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‘I was already thirty-something, I had all the material
things I was supposed to have at my age - car, house,
money - but I had no happiness inside’

Corporate to

Caribbean
Photographs and words by
Lebawit Lily Girma www.lebawitgirma.com
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‘My curiosity about Rastafarian culture
and people and their love for Ethiopia
brought me to Jamaica’
I’ve always thought of myself as being unique or rather, I’ve always been aware
of my unusual background. I am Ethiopian raised in West Africa, with French and
Amharic as my native tongues, and friends worldwide. All of those elements made
me passionate and appreciative about discovering other countries and cultures.
I have this thirst for it and I’m happiest when I’m experiencing cultural moments,
be it my own or someone else’s. It makes me come alive, so after 7 years of
working as a full-time attorney at a large law firm in the US, I felt burned out. I liked
practicing law but the practice area I was in – regulatory energy -wasn’t interesting
to me, and the work atmosphere wasn’t healthy. It came to a point where I hated
going into the office. One morning I was sitting at my desk in my big fancy office
and I told myself that if I stayed there, I’d wake up twenty years later at 50, in the
same place, and my life would have passed me by. It was a terrifying thought and
it stirred me into action. I was already thirty-something, I had all the material things
I was supposed to have at my age - car, house, money - but I had no happiness
inside. I finally got tired of living a life that society expected me to live and I decided
it was time I paid attention to what I wanted and what made me happy.
It wasn’t a last minute decision. I made sure I planned for it - paid off my debts,
saved a good amount that I felt comfortable with and even had a life coach to
help me work through some of my fears and interests and how to transition into
another career. My life coach helped me realize that I had so much creativity in me
that I hadn’t allowed myself to tap into because I was too busy doing what was
expected of me. Growing up in my culture we were often told that education was
the key – my dad didn’t joke about that; you had to be someone. Being someone
meant a lawyer, doctor or an executive. There was nothing in there about art or
fashion or exploring your creative side. My sister, who’s been a successful fashion
designer for years, had to fight tooth and nail with my father back then to study
fashion in New York. In the 80s, you just didn’t become a fashion designer; it
wasn’t a stable profession. On the other hand I allowed myself to fall into that trap
of doing what was right, what was expected and what made my parents happy.
But the irony is that my parents really just wanted me to be happy.
I was born in Addis but at the age of almost one, my parents moved our entire
family from Ethiopia to Cote d’Ivoire (Ivory Coast) in West Africa because my
dad had accepted a job offer at the African Development Bank. I was raised in
the former French colony of Cote d’Ivoire but we continued to speak Ethiopia’s
national language, eat our food and celebrate our holidays and traditions. I used
to spend hours flipping through my parents’ photo albums – my dad used to
travel a lot for work. They went to some amazing places like Paris, Rio de Janeiro,
Harare, and South Korea. I wanted memories too - that’s how I always thought
of it. The way I kept journals back then was also a clue that I would develop a
passion for travel photography. When I decided to go on a sabbatical for a few
months, I upgraded to an SLR and taught myself how to use it. –
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‘I get to see the vast types of people in the
world, but the vendor can only use what is
directly in front of him to shape his views’
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‘My favourite food
of the day was
breakfast, where I
would have ackee
and saltfish with
coffee from the
Blue Mountains’

There are so many reasons why I chose to travel the
Caribbean. Firstly I’d always wanted to go there and
secondly St. Lucia was the first place I visited and I
couldn’t believe how beautiful the beaches were and I
was humbled by the warmth of the people. But most
importantly, it was uncommon for an African to travel to
or live in the Caribbean. Locals would tell me I was the
first African and Ethiopian they ever met. I found it sad;
seeing as so many islanders talk about or want to learn
about our history, I felt compelled to share my upbringing
and culture by infiltrating Caribbean communities.
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My curiosity for Rastafarian culture and the people and
their love for Ethiopia brought me to Jamaica. I wanted to
experience all the great things I saw in the media and in
movies like the gorgeous beaches, the mountains, the food
and music and of course, the land of Bob Marley. I decided to
go solo and I was so stunned by how warmly I was received,
and how friendly Jamaicans were. There isn’t a corner of the
island where you can’t hear music being played from radios,
restaurants or neighbours. There is so much musical talent
in Jamaica; even the regular guy in town is skilled enough to
play his guitar and crank out reggae covers at a corner bar.

