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Book One
Dedication by Werner Aron
To my wife, Margot — in gratitude. To my children  —  as a keepsake.

To my grandchildren  —  for them a scarcely conceivable epic legend. 

Map of Ecuador
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Foreword
This is a factual account, truthfully told as the events occurred. It is the chronicle of a jungle settlement. Much happened in the ten years of the story. Nevertheless, it seems to me more appropriate to give the representation an epic rather than a dramatic tone. A small family: father, mother, and three children of ages 10 to 13, went to begin a new life in the jungle of Ecuador. They experienced many joys and many disillusions and setbacks. They succeeded here and there, and even though the end result of the farming venture was a failure, they had no reason to regret it. What they tried to achieve, how they did it, and all their successes and failures, were deeply intertwined with the spirit of the land, the people, and the climate, over which they had no influence. They could only accept the situation and try to make the best of it.

No one was a hero, not the individual nor the family, and nothing should be farther from my mind than to overdramatize the events. If now and then a touch of fantasy creeps into the tale, it is because of the paradox of German city people living as settlers in such a completely strange environment.

The jungle settlement was the starting point and the center of gravity of our lives in those ten years, it was the object of our pursuits and our very existence. People and fate are the ingredients of every description of events. To me, fate seemed to be more fundamental and powerful than the people and their endeavors. As much as the characters in this story strove industriously, they were probably more subjects than masters of the events.

In writing down these memoirs, it was natural that I occasionally looked far back into the past and snatched at images and experiences, which, through similarities or contrasts with the present set of circumstances, had gained new life or appeared in a changed light.

The seemingly bold and possibly reckless dive into such completely uncharted waters was to a large degree dictated by the Ecuadorian government’s insistence that any new immigrants commit themselves to opening new frontiers by settling in remote areas or starting a new industry. The latter would have required much more capital and specialized knowledge than we possessed, therefore the former was the only choice. The fact that most of the other immigrants, once in the country, ignored their commitment and settled in one of the cities to pursue one or another type of business, gave us considerable advantages, and we earned a certain amount of admiration not only by the local people but by the immigrants themselves, in which a sense of guilt certainly played a role.

“We must be clear about one thing: when we leave this place, the halo of the jungle will slip from our heads.”	These strange words were uttered by our son Gert when we decided in the late summer of 1948 to sell our farm and move to Quito, the capital of the country. The singularly solemn words were doubly strange coming from the mouth of the 21-year old. In his sober, unromantic way he disliked pompous words, and life had certainly not taught him to see or consider things other than realistically. And yet, there turned out to be much truth in his prophecy.

Life in these ten years was often difficult, and it was even more problematic to imagine the effect it would have on the development of our children during the times usually reserved for schooling. Yet, in retrospect, none of us five people, who lived in closest harmony and carried out our daily tasks in cooperation, would have wanted to miss any of these years.

For all these reasons I have chosen the symbolic title “The Halo of the Jungle” for this story.	Equally symbolic was the name I chose for our farm: “La Libertad”. Like every symbol it covers only a part of reality, and contains a half-truth. We experienced a life of utter freedom, yet for several years we were tied to this life without any chance of escape. “Name is sound and smoke.” It all depends on reality, and that is what the story is about.

"Hang not your heart on worldly goods, which adorn this transitory life. He who possesses must learn to lose. He who is happy, must learn of pain." 
—Schiller —




The Beginning
The nearly ten years of which I am about to tell began on a clear morning in May of 1939. Before that day neither my wife Margot nor any of the children, Renate, Gert, and Marianne, had ever ridden on horseback. My own experiences as a rider were scanty and lay more than twenty years back. It was a most inexperienced cavalcade which set out at about 8 o’clock that morning. We were inexperienced not only in riding but in all the tasks and problems which stood before us.
Before relating the “ride into the unknown”, which stood at the beginning of this adventure, I should describe the scene, as in a stage set.
The scene is Ecuador, the second-smallest country in South America, after Uruguay. The complete name is La República del Ecuador, the republic of the equator. The equator runs through the country, less than 20 km north of Quito, the capital. The land consists of three zones: 1) The coastal zone between the Pacific Ocean and the western Andes mountain chain, generally called “La Costa”, 2) the central valley between the western and eastern mountain ranges, called “La Sierra”, and 3) the Eastern zone, or “El Oriente”.
The coastal zone is truly tropical, but because of the cooling Humboldt current it is not as hot as expected. The soil is fertile, but residents always have to be on the alert for malaria and other tropical diseases. The region is rich in natural resources, and it is the hub of economic activity, but the people are often hot-tempered and speak a machine-gun Spanish, difficult for a newcomer to understand.
The central zone consists of a valley about 30 km wide, bordered to the East and West by ranges of mountains up to 6000 meters high. It includes the capital city of Quito as well as several minor agricultural towns, famous for their beautiful climates, and known for their high agricultural productivity. Alexander von Humboldt called the region one of eternal spring. At an elevation between 2600 and 4000 meters, one feels nothing of the equatorial heat and would completely forget the equatorial location if it were not for the even length of the days and the absence of any seasons typical of the temperate zones. When the wind blows down from one of the higher mountains, night temperatures can approach freezing, and in the fields many windbreaking tree rows are planted to protect the crops from frost damage. The people are easy going and they speak at a pace even a recent immigrant can understand.
Finally, the Oriente consists of the land sloping from the Andes eastward into the Amazon valley, that immense region of rain forests stretching for thousands of miles to the Atlantic Ocean. The climate is extremely humid, with normal rainfalls of up to 5 meters per year. From the Eastern mountain ranges of the Sierra, the terrain drops steeply to an elevation of about 1000 meters, then slopes gradually over enormous distances to the Brazilian lowlands. Between the elevations of 1500 and 700 meters, a subtropical climate prevails in which malaria and the other serious tropical diseases are absent. Temperatures vary between 75 and 90 degrees F. In 1939 this region was still largely unexplored, and sparsely inhabited by semi-nomadic forest Indians and a few local settlers. A few mule or foot paths penetrated the rain forest, otherwise traveling took place on foot or by canoe along the many major and minor rivers.
The first Europeans to enter this region were the Spanish conquerors of Perú and Ecuador. After the infamous conqueror Francisco Pizarro overthrew the Inca Empire in 1536, his half-brother Gonzalo Pizarro, the governor of Quito, led an expedition into the Oriente, to search for the legendary Inca gold. Upon reaching the river Napo, his provisions were running low, and he sent Captain Orellana down the river for further exploration. Orellana did not find any treasures or abundant provisions either, but failed to return to Pizarro, either because the current was too swift to navigate upstream, or because he wanted to make himself independent. He then embarked on one of the most amazing adventures in history: He built a seaworthy vessel and sailed downstream to the Amazon and beyond, trusting that eventually he would have to reach the Atlantic Ocean. He was right, but had not imagined that he would travel more than 4000 km to get there. From there he made it, through boldness and luck, to Spain, where he told the queen of the enormous expanses of unclaimed land, and of a legendary tribe of warlike female Indians, after whom he named the river “El Rio de las Amazonas”. The queen equipped him with new ships and sent him back to the Amazon as governor of the new territories, but somewhere on the way to his new empire he and his entourage vanished.
Our journey did not follow Pizarro’s footsteps, but proceeded farther south along the valley of the smaller river Pastaza. As we embarked on this journey, it was our departure from civilization for many years, a conscious separation from all the comforts and cultural stimuli offered by life in a city. Only two weeks had passed since we had arrived by ship in Salinas, the only significant harbor in Ecuador. Already then, some sort of halo floated over our heads at any time or place where the destination Oriente was mentioned. It opened otherwise closed doors and lowered all barriers of bureaucracy. Mountainous difficulties turned into tiny molehills, and even the most fastidiously formal officials became helpful. The word Oriente was like an “open, sesame” in a fairytale—a magic password.
Our ship from Germany had arrived in Salinas on April 21, 1939, where Margot’s brother-in-law Gerhard awaited us. The actual harbor city is Guayaquil, located on the Daule River about 120 km inland, but the river silted in frequently and major ocean liners anchored in those times outside Salinas. All passengers as well as the cargo were loaded onto a barge which could dock in the small harbor. The barge continued up the river to Guayaquil with the cargo, while the passengers could take a shortcut by railroad. We had to stay in Guayaquil, a hot and unpleasant city, for three days, to wait for the 21 crates to arrive and be unloaded, but we got through customs within a few hours under exemption of all fees.
A common problem for all newcomers was the immediate money supply. Every immigrant had a security deposit in the Central Bank of Quito, but that was 500 km away. Luckily, I had a chance to buy a Leica camera on board the ship, and was able to sell it as soon as we got to Guayaquil.
On the fourth day we had a fantastic train ride over the Cordillera, past the Chimborazo mountain, into Ambato, a mid-sized agricultural town of 20- to 30,000 inhabitants, located in a beautiful and fertile valley between Quito and our destination, the jungle village of Puyo. To save money, Margot and the children stayed in Ambato while Gerhard and I went on to Quito to take care of the official dispatches — the registration at the immigration office, the withdrawal of part of the landing deposit, the acquisition of a 5-year residence permit, and finally the issuance of the “Oriente pass” by the ministry of defense, an indispensable document for any foreigner who wants to enter the Eastern region.
The strategy was the first of the many mistakes we made. Not only was it agony for Margot to stay with three children in a strange city, hardly able to communicate with anybody, and worrying whether the immigration permits would be issued, but the formalities in Quito could not be taken care of by me alone. While the Quito authorities reacted to my plans to settle in the remote Oriente with the utmost courtesy and cooperation, her signature was necessary for some of the documents.	Gerhard and I had to go back to Ambato, and Margot and I made another trip to Quito while Gerhard stayed with the children. This time everything went smoothly, and three days later we were all back in Ambato, ready to start our Odyssey eastward.
Then, two days before our historic horse and mule ride, we left Ambato on one of the typical overland buses of the time. These early bus rides gave us a foretaste of the primitive life which awaited us. The rows of seats were so closely spaced that even children bumped their knees on the seats in front, and in each row they accommodated one or two passengers more than they should have. In the seatless rear section of the bus, and on the roof, all baggage and freight were stored and tied down where necessary.	An example of the undeniable friendliness which the local population showed toward foreigners in those times was the fact that, without even asking, we were always offered the best seats, in the front rows of the buses. This custom was probably a remnant of a not completely abolished feudal tradition. Differences in social hierarchy, which are derived in a complex manner from wealth, ancestry, and education, were in those times accepted naturally by the less privileged classes. They were inherited prerogatives — privileges which to refuse would cause surprise and maybe even annoyance. It was a certain gift, maybe the only gift these poor people could extend. We could only accept these gestures with a friendly “gracias”, which may have earned us an additional measure of good will, because many of the members of the socially higher classes would often take these privileges for granted, as a legitimate demand.
