January 20, 2009

Costa Rica and Nicaragua: January 2-19, 2009


The trip we thought was going to be easy and not living up to our usual adventures turned out to be quite the opposite. I suppose this reversal began with Irving taking the wrong pair of shoes – the heavy boots instead of the lighter ones. That misstep, so to speak, started us on a path more risky and daring than we had expected.


The beginning was conventional enough: a beautiful hotel in San Jose (The Bougainvillea) with pre-Columbian pottery exhibited in the halls and an extraordinarily beautiful and extensive garden in the back (complete with a Hampton Court maze). We could have sipped drinks and luxuriated in the splendor, but nostalgia for the center of the city drew us there. We strolled around places that once had been familiar but now, somehow, were altered and messier. We could not even find our old hotel (from over twenty years ago). Darkness fell so we retreated to a restaurant where we ate steak while watching a Costa Rican style bull fight on the T.V. Strange, but it was difficult to avert one’s eyes from the screen showing crowds of young men rushing/enraging the bull and acrobats somersaulting over the bull’s back. Many of them were gored and pummeled repeatedly against the ring’s sides. In Costa Rica, the bull survives and the people die. Feeling slightly disoriented we found a taxi that intermittently stalled all the way back to the hotel on the outskirts of the city.

La Selva

Early the next morning, we were driven to La Selva, the biological research station several hours north of San Jose. This is a place where we had spent two memorable days twenty-five years ago. The station is run by the Organization for Tropical Studies (headed by Duke University). It is a large area surrounded by three raging rivers; it is attached by a substantial corridor to one of the largest national parks in Costa Rica – as a result, the big cats come to this area. Once more we suffered from some slight disorientation, for when we arrived we noticed that some things had changed. 

To begin with, there were many more graduate students and researchers than before. During our five days there, we got to know many of them and became increasingly impressed with their commitment to their demanding and difficult fieldwork. We talked with one man studying lichens (and learned how complicated it is to take samples back to labs in the States), and we chatted with others gathering data on the eating habits of toucans, the parenting habits of fish in the rivers (these people donned wet suits and had to worry about crocodiles and huge snapping turtles attacking them), to those listening to the sounds of bats (there are over 70 species of bats in La Selva), and investigating the behaviors of ants as well as plants. It was not just the number of people working there but the technology that came with it. Twenty-five years ago one would not have seen every person with a laptop, people with sophisticated recording systems (to record bat movements), and some with underwater cameras – all this in the context of a place where the electricity frequently has to come from a generator; complete darkness falls at 5:30 p.m. Sometimes in the evenings, visiting biologists gave lectures. One night we heard a talk about the parenting habits of a certain kind of fish. The man’s enthusiasm for his subject was inspiring.

The second surprise was that the magnificent suspension (and swinging) bridge that crosses a wide river and once separated the living quarters and dining hall from the untouched rain forest no longer marked such an immediate separation. Some of the ground just beyond the bridge now has “laboratories” and classrooms. I hasten to add, though, that beyond these additions, the jungle soon encloses one. The third unexpected factor was that the OTS has added about six small cabins for guests like us (and for a while we were the only guests) (the researchers stay in dormitories near the dining hall). The real shock came when we learned that these cabins (with only a bed and a bathroom) are a 30-minute walk through the jungle to the border area of the reserve – that meant, of course, we were a 30-minute walk from the place where the meals are served – the only source of food. As you may well imagine, we hastily purchased two flashlights at the center’s tiny shop. During our five nights there we eventually grew accustomed to walking to breakfast in the early, early morning (actually Irving sometimes skipped breakfast) and then again after dinner in the utter, utter dark through the woods where jaguars hunt. Sometimes we thought: “If only our friends could see us now!” We carefully placed our feet so as not to step on a snake (two years ago a researcher and a guide had been bitten by a fer de lance). Sometimes the moon shone through the clouds and lent an eerie light to the large fallen leaves on the path. Just as I thought I was doing “well,” an owl chose to follow us and utterly spooked me. One night a group of white-collared peccaries passed silently before us; in the beam of the flashlights they looked like ghosts. On this path during the early morning and sometimes during the day there were good sightings of birds of all sizes, colors, and sounds (some shrieked like evil spirits); one day we surprised two deer (before this trip I had absolutely no idea that deer inhabit the jungle too – they grow to a small size because of the heat and their diet).

