Una Cabalgata
by

Eyes Right

Fajardo, Puerto Rico – One never knows when one is going to be stuck in a horse jam.  I am not talking about the jam spread on toast, but “jam” as in traffic jam.  I was in a car, a rental car, a Hyundai, a white Brio, on a steep downhill section of a narrow road just outside Fajardo.  All around me were horses, with riders.  They were cantering, some galloping, down the pavement – several at breakneck speed.  Breakneck is not an overstatement; if the horses were to slip and lose balance, the riders were certain to break various body parts as they hit the pavement below, and presumably some of those body parts would include their necks.  During my time on the hillside, I saw and heard many horses slip on the steep pavement, but none went down, even though several of the riders were on cell phones or taking an occasional swig from a bottle of beer as they rode.
It turns out I was in the midst of una cabalgata.  This is the term the owner of my bed and breakfast used.  She distinctly did not like la cabalgata. The term translates, roughly, to a “parade of horsemen.”  In this case, it was not only men, but also women and children, all riding horses through the streets of Fajardo.  It was not clear to the owner what event precipitated this particular cabalgata.  It seems that there can be a host of reasons for word to flash on the ubiquitous cell phones and internet to horsemen in the region to congregate in a given area on a given day.  It may be a birthday, a wedding, or any other reason to celebrate.  The day is almost always a Sunday.
The horses arrive in the designated city mostly in the back of pickup trucks which have been modified with wooden rails around the cargo area.  I saw four horses snuggled together in the back of one Ford F-150.  Most of the trucks were smaller – lots of Toyotas.  Once in Fajardo, or close by, the trucks pull off to the side of the road, or up onto a sidewalk, and the horses are unloaded.  There are few saddles; most riders simply sit on blankets draped over the horse.  I would rate most of the riders as excellent horsemen. Each sits erect and seems to have total control over the horse even in the challenging conditions of weaving in and out of cars in the middle of a city, often at high speed.
Horses are tied up at just about any location, especially outside bars.  Occasionally the road is totally blocked by horses and riders congregating to talk or simply socialize.  The policia seem to show little interest in moving things along.  Occasionally they will turn on their sirens and flash blue warning lights, but that effort appears to be mostly to allow themselves to part the horse flesh so that they can proceed through town.  The rest of us have to wait.

By late evening there is still more than occasional clip clop of hooves on the pavement as the riders head back to try to locate their trucks to load up the horses for the ride home.  Most of the riders certainly appear to be ranchers and/or farmers who obviously do not live in Fajardo.  Their clothes are “working casual” and no one is sporting equestrian finery.  Most of the horses seem to be well cared-for, but a few had enough bones showing that they could not be described as well-fed.  
Shopkeepers and business owners, other than those who have bars, do not appear to be fans of la cabalgata.  Most simply close for the day.  Even the tour operators who run evening excursions to the famous bio-bay here shut down.  The horsemen are not interested in much other than refreshments, mostly alcoholic, and the tourists cannot get through town to reach the bay.

I found the entire event to be refreshing.  Here is a culture which brings families and friends together in an outdoor activity celebrating local tradition.  The children were riding, husbands and wives were together, and everyone seemed to have a smile.  I can think of many of our communities which could benefit from similar gatherings.
I thought you might like to know.

E-R