Bus travel was very slow in those times. All roads were at best stone-plastered, and a speed of 30 km per hour would be considered high. A trip from Ambato to Quito, over a distance of 110 km, took 4 to 5 hours. One had to consider however, that the overloaded buses had to climb over a pass of more than 4000 meters elevation, and that the bus would stop wherever it was flagged down by another prospective passenger, who would be taken along somehow — occasionally on the roof between sacks of flour, chicken and pigs. In the higher altitudes the engines stalled frequently, or the coolant boiled, and the male passengers would get off to help push the bus up the steep road.
From Ambato a bumpy dirt road led eastward to Baños, the last outpost with such luxuries as running water and electricity. The fertile landscape, in which apples, pears, plums and other northern fruit thrived, soon changed to an almost sterile plain with poor pasture land and a few ragged settlements. Many small villages were located along the river and creek banks, where the soil was moist and fertile. The central market town in this semi-desert was Pelileo, a bustling town of close to 30,000 inhabitants, on which all traders and peasants from the surrounding villages converged on the busy market days. People would stand chatting with friends on the narrow streets, oblivious to an oncoming bus which had to inch itself forward through the ten to twenty blocks of houses. A driver born in Pelileo said that the only way to make any headway through the crowd was to keep on driving slowly and bump them, upon which they would jump out of the way, waving and calling out “hola, don Leonidas”. In 1949 the town acquired a tragic notoriety: it was the epicenter of a disastrous earthquake. The stone and clay houses not only collapsed but were completely obliterated and partially buried under a major landslide. Geologists estimated a level of 11 on the Richter scale, and almost the entire population perished. A new but not nearly that busy Pelileo was built afterwards on a site slightly uphill from the old one on more stable ground. There were however a few obstinate old-timers who stayed at the old site, holding a grudge against the public officials and the fellow victims who had betrayed them by following the government’s advice to relocate.
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The old Pelileo wasn’t pretty, nor is the new one. But the landscape beyond it is fascinating. To the east a road descends in many serpentine curves 300 meters down into the valley of the river Patate, on whose banks lie many luscious and flourishing orchards. Our road continued along the valley flank, finally descending to the confluence of the Patate with the Chambo River, a point called “Las Juntas”, the junctions. The old bridge, deep in the valley, was barely eight feet wide, perhaps two inches wider than the typical buses. Passengers were reminded to keep their arms inside the windows. Beyond the junction the two rivers form the Pastaza, which continues to flow all the way to the giant Marañon, the headwater of the Amazon River.
Suddenly the mighty cone of the Tungurahua appeared — the 5000-meter high volcano with a snow-covered top, at the base of which the town of Baños (the Baths) lies in a protected valley. Just before reaching Baños, the old road crossed the Pastaza over one of the true natural wonders of the world: the gorge of San Martín, no more than 10 meters wide and over 60 meters deep, with the Pastaza raging through it with a power that shakes the entire ground. Prior to the bridge a 10-minute walkway leads into the valley below the gorge where the visitor can admire the stream cascading out of the gorge into a whirlpool below. The inhabitants of Baños have never quite realized the grandiosity of this place. Although many tourist groups visit the town, they are seldom directed toward the phenomenal gorge.
The town of Baños lies in an idyllic valley, about 1800 meters high. Because of its hot springs it has long been a popular resort. In 1939 it was still a very sleepy small town, with only one or two reasonably good hostels. By now, the tourism business has increased considerably, but the town has kept much of its unpretentious ambiance. In front of the major bath house there was an old-fashioned photographer with an ancient camera on a tripod, and a wooden horse on which kids could sit.	Five decades later, the photographer may have changed, but the equipment seems the same. While prosperous tourists can stay at a $100 per day Swiss hotel, backpackers may find an abode with a mattress at less than a dollar a night.
A massive and beautiful cathedral dominates the main town square, with large murals depicting the many miracles credited to the Virgin of Baños. Reading the descriptions of these murals, the visitor can almost get convinced that there may be a divine hand protecting the town from perils. There is for example the story of the local family of five, which came from Ambato in their car in May 1939, roughly two weeks after our bus trip. They lost control and the car went over the cliff, to crash in the valley 200 meters below. All five passengers were thrown from the vehicle, got hung up in the bushes along the slope, and survived.
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Another beautiful story is the one of the new padre, coming to replace the old padre who had died. On the expected day of his arrival, a torrential rain fell, swelling the Pastaza to unprecedented levels. The bridge in those days was located deeper in the gorge, and consisted of three massive wooden beams. The river overtopped the bridge and washed away all but one of the beams. Yet in the morning they found the young padre, sound asleep on a bench in the church. When they asked him how he had gotten to Baños, he replied that he had ridden in on his mule. And when they asked how the mule could have walked across the single beam, he said “I don’t know, I guess I was asleep at that time”. 
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The Gorge at San Martín, from above.
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And finally we may consider the 1949 earthquake. Although Baños was located only 20 km from the epicenter of the quake, it suffered only minor damages. With the almost vertical cliff towering almost 300 meters over the town, a collapse of the mountain could have buried the entire town. I must say that if a town should be chosen for the special protection by the virgin, let it be Baños.
From Baños we continued for another 15 km, riding in an even more dilapidated bus along a very narrow road along the steep slopes of the Pastaza Valley. At one point the road was cut through an overhanging cliff, where water splashed from a spring above onto the roofs of buses or cars. The bus stopped briefly at the scenic waterfall El Agoyán, where street vendors besieged the passengers with their specialty, la fritada, small and juicy pieces of fried pork. Some decades later a hydropower plant was built, diverting the fall’s water and leaving it practically dry.
The road into the Oriente ended shortly beyond the Rio Verde, whose crystal clear green water gave credit to its name. Here we were dropped off at the modest abode of José Amable Escobar, together with all of our 21 boxes and a few trunks, with 3000 pounds of goods, which were stored under the roof of his shed. At that time his small house seemed very poor to us. We realized after a while, however, that the mere fact that the walls were of timber planks instead of split bamboo was a sign of relative prosperity.
Señor Escobar certainly lived up to his name. He was so “amable”, so good and kind, to us strangers, that it was hardly believable, especially after we had just arrived as refugees from a hostile atmosphere in Germany which threatened our life and existence.
Such a complete hospitality can probably be found only among such simple people and living conditions. This quiet, friendly peasant treated us as welcome peers a settler greeting a newcomer. The unmistakable pride in being able to offer us the use of his house as shelter was mixed with a respect for educated people from abroad, an attitude which we and some of our relatives have encountered frequently throughout South America. Since he knew nothing of the circumstances which had prompted us to abandon our homeland, he may have wondered what in the world would prompt us to become an Oriente settler. In this case the old Spanish phrase “mi casa es Su casa”, which is usually a meaningless courtesy, had sincerity; although it did not mean literally “my house is yours”, but “consider my house as if it were yours.”
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As night fell, we shared their supper and tasted these simple but nourishing dishes for the first time: various “coladas”, thick soups made from flour and other grains, mixed with vegetables and potatoes. For dessert we had pineapple slices, which we were used to only as a luxury, but in those subtropical regions pineapples, papayas, and bananas are almost the only available fruits.
Supper was followed by a special program in our honor. José Amable asked us whether we would like to hear some music. With some curiosity we agreed. Whereupon he walked back up the road for a few hundred feet to his cousin’s home, and between the two, they carried the most huge ancient gramophone I had ever seen. A record was laid on, and the resulting concert was overwhelming. The needle must have been blunted for years — apologetically the cousin said that it was the only one he had — it scratched and howled monstrously, and the supposed folk song was hardly recognizable. Mercifully, in those times they only had 78 rpm records, which played for just a few minutes each, and they did not have too many records. In our inadequate Spanish we uttered words of admiration and thanks, and finally the two men carried the howling machine back, like a cherished treasure. While I had to make a concerted effort to keep a straight and admiring face throughout the presentation, Margot fell asleep blissfully during one of the first records, and our hosts understood that she was tired from the journey. When stillness fell upon the room again, she woke up and asked, “What is going on?” That concert has remained with us as one of the most precious memories of our early times in Ecuador.
And now, let us go back to that morning in May in which the troop of six riders and five pack mules was set in motion. Alongside walked or ran the “arrieros”, or mule drivers, who checked frequently that all the loads remained tightly tied on the backs of the mules. To our right, deep down in the valley murmured the silty Pastaza, while to our left rose a steep hill. For the first few miles we rode along the route of the projected road extension, barely traced and unevenly blasted out of the cliffs. Many times we had to stop and wait for a charge to go off, and for the loosest rubble to be cleared away. We felt rather insecure, especially when the path was narrow and loose stones kept rolling down the hill. The mules were sure-footed but had the uncomfortable habit of walking on the cliffside of the trail, only inches from the edge. The guides explained that the animals prefered to walk as far away from the uphill slope, in order not to bump their loads against protruding objects.
It turned out that the 150-pound crates were unhandy — they were difficult to keep balanced, which could be dangerous when the mules had to walk on a narrow and unstable gravel path along the steep valley slope. On this first trip we only took the five most needed crates along. Then the arrieros refused to transport any more of them, and Gerhard had to return to the hut later to saw the crates in half and repack them. The flatter, 70- to 80-pound crates were then much easier to tie down and to carry. For more than a week the crates sat unguarded in the shelter, yet nothing disappeared. Gerhard’s repacking job was excellent too, and almost everything arrived intact.
At the end of the road project we had our first experience with the unlimited and uninhibited optimism of the Latin Americans. One of the engineers, upon hearing that we were going to settle in Puyo, wished us luck and assured us that the remaining 45 km of the road to Puyo would be finished in 8 to 10 months. At that time we were gullible enough to believe him, but any realistic observer of the manual roadbuilding progress could have told us that, depending on the terrain conditions, the road advanced at the rate of 20 to 30 meters a day. It actually took more than 6 years before the first vehicle arrived in Puyo. All road building was done by pick and shovel, and it wasn’t until the 1960’s that bulldozers and other heavy machinery were used in Ecuador.
Once we got through the hazardous construction zone, we had an easier time riding along narrow but undisturbed mulepaths. Beautiful landscape scenery floated past our eagerly receptive eyes. At every turn of the path the impressions changed. The point “Mirador”, or lookout point, gave an unobstructed view into the broadening part of the valley, and the village of Rio Negro. Between the small huts you always saw a few banana groves, and adjoining them, some corn or sugar cane fields. A few wretched coffee plants for which the earth was not sufficiently well drained, could usually be seen also. Nowhere was there any noticeable trace of prosperity or a major settlement.
Our arriero, a man already in his sixties, ran tirelessly along with our horses, even when they trotted or galloped once in a while on an even stretch. Actually this seemingly poor man was not only the owner of about 10 mules, but also had one of the better houses on the main street of Puyo, where his wife kept a store with everything a modest settler would want to buy. His name was Abrán Escobar, and he was a relative of our friendly host José Amable. Don Abrán, as he was called, also owned a good-size farm with sugar cane, which in time grew to a property of considerable value. Such were these early settlers: enterprising, efficient and unassuming colonists who never shirked any type of work. There could be no comparison between these people and the stereotyped gun-toting settlers in the North American Wild West movies. The sheriff in these villages needed no gun, merely muscles and a firm voice to calm down an occasional drunkard.