The fourth surprise was that neither of us had remembered the torrential rains that last and last and keep one wet all day and night. Another hasty purchase at the tiny shop was a plastic poncho. The sound of the thunderous rain on the cabin’s tin roof was dramatic, and, of course, we had many times to walk through the rain. Here there was no waiting for the “shower to pass.” I usually started out “dry” but soon spent the entire day wet: wet feet, wet socks, wet shoes, wet clothes, and wet hair: all from sweat mixed with rain. My hair did not behave. One of the researchers called it “jungle hair” and advised me just to give up. I did. Even if one were not outside, everything got damp and moldy: passports adopted wavy patterns; paper was soggy; t-shirts were limp. The research station had a dryer, but no shoes allowed in it. My hair dryer came in handy so at least I started out with slightly drier shoes in the mornings.

The first day I borrowed Wellington boots, but foolishly wore them with shorts, so I cut my right leg badly through the chafing and rubbing on the skin. It is just healing now. My leg looked a mess. From then on I slid in the mud with my hiking boots (I should probably discard them now – they are also a mess). Irving could not find the right size Wellies for himself, so he had to endure his heavy leather boots and that caused problems, so unfortunately, he did not get to walk as much as I did. His feet got sores and his legs got cramps (I had heard that if one eats mustard cramps go away – he tried it and enjoyed the mustard.) One day, though, he got someone to drive him into the village and found a shoe repairman on the street who did manage to bash in the nails that a cobbler had mistakenly left protruding into the heel. Irving is fortunate to speak Spanish so he is always able to have really good conversations and acquaintances with the people wherever we go.

The jungle was even more alive with mammals, birds, reptiles, fish, insects, plants, and trees than I remembered it to be. Every day I went with a guide in the morning for a three-hour walk. The OTS has cut trails – some five or six miles long – so that researchers can get to their projects. I learned and saw a lot. I became far more appreciative of how intricately connected everything is. In my five days I saw many white-collared peccaries wandering about. I saw them sleeping in groups, grooming each other, fighting over food, and defending their young. (When I had been before I was scared of them, but now I looked forward to bumping into them). I also saw and heard howler monkey troops (they were my alarm clock, for the alpha male barked close by at 5:30 in the mornings); white-faced monkeys, agouti, bats, river otters, giant iguanas, spider monkeys, coati, sloths, and lizards (one day there was one on the suspension bridge – the head of the OTS was amazed for she had never seen this species before. Word spread and people came out to see it). I saw many birds (Hoffman woodpecker, lineated woodpecker, blue-grey tanager, the large black male curassow, the passerine’s tanager, the song wren, grey falcon, Montezuma oropendula, the long-tailed puff bird, the crested guan, the great tinamou [this bird has the most haunting sound in the evening], the bare-throated tiger heron, vultures, clay robins, streakbacked oriole, green kingfisher, long-tailed manakin, parrots, the Baltimore oriole, owls, many motmots [I saw and heard two talking to one another], and many species of toucans).  

On the trails I was also able to see black turtles, spiders of all sorts (one of the most interesting was one that burrows into a tree and then builds a web that extends from the tree in the shape of a long pocket or a canoe), black and green poison dart frogs, blue morpho butterflies, postman butterflies, owl butterflies, swarms of bees, and trees that “walk” – their roots are partially above the ground and move to where the nourishment is, so they actually change the placement of the tree; I saw trees that swell and decrease according to the rainfall so it is impossible to tell how old the trees are by counting the rings. I also saw fruit-eating fish and loads of ants: the worst are the bullet ants which leave one in excruciating pain (everyone is wary of them), army ants, and leaf-cutter ants who are constantly at work.

Sometimes in the afternoons I would walk alone for miles past swamps and raging rivers. One afternoon I went with a helpful guide who took me on a three-hour slog through deep mud. I look now at my backpack and clothes smeared with mud. At times I had to hang on to the guide. I was afraid to use a branch for balance for fear that there would be thorns, bullet ants, or poison. Many times we had to leave the path (or what was supposed to be a path) and find a way round deep water – that concerned me. I consumed two bottles of water on that outing. There was one beautiful moment when we crossed a swinging bridge and looked over a fast-rushing stream with volcanic rocks from which plants were growing. The fresh air from the water was heavenly.

