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In Past Years - II - Ecuador
by Henry F. Howden

henry.howden@rogers.com

After our Amazon excursions, a 
number of students still wanted 
to see the tropics during Spring 
Break. Considerable time was spent 
looking for a place that could house 
and feed at least 25 people at a 
reasonable cost; we finally settled 
on the Rio Palenque Field Station, 
47km S. Santo Domingo de los 
Colorados, Ecuador. The station, 
while not as plush as the one at 
Leticia, was surrounded by a small 
patch of lowland forest near the 
west coast, a rarity in that part of 
Ecuador. Near the end of the 70’s 
we twice took a group of 25 or 26 
people.

Only one incident worth reporting 
happened at the station in the 
two years that we were there. In 
a downed palm tree several large 

weevil larvae (Rhynchoporus 
palmarum L.?) were found. Anne 
asked the kitchen staff (three 
ladies) if she could borrow a 
small pot to boil some water. The 
water was brought to a boil and 
the larvae were then placed in 
the water for three minutes to 
preserve the larvae. When Anne 
then transferred the larvae to a jar 
of alcohol the kitchen staff were 
obviously upset. It turns out that 
the weevil larvae are a favorite food 
in parts of Ecuador and the staff 
expected to see us eat them! We 
did not try to explain what we were 
going to do with them.

Nothing much else happened. 
There were a few muddy bottoms 
from falling in the mud, and some 
people grumbled about a fairly 

Artwork Courtesy
Delbert LaRue.



Page 24

steady diet of rice and beans, but 
most of the excitement occurred 
going to and from the station on 
one or the other of the two trips.

In flying to Quito, we found the 
airport was not the easiest place 
to reach. Quito lies in a bowl 
surrounded by high mountains 
and in the final approach the flight 
path curves around a hill just 
before putting down. If not lined 
up properly, the airplane will wind 
up in town. On one trip there were 
fairly thick clouds and the plane 
spent some time circling. We could 
catch glimpses of the city directly 
below us, but the pilot decided to 
divert to Guayaquil on the coast.

We landed in the hot sun shortly 
thereafter and were off-loaded to a 
“waiting room”. There was nothing 
to do and we were told to stay in the 
room. Since we were much closer to 
Rio Palenque than we would be in 
Quito, I asked if we couldn’t unload 
and get a bus to the station. I was 
told our tickets said Quito and that 
was where we were going as soon 
as they could get a new pilot. The 
one we had, we were told, was new 
and just didn’t have the experience 
(guts ?) to land at Quito. Hours later 
a new pilot turned up, we returned 
to Quito and landed safely. Perhaps, 
some of us thought, due to luck 
as much as skill. We were about 5 
hours late.

Fortunately, our bus was still 
waiting for us and we were off 
for the three hour drive to Rio 
Palenque. After three hours it 
was dark and we couldn’t see the 
landmarks for the dirt road turnoff 
to the station. Eventually we found 

someone that knew of the place. 
We then drove over a very poor 
dirt road to the base of a hill 
just before the station where the 
bus got stuck. We had to unload 
everything and carry it all up the 
hill to the station, one unhappy 
and tired group. The bus driver, 
when he finally got unstuck and 
turned around, said he would not 
come in on that **road again but 
would meet us at the highway on 
our return to Quito. The station 
manager said he had a truck to get 
us to the highway, so we said OK.

Come the morning we were 
leaving, supposedly at 8 AM, it 
was pouring rain and there was 
no truck. About 9 AM we were 
told the truck had broken down 
and the manager hoped to get 
another, smaller, truck; it might 
take our luggage, but we would 
need to walk the two miles to the 
highway in the rain. So we changed 
back to field clothes and waited 
with some of us starting to walk to 
the highway to make sure the bus 
waited for us. Finally a small pick-
up appeared, was loaded and we all 
left for the highway. The bus was 
there, our luggage was loaded and 
off we went toward Quito. Time: a 
little after 10 AM; boarding time 
at the airport 1 PM; normal travel 
time from station to Quito 3 hours. 
I told the driver if he got us to the 
airport before 1 PM an extra $20 
was his - not a good idea if one 
wants a safe drive on a mountain 
road!

There were more challenges than 
just time. We were all in wet, 
muddy field clothes and needed a 
change. So after some consultation, 
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girls went to the back of the bus 
and changed while we made sure 
the driver’s mirror was not aimed at 
the back of the bus. Then the guys 
had their turn to dress in the back. 
Finally we all looked somewhat 
more presentable.

