“Casas , Ranchos, Criollo Chickens, and the Five Daughters of Doña Natividad”
Margaret Purser
Department of Anthropology and Linguistics, Sonoma State University

2009 draft


“Oppressed peoples have no obligation to act in ways academics find dramatic or exciting; but rather to survive and endure and to ensure the survival of their families and communities in the face of what threaten to be literally overwhelming pressures.”

---  David McCreery, “Hegemony and Repression in Rural Guatemala, 1871-1940”, 1993


“If we are to understand the process by which resistance is developed and codified, the analysis of the creation of these offstage social spaces becomes a vital task.  Only by specifying how such social spaces are made and defended is it possible to move from the individual resisting subject – an abstract fiction – to the socialization of resistant practices and discourses.”

--- James C. Scott, Domination and the Arts of Resistance, 1990


“Aqui no esta muy seguro.”

--- Don Otilio Vasquez, parcela owner, Los Encuentros, Guatemala, 1996

Abstract:  

The development of coffee, sugar, and cattle plantations on the Pacific coast of Guatemala following the country’s 1821 independence saw the importation of large numbers of laborers to the coastal zone from all over the country.  The environmental hazards, economic instability, and uncertainty of land tenure for any but the ruling elite created among these immigrants a criollo culture marked by its expectation of and adaptation to sudden, erratic change in all aspects of daily life.  One particularly telling mode of expression for this strategic acceptance of unpredictability is in the local architectural styles, and the broader landscape order of which the structures are a part.  Using the built environment as a means of moderating the more drastic impacts of their erratic physical, economic, and political environment, the local people ironically demonstrated their ultimate persistence and endurance through an explicitly impermanent architectural tradition.  A century later, that endurance and its material expression subtly assert an alternative legitimacy to their claims to occupy and use, if not to own, the surrounding lands and resources.  

Introduction

The story of  the expansion of industrial scale commercial agriculture in Guatemala during the later 19th and early 20th centuries, and its impact on the indigenous communities of the western highlands that provided labor for this new economy, has deepened and become much more complex over the past fifteen years.   There has been a fluorescence of work amongst historians, anthropologists and geographers alike, and the emerging synthesis of this scholarship is both detailed in scope and sweeping in its narrative, (see, for instance, Cambranes 1985, Handy 1984, McCreery 1983, 1993, Smith 1990, 1996; for more general works see Burns, 1980, Bushnell and Macauley 1994, MacLeod 1984 (1973), Weaver 1994).  In the narrowest sense, this work can be read as a straight historical discourse:   it documents the regional and international economic forces that promulgated the development of coffee plantations following Guatemalan independence in 1821, the resulting political ascendancy of coffee finceros under the Liberal regimes following 1871, the increasingly oppressive burden exacted by successive waves of mandamiento and debt servitude regulations placed on highland indigenous communities by those regimes, and the heroic, near-miraculous persistence of both Mayan identity and community structure in the face of these impacts.  

The recent Guatemalan studies also contribute significantly to that sector of a larger multi-disciplinary discourse which deals with the restructuring of labor in the large-scale, international market-driven commercial agriculture that emerged during the expansion of a global economy over the last three centuries, and the impact this had everywhere on community identity, class relations, and social conflict (e.g. Wolf 1997 (1982), 1999; Sahlins 1981, 1987(1984), 1995; Thomas 1991, 1994; for Latin American perspectives see Levine 1996, Cooper et al 1993, Hu-DeHart 1993 and especially Stern 1993; for a treatment of the contested ideological meanings of land, class, and ethnicity in this regard see Rodriguez 1994; and for specific reference to plantation economies in comparative frameworks see Brij V. Lal et al 1993). Taken collectively, these studies probe the nature of plantation economies, and the power dynamics inherent in their appropriation of labor and the laborers’ resistance of that appropriation.  As elsewhere in the world at the time, the nineteenth century plantation economy in Guatemala redefined agrarian labor along lines more parallel with the urbanized, industrial patterns that had emerged in the European core states during the previous century.  

But because indigenous peoples living in discrete communities provided the principle source of this labor in the Guatemalan instance, defining what these new modes of labor and production were immediately involved other questions of identity.    How did various Mayan communities hold on to a distinctive ethnic identity, in spite of being broken open from the more closed, corporate structure they had had prior to the coffee boom?  What was the relationship between essentializing constructs like “class” and “ethnicity” in this changing reality of what constituted “Indian” identity during the nineteenth century, as more and more Mayan communities lost control of their collective lands, and became internally stratified along status lines as they were penetrated by wage labor and a cash economy?  In the overtly coercive systems of labor extraction developed in Guatemala, what mechanisms of resistance were available to the indigenous labor force, and how successful were they in manipulating the system?

Because the fundamental geographical link in this system was (and is) between the coffee-growing region of the Pacific coastal uplands, known as the Altiplano, and the Mayan communities of western highlands that lie just to the east, it is this zone of interaction that has received the most attention in the majority of these works.  The region of the Pacific coastal plain, or Costa Cuca, that lies to the west of the coffee belt is much less documented.  This is primarily because its indigenous population was never as large, and its participation in the economic expansion of the period was much more fitful and indeterminate.  The Costa Cuca, in short, was a zone of lesser economic significance, even more exacerbated labor shortages, and with much less clearly drawn boundaries of ethnic identity.  

But for precisely these reasons, this peripheral place can make some interesting contributions to the more sharply drawn model described above.  Particularly revealing is the creation of a “criollo”, or local, identity amongst the predominantly ladino population of laborers, and their century-long struggle to establish some kind of permanence for their families and developing communities.  The environmental hazards, economic instability, and uncertainty of land tenure for any but the ruling elite created among these immigrants a criollo culture marked by its expectation of and adaptation to sudden, erratic change in all aspects of daily life.  One particularly telling mode of expression for this strategic acceptance of unpredictability is in the local architectural styles, and the broader landscape order of which the structures are a part.  Using the built environment as a means of moderating the more drastic impacts of their erratic physical, economic, and political environment, the local people ironically demonstrated their ultimate persistence and endurance through an explicitly impermanent architectural tradition.  A century later, that endurance and its material expression subtly assert an alternative legitimacy to their claims to occupy and use, if not to own, the surrounding lands and resources. 

The sense of the term “criollo” here is very specific.  It is clearly related to the original legal meaning it held in early Spanish colonies, when it was used to refer to inhabitants of Spanish ancestry who had been born in the colonies, and to distinguish them from “peninsulares”, or those born on the Iberian peninsula.  But in the context of the Costa Cuca, the term has taken on a more contextualized meaning.  The best explanation I got for the term was from a resident of a local town with whom we had been doing oral historical work during a 1996 field project in the area.  After a day spent touring an abandoned townsite in the vicinity, Sr. Izara began to elaborate on the qualities of the early settlers, and the way they have lived on in their descendants.  After two decades of working in small communities in the American West, much of the language sounded very familiar to me:  endurance, perseverance, toughness, and independence.  They made us true criollos, he concluded.  