One morning someone had spotted a twelve-foot boa constrictor. I went out to find it and did. It was curled on the leaves near the trail. So after lunch I took Irving to see it. We had just reached the spot and were admiring this coiled wonder when suddenly the ground, the trees, and a small bridge started to swing from side to side; I had trouble keeping my balance. The earth’s violent motions were extraordinary and so was the thunderous roar that accompanied it – like an enraged jaguar. We were experiencing a 6.2 earthquake and were just a few miles from the epicenter. The boa constrictor seemed unperturbed but the howlers started their cacophonous barking noise; the birds were all flying. I was not sure whether the trees around us were going to fall (in the jungle the trees have shallow roots). But the emotion was one of wonder rather than fear. When we got back to the center, we saw people gathered outside the buildings; some were giggling from nervousness, the radio was blaring, the generator was on. It was not until a little later that we learned how close we had been to the center and that not far from us mud slides had killed 20 people, trapped others, destroyed a village, and broken roads. Later we were to fly over one of the slides. We also learned that one of the large rivers, the Sarapiqui, that runs by the research station had been blocked by one of the mud slides. The river was not moving; oxygen was cut off and the fish had all died. Immediately one of the researchers was talking about a new project to determine what happens after such a fish kill and how the river gets re-colonized. Another danger was that the waters were rising and might burst and take other villages. The day before this major event, Irving had been in the cabin and had felt the cabin shake and heard the tin roof rattle. Through a young researcher who is really hi-tech we were able to send an e-mail to reassure family that we were o.k. She also took a picture of us and of the boa constrictor and sent them as part of the message.

On our last day the head of the OTS interviewed us and took our picture in order to write an article for the newsletter about our stay. She is an extraordinary person who used to study monkeys; she has lived there for five or so years; before she was a professor at Cornell. She shares my interest in reading nineteenth-century travel literature and showed me books that coincidentally I had ordered for a course on the subject.

Now it was time to leave. The road out for us was not blocked. Packing up was difficult not only because our clothes were soggy but also because we had to reduce our luggage to 25 pounds for our next stop. We put the excess in plastic bags and knew that the garments would not be in very good shape once we retrieved them later from the tour company.

Tortuguero


We were picked up from La Selva and drove several hours east. We passed by banana plantations and saw bananas dangling from conveyor belts on their way to being sorted. We finally reached a modest boat landing where we boarded a small craft and were taken for an hour and a half’s ride down the main river, by crocodiles and by a colony of stilt leg birds standing at attention. When we arrived at the Tortuga Lodge and Gardens it took us a while to get used to the landscape and to all the luxury. I thought it a bad sign when we stopped for lunch along the way and an obsequious person spread out a crisp white tablecloth on the wooden table Later when we arrived at the lodge, six smiling and well-trained members of the staff were waiting for us with a “welcome drink.” The grounds looked unnaturally manicured; the room was spacious with a king-size bed stacked with ten superfluous pillows. Containers of water waited for us outside the door of our “deluxe room.” The contrast between here and the rustic, do-it-yourself La Selva was even more visible at dinner where meticulous waiters I wished to make invisible served incredible food on private tables with candles (no basic rice and beans here). Flaming torches sparkled in the water and cocktail music drowned out everything. The food was rich and wonderful: meat skewered on sugar cane; rice cooked in cocoanut milk; butter and chocolate mousses for postre; delicious salads, and freshly baked bread. I started to get in that awful state of mind when one begins to fantasize about the next meal before the first one is even over. As mealtime approached, I would look anxiously at my watch and wish that time would pass quickly. A full moon glistened on the dark water and subdued conversations of other tourists: one was the managing editor of Princeton UP; another was a retired real estate developer from London. Then, one night a group of twenty bush pilots and their wives from USA and Canada descended and laughed and roared and shrieked and showed loud movies on a computer they had brought with them. These individuals were flying in their own tiny planes from place to place as a holiday – they were on their way to Panama. Because of the earthquake, they had been refused landing rights at a strip that was being used for evacuations, so they had come here. They sat around all day by the pool and talked about adventures taking off and landing at places all over the world.


