1/11/07
Costa Rican Odyssey
Well, we took off at about 8:05 AM from the Minneapolis airport. That was an hour late. The
captain announced that we would land in Charlotte about 11:10 AM. This caused a little
concern since our connecting flight was to depart at 11:25 AM. Maybe this set the mode for all
the connections on this trip. Both going and returning, the time allotted between flights was too
tight.
Our plane touched down at 11:05 and slowly taxied to the gate. To the credit of the passengers,
we believe that the plane emptied in record time. We hustled to Gate D7 from B10. It was a
long distance and it brought to my mind the old advertisement of O.J. Simpson running through
airports. We ran or at least walked fast. We passed two others on the mechanical walkway and
they too were going to San José, Costa Rica. (At least, we wouldn’t be the last one at the gate.)
Right near D1 and without D7 in sight, we used our senior prerogative and jumped on an electric
cart. It wasn’t that far and the plane was still loading when we got there. US Airways was
waiting for connecting flights. So all we had to do was cool down and get to our seats.
Bev and I were not seated together on this leg of our journey. (Bummer!) I was seated between
a girl from Philadelphia and a lady from near Toronto. The lady next to me was flying with her
daughter and husband --- all were piano teachers.
The lack of food on the plane and lack of time between flights forced us to pick up the $7 salad
provided by US Airways. (Bummer again!) It had one (1) leaf of lettuce – some cheese, 3
olives, and some crackers. Not much to write home about! I had given my two packages of
cashews to the husband mentioned earlier. He was diabetic.
We landed in San José in partly cloudy conditions. Customs was not much at all. However, we
noticed that a $26 per person exit tax would be assessed as we left the country. We had not
planned for that. Turns out they would take credit cards. Also to our surprise and US Airway’s
credit, our bags made it!!!
Out of the terminal into the taxi-land transport area. We looked for and found Beverly’s name
on the sign of our taxi contact. Things were clicking. Off we went through the curvy streets of
San José. It was mid-afternoon and the streets were crowded - jammed. My immediate
assessment was that the city terrain looked a lot like El Salvador. A lot less razor wire and no
guards armed with sawed off shotguns. At least that was an improvement.
We got to Hotel
Orquideas (Think
“orchids”) in
Alajuela, a
northern suburb of
San José. After
signing in, we
were shown to
Room 10 on the
“garden side” of
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the hotel residence building. (Our room and the view from our south window are shown on the
previous page.) The garden side rooms were the rooms that had their doors facing the main
building. That two storey structure contained the Marilyn Monroe Bar, a TV lounge, the
restaurant filling the second floor and the kitchen. There was also an open patio for breakfast
and the swimming pool. Between the buildings was a large variety of flora – hence, “the
garden.” Those trees and plants pretty much wrapped around the main building. Paths wound
through the trees and shrubs and passed two large cages – one housing a macaw and the other
housing a pair of toucans. (The main building is shown right below.) A work in progress was the
nature trail east of the pool buildings.
The entire complex of the Hotel
Orquideas was quite large. There was a
reception building for registration and
purchasing tours. The main building
and the hotel residence building were
mentioned above. Also on the grounds
was a large two-storey convention
center that was probably twice the size
of the main building. We spent three
nights in Hotel Orquideas -- two nights
in Room 10 on the beginning weekend
and one in Room 8 as we left. I believe
some people were staying in the

convention center rooms as the overflow when the hotel
residence building filled.
The non-garden-side was separated from a busy road by the wall of the Orquideas compound. I
assume that sleeping over there was a little noisier. Actually, the first night – the Friday night we
arrived -- was interesting when around two o’clock a couple cats started crying and eventually
reached a crescendo of a fight after about a half hour. That was that. Other than that sleeping
was great.
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We were not to go on the Global Volunteer clock until the Saturday night meal. So Saturday
morning we went back to reservation desk and signed up for a visit to the La Paz Waterfall
Gardens – a touristy “adventure” park. At about 9 AM after our ample breakfast, our driver,
Carlos, showed up in his cab.
