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Forgotten Passage

In 1866 one of America’s greatest
writers set oul to cross Nicaragua

by boat. Nearly 140 years later,

armed only with two leaky canoes,
Matthew Power follows in his wake—
and explores Central America’s hottest
destination in the process.

Photography by Peter McBride




FROMTHEDRCE OF A PRDDLE WHERLER CHILE NINGE
listlesaly acroas Lake Micaragua, a little known tavel wiiter
scrbbled notes for a disparch, Itwas Mew Year's Day, 1867,
and e was wrting for a long since departed San Francico
ssewspsuper el the Alve Califormia. His story began with
a cavalcade of pumple prose: There were “reo magnificent
pyromade, clad in the softest and richest green,” and they
looked “soisolated from the world and its turmaoil—so tran-
quil, 50 dreamy w0 steeped in slombersand stemal repose ™

Prosc atylings have changed over the years, bur from
where | sit on the deck of & sunilar ship, crossing the same
lake, the scene has not. Off cur starbaard by, a fiery sun
siinks 10 e Liosieoia, I tlee distance those Stwo mu@iﬁcrn:
pyramids.” the twin peaks of Ometepe Island, are cast in
golden light. The ferry is erowded with great piles of green
plantains and wicker furninire. Passengers—more than any
lnw should allow—hug evesy inch of rail. We'd left Granada
only a few hours caslicr, its tle-roofed mansions and 16ch-
century cathedral disappearing into the aftemoon haze. And
25 we thug closer to Odm H'r-ru*'i wnleanie ['\a—.n[ﬂ T eee whm
st a young Marl Fwain into raptures.

Just before Christrmas, 1566, 8 31-vear-old, walrus-
mustachioed Fenin left San Francisco for Mew York Ciry

by way of Nicaragua. Still a relatively obscure talent, he
wontld not hepin his rise o literary sperstardam unril the
following vear, with the publication of his stary collection
T Celefrated fampong Frog of Calgoerar Connty, aind (iber
Skeetcher. His plan, the same ag mine, had been to follow
whitt was known as the Nicaragua Route, from the Pacific
Ogean to the Carnbbean Sea.

In the years before the construction of the transcantincn:
tal raifroad in the Undted Sulﬁ.ﬂieﬁi:;rnggu Route was the
fasreat way o travel hetween Nea York f:ir:,' and San Fran-
cisto. Due to a fluke of prography, southern MNicaragia (zid
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thereby all of Central America) could be crossed almost entinely by buul vis Lake
Micaragua and its oesrflon i the Cartbbean, the Rio San Juan, The only overland travel
required waus a1 1-mile stretch of jungle from the Pacific to the lalce. The route was
wildly popular, and at the height of the California gold rush, the steamships of Cor-
nelis Vanderbile's Accessory Transit Company cartied some 10,000 passengers a year
COAKT-LO-COAST, far the F:hl.u:s:r FAEY ﬂ’FEEZSD cach

Rert then the Panama Canal was constructed and the MNicaragun Route slipped into
ohscurity. The country, devoid of industry and explaoived by foreign powers, drifted
ey with it. Oligarchics ensued, then devesiaring wars and crppling tsiusul disasters
such a5 Hutsicane Mitch in 1998, Only within the past few years has Nicarapus been
shaking off iis decp and troubled dleep. Today the country  the second poorest in the
hemisphere, after Flaiti—has finally stabilized and Is on the brink of sweeping eco-
normic changes a8 it catches up with a wnrd that lefz i hehind

For mavelers Nicanugua's newfound sceurity {according to TUSATID, the country has
a lowrer mate of violent crime than almess snywhere in Central Amenica) and it time-
warp appeal are irresistible. And among present-day Central Amecica explorers, o new
Micaragaa route has emerged: Instend of tansitng betwesn cousts, tuvelers sliunle
among the Spanish colonial twens of Gransds and Ledn, the black-sand beaches of
Chmetepe, Use cloud forests of Volcin Mombocho, and the erystal clear waters of
Lagana de Apoyo. Ecclodges have sprung up on the sides of volcanoes and bn rich low-
land jungles. Surfers flock 10 the unexplored breaks of San Juan del Sur. To old Central
America hands, Micaragua is reminiscent of Costa Rica in the 1980, & gritty,

LIFE ON THE SAN JUAN- The towr of 3 Cawtilia, alrngsids the Rio San
Junn's moct notoricus rapil, e Bam 1B B Pettorc Spanish inr (Ahov)
Mors, the authas and his group bogan their paddle t4 the Canbhehn

Lty A river chaallor in the viliages of Dinsmite cradiss his pl fansat pig

unexplored country that has become the daling of the back-
-pm.-l:rr and ecotraveler set.

