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Ponce, Puerto Rico  - My travels have brought me to this wonderful island in the sun twice now in the past year.  Each has been a delight, but this trip has been particularly enjoyable if only because it is 80 degrees Fahrenheit here, and 30 (or less) at my home in Virginia.  

Ponce is somewhat off the beaten tourist path.  It is located on the Caribbean Sea on the southern coast of the island approximately 70 miles south of San Juan on Hwy 52.  It is a large city, complete with a Wal-Mart and the usual collection of mainland fast food franchises.  There seems to be a Burger King at every other intersection.  Curiously, McDonalds are much less frequent.  But do not get the wrong impression.  Ponce is very Puerto Rican, with most restaurants featuring local fare such as plantains in every imaginable form.  Beans and rice is the usual staple, often served with meats such as pollo (chicken) and carne (beef) prepared well done in a garlic sauce.  
Our breakfast favorite turned out to be pastries from the Florida Bakery, a deli of sorts specializing in baked goods.  There is not really much in the way of Puerto Rican fast food for other meals, unless you eat at one of the chains from the mainland.   Once you place your order, we found that the wait until the first food appeared at our table to be at least an hour.  One evening we waited over two hours.

An engineer from Arizona who has lived in Puerto Rico explained the cultural differences in terms of history.  “If you can obtain all your food needs throughout the year by simply going outside and picking some plantains and bananas, you have no sense of needing to save or to plan ahead.  If Puerto Rico had a harsh winter, then life styles would have developed differently.   Also, if you live on an island which is flattened on a rather frequent basis by hurricanes, you live in minimum conditions.  Why invest in a huge, fancy home which will simply be blown away by the next storm?”
I am not certain that I agree with his assessment, but there certainly appears to be a different mind set here than in mainland U.S.  Most cars are driven at high speeds on the freeways with many drivers aggressively moving from lane to lane without signaling.  The vehicle of choice is the large SUV, although most of the streets in the inner cities are extremely narrow.  Gas costs about 10 cents a gallon less than in the States, but it is sold by the liter.  Distances on highways are marked in kilometers, but speed limits are posted in miles per hour.  Go figure.

I have always found the Puerto Ricans to be extremely friendly.  If you ever find yourself needing directions, the first person you approach will gladly assist you with a smile and advice, even if your Spanish is rudimentary.  This situation seems to occur on a frequent basis, as road signage varies between non-existent and minimal.  On several occasions we found ourselves at country intersections which were totally unmarked.  You either flip a coin, or you ask a local.  After a few disastrous coin tosses, we learned to always ask.

 Roads other than the freeways are either congested 4 lanes or narrow, winding roads through the mountains.  These latter highways are extremely narrow and consist of a series of switchbacks punctuated by chickens on the roads and recently cleared landslides.  After one four hour, 40 mile drive from Arecibo to the Caribbean coast, I wanted to find a bumper sticker proclaiming, “I break for chicks.”  
Perhaps these features are the charm which draws me back to Puerto Rico.  Although it is a spectacularly beautiful island with wonderful beaches and sensational sights, the flavor comes from the people and their unique approach to a less-structured, free approach to life.  Most of us could do worse than spend a few weeks here hoping that at least some of the Puerto Rican spirit is contagious.

I thought you might like to know.
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