Getting there was half the fun and
Carlos helped by speaking English.
(His wife was a petit woman who
had the evening shift at the
Orquideas reception desk. Carlos
babysat with the kids at night.) The
park was at least one hour from the
hotel. The drive was mostly up
and, as I remember, the roads were
not bad. Carlos pointed out a
volcano called Mt. Poas – a site
advertised as San Jose. It was
cloud covered so Carlos suggested
it would not be a good day for a
side trip there. No problem. One
sight on our ride to La Paz that was interesting was the commercial nurseries – flora for export, I
suppose -- along the hillsides as we traveled along. Like the one above, they were sometimes
quite extensive and marked by the hectares and hectares (2.5 acres roughly) of some kind of
transparent (?) plastic(?) netting. It looked as if the netting was high enough off the ground that
one could walk under it. As we traveled by, we never saw under the netting enough to see if
there were blooming plants. It looked as if the screens were high enough for workers to walk
under them.
Once we arrived at the La Paz Gardens, you could see that it was a tourist attraction. The red dirt
parking lot had quite a few cars and buses. I did not take notes, but from a map I remember the
exhibits started with birds, and continued through native insects, butterflies, monkeys,
hummingbirds, snakes, orchids, and frogs. At an
additional
charge we
could visit the
jungle cats.
As we waited
for Carlos to
set us up for
the tour, we
watched birds
feeding on
oranges. As
you can see,
most birds
were generally
small and
yellow.
Maybe, just
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maybe you can see a Baltimore oriole setting in the tree above the most prominent yellow bird.
That and another bird I saw in this group must be here on vacation just like us.
Equipped with state of the art wrist bands, we headed off to the aviary where we were able to
walk among the birds. I will just include a shot of “Tommy” Toucan.
Next insects. I had to take a close-up of this
beetle which was about 2 ½ to 3 inches long.
Something to give you nightmares.
Fortunately this fellow was dead and pinned
in a display.
On to butterflies. Butterflies are supposed to
be a big thing in Costa Rica, but we only saw
them here. They actually were raising them

in the exhibit. These two shown in the photo
had just come out. Some others were flying
around and landing on people. Little boys were
having a ball.

Let’s see now. Monkeys, hummingbirds and snakes. You
have seen caged monkeys. A couple species are native
here and I got some rather poor shots of them. The
hummingbirds were not in an exhibit. There was just an
area where feeders were hung outdoors and the hummingbirds were just being attracted to those
feeders as we had seen them several other places here in Costa Rica. There were snakes in an
exhibit and to the credit of La Paz Gardens, the exhibit was quite well documented. If we had
had the time, we would have read everything and learned something. Nice boa as well as other
snakes.
The orchid building was interesting just because of the variety – large and small – that were
being grown.
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The frog exhibit was small and still in development. We were invited into the small building,
but first we had to step on a spongy pad at the

entrance. They wanted the soles of our shoes
to be sterilized. Hum… This was around
10:30 AM or so our frog exhibit guide told us
that most of the frogs were sleeping. They
become mobile in the exhibit at night or
toward evening. Each morning, the guides
find where a frog had bedded down for the day
and place a small sign about that species next
to the sleeping frog. Like the snake show,
there wasn’t much animation. The photo
above shows one of the 4 or 5 species we saw.
Looks like a piece of plastic.
The Gardens had a “pioneer exhibit”. As you see below, there was a wooden structure built in
the fashion of the Costa Rican homes of the 1800s. They were cooking and allowing visitors to
sample native cuisine of that period. In connection with that house we came across another
tourist attraction. A colorfully painted ox cart. Par for the course you were permitted to get you
picture taken in the cart. The oxen never moved a muscle. Then you were permitted to grease
the palm of the ox cart driver. No problem, it must be a living. The driver probably cared for the
oxen as well as a number of farm animals
around the pioneer exhibit.
