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This selection comes from the novel Strong Wind, written by Guatemalan Miguel Angel Asturias. In 

the novel, a group of Guatemalan farmers and a U.S. citizen, Lester Mead, come into conflict with 

the fictional Tropical Banana company. In this scene, Mead has traveled to the United States to 

confront the head of the company, a man nicknamed “The Green Pope.” Asturias won the Nobel 

Prize for Literature in 1967.  

 

 

He slept through the night and woke up very early. From his bed he followed the sounds of the immense 

city as it awoke under an impenetrable blanket of dark fog. He moved his body under the sheets of 

pleasant English linen to stretch, and he sank his head into the pillow, closing his eyes tightly, opening 

them then little by little, and with his eyelids half-open he felt himself overwhelmed by a sort of thankful 

feeling toward life for having taken him far away from those cities and to the vegetable world of his 

banana groves. 

 

He shaved, bathed, dressed in a hurry. His hat, his briefcase, his pipe. The time. The clock. Running to 

catch the elevator and go down. The door. The street. The struggle to get through the thousands of people 

who were passing by until he found the first empty taxi. 

 

The Green Pope was waiting for him. A bad joke in this case. The Green Pope was waiting for him, but it 

was he who had to waste almost three hours before being admitted to his presence. 

 

The top man in the hierarchy of Tropical Banana, Inc., stuffed into a gray suit of very fine material, a 

salmon-colored shirt of Italian silk, a yellow tie, was waiting for him behind his desk. When he saw him 

come in, he stood up, shook his hand, and offered him a seat. 

 

They were face to face at last. The Green Pope in his swivel chair, looking at him, two small, insignificant 

eyes behind two thick lenses that were set in very dark black tortoiseshell frames, and Mead was looking 

back at him. It was that quick instant in which two people see each other for the first time and in detail. A 

cigarette. The Green Pope leaned back in his chair to answer Lester Mead. 

 

“We agree, Mr. Mead, everything you say is true; but not only can we not pay any more for the fruit, but 

I’ve already given instructions to stop buying it.” 

 

“That’s ungrateful…” 

 

“We’re a commercial enterprise, and a commercial enterprise, Mr. Mead, is not a mutual aid society. It’s 

just that the utopian ideals of some altruistic millionaires have made people think that Tropical Banana, 

Inc., is an enterprise set up for the benefit of humanity when actually it’s a financial organization.” 

 

“But don’t you think that there are probably some stockholders of Tropical Banana, Inc., who wouldn’t 

want to see their money grow that way, who would be ashamed if they could only imagine the procedures 

that are followed?” 

 

“The stockholders are only worried about their dividends…” 

 

“Do you know them… do you know all of them?” 

 

“That’s of no interest. It’s not a matter of people, it’s a matter of shares.” 

 



“That’s unfortunate, because some stockholders would be upset. Most of them don’t know that their 

dividends come from illegal deals. If the stockholders only knew that in exchange for their enormous, 

fantastic profits a tremendous fifth column against us was being created, the kind that springs up out of a 

hopeless life…” 

 

Mead, underneath his peaceful appearance, could feel the blood boiling in his veins, as if it were irrigating 

him under his skin. 

 

The Green Pope was looking at him with his caterpillar eyes behind lenses that were so thick that they 

formed concentric circles under the office lights, just as if at the bottom of two luminous cartridges, in the 

depth of two spirals, there were powerful, unexpressive, firm little eyes made out of the lead used for 

bullets. 

 

“If the stockholders only knew what it is like to cultivate a piece of land, plant banana trees on it, and 

when the first fruit appears like the sweetest hope in life, to take it off to be sold, carrying it with great 

difficulty and care in ox carts or on muleback and laying it out where it can be bought, and to wait under 

the sun for hours on end, filling themselves up with illusions about the benefits gained from the fruit of 

honest work, and suddenly to receive a negative answer from the inspector, who refuses to buy the 

bunches, giving the thousand reasons they come out with in cases like that, and everything a person owns 

becomes so much battered fruit discarded alongside the railroad tracks like something dead, like 

something worthless, something that was cultivated in vain because it has no price, because it doesn’t 

represent anything for anybody, not for the person who produced it, not for the company, not even to be 

given away . . . and a person is left with the corpse of a living thing that cost him so much and which is 

not dead, because it is alive, it is a green reality, a definite, obvious presence, but since it was not 

purchased it’s lost its value in relation to the market that you people manipulate at your whim.” 

 

The Green Pope’s silence did not disarm him, it aggravated him. Mead felt that his effort was useless. 

Human life was alien to the Green Pope, a creature of numbers, of figures written in chalk on the 

blackboards of the New York exchange. 

 

“And since the growing of this product is the hope of a man, of a family, of a village, which has not only 

seen hard work but also the sacrifice of what is most valuable in life, a person’s health, one must calculate 

the meaning of the disdain received in payment for so much effort as the inspector does not even turn 

around to look at the product because he knows beforehand that he is not to buy it. Malaria, tuberculosis, 

blindness, dropsy, bits of physical misery, blood, pus, sweat, and cane liquor...” 

 

The Green Pope, spinning in his chair, rapped the knuckles of his right hand twice on the desk before 

saying: 

 

“That’s why we have hospitals, clinics …” 

 

“Ya-ha… ha, ha, ha, ha!” 

 

Lester Mead let out that loud strident laugh… which made the windows shake here. 

 

“We sell meat and everything cheap in the commissaries...” 

 

“Ya-ha… ha, ha, ha, ha!” 

 

“And we’ve invested millions of dollars to make unhealthy countries worth something, and what we 

spend in salaries and wages is more than the governments themselves spend…” 



 

“Ya-ha… ha, ha, ha ha!” 

 

A man with a round face and a red nose dressed in a dark military tunic appeared from behind the curtains 

of one of the windows and stood next to the Green Pope cradling a submachine gun, tiny, like a pet. Mead 

no longer saw him, he was walking out with long strides, and when the elevator stopped at the fifty-third 

floor, he occupied a small space among the forty people going down, changed into a sardine, his eyes 

moist from having laughed like that, violently, freely… 

 

Miguel Angel Asturias, Strong Wind (Dell Publishing, New York, 1968). Translation by Gregory 

Rabassa.   