A short distance beyond Rio Negro, two wide, white-foaming mountain streams, the Topo and Zuñac rivers, rushing over giant boulders, merged with the Pastaza. We had to make a long detour upstream before we could cross these two streams on narrow, swaying suspension bridges, with planks so dilapidated that even the mules shied away. We had to dismount and lead them by the bridle. A few years later two massive concrete bridges were built, which up to now carry even the heaviest truck traffic.
We came to villages and creeks with strange names. At a very small settlement called Cacha Hurco we ran into our first rain, but soon the sky cleared up again. This Cacha Hurco was a storm corner; in the many times I passed it later, it was almost always raining. This small village and many of the smaller streams had typical Indian names, usually ending with “yacu”, or creek. There was a Mangayacu, an Alpayacu, and many others. The large number of creeks we crossed on our 30-mile journey seemed surprising, but not if one considers the amount of rain falling in these regions. The smaller streams did not have bridges, and after an intense storm the traveler had no choice but to wait patiently until the water level receded, which could mean a few hours or a few days. In that case the next hut would have to do as shelter, where one could always count on the usual hospitality, with a meal of barley or a local type of potato, and always some coffee from the sparse harvest. The bare ground served as a bed.
There was always something new to see. The river narrowed, and to both sides the banks rose high, thickly covered with broad-leaf trees: a green with countless variations in shading. And there were multitudes of butterflies, among them a gigantic one of brilliant peacock blue, each wing the size of your hand. Then came the first long-stemmed orchids, a type generic to this area, with lilac-toned blossoms of great beauty and form. When picked, they wilted quickly.
In the afternoon an overwhelming view opened before us, which even years later never failed to enchant us. The river valley suddenly broadens into an endless green expanse. As far as one could see, the land sinks gradually, interrupted only by small ground swells, to that never-ending forest plain of the inner Oriente. The Pastaza, after passing its upper narrow water course, opens up into a broad network of braided rivulets. For me, this sight was always the vision of the enchanted mysterious jungle, awe-inspiring and yet inviting. It was, and still is, the image of the rain forest as a mighty creation of nature.
At around 4 pm we arrived in Mera, a village of about two dozen houses and a church, surrounding the typical village square with the ever-present soccer field. This village seems to have fallen into an eternal sleep; even 30 years later it looked the same as in 1939. Beyond Mera, the path wound downward to the small but romantically winding Alpayacu Creek. The water was fairly deep, but our sure-footed animals got us through, even though we got wet well over our knees. On the other side a steep, stony trail went up toward a broad plain with a much more even terrain than the one we had left behind us. The path became smoother and flatter, even sandy, which is a rare sight in the Oriente. For a short distance the horse and mules could even gallop for short stretches. The worst seemed to be behind us, but we were deceived. The ride went on and on, and the longer it went, the harder it got. Fifty kilometers is a long distance to ride on a rough trail.
In spite of the many enchanting views, we all got tired. I could not allow us any rest because I knew that once we got off and relaxed, we, and especially the children, would not have the strength to ride on again. It was late in the afternoon when we arrived at the camp Shell- Mera, a station at which an airport was being built and from where several oil explorations branched out. We were treated to refreshments by the administrators of the camp, but could not stay very long; we still had 8 km ahead of us. We had hoped to reach Puyo before dark, but soon it began to rain, which is a disaster on a clay mule path. The corduroy paving, consisting of crosswise-laid logs, long rotten in the wet climate, was more a hindrance than a help. At every second step the mules sank in up to their bellies, and the mud splashed high into our clothes and faces. The poor animals were tired, almost to the point of collapse, and the arriero had a terrible time yanking them out of the mud and getting them going again. We were so apathetic ourselves that we did not care anymore whether the poor animals got completely stuck. Gert seemed to be asleep and did not respond when I called out to him. When I asked him about it the next day, he said he had been so tired that he barely had enough strength to hold on to the reins, but not enough to open his mouth.
We hardly noticed crossing the Rio Pindo, which luckily hadn’t swollen enough yet to impede the crossing, otherwise we would have had to return to Shell Mera for the night.	Every once in a while we got our hopes up when we saw some lights ahead of us and thought we might be reaching Puyo. However, the lights came either from some cluster of isolated houses or some fireflies.
Finally, after 8 pm, after having crossed one more swollen rivulet, we tumbled into our village, wrapped in complete darkness. The eight kilometers from Shell-Mera had taken us three hours. There were hardly any lights coming from the windows. Puyo was actually a relatively prosperous village, compared to the macabre hamlets we had seen since leaving Baños, but on a night as miserable as this one, we could not have noticed it. For the villagers it made little sense to stay up, and the shutters on most windows were probably closed.
We had been underway for more than 12 hours without getting off our horses and mules, and the exertion of the last hour had used up the rest of our strength. Dead tired we slipped off our animals and were scarcely able to take the few steps to the hostel of “Mama Amelia”, the portly wife of our arriero. Somehow, the jovial lady coaxed us to make it upstairs to our room, which had four wooden beds, without any strawsacks or mattresses.	Margot and the children slumped onto the beds, a few woolen blankets were brought up, and suddenly the strain of fatigue caught up with us. The 13-year old Renate went into a crying spell and was hard to calm down. We had to pull off Gert’s boots without the slightest attempt on his side to help with it. Margot was too exhausted to get any sleep and turned restlessly over and over. Only Marianne, the youngest, seemed to be unaffected by the strenuous ride. During the entire ride she had been the freshest of the group. With a stick which I had cut for her from one of the bushes, she steadily drove her mule on, shouting, “Mula, carajo!” which she had overheard from the arrieros. None of us knew at that time the indecent meaning of the six-letter word, but when I saw the arrieros chuckling, I had an inkling that it was not an exactly appropriate expression. In any case, the mula must have understood her quite well. Now she was the only one enjoying a peaceful sleep without tears or nightmares. I too stayed awake for a long time, and was disturbed by dreams in a restless slumber which did not refresh me.
We were in Puyo. For ten years we would live and work in this area. We would experience the growth of the village and get to know its people. Soon we would belong, sometimes secretly chuckled at, I suppose, but still respected and invited to all the festivities. We received much help and support from these simple and industrious people, whom we too respected for their diligence and good spirits. We mutually enjoyed each other’s successes and had hardly any enemies. This was definitely one of the most positive aspects of our pioneer life.



Looking Back
The title of the first chapter was “The Beginning”. But was it really the beginning?
The life of an individual begins at birth, but everything else comes under the law of continuity. Events seemingly unrelated to an individual’s development lead to decisions; coincidences trigger impulses; and the goals an individual strives toward may be driven by unknown forces. Each link in life follows another, like days succeeding each other; cause and effect play games with us, and the real beginning of the events which led to our drastic change in lifestyle can hardly be identified.
Did it begin with the 11-hour ride, with the landing on the pier in Salinas, or the disappearance of the last lights as we departed from Hamburg on the ocean liner Patria? More likely it began much earlier on the fateful 30th of January of 1933, when the aged Reich’s President von Hindenburg appeared on the chancellery balcony hand in hand with the newly elected Chancellor Adolf Hitler, and was acclaimed not only by the notorious SA formations but also by many well-meaning, though gullible, Germans who were hoping for an end to the country’s depression and above all the ever-swelling jobless rate. Even this event was conditioned to a large extent by the repressive treaty of Versailles, consciously and short-sightedly designed by its architects, Lloyd George and Clemanceau, to cast post-war Germany into a perpetual economic depression.
No, I don’t want to go back that far. I would like to choose April 1 of 1933 as the beginning. That day provided the writing on the wall which gave us the impetus to leave the country which for many generations had been our homeland.
The government takeover of January 30 still took place within constitutional norms and according to democratic principles. The management of the government was handed over to the majority party. In spite of certain transgressions, which could be interpreted as individual actions, the governmental processes were, for the time being, conducted within the legal constraints.
Completely different, and new for Germany, were the events of April 1. An official boycott of all Jewish doctors, dentists, and lawyers was decreed. The full implications and consequences of this act were understood by only a few, and certainly not right away by me. It was a ploy, carefully planned by the Nazi Party puppeteers, to test whether the foundations of the constitutional state were firm enough to protect a not exactly popular minority from an obviously arbitrary, illegal, and unconstitutional attack. And to what degree the non-party elements, especially the citizens, the intellectuals, and the justice system would take these abuses. The Weimar Republic, weakly founded from the beginning and shaken by political crises, stood the test badly, and the citizenry even worse. Long before the rooster crowed, they had betrayed the ideas and ideals of a constitutional state.
What happened? The boycott, clumsily directed by the Party and the SA, and lacking any legal basis, was quietly accepted. Scarcely a single leading personality uttered a word of objection or protest. No one warned of the danger that such a violation of indisputable rights, this evil deed, could perpetually breed further evils.
Eight days earlier, the parliament, the last freely elected Reichstag, through its approval of the law which delegated vast powers to the governing party, had practically relinquished its constitutional rights of control. It may be conceded to the citizenry that this cowardly declaration of bankruptcy of the people’s representation had cast a heavy shock on its conscience and judgment, and that it may have started a chain reaction of resigned helplessness. It was obvious that the official justification of the boycott as the spontaneous expression of the people’s wishes, and the explanation that the Party’s actions merely prevented worse transgressions by the “foaming people’s soul” was a blatant lie, yet nobody dared to say it.
The result was the suspension of professional practices of all Jewish intellectuals and public officials. At the beginning all active veterans of the 1914 war were still exempt from these suspensions, but this was merely a last and intentionally temporary concession to the old and esteemed President and ex-Field Marshal. This exemption resulted for many who benefited from it in a disastrous misconception: they believed that they saw therein a first step towards a relaxation of tension and to a gradual leveling off of the radicalism. They hoped for a step-by-step adaptation to the rules of constitutional government in the spirit of genuine democracy, though maybe with a weakening of parliamentary privileges. I too belonged to this group of optimists, or maybe I just didn’t want to face the facts.
Some of my colleagues, who were more far-sighted or by nature more pessimistic, immediately took the consequences, and without delay emigrated as early as 1933. They were wise to do so, because at that time every country took in immigrants unconditionally, and they were allowed even by the Nazis to take along all of their belongings. We who stayed behind shook our heads and called them over-anxious. Indeed there was much to support our perception. My colleagues in the office showed no animosity. This was true even of those few who had connections to the Party or sided with it for one or another reason. Of course attitudes differed in degree. They ranged from polite correctness to manifested friendship and even self-sacrificing help.