Well that pretty much takes care of exhibits.
We came to see the waterfalls. In the scheme
of things, I believe that we took off to the falls
right after the frog house. Almost that fast, we
had to go from shirtsleeves to rain gear. We
were lucky for the brightness of the day to that
point. Just like our later excursions up into
the mountains (only 4500-5000 feet), clouds
frequently move in and rain/drizzle begins.
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Well, I hope that sign tells you a lot about the falls. Check the annual rainfall.
The falls-viewing trail started at the topmost of the falls. Much of the time you were walking
down a substantial stone stairway and stone inlayed path. The railings were made of concrete –
or at least something that had been molded to simulate wood. Hence, I believe they avoided rust
and rot.
The rainy walk was tightly confined between the two canyon
walls. Lots of vegetation. Lots of noise. We were getting our
first dose of the damp environment.
I believe this picture was taken of Bev and me at Magia Blanca
with its 120 foot drop.
Below is the shape edge of the cliff where Encantada drops off.
And finally, La Paz.

Just measuring the falls themselves we had marched
down about 380 feet by the time we viewed La Paz. I
realized that if we had to go all the way back up we
would probably have to be carried out. Luckily there was
a shortcut after the lowest lookout that took us back to a
souvenir area and a bus.
Waiting for the bus, we saw a large family of pizotés. I
never remember ever seeing them in any zoos. Two are
in this picture. They must have expected to be feed and
maybe the tourists at the bus had provided something.
There seemed to a lot of squabbling among the members
of the family. The group must have numbered about 15.
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Here is the encyclopedia intro to the pizoté. The White-nosed Coati (Nasua narica), also known
as the Pizote or Antoon, is a member of the Procyonidae (raccoon family). It has a long shovelshaped snout that extends beyond its lower jaw, and a 20-to-25-inch-long erect tail with six or
seven light bands on it. It has crushing molars and large canine teeth.
On the shuttle bus, we took the ride up to the parking lot where we had entered. It was much
more moist now. Light rain was falling. Starting the ride back to Alajuela, the scenery was
completely different than on our ascent. The density of the cloud made it nearly impossible to
see the side of the road. It was good that we had left early for our adventure.
Ultimately, back at the Orquideas Inn, we were back to shirt sleeve weather. We enjoyed a
simple lunch and took off for a walk. Remember that San Jose is the capital of Costa Rica. Well
just down the road was a village referred to as Barrio San Jose. Carlos, our morning driver, had
said that Costa Rica (at least the populated portions) is broken into many many barrios – small
communities sometimes only a few hundred meters apart. With that in mind, we noticed signs
frequently advertising “Barrio … “ For example, when we stayed in Santa Elena with the
Volunteers, there was such a sign at the end of our street announcing Barrio Orquideas. (Just a
coincidence. They must like orchids around Costa Rica.)
Well, we left the Inn went down to the corner and headed left, off to Barrio San Jose. The road
upon which we walked varied from residential to commercial, but it was mostly commercial –
light industrial(?).
The sun was hot. I had not taken my hat so I had to streak my bald head with sun block. We
walked along the curvy street and never reached the real business district. As I said, there were
lots of small commercial businesses and most of them seemed to be closed for the weekend.
Traffic was not too bad. Cars looked
relatively new. Lots of SUVs just like in
the U.S. Some motorcycles (especially
later in the week in the highlands). [ Gas
prices seem to be about what they are in
the U.S. or slightly higher. A US dollar is
500 colons. One examination of the pump
showed diesel to be 513 colons per liter
and regular to be 594 colons.] I heard the
Costa Ricans ride the bus during the week
for going to work, etc. They hop in their
cars on weekends.
There were signs warning of guard dog(s).