When I asked for clarification, he pointed to some of his wife's chickens, scratching in the dirt of the yard a few feet away.  Indicating some smaller, fancier birds, he identified them as having been bought at the market, and as being a species that wasn't known locally.  She likes these fancy birds, but they never live, he explained, shaking his head.  They're not criollo:  they were not born of this place, and they cannot survive.  Again and again I encountered this sense of the word in people's usage:  to survive the exigencies, social, political, economic, and ecological, of Guatemala's Pacific coast, you must be born to it. The word was applied not only to people, but as is apparent in the case of Sra. Izara’s chickens, to livestock and even plant species, particularly the economically important indigenous strains of cacao and rubber.  This extension of a descriptive term for human identity to the land and other creatures born to it is neither accidental nor neutral, but a deeply imbedded political challenge to the status quo of property ownership and land use rights.  Like the animals, and the very trees and plants indigenous to the region, there is an explicitly stated connection between an individual's ability to claim the land itself as birthplace, their lines of descent in that place, and their ability to succeed in that place, over time.  But the link to the land is not about ownership, and in fact, few legal owners are criollo.  

Instead, I would argue that what makes a person criollo is a lifetime spent as a participant in these sets of household- and more broadly kin-based strategies that stabilized their families' livelihoods, protected the primary family resource in the labor of its members, and continually reasserted the rights of the smaller social unit to the resources of larger ones.  The alternative  landscape created by the exercise of these strategies over the past five or six generations appears, at first glance, totally dominated by large landholdings, around which the smaller, more impermanent and continually jeopardized communities and family landholdings cluster like ephemeral fringe.  But a closer examination of the many complex tracings created by generations of use patterns, traffic, and daily activity illuminate an entirely different, criollo landscape. And it is fundamentally and ironically a landscape where impermanence is multiply strategic, and the persistence that it sustains is the essence of identity.  

Elsewhere, I have discussed the broader patterns of daily labor and resource use that structure this landscape beyond the scale of individual households, and that have imbedded in its place names and traditional traffic patterns a historical presence for the local population of ladino workers and their families over the past four or five generations (Purser 2000).  Here I would like to focus more specifically on the built environment and broader land use practices that contribute to this criollo landscape.  And in particular, I would like to examine the development of a local building technology and a resulting set of structural types that explicitly assert relative intentions of permanence or impermanence, and to describe the larger system of land use in which the structures are placed.  

Any discussion of architectural impermanence in historical archaeology inevitably harkens back to the original article by Carson, Upton, et al, and the ensuing discussion about the relationships that might exist between building technologies, economic systems, and the strategic choices being made by settler populations (Carson et al 1981).  In this case, the original work provides a handy frame for contrasts:  in the Guatemalan case, we are talking about contexts that were more driven by nineteenth century industrial capitalism than seventeenth century mercantilism, and located in Pacific basin plantation systems and extractive economies, rather than earlier Atlantic-focused patterns of resource extraction and territorial expansion.  Perhaps most importantly, architectural impermanence in this case proves to have been a critical part of a strategy for endurance, for creating both physical and economic stability, and ultimately a kind of localized permanence, rather than the expression of any general intention not to stay.  As a result impermanence here comes much closer to a pattern seen in tenancy, particularly in the later plantations of the American South (Orser 1988 a, b).

As such, this research also provides an opportunity to contribute to the growing literature on landscapes and built environments as contexts for resistance to dominant economic and political forces, particularly in the context of plantation labor.  Plantations as places have long been understood as the stage set for many such struggles, and their landscapes interpreted as nuanced shadow plays of access, constraint, surveillance and trespass (cf. Upton 1985, Epperson 1990, and Orser 1988 a, b, but also McKee 1996, 2000).  But the more fragmented and chaotic nature of Costa Cuca development forced landowners and laborers alike into much more ambiguous stances with regard to any formal definitions of spatial order.  In this deeply contested and only tentatively controlled landscape, the struggles over the definition and use of space in many ways bear more resemblance to the kinds of urban industrial contexts seen in the works of urban historical geographers (e.g. Gottdiener 1984 (1972), Gottdiener and Komninos 1989; Hayden  1995, 1997; or in historical archaeology with the work of Beaudry et al, 1991), or perhaps even more closely, some of the recent work on the industrializing American West (e.g. Limerick 1992; Francaviglia 1994; for a more explicitly comparative study see Robbins 1994).

 Here, the work of James Scott and others on the “hidden transcripts” of resistance, and their dependence on the creation of alternative spaces and spatial orders in which to perform such transcripts, has proved useful (Scott 1990; Munro 1993; McCreery 1993; see also Langer 1985, for an application of Scott’s earlier Southeast Asian work to Bolivian land tenure).  In fact, the Guatemalan material allows us to further historicize Scott: resistance is seen as a material as well as social and political process, one that unfolds over time and in inevitable concert with the parallel processes of accommodation and coercion.  Among other things, this convoluted but dynamic process creates a series of spaces and places that become referents in successive frameworks of resistance, even when other factors have changed, sometimes radically.  In this context, I would argue that criollo identity, as it has been constructed on the Pacific coastal zone, provides what Scott describes as  a “counter-ideology”, that “effectively provides a general normative form to a host of resistant practices” (Scott 1990: 117-118).  Critical to this counter-ideology is the creation of an alternative criollo landscape and built environment, that constitutes the fundamental “act of negation” required to sustain resistance, and the creation of a shared social space in which acts of resistance take meaning (ibid.: 108-109). 

Finca Caramelo Archaeology

The project which ultimately provided the architectural data discussed here began in 1995 as the survey and excavation of a small 19th century site, as part of a much larger archaeological project and field school focused on the major preclassic site of Ujuxte, near Coatepeque in Pacific coastal Guatemala.  Both components were located on what is now called Finca Caramelo, which in the late 1990s was a large cattle and maize plantation, now completely replanted in bananas.  But a hundred years earlier, the property had been part of the much larger Finca La Chorrera, which had seen a variety of cultivation cycles come and go, following the price fluctuations for coffee, sugar, bananas, and beef, between the 1860s and 1950s.

The historic period site consisted of an area of brick and concrete building debris, and ceramic and glass sheet refuse scattered through what was currently a field of sesame.  The tentative identification of the site as that of a late 19th century sawmill had been made during an earlier survey of the area, in 1994.  The primary evidence for this identification came not from any visible surface features, but from a 1920’s travelogue description of the area:

“We arrived at the old sawmill ‘El Ujuxte’ (under the charge of the Mexican Angel Cisneros); we crossed the plain that, with its machinery, buildings, and galleries, it had formerly occupied.  There where in past times the entrance gate had been and from which point the fencelines stretch south toward [the finca] Palmar, from the point where you encounter this gateway approximately 3/4 of a kilometer to the south lay two substantially tall mounds”.  (Schneckenberger, “Describio Y Croquis de la Zona Caballo Blanco – Ocos”, manuscript, ca. 1942).

