The $t. John Story Behind The
Newly Teanslated Vieques Novell

St. Johnian author, Gerry Singer, talks about his publishing company’s latest book

The next step for writer Gerald Singer
ixar novel: his own navel,

“Fwionld like to try my frand ar i, like to
iry and develop chavacters,” said Gerry
recently, as he pushed his yourg song Ja-
cob at the plaveround in Criz Bay. Jacob
Iz & real swinger, he likes to swing for a
half hour at a time.

We had come to talk with Gerry abour
the movel " Usmail ", reviewed by Martha
Hills in this icsue. It iv a novel abont our
sister [sland Flegies, and Gerry was the
person befind the mevel 5 publication in
English.

Gerry is one of those guys with endless
ciriosity, and stories, and things he’s up
to. So first we spoke about his new prof-
ect: @ web site he'’s working on develop-
g with Andy Clausen of Savant Media
called seest fohn.com.

“The new web site | envizion as a ra-
die station, a televivion station, with
multi-media clips,” sald Gerry, and the
key word there is “envision”. He is look-
ing forward to a time when “the TV s the
Web and the Web is TV and admits the
new cuffing-edege web gite is an experi-
ment. “What do they say: if you build it
they will come? " he added,

Gerry already has a web site baved
an his locally besi-selling book “The St.
Joln Beach Guide”, That web site has
hundlreds of pages of information about
the island, and all that information was
gathered because Gerry, vears ago, wved
fo write an ad for g supermarke! on 5.
John (now long gone) called Maring
Market,

The ad was fill of information Gerry
e 3mhm-d and- written up abaur St

come to St John and, due to an bnate
disposition (or an awakened disposition)
have found pleasure in researching the
ixfands intricacies of history, culture and
language, Lite Valls, Chuck Pishko, Ken
Wild, John Anderson (author of “Night
of the Silent Drams "), Peter Muilenburg,
Dariz Jadan, Ron Walker: to name just a
few, besides the staff of the Sun Times of
COUrSe.

Gerry ix just such one of these rare -
man beings who gets excited by a person,
o a place, or a topic, and keeps asking
questions out of the joy of learning and
discovery. He Is a peremnial studen,
building a life around his imterests.

So as Jacob swung back and forth, we
swung the conversation, for the purposes
of this article, back to the novel ' Usmatl™
ard the origins of s interest in it.

“I guess It started when my wife and
partner Habiba and [ went to Fiegues fo
see Biobay, " said Gerry, referring fa the
eco-aftractive luminescent waters to be
Jound on the little island.

And, by now, you might have the idea
that when Gerry lands in @ pew place, fe
doesn 't 5t in a marble hotel lobby with a
margarite,

“f met thiz guy, Biff Browning, who was
working with the focal people fnvolved in
the class-aetion lawsuil going on against
the US Neavy because af the pollutanis in
the Nowyks bombing range on Feques,
anel Biff was a guy who krew all about the
aff the beaten track trails of the island, "
he said.

Hanging with Biff, Gerry got bit by the
Viegues bug. in the same way he had been
bir on St. John.
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“f fust found it @ really. really interesi-
ing island, " sald Gerry. “dimost every-
thirrg that has happened in histary in the
Jaxt hondred vears has a Fleques connec-
tion. Even wiren the British Navy wenf fo
veclalm the Falkland islands, the Brits
stopped in Vieques arnd rented the bonb-
ing range for some praciice before head-
ngon”

That stopped us for a moment, the idec
that the US Newy had a “renr-g-bombing-
range

“You could try oul weapons, * said Ger-
v “I've been out to the bombing range
fnew closed thamiz fo the resistomce
movement), and voir see all these bombed
ont trucks and vehicles, with all these
unexploded bombs around. The reefs are
Jusi destroyed at the bombing range, [
think the range was run by Halliburton,
by the wany. ™!

Gerry enjoys the add, unknown but hid-
der facts of history, Like that a ‘nuclear
device ' was lost in the sea by the US pavy
between Viegues and Puerto Rico, and
that when Puerto Rican fournalists tried
to broadeast the story, the Navy threat-
ened fo have the FCC pull their licenses.

“And the bomb was recovered by divers
and dolphins, " he said.

We all remember not so long ago that
you conld hear the Navy s bombs explod-
ing on timy Viegues day and night

Continued to page 33
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you there's a boundary
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Gerry Singer:Continued from Page 15

Unknown to many people on 8t John, the
Viequense people were slowly gathering the
strength to fight the US Navy.

"I was a fisherman when I first came to 5t.
Joln in the 1960, " said Gerry. “And it was the
Jishermen af Vieques who started running their
boals into the bombing range as a protest. It was
called the “Fishermens War". They 'd get chased
by the Navy and try to lead the navy boats onto
the reefs. "

Gerry said this resistance movement fascinat-
ed him. "It is the story of the little guy going up
agerinst the US Ny dnd Gerry also simply
Jfound the existence of two separate communities
(besides the Navy) on the island fascinating.

