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AN APPRECIATION

Pry or’s
c omedy
w as f orged
fr om a
lif e of pain
Leonard Pitts Jr.

few words on the death Sat-
urday of an authentic Ameri-A can genius.

It is the late ’70s, early ’80s, a
nightspot on the Sunset Strip in
L.A. Richard Pryor is talking and I
wish he would stop. Just for a sec-
ond. But he won’t.

I am out of my
seat, bent almost to
the floor. Can’t
breathe. Stomach
aching like some-
body punched me
there. In pain. Seri-
ous pain. From
laughing. Never
knew laughing
could hurt so good.

Flash back a lit-
tle. Same time
period. Pryor is talking again. To
me alone, this time.

We are behind the gates of his
home in the San Fernando Valley.
The incident in which he set him-
self on fire while freebasing
cocaine is in the unguessed future.
The episode in which he told the
crowd at a gay rights benefit to kiss
his ‘‘rich, black ass,’’ the one where
he shot at a car in which his then-
wife was trying to leave him, his
battles with NBC over censorship
of his short-lived TV show, his tax
troubles with the IRS, are all recent
memory.

Pryor is talking about all of that,
explaining how it is that his com-
edy flows so freely from that well-
spring of disaster, controversy and
pain. ‘‘Comedy and tragedy are flip
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EUGENE McCARTHY
1916-2005

A hero of
anti war
m ovement
■ Eugene McCarthy, the
senator whose run for the 1968
Democr atic nomination
galv anized the antiwar
mo v ement and crippled the
pr esidency of Lyndon
Johnson, died at age 89.

BY MARTIN MERZER
mmerzer@herald.com

An unpopular
war was going
badly. The nation
was restless. One
politician stepped
up.

The year was
1968. The war was
in Vietnam. The politician was
Eugene J. McCarthy.

McCarthy died in his sleep Sat-
urday at an assisted living facility
in Washington, D.C. He was 89
years old, and in his way, he was a
hero.

At a crucial point of his life and
in the nation’s history, McCarthy
took a stand and he helped to end
a war, and he showed that it could
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A private high school in a strip mall offers quick diplomas,
which students are using to land jobs or enroll in college.

BY SCOTT HIAASEN,
MATTHEW I. PINZUR

AND MANNY NAVARRO
mpinzur@herald.com

Struggling Miami-Dade high
school students have bypassed the
state’s graduation exam by enroll-
ing in a strip-mall private school
that promises diplomas in as little
as 48 hours, a Herald investigation
has found.

Many of the students who
attended American Academy High
School Corp. were guided there by
Miami-Dade school system
employees, including the head
football coach at Booker T. Wash-
ington Senior High and a state
senator who runs the district’s
5000 Role Models mentoring pro-
gram.

Sen. Frederica Wilson, a former
School Board member, said she has
even paid the tuition for about 15
teenagers to get diplomas at Amer-
ican Academy. Wilson said the stu-
dents, like many who have
attended American, repeatedly had
failed the Florida Comprehensive
Assessment Test, which they must
pass to earn a state-issued diploma.

With their American Academy
diplomas, students have been able
to land jobs, win athletic scholar-
ships and enroll in colleges, includ-
ing Miami Dade College and Flor-
ida International University.

Without those diplomas, Wil-
son said, many of them would have
few options and could end up in
prison.

‘‘We can either let them get a
diploma and get a job at UPS or the
Omni hotel or as a security guard
. . .  or we can let them walk around,
rob you and me, and sell drugs to
our children,’’ Wilson said.

Other educators worry that
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FIU’ S BIGGES T DONOR WAS
A BOY WITH HOLEY SHOES
■ The man who pledged
FIU’s single largest donation
is filled with ideas and
ener gy, y et h  e hasn’t
f or got ten the tatter ed shoes
of his boyhood .

BY GEORGIA TASKER
gtasker@herald.com

Herbert Wertheim is an
inventor, pilot, philosopher, phi-
lanthropist and university
trustee.

He also is a charming story-
teller. ‘‘Telling stories produces
endorphins in me,’’ he said. ‘‘I
love my life.’’