The food and flavours were so enticing - I tried every type of
jerk on offer at roadside jerk grills. My favourite food of the day
was breakfast, where I would have ackee and saltfish with
coffee from the Blue Mountains. The culture is very strong in
Jamaica and it felt great to be amongst Jamaicans because
they know their history and are very proud and aware of their
African roots. I had a vague idea that Jamaicans were more
Afrocentric than any other Caribbean island, but knowing
something and then experiencing it are two entirely different
things! –
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‘I captured the stunning views at Grand Etang,
hiked at the Waterfalls of Concord and Seven
Sisters, lounged on beautiful beaches like
Grand Anse and BBC Beach and I pretty much
dived all over the island’

114 | COMPLEXD

														

COMPLEXD | 115

‘I have fond memories of the elderly women who
reminded me of the warm and welcoming elders I
knew growing up in Africa’
I couldn’t stop smiling during my first visit because everywhere I went I was called
everything from Empress to princess to African Queen. I felt proud to be Ethiopian
when I saw my country’s flag – the red, green gold with the Lion of Judah – flying
across different places in Jamaica. However when I told locals I was from Ethiopia
in Africa, I was met incredulous stares. At first I thought they believed I was being
philosophical, but after an encounter with a vendor I realised that the truth was
that he felt that my looks and features weren’t African enough for what had been
perceived. At first I felt it was negative and ignorant of him, but this is a part of why I
am thankful to travel. Because I get to see the vast types of people in the world, but
the vendor can only use what is directly in front of him to shape his views. So through
my travels I have learned to be more patient and explain to others that Africa is a very
diverse place. I share information and teach about my culture and continent along
the way and I think that’s part of my purpose.
I ended up in Grenada after I had spent about a month in Jamaica and felt the need
to go somewhere different and experience new things. It was time for the next leg of
my journey and I researched between Grenada and Dominica. I stayed at Grenada
Gold Apartments and it couldn’t have been a better choice for me as a long term
traveller. The owner, Lucille Sylvester, was super helpful and I later found out she
was a thirty something entrepreneur, just like me, but married with kids and a very
lucrative businesses. Grenada was great for sightseeing and adventure. I captured
the stunning views at Grand Etang, hiked at the Waterfalls of Concord and Seven
Sisters, lounged on beautiful beaches like Grand Anse and BBC Beach and I pretty
much dived all over the island. In general there was more of a reserved attitude from
people but also a distinctly Grenadian culture and cuisine. I have fond memories of the
elderly women who reminded me of the warm and welcoming elders I knew growing
up in Africa. They were hospitable and loved sharing their culture and history. All over
the island the one thing I noticed was an immense sense of patriotism. I was there
on their Independence Day in February of 2010 – by total chance – and I’ve never
seen such a vibrant celebration. But then that was topped when I got caught up in
‘Ole mas’, also known as ‘Jab Jab’ on Carriacou, which is a part of Grenada’s triisland state. On the morning of Carnival called ‘J’ouvert’, revellers cover themselves
in black oil or colourful paint and parade through the streets in comical costumes. It’s
a long-standing tradition and so different from the other Carnivals in the Caribbean
that I’ve experienced. The most interesting was the Shakespeare Mas day where the
participants recite Shakespeare verses and then strike the one who misses a verse.
I thought it was great that they kept the tradition going and it was something that I
didn’t expect to find on a Caribbean island.
While in Grenada, a friend of mine invited me to join her and her husband and friends
in the British Virgin Islands (BVI) for New Year’s Eve. Tortola felt a lot more touristy than
any of the other islands I’ve visited. Transportation and food were super expensive
but I found enjoyment in sailing around rather than staying at a hotel. Having spent a
good amount of time in Jamaica, I sensed more of a Jamaican presence in the BVI
– quite a few Jamaicans live in Tortola for better pay and stable job opportunities in
the hotel business. The most interesting place I visited was the Bomba Shack bar in
Tortola. It’s perched over the water and usually hosts unforgettable full moon parties. –
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‘I got caught up in ‘Ole mas’, also known as ‘Jab
Jab’ on Carriacou. On the morning of Carnival called
‘J’ouvert’, revellers cover themselves in black oil or
colourful paint and parade through the streets in
comical costumes. It’s so different from the other
Carnivals in the Caribbean that I’ve experienced.’