However, we had forgotten that 
it was Carnival time and that 
balloons filled with colored water 
were a favorite missile. When 
passing through a small settlement 
several balloons hit the bus; it was 
suggested that everyone on the 
curb side close their windows. 
One person said it would make the 
bus just too hot and our previous 
experience with the water throwers 
showed that their aim was poor. 
Need I say more. In the next town 
the first balloon thrown came 
through the open window and hit 
the non-believer in the side of the 
head. Fortunately there was little 
spatter, but one person now had a 
cool (wet) white and purple shirt.

The rest of the trip went well, 
passing on curves and high speed 
did not cause any major disaster 
and we arrived at the airport a little 
before 1 PM, and I was $20 lighter. 
But that did not end the excitement. 
The airport was jammed, passports 
were waved with $ bills sticking out, 
and the ticket taker said he had no 
record of our group of 26 people! 
For a short time things got very 
hairy. We then found one of the 
people that had reconfirmed our 
flight at head office and, surprise, 
the ticket agent found that our 
group was indeed listed for the 
flight. After that and once we had 
boarded and taken off, the rest of 
the trip back to Ottawa seemed dull; 

thank goodness! On our way back, 
Anne and I decided that THAT was 
our last group trip with 10 or more 
people and our resolve has never 
weakened!

Wood art by Chuck Wirth (author of those “Wirthless 
Tips” in the ancient issues of this newsletter), now of 
St. David, Arizona. We are not quite sure exactly what 
the message is, but like the subject matter.
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Dear Editors:

On my 1984 3-week trip to 
western Mexico I took some cans 
of sardines for baits. I thought--
well, the fish are small and the air 
will get to them quickly, and they 
already stink. So if I open the can 
their essence will permeate the 
environment. This was down in 
lowland Jalisco where we found a 
little road that took us pretty well 
back into a spot with big fig trees, 
vines you could swing on, pools of 
water in the streambed, stuff like 
that. Well, it did--I mean permeate 
the habitat--and attracted some 
kind of mammalian scavenger who 
cleaned out the can and crapped 
on my pitfall setup and left very 
strange paw prints. The next night 
(same place) I just poked some little 
holes in another can of sardines 
with a nail, and again I attracted 
another scavenger. Maybe the same 
one--like it thought these were 
training sessions? Or free lunch? 
This trap robber, though, threw a 
ferocious fit--I guess at not being 
able to extract the contents through 
the nail holes. There was some 
really awful thrashing around in the 
vines and stickerbushes in a little 
clearing--you know those legume 
ones with the bullshead thorns that 
those nasty, nasty, ants-from-hell 
live in? Well, one of those little 
stickerbushes was chewed off at the 
ground, and 2-3 others sustained a 
powerful lot of damage. (The ants 

were still looking for someone to 
punish the next day.) We were afraid 
to get out of the camper or even 
shine a light off that way during all 
the rip-snorting. It sounded like 
it might be a whole pack of those 
fabled chupacabra devil-monsters. 
One of our 3 light stations was 
demolished, bulbs broken, sheets 
just torn up into several pieces and 
wrapped around tree trunks and 
tangled in brush. The cord from the 
generator to one other station was 
totally chewed through--there was 
a perfectly horrible tortured-animal 
scream when the chupacabra’s 
(what else could it have been?) 
teeth bit into the copper wires 
and the animal’s head started 
flashing blue and orange lights and 
making a harsh electrical buzzing 
sounds--like, “Uuunnnzzzfttth! 
Hhhhhschhhwunnnnzzz! 
Passshaaatttzzaaarrraaazzzmm!” 
There was a potent musky singed-
fur + liquid feces animal stink all the 
rest of the night. It (they?) slunked 
off into the thickets, and did not 
reappear--but we did not dare even 
to check the lights until daylight 
after the sun was well up. The 
sardine can had lots of fang marks 
in it--and there was some blood and 
tooth fragments visible when we 
turned it over with a stick. Made the 
hair on the back of my neck and on 
my arms tingle! We left there as fast 
as we could--I never saw my folding 
shovel again. And we did not do any 
more carrion beetle trapping with 
the little-holes-punched-in-sardine-
cans method. If you do, try not to 
do it in chupacabra country. 

 (Name withheld at writer’s request) 

Letter to the Editors

Are Chupacabras Real???

Editors Note: We 
apologize for all the 
unsightly double dashes 
(- -)  here. It is our policy 
not to proofread letters to 
the editors.

Editors Note: Not since 
the Jimmy Carter 
“Swimming Rabbit 
Incident” have we seen a 
small woodland creature 
(such as a coati mundi) 
strike so much fear in an 
anonymous adult human 
being.