But in spite of all this, nature did take over. The little flies that bite and itch; mosquitoes that ruin the romantic moonlight dinners; a fourteen-foot crocodile that sunned at our back door; a sloth that hung upside down on a tree near our window; a huge male iguana (so orange and with swollen glands below its ears) that sat next to our table; a large fat Cane toad (poisonous and 22 cm) that followed us on the path on the way back to our room; the long-nosed bats that lined up in a row on the bark of a tree near our door, and a fiddler crab that danced across the dining room floor – clicking like a tap dancer – all conspired to neutralize the luxury.


We took several trips in small narrow boats into the Tortuguero National Park. I liked it best when the boat glided quietly along narrow channels that wind their way in labyrinthine patterns. Some of the channels are natural and many are man-made by early lumber companies. From the boats in these narrow channels I saw river otters swimming and climbing over fallen limbs, crocodiles and cayman basking and resting on mud banks, sloths, more giant iguanas, the Amazon and emerald kingfishers (one of these kingfishers catches flies, drops the fly into the water to attract fish and then dives to get the fish), spider monkeys (I saw the mother stretch across from one tree to another in order to form a bridge so her young baby could walk across her back to get to the next tree), more howlers, white-faced monkeys, Jesus Christ lizards (they walk on the water), butterflies, night-crowned herons, osprey, vultures, black river turtles, jacana (I splashed one so it would fly away from a cayman that was waiting for it to pass by), slaty-tailed trogon, white-tailed deer, spotted sandpipers, boat-billed herons, squirrel cuckoos, swallow-tailed kites, green kingfishers, keely toucans, hundreds of fish jumping to escape their predators, the little blue heron, the green heron, and the bare-throated tiger heron, and best of all a long, long green vine snake dangling in a wavy line from a tall tree on its way to catch a bird. I also saw plants like the “shaving brush” blossom – one tourist exclaimed, “Oh Yes, I saw that on television.”


I began to feel a little trapped because one had to be taken everywhere by boat, so one afternoon we decided to walk in the woods behind the lodge. We put on Wellingtons and set out on a difficult-to-follow trail with fallen trees and lots of mud. But eventually the sludge, the slippery wooden steppingstones, the onslaught of mosquitoes, and the raging heat got the better of us. But we did see what we hoped we might. We saw hundred of 2.5cm (tiny) “blue jean” poison dart frogs jumping all over the place. They are red with blue back legs. If one of these frogs touches an open wound, one dies.


Directly across the main river in front of the lodge was a small spit of land and behind it the Caribbean Sea (“The Spanish Main”).  We asked to be rowed across and walk along the beach and be picked up in a couple of hours before darkness fell. This rough, raw, tumultuous sea with its strong criss-crossing currents roars incessantly. No boats, no people are welcome here. One could hear the constant banging of the surf in bed at night. The sand is black volcanic grit (granules later got all over Irving’s suitcase and into our wading shoes). We walked twice along this dramatic coast and paddled in the sea that soothed our bites and let us feel the strength of the undertow. The winds were terrifically powerful. This time “Jungle Hair” was replaced by “Trades Wind Hair.” We found dug up turtle eggs destroyed by raccoons and dogs. (This is one of the places that in season people come to watch the turtles come ashore to lay their eggs.) When the turtles do come, jaguars swim across the river we had traversed and take the turtles. About 80 were lost in this way last year. We went down to where the sea meets the fresh water and where erosion threatens the fragile wooden structures of the inhabitants. A hurricane would blow away this peninsula. One night a heavy rain fell and crashed against the tin roof.


The lodge did have internet, so I thought I would try and check my e-mail. But when I came to use it, I could find no back slash key (\). The manager called headquarters and found out that to access it, one has to hold down the alt key and at the same time press 9 and 2. Similarly, for the @, one does alt +6+4.  When I found out how to do this, suddenly I could not remember how to log on to Buffalo State. I had temporarily forgotten my code. I seem to have been suffering from short-term memory loss during this entire trip. For instance, I tried to call Gwen on my cell phone, and believed that my phone was not getting a connection. I suddenly realized that I had not been putting in the 001 before her number. I could not remember where I had put things etc. etc. Perhaps it is the effect of the malaria pills.


