The Camera

  I remember standing on the airport parking apron on a cloudy day, in a light weight tropical uniform, with the cold January wind blowing through the fabric. The platoon sergeant had assembled the platoon and was walking up and down the formation checking each soldier to make sure they had all of their gear. Sergeant Eddie was very good at taking care of his soldiers. He never  seemed to run out of energy. He was always moving, always instructing and correcting his platoon. He had the respect of his soldiers. I was their Lieutenant. It was my responsibility to lead these soldiers on a mission to Panama. We were the beginnings of a series of reserve humanitarian missions to Latin America to build roads in remote areas to help in the development of their countries.

   We could hear the unfamiliar whine of the C141 Starlifter as it approached the runway. Everybody knew this signaled the beginning of our journey. The huge aircraft landed and taxied over to the parking apron. When the flight crew was ready for us to board, I gave the signal to my platoon. We were seated in cargo nets hung inside the aircraft. Some soldiers had never flown in an aircraft before. They were the first ones to notice there were no windows, only one small porthole in the emergency exit door. One by one they would take turns looking out.

   One soldier said,"I can't see a damn thing. There is nothing out there but clouds. "

When we finally reached our destination, the aircraft made a very rough landing. This was only the prelude to what was about to happen.

   When the Starlifter came to a halt, the rear cargo ramp slowly began to open giving us our first look at Panama. There was a sudden rush of hot humid air filling the aircraft. The Starlifter was illuminated by the bright sunlight reflecting of the runway. Soldiers began to gather around the now open loading ramp.

   One of them started shouting out orders, "All right everybody off the aircraft and stay inside the red lines. Anybody caught crossing the red line will be subject to the military code of justice." 

The red lines were two parallel lines painted on the runway. They forced us to move in one direction. I resented this hostile reception. I could see no reason for this type of control. I believed the intense sun had driven them all mad. I stepped outside the red lines to see what would happen.

   The sergeant that was giving all the orders shouted, "I told you to stay inside the red lines!"

   " Make me!"

When he ran over to me, he could see that I was an officer.

   "Sorry sir I didn't know that you were an officer. I was only doing what I was told to do. My commander said it would be hard to control reservists. He didn't want anyone wondering around the runway."

   " Carry on sergeant."

   "Yes sir."

   One of my soldiers popped off, "All right Lieutenant you showed that son of a bitch!"

   "Shut up the sergeant was only doing his job. Now stay inside the red lines!"

   "Yes sir."
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   We marched down the red lines to some wildly painted busses. These busses were painted with bright colors and strange looking paintings. Each of them had a big statue of Jesus on their dash boards. After we got on board the busses, the Jesus statues  started becoming very important. It was a ride from hell. The drivers were totally insane. These idiots were racing each other. They were racing through the busy streets of Panama City. The drivers would speed up at red lights and blast their horns. Local traffic had to  slam on their  brakes and start backing up to get the hell out of the way. Everywhere there were armed Panamanian soldiers and anti-American slogans painted on buildings. No una mas (not one more day ) and America get out or Panama were the most popular. Many local people would shout out obscenities and flash the universal screw you gesture. After we cleared the city, the race intensified. They started driving side by side on a two-lane highway, playing chicken with anything that was on the road. Two hours later this nightmare ended when the road turned into dirt.

   Waiting for us were US Army military trucks. I never saw my platoon move so fast. They were off the busses in less than a minute. We threw our gear on the trucks and climbed on board. The trucks carried us into the interior of Panama. The further we traveled away from the city, away from the politics, away from the hostilities, the more beautiful the country became. The road was nothing more than a dirt trail. It carried us past small cinder-block houses with tin roofs. Everywhere people were cheering us on. This was very different from the reception we received in the city. As we traveled deeper into the interior, the now familiar cinder-block houses became fewer, and small villages of houses made of grass became more frequent. They were not like the people living in the cinder-block houses who had expressed their satisfaction with our presence. These people were part of the jungle and were not accustomed to the noise of a convoy. They  covered their ears in protest against the sound of our engines. I didn't feel well about disturbing these people, neither  did my soldiers. The trucks rumbled on over mountains and through shallow rivers. We traveled through dense tropical jungle filled with wildlife. Everywhere there were monkeys, parrots and brightly colored tropical birds. 

   Sergeant Eddie was very quiet. He was constantly scanning the jungle as if he were looking for something.

   I asked Sergeant Eddie, "What are you looking for?"

