Foiling the Pantera Negra
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kill me. My friends at Tortuguero told
me of the threat, They said the man was
called the Pantern MNegra. The Black
Poanther, It was a spooky name and a
spooky threat, piven thar my friends
heard about it more or less as street talk:
“Dat white boy ar Tortuguern? De Pan-
vera Megra sy he goin' o kill him,
mo. Goin® cut him t'roat.”

He never got me, though, So far as [
kmow b never cven ried, and 1 admir T
watched for him for o vear or so when-
ever | had m po w0 Puerto Liman. |
looked for him in the crowded markee
where fresh turtle wes sold. A grear
place for chroat-curting, with all the
mise.

My firsr encousster with the Pantera
Megra had been friendly. He was u pond-
matured fellow; hig, ineellipent, and
calm, It wasn't until a few hours birer
that things por uneuly.

The Panrera didn't know ir, bue [ wae
predisposed to like him. At eighteen, |
liked just abour everybody [ met on the
coust of Costa Rica. It was my fantasy
land, and as far as | was concerned T was
a privileged obsesver,

| didn't juse happen upon that sliver
of the Caribbean: | waneed ta be there
very badly. My father, a biokogise, firs
mok me rhere when | was twelve mw

Bitchering a green turtle at Tortuguero: a great ploce for throat-cutting.
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reconnodter for sea turtles. We found
turthes, all dght. Move green turtles nes
at Toruguero than anywhere else in the
Carbbean, and my father begsn a re-
wearch project there in 1957 that has
contined to this day. His career and oy
idodescence were nwerured by oapging
sed tureles ar Tortsguers, 5o was the sur-
vival outdook of the wreles. Costa Rica
agreed o protect them by law from
commiercial aking, then declared the
aren w mational park. The migration,
ecology, and behavior of Torupuero's
turtles are better known chan those of
any other sea turdes in the world,

Turtle wagging is a procedure, parc of
o scientific methodology, Bur there s
moee to life than procedur:, and for
many of s who worked oo the beach
the turtle projece became very personal
and the surroundings wery involving,
For ws it was inevitable that ineer
vention and participation in life on the
cosait shold tuke a seat alongside fasci-
nated but passive observation. For one
thing we had, at our Green Tarde Sta-
gion, the only medicine chest for miles
arcume]. W sdministered fimsr  add.
Thar's intervention. We emploved some
lexcal peaple. Thar's Intervenrion.

Bur my incervention in the cize of the
Pantera Megra was far more ageressive.
He chreatened the turtles themsebves,
the very essence of Tootuguers, And

S

with them he threatened my mental
comistruct of the place.

The Torruguero beach is owenop-twn
miles bong, bound ar either end by 5
river mouth. We wually confined cur
turtle tagging to the first five miles, from
the mouth end, miled ar Torouguero
River, down m mile-5. Gachering
enough people and gear to tag every

| mesting ourtle dusing one night on the

rest of the beach—from mile-5 to the
Parismina  River, seventeen miles be-
vond—was tough and expensive, so we
only did it occasionally each season.
We wanted to ger more accurate figures
on nest derudty ansd predarion, tw decer-
mine the rate of spillover of toreles we
had alresdy tapred on the firx five
milles, and of course, 1o tag more turtles.

U one of these nights, kare in Au-
gust, | mer up with the Pantera Megra,
There: were three humdred nesting tur-
tles on the beach thae nighr. He would
tiy o kill ten percent of them.

It took dhree davs to gt ready for dhe
big beach walk. The scherme was to dis-
tribute workers along the coest ar abour
twoemile ineervals, They had to be in
plice by nightfall, when the tueles
starced crawling. The workers would tas
the turtles or turn them over, leaving
them to be magged In the moming, Tur-
tles wonald be furned or tagoed only after
they had complered nesting. Since @
preen turtle may take oo houss 1o com-
plete her entire pesting process, it is ofs
ters necessary to manioor several ouriles
ar once, walking back ond forth be-
rween them, checking their progress,
wairing until the eggs are dropped and
the nest ¢overed before clamping a cag
on a flipper.

My own mission was to coordinare all
the acrivities from honeback, helping
with the turtle tumimg, distributing rags
o needy secrions of the beach, boosting
mocale among the olared umers, and
finally, beginning ar dawn, trekking
back along the entire beach o release
any turele thar had been overlooked
during a night that promised grear
confision.