"There are the Viequense. the local people,”
said Gerry. "And the North American ex-pat
comnunity. And they both have a distinct lan-
guage and culture, vet they arve really two differ-
ent worlds. You can go into a bar and talk about
a subject and then go into another bar with locals
and talk about the same subject and you'd think
you were on two different islands.” It is these
fwo separate communities on Viegues, and their
points of view, that hold Gerrvs interest.

Gerry said the North Americans see an un-
spoiled island with ne mega-Fotels, little devel-
opment, and now with the Navy gone, a huge
area (the former bombing range) set aside as a
"Nafional Wildlife Preserve”,

But Gerry finds even the “Preserve” full of
interesting contradictions. “It is the largest in
the Caribbean, sure, it is,” said Gerry. “But it
is polluted and most of it is gated off vou can't
zo there "

You can't go there, but Gerry has. “I did go
to the bombing ground. I wanted to see it. They
are cleaning it up, dealing with the unexploded
bombs (by exploding them), but the local people
say that the clean-up itself is putting them at risk,
putting new pollutants into the environment.

“The local people who are and have been so
involved in the struggle for the island have sort
of lost a sense of the beauty of the island, and the
gringos, the ex-pats, are totally oblivious to the
sad story of the place, to how the local people

have suffered throughout their history,” said
Gerry.
Briefly, Gerry sketched out some of the key
points in the more recent history of the island:
"It was sugar plantations through the 1800%,"
said Gerry. “And when the US Navy came they
expropriated the land, and the local people who
lived on the estates were sometimes given just
mwenty-four hours to move to a new plot of land
in the middle of the island. For a time there were
Jobs, because when WWII came there was a big
plan fo make a giant sea wall from Vieques fo
Puerto Rico. It was to be a place of refuge for the
entive British nevy if the Germans took England.
They worked on this wall day and night. Peaple
whe died were fust rolled over into the cement,
But then when Pearl Harbor happened, the idea
af having a Navy all in one place was seen as not
too bright, and the wall just stopped.”
Without the jobs from the sea wall project,

separated from their vegetable gar-
dens on the former plantations, the
people of Viegues were left without
the means to subsist.

“There was nothing,” said Ger-
ry. “And many of the people had to
leave: to St. Croix, St. Thomas, Puer-
to Rico. There was a big exodus. "

And out of Gerry 5 time in Viegues,
out of his endless questions and hun-
dreds of hours of research, came a
wanderfil coffee-table book about
the island: "' Vieques: a Photographi-
cally NMustrated Guide to the Island,
lts History and Its Culture™ avail-
able on Amazen.com.

And out of the research for that
book came the first English transla-
tion of “Usmail ",

“ds I did my research for "Vi-
eques ™ Fread every book I could find

abouit the island, mostly in Spanish,
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said Gerry. “A lot of the books I
found at the Fort Museum. They
have incredible archives there,
with photographs and accounis
af events, And it was there I found
the novel Usmail, by Pedro Juan
Soto. " : '

And why did the book strike
Gerry so deeply that he fought to
bring it out in English?

“Usmail brings it all home,"
said Gerrv. “Everything about
Viegques, it captures the soul and
the leart of the island since the
Navy came in all these different
voices. "

The novel was transiated into
English by the husband and wife
team of Charlie Connelly and
Myrna Pagan. Charlie used to
awn the Viegues Times.

“Charlie was one of the first
peaple [ mer on the island, " said
Gerry. "He was a very helpfil sto-
ryteller, and his family was tied to
the resistance movement.”

The anti-Navy resistance move-
ment was galvanized when a local
worker was accidentally  killed
an the bombing range, “A lot of

people went out to the range to
protest, but only one staved the
night: a guy named Tito Kayak,”
said Gerry. “But once he spent
the night, the next day Charlie
and Myrna s son Pablo went with
some others to foin him, and even-
tually there were several protest
camps. Soyoul can see my travsia-
fors have a deep tie to recent is-
land history, as there son was part
ofit.”

When Gerry mentioned one day
to Charlie that he liked “Usmail "
and that it would be great to see it
in English, Charlie said he knew
the author, Pedro Juan Soto, while
he was alive, and that he knew his
widow, wha af owned the rights to
the hook.

When rights were secured,
Charlie and Myrita went to work
on the translation,

“These are quality. people;”
said Gerrv. “And they were so
passionate about gerting it just
right. In many cases there was no
English equivalent to a word or
phrase, and so it was really an act
of love to struggle to get it right. It
took a year to get the translation

done. "

The Navy left in 2002, but the
island’s Conservation Trust has
refused to carry “Usmail” in Eng-
lish at their shap.

“The battle continues,” said
Gerry, “The Thust is full of pro-
Navy people, and Myrna used to
be on their board until she asked
them to support an end fo the
bombing. She said: ‘What is more
pro-conservation  than stopping
bombing?*

But also, the novel portravs
the US Nawy's occupation in all
its. complications, from multiple
points of view, with a main char-
acter who is the son of an Ameri-
can and a local Viegues woman.

Mt is a very wnusual novel by
one of the great Puerto Rican nov-
elists af the 20th century,” said
Gerry. "It is an extraordinary
work, that captures a Caribbean
island’s history in a way that ye-
veals what is going on right now,
in the present moment, "

Google “Usmail " to get
o Sombrere Bookstore or
ga to Book & Bean.