This description matched nicely with details visible in an early 1960s aerial photo of the finca, which seemed to indicate a set of roofed structures around a small open plaza, aligned with the road to the main preclassic mounds of the site, at very nearly exactly ¾ of a kilometer north of their location.  

Excavations concentrated on the series of surface scatters that seemed to indicate general activity areas, although few discrete features emerged.  The plow-disturbed stratigraphy didn’t help sort out this confusion much.  And yet by the second field season, the spatial organization of the site was becoming still clearer:  some kind of settlement had been here, with some combination of working and living areas inside a space that was both sharply bounded and internally differentiated.  It just wasn’t clear what kind of settlement, over what span of time.  And the temporal data seemed oddly punctuated, and fragmented.  More significantly for our original research design, there were no decaying sawdust piles, industrial debris, or mill-related artifacts that would have indicated a sawmill operation of the size described by Schneckenberger.  

It was at this point that the two campesinos came through the fence one morning from the neighboring banana finca, and asked why we were digging up the old village “pila”, or well and fountain.  The ensuing conversation pivoted the whole research design around on its basic assumptions, and sent us off in completely new directions of inquiry.  It is probably a conclusion that only an archaeologist would appreciate, but we did, eventually, find that sawmill, (in the last week of the last season, of course), in another place, and at an even earlier date than anticipated.  But by the time we did, it no longer really mattered.  The rest of the paper is the story of where the new directions took us, and how these new directions eventually led to a larger cultural landscape study of the surrounding region.  

Historical Context

 Life in the Costa Cuca has long been marked by its unpredictability, environmental as well as economic and political. Geologically, the Pacific coastal plain of Guatemala is a place of deep alluvial soils cross-cut by rivers that are chronically prone to flooding,  and have altered their courses, often dramatically, several times during the past two centuries.  The active volcanoes of the adjacent highland zones belch forth a white ash that has fallen numerous times on the plain, and is lifted and redeposited on the surface with every subsequent flood, imperiling agricultural fields and choking waterways.  Earthquakes and volcanic eruptions have drastically impacted both the direct productivity of the area and its supporting infrastructure, as in the instance of the 1902 eruption that effectively closed the newly developed port of Ocos by silting in its harbor (McBryde 1947; for contemporary account see Hannstein 1995: 28-32).  Contributing to this environmental instability is the added risk of the significant disease vector supported by the tropical rainfall and marshy coastal zones of the region, impacting both humans and their livestock to a significant degree on an ongoing basis, and at least occasionally at epidemic levels.

These basic environmental features were not without consequence to the human occupation of the region, even prior to European contact.  The adjacent Mexican province had been called “the Despoblado” during the 17thth and 18th centuries; the Guatemalan “Costa Cuca” shared many of its attributes.  Earlier Mayan peoples in the area had begun to abandon it even before Spanish contact, and the diseases and labor raids that followed further stripped the area of population.  Most of the people in this coastal plain at the time of Guatemalan independence in 1821 did not particularly want to attract much official attention: communities of escaped and freed African slaves fleeing from the Caribbean coast and Pacific Mexico, small groups of refugee Mayan peoples from a variety of the highland language groups, and an assortment defined by officials in the interior as outlaws and pirates, if they were noticed at all (cf. Orellana 1995, McBryde 1947). 

So when extensive landholdings began to be purchased or claimed outright through governmental offices during the second quarter of the nineteenth century as part of the expansion of the coffee and sugar plantation systems developed further east on the altiplano following independence, the first requirement was the importation of thousands of people for additional labor.  Increasing numbers of Maya and ladino workers were brought to the area to work plantation crops of sugar, coffee, cotton, and cattle.  The population of regional administrative centers like Retalhuleu and Coatepeque expanded rapidly.  In the countryside, populations remained relatively dispersed, usually at least nominally tied to specific fincas, and subject until 1895 to the forced labor demands of Guatemala’s mandamiento system. But like the plantation owners themselves, these laborers were extremely vulnerable to the tremendous pendulum swings of Pacific boom/bust economies.  Consequently, they were in reality relatively mobile, in spite of official efforts to limit their ability to take their labor elsewhere (cf. Cambranes, 1985; Handy 1984; Smith, 1996; for contemporary references see Bancroft 1887, and in particular the period photography in Muybridge 1986 (1875)).

The second major requirement for the finca owners was to create an infrastructure for the cultivation of crops and their export to markets.  This meant land clearance on a massive scale, the development of transportation systems to move the commodities out to Pacific ports, and in most cases, the building of the port facilities themselves.  Land clearance alone was a monumental task, since first-growth tropical hardwood forest covered the entire region.  However, as mahogany made up a high percentage of the trees present, this necessity turned into an additional source of income for many early finca owners.  They would contract out the job of land clearance to itinerant sawmill operations run by local Guatemalans as well as Mexican, Italian, German, and North American immigrants.  These same crews, as well as Chinese labor, also worked on the construction of the first railroads and port facilities in Pacific Guatemala.

At the higher end of the social and economic scale, much of the capital for expansion into the Guatemalan Pacific coast was coming from large German, British, and U.S. firms.  Some number of immigrants from these countries came along as managers and overseers charged with administering the investment funds.  These ever-expanding patterns of escalating capital flow, human mobility, and multicultural community formation are familiar to anyone working in the 19th century Pacific.  By the second decade of the 20th century, Oklahoma ranchers’ sons were driving cattle from Honduras to Guatemalan coastal grazing lands, to fatten them before selling them over the border to Mexico, and working in the off-season along the Guatemalan coast for German railroad engineers financed by San Francisco banking interests (Smith 1993; Hannstein 1995).  

Local Narratives

It is this complex situation of a multi-cultural and highly stratified population, a challenging but potentially rich physical environment, and a veritable crazy-quilt of economic interests, practices, and strategies that provides the larger stage on which the oral narratives and family histories gathered in the vicinity of Finca Caramelo unfold.  But while these narratives are as richly diverse as the lives and experiences of the individuals who told them, certain clear structures emerge. 

Oral historical interviews were conducted with a total of four men in the nearby communities of Los Encuentros and Chiquirrines during the last two field seasons of the project.  Two men had actually lived in the Finca Caramelo village as boys or young men; two others had arrived in the area in the first decades of the 20th century, and remained in the general area all their lives.  The men’s stories represented a range of experiences and generations, the earliest of which dealt with events that dated to the end of World War I, and the most recent to the 1940s. Events in their narratives tended to be dated by generation, (e.g., “in my father’s time”,) and interestingly, by sequences of ownership of the larger fincas, especially La Chorrera.  Generally speaking, the stories were focused on the wild forests and swamps that covered the area at the beginning of the 20th century.  Roads were few and poorly developed, with passage being so narrow that the brush touched your shoulders on both sides, and the fear of attack from unseen animals was ever present.  Settlement was sparse, and many areas were avoided entirely because of their association with “las plagas”, including malaria.  But the environment afforded rich opportunities for hunting and fishing, and it is remembered as a time when there was always enough meat to eat, in contrast to perceptions of today.  

