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Alene Hoffsommer Puts Island Expefzences in Book
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Alene Hoffsommer, 2727

. Monterey, is putting the
finishing touches

about the Vir

~parucuhrg:‘hu&fs‘:i Croﬁ
0

of longing . e 'the

and her husband, Alan, and

son, Marc, feel more than'the.

usual tourist  infatuation
toward the West Indi
is a devotion that stood the festt
of a ten-year residéncy.
““Making your home in the
islands is a lot different than
seeing'them on a Caribbean
cruise,” Alene remarked, and

Is nds amd -

in her.voice. She °

sle, It

her huabandi.noddod in
agreement. ‘‘It takes some

adjustments and there are
some inconveniences but we

thought there were also many

-rewards. People who go 1here
with the idea of staying, either -

end up hating it in a few
months or they fall-completely
in love with the place. . We
happen to fit into the Jatter
group." © "

The Ho[l‘summers went to
the island 14 years ago when
Alan took a job 3s a senior
pilot with Antilles:Air Boats.

“The Antilles-line {8 owned by

Charles Blair, the first man 1o

r\ltnt Hnﬂsnmmcr Is thcmn al her typewriter as she
works on the manuscript to her book ahout St. Croix.

_SOnSs.

fly solo in a single-engine
lane over the North Pole. He
§ married the Maureen
O’Hara, the movie dctress.”’

The seaplane service jis _

designed more for the benefit
of the natives than for tourists
because there is no boat ser-

‘vice between the islands.

There is a fleet of around 25
planes — mostly twin engine
‘‘gooses,’’ like Alan flew

resort life. Alene has had some --

%ry and one song published.
are acutely aware of how

difficult it is to get a book

published anymore.. .

“We could paper the walls
with rejection slips,”” Alan

Rx ped In referéence to works
he has tried to publish but
couldn’t.

In Aleneé's book, which is
entitled ‘“The Island on the

that carry up to ten pas< Other Side of the Rainbow,"

sengers. Thepe are also two
Sunderland flying boats that
are equipped with four engines
and carry-as many as 140 per.
Alene, for a .time,
worked in the cargo office of

the Antilles operation, helping

to set up the system.

“I'm sure we'd still be down

“there if it hadn't been for

Alan’s health,”” Alene said.

“We were really happy there. .

But Alan became ill and had to
quit flying. We opened up a
ift shop — called Father
veptune — and it was doing
quite well, but medical facili.
ties on the island were very
poor and Alan was getting no
belter so we sold out and came
back to the mainland to con-
sult some specialists.”

Since both Alene and Alan
hailed from St. Joseph, this
was the logical place to come.
Alan's illness was diagnosed
as a rare blood condition’in-
volving the platelets. Treat-
men{ has helped him con-
siderably but he.is still unable
to work. Currently Alene is
employed in the catalog
department of Central Public
Library and Marc is a senior
al Missouri Western State
College.

‘| started writing a book
aboyt the Virgin Islands when
we lived there,”' Alene
explained. “‘I jotted things
down and later compiled them
into manuscript form. After
we came home, 1 was so busy |
didn’t have time to think much
about it, bul lately the islands
have been more In the news
and 1 think there I8 more
interest in them. A lot of ar.
ticles have been written but

they seem so distorted and

unreal to us so we kind of
wanted Lo Lell it our way, So |
Kol oul the manuscripls again,
brushed oul the cobwebs, did a
little revising, added a3 chapter
or two, and now I'm looking
{or a publisher.™

Alan is already the author of
three published books — one
on seaplanes, one on agricul-
tural aviation and another on

she tells of their experiences
as newcomers to the island of
St. Croix which Is 24 miles
long and eight miles wide —

smaller {han Si. Thomas and
larger than St. John. It is
located 40 miles to the south of
ils sister islands and has al-
ways been considered a bit
remote and stand-offish.
Tourists come in groves to St.
Thomas because of the
superior harbdr, but more and
more are now visiting St.
Croix so that tourism has
become the biggest single in-
dustry.,

The climate.in lhﬁ\::“tu '
- Islands with their rugged

térrain and ' palm trees, is
more or less perfect, accord-
ing to the Hoffsommers. Il
rarely departs more than five
degrees from the 85-degree
mark and there is no

"humidity. The trade winds are

usuallj.r bluwing and precipita-

t:mes durmg the hurncane—-

season, the weather becomes

more suflmg because of-the -

stillness. Actually, while the
hurricanes come very close,
the islands have not been hit
with destructive force since
1918. The natives say, ‘‘“We
grow them (the hurricanes)
down here and send them to
the mainland."” But when the
storms get dangerously clise,
the péople have learned to
board up and “‘hole” up until
the weather clears.
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The natives of St. Croix are
called Cruzans and are quite a
mixlure of race and culture.

"Eighly-scven per cent of
the inhabitants are black,"”
Alene said. *'This 1s something
a while alien has to gel used to
- being a minorily. There are
some racial problems but they
do not .3l involve Dlacks
arainst whites. Some involve
blacks against other blacks
Some of Lthe blacks are
extremely wealthy and power-
ful. They control the govern-
ment. They are also quite
handsoeme. Others are very
low class and crude.”