As I mentioned before, residences usually
had spiked fences whereas commercial
places had their razor wire barrier. One
guard dog sign announce “Perro Bravo”
(brave dog?) where the image showed a
dog sinking its teeth into someone’s
forearm with blood spurting from the
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wounds. Well, at least, it must be “some man’s best friend.”
Near the end of our walk we reached a residential street where we took a quick left and walked a
few hundred feet. Had we not turned and proceeded ahead for about a block we would have
reached the business district of Barrio San José.
We decided to head back to the hotel. We had not taken water bottles with us so we tired to buy
a Coke from a lady. The front of her house was right on the street and she seemed to have things
to sell. She didn’t want to sell the Coke that she had available. No problem. I believe she saw
my US dollar and didn’t want to make change or rather ask for more. On the other hand, maybe
I should have held 2 US dollars. Language barrier. I never did get the idea of what they charged
for soda pop down there.
One of the establishments about halfway through our walk was a place called “The Slum”
Through its pictures and signs with text mostly in English we concluded that this was some sort
of sex establishment. As little as I looked, it seemed to be a series of rooms off a walkway. The
sign indicated that you could rent a room for 12 hours for
8000 colons ($16.00). Some article in a paper I read
before going to Costa Rica indicated that there are efforts
to stop these businesses. However, no sign of that yet in
Barrio San José.
Oh yes, back at the hotel, I took pictures of Bev across
from the hotel entrance. The field is a field of sugar
cane.
We washed and went down to the first meeting of our
volunteer team. We met for dinner at 6 PM. The team
included Barbara from Anchorage, Alaska, Jennifer from
St. Paul, MN, Lucie from Toronto, and two families.
The Newmans were from Atlanta and the Parkers were
from St. Paul, MN. The Newmans included mother and
father, Anne Marie and Myron. Son Weston and
daughter Ashley. I remember that Weston was a
sophomore in high school and I believe Ashley was a junior.
The Parkers included father and mother, Bill and Ann. Son Henry who was a sophomore in
Bates, a college in Maine. Daughter Louise was a senior in high school and daughter Amelia
who was 13.
As usual, the dinner at the Orquideas Inn was great. They had a great chef.
Jumping ahead to December 30, we had breakfast at 7:30 and our first organizational meeting at
8AM. There we met two more of our team who arrived late on Saturday. There was “JJ” –
James Janoskey. He was a young investment banker who was raised in Illinois, but has lived the
last few years in London. JJ had been to Costa Rica on a volunteer trip several years ago.
Tamara Goetz was a well-educated young lady who worked for the State of Utah. We all
participated in exercises to learn names of our team members and team build. We listened to our
Global Volunteer Gina Russo explain the standard rules that governed our trip.
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After lunch around 12:30, our luggage was loaded into a bus and we left for a meeting with the
people of San Luis. The road which was the Pan-American Highway started as about 3 lanes and
quickly went down to two. It was well paved and fairly busy. Remember this was the weekend
and lots of Costa Ricans were out making their weekend car trip. We crossed several rock filled
rivers which would probably be swollen during the rainy season. As we approached a bridge to
cross such a river there were multiple cars parked along the road. As we crossed the bridge, we
would see adults chest deep in the system of water holes that were located in the river bed.
One interesting tree seemed devoid of leaves but was covered with some sort of orange blossom.
I saw such trees throughout the trip but never got close to one. There were many flowering
bushes as well. We saw hedge rows that seemed to consist of bamboo plants.
We stopped for a break around 2:15 PM. It was still warm and the pavement was still good.
Shortly after the break, we turned off the road to the east I believe. I remember that I did not
recognize when our bus left the paved road behind. I just noticed that the bus had slowed and
was moving to the side of the road. I thought we were stopping. Then we speeded up! I finally
realized that the driver was negotiating the rocks and pot holes. The bus driver would go down
the middle at times and felt free to go well into the left lane as necessary. Everyone else did so.