In the forested zone, wild cattle or “cimarrones” roamed free.  There was a market for their hides and meat, and small amounts of cash income could be acquired by rounding up the cattle and driving them to finca headquarters at La Chorrerita, where there was a slaughterhouse.  In addition, the forest sustained large numbers of wild rubber trees, which could be tapped for their sap. This was also sold to the finca at the rate of one quetzal for 25 cans, which was the amount a man might gather in a day from a reasonable number of trees, (one man expressed this as an equation:  “un palo, una lata, un dia,” or “one tree, one can, one day”).  The swamps and wetlands had their own marketable resources, particularly shrimp, which were much more valuable, bringing in as much as 25 quetzals for a pound.  La Chorrera also had at least one sawmill going at this time, and periodic work for wages were available there.  Lumber was hauled from the mill to both Retalhuleu and Coatepeque by oxcart.  But the men do not begin to call these places “fincas” in the sense of formally cultivated plantations until the 1930s and 1940s, when cotton is introduced to the area as a major crop.  Land clearance began in earnest then, they recall, and land left fallow from cotton on a rotating basis was used to pasture cattle, which were now fenced in. New settlement types emerged, tying people to specific fincas as labor pools.  

In this wild and ostensibly unstructured early period, stories about the sawmill site settlement on Finca Caramelo emphasize its small size and its vulnerability to the changes in land ownership that eventually removed the people from the settlement completely, and scattered them in parcelas along the road between the river and the main coast road.  Beginning as essentially a squatter camp of opportunistic settlers, some time in the late 19th or early 20th century, it was converted in the formal agriculture of the 1930s into the rancheria, or labor settlement, for the Finca Ujuxte, a subsidiary division of old La Chorrera sold off in the late 1920s.  It was a place of five or six small houses, called “ranchos” to distinguish their small size and impermanent status.  The workers were under the charge of Nicolas Garcia, who had a separate house and compound at the southern end of the village.  By at least the 1930s, the sawmill was located further away to the south, east of the large mounds Schneckenberger describes in his earlier account.  The business of the finca was largely cattle production until 1942, when the owner decided to sell the land.  Within a few years the settlement residents were removed, and the final site destruction was effected in the early 1970s, when Ujuxte itself was sold, and subdivided into three smaller fincas, one of which became Finca Caramelo.  The property line between the two easternmost sections ran right down what had been a central “camino”, or street of the little labor settlement, and when the land was fenced, the last structures were dismantled.  It was this rubble we had been excavating in 1995.  

There were a number of interesting areas of omission in the stories the men told, particularly with regard to where people's food came from. Although they often waxed eloquent about the luxurious abundance of wild game, it was much harder to get information about cultivated foods, especially the necessary staple of maize, and any garden crops available.  After repeated questioning, one gentleman finally responded that "all was milpas, in those days":  in other words, small, family-based garden plots producing for family consumption.  But where?  On whose land?  

Similarly, while the stories emphasize the "emptiness" and "wilderness" aspects of the land as these men or their fathers encountered it in the 1910s, both the area’s tree regrowth patterns and property records indicate the prior presence of at least some settlement, as early as the 1870s.  Rather than a totally "wild" frontier in the early 20th century, the reality was probably much closer to a sparsely settled, but nonetheless owned and occupied landscape.  In that landscape, many of the "settlers" occupied lands they did not own.  Furthermore, they seem to have done so, not as isolated homesteads, but as clusters of related households, like the "five or six ranchos" described for the original settlement site at Finca Caramelo.  In these settlements, households were established, milpas were cultivated, fruit trees and other resources curated and encouraged.

To move up one more level in spatial and temporal scale, this settlement pattern that characterized the 1910s and 1920s existed in a longer-term cycle of settlement, abandonment, and resettlement that echoed the boom-bust cycles driving commercial expansion and agricultural development on the south coast as a whole.  In times when the markets were slow for regional crops, landowners living in nearby towns like Retalhuleu, or as far away as the capital city of Guatemala, paid little or no attention to the occupants of their lands.  Some amount of production and cash flow moved out of the region as the result of settlers' labor:  rubber tapping, cattle herding, and lumber.

But if prices rose, or if a new crop showed potential, then landowners would reassert their land rights.  At this point, one of two things would happen.  Existing squatter camps could become the official "rancherias" for that finca, providing an in situ labor force in exchange for continued permission to occupy their housesites.  Alternatively, the communities could be removed from the land, only to resettle elsewhere in the vicinity, on land not yet claimed by its official owner.  Hence the relative impermanence of the features at the old sawmill site, combined with the oddly attenuated but fragmented chronological sequence that emerged for the artifacts themselves.  People had, in fact, been there earlier, and again later, and again later than that.  But not as owners.  Only in the temporary, impermanent ranchos.  And yet, they persisted, and many of their descendants today live less than a kilometer from the original village site.  

Casas y Ranchos:  Architectural Permanence and Impermanence

It was this relatively long-term persistence in the face of radically disruptive economic cycles and resulting social dislocation that pushed the archaeological analysis beyond the individual site of the Finca Caramelo village, to develop some form of localized landscape model.  The data sources that contributed to this model included some limited architectural recording in nearby communities, and an intensive study of the spatial organization and land use on an adjacent parcela, or small family land allotment.  These data were by definition somewhat limited, and should stand only as a small and opportunistic sample, that nonetheless generated substantive questions to drive further research.  The principle goal was to get a sense of the strategies used to effect permanence, and relative stability at least for some minimal social units, like households.  What emerged was a system of land occupation that balanced an architectural tradition predicated on relative degrees of impermanence, with a practice of resource curation and generalized land use that repeatedly asserted the laborers’ right to occupy the land, based almost entirely on the fact that they had done so in the past.  

A cursory photographic survey of the area’s house forms during the first field season had seemed to confirm the diverse origins of the area’s settlers:  a complex amalgam of structural types and stylistic elements testified to indigenous, Spanish, English, and German building traditions contributing to the local built environment.  A more substantive exploration of construction techniques during the second and third seasons brought out some of the underlying principles that unified this diverse repertoire.  