It wos a cerrific plan. le was all my
own, and [ confess thar | saw myself as
someons approaching gand marshal of
the beach, Evervhody else was excired,
txx: I the tropics, any complicated
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plan thar hes a chance of working is
worth celebraring,

Harse, the homse that was v carey me
down the besch, was the properry of
Leo Martinez, ome of our oddess friends
and helpers st Toerupuern, Home was
the onby horse there ar the time, He was
a nuzmrback stallion with a benr ear and
an assortrent of scars, the marks of a
hard fifee on the coast hauling coconurs
and copra. Harse was fir enough, bur his

backbone  looked like a ewibydour |
suffed under his sk, He was ried ioa |

coconur tree, ome tear leg cocked for
ward, head drooped, eves veiled sullenly,
crusted blood from his nightly donption
o the vampire bat still plastered o his
lower meck, Leo asured me che ride
vamld he fine and rossed some stuffed
and flattened flour sacks scross the
wood-rame saddle he had made, patting
the padding ta show me its ashioning
F'n:'l!ll"{".

Leo squeesed Hame's head nmo a
hemp halter while | pat my stnaw sad-
diehags, bulging with food, flashlighes,
end ogher odds and ends, acrse che
howse’s burt, cethening them to che -
merable wooden projecrions an the sad-
die. [ rearranged the saddle pads into a
tolerabile sear and gulded Harse dovwn 1o
the wer, dense sand near che suef. Wi
mmed wuch toward Jalows, near the
Farismina, and mmudged into the hose
swoeping in off the rumbling winns:.

THE WEATHER WAS FAIR, and
if it beld chere would be one less
annavance for evervone involved in the
beach walk, Rainyscason min ar Tor-
tuguero does nor just wet wour body,
soak your notebook, ruin your flashlight.
Bome across half the Adamtic by the
rrade windds, it can fall in such unee-
lending, inescapable torrents that you
begin o feel tormented, chosen, seem-
ingly persecutad by the falling water, It
rains up to eighteen feet each year m
Tortuguerc.

The mins were pasing, though, and
that was good for Harse and me and the
twelve other people who would be wag-
ging turtbes that nighe. The early after-
noon sun warmed my head through my
sraw hat, and rocked by the slowly
walking horse, | felt a plessant somno-
bence. 1 began to book forwand to a good
ricde, arriving ar the far end of the beach
in time o start the nighteime patroliing.

Bur Tortuguers is ruthless with opti-
mists, Hamse collapsed. He went to his
knees in the sand noc owo miles from
the village, As his rear end gradually
settied, | found myself standing on the
beach with the wiry brown harse folded
up berween my legs, To carry on, |
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would just have to walk all twenty miles
of beach om foor. And then walk back
wiire, 1 began to curse,

Humse wasn't hun; he wos juss making
charge. Leo had warned me: “Dis harse,
him sore of a sk, Chuck, He a seal-
lion, you know. 1 should have cur him,
bt then ..., We soon o bring up de
mare from Parismina. Mo, you mast beat
dis harse, Chuck. If you bear him, he
tike you where you want to go." Bur
1 cannoe beat a horse the way Leo beats
a homse, It's more like clubbing. Tor-
tuguero horses ure broken o the cub. |
trbedd 1o break one gently once, a grand-
daughter of Harse's, | cracked twe ribs
when she threw me.

Afrer | stepped clear of the pack md-
dle, Harse promgly mose to his feet, Du-
bimly, [ checked him for trauma. Hie
breathing was soft and easy. His eyes
were clear, and | could see evil lurking
there as before. There was nothing
wrong with Harse; he just wunted o
el the trip.

Baving on the windy, lonesome
beach, 1 set out toward the south, pull-
ing Harse behind me. | pulled him all
the way to fabova,

| walked for two or three howss, Desti
nation coabesced from the hage ahead.
The past disarticulated behind. Sourwd

.

wa washed out by the stendy thundes
from the sea. | foughe i for 3 while: 1
fought to hear the fine details of the
tanagets’ duess in the brush. Pur the de-
mails were Jose ta the surf, and | quit
fighting,

Linder such decumstances, it & su-
prising that [ saw the Panter Megra at
all. He and his partner were at fist only
tiny dats settling our of the moubled alr
ahead. [ ook them to be a pair from my
(W T,

When they saw me, 1 don't knowe
They made no sdpn. As the distance
lessened, | saw they were strangers.
They were building  camp, odd behay-
ior for mile-12. Mevercheless, our firse
meeting was pleasant, any tension bost
in the customary cordialiey of the coase,
The big, selff-confident black man chae-
ted amicably, explaining that he and his
helper were en roure to Tortuguero, hav-
ing hitehed a ride by bost up the la-
goons from Limsdn, They would start our
again ar dawn,

The Lating sidekick, a wormy charae-
ter who looked owt of place in the wil-
derness, remained quiet and insecure do-
spite his machete, The owering Black
man wis pentle with him, unring him
through the final steps of erecting their
plasric rarpaulin,
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I had mo suspicicns of the pwn, even
though there were suwspiciows signs from
the ourser. Why pitch enmp now! Sun-
4t wis an hour sway, Walking & pood
ar night, and there was nothing o be
paineed by sleeping on che beach. Bur a8
| have said, 1 was predisposed to like the
Pantera Megra, so | oaccepred his rale.
The Panters even whked me if the
Crusrdia Bural, che cops of the. coun-
teysichy, were part of our tagging oper-
atior. [t was hours before [ saw anything
peculiar im the guestion.