I remember with special gratitude a colleague, Franz Hinz, one of the most capable and rightfully the busiest in our circle. A faithful Catholic, he had been for years the legal advisor and representative of the papal court, the Catholic clergy and the religious societies which more and more frequently had to defend their autonomy against arbitrary interference by the Party and the Government. Thus he was himself in a highly precarious and endangered position. Under pressure from the church authorities, who wanted to increase his influence and thereby hoped to win better chances for their own interests, he joined the Party, but without approving of their concepts, much less their methods. Without being friends in the strict sense of the word, we esteemed each other professionally, even where our points of view differed widely.
It was obvious to everybody that my law practice, like that of any other Jew, had sharply declined. He asked me spontaneously to prepare briefs and legal opinions for him, claiming that he couldn’t keep up with the work load himself. Even if this was the case, the essence was that he wanted to help me economically. At first he would call me on the phone or arrange that I should meet him in his office to discuss the legal cases and pertinent documents with him. I would take the papers with me and later deliver my work back to him. Soon he received a warning: “It was known ...”, in other words the Party knew that he stood in professional association with me, and that was inappropriate for an Aryan attorney. He told me that he had no intention to give in to this unlegalized and unreasonable demand, but we would have to be more careful. From then on he sent me the documents, with short, handwritten notes, through one of his most reliable employees, and I returned them to his message box in the mail room of the courthouse. The fees he paid me were more than fair and were of substantial help to me.
This went on for months. Then one day in the lawyers’ room he asked me to meet him for a discussion. We met discreetly at a third place. Very upset, he broke the news to me: he had been cited to appear before some local party leaders, who told him that they knew about his continued professional relations with me. If he didn’t stop that practice, he would be shut out of the Party and proceedings would be opened against him in front of a “court of honor”. He was visibly perplexed about the alternatives: either to give up working with me (which he felt to be a moral duty of being helpful), or to be forced into a position which would threaten him and his family.
The situation hit him harder than it did me, because I had long since figured that sooner or later a denunciation to the Party would put an end to it, while he in his ethical spirit had underestimated the abysmal ethical level of the Party and its cohorts. As he kept on declaring how ashamed he was to leave me in the lurch, I had to console him, and to assure him of my gratitude, and that I would never forget his noble attitude towards me in those long months. I finally had to tell him that I would absolutely not accept any further work from him, and he sighed in agreement.
A few weeks later, when we were alone in the courthouse attorneys’ room, he told me that he felt better about one thing: he had suspected that one of his staff had denounced his activities to the Party, but had finally found out that all of his phone conversations had been tapped. Only someone who experienced the conditions of Germany in those years can even venture to guess what he had risked.	The memory of this man, even in the darkest times in view of the later bloody crimes of the Third Reich, never let me lose all faith in the existence of another, better and morally clean Germany.
The judges also treated us without any sign of discrimination. I know of no case in the district court of Koenigsberg, where I worked until the summer of 1938, in which the court was prejudiced against our clients, or where the verdict seemed influenced by the fact that they were represented by a Jewish lawyer.
Nevertheless, I began to regret not having made the decision to emigrate earlier, and often wondered why. A characteristic conversation from that time has remained in my memory. It must have been sometime in 1934. I was waiting one day for the results of a court deliberation, together with the counsel of the opposition. He was a remarkable man, a brilliant jurist with a clear head for unsurpassed logic. We talked that afternoon about two former colleagues who had left Germany, and then he asked me: “Tell me, why are you still here?” I explained my perception of the situation to him, he listened attentively as usual and then pointed out some flaws in my optimism. Finally, after a quiet pause, he said “Colleague, the real reason for your staying here lies much deeper than all your explanations. You are simply much too good a German.” At this moment we were called back to the courtroom for the announcement of the verdict. I barely listened; my thoughts were on his comment, and afterwards I went home still reflecting on them.
Indeed, it took a long time for me to realize that for us there were no more rights. More and more symptoms piled up. Old clients stayed away, afraid of the consequences of continuing to let a Jewish attorney represent them; some had obviously been threatened. This official kind of pressure had little effect on the peasants who showed remarkable resistance to letting the government dictate their way of living. The members of the more educated classes, businessmen and professionals were much more vulnerable to political pressures and allowed themselves to be brow-beaten. Ironically, among the most faithful clients were some of the “old guard”, people who had joined the Party long before 1933. They were solidly in their saddle and could afford to defy party doctrines and follow their consciences.
In any case, my once thriving practice crumbled more and more, and any hopes for a relaxation of the repression turned out to be a mirage. The final push toward our decision to emigrate was the arrest of my oldest brother Ernst, who for no real reason was accused and sentenced. He had also been an incurable optimist and refused to leave the country, although as an active Social Democrat he was in a double sense “persona non grata” of the regime. He also had a personal enemy in the “Gauleiter”, a district party leader, whom he had characterized as a notorious and unscrupulous liar during a 1932 criminal trial.
Margot had long since recognized the hopelessness of waiting for an improvement in the situation. In her immutable loyalty she had resigned herself to letting me decide, probably because she knew how much I clung to the homeland. Particularly since the Nuremberg statutes of September 1935, she had probably suffered more under the growing injustice and humiliation than I. She also felt anxiety over the inconsistent treatment of the children, who as so-called half-Aryans were not directly considered Jews, but still affected by regulations which demoted them to second-class citizens. This became particularly evident in their contact with children of the same age in school or in the neighborhood. Children can be more cruel than adults since they often repeat thoughtlessly what they may have heard in a different context. Just as there tends to be more tormenting of animals by children than by adults, they can also behave ruthlessly against helpless people. Taunting ridicule of the infirm, the feebleminded, beggars, or other peculiar people is the order of the day. Therefore it was unavoidable that the discrimination against our children, who were left out of many school and social functions, would result in a degrading treatment of them by some of their schoolmates. Some of the parents didn’t let their children invite ours to their parties, or come to ours.
A significant occurrence comes to my mind. One day Gert, maybe 7 or 8 years old, came home and found his mother crying. She tried to explain to him in simple words what was troubling her. He listened pensively, as was his way, and tried to console her: “Look here”, he said, “once there was a first Reich and then a second, and now we have the third, and the people don’t like the Jews. Some day there will be a fourth Reich, and maybe then the people will like the Jews.” Margot had to smile through her tears. Apparently the little fellow had not heard that Hitler had declared his regime as the Thousand Year Reich. In all his simple naiveté he had managed to comfort his mother better than I or anybody else could have. His judgment of the duration of the third Reich was not far off, but it took years of bloody war and the loss of millions of innocent lives to obliterate it. The small boy couldn’t foresee that.
Finally I had come to understand that we could stay in Germany no longer. Besides the oppression, the danger of a war began to loom. We regretted to have hesitated so long. Unless you were very rich, you ran into almost insurmountable difficulties to obtain an immigration visa to most countries. For technical or scientific professionals there was a certain demand in developing countries, but who was interested in jurists? I was perfectly aware that with my knowledge and training I would not be qualified for any jobs in a foreign country.
Most of the countries demanded a major security deposit, to protect themselves against the risk of creating a burden on their welfare system, in case the newcomers could not find any employment. You needed U.S. dollars or British pounds. Neither we nor any of our relatives had any money in foreign countries. Our savings in Germany had melted down through the long years of my declining practice. In any case, although the Third Reich wanted to get rid of us, it allowed no exchanges for foreign currency for those wishing to emigrate. Jewish organizations would not help us either, because I, while being classified as a Jew by Nazi law, did not qualify as a Jew because I had dropped out of the Jewish religion right after the First World War. I was, in other words, an apostate. And Margot was not Jewish in any sense.
There was also the problem of booking a ship passage. Foreign ship lines demanded payment in foreign currency. Even the German lines, hungry for foreign exchange, reserved most of their tickets for people with dollars or pounds, and for Jewish emigrants only a tiny quota was left open.
Where could we go? Where to look for a refuge and a new existence? We were not even dreaming of a new “Heimat”. Dozens of letters went out in all directions to any possible address of refugee acquaintances, whom I asked for advice, and possibly help ... without any results. In the end two possibilities remained: The hellish place of Shanghai, which for some reason had no restrictions, and Ecuador. A fair number of desperate people went to Shanghai, where they survived to a large degree on some subsistence charity coming from various organizations. Many of the younger emigrants to Shanghai learned to become ingenious con men. Maybe the Chinese knew that while the emigrants would be on their own and without any cost to the welfare system, there would always be some foreign charity money flowing in.
The choice of Ecuador had a particular reason. Margot’s youngest sister Annemie and her family had emigrated to Ecuador in 1936. She and Gerhard had met in Berlin during the depression time. Their decision to leave Germany had surprised the entire family, because during that time unemployment was going down, and work became available to anybody not racially nor politically encumbered. Both were “pure Aryans” in the sense of Nazi law. Gerhard’s restless and adventurous spirit was probably the deciding factor in their self-imposed exile. In his early youth he had gone to sea and had not returned for many years. He was mainly a self-taught craftsman of unusual handiness, but in the pedantic Germany, where skills were evaluated by the years of formal apprenticeship, he was not given much of an opportunity to succeed. Annemie was a trained book binder, but she had a small child, 4 or 5 years old, to care for and could not take a permanent job.
Then, in the early 1930’s, Dr. Ritter’s adventurous book about his life on the Galapagos Islands appeared. The story, widely publicized in several magazines, sparked the high-piled tinder of the young pair. Gerhard’s lust for adventure flamed up anew, and Annemie drew on new hopes for a life which might offer more to them than the depressing monotony of the last years. Early in 1936 they departed for Ecuador. Their dream of Galapagos did not materialize. Even though the islands belong to Ecuador, they are located 1000 km from the shore and getting there was not easy without some capital, especially with a family. At first they stayed in Quito, where he kept his family above water by repairing typewriters and other equipment. Then his big chance seemed to beckon. An electrical engineer from the city’s power company, who, like several other Germans, owned a “finca”, a small farm near the jungle village of Puyo, offered Gerhard the management of the settlement. There they could live.
There were banana clusters near the existing house; they could plant and harvest various crops, and in return should maintain the small sugar cane fields, enlarge them, and eventually produce the local brand of brown sugar which could be sold in the village or the towns in the highlands. At last this seemed to offer a modest but assured existence. And so they packed their few belongings and moved to the finca, roughly 30 minutes on foot from Puyo.
Through their letters we learned that they lived there fairly well, that they also had a few German neighbors who grew coffee and cocoa, which promised prosperous harvests. There were unlimited expanses of unsettled land and they were planning to start their own farm.	They also wrote about village festivities and their friendship with the local Indian chief, Severo Vargas. Everything sounded happy and hopeful. So we turned to them, explained our situation, and asked their advice.
Gerhard and Annemie invited us to join them and got us the entry permit. There were two conditions attached to it: the commitment to start a farm in a remote region, and a landing deposit of U.S. $1000 or 200 British pounds. Our decision to switch to such a completely new way of life was thus based mainly on the entry visa condition; but there was also an urge to make a complete break from the past and to leave behind the urban civilization with all its cultural stimuli to which we had been accustomed in a country which had betrayed and expelled us.
