish with a French accent. “Well you must buy a phone card then,” he explains.

“Okay, I’ll take the cheapest.  I just have a few calls to make,” I confidently respond.  The third hotel I try picks up.  “Sí, Sí.  Twelve people for this weekend,” I repeat in my working Spanish.  “Holá, HOLÁ?”  The line is dead.  “My card is finished,” I whine to the Swiss.  

He smiles and asks, “Now would you like to buy a more expensive card?”

On my second attempt, the hotel receptionist sounds hurried and says, “You will have to call again on Thursday to confirm your spot.”

“You mean I won’t know if I have a room until the day before we leave?” 

“That’s right,” he smugly replies.  

I feel my cheeks burn as I hang up.  “How is it that one cannot make a reservation in this country?” I ask the Swiss.  

“The people here live day by day. Life is hard and full of the unexpected, so they put their future in God’s hands.”

“Real convenient,” I mutter.  “Well, I can at least call a taxi, can’t I?”  

Dialing the number he hands me, I focus on the words I will need in my head and hope they will come out my mouth with no trace of a southern accent.  “Hello.  I would like a taxi for six in the evening on Friday,” I enunciate carefully.

“¿A las tres?” a voice in a crowd calls.

“No, a las seis,” I repeat.

“¿A las tres?” he asks again.  Now I hear laughing in the background.

“No, no. A las seis,” I try again.

“¿En la manana?” I hear.

“¡NO!  En la tarde,” I scream.  “If you fail to help us, I search for other service,” I state with conviction.  

In a more serious tone he levels, “Bueno, chica, I will come to get your group at four in the afternoon on Friday.  No later.”  

Compromised, I hang up.  The Swiss explains, “The people here do not like to travel by night because of all the donkeys, bikes, and pedestrians on the unlit roads.  The white cross you see at each mountain curve is in memory of a person who died there.”

Distractions, delays-

Resigned, I stop

fighting the culture.


Our final weekend as a group turns into a fiasco.  After a jam-packed four hours in the car, we arrive at the beach. On the final stretch along the ocean, our taxi driver stops the car, gets out, and says definitively, “No!”  We survey the sandy path we have been following and agree that the sand is just getting to deep to plow through. “And the locals call this a road?” I muse to the group, mildly humored.  

We walk towards the hotel with backpacks, purses, coffee bags, and roller suitcases in hand.  The one hundred yards the driver promised turns into two kilometers, and as sweat rolls down my back, my demeanor darkens.  I charge ahead of the group envisioning twelve charming beach villas on the water.  At the end of the beach, I follow the path inland, cross a bridge, and enter a swamp. When I reach the end of the path, I’ve already been bitten by several mosquitos. A little French woman greets me cheerfully with a cigarette and cell phone in hand.  When I announce that I am with the group of twelve, she scratches her head like a dog with fleas and fires up the cigarette and cell phone. The reservation for doce had been confused with dos. 

Twelve of us and twenty-four of pieces of luggage piled into the last available room in town.  

Somehow, we survived the night.  As I cram clothing in my bags the next morning for the return, I begin to dread my job applications, move into a single apartment, and graduating boyfriend at home.

Coming home to more

confusion than living with

twelve tourists in one room.


As I brush by a friend in Proctor, he calls, “Hey, Lizzie, how was your trip?”

With loaded backpack,

I escaped to worlds unknown 

to those close to me.  

Elizabeth Lokey
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