The first general rule defining contemporary built form in this community is that all covered space is “internal”, or built space.  Roofs can be as informal as a sheet of black plastic strung above a temporary workspace, or as elaborate as a formal tile, metal, or thatch structure.  Roofs cover the temporary campsite of field laborers’ midday meals, and intriguingly, a high proportion of the individual graves in many area cemeteries.  But what defines formal space is the fact that it is covered, not that it is bounded in any particular fashion, especially by walls.  In the humid tropical climate, these are considered a much more optional element of construction.  But protection from the searing sun is fundamental to basic comfort, and means that many otherwise “outdoor” activity areas must be covered to be functional.  

Following directly from the structural focus on roofs is a critical distinction made in the residential architecture between “casas” and “ranchos”. What makes this typological distinction relevant to the subject at hand is that casas are consistently referred to as “real” structures that are intended to be permanent, while “rancho” is a  word whose explicit meaning is “temporary”, as in the description of the Finca Caramelo village. In construction terms, this distinction is made with specific reference to the relationship between a structure’s roof and its walls.  A casa is a structure whose walls are not attached directly to the same vertical posts that support the roof, being attached instead to a series of much smaller posts that generally fall outside the perimeter of the roof’s support structure, although not beyond the cover of the roof, itself (see diagram).  Often an open, or occasionally screened or latticed, clerestory is left between the roof edge and the top of the wall, for ventilation.  A rancho is a structure whose walls are, in fact, directly attached to the roof support posts. In practice, this style of structure is often associated with a flat shed roof, as opposed to the tall framed structure most commonly associated with casas, further distinguishing the two types of structures visually.  

From an archaeological perspective, the difference is intriguing, in that there is at least the potential to be able to discern the difference between the two types of structures because of the marked difference in the posthole patterns that would result.  While we were never able to test this possibility at the Finca Caramelo site due to the severe surface disturbance there, we did see posthole patterns in more recent contexts, as will be discussed below.  

But more generally, this visually obvious distinction between permanent and impermanent structures has the effect of instantly announcing the relative security of land tenure held by the structure’s occupants, or at the very least, their intentions on remaining in residence for any length of time.  The relative degrees of labor investment and materials costs for the two types of construction are as one might predict, but even more importantly, the technical skill required to build and thatch one of the tall “traditional” style roofs is significant, and no longer widely held in the community, as the newer building material of cinderblock increases in popularity.  Melding the new building materials to the older technology has not been without its difficulties, both logistical and stylistic.  For many of the more financially secure area residents, an interesting compromise has been to build a residence of cinderblock roofed with a low, Spanish-style hip roof, while retaining the older casa building form for the separate kitchen.  In any case, it was clear that both demonstrably “temporary” and “permanent” structures continued to be built in the area, using the respective construction styles and technologies that had been used in the area since at least the turn of the 20th century.  

Two opportunities for additional fieldwork came along during the subsequent field seasons that further elaborated the way that this local building tradition has articulated construction technology with degrees of permanence.  The first was provided when the owner of the Ujuxte finca decided to build a fairly large ramada, or shaded work area, immediately adjacent to the archaeological field camp during the 1996 season.  He hired two local builders, who arrived on site one morning with a small stick, and a quantity of white string.  One week later, an 8 by 10 vara (or approximately  22 by 27 foot), thatched ramada was complete.  The two builders generously permitted the entire process to be filmed, and answered endless questions about their labor.  A great deal of very specific data was gathered on measurement systems, layout, materials, and construction techniques.  But perhaps even more importantly, the two men engaged in lengthy discussions about the character of the differing building traditions in the area, specifically in terms of roofing techniques.   What emerged was a clear distinction between what they referred to as “local” roofs, which are framed timber structures thatched with one of two varieties of local palm, and gabled or hipped tin, tile, or timber roofs, which are identified as coming in from outside the area.  The thatched roofs were preferable, according to the two men, not only because they were cooler (“mas frescas”), but because structurally they were stronger.  As one of the craftsmen put it, gable roofs push out their walls, but thatched roofs bear weight in a circle, “como eso”, and he interlaced the fingers of his two hands. 

The second major opportunity to learn about the local construction technology came with the recording of the house and lot of Sr. Artemio Izara, a resident of the nearby town of Chiquirrines.  Sr. Izara was a third generation resident of the area, and a traditional builder, whose home was an outstanding example of the traditional casa form, complete with elaborate roof structure and separate walls.  Sr. Izara not only permitted the complete architectural recording of the structure, but also provided a detailed account of the building process and roof engineering details, complete with names for the different rooms, and for the different construction elements of the walls and roof.  Not insignificantly, the Izara home stands in the “new” site of Chiquirrines.  This formal townsite lies on land officially deeded to the town residents by the government in the late 1940s, after their first town on the banks of the nearby Pacaya River was swept away in a flood.  Sr. Izara is quite specific in his explanation that he chose this particular style of construction as a symbol of the legality of his claim to the land on which the building stands. 

Broader context:  settlement elaboration and landscape order

But the archaeologically recovered labor village at Finca Caramelo certainly was not equivalent to the settled legal townsite of Chiqurrines.  What is more, it had been identified  repeatedly in oral histories as being composed of  “solo ranchos”, meaning a cluster of temporary hut-like structures.  Yet it was clearly of more substance than a seasonal workspace erected to last less than a year, as the new ramada built at the finca had been.  What then was the appropriate comparative frame? We needed a context in which the architectural types we were learning about were organized spatially at a scale more parallel to the archaeological site.  The chance to develop such a context presented itself during the 1996 season.  
The modern landscape in the vicinity of Finca Caramelo has been organized over past two hundred years into at least three kinds of places.  Large agricultural landholdings, the fincas themselves, are held by individual or corporate owners, and produce commercial export crops like bananas, sugar, beef, coffee, and cotton.  Smaller landholdings, created by the parcelimento system of land redistribution begun in the 1950s, were originally intended to provide individual landowners with the land necessary to produce subsistence and local market foodstuffs.   Many parcelas are now too small for this purpose, and often provide no more than the houselot for individual or extended families whose members work for wage labor on the nearby fincas.  Finally, small settlements cluster along the roads that connect the fincas to the main coastal highway.  These act as commercial, administrative, and social centers, depending on the size and relative permanence of their populations, as well as the degree of legitimacy of tenure the residents have for the land they occupy.
One of the parcelas, or small private land allotments, considered part of the nearby crossroads community of Los Encuentros was that belonging to the Vasquez/Solorsano family.  Don Otilio Vasquez, then a man of 97, was one of the first contributors to the oral history component of the project.  But it was his daughter-in-law, Natividad Solorsano, whom most of the students and project personnel knew best.  It was Doña Natividad’s small one-room store, or tienda, that supplied the cold sodas, snacks, and the only cold beer along the finca road for several kilometers.  And since their parcela lay directly across the road from Finca Caramelo’s gate, each field season’s crew spent a significant amount of time lounging in the shade of the tienda’s corredor (porch), relaxing from the day’s excavations and playing with the Don Otilio’s great-grandchildren.  In the context of this very casual and increasingly familiar interaction, it finally struck me that the spatial organization of this parcela mirrored almost perfectly the pattern we were seeing on and in the ground, across the road at the old settlement site.  Early in the 1996 season, Doña Natividad gave us permission to map the family parcela in its entirety, to see to what extent the two sites matched.  