Inlight of this new Nicaragun roule, iL sceused only appro-
prigte to revisit the old one, to load up a few canoes and set
aff deren the Rio San Juan, I'd trace the footsteps of Torain
and of 8 boomtown past that seems bound 1o come agaiu,

The ferry from Granada to the town of San Cardos is
packed 1w the gunwales with San Carlcfios going home. A
feur backpackers on their way to Ometepe mix in with the
throng. Photographer Peter McBride and 1, along with my
friend Learka Bosnak, have procused fist-class tickets, which
ghve 1e the right to sit in hammocks on the top deck. Aswe
chuzm along, scveral pessengere rock themaelves to sesp.

As sunzet splays across the tropical sky, I srrike up & Co-
versation with two fellow travelers, Nora Hawkins and
Felly Ruddges, a couple from Oregon, en route to Ecoador.
In San Carlos, | tell them, we'll intersect the Rio San Juan
and Tvain's route. From there we'll take the rver just ashe
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dhicl, 110 miles to tts mouth at the Carlbbean Sea. Transpore,
for the most part, will be by canoe, maybe dugour. MNot
ELAELY AT d e liswe followsd whe soute, I ooy, at leaet
not since the lare 1800s, The oaly certainty is jungle, lots of
it: For elmest the entire the toip, we'll be passing through
the Indio Maiz Biological Reserve, o umsaive and incalcula-
bly rich rove of biodiversity, unmarked by a single road or
town. I don't have to 1y much maee 10 Kl-?l]r and MNaora
Without any hesitation, our crew swells by o,

Thar night, darkness comes quickly and I deift off 1o the
sound of pluwing wake and rembling dicsel, When Teuin
crossed the lake to San Carlos, his hundred-mile paddle-
wheel journey took 12 howurs, which he desmed “nne partic-
ulacly speedy, but very coestforiulile. " Tlere, 139 vears later,
Ty the wonders of modemn technology our hundred-mile
trip takes 14 hours. So much for progress.

THERE 15 OF THE MATTER ©CH
frestiwiies sluarks,” Peter says to me over a breakfast of epge
and gailo pérto (rice and beans, a staple of the Cenrral Amer-
jcan diet). W are in El Castills, s woam of rinmafed bouses
that clings to a bank three lauss scuth of San Carlcs.

I hear the rver’s full of them,” be says with a grin. Car-
charkinus dewar, the bull ehadk, is one of the only shark
species that can Hye in freshwaner, They luve leeu caugha is
the Misissippi River a5 far porth as linois and are common

CrniRSE

in Lake Nicaragua and the Rin San
Jl.l.i:'l.. They aiw I-|-|uu§;tt to be
responsible for more attacks on
humans than any other shark
specics after great whites and uger
sharks "And don't forget the croe-
odiles, either,” Pcter adds, the
smile on hs face growing wider.
Great news c\r.'\-l:l!il:!ﬁ'i.'ng that Fl
Castillo is where we've planned 1o
pick up our canoes and start pad-
dling. Even better that it's here
we'll fuce the most challenging white wuter of the trip. In
farr Fl Castillo’s very ratson d'8tee is the Raudal del Liabls,
“the devil's torrene,™ a churmning :rn.'p'ui that's one of the few
on the San Toan that is impassable to large ships. For the
Spanzards it was  logical spor to bnitd defenses—which they
did in the form of  massive fort—to guard against the
pirates and privateers who would swarm up the San Juan
and sack Granoda, Buccaneers such as Henry Morgan (of

BNOCENTS ARFA:
Hady Phadger, the
suthar, mrsd Mo
Harwkina “gtay et
an e fivar [abcve)
Clooioaico fram 1op
right: Dinyona Teo
walka through El
Caazille; on avarsss
croyfRak; tradShans]
padilles {obe the