   "This country reminds me of Vietnam. I keep thinking that something is out there. This convoy has brought back many bad memories. I feel like I am being watched."

   I didn't ask him any more questions. It was now late in the evening, and the sun was beginning to disappear behind the mountains. The constant droning of the truck's engine was starting to make me sleepy. When the sound of the engine slowly faded away, I started thinking about the hostile crowds we had encountered when we passed through the city  and how we had been transported by wild men to the end of the paved road. Where were these trucks taking me, will I find more hostile people there, How can I protect my soldiers and myself from attack were thoughts that kept going over and over through my mind. I was constantly looking out at the jungle for signs of danger. Everywhere I could see movement in the brush, Something was watching me. I could only see its eyes glowing in the darkness, staring right at me.

   I was awakened by the laboring sound of the engine and the sudden sensation of falling. We were climbing up a steep grade. I could hear people shouting, and in the flood lights of a wrecker truck  I could see the wreck of an American Army transport truck.

   Someone holding a flash light was shouting, "Keep it moving, don't let your RPM drop. Keep 
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going, you are almost to the base camp!"

   You could feel the truck lunge every time the tires slipped. The grade was almost straight up. In the darkness, I could not see the top of the hill. Higher and higher, the truck climbed until we

reached unfamiliar level ground. Finally, after four hours, I could see the base camp in the distance. It looked like a small city glowing out of the darkness. It was strange to see small patches of light lined in rows. It was easy to make out the outlines of the tents. Each tent had its own illumination. In the background, I could hear the roar of the generators grinding out the electrical power for the base camp.

   We were stopped at the gate to the base camp by armed Panamanian soldiers. Strangely, these soldiers were our security force. Sergeant Eddie gave the order to the platoon to dismount and fall into formation. He marched the platoon to the Enlisted quarters and I preceded to the Officer quarters. I was awakened at daybreak by a flight of noisy parrots flying low over the camp. My first sun lit look at the base camp was unbelievable. Everywhere there was red dust, it had turned the green Army tents red. My platoon quickly learned to cover up their faces with a bandana for protection against this abrasive menace. The base camp was in the middle of a large flat plateau that had been striped of most of its vegetation by seasonal slash and burn farming techniques. The land had been cleared to produce open range for cattle ranching. January is the dry season in Latin America. This dry condition had killed most of the remaining vegetation allowing the wind to churn up large clouds of red swirling dust. Every day the base camp had to be watered down by tank truck to help control the dust. My platoon's project was to finish constructing the base camp. They built latrines and constructed raised wooden floors for the tents. Sergeant Eddie and I would listen to the stories of the soldiers that were lucky  enough to be assigned to the road construction project. They would talk about how beautiful the beach is and the county side along the road project. 

   Sergeant Eddie said,"Lieutenant I wish I could get out on the road construction site and see the countryside instead of being stuck in this miserable base camp." 

   "Sergeant Eddie I feel the same way. I can't stand being stuck in this base camp. Remember all the things we saw on the convoy. I want to get out there and explore. I want to see this beach and  as much of the countryside as I can."

   "Lieutenant how can we get out to the road construction site when we are assigned to this base camp."

   "I have a plan."

   "You have a plan. What is it?"

   "We are here for thirty days. This means that our soldiers are going to leave before we do. They will leave at the end of thirteen days to allow for one day of travel and one day to rest. We will have two days of free time before the next rotation comes to replace them. We can slip out the front gate and hitch a ride out to the road construction site."

   "Lieutenant, what if some one asks us what are we doing out on the road construction site?"

   "We will tell them that we are inspecting the road construction. The only person we will have to avoid is the Colonel. We have three more days until our troops leave."

   The three days were the longest three days I ever spent in my life. Sergeant Eddie and I could not wait to get out in the countryside. Finally the blessed day came, our platoon was rotated back to the United States and we were left behind with nothing to do.
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   We didn't eat breakfast the next morning. The only thing we wanted to do is get away from the base camp. 

   At the gate I told the Panamanian guard, "Hey amigo open the gate."

   "Commo senior?"

   "Sergeant Eddie this guy don't speak no English."

   " Don't look at me your the college boy. I don't speak no Spanish. Why don't you just tell him you are a Lieutenant? He will understand that."

   I started pushing on the gate and saying,"Yo esta Lieutenant, now open this gate!"

   "Se Lieuteniante se."

The Panamanian soldier pushed the gate open.  

   "See Lieutenant I told you he would understand."