After spending four nights here, we repacked our musty clothes and were picked up by a boat and taken on a two-hour speedy ride to a small airstrip where children played and dogs ran. We got on a six-seater and wobbled off the runway and waved to the children who tried to race us on their bicycles. We flew low and over some of the mud slides. Thirty minutes later when we arrived in San Jose we taxied straight up a street to the open doors of a van that was waiting for us. I felt like royalty – although the night before I had dreamt that I was of the Spanish royalty and was about to be assassinated. The van took us to the national airport where once more I became a peasant and waited by the single gate in front of a bad video until the plane for Liberia was ready.

Liberia
Liberia is a hot, dusty frontier town containing many USA trappings, especially fast-food places. Our hotel was a Best Western with a real estate office and next to a fancy galleria. The room was nice enough and had air conditioning. For the first time my hair behaved. We were a few blocks from the center of town, so we walked down the main street in search of a post office that seemed elusive not only to us but also to those from whom we asked directions. Finally after winding around and turning along dusty streets and skinny dogs, we reached the post office. The line was long, slow, and intricate. The experience brought back memories of the lines and the stamping noises in Warsaw. A clue to the heart of a culture is not in its tourism but in the post office. We then went in search of a watchmaker, for Irving had accidentally dropped his watch on the tiled floor and smashed the glass casing. We found one who kindly agreed to have it done within three quarters of an hour. We went into the central square and sat on benches and watched people coming and going by, stepping into the cathedral, sitting on seats and moving abruptly when the noisy grackles overhead sent their droppings on their heads. With their high-pitched swooping songs, the grackles kept gathering on the trees. We had been warned not to walk back in the dark, but there were plenty of people around. After picking up the repaired watch, we took a taxi anyway, but I am fairly certain that it would have been nice walking along with all the people – but who knows.

The Border


At nine the following morning a van picked us up to take us to the Nicaraguan border. The driver had brought his wife and two children for an outing. In about an hour, we started to see long, long single lines of stalled trucks. Then we reached chipped concrete buildings where tons of people were milling around. We found the right line to get our passports stamped to register that we were exiting Costa Rica; then we wheeled the suitcases over a lengthy dusty, broken and puddle-filled road; we dodged trucks, bicycles, vans, and buses (as well as a few chickens), and watched others (mainly locals) doing the same. Some had rented rickshaws that carried them and their bags. It was chaos. We finally reached the Nicaraguan border and discovered more chaos. Young boys rushed around us wanting to take our passports and for a fee (they would not name how much) they would get in the official line for us and get our passports stamped. We were afraid to do this. Then we were surrounded by men and women wanting to sell food and sandals. They shouted “Compra!.” I was reminded of Christina Rossetti’s Goblin Market and the threatening refrain of “Come buy! Come buy!” We had arrived ahead of schedule so the Nicaraguan representative was not yet here. With the driver’s wife and children, we found shade and watched the confusion of travelers, the police, the custom officials, and the sellers. The scene was a mixture of market place and law. Finally the guide arrived and everything went like clockwork. We gave him our passports; he returned in twenty minutes with them stamped.

Ometepe Island

Once in Nicaragua I felt a difference crossing from a relatively well-to-do country into a poorer one. First I saw yoked oxen pulling wooden carts loaded to the brim; I noticed more people on horseback or riding bicycles. There were very few cars. We were headed for Ometepe Island which is a 20 mile x 4 mile island in the midst of a 100-mile lake, Lake Nicaragua that seems more like a sea (sharks swim in this lake). The island has two volcanoes, Volcan Maderas which is dormant and Volcan Concepcion which is active (it erupted last October) and shaped like a cone – the clouds swirl frantically around the top of it. The volcanoes are on either end of the island; we stayed on the isthmus between them. On the way to the ferry, we went through a colonial town and through its market place. I wish we could have stopped and walked around. However, there was no time if we were to meet the ferry.