Il s “piada
pacdleE,” al kel
noagdimnty by
hgadiamp & ofiamlle,
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Cuptain Morgan Rum fame) passed theough El Castillo mare than ance, and Hor-
tin MNelson made his name copouring the for (though be wes quickly deiven o by
dysentery, & hardier fioe than the Spanish],

The lust time the fort wes orermun was o mere decade before Fraln's arrival, by a
power-mad American named Willlam Walker. In 1533 Walker, & swldies of [patune,
landed in Micaragua with 57 gun-toting men and avertook El Castillo and (ranada.
He promptly appointed himsell president of the countay, reinstated slavesy, and so
tharonghly gmmed up Vanderbilt's ransportation rackes that the Wall Steeet tycoon
fnanced & pd"n'a.td: anmy to defeat him. Walker bofted 1o Honduras l'.lrl]:.-'-"n he r.1.|'|r||:|.'|l
and eventually executed by a firng sqiad n 1860. The foit, a moss-covered ruin
looming shove the tomm, i o silent repository of all this srrange and vaolent hastary

Tni towit Peter wiid [ ask around for seme canods, the dugout canoes commonly
wzed by Micaraguans on the mver. We find one ted up at the dock and limb i o
get & feel for the vessel. Narrow across the heam, round on the botom. leaky as 2
sieve, we immediaoely lesm dust i o baven't grovwn up inone, it's os e2ny to maneu-
ver asa telephone pale, We nearly capsize just looking at the thing.

MNixing that plan, we start asking the locals abour mare stahle vesssls. With no
decent leads. it seems gur journey might be over befuee it las wuly begun. Then we

meet Dan Napoleon, A local patrician hike those
found in nearly every ane-burro town in the Amer-
icas, Don Napoleon's actual dtle b fmumuicdal
4 Pethaps he's the muyor of El Castillo, perhaps the
mayar's brotherin-law. He is a man who can get
things done, he tells us. A take-charge kind of
zaballern And he Isars e hehind his tin-roofed
hivuse, where we mect Mia and Emma His

daughters® Even beter, we wie offered two

dinped-up but serviceable Bberglass cances.

They will be ours for the sum of §7 a dait Each

And the peddles? Apparently they're wunh

their weight in cdrdobas in El Castilla, After much haggling, Don Mapoleon uses

his connectians 1o garher a collection of Bul-curved, jerry-built, and unbelievably

sorry-loaking devices, One resembles an oversize spatula used to pull pizze from

Use wven, it's prompily dubbed the “pizza paddle.” Another appears to have been

haeked from uncured mahogany with a musty machete and wrighs about cight

pounds. They'll da fine, we tell him

Tust a5 we are wisppiig up our oegotiations, a pangs (s sor of aquatic school bus)

pulls up to the wwn dock and men begin to unload crse after case of Vicwuiiy, the

natianal beer of Nicorgua. It is a good omen As Che Guevarm was fond ol saying,
“Hasta L victoris rempre!—Toward vicwory, alwiys!”

I A ANISTY MUINRISH WE THE EAL DL DIARIEY W wal
dull roar inspires stsioas of snap-jawed crocodiles and rvenous freshwater sharks. We
decide 1o run the canoes empty, =0 that if we do capsize, our supplies won't get
drenched. While i dilers i1 our group shuttle baads e the bottam of the rapict on foot
(4% Torain had done), Peter and | ger ready to run the treacherous smters. I've ot the
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best pradidle of the lot, abous as light and responsive as a stop sign, and the canoe shud-
ders a5 | step i 1 scour the river for dorsal fins or crocs slipping off the far buk, Lut
1 tee nothing. I comvince mys=lf that they're already lying in wait. Peter pushes ot first,
then I do, and our canoes ae tossed around like cocka in @ weshing machine. We pad-
dle frantically to aveld rocks and hack our way through seams of white water thar wash
gwer the sides of the cance and shresten 1o swamp ns. The shogs and hoses stacked on
the shore go by in a bluz, and then, as quickly us i began, iv's fnished. It coutldn’t have
been more than a Class I Spared from the jows of desth again.

A1 thie Lotvom of the rapid, we load the cannes, putting the sceentials in drybagp
and stowing as much water as we can carry: Nora cinches everything expently in plane
{for wark she rans pack trips in Oregon’s Wallas Mountains, so dnching is sort of
a specialry). She, Belly, wod T wke anc canoe, with her in stern. Peter, Learka, and
Peter's friend, Dhyana Tee, who jained us tn San Garlos, take the other. In the spirit
of improvisation (but really because my luggage is sill MIA in Miami Tnternational
Airport) we have no map, no GPS, no compass. Do Mupoleon, whe'd come to seo
v off. doles out one final piece of advice: “Sempre maniererie lo mquerda—Always
stay left.” Hopefully it's the enly direction we'll need.