We traveled about 15 to 20 miles on these treacherously bumpy roads. Patiently we just
proceeded upward. The road was full of fist-size and bigger rocks and potholes up to dish-pan
size. Dust covered the vegetation on either side of the road.
We saw cattle that were Brahman and also Holstein. We saw a strange fencing scheme that I
will explain shortly. The fence seemed to have fence posts that were live but stubby trees. We
never understood what was going on with those fence posts until we got instructed by our driver
as we left San Luis the following Saturday.
We reached San Luis about 3500 feet above the altitude of the Pan American Highway. Santa
Elena, our ultimate destination, was at about 4500 feet. Gina, our leader, had coordinated with
the people at San Luis to meet them in front of the community center. Global Volunteers had
worked on that structure several years back. It was just a metal-roofed building with masonry
walls. The walls were really concrete blocks that were later covered with cement. The roof was
supported by metal truses. The center’s main room was a large hall which looked suitable for
dancing. One long narrow room housed a kitchen and another smaller room served as a canteen
that was in use that afternoon. Beer was selling briskly.
Across from the center was a soccer field. If I consider the very few structures supported by this
entire village, it seems interesting to me that this small village in a terrain that was rocky and
everywhere hilly had a flat green grassy soccer field with a small masonry building to serve as
dressing rooms. This was late afternoon and the Sunday soccer game had already occurred.
However, as I saw it, the fans were still hanging around the canteen.
When we arrived, we meet with the San Luis team at the soccer field. We sat in a large circle.
The city fathers of San Luis were relatively young. In other words, no gray-hairs. Well, maybe
gray at the temples. A couple still came to the meeting wearing their soccer cleats, shirts and
shorts. About 30 people attended the brief get-together. Gina served as interpreter and the the
exchange between us and the Costa Ricans was basically introductions and greetings.
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Several of the locals were later involved with the project work during the week. Chepé, in
particular, was a lean carpenter who seemed to be in charge of work crews. Actually, the village
had hired him in a two month experiment half-time and, as work progressed with the help of
Global Volunteers teams, Chepé was responsible that projects that were begun were completed.
As just one example, the library in whose renovation I participated received three light coats of
paint. I believe that some other team needs to come and give a final coat and complete the trim
work. Besides supervising, Chepé or someone also has to make certain that the Global
Volunteer workers at each work site were matched one for one. That was a Global Volunteer
rule.
The meeting ending and Bev and I met Juan who had been taking care of his grand-daughter
during the meeting. He was one of the more gray-around-the-temples. He could speak English
and was very soft spoken. His wife who we met the next day was from Oshkosh, WI. That
partly explained his very blond grand-daughter. Juan was dark from the sun. He was a strong
Costa Rican farmer. He was immediately likable. I saw him again on Monday and Thursday.
As we moved to go back to the bus and head toward Santa Elena, Beverly mentioned that she felt
rain or mist. Once she said that, I too noticed it very slightly. We asked someone and they
acknowledged that it was “cat-hair rain.” The sun was still up though far toward the western
hills. No clouds were around, but cat-hair rain was falling. [I know now that the rain was
coming from clouds up the mountain toward which we were headed. A slight introduction to a
phenomenon that we experienced all week.]
The bus did encounter rain briefly as we ascended
the mountain. [I wondered what Juan had
experienced. He left the meeting on an ATV holding
his grand-daughter while his daughter drove. All
were in shirt sleeves.] Then all of a sudden there
were clouds below us and we could see the sun set
over the hills on the other side of the Gulf of Nicoya.
The sun was a large orange ball.
We arrived at our home-away-from-home, Hotel
Amanecer. We got the key to our room on the
second floor -- #7. It was a large room with beds for
three, paneled in wood, and windows opening to the
hotels inner corridors. In the photo on the left,
Beverly stands near our room and you can see to the
first floor where there were some residence rooms on
the left and the dining room on the right. We were
about to have our first meal. It was good food.
Salad, chicken, rice and beans. We ended with cake.