The ferry was packed, small, and chaotic. In addition to residents of the island, there were a few backpackers and the driver of a huge truck that seemed to be sinking the ferry. I had visions of drowning. The one and a half-hour crossing almost lulled me to sleep, but the blasting of a music video intruded. Once the ferry pulled in to the island the scene at the dock was lively. People rushed to get off; young boys, like rough snarling dogs, swam out, climbed over the sides to try and take our bags for us. This was a time I was relieved to be escorted. A few armed police stood nearby. We disembarked through water and gingerly trod over sandbag stepping stones (the place had flooded). I watched with amazement as a young man wheeled his grandmother over these bags. Her body and the chair swung precariously from side to side.


Eventually we climbed into a truck. We traveled through a small, rough town, passed hotels for backpackers, cafes where one would surely succumb to tourista, and drove three quarters of an hour on the only paved road, but one with hardly any motorized traffic. No car can manage this place. You either go on foot, cycle, ride a horse, or, if flush, have a four-wheeled drive. Through the van window I saw more loaded ox carts – the oxen are beautiful. I also saw a young man on a bicycle holding a rope attached to his horse that pulled him along at considerable speed – he could control the horse from his bicycle seat. We passed by many small, skinny horses pulling carts. Later on the dirt road, I saw a man carrying a calf around his neck while riding a motorcycle; I looked at children piled on to bikes and others pumping tires; I saw another cycling quite calmly with his hen tucked under his arm. Then we caught sight of huge Russian and German trucks loaded with plantains. I was told that these trucks used to haul various Russian and German troops in Nicaragua. We also met public buses – old school buses imported from the States. Apparently the bus system is good on the island.


Eventually the truck turned off on a dirt road. Rain and wear had worn out what may have once been even. It was hilly and deeply rutted – a rough way to say the least. We passed people mending fishing nets in front of their dwellings, men and women washing clothes in the springs – we watched them banging and rubbing the clothes on the volcanic rocks. We bumped and swayed by lines of drying clothes, hand-painted signs, children swimming in a spring, herds of cows, pigs and piglets meandering in the road, hens, dogs, cats, goats – all mingled together. We went by horses loaded with firewood (people cook over open wood fires: my clothes smell of smoke), thatched roofs, mom and pop stores, a German gynecological clinic. Most places have no electricity. 

Finally after a good hour of shaking, we arrived at the Hotel Paraiso at 5:30 p.m. Darkness had fallen. It had been a long day. Later I was to enjoy walking this dirt road and from it seeing what I have already described and gazing at the volcanoes and the swirling clouds. The hotel is owned by locals and is pleasant. One stays in a small cabin next to the lake. Many Nicaraguans come here. A few tourists from all over the world come. While we were there a group of Kiwanis Club members had arrived to pass out glasses to the people (the Kiwanis Club has a project of collecting old glasses and distributing them to those who cannot afford them). Now it was no longer “Jungle Hair” or “Spanish Main” hair; it was “Lake Effect Hair.” We were on the side of the island where the forceful winds blow continuously, rattle everything, and bend the palms. The wind is unceasing and strong. One takes meals outside so the owners have rigged up bamboo shades that momentarily shield one from the worst of it. The food here was good, especially the grilled tilapia. One had to watch one’s food at breakfast for large and beautiful magpie jays with handsome crests dart and grab things off one’s plate. Here there was electricity, but it often went off. Lizards ran up the walls and dogs leaned their heads on one’s lap while one ate (as you might have guessed, the dogs usually ended up with half my food). I think we were repaid by picking up a few fleas from them.


The first outing was to a communal farm. I won’t go into it here, but our guide was a strong supporter of the Sandinistas so we learned quite a bit about various political struggles. One of the products of the farm is coffee. We drank their coffee every morning. I watched people raking the bean on large concrete slabs so they could dry in the sun. After they are dried, the women sort the beans for quality. On this morning we were not only accompanied by our guide (who was with us at all meals and all day long) but by a local farmer who is now partially making his living by guiding visitors to the top of the Volcan Maderas. This person was most gentle and knowledgeable. We started the steep trek up Maderas. It is a 5k climb. We only got as far as 2,000 feet (about a third of the way up, nearly up to the cloud line), for the path was not only horribly steep but also increasingly slippery and treacherous. One sign said the route was “exhausting.” This is not the usual tourist trap with roads. The only access is climbing up with a local person who knows the way. We did have the pleasure, though, of panoramic views of the lake and seeing yellow-headed parrots nesting in the hole of a tree (We learned how locals capture these parrots and sell them at a market for $15.00). The way down was no easier. 


