Love in the Valley Below
By Jessica Erler
El Valle Abajo means “the valley below” and its remote location deep within a lush green valley makes it inaccessible by all means of transport except one:  your feet. The entrance is perched high above the valley on a paved road, its summit providing a sweeping view of the surrounding scenery.  A 30-minute hike to the heart of the valley leads you down a rocky path that seductively pulls you deeper and deeper into a tropical cloud forest.   Hiking down the trail is no easy task: jagged, uneven rocks line the steep path, and it is often covered in knee-high mud.  The end of the trail brings you to the bridge that crosses over the River Guabo and into a small village.  Precariously dangling from old cables, many of the bridge’s rotting boards are missing, leaving behind large openings which beckon ominously to the 50 foot drop into the white-capped waters below.  From this precarious perch you greet your first vision of El Valle Abajo: light grey clouds hanging low over the distant hills blanket the mass of trees through which peak thatched palm roofs, their slanted sides slowly bleaching from brown to white under the relentless watch of the equatorial sun.  Your initial entrance into this world feels unreal; it is a sight sucked straight from the glossy pages of National Geographic and painted before you -its vivid colors still wet to the touch.

Dispersed throughout the village are small, rustic huts.   There are no walls enclosing the one large communal room where the inhabitants of each family live, eat, and sleep. Most of the homes have dirt floors, although some have wooden floors which are suspended by poles to avoid the flooding that inevitably arrives with the rainy season.     An open pit fire, either inside or to the side of the hut, is used for cooking.  Life here is simple and primitive:  there is no electricity, no running water, and no telephone lines.   A distinctive smell permeates the air; a blend of sweat, burning wood and boiling pots of taro root

I have come to this unreal world as a volunteer to work with the 250 men, women, and children of El Valle Abajo.  They are members of the Ngöbe-Buglé peoples - one the seven indigenous tribes that exist in present day Panama.  The Ngöbe-Buglé are a noble and gentle group of indigenous people whom, like many other indigenous, are striving to maintain centuries of traditional culture in our ever-changing modern world. They are also striving to maintain a decent standard of living, yet close to 90% of the groups’ members live in extreme poverty -the highest rate in all of Panama.   I know little about this group when I begin my work with them, and I know nothing about what it will be like to share my life with them; to live among the poorest of the poor in this country.
I am unprepared the first time I step into the reality of El Valle Abajo.   The NGO (non-governmental organization) I work for has placed me in a cabin at the top of the valley and I must hike back and forth to the village each working day.  The first day I come to the community I walk across the bridge and find myself breathless; I have never seen anything like that which sits before my eyes.   The intensity of the colors, the smell in the air, and the primitiveness of the scene make me feel as though I have walked into a dream.   This first day, I spend hours going from hut to hut explaining my project, and my desire to work with the community in a manner that can offer them what they need.  I am aware that my presence here is not fully accepted and I can sympathize with their wariness.  We do not yet understand one another; I do not yet have a sense of what it is to live their lives, and therefore I do not know the best way to move about this project.  I must tread softly - I must gain trust. I must also be careful not to impose my own objectives, or that of the NGO I represent, but to listen and to learn what it is they most need.
Children gather around me as I’m speaking with the adults.  They cover the laughter that bubbles up from their bellies with one hand as they use the other to poke gingerly at my arm.   When I ask them why they are doing this, they tell me that they want to see if my skin is real.  They want to know if I paint my hair yellow.   They want to know how much I paid for my watch.   They want to touch my nose and see if it’s plastic.   They repeatedly ask the same two questions that I will hear a thousand times over the next months:  “Cuándo te vas?  Cuándo te regresas?”  “When are you leaving? When will you return?”
I am as curious about them as they are about me.   I am here to help raise the nutritional level of the children, with attention to be focused on those under the age of five.   An analysis I later conduct will show that more than 60% of the children in the community suffer from some form of malnutrition.    The evidence of this epidemic is clear to even the untrained eye:  immensely swollen bellies tell me of their nutritional deficiencies, and parasitic infections.  Their growth is severely stunted; children who look three or four years old tell me that in reality they are nine or ten.  Sores cover their arms and legs -bearing witness to the hygiene issues and skin disease that plague the community.  With their own small voices they speak to me of the pain of parasitic infections, of their hunger, and of the myriad of discomforts that they endure.  I am overwhelmed as they line up before me; bellies bulging out of ripped, dirty shirts, mud squishing up between their bare toes.  But still, among all of this, they smile; bright, glorious smiles that stand out like lightning against a blackened sky.
The clouds have moved from grey to black and as the first drops of rain hit the ground I decide that it is time to leave.  I backtrack through the main part of the community to the bridge, but just as I am about to cross my attention is diverted to the small wooden hut that sits to my right.   The poverty here is blatant: a glance inside the structure reveals little more than a hammock and a two cooking pots, and the hut itself appears to be falling apart.   Sitting in front are two young girls; their bright dresses shabby and covered in dirt and stains.  Calloused feet caked with mud and the hard set of their faces bear witness to the harshness of the life here that has robbed them of their youth.  The younger of the two holds a small baby in her arms; a beautiful little girl whose head is completely covered in open, bleeding sores.   For a moment I can do nothing more than stare transfixed; she must have more than twenty of these sores covering her small scalp.    I look at her and I want to cry; I want to cry for all of the children I have seen this day.