I just noticed in my notes. This was Sunday night and already I had made a note about “howling
wind.”
After supper, Bev, Barbara, and I took a walk into Santa Elena. We carried flashlights because it
was pretty dark and the paved road into and in town had quite a bit of traffic. Santa Elena had
just got its main commercial area paved within about the last year. 3 kilometers of pavement in
town. (1 km = 0.62 miles)
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In the map of Costa Rica, we spent our volunteer time around the point that is about the
southwest corner of the “Monteverde” box. I believe we were in the Puntarenas province. If you
move southeast from there, you will find Alajuela and San Jose. I cropped the map so you don’t
see some of the southern most parts of the country.
Well on to New Year’s Eve Day. This was a trip to work as volunteers. However, that work did
not start till Wednesday because of the New Year’s holiday. This Monday was set aside for
orientation. So after breakfast and Gina’s little language lesson, we started out in two vans to
retrace our journey to the San Luis Valley. Most of our ride was the usual bumpy ride especially
since we were not in the larger bus that we had Sunday. Eventually, where the road started the
steep decent into the valley, we came to some pavement – very rough cement -- and drove to a
scenic view point overlooking the whole valley. Magnificent! The valley was a lush green (That
sounds trite, but it was a beautiful deep green as the sun rose behind us over the mountain with
its usual dense clouds.) and the valley dropped off sharply to the west as our road followed its
northern edge. From here as other points in the valley, you could see the Gulf of Nicoya to the
west --- if you know what you were looking for.

Somewhere we met up with Chepé who was our guide for at least part of the morning. Chepé
spoke to us from the crude viewing platform overlooking the valley. Gina interpreted. From
here we could see Upper and Lower San Luis. The library and school were in Upper San Luis.
The clinic and community center were in Lower San Luis. I just remember Chepe speaking of
land, roads, and the water. At some point in recent history (around 1940), someone had bought
much of the land in the valley. Unbelievably, much of this thick green forested area had been
cleared for cattle ranching. That enterprise did not work well. Eventually, locals began to buy
the land back. A land trust came into the picture and the land baron is gone, I believe. Now the
cycle seems to be starting again and the small land owners occasionally sell. If roads improve
and more people come, forces may take over that will ruin the pristine culture that exists in the
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valley. Roads. The section of pavement behind us that trails down the steep part of the curvy
road into the valley (maybe 1 km.) was actually build by the people of San Luis. It has been a
boon to them as it makes their access to Santa Elena and Monteverde much easier. Finally,
water for the people of San Luis comes down from the mountain springs. A project (known as
AYA) will be beginning soon to modernize the water system in the valley – probably permitting
more purification and removal of foreign matter. Having only been there for 6 days, we do not
know about their water quality. There may be problems with the supply in the dryer months and
purity in the rainy season (May through November).
The beautiful green panorama of the San Luis Valley is etched in my brain from this cool
morning introduction to San Luis. From our morning overlook, the valley was long and deep
and green. This vantage point was above Upper San Luis and embedded with the road into the
ridge of mountains that formed the east end of the valley. I have a notion that some prehistoric
native tribe living here might have come to believe that their god lived up there behind us on the
mountain. As long as we traveled into this area, that end of the valley above the road was always
covered with a cloud. As we watched this morning, the wind coming over the mountain and out
of the cloud caused small almost transparent sections of the cloud to separate and float west until
they seemed to evaporate about a third of the way down the valley. Although this gives away
one of the marvelous aspects of the ecosystem, I believe that the wise tribal priest would
recognize the cloud as a source of the abundance that was all around. Everyday of our stay and
maybe even this morning, rain – sometimes light and sometimes heavy – was blown in sheets
across the entire valley. The magical aspect of this was the fact that the cloud never left its
perch and the sun showed constantly. Maybe things differed in other seasons, but this will
remain for me as the magic of San Luis. We were treated to more rainbows here in one week
than I had seen anywhere else in that short span of time.