Floating fslands of water lilies drift along the cument, providisg some sense of
the river's speed, no faster than a jogger’s pace. There are a few minor rapids,
which we run eusily, and a couple of large back eddivs that we have to finesse.

Giant u;i,E-\..-q_-q,- arpon syrface nru:r[-lg,r, I:J'.|¢i.|.‘ dorzal Hns
splayed like Chinesc fans. The forcat looms up from the
banks, towering hills appear and vanish in the early morm-
ing mist. A sentingl heron stands in the shallomws, fte hill
following us like the needle ol u compnas

This landscape sent young Tasin into writery ecsienes. I
was an “unpeopled paradise” such as he had pever witnessed
before, and he pulled out all his resary firewodes (o duw it jus
tice= “01] the shapes and forms and Ggares knewn 1o anchitec-
e, [werc] wrought in the F|'nu:.|:, lenfy vines, and thieon
together in reckless, enchanting confusion.”

Today that enchantment remains, bt it's less & result of
comservation and mere an scoident of kistory, During the ol
war, in the late 1970s and mto the eighties (when U.5.-backed
CORrErOICToa T, OF COTLERE, l"\l"ii-\‘ﬂl"d the Sevies-hacked
Sandinista povernment), the Bio San Juan wes daown ints &
raging pierrills conflice. At times, CLA-trained rebels lnunched
antacks from =u]:|p-ual:d.|}' neutral Costa Rica. Because the
San Juan s effectively the border between the two coun-
tries for much of its length, it crar some bitter fighting.

Fur Micwagua the 11-year conflict was bloody and
dehilitating. and it left an estimated 30,000 people dead
The anly upside to the horror may have been for the jun-
El# .:'.m‘:.g the San Jisan. Even alied tee conflict ended, in
1990, eenlers were reluctant o carve farms within the dis-
puted terdtary; demining cfforts were conducted on some
of the mver istands only in the past few years. By the time
the jungle was ready for development, it was recognized
for & dilfercut kitid of value and was scr axide os the Indio
Maiz Biological Heserve,

The enstem boaland jungles of MNicarsgon are the larges
Intact raln forests b Celn] Avuciica, a vesitable smini-
Amanzan, and Indio Maiz represznts & sszable chunk of the
wirgin territory. The reserve contains the vast majarity of
Nicaragin's 676 species of birds, 176 species of reptiles, and
200 specics of mammals. While a few eco-resons, such as
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the Sahalos Lodge, near El Cassills, have SPOung R oo the
perimeser, the Teserve i a8 untouched sy i was e
Colombian times, maybe more so.

At o military checlkpoint about four miles downstream
from El Castillo, we pull up to the bank. We are the first
11.5. cirizens in foor months wo sign the loghook. From this
point an, dver left will be uninterrupted old-grerath fores:
until we redch the Canbbean. River right, the Costa Rican
frontier, will be almest as pristine, with only 3 few smiall cor-
1.1L imrnes I.LI.HJ. |J].|.t|.|Jt I.'a...lf hu\m LuL ].I.IlLl |J].|: I.I.I.I.IJ.HJ.E.

Dritting along with the curment, the spectacle is
primeval: Cormorants pose, drying their wings; yelow-
breasted tanagers dart low over the water; scarlet macaws

Before we run the Raudal

del Diablo, | scour the river

for dorsal fins or crocs

off the far bank, but
see nothing. | c-c-iwim'('

myself that they're alrea 1dy

]
SIS
_-|.'_J._5|| '::'

Vi es
Iyinl

g In wait.

sereech overhead—far preter to look at than listen to—
n.m:l indescent l:t]u.: m.nrphn Euttn:rﬂ'i:s drft on 'ﬂ:: I:r-npi.c
breeze. On distant sandbars we get glimpses of huge croco-
diles gliding into the water as we approach, One of them,
Peter estimates, i at least 14 feet long. Mone let us get
close, pnd seeing as we're fully loaded, with warer only four
inches below the gunwales, that's just fne.