When I find my voice again, I promise to bring medicine the next time I come. I promise to help in any way I can.   A few moments later when I leave, I feel a guilty relief in being able to walk away from this misery.  I am overwhelmed. This first day changes me in a way that I cannot begin to describe.  The children’s faces, their swollen bellies, their bare feet.   Mental images of them are like a  kaleidoscope spinning round before my eyes; sharp visions of splendor and suffering breaking apart and coming together again in a dizzying display of brilliant colors.    The path rises before me; each step taking me further from the valley below.  I hike slowly up through the mud as the storm around me increases in its fury.  I now allow myself to cry freely; my tears swept away by the rain that cascades down upon my face.

The months I spend in El Valle Abajo will continue to alter the way in which I view the world from which I come, and more profoundly the manner in which I view my own self.  I will watch small souls rise up to the heavens as children die from illness and disease.   Time and time again suffering will reach out to hold my hand, and we will walk together.   Hunger and despair will lie down before my feet, and I will have to decide whether to turn away, or gather it up into my arms.  I will continually battle against myself; with my feelings of selfishness, with a growing inability to feel that I can do enough to help the community, as well as what my role as an outsider should be.  The community will simultaneously accept and reject me, and while I will gain acceptance I will always be painfully aware of how I am different.   The waters of frustration will rise around me, but in the crossing I will unearth an unforeseen treasure:  liberation.  The needs of the community will overshadow mine and I will forget my own pains and struggles.   I will stop thinking about what I need to be doing with my life and begin living it. I will learn to live simply; without possessions, but not without joy 

The hands of time move along and find me facing my last day in the community.  My final moments with the children are difficult for me.   We have grown accustomed to one another, and while they still regard me as being different, they have also come to consider me a friend.    When it is time for my final departure more than forty of them accompany me across the bridge and to the trail head leading out of the community.  Surrounded by the throng of their voices and hugs it takes me some time to notice a persistent pulling on my shirt sleeve.   Vying for my attention is Martinano -one of the most beautiful and charming children in the village, and also one of the most mischievous and difficult to handle in class.   “When are you leaving?” he demands to know.   I tell him I will be leaving Panama in one week’s time.   “What day is that?” he asks.   I tell him it will be a Friday, and then he wants to know the exact time of the flight.  I tell him and he ponders this information for a moment before speaking again.  “At that time, I will stand in the field by the school, watch for the plane to fly over, and I will wave to you”, he announces, “Will you wave back?”  I see no point in telling him that it will be impossible for him to know which plane is mine, or that I don’t think we’ll even pass over the village, so I tell him that I will wave back.  He is visibly happy with my response, but now he must ask the other question that must always be asked; “When will you return?”   This time, I don’t know what to say.  I am very unsure of my future and I do not know if I will ever find myself back here.   I tell him the truth; I tell him that I don’t know if I will return.   Two brown eyes gaze up at me sadly.  I have given the wrong answer.  I hug him goodbye and he gives me a half-smile, but I see the pain behind it.
Before I left for Panama I read in a guidebook that upon finishing your first visit to this country you’ll feel as though you’re in on a secret that the rest of the world has yet to discover.  That it is a country with surprises waiting at every turn, and much, much more than just the engineering marvel that is the Panama Canal.   The natural beauty is diverse and breathtaking; embracing majestic rainforests, Caribbean-style beaches, lush mountain regions, and hundreds of nearly deserted tropical islands. You can raft over 20 sets of rapids in one day, take a wilderness trek through the jungle, engage in some the world’s finest deep sea fishing, or relax and enjoy one of the myriad of festivals and parades that celebrate the Spanish-influenced culture of the country.  All this packed into a total land area slightly smaller than South Carolina. 

A few days later after leaving the village I settle into my seat as the wheels of the plane lift up off the ground, and we begin our diagonal ascent into the sky.   There is a sense of heaviness in my heart; this day of departure is not a joyous one for me.  I am sad to be leaving this land that has become my home; these people who have become my friends and family.  True to the guidebook’s prediction I am leaving this place feeling as though I have discovered a secret that the rest of the world has yet to discover.   And now I know what it is.   

It is love.

The plane isn’t going to follow a route that will take me over El Valle Abajo, but I’d like to imagine that it could.  I’d like to think that I could lean over in my seat and look out over the astounding landscape of this country to see the village beneath me.   Martinano is down there, and true to his word, he is standing in the green field where we have walked together, his face cast to the sky.   He is watching for the planes passing overhead and waving, his hand flailing up and down frantically, that devilish and captivating smile of his radiating brighter than the sun. 

I want to freeze the plane in mid-air and suspend this moment infinitely.  I want to open the window and stretch my body out, my own hand waving through the clouds.  I want him to know that I can see him waving and that I am waving back. I want to my voice to be swept up by the heavens and carried down to him, bearing the words written upon my heart. 

 I will return, my friend. 

 I will return.