The mere decision was only the first step to an incredibly difficult sequence of events. First, I gave up my law practice to concentrate on the emigration formalities.	The obstacles, however, kept piling up.
Our beautiful household furnishings, in part custom-built to order for us, were auctioned off. The auction took place at the uncertain time of the Sudeten crisis, when the dangers of war loomed. Only a few interested people came, and the yield was depressing: only a fraction of their worth. We also gave up our apartment, and didn’t dream that fully six more months would pass before we could leave the homeland. Margot and the children moved to her parents, who would gladly have taken me in too, in spite of the crowded conditions. But there was the senseless chicanery of the times, in which any household in which a non-Aryan lived, could not employ any female servant less than 45 years old. So I moved in as a tenant to a Jewish couple. At mealtimes I went to my parent-in-laws, who showed a remarkable courage in those times. Even after our emigration, they warm-heartedly looked after my aged mother until, as an over 80-year old woman, she was deported to Theresienstadt and disappeared.
Finally the immigration permit, issued in Quito, arrived at the consulate in Berlin. I was also lucky in my search for a source of the security deposit. For some bureaucratic reason, or perhaps just as a harassment, all Jews were required to prepare an extensive genealogy chart, going back at least four generations. In the process of my research, I found that a distant relative, with whom I had common great-grandparents, was not only living in London, but working for a refugee relief agency run by the Quakers. As the result of my correspondence with her, the Society of Friends granted us this generous gift, which most likely saved our lives.
The acquisition of ship tickets became the next hurdle. All travel bureaus and steamship agencies declared unanimously, as soon as I told them that I could only pay in German marks, that they were fully booked for months ahead. Since the Sudeten crisis it had become obvious to the whole world — with the exception of Neville Chamberlain apparently — that it was only a question of time until the next World War would break out.
We had to find a way to leave, and I decided boldly to go directly into the lion’s den, namely the Reich’s Ministry of the Interior, Goering’s headquarters in Berlin. At the entrance there was a typical information counter. Far and wide only brown SA and black SS uniforms. The clerk looked rather surprised when I introduced myself by my Jewish name. “And what do you want here?” he asked. “I would like to speak with the agent in charge of emigration to South America,” I answered with an air of matter-of-factness, to which I added, “The chief of the Emigration Advisory Office in Koenigsberg, Major Bucher, has sent me here.” This wasn’t exactly true, but neither was it false. Major Bucher had merely told me that here was the office of his superiors. My feigned self confidence had results: the SA service man, at the mention of his superior, figuratively clicked his heels together, and informed the inner service desk by phone of my request. To my surprise, and maybe his as well, the answer was affirmative. And then something quite unusual took place in this building — that an SS man led me, a Jewish ex-attorney, through endless corridors to an office waiting room and announced me there. I was led in and found myself seated across from an elderly, very stiff ministerial advisor, whose pronunciation of the “s” left no doubt about his origins in Hanover. Very politely he inquired where I intended to emigrate, and the personal data about myself and my family, a typical Prussian official of the old school and most likely not a passionate Nazi.
Almost by coincidence I mentioned our intended destination Puyo, upon which the old gentleman became truly excited. He had been in Ecuador many years ago in the foreign service, and had out of curiosity undertaken the difficult journey to Puyo. That a Jewish emigrant was now sitting before him, wanting to settle there of all places, fascinated him. He declared immediately that he would help us as far as possible. I explained to him the difficulties of obtaining a ship passage without foreign currency, whereupon he told me to go to the HAPAG shipping agency on the Unter den Linden Street and ask to see Director Marius, a friend of his who would provide me with tickets. Smiling, I answered respectfully, “Herr Ministerialrat, excuse me, but if I follow your advice, the following will happen: a young man will listen to me and then say ‘unfortunately, Herr Director Marius is very busy and cannot see you now.’ “ The ministerial advisor nodded and said, “You are right. One moment please.” He telephoned the HAPAG and I heard him say, “My dear Herr Marius, I would like to ask you for a favor. I have here a Dr. Aron from Koenigsberg, recently an attorney there.
He is in the process of emigrating to Ecuador. I would be much obliged if you could provide him and his family a passage to Guayaquil as soon as possible. Thank you very much. Dr. Aron will be in your office in a quarter of an hour.” It seemed like a fairytale. This was so much more than I had ever hoped for. I thanked him and had to promise to let him know how things worked out.
The rest went without a hitch. Almost at a run, I went to the HAPAG. As soon as I gave my name, I was admitted to the private office of Director Marius, and half an hour later I had a written consent in hand assuring me of a passage to Ecuador for April 1, on the steamship Patria. As in a dream, I went back to the Ministry and reported this success which had exceeded my wildest imaginings.
One more Gordian knot had to be loosened. We ran into an absurd vicious circle, which under other circumstances might have been funny. The Ecuadorian consul said that he could give me the visa after I would show that I had the 200 British pounds landing deposit and the ship tickets. The Quakers wrote that they would send the money as soon as I could show them the visa and travel tickets. And the travel bureau said that they could write out the tickets only after presentation of the passport and visa. In the end, the Quakers gave in first; they forwarded the money, and within a few days the consul granted the visa and I finally received the tickets. And yet, our “walk to Calvary” had not ended.
It would take far too long to recount all of the incidents which still took place before we finally went on board the “Patria”. Some of the obstacles were tragic-comical, some were easily cleared away, and some were bypassed. I have no complaints about the authorities in Koenigsberg; they were never under-handed. I had known many of the older civil servants for years through my law practice. In general the tone was obliging, a smile back and forth showed that the doctrinaire teachings had not yet stifled all human feelings. Even a Jewish visitor was not principally treated as a being toward whom proper manners could be dispensed with, and occasional joking created no ill will as long as a relaxed stage was set. Often an understanding sympathy with an apologetic undertone was unmistakable. A good-bye handshake, and the omission of the official “Heil Hitler” said more than conventional words could have expressed.
The unavoidable visits to the Gestapo to report on the progress of the emigration efforts, and later the granting and stamping of the passport papers, went without incident; but I went there only when summoned, and never without an uneasy feeling in my stomach. There was an ice-cold atmosphere, no personal greetings, none of the customary courtesies, and no smiles. I was always glad to be out on the steps again, even though no insulting words were spoken and the questioning never overstepped the rules of correctness.
Once more I had help from the ministerial advisor in Berlin. The purchase and possession of guns by Jews was forbidden, but I wanted to take along three guns. He agreed immediately that these would be necessary and justified for a life in the jungle. He found a loophole in that Margot as Aryan would file the request, which he approved. Not even the Gestapo control at our departure from Hamburg objected to the gun crate upon seeing the permit issued.
The events of November 10, 1938, the “Kristallnacht”, brought hours and days of oppressive uncertainty. To this day I do not know whether somebody held a protective hand over me. I was certainly lucky in being spared or overlooked in the general arrests being made. At 7 AM the apartment doorbell rang. I was already dressed and answered it. Before me stood two SS men. “Are you Herr Grabowski?” “No”, I answered and called the landlord, who was shaving and came out in shirt sleeves. “We have to take you along.” Frau Grabowski, coming from the kitchen asked in agitation, “Why then? What has my husband done?” “It has to do with a general action,” answered one of the two. I had discreetly retired to my room near the door, but I could hear every word spoken. The SS man continued “Please hurry, Herr Grabowski, we are waiting.” In a few minutes, Herr Grabowski, fully dressed, came out and asked “Shall I take along my military papers? I was an officer in the war and I am holder of the Iron Cross, First Class.” “We don’t know whether it means anything, but it might be recommendable.” Herr Grabowski went back to his room, then came back. “I have all of my papers in the desk in my office. Could we stop there and fetch them?” The spokesman replied, “That won’t be possible. We have to get you to the police station by 8 AM.” “Rosa,” said Herr Grabowski calmly to his wife who was crying and clinging to him, “go to the office and fetch the papers. They are in the top left drawer.” He gave her the keys. “Can I send our boy with them to the station?” she asked. “How old is your son?” “Just 17,”, she replied. A short pause. “Then I would recommend that you bring the papers yourself. And now we must go, Herr Grabowski.” He embraced his wife and tried to reassure her with a few words. Then the three men left.
Breathlessly I had listened and feared that any moment now the next question might be whether any other Jews lived here. It never came. The SS men had held strictly to their orders which regarded only Herr Grabowski. Who knows whether this was a way to distance themselves to some degree from the general arrest action.
About two months later I met by chance a former client who, in full SS uniform, crossed the street to greet me and inquire how things were going. “How can you ask that?” I replied, and told him that I finally had all the papers needed for the emigration, and that we would leave Koenigsberg in March. “I am glad,” he said, and then continued apologetically, “You see, you couldn’t stay here anymore. It would only get worse for you.” Now I couldn’t resist the bold question: “May I ask you whether you also took part in the November arrests?” He looked away and replied, “I could have gotten out of it, due to my advanced rank. I thought about it, but then I went, because somebody else in my place might have been more inconsiderate in carrying out the orders.” A pause, a shrug of his shoulders; sort of an expression of apology which needed no words; then he extended his hand: “Good luck in the next weeks and ...” he pointed to the distance, “over there!” He walked away without looking back, but also without any “Heil Hitler”.
Of course it happened much more frequently that former acquaintances would cross to the other side of the street to avoid me. Shakespeare was wrong with his words in Hamlet “Frailty, thy name is woman!” It is true of men too, only one would have to speak of cowardice rather than mere frailty. Outright courage became scarce, but many of our acquaintances showed some.
One of the most unpleasant experiences, which still fills me with fury, came unexpectedly from a different side than anyone would think. The secretary of the Consul in Berlin, a friendly and very small Ecuadorian, had advised me earlier not to embark in Hamburg, but any other place. He explained that the Berlin Consul had only an honorary function, and that all visas had to be countersigned by the Consul in the port of departure. He whispered, “The Consul in Hamburg is a bully.” If our ship, the Patria, would have stopped in Bremen, we could have embarked there. Efforts to get a transit visa for Belgium or France failed, therefore Hamburg was the only choice. In any case, how bad could that Mr. Andrade be?