There i scarcely any traffic on the river, just the occastonal
panga. While we dnft, I conternplate the over’s fate had hes-
tory unfolded differently As eardy as 1826, draft proposals for
el I:I.I.ﬂl.‘ul.;ﬂl‘ﬂl l_u.l.l.l.ll qu..llq,: (1% 5.|.|.u]|.uu| W prl:;mll.a,l. 1T
the U5, Congress. They would have involved dredging the
river and bailding o evetem of locks and runnels 1o lift chipe
the hundred feer from sea o lake 1 sen again, In the lue
18905 several 1.5, commissions supported such & project. A
hopeful American company cven began deedging at the
Caribbean mouth of the San Juan.

Rat it never happened. Amenican politicians were worrierd
it iy exuption fivm vaee r.lfN'n'.ua.Eul.'! vl oes coudd
disrupt or destzoy a canal. Even worse, 8 revolution could put
3 major trade route into unsympathetic hands, Instead, the
French canal project in Panamo—derailed by a vellow fever
epidemic that killed some 20,000 workers—uaas bought in
1903 by the U.S. When the Panama Canal opened in 1914,
the balance of power in Central America shifted dramatically
wrid traffic an the Nicaragus Route dried up. The Rio San
Jusnas Lecaiee e caial thist neves was.

WITH THE TROPICCAL SUN A HANDS WIDTH
above the horizon, we come upon a creck on the Mica-
rRpuan |:|.|:|.c o the Snn]mn.rrrlupﬁm Et‘l.'f ACTOES and min-
ning slowly from the depths of the jungle. The low Light
penetrates deeply Into its recesses, and we paddls i slenthy,
as if we're entering o cathedral. A huge, vine-tangled epi-
phwie hangs above the entrance w the infer, lic like a chan-
delier, and we glide beneath it The ereek goes far back into
the old growth af Indio Mais, vanishing around bends. As
we push upstream against a barely  (Comtinued on page 95)
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Nicaragua’s
agNext’

elite. Rain
tories of j
surf bre,

rading 4 troubled past [or u bright [uture in

ecotourism, Nicaragua

wmd amm}g the Centrﬂl ﬂmeﬂcan l:raw.'l
rests and volcanoes are

e adventure. Beaches offer wor —class

olonial citics look strai

me a watch-

t out of the

16th century: And the time to see it all is nght now:

Rio San Juan
To mirmor the outhar's rowts, con
sider an sight-day motorboat trip
down all 110 mies of the Rio San
Juan with Teurs Nicaragua
(51,671; was i amnicamg \m.onm)
To go it adone, thers are regular
fomics from Gronada o San Corlos
and from San Carlos to El Castila,

Colonial Cities

Mounded in 1523, Granoda ks Mi-
CHrEgUE"S Oldest city, 8 vibearitty
colored wamen of omate churches,
mansions, cathedrals, and musa-
s, LaGran Francia Hotol has
4 roome ($86; wwadlagran
francia,com), sach decarated in
original colonial style, and it meikess
B E00d Dase. For & great meal,

try the cendche at El Tercer Ojo

[+ 505-552-6451), & tepas-fusion

AR WY COMEITEN TN MAFRNG



d&liu}lll o Calle Arseidl.

Less visiled than Granada,
Ladn is gaining a following for its
cald-lined streets, welk-presenerd
cobonial canter, and lsid-back
wibe. The Hotel El Convento
[£69; Wi, hotefsicomvento.com
.nfj has a spectacular garden.

Volcano Trekking

Thiro one some 40 volcondes in
Nicaragua, which translates into.a
ot of eking. Dutside Granada, the
A 4T2-foot Volcan Mombacha s
home tn monkeys, dearf forests,
and archids. Granada-based
Mombeo Tours affers day trips
(S-425; weww, TR ilLen. LU ).

