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Special Zone 11

In South Zelaya or Special
Zone II (Zona Especial II-ZEII)
about one-third of the
population speaks a variety of
English known as Creole
English. Previously the children
of this sector had no choice but to
struggle through their lessonsin a
foreign language or drop out;
many ended up quitting school
after the first grade.

Bilingualism
on the Atlantic Coast

Where did it come from and where is it going?
By Katherine Yih and Alice Slate

Bilingual education is, above all, education for bilinguals.
To understand what this is, it is first necessary to understand
what it means to be bilingual, what were the roots of
bilingualism in Latin America and in Nicaragua, and what
its perspectives are for the future.

In response to their needs, a
bilingual-bicultural  education
program begins this year. The
program shares the objectives of
many other bilingual education
programs —to lower the drop-out
rate, increase learning, and teach
literacy in the national language.
But it also seeks to make the
students profound of their own
language and culture. In addition
the program may offer the
possibility of learning standard
English, an aspect that has
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The discussion of autonomy
for the Atlantic Coast will surely
widen the political space, not
only for the implementation of
bilingual-bicultural  education,
but for debate about how many
grades to teach bilingually, the
pros and cons of teaching
standard English, and what the
ultimate goals of the program

Atlantic Coast

The main areas where English
predominates are Corn Island,
Bluefields, and the Pearl Lagoon
area, the historic and current
administrative centers of the
southern Atlantic Coast region.
By far the largest English-
speaking population on the
Coast is made up of Creoles,
product of more than three
centuries of mixture between
people of African, Amerindian
and European descent. Black
Caribs (or Gariphones) and
Ramas also speak English; their
original languages, Gariphone
and Rama respectively, are now
only spoken by old people.

The Africans arrived in
various ways. In the 16th century
some came as sailors with
Columbus, others as pirates or
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buccaneers. In England
imported slaves to its new colony
on .he island of Providencia, off
the Miskito Coast, from which
these African descendants began
to populate the continent.
Throughout the late 18th century
Africans or their descendants
continued to arrive on the Coast
either as slaves or as escaped or
shipwrecked would-be slaves.

They arrived in the New World
from different parts of Africa or
different cultures, and in most
cases spoke different languages.
The master of a slave ship would
do everything possible to
combine his human cargo such
that  they spoke different
languages and preferably were
even ecnemies in their own
territory. By reducing the
possibility of communication he
reduced the risk of a mutiny.
Once in the new land. the
Africans needed a common lan-
guage.

In the Caribbean they used the

languages of the dominant
political force in the area at that
time. plugging English

vocabulary into a grammatical
structure with certain common
African linguistic features. Over

The simplified use of English by slaves developed
greater richness until it became the language of both
slaves and masters throughout the Caribbean.

time this simplified use ot
English, generally referred to as
“pidgin”, developed greater
richness until it became the
language of both slaves and
masters throughout the
Caribbean. The “Creoles™, the
group which spoke and speaks
this language, evolved out of the
genetic and cultural mixture of
European descendants with
Blacks and Indians.

In 1787, in accord with the
Treaty of Versailles, the British
Crown agreed to vacate its
possessions in the Mosquitia. As
a result, many colonizers left for
Belize, taking their slaves with
them. Other blacks stayed,
creating Creole-speaking commu-
nities in Bluefields, Pearl Laggon,
and Black River.

The British had already
created a Miskito monarchy,
with a line of kings educated in
British territories who continued
to defend the interests of their
protectors. In the absence of
direct colonial oppression, the
Creoles were able to consolidate
political and economic control
during the 19th century. They
became dominant in the
hierarchy of the Moravian
Church (which established itself
on the Coast in 1849) as well as in
the Miskito Kingdom. In fact,
the last four “Miskito™ Kings
were probably Creole.

The late 19th century saw the
penetration of U.S. capital which
created an enclave economy on
the Atlantic Coast. To provide
the labor for these Iumber,
banana and rubber ventures,
blacks were imported or came in
search of work from the southern
United States and the Antilles,
especially Jamaica. Immigration
of blacks continued into the 20th
century, and these new arrivals,

yvith their own Creole dialects.
integrated into the Miskito Coast
Creole population.

In 1894 the Miskito Coast was
“reincorporated” into
Nicaraguan territority, wresting
control away from the British. To
help consolidate Nicaraguan
control over the area, President
José Santos Zelaya decreed in
1900 that only Spanish was to be
used in the schools. The
Moravian Church, run by North
Americans, Creoles and some
Europeans, could not comply
quickly enough with the new law
and was forced to close most of
its mission schools for 11 years in
spite of its costly attempts to train

teachers in Spanish. Mission
schools of other protestant
denominations such as the

Anglican Church also closed,
leaving the few government
schools with Spanish-speaking
teahers as the only alternative.

Old Creoles remember this
time of not understanding
anything in class, playing hooky,
and hiding out from implacable
truant officers. Mr. Robert
Temple of Pearl Lagoon, born in
the year of the Reincorporation,
recalls, “we read in Spanish and
we don’t understand one thing...
We get to spell the words and
everything in Spanish but we
don’t know what the words
mean!” Understandably enough,
he used to skip class. but “when
school-time  you can’t go
nowhere. they pick you up™.

Miss Lena Slate, 85 years old,
tells of classes in English that
used to be held clandestinely in
pcople’s homes in Bluefields. As
a girl. she went to one such illegal
school where grades one through
six were taught, the older stu-
dents helping to teach the youn-
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