Late in January I had all the papers together and traveled to Hamburg for the countersignature. As I entered the office, I hardly imagined the reception I would experience. I gave the secretary the passports and the Ecuadorian visa granted to me in Berlin, as well as a photocopy of the entry permit of the Foreign Ministry in Quito. He demanded to see the certificate of the landing deposit and the ship passages, then went into the office of the Consul. He came back, shoved the papers at me and said without looking at me, “The Consul says Ecuador is not interested in lawyers.” I looked at the passports; no signature of the Consul. I controlled my anger and said with faked calm, “Go back in, please, and tell the Consul that we are going to the Oriente to cultivate a farm.” He disappeared again into the main office. This time Andrade himself came out and said, “Everybody claims to be going as a farmer, but then they move to the cities where they are not wanted. I will give you no visa.” “But Señor Andrade, you can see that our entry has already been approved by your Ministry.” Upon which he replied,	“That is directed to the Consul in Berlin and doesn’t concern me.” He had not reckoned with the fact that I had been a lawyer and knew from experience that the only way to handle this type of arrogant official is with cold decisiveness. Hardly holding back my boiling indignation, I told him coldly, almost icily: “It is quite senseless, Señor Andrade. If you refuse, I will cable to Quito and in one or two days at the latest you will receive direct orders to countersign the visa. You see, I have time. My ship doesn’t leave until April 1. Here are the passports. Please sign them.” That was not a request anymore, it was a threat. I looked at him and saw that he was about to say something, but he didn’t. He just threw me an enraged look, took the passports, and went into his room. It was deadly silent. The secretary sat humbly and pretended to be busy with some papers. A bell rang. An employee went once more into the Consul’s office, came back and fetched some books and a stamp pad with which he disappeared again. Time seemed to have come to a standstill. Then Mr. Andrade appeared and wordlessly threw me the passports. Then he slammed the door to his office. I asked if I owed anything. The secretary said no, and I left without a thank you. Once out on the steps I breathed a sigh of relief. I must have been very pale.
Outside there was a park bench, and I sat down to examine the passports. I couldn’t believe my eyes: Besides the signature there was a fire-red “J” in both mine and Margot’s passports. That was too much. Wasn’t it enough that the Nazis stamped such a red “J” in the front of each Jewish passport? Mr. Andrade’s act in effect turned the passport into a deportation document. Maliciously I went back in once more. The secretary looked up in surprise. “You made a mistake. You stamped a large “J” into my wife’s passport. She is not Jewish, as you can see. So what is going on?” He was visibly embarrassed. He went once more back to his boss, then came out and tried unsuccessfully to erase the “J” with all kinds of liquids. Finally he went once more into the Consul’s office, came out and said, “Señor Andrade doesn’t know what upsets you so. The letter merely means Immigration.” In the face of this impudent excuse I picked up the passports and said, “How strange to spell Immigration with a ‘J’. Thanks,” Then I left the building for good.
Later, in Ecuador, I heard from other immigrants who had similarly unpleasant experiences with this Consul.
This episode finally ended the odyssey of our emigration efforts, and we could make the last arrangement for the voyage. In the following weeks we shopped for a long list of goods and tools which Gerhard and Annemie had suggested. Each day I opened the newspaper nervously, fearing the outbreak of the war which seemed unavoidable.
The time finally came: the farewell from all our dear relatives and friends whom we left behind, was hard.
Towards the end of March we took the train to Berlin, and stayed a few days with Margot’s sister Hilde and her husband Georg, who lived in the nearby town of Blankenfelde. Just like the rest of Margot’s family, they had stuck with us faithfully through these years, and Georg had visited several agencies in Berlin to help us with the immigration. He had several arch-Nazis living in the neighborhood, and his efforts on my behalf placed him in a certain amount of danger, especially since he had an important position in one of the larger printing firms.
We still had some excitement coming. We had just arrived in Blankenfelde, when a most excited phone call came from my mother-in-law, that her husband had been summoned to appear at the Gestapo office. What could be the trouble, and what could they accuse him of?	He was suffering from severe asthma and I could not possibly have him go into the lion’s den. So I went back once more to Koenigsberg. My mother-in-law was aghast when she saw me at her door, because she had lived in constant fear of some possible new arrest programs, but I assured her that I already knew the Gestapo office quite well. When I got to the Gestapo and inquired about the citation, the clerk answered that they just wanted to know whether my father-in-law had any intentions to emigrate. I looked really puzzled and told him that my father-in-law, of Swedish origin, was considered a full Aryan. He got on the phone, then he turned to me and said, “Please relay to your father-in-law, that we are truly sorry about this unfortunate misunderstanding.” I had the feeling that these people were truly scared that such a mistake, to mislabel an Aryan, could get them into real trouble. It would have served them right, but I was glad that this problem was over and I could return once more to Berlin.
Margot was visibly relieved to see me again with the good news. In the mean time Hilde and Georg had taken good care of the family, and shown them the outstanding sights of Berlin. Margot and Renate also had gone to a performance of Hamlet with Gruendgens, which would probably be the last cultural experience for them for a long time to come. Renate, mature for her 13 years, was very impressed by the performance.
We spent a few more days in Hamburg. Margot and the girls stayed with our good friend Melitta Glave; Gert and I went to a Jewish hostel, to avoid any possible problems for Melitta. The excitement and expectations of the coming farewell from the homeland, which had betrayed us but to which we nevertheless still felt so attached, helped us over these last days.
In the evening of March 31 we went aboard the ship. There was one more Gestapo control of the baggage, uncomfortable as usual, but there were no problems. We ascended the ramp, took our hand baggage to the cabin, then went to the social lounge, where Melitta and her friend Rudy were waiting for us. We sat around and chatted. A few humorous remarks fell into a vacuum, overshadowed by the sadness of the parting. We sat around with our wine glasses until past midnight, when the signal “Guests, please disembark” was sounded. Embraces, and a few words of well-wishing from their side, thanks from our side for their loyalty and friendship, then the two good friends left. From the ship’s railing we watched them vanish into the harbor’s reception building. The last connection to the homeland was severed.
We went to our cabin and unpacked the hand baggage. Nobody spoke very much. The children soon fell asleep, but the two of us waited and listened into the stillness. Hours seemed to pass, before we felt more than heard as the ship was released from the quay. The tugboats pulled it out into the open waters. Then we felt a light trembling through the ship’s body. The engines had been started. Through the porthole we saw lights blink to us, lights from other barges and from the shore, which moved away in the distance, and of which we could only see weak silhouettes: the last greetings from the homeland.
It was well past midnight. Exactly six years had passed since the fateful day on which the official boycott had been declared. After that day, the situation had steadily worsened. Now all this lay behind us. We sighed in relief, yet at the same time felt uneasy. What uncertain future awaited us.? Would we ever see Europe again, and how would it receive us then? Would our friends and relatives still be alive then? What destiny awaited us, and them? We asked these questions into the darkness and the future. Questions to which we received no answer.


The First Year
The history of our emigration and the experiences on our journey to Puyo were told in the first two chapters. We had arrived, soaking wet and exhausted, at a finish line which was rather the starting block for a new contest, of whose nature we had only the vaguest, and in many ways false notions. I could have called this chapter “The Old House”, because the house to which we went the morning after our ride not only gave us shelter but determined the course of our lives for the next 12 months. It witnessed everything: how we made plans and discarded options, made decisions and experienced the first disappointments, how we tried to adapt ourselves to the new environment, and went to work to give our lives a form determined by our free choice, within the limitations imposed by the character of the land. Given the humid climate, the house, even though only about five years old, was already in a decrepit condition, and to a great extent it affected our attitudes towards this new way of living.
In the bright morning after the restless night, we started out on our walk to the house and “finca”. Gerhard, who definitely was in much better physical condition than we, had not stayed at Mama Amelia’s inn, but had gone home in the rainy night to inform his family of our arrival. The next morning he, Annemie, and the eight-year old Juergen had come to the village to fetch us. The reunion of the two sisters brought a note of comforting confidence into our mood which had been dampened drastically by the fatigue and the depressing last hours of the ride.
We crossed the village square, which is typical for all Ecuadorian towns and villages. Beyond it a broad path descended toward the Puyo River and a suspension bridge. We crossed over to the left bank and continued along the official corduroy road to the village of Canelos for a short distance, then turned left onto a much narrower path into the woods. Ten minutes later we came out of the woods and ascended a hill toward the house of the family Jansen. We received a friendly greeting on the veranda of the solid and pleasant-looking wooden house, like all others built on palm pillars and covered with a palm-leaf roof. The broad view from the house over the pasture fields and woods, and the optimism which radiated from the two young people, inspired us with a hopeful impression of the living conditions.
Ludwig Jansen was an artist of limited talent, who had been attracted to the romantic idea of the rain forest, and had acquired the farm from the former owner, the German mountain climber and nature writer Arthur Eichler. Jansen was trying a cultivar completely new for this region: aside from his coffee plants, which were beginning to bear fruit, he was setting his hopes on a plantation of cacao trees, which had not yet progressed beyond the stage of a carefully tended seedbed and a few small trees close to setting the first fruit. Hilda, his wife, was blond and not without a certain sex appeal. After years of learning to be distrustful of people, we were attracted and captivated by their friendly, unprejudiced attitude, and the contact and occasional get-togethers with them helped us get over the feeling of being lost in this wholly strange new environment. Soon we found, however, that with all their positive attitude, or perhaps because of it, their forecasts and expectations were not realistic, and that some of their facts and figures were exaggerated almost to the point of fantasy. There had been two other farming ventures, run by young Germans. All of them were in a certain way un-German. They had left their homeland because life was too regulated. They had an unbounded free spirit and optimism, unencumbered by skeptical or realistic expectations. One of them had built a house much more luxurious than the Jansens’ very adequate home, with doors and furniture custom-built of the finest selected lumber, but all these adventure farmers went broke before their plantations had a chance to be profitable. An old colonist by the name of Manuel Vaca, at one time commented, “These young Germans are going about their business the wrong way. My advice is always: first live in a shack if necessary and make sure that you can survive on the crops you harvest; then think of luxury.”
We did not stop there very long because we were naturally curious about the house in which we were to live for the foreseeable future, and of which we knew nothing much beyond the fact that it was not well-finished. While the path to the Jansen house, dried up by the morning sun, was relatively well-maintained, the remainder was more of a trace, which required a pathfinder’s instinct if one wanted to avoid getting lost. Two steep ravines, so-called “quebradas”, had to be crossed. We, who were not used to it, slid more than walked on the way down, and essentially crawled up the ascents over the typically slippery soil. Soon we too would learn to walk sure-footed on such terrain, even with heavy pack loads and after a soaking rain, which usually transformed any path into a repulsive morass. Here and there we saw stands of banana plants, probably cultivated some time in the past but now strangely lost in the underbrush which grows luxuriantly in the warm humid climate. Then again we saw nothing but thickets to the right and left, with strangely formed exotic blooms in red and yellow which we admired. Finally the thicket opened into a clearing, one more “quebrada” had to be crossed, and on the hill on the other side stood “our house”.
Although the walk from the village to the home had taken us not much more than half an hour, we felt tired. One has to get used to these paths. Annemie and Gerhard had prepared and decorated the house with loving care for our arrival, and our first reaction was one of feeling at home. The house was a romantic-looking structure with a palm-leaf roof resting on palm pillars. All the rooms were upstairs, about three meters off the ground. A steep but sturdy stairway led up to a floor made partly of boards and partly of palm stems split into an open mat.