On the islana of Dmetepe, the
stiil gctive 5,57 T-foot Volcan
Concapciin looks like A snoeines
Mount Fuji and is o challanging
treh, Atop I8 twin peak, the

4,57 3-fool Violcan Maderas, hitk-
&S ane rewarded with 8 misty
crater lake, Berman Gomez, at
Exploding Dmetapat], in Moyn-
galpo, guides hikes up Concep-
cibn ($20; +505-647-5179).
Trehes up Muderers Daeglin ol U
cofiee collectnmg of Finca Mag-
dalena, which has guides (515;
wway fincamagdalens com)

Beaches and Surfing
‘With crowds at many of the
breaks in Costa Rica, surfers are
heading to the untapped waves
outside of the beach town of San
Juon del Sur. The Hotel Villa
Isalse=lla has decent, no-mills
rooms [$55; www. sanjuan
deisur org niisabalia). Nearty,
the Popoya Surf Lodge, by
Playa Guesacate, offers weak-
long stays with daoily guided

surfing trips (3900 waw, surf
Nicaragua. comij.

For scuba divers, the
Corm 1slands, on Nicaragua's
Canbbean side, are scattenad
with occlaimed coral reefs. On
Little Goien, Dive LitUeE Coin Nas
tnps and Instructon (370 for a
two-tank dive; www.dhelittiecom
rom), Casa Iguana rents
wooden cabing ($25; waw
cosalguana.net) an the island™a
beeny sulihegsl side,

Ecolodges

Lowsartied o thes- hanks of the Rin
San Juan near El Castillo, tha
Sabalos offers four-day
all-inciusive horsaback riding,
kayaking, mcyching, and traklang
packages in the Indio Malz Biolog-
ical Resgnae (5370 wanaw sahalos
lodige, com). Its cabing are sat on

the warar's adzs and are perfect
for wildiife viewing.

Siluated in a prolected nesens
on Playa Ocotdl, Morgan's Rock
Haclenda & Ecolodge has 15
Iy bungolows [S205; wiww
JATenfanapck.con), each with
a prtvate west-facing deck for
willching sunsets,

Getting There

American Alrlines flics two
and a hall hours direct from
Miami 1o Managua (3 T00;
W, 88.00m), In-country, La
Costafia Alriines (waww central
amanics cominicaaguatran
costena, im) senves moat
miajar Lenwmis and Lhie Corn
Islands. kor sharter trips, the
local buses, expresns, are
cigan, retatively safe, and gn
almost evenywhars, —M.R

LATIN BEAT Clocikowtes
froim top laft: Lonk haleriom
on Leke Micaragua;
Harwiing ralusieg an the
Rio Ban fuans the view
ever ol o resl Crasnds
from tho bell tower of the
B Framsises Chaireh; o
mariachl with & gularman
Iy Ehe: phver towm of Sar
Carlos; (foregneund, from
HgiL) Wit e, Riodges,
urnd Horwhdion v take &
famity i 8 OUSOUS Canco,



NICARAGUA

(Conirmned from page 86

Idaho. Nowhere near

boring.

perceptible current, 1 look over my shouldes 7
for the twinkling surface of the 5an Juan. It has
been blotted oui, sealed ol by veeistion s i
somenne had closed a doar behind s

We become silent creatures of the under-
suory, whispering 10 one another as we glide
upstream in the diffuse lght. The forest seems
v hold its breath. Vines anake doram into the
water, which 15 the color of milloy tea, while the
archid-sprooting trunks of mahogany push 150
feer up through the wiple canopy. Water lilics
like reacups Hoar by filled with rain, and the
smiell of decay fills the humid akr. We peay for
the sight of a jaguar on the dusky bank, and
there is an impulse, very difficul o resist, oo
paddle wp the runnel until we reach the myste-
riots heart of the forest. None af us say i, bt
we all grem 1o share the desire. Then the stems
druw water und spin us arounsd. We wind buck
aut the capillary into the spell-breaking sun-
light of the San Jusn

As the sun poes down, we spoUan empry
field on the Costs Rican shore with a pair of
socccr goals madc from saplings and & couplc
of horses grazing. By the river’s edge ks an
ennrmnis cetha, fs hattressed ot system yEtte Blepr
pechaps 50 feet arcund; its eight-foot-wide
trunk siretching up ten stories. It probably
colonized a hole in the canopy before Colums-
bus discovered the moush of the San Juan on
his final voyage, We set up camp beneath it

Dinner is canned tuna and cracler and hot
sauce, a8 it will be for most every meal along
the river Peter's tervaki heef jerky and onr
woctully inadequate supply of rum are the firse
cosualties of not mtioning, Teain had com-

plained about the sameness of the food on the 1 g " ’ T
Nicaragua Buute: two pieves wl bread enddus- - =i g EF‘ST 5 s
ing one piece of ham or one piece of ham be- L e P e \ | LLTERM

tween two pieces of bread, His ironic refrain
“There's nothing like variety!™ becomes our |
catchphrase at every meal |