Shorely after dark [ reached Jalowa,
where | would tum around and hesd
back o Tortumeern.

1 left old Harse techered, relieving my-
seft of him for the rest of the night.
Harse was in for a might of gletonos
pleasure.  Jaknvoa—derived from  “Haul

Onver"—is o freshwarer bay in the madn |

Tiver systemn chat protrgdes: righe o
the side of the ocean beach. Tallpras
grows there, and Hase found con-
tentment in the grezing and drinking.

| began my return, tagging as | went.
In due course | passed the Panters Ne-
gra. [ did net see him oe his partner, but
there were a lot of turmned rurtles near
the segment of beach where [ had left
them that afternoon. Still clinging to
the Panrer's innocent story, 1 judped
the tuming to be the work of my team
members,

"I wrude ehree Lfe fses phis monnig.”

| found Leo and his partmer, Michek,
a1 short timee later, sicting on 2 log where
mibe-? met mile-10. 1 hallooed them as
[ appronched and found a sear oo the
log. We sesoked amd compared  nooes.
Huving ragged twenoy-five wieres in rel-
atively shorr order, 1 said 1 had o feeling
it we poing to e a big nighr.

Michek sald he had never somed so
mmy s single night. A Miskio In-
dian, he had been n velador, a profes-
cional miemer, back in the days when
schooners would Iosd up widh green tue-
tles from the beaches of Tortumera, A
veldir staked out a mile of beach,
turmed  every turde char came ashore
there, and when the schooners came
along ried driftwond ro their flippers and
relessed them one by one. Swimming
thiough the wwf, the buwyed  turtles
were recovered by men in small boars
wuorking from the schooners.

Back then, hefore Whorld War 11, was

the time of the ourtle. Our work—my fa- |

ther's watk—was to save them from ex-
tinction. In the days of the velador, (e
was saicd that you might walk a mile
stepping from the back of one wiele mo
anoeher. =

Mow, here was Michek ralking. Mi-
chek the Miskizo, the old el from
the tribe of the murde people. Mot in his
whole ife bad Michek tumed = many
turtles on o single mile inoa single night.

I

It wos a hiscoric moment at Toruguero,
and | felr it powerfully and josfully there
on my log with these owo dark men,
staring mnto the nighttime surf,

| mld Leo abour the two stranpers
camped on the beach, He quickly con-
cluded that they were poachers and
warned me against aggmeveting them,
Then the three of us splic up, Michek
atul Lea bound for Tortuguern, Forry-
five minures later [ encoumeensd the
Paneeras Megra in the dark, and any
doube 1 still had vanished,

He and his parmer were sitting o a
bog on the beach. The "ilr.\P:il'l.H o cveTs
turned twrthes up and down che beach
coarld be heard over the sresuly mar of
thee surf, | approsched the men and zaid
hello. They were very relaxed, and we
talked about the night and che weles.
When [ mked, the Patern Nesra sid
they had captured “thirty head” of
bkl LR,

His manterof-fact artitude, and the
number of doomed windes, sent a suege
of adrenalin through me the effects of
which | was able o conceal caly be-
cause it was dark, [ promptly made my
apologies and moved on ineo the nighe.

[ walked 1:’L|':-'id|.1_,l now, counting fresh
turtle tracks bur no longer capping.
Dawn was fase approaching, and 1 had
oy make certain chat all was clear ar the
sength end of ri'u-:: |1:::|1.'J:|. |_'u:'i:|_rr|:: AN
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back for Tortupuero.

The Pantera Negra gave me energy. In
twe minwtes | had learned of the fumihis-
mental schism between consenmtionist
and commercial exploiter of wildlife,
Their souls are in different galaxies,
Thirey turles climb out on & shor
sretch of beach. The Pamtera’s re-
sporee: "Fancastic. [l kill chem.” Mine:
"Fantastic." Period, He wracked my val-
ues, Even ar eighteen, [ was partway up
the bvory tower, The Pantern Newms was
from Limon, where there is no room for
absractions. In Limon, something i

Jantastic if you can eat it or sell it or
take it to bed, In the ivory tower, fancas-
tic & an end in drself, No doube | wis a
fool in his world just as he was in mine.
Bur the law, althcugh | had no autherity
b enforce it, was on my side.