To the right of the landing there was a larger room which Annemie and Gerhard had prepared for Margot and me, and a smaller one to which they had moved. Both of these rooms had carefully joined tongue-and groove board walls, and a window protected with wire mesh against intruding insects. Beyond these two rooms there was another small room with beds for the four children, without a door or window, and with walls made of split bamboo. A curtain was hung across the door opening at night. The rest of the floor space was an open veranda without a railing. One had to be careful to maneuver at night, when it was often pitch dark.
The lower level was one large open space, measuring about 10 x 12 meters. There was a carpenter’s bench and various tools; and there was the fireplace — a circular wall of stones over which pots and pans could be hung or balanced for cooking. After our two cast iron grills arrived, the task of cooking was made slightly easier; they constituted a step toward civilization, from which we were otherwise far removed.
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The “unmentionable place” lay roughly 30 meters away from the house on a slope. It was a pit toilet with the same type of palm roof. To go there on a rainy night was not much fun, since the path would be muddy like all others. We laid a corduroy path of thin logs, easily sawed from the abundantly-growing pigue tree, a soft wood which rotted within a few months. The water for this WC was provided by the frequent rain.
In a certain sense we had finally come to rest in our flight from humiliation and injustice. We had found refuge and could breathe a sigh of relief, knowing that we had escaped the ever-worsening persecution. But the relief was soon mixed with new feelings of anxiety and apprehension whose roots were spread widely and of which we became aware only gradually. The whole strangeness of the new environment was a major factor in these feelings. We had certainly expected these factors when we made the decision to move into this remote region. But it is one thing to draw to a close several decades which were inextricably intertwined with the intellectual, urban way of life, and quite another to come face to face with the sober reality of an existence so far removed from civilization. The difference lies not in a lack of careful consideration, but in the contrast between fantasy and reality. They are like two separate worlds on different planes.
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Even in Germany, when we moved from one apartment to another, we had to get used to the new surroundings. Furniture occupied a new spot, drapes were hung differently, and new light fixtures cast different shades of light. But soon one felt at home again, and everything became familiar. Here in Puyo everything was strange. The contents of our 21 crates and trunks had little in common with home furnishings. The closest tie to the past were a few family photo albums, to keep the children’s memories of their relatives fresh, and two crates full of books and phonograph records, which proved to be a priceless treasure for us. On the afternoon of our arrival, the first batch of crates, which had come with us on the mule ride, were delivered by canoe to the bottom of the hill and carried up to the house: a heavy load, each one weighed at least 150 pounds. They contained the most necessary items of clothing, linens and blankets, as well as some tools which we felt we might need right away. The rest of the crates, which stayed behind at José Amable’s house in Rio Verde, followed about two weeks later.
The uneasy apprehensions were soon aggravated by other unpleasant circumstances. The month of May was part of the rainy season. Not a day or night went by free of rain. It became evident that the thatch roof was old and leaky, especially over the children’s room. Gerhard tried to mend some of the worst spots, with little success. The decay of the palm leaves was so advanced that during any attempt to fill in a hole with some new leaves, larger holes were opened. Soon the leaks appeared over our room as well, and the drops fell, first on the ceiling boards, then into the various bowls and buckets we set out on the most critical spots. I knew that we would have to live in this house for many months before we would have our own roof, and this monotonous noise had a depressing effect on me, which caused me many sleepless nights.
Very soon it became evident that a joint farming venture with Gerhard and Annemie was not going to be practical. He was a very skillful artisan, who could plane and join boards without leaving the slightest gap. He could build first-class furniture, repair watches and machines of all types, or add a new sole to a boot. But when he made plans, it was only on a large scale. To start on a small level and slowly increase the farm operations, was for him out of the question. If we had followed his advice on all our planning steps, we would have gone broke like all the other young German colonists who had tried their luck here. He also, and probably rightly, was impatient and unhappy with my clumsy attempt at planing boards and building floors and walls. With my level of skill I would have required many hours for each board to be planed to his satisfaction. For us, however, it was essential to have a roof and four walls to live in as soon as possible, even if we had to skimp on high workmanship and precision. In addition, they had apparently expected us to be much wealthier than we were in reality, and were very disappointed with my “stinginess”. The 200 British pounds of our landing deposit seemed to them like a fortune, but it was obvious to us that these funds would soon become very sparse and barely carry us over the first year.
All this led to friction which, together with other differences in opinion, made a peaceful co-existence difficult. Soon our hopeful expectations gave way to the oppressive realization: we had not arrived at a goal but at a very problematic starting place. Nevertheless, Gerhard was, at least in the beginning, an irreplaceable help to us. He had not only procured our immigration permit, but negotiated our arrival formalities with customs and other officials, arranged for the mules and horses for our ride, and last but not least, had gone back to Rio Verde to divide and repack our crates which had been too difficult to transport in one piece.
It may have been the most unusual emigration gear which the inspecting Gestapo agents and custom officials had ever seen. There were entire crates with various types of hand tools: a wood plane with many replacement blades, saws and drills for wood and metal, axes and machetes, a vise, two stove grill plates, hammers and chisels, tongs and pliers, screwdrivers and a level, and naturally all kinds of nails and screws, 20 meters of cable, some wire and aluminum bands for barrel making, even some leatherworking and soldering tools, and much more. The other crates contained, aside from the already mentioned clothing, books and records, a typewriter and an ample supply of paper, chinaware dishes and silverware, pots and pans, and whatever else a household might need, because over the next few years we would not be able to buy anything except the most essential groceries. There were a few things we never needed, but they were still useful; we sold them when we ran short of money.
Particularly useful was the manual milk centrifuge — the smallest size we could find in the German stores — which lasted through the entire ten years of our stay in Puyo. Over the following years, the two crates of books and records were the only means of providing the children with a substitute education and intellectual stimulus. The Electrola gramophone was spring-driven and the records were of the old 78 rpm speed, but we often enjoyed the variety of classical, popular and dance music we had brought along. And finally, there was a valuable Zeiss camera with a supply of film and developing material, which however fell victim to the humid climate very soon. Most of our books would also suffer and show molding stains and deteriorating bindings.
Thus, although we were reasonably well equipped with goods for our primitive life, this could hardly be said for our monetary resources. The 200 British pounds were essentially all we had. For some stupid reason, we were allowed to take along only 10 German marks per person (which were essentially worthless in any foreign country anyway), plus a few hundred marks worth of travel vouchers for purchases aboard the ship. As mentioned before, these vouchers were almost a life saver, since I could use them to buy the Leica camera, which I then sold in Guayaquil to provide us with the funds necessary for the early travel expenses. This held us until we could cash in some of the pounds released to us at the bank in Quito.
With such meager funds it was essential not to waste any, and to minimize the mistakes we made during our early colonizing transactions; but as we soon found out, this was very difficult if not impossible. We had not the slightest idea about raising crops or other farming, especially in this strange subtropical climate, and even less about the construction of a house, no matter how primitive. It was very nice of the several German colonists, including our relatives, to sit down with us and discuss the farming alternatives, and give us advice. Seen in retrospect however, it would have been much more useful and less wasteful if we had used our meager knowledge of the Spanish language to talk with some of the experienced local “colonos”, whose advice turned out to be much more practical and realistic than those of our landsmen, who were idealistic adventurers.
First of all, we had to decide what kind of farming we would do. The Jansens confirmed what Gerhard and Annemie had already told us, that beyond the property of Herr Ell, whose management Gerhard was engaged in, there lay some unclaimed jungle, or “terreno baldio”, as it is called in Spanish. Thus we could stake a claim to this land, which would allow us and our relatives to live and operate separately.
According to the settler’s law in Ecuador, every adult person could claim 50 hectares, which is half a square kilometer, of such free, uncultivated land. The claim would be posted at the town hall for 14 days, after which, if not contested, it would be forwarded to Quito. The claimant would then be granted a provisional title to the land for 5 years. If within these 5 years the settler had cultivated one-forth of this parcel, the title would be changed to permanent ownership status. The fee for the title was minimal, less than 50 cents per hectare. If the claimant failed to cultivate the required portion, then somebody else could file a claim, and at least in theory, the original claimant could lose all his rights. This law, which was not too strictly enforced, was intended to discourage mere land speculation, in which an absentee owner might hold a parcel until some day when the value would be higher. The precarious part of the settlement was that, at least at the time we started, there were no reliable or official maps of the land boundaries, and any colonist had to check the claim list at the town hall all the time, to make sure that some new claim did not encroach on his or her property. Since in 1939 there were few colonists in the Puyo area, most owners staked out their own boundary by themselves, and little conflict arose. Naturally, the competition for land became much keener once the road reached Puyo and the population increased.
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As shown in the sketch, our land claim lay next to the Zwirner property. The claim for Gert Aron was filed later after he became an adult.
To what use should we put the land? According to the local farmers, sugar cane and dairy farming were the only two uses which promised a secure success. Coffee, corn, bananas, lemons, papayas, and a few other crops were grown on the sideline, but not with any major economic success. Everybody already had these minor crops, and there was no local demand for them. The export of coffee to the cities would have been lucrative, but the soil seemed too tight and not sufficiently well-drained to keep healthy, well-yielding coffee plants. Jansen’s cacao experiment had also turned out to be a failure: the trees soon started to show symptoms of a disease which nobody knew anything about. Thus we had to make a choice between cattle pastures and sugar cane.
Cattle farming had the advantage of producing immediate yields in the form of milk, and later the selling of animals for beef. The demand for milk products like cheese and butter in the village was not high, but adequate. But how could a complete newcomer distinguish between a high-and a low-quality cow?
Sugar cane could be processed into the locally consumed brown sugar or into alcohol. It seemed to be a lucrative venture, because all of the more affluent colonists were sugar cane producers. Its cultivation, on the other hand, was labor-intensive and one had to wait at least one and a half years before the first harvest, which was usually sparse; and the colonist would need a cane press and at least two oxen, as well as an oven and large pan for the syrup cooking, and a still if he wanted to brew alcohol. Therefore I was afraid that we would run out of money before having our first income. A sugar cane planter was also constantly dependent on the government “estanco” agents who had to give their authorization for all planting, harvesting and sales. The Ecuadorian government, with a weak tax base, attempted to finance its operations by holding a monopoly on oil, alcohol, and the salt trade. Sugar could be produced and sold privately, but the government agents were always spying on sugar producers, suspecting them of “moonshining”. Some of the agents were unscrupulous and had to be bribed periodically, even if only sugar was produced. The rum coming out of the alcohol stills always gave off a most obnoxious smell, to which I could never have gotten accustomed. The alcohol had to be transported in rubber bags by mules to the nearest larger city for sale to the government, and the owner or an authorized employee had to accompany the shipment personally. All this would be an awful lot of hassle.