I was told that those who drink there lose their mind and leave underwear behind.
I left with everything in tact but a lot of people seem to lose their minds judging by
the amount pinned on the outside of the shack!
During my time island hopping I was selected for the “Road Warrior Program”
– which is the first program of its kind between the Belize Tourism Board and
the Matador Travel Network, which is an online travel magazine and blog. The
program invites a travel writer and/or photographer to blog their way around
Belize for three months. I took the photography course last year and was the first
photographer to join the Road Warrior program. I lived, blogged and photographed
away during my summer in Belize getting stuck into outdoor activities, attending
cultural events, trying different foods and immersing myself in their diverse culture.
Most people don’t realize there is a Caribbean culture in Belize let alone a Latin
and African culture. It’s actually one of the most diverse countries I’ve visited,
with about seven different ethnic groups, each with its own language, foods and
history. Belize is a country - not an island -and it’s also the only country in Central
America with English as its national language. I learned so much about Belize in
a short space of time because I visited at the time of their independence and the
mourning of their first Prime Minister who led them to independence from Britain
in 1981. He passed away a couple of days before the 30th anniversary and it
opened a window on the real Belize that most visitors never get to see.
Belize’s asset is its people. There are several ethnic groups who all live together in
harmony. The Maya are believed to be the first inhabitants, dating back thousands
of years. Mestizos are a mix of Mayan and Spanish and the largest group in
Belize. Kriol people are mixed Africans, brought to Belize to work in the mahogany
camps by the British who enslaved them. The Mennonites who look and live like
the Amish play a major role in farming in Belize – they are mostly responsible for
the availability of fruits, poultry and dairy in the country. Then there are East Indian
inhabitants, who emigrated from neighbouring countries like Lebanon and China
decades ago. Garinagu people, who are of African descent mixed with Carib,
have an interesting history. They were never enslaved because the ship carrying
them from West Africa was shipwrecked near St. Vincent. –
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‘Women in Belize are very hard-working and
have children very young, but they still take
care of themselves and love fashion’

Those Africans who survived escaped and settled in St. Vincent where they mixed
with Carib Indians. Eventually the British came and exiled them to Roatan, an
island off the coast of Honduras. From there, the Garifuna migrated to mainland
Honduras, and then settled in several Central American countries, including the
southern Caribbean coast of Belize. The first Garifuna is believed to have arrived
in Belize on November 19th, 1802. November 19th is celebrated as a national
holiday in Belize, being recognized as Garifuna Settlement Day. The great thing
about their historical celebrations is that each group gets to celebrate their history
and traditions and others join in. Cultural pride runs high within each ethnic group
and they are all proud to be considered Belizean.
The Caribbean is extremely diverse and Belize is a country that represents that.
Most Belizeans speak to each other in Kriol, which is very similar to Jamaican
patois and there are also Rastafarians of Garifuna origins. When I joined in with
their Carnival celebrations I could have easily been in Grenada or any other Englishspeaking Caribbean island. You can head north and get the Latin vibe or go south
for more Caribbean and African flavour. Being there for such a long time meant I
got a chance to fully infiltrate their communities and understand the lifestyle. The
women are very hard-working and have children very young, but they still take
care of themselves and love fashion. People in the US are busy every day of the
week, in Belize everything was closed on Sunday and it was a day reserved for
family, church and chicken stew with rice and beans. –
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‘Belize’s asset is its people. Cultural
pride runs high within each ethnic
group and they are all proud to be
considered Belizean’
On the country’s offshore islands such as Caye Cauker or Ambergris Caye, golf
carts were the main mode of transport to the point where residents complain if
they see too many cars on the road. It was very easy for me to fit in and adapt to
the way of life because of my African heritage and experiences on other Caribbean
islands. Most people actually thought I was Belizean and would offer me local
discounts or not charge me at all which was a nice feeling. As I moved around the
island and made friends I enjoyed a pleasurable social life of barbeques, parties
and events. Belize is a small place so it didn’t take long for everyone to know I
was a visitor. As soon as they knew, I was welcomed with open arms into their
culture.
In Belize I felt like I was fulfilling my destiny. It is amazing how much can change
in just three years when you take charge of your life. I’ve never felt happier and
more proud of myself than when I climbed to the top of a Maya site. There are
101 reasons why I would recommend travelling to the Caribbean. But to name a
few: the people, the food, the gorgeous landscape, the activities and mostly the
laid-back vibe. There are very few places in the world where you can truly let go
of everything and relax. I haven’t completely left the corporate world - I work as a
consultant a few months out of the year - but it’s much better than it used to be,
because while I work, I remember that sunrise at Caracol and it keeps a smile in
my soul.
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‘On the countries offshore islands such
as Caye Cauker or Ambergris Caye, golf
carts were the main mode of transport’
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‘I haven’t completely left the corporate
world, but it’s much better than it
used to be, because while I work, I
remember that sunrise at Caracol and
it keeps a smile in my soul’
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