On Ometepe there were many sightings: howlers (at close range), white-faced monkeys, agouti, the brilliant red summer tanager, black-headed trogons (they make their nests in termite nests), and a lovely water thrush.


After this attempt on the volcano, we went to a garden with an excellent view of the other volcano – the one that had recently erupted and had threatened a nearby village. We saw the ash on the side of the road. Then we walked on paths by unprotected petroglyphs carved two thousand years ago. These stones displayed images of snakes, monkeys, the sun, and human figures. On the following days there were other outings: walks on volcanic rocks through the forest; a visit to where three springs meet and create a fresh, clear green pool, and a trip to a lagoon where I saw a man fishing. I wanted to take a photo of him next to his dugout canoe, but he hid behind a tree because he was fishing illegally. His wife sat on the sand and giggled at her husband’s attempts to vanish.

Before coming, I had been naïve. First, when I read a description of the island and the hotel, I was under the impression that we were going to be stuck on some sort of resort. Well, I was absolutely wrong. It certainly is not a resort. It is a wild place. I was relieved. And what’s more, the beach the travel agency describes has been washed away by the heavy rains. We had also expected to visit what the internet said was a biological research station. We had actually requested to stay on it and had been puzzled to have been placed at a hotel. I was also slightly anxious that our guide had not allotted much time for a visit to this biological research station. I was eager to encounter another La Selva. Finally the guide, Julio Flores, said we were going there. To get to the station, the local driver took us on the dirt road that passed by the other side of the volcano – on the lee of the lake. It was yet another tremendously bumpy and slow ride, but as soon as we arrived, I knew that my expectations were not to be met. This was anything but a research station. We drove through a guarded, electronic metal gate, got checked and went through beautifully manicured gardens to a large white estate of a house with a patio, a gorgeous view, and a cooked meal. I was aware of what I might call “thugs” walking around with precious dogs (one was named Taco and ate from a sculptured bowl. The cat was Felix). Almost immediately the head came to see us and asked about our interest. We said we had come to see a biological reserve and that we had been at La Selva. He admitted he had only accommodated two researchers for a short time. That said, he began a monologue about politics that was scary. He frightened us both (and, I think, the driver). He was intense, burly, rough, and used to being obeyed. Every once in a while, he would say “this frigging …” and “this frigging that.” He is a Caudillo, a political boss whose father had been active in opposing the Sandinistas and had been a government minister. Some years ago the family had left Nicaragua, lived in Miami for a while, and had now come back. They own a tremendous amount of land. This man on the surface does good deeds: gives money to clinics, started a new water filtering program, provides computers to school children. But the problem is what he expects in return. He is a boss and exudes power and authority in a way that was disturbing. The driver told us that the nearby villagers hate him. After he left the table to attend to some other business, we all felt a bit breathless. Then we started peering through the windows of his office and saw him pictured with George Bush and with Gerald Ford. We also saw a family dynasty portrait. One wonders what history is there.


One thing this man has done is taken away access to a magnificent waterfall. Locals cannot go unless they pay a fee. We duly paid our fee. The trip to the falls starts on a bumpy road. We piled into the truck and started the climb. It was pouring with rain, so we waited a while before beginning the walk itself. Irving decided not to go, so after a lull in the rain, I went ahead with the guide and Irving stayed with Carlos, the wonderful and kind driver who lives nearby on the island.  It would seem to be a straightforward walk, but it is not. It is up, up, and up, slippery and narrow. After nearly reaching the place to turn so one can catch a glimpse of the falls, we were stopped by the wreck of a huge and wide mudslide that occurred last fall (I thought of those people who had just lost their lives in the mudslide near La Selva and feel a bit sobered). I go over some of it, but give up when it gets too difficult. The guide goes ahead, and I wait – endlessly. Finally, he returns. He said it was tremendously hard. I thought it might be so, for on the way up we had met some strong, gorgeous blond-headed massive young men from Finland who breathlessly and exuberantly exclaimed, “You really must try and get to the top.” I knew then that I was doomed. Actually one fell and smashed his arm.


