
Oscar, the Symbol of Freedom
and Control in Old Providence Island

In this oc ca sion, I want to talk about Oscar. He was my key in for mant and
my prin ci pal com pany whi le I was in Pro vi den ce, but the peo ple on the is -
land thought he was “mad”. So, I wro te a book about Oscar be cau se what
Crab Antics just tries to iden tify is what is in com mon in the so ciety of Pro -
vi den ce, but so me ti mes you find out the ge ne ral rule from the way in
which the rule is bro ken and that is what Oscar did.

Fre quently, in di vid u als who are just a lit tle out side a given par a digm are
found in so ci et ies. Os car was one of these peo ple. I did n’t nec es sar ily
rec og nize it at that time be cause I did n’t have a par a digm. But he was a
re ally ex traor di nary man and he told me many things about the peo ple
which I would n’t have been able to find out by my self.

An thro pol o gists usu ally write about a com mu nity, and de scribe it as if it
were a unity since ev ery body is the same in terms of com mon be hav ior. But 
many an thro pol o gists get most of their in for ma tion from what they call a key 
in for mant; this is part of the par tic i pant ob ser va tion meth od ol ogy. Gerardo
Reichel Dolmatoff and Vic tor Turner are ex am ples of two an thro pol o gists
who ob tained most of their in for ma tion from one in for mant. Pedro
Rodríguez was in Bogotá and he went to see Reichel Dolmatoff and told
him that he wanted to tell the story of his peo ple, the Barasana of the
Vaupes. On the other hand, Vic tor Turner stud ied the Ndembu, a Bantu
peo ple in Af rica, and he had a key in for mant, Muchona.

So, my key in for mant, the per son who led me around the is land, who told
me who lived where and what they were do ing was Os car. The prob lem
with Os car was, as I found out then, that you did n’t know when he was
tell ing you the truth or when he was tell ing you what he was mak ing up.
So I had to check what Os car told me as much as I could with some body
else. If he told me that Frank Newball was re lated to Os car Howard and
they had chil dren out of Prov i dence, then I would have to find Os car
Howard or Frank Newball and I would have to ask them and, in that way,
check what Os car had said. This is how I learned the truth, but Os car was
def i nitely my first hand in for mant. I had other key in for mants who worked
close to me but they did n’t know as much as Os car did about the is land as 
a whole. They gave me in for ma tion about their own fam i lies or about the
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owner of a boat or when a house was built or some thing like that. But for Os car, the whole Prov i -
dence was his home, lit er ally speak ing.

One of the things about Os car, which moved me to write the book about him, was that he seemed to
be a sym bol of the is land as a whole. I’m not say ing that ev erybody on Prov i dence was a lit tle mad,
but what I want to say is that Os car was in de pend ent. He al ways man aged to find food, clothes, cig a -
rettes, matches and what ever he needed for his daily ne ces si ties. He car ried a sac on his back in
which he had ev ery thing from open cans to very el e gant cloth ing; he was the orig i nal recyclist, if you
want. Be fore re cy cling and sus tain able ag ri cul ture the o ries, Os car was al ready do ing it.

For those of you who have not read the book Os car, I will give some ex am ples of how he acted
upon the other peo ple on the is land, es pe cially peo ple who for some rea son or other, he did n’t like
much. In those days, many of the houses were n’t built on the ground; they stood on stilts, es pe -
cially some in Old Town, Bailey and Rocky Point, and in other ar eas too. What Os car would do was
sleep un der the floor of the house, but be fore he went to sleep, he would lis ten very care fully to the
voices in the houses above, I know that be cause I went with him some times. So, if there was a
voice in the house that should n’t be there, then he would make a men tal note of it.

An other thing that he did to the get the in for ma tion was to ap ply co co nut fat on his feet and then he
was able to walk around the house very, very qui etly about three o’clock in the morn ing to look into
the rooms. This game would tell him who was in the house, and if there was some one in the house
who should n’t be there, he also made a men tal note.

His other fa vor ite trick was to take the wash ing clothes in the night or early in the morn ing. He
would put them in his sac, go to an other house, take the other laun dry clothes from the line, put the
other per son’ s laun dry on the line and, in ad di tion, he would pick what ever clothes he thought was
good for keep ing, like a new shirt or some news pants. Then he’d take the rest of the laun dry and
put it on some one else’s line. So, no body knew where their laun dry clothes were, some body who
was liv ing in Rocky Point might find his laun dry clothes in Bot tom House.

Let me say again that he did this to peo ple who he thought were not quite proper. I of ten asked him
the rea son, and he would tell me “I saw some one in some body else’s house where he should n’t be” 
or he asked for a meal or cig a rettes, and if they said “no”, some thing would hap pen to them.

But the most im por tant thing was that Os car was very con cerned about re spect abil ity, but only of
cer tain peo ple on the is land. He had been trained as an Ad ven tist pas tor but he had been kicked
out of the Ad ven tist train ing col lege in Co lon, Pan ama. So, many of his vic tims were in fact Sev enth 
Day Ad ven tists. Once we went to the Ad ven tist church in Rocky Point to hear a vis it ing pas tor from
Pan ama, his name was James Racking. This pas tor was very fa mous in the area, and the day we
vis ited the church he was dressed in a beau ti ful white suit, a won der ful cra vat and blue shirt, and
he had white shoes: a man who was the ab so lute epit ome of Re spect abil ity. He gave us a ser mon
that was full of fire and told us how sin ful we were. He was say ing “this sing ing, this danc ing, this
smok ing, this eat ing of meals and this drink ing are in the United States but it is also in Prov i dence”.
And Os car would say “Amen”. Then, when we sang the hymns, Os car would sing one line be hind;
but be fore the last hymn ended, he had al ready left. We did n’t know where.