What emerged from this work was far more than a comparative site plan.  Moving back and forth from mapping to discussions with both Doña Natividad and Don Otilio, a picture developed of the family’s strategies for gaining a foothold in the local economy, and for stabilizing the family’s fortunes in the generally unpredictable economic, ecological and sociopolitical climate of the south coast. The basic plan of the parcela in its current form works like a map of the family’s history. Don Otilio received the parcela some time in the late 1950s or early 1960s.  He had arrived in the area in 1916 with his father, at the age of 17, and had made his living hunting cimarrones, tapping rubber, and doing seasonal labor, while residing on essentially abandoned land that he neither owned nor rented.  During this period he married his wife, Doña Aura, who was from a nearby settlement. When the cotton-and-cattle period of economic expansion began in the early 1940s, they were removed from this land, (“Aqui no esta muy seguro” – “Here it is not very secure”), but Don Otilio managed to find work as a “mayordomo” on a nearby cattle finca.  Possibly as a result of this improved position, he was able to acquire the parcela.

Doña Natividad arrived in the family apparently not long thereafter, as the bride of Don Otilio’s son, Manuel.  She and Manuel lived for eight years in the same one-room house as her in-laws.  Then they built the second house on the property, behind the main house and at a distance of some 30 meters. This pattern of subdivision was then replicated for Natividad and Manuel’s offspring, as they came of age and began families.  The resulting settlement pattern displays a fascinating chronological and spatial sequence of kin ties and household economies, (see illustration).  The extended family had built a total of nine residential structures, and one small tienda (or store), as well as  a wide array of kitchens, pilas, shade structures, animal shelters, and privies, at the time we recorded the parcela in 1996.  The nine households then living on the property included Don Otilio and Doña Aura, Manuel and Natividad, Manuel’s brother-in-law Lencho and his family, Lencho’s adult son Abraham with a wife and child, a son of Manuel’s named Rolando with his wife and small child, and one house apiece for four of Manuel and Natividad’s five adult daughters and their families.  

In its current form, the Vasquez/Solorsano parcela thus reflects the continued success that Don Otilio and his descendants have had at stabilizing, and indeed improving, the fortunes of the extended family since the late 1950s.  The parcela does not produce much in the way of subsistence foods, although its coconut, mango, and tamarind trees do provide welcome supplements to the diet of people and animals alike.  Manuel raises the bulk of the family’s annual crop of maize on nearby farmland leased from a finca.  Like his father before him, he is a skilled metalworker and engine repairman, and men in the area bring equipment and vehicles to him for repair.  He and his son Manuel also own a small truck that they hire out for local hauling, either for cash or in exchange for labor service from other families nearby.  

By far the largest economic security of the family comes from the cash income provided by the small tienda, which is run exclusively by Doña Natividad.  Cash sales are often very small – one can buy a cup of cooking oil, two matches, or a cigarette at the tienda.  But these sales are regular and quite numerous over the course of a day, and cost outlays for much beyond resupply are minimal.  Some of Doña Natividad’s daughters also work in the tienda during the day, and some of her grandchildren (primarily granddaughters) act as sentinels, messengers, and servers when customers arrive.  But in 1997 only one of the daughters understood the rapid addition and subtraction necessary to conduct the transactions without her mother’s help, and even in this instance, the money stayed on the counter in evidence until it was transferred directly to the older woman’s pocket.  

In addition, the family has other forms of participating in the various networks of exchange that lace through the surrounding community, many of which do not involve cash, or do so only indirectly. Doña Natividad possesses both a large boar and a healthy sow, meaning that she has a regular supply of suckling pigs to sell in the nearby markets of La Blanca, or even Coatepeque.  And her neighbors also bring their sows to be serviced by her boar, meaning that she will receive offspring from those litters as well.  The grinding mill in the casa de motor also provides a source of benefit, although this seemed a much more varied arrangement.  Many mornings there would be a line of four or five women waiting at the door, carrying basins of shelled maize soaked in lime water and ready to be ground into the masa used for making the day’s tortillas.  Some women offered cash, or other items for trade, particularly garden produce.  Others offered nothing at the time, although may have brought goods later, or may have been part of cooperative labor exchanges amongst the women of the vicinity that included childcare, laundry, and food preparation “swaps” whose cycles of reciprocity extended over days or weeks.  Finally, Don Otilio possessed a large “orno”, or outdoor oven, in which he baked large quantities of yeast breads and rolls for sale, every other day.  These items were entirely produced by him, and the money from their sales went only to him.  

Initial comparisons between the old village and the new parcela

The mapping project of the 1996 and 1997 field seasons recorded the parcela in its entirety, as well as the details of each lota, or house lot.  The research emphasis here was on organization and use of external space, rather than on architectural specifics.  Of the nine residences present, only three were fully recorded architecturally.  However, the spatial detail recovered for each lota was extensive, and included mapping nonstructural activity areas (like those surrounding pilas), as well as the location of food-bearing trees, livestock pens, water drainages, curation areas and materials, and traffic pathways.  The result was an amazingly complex array of material culture, all organized along interpenetrating lines of discrete household spaces and inter-household activities.  

The Vasquez/Solorsano holding is a small piece of land fronting 50 meters along the main road, and running generally northward 250 meters into the area between the finca road and the old road to Coatepeque where the small commercial nucleus of Los Encuentros proper, is located.  The western boundary of the property is partially fenced, and along the fence runs a public footpath that connects the two roads.  Near the center of the southern end of the property, close to the finca road, Don Otilio built the first residence on the property, a small, one-room frame house with concrete foundation.  Significantly, he chose a house style that is neither traditional rural casa nor rancho, but a style more commonly found in the commercial towns of the coast like Retalhuleu, from which he and his father had originally come.

Manuel and Natividad’s house was a true casa, although its original thatch roof has now been replaced with tin. In effect, the new house replicated the entire domestic layout of the first house lot, with a kitchen and animal enclosures of its own.  But the pila and well and their associated washing and food preparation areas were shared between the two households.  The next lota allocated was that of Lencho, the husband of Manuel’s sister.  Lencho has since divided his double lot to give the rear half to his son, Abraham.  The next structure of any consequence built on the property was not a house at all, but Natividad’s first tienda, a tiny structure built nonetheless of prestigious cinderblock, which is now the “casa de motor”, housing the gas-powered grinding mill that Natividad makes available to local women for grinding maize.

The next lota allocated was given to Rolando, whom Natividad repeatedly described as “a son of Manuel”, in distinction to the phrase “my son”, which she used for two other offspring.  Rolando’s house is the poorest quality structure on the parcela, with horizontal plank walls, an unframed tin roof, and dirt floor.  Most significantly, it is the only residence on the property that conforms to the local definition of a rancho, with the wall planking nailed to the same large posts that support its flat roof. 

