Asa Wright, 1879-1971

by John Ranahan

Speaking from the grave 

has proved easier than she imagined.

We drive up her valley, into the trees and vines,

two dozen visitors – Trini, Yankee, French, Welsh –

who tremble, as she and Beebe did, the pine planks 

laid down eighty years ago, 

dreaming the center into being.

Old age’s gnarled limbs reshape

the patterns that make our loves. 

The young woman creates her home

amid layers of lushest greens,

whispers to each of us, “avoid the kamikaze,

white-necked Jacobins,” defending territorial feeders

from purple honeycreepers,

white-chested emeralds, tufted coquettes.

Watch, she warns, but some still miss

a progress of yellow-legged climbers. 
She leads the new ones into benches that look down

the herringboned valley of second growth.

She talks us down the discovery trail, the old road

traveled from Arima to this coffee plantation.

She tells each of us of the agouti, 

the tropical pewee, the manakin lek,

or a jewel that graces the jubilant flirt,

or the master who sounds the depths.

Her blue vervine nourishes memory.

It is a slow journey home: furtive,

tremulous, a dance in black and white.

The language of flowers speaks through color and pollen,

while the garden’s thyme renews the spirit.

The language of a violaceous euphonia sings of joy.

The languages of this valley are hers...

 creeping shadows chanting a vale’s voice.

What informs this poem? Why this “autobiographical” voice? There is a sense of quiet purpose at the Asa Wright Nature Center. She created this site from the Spring Hill Plantation, her home for many years. She wanted a place here in the Northern Range of Trinidad that would be set aside from encroachments of Arima (town at the foot of the Arima Valley) and from the spreading farms lower in the valley. Her legacy has been to leave several hundred acres of generally undisturbed land on what was once a coffee, cocoa, citrus plantation. Visitors see her picture in numerous places, articles about her efforts with William Beebe (of bathysphere fame). One falls asleep and wakes to the calls of various birds. Her trails wind through the stream-cut valleys. The world's most accessible oilbird colony came under her protection, and it remains a marvel for birders. Each time I have visited the area, I find myself thanking a woman who died nearly thirty years ago. The area was her muse, as became my muse (or was it she?) this past weekend. So, I guess that I don’t believe that the muse is dead in our age. We just need to stop being so busy?