AL Jalova 1 mounted Harse again, and
we struck out in & spirited gait. Visions
of home put whar passed for fire into

his seride.

H SUNUP I CONFRONTED
the Pantera Mepra and his pant-
ner. | pulled up two hundred vards from
their field of acrivities, The hig man was
in a fury, up o his ankles in the surf
waving his arms. His bellowing was muf-

fled by the surf. Beyond the waves a

| small motoe lawnch was idling. Too dug-

ont coyuons wese plying the sea paraliel
to the beach at the very limits of safety
where the combers began to ise up 1o
break on sandy shoals below. Period-
bcally the boarmen sent vague hand sig-
nals, The Pantern Negra would rage in
tespeanss, waving them south or morth
and cursing all the while.

It took a momene to comprehend the
stranpe scene, but when | s a large log
suming inappropriately against the in-
coming waves, 1 suddenly understood,
There was a buoyed urthe ot there, It
was just a8 Leo and his siblings, Shefon,
Chid, and Miss Sibella, had told me on
dark nights at Tortuguera: “Den de el-
ador him tie de turtle fin to a large stick
and him tum she loose righe to de sca,
and mens from de launch dey carch de
murtle as swon she clear de surf”

The Pantera Negm was mying o di-
rect the coyvucas to intercept the hard-
swimming wrtle before she beoke her
tether or crossed the suef line and made
for the open ses,

The Spanish assistant stood  dumb-
founded, machers hanging idly from his
hand. Beyond the two men, [ could see
the yellow bellics of the rest of che Pan-
eeras burthes: With one buowved, there
were paeney-ning sl on dhe beach. e

—Ap

stuck me thar if each turrde wok as
much time to boad as this firse one, the
Panrers would be at his task for half a
day.

| kicked Harse into mation. As [ ap-
proached, the Pantera Megra glanced ar
e ovet his showlder and retumed o his
arm-waving. The mssistane, on my l=fi,
gave a shy wave. | nodded and rode by

It all went fast after char, Fast and
stramge and lucky. The luck was thar
none of the Pantera's turtles had nesred
the night before. They were all fresh
and strong, their cnengy saved from the
twirtwour labor of snd-digging and ey
pushing thar nesring requires.

It was lucky, too, thar dhe fise of his
rurtes that 1 came upon was a bir one
for Tormuguero, fortysix o foery-eicht
inches long, which meant she weighed
abour theee hundred pounds. | stopped
next toher and leapt off Harse, immedi-
ately striking him with a thin sock. He
trotred up the beach, saddlebags thump-
ing against his flanks. Tt was the only
thing Hame did right in his life.

I was now strandesd om foos, commir-
ted to an aguressive ace, and my pulse
soared in response. [ flipped the big e
the as Ih-i:-l'-;;ll she were no weightier
than a garbagecan top, She surged
roward the sea with huge swipes of her
foreflippers. The Pantera Negra, real-
Bing my mrentions, made his move, |
bolted eoward the second murtle rwenty
yards away., | tumed her and looked
back, The Pantera had reached the firs
one, The hig eme, | nmed a thind tur
tle. The Pantera was fighting the big
oo, The Spanish man was not moving.
He was confused. The Pantera loaked to
sea voward the boatmen, still trying w
carch the buoved turte. He gave them a
desperate hand signal, It was an error
The big turde slipped the Dantera’s
grasp. She wis at the wer aproa of the

| saerf ancd fought with new viger. [ flipped

the fourth rurtle. The hig one had the
best of the Puntern, She thrashed with
frightful viclence in the wish of the fis
wave, the Pantera clinging frantically to
her flipper. The lonper she held him off
the chuer her freed sisrers could et wo
safery. They were all meing. [ flipped
and ran and flipped and gan. [ new had
o humdredyard lead on the Pantera Me-
gra and knew my cwn life was pre-
served. | concentrated on efficiency: on
pesfect strides, perfece grips, and perfect
heaves, | was a machine,

By the time the big murtle broke loose
from the Pantera Mepra for the ks
time, the rest of che wrtles were torally
cart of his reach, | glanced ar him once,
He was warving: his arms ac me and then
his hoarmen and sramping his feet



- Harse was 5 half-mile ahead, still ot
ting. | motwed after him, choking on
rcars, gasping for akr, terrified, exhil-
arared, and vindicated.