The land trust mentioned earlier was probably the Finca La Belle (The Beautiful Farm). It was
in view way down in the valley when we spoke with Chepe. Here is some documentation which
I pulled from the Web:
“About a one-hour walk from the tourists and scientists of Monteverde lies the San Luis
Valley, a community of about 400 people, who are farmers, seamstresses, craftspeople,
carpenters, hotel workers, and, potentially, guards and guides in the Cloud Forest Reserve.
Ann Kriebel lived in the Quaker community of Monteverde in the early 1980s and worked
in the San Luis Valley, delivering education in literacy, health care, nutrition, and the
environment. While working there, Ann died suddenly, but her life continues as the
inspiration behind Finca la Bella, the Beautiful Farm.
In her honor, Quaker Earthcare Witness members and other individuals contributed funds to
purchase this 122-acre farm and continue to support this project, which is a blending of
nature preservation, sustainable agriculture, and human services. A partnership made up of
representatives from Quaker Earthcare Witness, Monteverde Friends Meeting, the
Monteverde Institute, and the farmers' association, establishes policy and oversees
management of the farm. The Santa Elena Cooperative, started in 1971 as a joint effort
by the Quakers and Costa Ricans to provide needed services for the community, originally
held title to the land, but recently the title was transferred to the Monteverde Institute.

Successes
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FINCA LA BELLA has been busy over its short lifetime, inspiring all of us with a vision of an
environmentally sustainable and peaceful world.
Land for landless families. On these 122 acres, 24 previously landless families have 25year renewable leases on two- to four-acre parcels. About a third of the farm is preserved in
forest.”

I marvel at the good that the Quakers do. May their ministries of peace continue to grow and
prosper here and elsewhere.
Our 2nd stop, to my surprise, was the “coffee plantation” owned by Juan. I don’t believe it was a
lot of acres. But let’s call it Juan’s finca. Carol, who was Juan’s Wisconsin raised wife showed
us around. Juan participated too, but Carol did most of the talking. She told us that Juan raised
coffee, lemons, grapefruit, oranges, papaya, and guava. The plants were all mixed together –
never a row of oranges next to a row of coffee plants. All mixed.
He also had banana trees (really banana plants). It would take a year for one banana tree to
produce one clump of bananas. Then the plant was cut back. I don’t know how long it would
take for the tree to produce again. However, one message came from this visit and our visit the
next day to the Santa Elena Reserve, trees, plants, and these banana plants grow at a fantastic rate
in this tropical environment – 10 degrees from the equator.
We walked among the coffee plants. We were shown fungi on the leaves of some plants. Some
of those fungi were known and some were new. No fungicides were used so I don’t know how
they managed that disease in their plants. My notes imply that they would just cut back the
diseased plant. Doing that would put the coffee plant out of production for 2 years.
Juan showed us his new coffee plants. He grows his own plants from seed. (It reminds me of Pa
with potatoes and tomatoes.) It took one year to get a plant from seed. Then from planting the
coffee plant to the first harvest, it was three years.
Carol told us how harvesting was conducted. Other workers might have to be employed, but I
believe Juan and his family did most of the work in this plantation.
Carol told us something else a little more telling of the nature of her husband, Juan. She said
when they were going to build their house on this land, Juan chose a tree. He said that it would
provide the wood needed for a house of this number of meters wide and this number of meters
long. (I don’t believe he used the masonry foundations that were used in the community center,
library, etc.) He set up the construction for that size house. He cut down the tree and his plans
worked out perfectly. He didn’t need any other trees. I wonder how he got the lumber from the
felled tree. He may have done that too. He was a lean fellow, but his forearms were really huge.
(Think Popeye, but not quite.)
Our third stop was a brief stop at the biblioteca – the village library. I can’t remember the
purpose of that visit. This was to be one of the project sites beginning Wednesday. It sat in the
woods to the north of the highway. The village school was to the south of the road at the same
stop.