All subsequent lots and houses have gone to four of Doña Natividad’s five daughters: Dora, Lila, Carmen, and Jiorjina.  The family’s increasing financial success can be charted in the increasingly substantial architecture of the daughters’ houses, all of which are cinderblock construction with framed metal roofs.  The most recent construction on the parcela is the new casa for Natividad and Manuel, a larger structure than their original home, with two rooms, wide front and rear corredors, and a separate concrete block kitchen.  The second room in the house serves as the new tienda.  Lots are clearly bounded and even in the absence of fences those boundaries are well understood; we mapped the property allocations made to each household by having the family’s children point out the corners to us.  Within this space there is considerable diversity of materials, organization, and structural elaboration.  Yards are clearly spaces for significant amounts of activity, and each family has its own individualized layout for these: there is no “regular” orientation for houses, for instance, although most face the main finca road, even when they are as far back as Lencho’s.  

Each house has its own main dwelling, most of which consist of a single room, with some of the larger, newer structures having two rooms.  Newer houses also have a separate kitchen structure, while older ones, like Natividad and Manuel’s original house, have a kitchen attached at the rear of the main room, via a shed roof . Frame structures on the parcela (as opposed to block ones) also move, from time to time, especially  kitchens, which are perceived to become “old” and “dirty”, and are then torn down and rebuilt on a clean surface. . The degree of structural impermanence among kitchens was significant.   In both their construction details and their general treatment as structures, these kitchens function in much the same way as the impermanent rancho structures used as residences in poorer areas, and in the case of Rolando’s house on the parcela.  At least one moved kitchen provided an impromptu test of the visibility of posthole patterns created by this construction style.   Newer kitchens tend to be more permanent, the most elaborate being the concrete block structure behind Natividad and Manuel’s new house.  This large airy structure is also traditionally roofed with a tall, framed, thatched roof, further testifying to its permanence. 

The remaining sector of the parcela to the rear is left undeveloped and uncultivated at the moment, but its standing tree cover includes both relatively recent growth coconut, tamarind and mango trees that provide mast fodder for the family pigs, and other tree species that provide fuel and occasional building materials.  Throughout the parcela, fruit-bearing trees in particular were carefully tended, marked, and protected, especially those that are native species.  In fact, one of the more salient features of the property’s broader material culture was a critical material conservation and reuse that extends from the more predictable curation of costly manufactured and processed items to the careful tending of useful plants, trees and other natural materials.  The result was a kind of household ecology in which decisions made about house placement or lot layout involve myriad considerations of shade trees, air flow, dust control, presence or absence of fruit-bearing trees, pila drainage, expedient building materials, sanitation, and protection from the elements.  These repeated decisions generate a set of practices about the design and use of space that tends to blur and overlay natural and cultural factors, as well as interior and exterior spaces, although not public and private ones.  

For example, pilas are the centers of a phenomenal range of daily activities.  The only source of clean water for a household, they are the site where all food is processed, dishes are washed, small children are bathed, laundry is done, and household cleaning chores are organized.  Most adults also bathe at the pila, at least partially. Although technically outdoors, “proper” pilas are covered by a roof of some kind, usually just a sheet of roofing tin supported by posts, although the material can be palm thatch, and in the case of Rolando’s pila, a sheet of black plastic strung between tree limbs.  Managing the drainage from a pila becomes one of the central features of household ecology in the area, and it is often done quite creatively. Doña Natividad’s pila is drained through a small concrete trench that empties into her pigpen, creating a cooling wallow for the animals.  Dora’s pila drains across into her sister Carmen’s lot, creating a similar tiny bog in which Carmen cultivates a much-prized ojoa plant, whose leaves are used for wrapping and steaming foods.  Since the ojoa is native to the swamplands further west toward the coast, it requires the extra water to survive.  

In fact, much of this static vision of segregated spatial organization is in reality cross-cut by patterns of use and activity that stress shared access, joint use, and collaborative labor. These show up in the constant patterns of movement and activity that cross-cut the individual lotas and households, and form cycles of regular aggregation and disaggregation over the course of a day.  For instance, one of the more interesting patterns of site use that became apparent for the parcela as a whole, was that most of Doña Natividad’s daughters spent most of their daylight hours in and around their mother’s pila.  While each prepared food for her individual household, (consisting most often of herself and her children), they did much of the preparation collectively, seated under the shade of the rear corredor of Manuel and Natividad’s house, or at the pila itself, which is located about 6 meters beyond the edge of the corredor.  Childcare was thus made collective, and the younger women could help their mother with her own food preparation for what was still the largest household of the parcela.  This freed Doña Natividad to tend the tienda, and to monitor traffic patterns along both the main road and the intersecting foot path.  The group would disband towards midday, as each woman returned to her own kitchen to cook the food, and for the family groups to eat.  Then towards later afternoon, the larger group would gather again, this time often on the front corredor of the tienda, to deal with the evening customers and await the return of whatever men were resident in the various households.  It is interesting to note that the only clearly identified structural feature at the Finca Caramelo site was the pila, which former residents repeatedly identified as a “village” or collective pila.  In fact, it was large enough to use in later years as a watering trough for cattle.  Minimal debris was found at the feature when it was sectioned, but the whole area surrounding the old pila had been heavily disturbed when the structure was demolished prior to turning the land over to cultivation, some time in the 1970s.  

This sense of spatial dynamics, longer term use patterns, and generational decision-making helped extend the structural parallels between the parcela and the archaeologically identified labor settlement at Finca Caramelo well beyond the relative number of housesites and associated domestic spaces. The mapping project substantially expanded our working vocabulary for both structures and spaces, as well as providing a much broader repertoire of building styles and technologies, generally. The last major parallel to emerge during our survey was the linear arrangement of the allocated lotas along a central interior pathway.  At first glance, this arrangement is not apparent, even to members of the outside public who might come as far into the parcela as the tienda to make purchases.  Instead, it is the public footpath along the western margin that seems to orient movement around the parcela as a whole, with both family and public traffic moving along the edge of the space.  And the main path to the tienda itself is obviously a fork off this public pathway, beginning near the front of the parcela.  

But during the mapping of the individual lotas, I noticed that daughter Lila’s houselot appeared significantly larger than her sister Carmen’s, just adjacent to the west.  When I asked Doña Natividad for clarification, she insisted that all the children’s lotas were exactly the same size.  Pointing to our map, I asked her to show me.  It was at this point that she sketched an internal central pathway running from the clearing in the doorway of the casa de motor (beside and behind the new tienda) all the way back to the tip of Lencho’s lota.  I asked her if this was another “camino”, like the one bordering the parcela to the west.  No, she stipulated, that was a “camino publico”, while this one was a “callejon”, meant only “para la familia”.  So the arrangement of the parcela is like that of a small village with a central calle, or street, and lots for individual households lining the two sides.  This layout exactly matched the accounts we had of the finca labor village, with its central camino and flanking lines of ranchos.