As the self-made multimil-
lionaire optometrist/entrepre-
neur who has pledged $20 mil-
lion to Florida International
University for its proposed med-
ical school, his fast-paced stories
reflect a many-faceted man.

He has worked his way up
from poverty to enormous
wealth, from a school boy
ashamed of dirty feet because of
holes in his sneakers to a man
with 100 pairs of ‘‘good stylish
shoes’’ in the closets of his seven
homes.

He arises at 3:30 or 4 in the
morning to read five newspa-
pers, take an online course in
whatever has snared his interest
or work on the design of new
eyeglass lenses. His electrons,
neutrons and protons are posi-
tively charged enough to carry
him at the speed of light through

the day, but at the dinner table
he occasionally nods off for 10 or
15 minutes — a quirky habit that
his family and friends have come
to expect — to awaken
recharged.

Not bad for a 67-year-old man
who never got a high school
diploma because, hampered by
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VENEZUEL A 

H ousing
needs
thr eaten
parks
■ The Vene zuelan
go v ernment’s plan to build
housing for the poor in a
national park o v erlooking
Car acas caused c onc ern f or
c onservationists.

BY STEVEN DUDLEY
sdudley@herald.com

CARACAS — Every Sun-
day morning, hundreds of
Caracas residents flock to the
northern edge of the Venezue-
lan capital and climb the steep
trails through the wooded
mountainside of the Avila
National Park. The routine has
become as much a Caracas tra-
dition as eating arepa s after a
night out dancing.

So when the government
suggested earlier this year that
it might build 30,000 apart-
ments for the poor inside the
capital’s iconic park, the reac-
tion was swift, especially from
those who consider the Avila a
national heritage. Local envi-
ronmental groups called for a
national debate, and urban
planners openly criticized the
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RICHARD PRYOR
1940-2005
The comic and
actor set a bold
example for
generations
of comedians
to come, 2A
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PARKS SERIES

This is the second part
of an occasional series of
stories on the slow
destruction of national
parks around Latin
America.

This part focuses on
the dispute sparked by a
Venezuelan government
plan to build apartment
blocks for Caracas’ poor
on land now belonging to
the Avila park, one of the
country’s iconic images.

The first story showed
how parks in Colombia
are caught in a
destructive vise growing
out of the war on drugs.
Coca and opium poppy
farmers are damaging
the parks — cutting down
forests to grow the crops,
then polluting rivers with
the chemicals used to
process coca leaves into
coca base. But there’s
fear that the herbicide
sprayed on the fields by a
U.S.-financed program
may do even worse
damage to the parks.

A later story will focus
on Ecuador’s famed
Galapagos Islands.

VENEZUELA’S AVILA NATIONAL PARK

The Avila is one of the most popular of Venezuela’s 43
national parks. It encompasses 317 square miles that stretch
along the north central coast and borders five urban areas,
including the capital city of Caracas.

The Venezuelan government estimates that it needs to
build about 1.6 million housing units nationwide, including
about 30,000 in the Avila, for poor families who live in over-
crowded conditions.

The government is planning to take 8,000 acres of the
Avila for housing, and add 16,500 acres in other parts of the
park, for a net gain of 8,500 acres.

But critics say the capital’s iconic park should be pro-
tected, and that the new housing projects will spark an ava-
lanche of poor squatters invading national parks across the
country.

VENEZUELA

H ousing needs for poor threaten parks
•PARKS, FROM 1A

plan in the media.
President Hugo Chávez’s

socialist revolution in this
country of 25 million has
spent billions of dollars in oil
revenue on health, education,
and housing projects. But now
some worry that the revolu-
tion may trample national
parks in its quest for social
equality.

‘‘If they urbanize this, we
can forget about social prog-
ress,’’ said Belkys Jiménez, 53,
a university administrator as
she walked slowly up the Avi-
la’s dirt track on a recent Sun-
day.

LACK OF CONCERN

Throughout Latin America,
national parks cover some of
the most bio-diverse areas on
the planet. They also attract
millions of visitors and tourist
dollars. But often the parks
suffer neglect and abuse
because of lack of govern-
ment concern, shortages of
resources and mismanage-
ment by their administrators.

