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a settlement with a strong culltural heritage and a distinctive Afro-Cariljbean
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ur sky-blue wooden boat hums toward the palm-
Ofringed coast, sending a wave of gentle ripples
through the azure Caribbean waters. Ahead of us,
surrounded by verdant jungle, is the laidback fishing
village of Livingston. The town lies at the mouth of the
Dulce River, and once served as Guatemala’s main port
on the Caribbean Sea. It is a unique settlement, home to
Guatemala’s Garifuna, descendants of African slaves and
indigenous Carib.

The Garifuna trace their roots back to the Caribbean
island of St Vincent. In 1635 a slave ship from West Africa
that was traveling toward the New World was shipwrecked
off the island. Its survivors settled here with Carib Indians,
indigenous peoples from South America. Over time the
two groups mixed and coexisted peacefully with the
French colonialists, but were soon forced to flee when war
broke out with the British. The Garifuna spread along the
Atlantic coast of Central America in Guatemala, Belize,
Nicaragua and Honduras. The syncretism of indigenous
Caribbean, Mayan, African and Latin elements has led to
the creation of a unique culture rich in its own traditions.

As | walk up the little hill toward the center of town,
the distinctive sound of Afro-Caribbean beats becomes
more and more pronounced. | take a stroll around the
sun-drenched streets, lined with richly colored wooden
buildings. Hand-painted signs hang precariously over the
threshold of the wooden doors of shops and restaurants.
Artists and artisans display ornamental wooden crafts and
handmade musical instruments, along with woven baskets
and little trinkets. An elderly lady exhibits an array of herbal

remedies, which Garifuna practitioners use to heal theill,
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The Garifuna people of the port town of Livingston, Guatemala,
have a long tradition of fishing, which remains a central part of the
community’s economy (below left, opposite above and below).
Asailing cruise on the Dulce River, which flows into the Gulf of
Honduras in the Caribbean Sea at Livingston (below).

in line with age-old spiritual traditions.

A street vendor lays out CDs of percussion-based music
with West African roots, as his companion rhythmically
beats on a large bongo that rests between his legs.

They speak Garifuna, a creole dialect that belongs to

the Arawak group of languages. Over the years it has
assimilated words from both Carib and European tongues.
Itis a language rich in tales, which are normally recited
during large gatherings. The texts are repositories of the
history, customs and traditions of the Garifuna, such as
fishing and canoe building, and are often narrated to the

accompaniment of dances and distinctive drumming.

Garifuna Day The best day to feel the heart and
soul of this little town is on Garifuna Settlement Day
(November 26) when men, women and children celebrate
their roots through dances, parades, traditional dishes,
religious celebrations and music, from ancient chants

to popular rhythms, such as socca and samba. The
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The Garifuna are the descendants of African slaves, who developed a
distinct culture with African, Mayan and European elements (below,
opposite top). On Garifuna Settlement Day, November 26, the
community dresses in traditional costumes for a ceremony that
commemorates their arrival in Guatemala (bottom, opposite bottom).
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ceremony begins early in the morning along the beach,
when locals re-enact their ancestors’ arrival on the eastern
shores of Guatemala by approaching in canoes and
traditional costumes, waving banana leaves and palm
fronds. The town’s little streets soon become the stage of
dances and parades, with music engulfing the entire town.
The fusion of Catholicism and religions of African origin

comes alive through traditional dances. The popular punta,

a dance that involves rapid gyrating hip movements, was
originally practiced during funerals to help assist the spirit
to pass to the afterlife. In 2001, UNESCO proclaimed the
language, dance and music of the Garifuna a Masterpiece
of the Oral and Intangible Heritage of Humanity.

| saunter away from the town toward the beach, a
slender expanse of sand where half a dozen colorful boats
have pulled up along the shore. Fishing nets are being laid
out, as a handful of men remove the day’s catch from the
entangled threads. The Garifuna have largely maintained
an economy based on fishing and hunting, which is
supplemented by tourism today.

Attracted by the smell of fish, a lonesome white egret
emerges from the coconut groves, foraging around
in search of a snack. | watch the fishermen go about
their daily routine as | contemplate life in this laidback
settlement, a distinctive town with a strong cultural
heritage, vibrant colors and pulsating Afro-Caribbean

rhythms. & By Kiki Deere Photographs by Enrico Martino
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oGETTING THERE
Livingston can only be
accessed by boat, as there is
no road link from here to the
rest of the country. From
Guatemala City, there are
direct buses to Puerto Barrios.
Public motorboats run several
times a day from here, and
twice a week from Punta
Gorda in Belize. Delta Air
Lines flies direct from Dallas
to Guatemala City.

e WHERE TO STAY Hotel
Villa Caribe (www.villasde
guatemala.com) has a
beautiful hillside location and
views over the Dulce River.
The rooms set amid lush
verdant grounds all have
private balconies, and facilities
include a large pool, a
restaurant serving local and
international dishes, and a
poolside bar. On the waterfront
is Posada El Delfin(www.
posadaeldelfin.com), with
spacious rooms and a
honeymoon suite at the end of
a pier with views over the Dulce
River and the Atlantic Ocean.

e WHERE TO EAT Given
Livingston’s proximity to the
sea, the Garifuna rely heavily
on fish as a food staple. The

=y
Dulce River

town’s signature dish is
tapado, an exquisite fish and
seafood soup made with
coconut milk, plantains,
manioc and herbs. Other
traditional dishes include rice
and beans and coconut bread.
There are plenty of restaurants
serving local cuisine.

Buga Mama, which is owned
and run by students of Mayan
culture, has waterfront views
and offers a range of
Guatemalan, Garifuna and
international dishes.

®GETTING AROUND The
nearby Playa Blanca, or White
Beach, is a wonderful stretch of
powdery sand with shady
coconut trees and crystal-clear
waters. The beach is only
accessible by boat, a
45-minute ride from Livingston.
The small entrance fee allows
visitors to use the facilities,
which include hammocks and
beach volleyball. A short boat
ride or trek from Livingston is
Los Siete Altares, a stunning
collection of seven freshwater
pools with graceful cascades
that are perfect for a swim.
XIMIgH2ol= @ StEI 2o
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More travel information is available
from () HANJIN TRAVEL
www.kaltour.com

© Enrico Martino / Lightmediation

40 MORNING CALM OCTOBER 2013