The Vlrgin Islands, now
populated by more than 50,000
inhabitants, have a colorful
~history. Columbus landed
_there on his first voyage to
America. They were settled,
for the most part, by the
Fre ut they were owned
.by Denmark when purchased
by the United States during
World War 1. They still belong
to this country hut the people
now elect their own governor
and have, ‘a non-voting

representative in Washington.
Property taxes are low and ..

there is no sales tax. Income
tax goes to Washington but is

earmarked for the island fund
Residents are covered by

Social Security. The govern-

menl operates on a gross
receipts tax which every
business pays and this is
matched by funds from the
United States government.
While islanders are not per-
mitted to vote for an American

on very rough waters. When
the incident was safely over,
the governor.thanked Alan for
his handling of the emergency,
but quipped: ‘‘I've seen you
make smoother landings."
Slavery was abolished on the

"_islands before it was banned in_

the United States. The slaves
revolted and there was a big

massacre on St. John. After -

this incident, the government
of the islands set all slaves
free and divided the land
among the-natives.

Sugar- plantations were -
¢ forced out of business during

Prohibition because there was

no market for rum. It never

again became praclical lo,

raise sugar cane because
production was on such a
small scale. The bad state of
economy caused many land
owners to sell their property
cheap — often to whites or
comtinentals as they "are
called.

This is one of the “‘gooses” or seaplanes that Alan
Hoffsommer piloted between the Virgin Islands. The
view 18 the waterfromt at S$4. Thomaes

President, their young men
were subject ta the military
drafl.
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The current governor of the
islands 15 Melvin Evans, a
black man who frequgtly
used the scaplane sgice.
Alan Jikes 1o tell about the
time he had to make a forced
landing out in the open seas
when the governor was on
board. Both engines wenl out
and be brought the plane down

Today the land 15 valuable
and natives arc resentful
toward the whites for their
land holdings.: This has
brought aboul some racial
sirife — the most notable in-
cident being the massacre at
Fountain Valléy twe years ago
on SU Croix. Blacks shot and
killed nine persomy at the
swank resort that is owned by
the Rockefeller family,

“Since $t. Croix is so small,
anything bad tha( happens al.

ways seems bigger than it
really is,”” Alan Hoffsommer
remarked. ‘‘Actually the
crime-rate is much lower that
it 15 in most American cities
but when something doés oc-
cur, everyone gels scared and
tensed up because it seems
like il § right atl your back
door."
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English is the official lan-
guage spoken in the islands
but there are so many.dialects
that sometimes it is hardly
recognizable. Alene comment-

‘ed that it takes a while to un.’

derstand the natives clearly.
Their-inflections are much
different than those of most
Americans.

There are some beautiful
homes on St. Croix and some
of the plantation “‘big houses"
have been restored. There are
also some slum areas in which
the poor blacks and itinerant
workers from the other islands
live in deplorable shacks. It
costs more Lo build a home on
the islands than in the United

‘Slates because of the difficulty

of bringing in materials.
There is a mixture of archi-
tecture but the typical West

Indian style is most prevalent ,

with its open galleries and
pagoda-like roofs. The only
drinking water is rain that
runs off into cisterns.

““This really bothered me at
first,”" Alene said, ‘‘because it

doesn’t sound very sanitary.
Bul our water tasted good and

no one seemed to get sick from
J | &

Electric power in the islands
leaves much to be desired and
the Hoffsommers were accus-
tomed to power failures every
day ov so. The outages would
last from five minutes to
several hours and on one oc-
casion the power was off for
three weeks. Since almost
everything operates by elec-
tricity = even the plumbing —
it i a bad situation: no
refrigeration, no pumps, no
lights, no television. TV
programs ar¢ months behind
the schecule on the mainland
and mall service to the islands
Is slow, The lelephone service
Is even worse, Sometimes )
lakes (wo or three vears lo
have a phone installed and
phones are [requently out of
order
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“Most people suggest that if
you're nol & native-born
islander, you nded to get away
every few vears or ysu gel
rock fever,”” Alene commented
with a smile. "'This is a

depressed emotional state
caused by the isolation. So
most of the aliens gn home

occasionally either to the

States or to Europe. Then they
come back and are ready to
enjoy life again. 1 guess we
were fortunate because we
never really suffered from be-
ing island-bound. We honestly
hated to leave."

In her book, Alene tells
about the holidays in St. Croix,
particularly Christmas which
begins the carnival season that
lasts until Three Kings Day on
Jan. 6. There are two Thanks-
givings — the traditional
American . _ holiday in
November and one in Octaber
on whicth the natives attend
church and give thanks for
having been spared from the
wrath of the hurricanes. She
also will tell of the many
interesting, people, ingluding
celebrities, who visited the
island while they were in-
volved in the tourist trade, and

" will give her impressions of

the moods and personalities of
the-island people. She will.
discuss the public education
system which is among the
worst in the world. (Wealthy
residents send their children
to private schools and later to
colleges on the mainland.) She
will tell of the boisterous
behavior of the lower class
Cruzans and of the black
power movmennt that has ad
ded to the racial unrest.
8 @

It is-a sizable bnok—=
pernaps 30 pages when bound
- and will include pho-
tographs that tKe couple
collected in the silands.

(Shortly after the interview
with this reporter, Alan took a
flight to St. Croix to visit some
old friends, attend to some
personal business and collect
current data for his wife's
book.)

“Despite the odd ways of the
island people and the many
inconveniences, we still loved
It,""  the Hoffsommers
concluded. “*Life seems siran-
gely narrow and shellered now
that we are back home. Wi
came in contact with so many
{ascinaling people and learned
lo appreciate their
differepces. We had good
(riends among the blacks as
well as the whites. We missed
Lhe stasons but still we
learned {o recogdize and an-
ticipate the subtle climatic
changes during the year on the
islands. It's another world out
there — and we are glad to
have been a part of 1"