We walked through the gate and down the road. After we had walked about a mile, a military truck traveling in our direction stopped  and gave us a ride.

   "Lieutenant where are you going,  asked one of the soldiers on the truck?"

   " I am headed to the beach."

   " So are we, the beach is part of the existing road."

   "What do you mean part of the existing road?"

   The soldier explained,"The road detours down to the beach. After you pass the steep hill that our heavy transport trucks have to travel the road ends at the beach. We will travel down the beach until we find the rest of the existing road."

When we reached the edge of the plateau, I could see the steep drop off that the convoy had to climb the night we were transported to the base camp. The truck turned away from the drop off and started to follow a narrow trail.

   "The solider said this is a short cut to the beach."

   Soon, the truck started to labor in sand. I could see the ocean and the black sand of the beach. We followed some existing tire tracks near the base of a black rock cliff that terminated at the edge of the beach. The cliff was nearly a hundred feet high and had thick jungle growing on top. We followed the tire tracks until we found what was left of the existing road.

   I told the driver, "Stop! This is where I want to get off."

Sergeant Eddie and I climbed off the truck and started walking down the beach.

We watched the truck disappear back into the jungle. At last we were away from the military structure and could explore the countryside the way we had planed. The beach was void of any trace of civilization. There were no foot prints, no litter, and no people. Sergeant Eddie was picking up every piece of drift wood and throwing it back into the ocean. 

   "Sergeant Eddie why  are you picking up drift wood and then throwing them back into the ocean?"

   "Lieutenant I am looking for my Moses stick."

   "Your Moses stick?"

   "I am looking for a good walking stick. When I walk with a walking stick, I like to think I am Moses leading my people. I sometimes tell my soldiers this to make them laugh."

Both of us found Moses sticks and continued exploring the beach. We found a spectacular waterfall plunging down the side of the cliff. I could not resist getting under it and cooling down.
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Sergeant Eddie said, "Lieutenant, I wish I had a camera to get a picture of this. No one will ever believe this beautiful beach and this waterfall."

After both of us cooled down under the waterfall, we continued to walk down the beach. We were both completely taken by the beauty of this part of the world. I began to think about the construction of the new road and how it would affect the surrounding countryside. The improved road would bring more people to this area and more development. This would destroy the natural  beauty of the area. The jungle would be destroyed to make room for the construction of homes and buildings. The beach would become just like all the other crowded beaches in the world filled with people and the trash they bring with them. I remembered the people we saw on the convoy that brought us to this region of Panama. The people living on the edge of the jungle 

in the newly constructed cinder-block houses would welcome the changes the road could provide, because they were still a part of the urban world. The people that would be destroyed by development would be the people of that were living in the grass villages. They depended on the jungle for their survival. If the jungle is removed to make room for new construction, these people would have to give up their traditional way of life and adapt to a more urban style of living. Their civilization would simply be absorbed by any development of the region and vanish forever.

   I asked Sergeant Eddie, "What do you think about the development of this area?"

   "Lieutenant, I don't like it. This area will not be the same if it is developed. This beautiful beach will be destroyed by people and the construction of buildings. I wish I had a camera to record this place before it is ruined by development."     

   After we had walked a couple of miles, I noticed a strange flow of water over the beach. I could see that there was a gap in the cliff completely overgrown with jungle. I waded through the water flowing over the beach up to the edge of the thick jungle overgrowth  and pushed it out of the way. Hidden inside was a small river flowing through the gap in the cliff. I had made a discovery. For the moment, I believed no one else had ever been here before.

   "Look sergeant Eddie! It is a small river flowing out of the jungle. I'm going to go inside and explore."

   "Lieutenant, I don't think you should go into the river. It could be dangerous."

   "Sergeant Eddie it's not very deep. I can always use my Moses stick on any wild animals."

   "Ok Lieutenant, I will be right behind you."

   We waded up the river about a hundred meters, everywhere wildlife was constantly moving through the thick jungle overgrowth. Monkeys were jumping from tree to tree, tropical birds were announcing our presence, and iguanas were staring at us from their tree limb perches.     

The river was full of tropical fish. They were easy to see in the crystal clear water. It was like wading though a fish tank in a pet store. I started to smell a pungent stench that was getting stronger.

   "Sergeant Eddie do you smell that odor?"

   "Yes sir what do you think it is?"

   " I am not sure."

We continued to wade up stream. The stench became stronger and stronger until it was almost unbearable. The river was starting to get a little deeper. It was now waist deep. 