AS DAYS FASS WE GROW MORE ATTUNED |
te the rver, evploring rebararies and the seift |
channels behind bamboc-covered islands. Deter
discovers that he's tiuent in howler monkey, the
throaty booming eries that echo through the
forest. Flolding on to vines beneath an over-
hanging tree, he sets a group of them into hys-
teries, a8 they dangle by prehensile tales and
bl fearlessly at the human intrudess below. At
sunsel WE COme ACToEs A tree topped by bun-
diexds of great egrets, audilde at Lisll a mile,
They explode into & flurry a3 we approsch,
winging aff in & sorm of beaten sir then settling
back into the suse spor once we pass.

Orwr only company is the starmy-eyed children
waving from the Cortn Bican benk and the
occasional dugout loaded with plantains and
people shocked 10 see s It seems to be heyand

BOO.BG1.4470 or = arMdiron




NICARAGUA

the comprehension of everpone we pass that we
wronald be canccing dewn the fver for fun

“Well, you probably wouldn't see them
Wl]HI’!'{Bﬂ"W‘I‘I the New Jersry '“Imrl“:-l-. juast
1o sce how beautiful itis," says Learka, Good
point. The Rio San Juan is the central artery
for all of southern Nicaragus—and if some
hve their way, it will se= much more taffic in
the future. Even today various proposals, vig-
oroualy oppoded by environmentalints, hove
been repeatedly consldered by the
povernment to rewive the nnrealized dresm of
a Nicaraguan canal. The most sensitive plana
would stll mvolve massive dredging and
tankers four times the sire of Ponamasx ships
(the largest thist cien it through e Puinsmns
Canal) ferrping up and down the river. The
economic benefits could be enormous, but
the ecological impacts would be irreparable.
With the face of MNicaragua changing so rap-
idly, it's hard 1o say what the future will bring
for the San Juan; for now, at Jeast, the river
remaing unbot

Oue eveling the tiver i3 30 glissy and the
rwilight so peaceful that we draw our boats
together and drift slong as a full moon rises
We come upon a farmhouse on the Costa
Rican side, and the soung man who greets us
says thot sometimes boats hit manatees at night
and capsize, Then the crocodiles slide in. They
feed at night, he rells ns, We all get & refn-
active casc of the willica.

Wi camyp out in the farmyard, strnging ug
hammocks between posts. For dinner, more
i ased, for w changge, sundines, There's
nothing lilee variety [ ask our host, Ramén Mar-
tinex, 23, what he thinks of life on the border
and the sometimes heated disputes that anise
betarsen the two countries over navigational
righta, Nicarsgua claima suthority over the entire
river, siraight to the Costa Bican bank. His
tetpanse? "N dritmgirmmns—We da not distin.
tlsls™ Preople v boals sides el o the tiver.

FIVE DAYS INTD OUR JOURNEY WE
il have no [des how far icis o the Caribbean.

“Maybe we missed one of the lefts.” says
Peter when we pull over on a paddlc breake Wi
eat the last of our tuna and a few handfuls of
raising Difinking water is rinning low: There's
inokliing o do but keepr goiug, 3o we push off
agin hoping we haven't made a terrible mistake.

Peter's crew hos gotten wl'!lpptd inta
shape {he's a former ski coach), and by this
point my crew has to rally to keep up with
them, Fifty yards ahead, rounding a bend,
their paddles go into the air and the whole
canoe letg our 8 whooping cry. Then we see
what they we shouting sbout e white
breakers of the Canbbean, curling over a bar
of black sand and mixing the river currents

into & heavy chop. We have crossed MNicamgun.
The river continuss north behind & narpene
hugging the coastline. The deep jungle of
dary hefrire has peen wiy o e grass and the
eccasional clump of rees, W pull up to 2 ram-
shaclde house, callimg out & greetang i Spanish.
It foels ke we've resched the end of the woeld.
Awhite-habred man comes oul.

“Hey y'all, what's up#” he asks in a South-
ern drawl.