Discussion and Conclusions

At this point, we need to return to the initial discussion about the nature of resistance as a process played out in organized spaces like plantations, and “hidden transcripts” inherent in the alternative landscape orders created by nondominant groups. The alternative landscape order created by the local agricultural workers in the countryside surrounding Finca Caramelo reworks notions of property into a definition of residence, and uses their long-term survival in the area to claim access to and use of resources they do not own.  The role the landscape plays in this sleight of hand is quite explicit on some levels.  For instance, take one of the stories about the original townsite of Chiquirrines, on the banks of the Pacaya River. Señor Izara, whose house in the new town we had just recorded, took us to the old, abandoned townsite one day, and proudly pointed out the gigantic "mango de pobladores".  This majestic old "mango tree of the settlers" was ostensibly planted by the founders of the community.  It is the only remaining feature that still marks the site of the original town, and is a well-known landmark for many local residents.  Whether planted or simply protected and curated by the settlers, as with the fruit-bearing trees on the Vasquez/Solorsano parcela, the tree's presence testifies to the continuing presence of Izara’s family, and that of his neighbors, and to their success at surviving the vicissitudes of Costa Cuca life.  In this sense the criollo landscape is an alternative one because it is alternatively historicized, with placenames and landmarks recast to mark descent, and persistence, even, as in the case of old Chiquirrines, when the original occupation site has been abandoned.

In other respects, the alternative order of place and space engendered by these collective strategies is much less directly visible, and its meaning much more ambiguous and open to contest.  A clear example of the daily contests implicit in the criollo landscape lies in the way that the households of the Vasquez/Solorsano parcela extend their claim on, and practice curation of, resources beyond the boundaries of their own land on a daily basis.  On a basic level, the need to do so is obvious: the parcela is far too small to provide much at all in the way of subsistence for the extended kin group now living there.  Doña Natividad’s tienda brings in a significant amount of cash, and leasing land on which to grow the family's maize crop is probably the largest single cash expense the family sustains, on an annual basis. But in addition, other resources lying on property owned by others are regularly acquired for the family's use.  Family members do so by asserting a wide range of access and acquisition rights, informally, through daily patterns of traffic into and across privately held land, particularly the larger fincas of the neighborhood. Such traffic is not a neutral passage, as most of the fincas are both fenced and guarded by armed personnel.  Most commonly, firewood is the item being acquired, and in the case of Finca Caramelo, access across the property to the waters of the Rio Ocosito, where women who did other's laundry for cash or labor service would take large bundles of clothing to be washed.  Seasonally, local residents also glean fallen maize remaining in the fields after harvest, as well as bundles of maize stalks for animal fodder.  Finally, men working as day laborers on the finca cultivate small milpas on the banks of the seasonal drainages that cross-cut the finca lands, working the patches at dawn before their wage-earning day starts, and planting down the slopes as the waters recede over the growing season.  

The explicitness with which people assert these activities as rights was occasionally quite dramatic, and the extent to which the activity itself was at least tacitly acknowledged to be at variance with the landowners' wishes could verge on a nod and a wink.   In one instance, I encountered an elderly woman and her two daughters near the center of the finca property, a good kilometer from the main gate.  The older woman was bleeding badly from a cut she had sustained from the new barbed wire fence the finca owner had strung across what was obviously a footpath, to enclose a paddock area for new cattle.  When questioned about the safety of her actions, the older woman merely smiled and shrugged, looked at the fence, and responded that firewood was firewood; you need it every day.  Children could also become involved in these activities.  One afternoon, a seven year-old boy from a parcela across the road came tumbling through a hole in the fence that bordered the much more aggressively guarded banana finca to the west of Finca Caramelo proper, into the archaeologists' camp.  Staggering under the weight of a huge stalk of green bananas, he began to make his way home.  When we challenged him about the legality of his burden, he giggled, but remained resolute, stating simply that it was "para Abuela", or "for Grandmother".  

As landscape, the picture that emerges is a place where land is owned by one class, but used with regularity and confidence by another, as a part of tradition and custom whose rationale is left unstated and inexplicit, but whose status as praxis is ever-present, and deliberately reiterative:  firewood is firewood, you need it every day.  For the local residents who see themselves as criollo, the rationale has no need to be stated, because it is imbedded in the landscape itself:  they claim the right to cut firewood from these trees, because they have “always” done so.  And they have always done so, because they have “always” been there.  In the past, perhaps, as in the case of the turn-of-the-century village at Finca Caramelo, they literally lived on that land, and tended those trees directly.  Now they may live elsewhere, but the trees do not.  Like the venerable mango de los pobladores, their marked presence in the landscape maps out an alternative history of settlement and land use, and the continued use and tending of these resources visibly reenacts past settlement patterns, in spite of having had entire villages removed or relocated.  In the terms drawn from Scott and other discussions of the nature of resistance, criollo landscape is thus a “shared social space” in which to enact “hidden transcripts” that counter the narratives of domination by more powerful groups (Scott 1990:  pp. 8-14; 118-120).  

But as parcela owner Don Otilio cautioned, such spaces are not “secure”, and the contest over maintaining them is itself a mode of mutual surveillance.  Set in this larger context, the residential architecture of the surrounding countryside resists the simple dichotomy suggested by the local typology.  It is not just that earlier settlers were squatters who built impermanent ranchos, and their descendants, now more secure landholders, build more permanent casas.  The contest over permanence – of structures, settlements, families and communities – has been tempered for generations by the myriad unpredictabilities of life on the Costa Cuca for laborers and landowners alike, and the finca owners’ continued dependence on the surrounding population for labor.  Building a casa asserts permanence, but cannot guarantee it.  Ranchos may well have served longer term purposes of securing relative stability for previous generations by limiting a family’s cash and labor investment in nonportable material goods that they would inevitably lose when forced from the land.  

In either case, the key lies in the daily practices of resource acquisition and land use that begin in the domestic compound, however its main dwelling is constructed, and then inevitably extend well beyond it.  Projected over generations, and engraved into a collective landscape order, these practices may extend to even the most impermanent clusters of ranchos a degree of historical legitimacy, and therefore permanence, that supercedes to some degree the explicit statement made by the architecture.  In this instance, these practices not only create Scott’s “offstage social spaces” in which resistance is codified and shared amongst a social group, but they radically extend these spaces out into a public sphere, and back through time.  In this dynamic context of challenge, denial, and reassertion of land use rights, the architectural system of which both casas and ranchos  are a part forms a critical material element in the elaboration of a unique criollo landscape, and the cultural identity of which that landscape is so inescapably a part.  
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