   "Freeze Sergeant Eddie!"

   "Why Lieutenant?" 
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   "There is a crocodile coming straight at us, and it's a big son of a bitch!"

I knew we had a better chance if we stood our ground and did not try to run away. The water was too deep to run through. I raised my Moses stick and was ready for the attack.

   I could hear Sergeant Eddie mumbling, "Oh! Shit! That big son of a bitch is going to eat my ass."

The crocodile was coming closer and closer. I could see it's eyes and something else.

   "Sergeant Eddie, I think it is going to be all right."

   "What the hell do you mean? That big son of a bitch is going to eat our asses!"

   "Don't worry about it. I think it's dead. It has a big hole in the side of it's head. Someone has shot it with a large caliber weapon."

  "Lieutenant lets get the hell out of this damn river! The next one could be a live one."   

We thrashed through the water like two mad men. I was headed straight for the bank with Sergeant Eddie right behind me. I ran like crazy up the steep embankment and through the thick jungle. I could see traces of sunlight through the jungle and headed straight for it. The jungle was tearing at my uniform and my exposed skin. All I could think about was getting away from the river. We were very close to the top of the embankment when I ran into a large palmetto bush. I pushed it aside revealing a round antique Coca Cola sign nailed to a tree. I could not believe this icon of civilization was in the middle of nowhere. There was a small clearing in the jungle and what seemed to be some type of grass structure.

   Sergeant Eddie said,"Lieutenant, I wish I had a camera no one will ever believe this."

We stepped out into the clearing and discovered that the grass structure was a small cantina. It had a very high serving counter. I did not understand why the counter was so high and on the outside wall. When I walked up to the counter, it was chest high. I ordered two Coca Colas in broken Spanish. Sergeant Eddie was shorter than me and could not rest his arms on the counter top.

   "Lieutenant, why is this counter top so damn high?"

   "I don't know sergeant. Maybe they have tall people in the jungle."

It did not take us long to find out why the counter was so high. A man on a horse rode out of the jungle and right up to the counter. He positioned his horse where he could lean on the counter with his elbow and used his horse as a bar stool. I tried to talk to the man, but I think his horse understood my Spanish better than he did. I noticed black sand on the horse's hooves.

   I asked the man on the horse,"Adonde esta laplya?"

The man pointed to the trail he rode in on. The sun was beginning to cast long shadows through the jungle. I told Sergeant Eddie it was getting late and we had to get back to the base camp. We followed the trial down to the edge of the cliff and down an other gap to the beach. The sun setting over the ocean was incredible. Sergeant Eddie and I started the long walk back to the base camp. The tide had come in, and it was forcing us to walk closer to the base of the cliff. I found a large crack in the side of the cliff with vines growing in it.

   I said to Sergeant Eddie,"If we could climb up this crack we could see the sunset much better from the top of the cliff."   

Sergeant Eddie did not like the idea of climbing the cliff, but he agreed the view would be much better from the top. We started climbing up the crack. The climb was not too difficult, because the vines were easy to hold on too. I reached the top and pulled myself over the edge. 
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Sergeant Eddie needed a little help to clear the edge of the cliff. The view from the top of the cliff was magnificent. We stood there watching the sun sink  behind the horizon. When I turned around to take a last look at the jungle, before starting the long climb back down the cliff, I noticed a strange looking bag half buried in the leaves.

   I pointed at the bag and said, "Look Sergeant Eddie. What is that?"

   " I don't know Lieutenant. I better check it out."

Sergeant Eddie started to examine the bag. First he used his Moses stick to remove the leaves from the bag. After he poked it with his stick a couple of times, he was satisfied that the bag was not anything dangerous. When he opened the bag, he could not believe what was inside. Inside was a new 35mm camera complete with film. It was like Christmas to Sergeant Eddie. This package had made his wish for a camera a reality. We made the climb back down the cliff and started walking to the base camp. A jeep moving at a high speed came up from behind us. It was the Colonel.

   The Colonel said,"What the hell are you two idiots doing out here on the beach?"

   I told the Colonel,"Ah, ah, Colonel we were inspecting the road construction site."

   "Inspecting the road construction site my ass, you two were out here goofing off. Now get your asses in this jeep. Both of you have work to finish back at the base camp."

   "Yes sir."

   Sergeant Eddie didn't say a word all the way back to the base camp. He just sat in the back of the jeep taking pictures and smiling.
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