Coming back down to the truck, suddenly a massive roar erupts just a foot above my head. It is an Alpha male howler monkey with bright white testicles facing another male on a nearby tree. The range of growls and roars is amazing. He has a troop with him; they are all making sounds too. It was an exciting few minutes watching and listening. After that we followed an agouti down the path. The dropping sun over the lake is dramatic.


The drive back to the hotel in the dark (buses stop running at 4:30 p.m. because of the danger in the dark) was exciting. The headlights picked up pigs chickens, dogs, the occasional pedestrian and cyclist. One would have to be a local to find one’s way and know all the hazards. But, in the midst of all this, the guide asks the driver to stop at a dark (no light whatsoever) wooden structure. I ask why. He says to recharge his cell phone. Within the last few months a wireless receiver has been erected on the island and a few people have the job of recharging people’s cell phones for a fee. They have a cell phone; guided by the light of a flashlight they call up the company, give the customer’s number, and the phone is recharged for however many minutes the customer buys. After that I actually started to notice all sorts of people wandering on the dirt road with cell phones searching for a signal – surreal moments. Such a clash in a place where there is no electricity. I actually learned that if I went out into the road, I was able to find a signal on my cell phone.


Early the next morning (around seven) I went across the road by myself into the woods and found that I was suddenly surrounded by a large troop of white-faced monkeys on the ground. Some of them were carrying babies. The male came within a few inches of me, snarling, gesturing, and showing his teeth. I respectfully backed away, but took a picture first.


Later we went into a small town to see two-thousand year old totems or “alter egos” – large statues showing a seated figure with arms by the side or behind the back, a bowed head and on top of the head, an eagle or a crocodile. These are majestic, daunting pieces now exposed to the elements and whoever passes by. They stand next to the cathedral that was built in 1920 but is now deteriorating. Water seeps through it; the walls and tiles crack; the wooden beams splinter, and most haunting of all, large religious figures wrapped and dying in transparent plastic, stand on what was once an altar and stare like prisoners awaiting execution into the light coming from the open doors and streaming down the long aisle of tiles. Next to this building is a far less interesting more recent version of the cathedral, but there one finds young people gathered for a meeting with the priest who talks in a lively, humorous fashion to them. They clap and follow every word. This priest, I understand, often talks against city hall from the pulpit. We then go to a pathetic run-down museum with wonderful pre-Columbian artifacts and dreary, decaying stuffed birds and animals. We also visited the local headquarters of the Sandinistas. A large, dark empty room with faded and washed out portraits of heroes and of Che Guevara. Here there are political meetings. There has been fighting here. People have lost their lives.


The time is up. We must go. We have been five days in a place that seems to go back in time. We are fortunate to see it now, for it is going to leave its past behind. While we were there, electric lines were being placed along the dirt road. There are plans to pave the roads and “develop” the island for tourism. I might say the same for Tortuguero. While we were there, a small landing strip was being built across the way from the lodge where we stayed. So the past gets ostracized and silenced like the statues wrapped in plastic who stare at what is crumbling. On the ferry back a DVD shows a violent film. We have difficulty at customs and getting back into Costa Rica because the passport line would take four hours. This time we pay one of the boys money to bribe the official to stamp our passports. The bribery was the official and organized kind. It takes only fifteen minutes. We say goodbye to our excellent guide and join a Costa Rica van that silently takes us into Liberia again. The trip home is uneventful until we get in the wrong part of the Atlanta airport and mistakenly get out of the security zone, so have to go through security check again. We reach the gate for our flight to Buffalo after it is closed, but fortunately another woman is late and is shouting at the attendant who reluctantly lets her on. We follow in her shadow. We arrive back late at night in the snow and a bit breathless, amazed, and overwhelmed by what we have seen and done. We spend the late night, early morning in Buffalo medicating Irving’s insect bites that are beginning to streak all over his legs. But they are proof that we were there. In the morning I empty the suitcases and throw everything into the washing machine. Ten loads later, maybe all the crawly things are dead and all the volcanic sand now mingled with the snow.

PAGE  
8