I ran dereny the homewsrd-bowund stal-
ton in abour a mile, When he noticed
I was carching up, he lowered his ears
menacingly but did not increase his
speedd. Nor did he stop, of course,

I prabbed his reins and stood 2 mo-
ment, breaching, leaning on  Hamse,
loaking back down the beach, The s
tle men were not o be seen. The mosor
launch was a small speck, still nor under
way after the moming's disaster.

There wasn't time o reflect just now,
The sun was hor. Ir was almost eight
o'clock and Michek's nurtles were still on
the beach. [ pulled Harse to a stop near
the fist one and paed down the mile
sretch at the others. In the now-white
lighe of the sun, the vision struck me a
sugddens blow of dread. Every animal was
hot and flapping madly, flippers slag-
ping belly plate in bursts of clagping.

[t was a wild scene. An exercised tus-
the & hard 1o grasp propedy. With a bad
arip you stard ro drop the lipper just ar
the peak of the heave to tum it over, At
that point you muse put your fall
strenath behind vour push. That means
slipping your feet close under the halfe
tumed shell s your legs can help push.
If you let go of the flipper then, the
dead weight of the rurtle falls back, the
sharp edge of the hard carapace peeling
yaur shins on the way, The released flip-
pet tnmediately explodes with the pow-
er of a pelagic swimmer, and you are
lucky to get away with a ruehles slap. If
vour are unlocky, the small claw halfasmy
up the leading edge of the flipper slices
vour arm, leg, or back, and you carch 2
quart af sand, full force, in the e,

So even before I dismenmted 1 figured
I wats going to get hurt, But my grearest
fear was that T would kill the mertles,
The beach walk was my grandiose plan.
Now | was presenred with shefy cnver
heated animals and no help, and they
wiondd all die in another hour or two if
[ could mat get them back to the sea.

| beat Harse, once again sending him
mrorring down the beach crail by himself.
| stepped toward the first turtle i the
powder-dry sand and discovered 2 night-
mare, The sand was dry siv inches
down. The heatsnaked pumice was un-
bearable. To turn the curde, | buried my '
feet, stabbing down with my roes and
scraping awkwardly for the cooler sand
below. | ran a mile over the sand and
scraped at sixty stops and mumed s
crazed rurtle ar each one, [ hovded and
cursed and wept In maniacal fury when

IRl imoa st pir and the dry, searing |
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wave of sand engubfed my body. | kept
runming umtil there were mo more -
tles, and then | sprinted for the sea and
dove in,

The Toruguers sand does mot quize
blister human skin, My feer and ankles
were crimeon, but the waves cooled
them, and despite the violence of the
sensarion on the dry sand, the pain was
instantly and eompletely relieved by the
wiler.

| soad wp and warched the turtles.
Half ver= already safe, pone to the high
seas, The rest were meing back 1o the
surf enwrpetically,. Not one was over-
taxed by the heat, They all made i,
marching in o phalanx into the waves.

Hatse had gained another halfemile
on me. | had to carch him; my warer
was in the saddlebags. | rn after Hasse
in the sun, and by the time | caught
him | fele like death was prospecting
among iy sinews. | pulled the horse up
the beach w the edge of the fores,
where a short bur manare coconst tree
wil lemning out cver the samd enticingly,
like the thumb of a hitchhiker. | pulled
down a couple of pipas, the Tocal name
for young coconuts, full of a lighe, al-
modt carbonared fluid, | opened them
with & machete and drank, and drank
all the remaining tinned juices and one
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whole canreen of water, too. 1 offersd
Harse 21 sip of witer in 3 coconot half-
shell, but be mmed his head away

In the shade of the little coconur,
conling my Blood with frshwarer, 1 de-
cided the Pantera Megm had made & bad
decision, He threw &ll hs efforts i
trying ro recapeure ane specimen while 1
relensed his entite stock. He could have
caught me or ar least chassd me away,
After all, 1 had to stop for each ustle.,
He might have run me down and Jose
no more than two turles, instead of
Twenky-rrine,

A firse 1 figured be wis dumb, Bast
you dem’t persuade a motor Launch full
of wirtlemen o ke a risk with you if
vour don't have some sort of repuration
a0 clever schemer,

He knew he was breaking the law but
wis unwilling to worsen his culpahility.
Some conflice with clvilimtion made
the Pantera Negea fight vainly with the
big turtle while an overnight formune
floamdered off to sea, released by o sclf:
righteous gringo. | was in the right, and
he acquicsced—heatedly, with great Joss
of face. His threat to kill me later gained
him back some pride, bt the man was
civilized. The law, or berer, meoralicy,
the intangible underpinnings of law, had
been sustained cut there on mile-12, 4