Os car did n’t like Sev enth Day Ad ven tists be cause he had been kicked out of this church, but what
he was also pro test ing against was what he con sid ered the bad ex am ple that this man Racking
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was set ting, be cause he did not fit into the ways of the con gre ga tion, with his dress and his ap pear -
ance. The con gre ga tion might have seemed to ac cept him, but Os car was ex press ing what they
re ally felt about this out sider, who had come to tell them what they had to do, as if they were the
worst peo ple in the world. So, in this way, he was speak ing for peo ple who could not speak for
them selves. Then, there was a sense in which he was the con science of peo ple.

On the other hand, what Os car did with all the in for ma tion he had col lected about peo ple, was ba si -
cally give in for ma tion that they would n’t like at all. In Santa Isabel Is land, there was a square and
peo ple used to go there to buy a cerveza and drink it there. The square was quite near the Alcaldía
but also very close to the Bap tist church. So, Os car would come on Sat ur day or af ter church on
Sunday, and he would be gin a ser mon with quotes from the Bi ble. I checked these quotes and I
could n’t find many of them in the Bi ble. Os car was very good at us ing lan guage in the way in which
the Bi ble is writ ten to get the at ten tion of the peo ple around. Once he had about 20 peo ple around
him, he would be gin to give his ser mon but more spe cif i cally about the peo ple whose houses he
had been sleep ing un der or whose houses he had been walk ing through and what he had found
out. So, the crowd grew and peo ple would say: “Oh, don’t lis ten to what Os car is talk ing about
…Os car is mad” and im me di ately they would turn away and they would say “What did he say?”
There was am biv a lence be cause peo ple did n’t want to hear about their ac tiv i ties, but they were
very in ter ested in hear ing about some body else’s. Thus, Prov i dence did n’t have a news pa per, ra -
dio or tele vi sion, but Prov i dence had Os car.

In that sense, Os car was very, very use ful be cause what he was do ing was keep ing the moral bal -
ance since peo ple felt very ner vous about what he would say. Such ap pre hen sion was some thing
that kept them in line. They of ten would ask the ques tion “is Os car around?”, and they looked
around for him, if he was n’t near, they would con tinue do ing what they were do ing. On the other
hand, they all felt cu ri ous about what some body else did. So there was a bal ance with Os car as a
fo cus. How ever, there was a de fense mech a nism to his do ings: when in the crowd peo ple said
“Don’t to lis ten to Os car, he’s mad”; with the word mad, peo ple jus ti fied them selves and dis missed
what ever Os car said. Thus, Os car had cer tain power; by call ing him “mad”, peo ple tried to get this
power away from him and get hold of it. But things were n’t static, Os car was go ing around all the
time, Os car was any where and Os car was talk ing.

Os car was an ex tremely in tel li gent man. In his sac he had re mains of books in which he could read, 
so he could talk to you not only about re li gious mat ters. In ad di tion he knew the name and the use
of ev ery plant grown on the is land; he was a won der ful bo tanic guide. He knew which plants, for ex -
am ple, could cure ill nesses and he also knew which plants could cause ill nesses, as an Obeah
man does. This is why peo ple in Prov i dence be lieved that Os car was an Obeah man. In fact, he
talked to me and showed me some of the things they do to cre ate an obeah cook ing or an obeah
spell, and the words and the chants used. How ever, Os car never de nied it but he never claimed
that he was. So, again he left ev ery body guess ing.

There are many peo ple in ter ested in this book in the United States; most of them are psy chol o gists
and psy chi a trists. The rea son is that Os car gives an ac count of his life where he speaks about his
life be gin ning with his ad o les cence, and in cludes the opin ion of his par ents as he un der stood them, 
the train ing at the Ad ven tist Col lege and other de tails. Be sides, he made it clear that that he was n’t
feel ing wrong. He did get mar ried and had chil dren, then his wife left him and he lost con tact with
his chil dren. I think it was af ter this that he went ill. He lived in Prov i dence the rest of his life even
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though he did go to San Andres a cou ple of times, but he did n’t like peo ple there be cause they
were not as civ i lized as peo ple in Prov i dence. The point is that as you see the pa tient in Os car’s life
story, you can iden tify the peo ple and events that sur rounded him and that might have even tu ally
caused his break down. This is why the book has been used in psy chi a try as an ex am ple to try to
un der stand a per son as a whole, to gether with all the in flu en tial peo ple in his life, in or der to iden tify 
when and why an ill ness co mes around. This is a his tory life’s ap proach. This is why I wrote the
sub ti tle “An In quiry into the na ture of San ity?” with a ques tion mark.

Since Os car was my key in for mant what I ex pected was a ra tio nal in ter pre ta tion to try and find out
how was the way of life of an other cul ture. The point is that the per son who in formed me more
things was a per son watched as a mad man. There is a fact that in Os car’s ge ne al ogy, in his fam ily
tree, there is a ge netic dis po si tion to this men tal sick ness, to these break downs in which he could
not con trol him self, be com ing ex tremely de pressed, go ing in side him self and it’s pos si ble that
some times when Os car dis ap peared, he was in that state. But when he re cov ered he was com -
pletely sane, but very ec cen tric.

So, just in con clu sion let me say that, above all, it seems to me that in spite of his per son al ity, in
spite of his things, or maybe be cause of these things, Os car sym bol izes the free dom and in de -
pend ence that was cher ished by all peo ple in Prov i dence. And this is prob a bly why this sen si tiv ity
on The Rock is one of the deep est and most com mon feel ings which Prov i dence peo ple feel, or
rather felt –I be lieve I must say in the past, and ex pressed to peo ple from the out side world. That
was the dif fer ence.
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