Joe Pinder, 39, a Florida-born fisherman,
mewed tn San Juan del Mone o get away from
it all. He couldn't have gone much farther.
There's sporadic phone service in town. Not a
DSL for love or money. Not even & way bo
revieive reguler msil, He wkes lis own lees,
fixes his engines, seis lobster traps in the

We become silent
creatures of the
understory,
whispering as we
push upstream.
ines snake down
into the water while
mahufany trunks
push 150 feet up
through the canopy.

bay His Nivwrmguan wile, Jessnig, Ieiogs us o
berad of fresh lobster-and-tomato salad with [ime.

We're the first Amenicans he's seen in quite
awhile, he tells us. Not a lot of tourists venture
down ta the end of the river. It is a wild fron.
tier: Seven of Pinder's dogs have been Idlled by
jaguars in the eight years he's lived here, and a
favarite pastime of the locals, he vells us,_ iz w
search un e shoe (oo bales of cocaine
dumped overboard by smugglers on the mn. |
tell him about Twain's journey. At the San
Juan's mousth he'd described a rough pory owm
where the “cows marched through the thor
oughfarcs with a freedom pen cannot describe”
and a good bed could be had for a dollar.

(O sure, But the town he stayed fn &5 lang
goic,” Ploder wells us: *Okd Gieyrown, it was
called, But the rver shifted und eut it off. Now
nothing's left there but a ghost town.”

It seems hardly fair thar after all our time
and effost tracing Tain, the end point of his
journcy in Micaragua hss just up and disap-
peared, There are rumblings among the ex-
hausred group, a muting perhaps; bur then
Piueler's Dsliing lrddy Silvio Reves pulls up vo
the dock in o powertul fiberglass launch, Sure,
ke[l rake we te Greytown, he saye, and in o few

minutes we are blastdng across the bay ar a
heart stopping 40 miles an hour. We shoot pat
a sunken steamship, overgrown with vines and
mangroves, the boiler blistered and musted
through, loaking jus: as Tain had described a
wreck he'd seen here 139 years before, Near
that is the vowering, rusting dredge used by the
uvercenlous Avuciican spoculatons tw dig the
tirst—and only—mile of the Nicaragua canal
Wizh ereeping inevitability, the jungle reingares
irs aurthority over the works of man.

Reyes nudges the boat through a raft of
watcr lilic to a decaying wooden dock and
leads ws down a path mbo the jungle, We smve
at 8 elearing—the center of the once bustling
it ity aFG:q‘tm Mot a single louse sill
stands. Mothing is left bur o gravevard, the
encroaching jungle kept at bay by a govern-
ment careralier. Some of the crumbling siones
are bullet-pocked, and 1 line of leaf.cutter ants
wends berween them. Bureaucrats, satlors,
children, and transicnts who died passing
throngh lay haded side by side: nne reads
*Consul for the German Empire,” while into
another is chiseled “Eilled by a fall from the
Mizzen top.” If Twain had caughy “the cho-
lera® thar was snilking the regivn in his day, he
could well have ended up here—and the
course of American literaturs would have been
forever aliered, If the Rio San Juan had seena
different tum of fate, southern Micaragua
might have been as important to global trade
as the Malacca Straits or the Suez Canal
Greytown would have been o glinering city of
shyscrapess with o tollbootls fon every ofl
tanker and container ship threading its way
betwreen the cceans. Instead, the end of the
Rio San Juan seems Hie an oxbow lnke of his-
tory and sbandoned dreams, forgotten to
time, cut off from its original fow.

Back at Pinder's we bid farewell and clam-
ber into our canoes for the kase time, curting
#cross the bay to the new settlement of San
luan del Morme. As we approach town, the
blasting chords of Survivor's 1982 hit, “Eye of
the Tiges,™ floar across the warer from a river-
side bar. At this point Twain had boarded 2
stcamship and continued north toward the
wilds of New York City. For us it means the
end af an epic journey, the departiiee poing of
thie twice-weekly ferry that will wind us back
up the fver to San Carlos, Amid more than a
ferar strange looks, we pull up and pile onto the
dock in foat of the bar. The Victoria is cold;
the victory, sweet. Thar night, we fall asleep in
rooms that have outrageously quintupled in
price since Teain paid a single dollar for them.
The poonding surf of the Caribbean erhoes
r]uuuah coconut groves, and where the siver
meets the sca, the ghosts of o thousand jour-
neys drift over the water. A

¢ ADVENTURE »= SEPTEMBER 2006




	National G-1
	National G