Fourth we went to the coffee cooperative that had begun in 1989. A young man gave us a tour of
the facility that lasted at least a half hour. The growers bring their “cherries” – coffee beans still
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encased in pulp – to a spot for weighing them in. The cherries are then washed before the pulp
is separated from the bean. Wasting nothing, the pulp is spread several feet deep inside a large
dark warehouse where it becomes compost with the help of millions of earthworms. The
compost goes back to the farmers eventually. The coffee beans are graded and washed. They
were then spread out in a large concrete parking-lot size area in order to dry in the sun. Although
we did not see the raking, someone would come by and rake the drying beans periodically.
Further, it was noted that water used in the several processes was all recycled.
Beans were finally roasted by a 23 kg. roaster. It had settings for light roast, regular roast, etc. It
took 11 to 12 minutes of roasting for a batch of beans.
We were told that this cooperative processes 40,000 pecks of beans last year. This year was a
wet year and only half that number of beans is expected.
We completed our tour of San Luis sites and returned to Santa Elena. After supper, most of the
team of volunteers departed to go by bus back to San Luis for a New Year’s Eve party. Beverly,
JJ and I opted to go to the New Year’s Eve Mass at the church in Santa Elena. So we left for
that event around 8:30 PM going by way of a street that paralleled the paved highway about a
block away. That was a quiet walk with no traffic. It was fairly dark over a road surface that
was extremely rocky and eroded. I had seen an SUV drive up that street once. It moved very
slowly as if sensing each rock. As I watch it proceeding gingerly up the street, I envisioned a
new use for the phrase “rock and roll.”
We were in church well ahead of the service and the priest showed up late so we had lots of time
to watch the locals. The front of the church was dominated by a large crèche off to the left. It
contained the normal statues – almost life size -- for the Holy Family and shepherds. It’s only
unique addition was a fake stove with a simulated fire. Atop the stove was a large cast iron pot.
We assume the pot was to provide stew for the people at the stable – just as the kids like to
provide cookies and milk for Santa.
The church was about half full when the Mass began. It was not a cold night and the doors of the
church were wide open. One could hear the noises for the street. We even saw fireworks at one
point, perfectly framed in the window behind and above the altar. Those few fireworks occurred
during the sermon and the priest never paid any attention. He continued on in Spanish. We wish
we had had some idea about what the sermon was telling the parishioners.
Four guitars played by men and one woman singing made up the church’s music ministry for that
evening. Songs were often familiar although sung in Spanish. There was one non-religious
carol sung briefly in English – We Wish You a Merry Christmas. That was sort of the reverse of
what would happen in many churches in the U.S. which provide a token Spanish song. Oh, yes.
We believe they sang Jingle Bells in Spanish.
I should not forget our favorite church-goer. With the doors wide open, a small black dog
walked around, stretched, and sat in the main aisle. He/she was quite content. Some native said
later that it was tradition to expect a dog in church.
When the Mass was over, we shook hands with the priest and left. The Santa Elena streets were
busy and it was still two hours until the christening of 2008. We retraced our steps back toward
the road which had been our path into town. Just before reaching the road, we passed our last
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chance for New Year’s Eve merriment – a disco surrounded on the street side by most of the
area’s motorcycles. (Well, it just seemed that way.) Music was coming from the building as it
should.
Once passed the disco and onto the unpaved dirt and rocks of our city-street path, we three were
alone. A few street lights lit the road. Only about a half block into the walk, I noticed a large
bug --- black against a sandy spot on the road. Maybe it was one of the huge beetles I had seen
in the display at the La Paz Waterfalls. This one was live. But no, wrong again. Upon closer
inspection, this little critter was just a scorpion with its tail curled up on its back. Thanks for
letting us share your road, Mr. Scorpion!
That was it. Back at the Hotel Amanecer, Bev and I went to bed before greeting the New Year.
The day had been busy enough. Happy New Year 2008!
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