In Colombia, for example,
coca growers are increasingly
planting in parks. And in
Ecuador, the Galápagos
Islands are caught in the grip
of a political battle that has
led to overpopulation and the
slow erosion of the unique
ecosystem that Charles Dar-
win used as the foundation for
his work.

‘‘In Latin America, we have
the disadvantage of having lit-
tle resources and people
already living inside the
parks,’’ said Alejandro Luy,
the director of the Venezue-
lan environmental group Live
Earth. ‘‘It’s not like the U.S.
where they declare a park,
and no one is going to
invade.’’

The Venezuelan govern-
ment faces similar difficulties
in an area where poverty and
a lack of land and housing
have pushed squatters onto
public lands for years. Thou-
sands of Venezuelans have

squeezed into crowded Cara-
cas slums that spill over into
the Avila since the 317-square-
mile park was created in 1958.

But earlier this year the
government said it needed to
redraw the park boundaries to
build public housing for some
of the estimated 12,000 people
per year who move from else-
where in Venezuela to the
coastal province of Vargas,
where the Avila is located.

‘‘If we don’t change those
borders, then Vargas will
have to expand into the sea,’’
said Pietro Vallone, a former
president of the government’s
park service, INPARQUES.

The government’s pro-
posal for the Avila, which is
only known in its broadest
outlines, includes taking
8,000 acres for an estimated
30,000 new housing units and
adding 16,500 new acres else-
where, making for a net gain
of 8,500 acres, Vallone says.
Vallone, who supports Chá-
vez, adds that the government

also would expand the bound-
aries of other parks across the
country, but says the anti-
Chávez media is ignoring
these proposals.

POLITICAL QUESTION

‘‘This seems like a cam-
paign between those who
want to save green lands and

those who want to destroy
them. And that’s false,’’ he
said at his final news confer-
ence in September. ‘‘This i  s a
technical question that
became a political question.’’

But some worry that park
officials such as Vallone have
not made the ecosystem a pri-
ority and are letting their pro-

Chávez politics guide their
decisions as park stewards.

Marco Negrón, an archi-
tect and professor at the Cen-
tral University in Caracas,
says that the government plan
may put another 150,000 peo-
ple inside current park
boundaries with little thought
to sewage, garbage, transpor-
tation or safety. Hundreds of
people died in the lower
slopes of the mountain range
that makes up the Avila dur-
ing torrential rains and mud-
slides in 1999.

FRAGILE AREA

‘‘It’s an area that is very
fragile,’’ he said. ‘‘[And] the
problem is that there is no
plan. It’s a surreal situation.’’

Critics also contend that
urbanizing the Avila will set
off an avalanche of squatters
in other parks where land is
bountiful and seemingly
unused, but animal popula-
tions and fauna remain vul-
nerable.

‘‘If you open up 8,000
acres, you’re going to create a
snowball effect,’’ said Live
Earth’s Luy.

‘‘We can’t say that we’re
going to add here and take
away there when we’re trying
to conserve places. These
accounts can’t be settled this
way.’’

Even some of those who
already live inside the Avila
boundaries are troubled by
the government’s proposal.
Alexander Toro is part o  f a
five family cooperative in
Galipán, a settlement 10 miles
north of Caracas that long
predated the park’s existence.

The cooperative is using a
$1 million government loan to
set up a restaurant, hostel and
convention center for tour-
ists. Not surprisingly, the
cooperative strongly supports
the Chávez government. But
like Luy, Toro says that
approval for housing will
bring new waves of squatters.

‘‘We aren’t invaders,’’ he
said. ‘‘We’re guards. We’re
protecting the park. We live

for it.’’
The government contends

that it is also trying to protect
the national parks across the
country by supporting pro-
jects similar to the one in Gal-
ipán, in the hopes that the
local residents will claim
ownership of their national
parks.

What’s not clear, however,
is whether that will stop the
new arrivals.

DAVID ROCHKIND/FOR THE HERALD

DEVELOPMENT: Jaider Blanco works on a construction site in Galipán, a hillside
community in the Avila National Park that predated the park.
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