After several discussions and deliberations we decided that cattle farming was the only practical alternative for us. Following what turned out to be bad advice, we set out almost immediately to purchase some cows on the market in Ambato, the agricultural town in the highlands, where cattle were supposedly cheaper than in the Oriente. Even to a layman, the animals offered were quite unimpressive and mostly ancient-looking. The prices were also much higher than expected. In the end we bought two cows with small calves, and two pregnant ones. We arranged with mule drivers to bring the animals to our farm, while we rode home ahead of them. The men arrived two days later with only three of the cows, the fourth had been left behind at Jansen’s property because of premature birth problems. We managed to save the cow and calf and to get them to our place a few days later, but the cow, a beautiful white animal whom we called “Snow White”, remained weak and produced little milk. We sold her a few months later, and so at least did not lose anything on the bargain.
This was not the only problem. If we had consulted the local colonists, as we did later, we would have learned that the highland animals often had a difficult time of acclimatization. They were used to the colder weather and the nourishing grasses of the highlands, often supplemented by the even more nutritious alfalfa; while the climate around Puyo was always warm and humid, and the grasses — although growing tall and looking voluptuous — were very watery and of low nutritional content. The milk production dropped immediately, and one of the calves got sick and never recovered.
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The second mistake was our overestimate of available pasture. We had a contractor clear about two hectares and planted the local grass “gramalote”, but it would take five months before being ready for grazing. On the Ell property where we lived, there were a few meadows, but not anywhere near the amount needed. There were no fences on the land, and the animals had to be tied by the horns to trees or stakes, with ropes about 4 meters long, allowing them to graze the area which they could reach. Some of the meadows were on steep terrain, and at least one of the cows kept getting tangled up in her rope. One day she fell and broke a leg, and we could not even get the meat to the market quickly enough to salvage anything. Soon we had to farm out the other animals to other peoples’ pastures, in exchange for their milk, so that we lost the production. During this period another one of the cows fell down a steep slope and broke her neck. That one was butchered in time, but obviously we recovered only a fraction of the price. The cow we had purchased for our relatives did reasonably well, even though they were also suffering from a shortage of pasture. In the end, the only one of our animals which did well was a sturdy calf named “Achilles”. The kids loved to play with it, without realizing that a playful sweet little calf would eventually grow up to be a playful, but not so sweet, bull, who thought chasing people was a lot of fun. When he caught up with me one day and injured my hand, we decided to send him to the butcher. In short, the early cattle ownership was a depressing failure, a frightful experience while our money was running out.
It looked like the brighter day would never arrive. Luckily, we soon got to meet and make friends with several local colonists, who always treated us with utmost hospitality and gave us not only some good advice, but also encouragement when we had our setbacks. We started buying a few local cows as soon as we had adequate pastures, and were finally on our way to a modest prosperity. Later we learned that the land on the western slopes of the Andes had much better soil, but the people there were not nearly as friendly and honest as the pioneers of the Oriente, and the threat of a malaria infection was always present. In the end, our choice of location was not too bad after all.


Our Own Land
The experience with our land claim was a characteristic example of the uncertainty and vagueness of the boundaries in the Puyo rain forest. Gerhard and the Jansens had described to us with the aid of sketch plans where the various properties were located. But where exactly were the actual boundaries? If we were to cultivate our farm, we wanted to be sure that we were not encroaching on somebody else’s property. We found ourselves in a precarious position, when just by chance a young German came through the area, just in time to help us with the boundary stakeout.
Bernhard Beate, known by everybody as Bio, was a marvelous fellow. He didn’t even pretend to try to settle anywhere, and spent most of his time roaming around, visiting Indian tribes and trading with them, and dropping in on anybody who needed a helping hand. He told us that the German colonists, who had claimed several parcels along the left bank of the Puyo River, had commissioned a highway engineer to do their boundary survey a few years earlier. With machetes, a narrow path had been cut through the underbrush, and every 25 meters a wooden stake had been driven into the ground. This path, although overgrown, should still be visible.
Bio offered to go out with us to find the old boundary traces. He went ahead, searching like a bloodhound, and sure enough, after a short while he exclaimed, “There it is.” If you looked carefully, you could still distinguish a trace of the path, and most of the stakes were still there. With our lack of experience we would never have noticed the markers, and we were amazed at Bio’s skill. A few years later, after having marked a few boundaries ourselves, we too became able to notice such minor traces of overgrown cuttings.
Then we measured, westward from the old 1000 meter long trace, the property I wanted to claim. I made notes which I could later use to prepare a sketch of the land, to be included in the official claim document. The southern boundary followed a 300-meter stretch of the Puyo River, which was reasonably straight. I also included some of the smaller creeks, as accurately as our simple survey permitted. I was quite proud of my drawing, which was indeed surprisingly accurate, as we found out after having cleared larger areas of forest.
In order to present my claim officially, I had to travel once more to Quito. I expected a problem because of my sparse knowledge of the language, but with the help of some of Gerhard’s friends, who also invited me to stay with them, the “denuncia”, as the claim process was called, went off smoothly. I was glad to be able to return after only two days, and expected to be back in Puyo within 36 hours. I could not have imagined what the persistent Oriente rain can do to the road conditions.
Everything went relatively well from Quito to Ambato, and from there to Baños, considering the Ecuadorian bus travel conditions. The weather was beautiful, as I started out early in the day going to the “24 de Mayo” market place from where all overland buses departed. Nowadays one can go ahead of time to the office of one of the bus companies, purchase a ticket with a reserved seat, and at the official time the bus will depart. In 1939 the process was much more uncertain. The fares were ridiculously low, less than 50 U.S. cents for a 100-km trip, and yet there were always several buses going to the same destination. From a block away, the prospective passenger could already hear the calls of the competing fare collectors, trying to drum up business: “Ambato, Ambato.” One hurried up to find two or three buses, half-empty, maybe with a few Indios and their families sitting patiently in the rear seats. In answer to the question of when the bus would leave, they would all call out “ya mismo”, right away. Every one of them tried to conquer your baggage and store it away on the roof before you could change your mind and choose another bus. If you looked slightly affluent, or foreign, the assistant would offer you one of the better seats near the driver.
The driver was not yet to be seen anywhere; he was probably having his breakfast in one of the small restaurants, and waiting for the bus to fill. Every once in a while the passengers were urged to hurry. If the front rows were already full, a new passenger had to crawl in through a window. Finally the driver appeared, with a jovial greeting. Since some of the front-row passengers were often old customers and good friends, a conversation about the state of health of the wife, children, grandmother and brother-in-law, as well as the recent harvests followed. Then the driver went to the front of the bus, opened the hood and inspected the motor for missing or loose parts; and perhaps tightened a bolt here and there, or cleaned a few spark plugs. Finally he lowered the hood, occasionally tying it down with a rope, and the unsuspecting “gringo” thought that now he may be ready to leave — not even close. He would suddenly remember that he needed some oil, and send the assistant off to fetch it.
Then the assistant started filling out the passenger list, required by the police, possibly for the identification of victims after an accident. This task was never taken too seriously. Two of our friends, who took a three-week trip through the country, declared themselves as Simon Bolivar and José Antonio Sucre, the two famous freedom fighters of the 19th century. Nobody questioned them.
After two more cries of “Ambato, Ambato” to catch a last straggler, the bus started to move. But we were not on our way, because now, after already having sent the assistant to the gas station for oil, the driver would decide to get the gas tank filled — as if the newer gasoline would be more powerful. After that we were finally off, with only two hours delay.
This long description of a typical bus trip gives the reader an idea of the relaxed atmosphere one encountered throughout the country. We Europeans tended to get impatient, which never did us any good, and it took us a few years to get used to it. Anyhow, you always ended up with a story to tell after your arrival.
The trip to Ambato went off without any breakdowns or other major delays. In Ambato I was lucky. The bus to Baños was truly full and ready to leave, probably too full already, but the passengers in the front row moved together and made one more place for me. Suddenly three more peasants came running to be taken along. They climbed up onto the roof of the bus, to sit on a sack of flour next to a few chickens and a pig. At the outside of any city there is a police control booth, and it is forbidden for buses to carry passengers on the roof. So the bus stopped 50 meters before the booth, went through the control, stopped again 50 meters beyond, and the people climbed back up, in full view of the police. The road to Baños is winding, and on one of the tighter curves the pig slid off the roof and hung upside down against one of the windows, banging back and forth. The bus stopped, and the squealing pig was tied up onto the roof again. The pig may not have been happy about the incident, but the passengers laughed hilariously.
In Pelileo we were told about some “derrumbes”, landslides, ahead. That was nothing unusual, because the hillside along most of the road is a conglomerate which slides whenever it gets wet. Often the slides are removed adequately for the buses to pass somehow. But when we got to the junction of the Patate and Chambo Rivers, it was obvious that this derrumbe would take at least a day or two to be cleared. It was a mixture of mud and large boulders. Some of the passengers decided to go back on the same bus, others, including me, ventured to wade through. The slide was only 20 meters wide, and we made it across, getting rather muddy. From there to Baños there were ten kilometers, and the road construction trucks, which usually take stranded passengers to the next town, had apparently just left. After we had walked a while, a truck came nevertheless, and we got to Baños, from where another road crew vehicle took me to the next landslide, 2 km before Rio Verde. I was still hoping to make it to our friend José Amable, but this derrumbe was wider, and by the time I had gotten through, it was getting dark; it also began to rain. I found shelter in a settlement, and as always, the owner invited me in, shared his modest meal with me, and let me sleep on the floor. Next morning I continued and soon reached José Amable, hoping to find a horse or mule for the rest of the trip. But our friend shook his head; all kinds of derrumbes lay before me, and he advised me to stay at his house until they were cleared. I, however, was stubborn, and eager to get home.
What had seemed cumbersome to me the day before, was child’s play compared to the adventure which lay ahead. At first it seemed as if the news of large derrumbes was exaggerated, because the slides consisted of only a few boulders blocking the road. Then I came around a bend and realized that the rumors were true. After a few reconnaissance explorations I found a trace slightly below the road which seemed passable. Now the masses of earth and rock became more frequent and difficult. Sometimes I had to balance over large boulders, which wasn’t easy with my heavy rucksack; and sometimes I had to wade through mud, which was worse. At one point I had to balance along a steep slope, which dropped off to the right for 200 to 300 meters. I was feeling some degree of vertigo, but what else could I do? I made it across somehow, by managing to avoid looking down.
I sat down for a moment, to rest and to eat a piece of bread and a banana which I had gotten from José Amable. A colonist from Rio Negro caught up with me, and I was glad not to be all by myself. The two of us continued along the road and over numerous minor landslides. But then we stood in front of an obstacle which seemed invincible. The recently built road was completely destroyed, and the entire hillside consisted only of loose boulders and gravel on a slope which seemed close to 45 degrees. Individual loose rocks kept coming down all the time. My companion suggested that we follow a narrow and steep ravine next to the landslide to reach the firm ground above the slide, where the old mule path used to be. He went ahead with the machete, clearing the path enough so that we could pull ourselves upward. The ravine, however, became steeper and steeper, until after a while we had to give up and let ourselves slide down to the road level again. At this point he decided to return to Rio Verde and wait for the road to be cleared. He had the Ecuadorian patience: whatever you can’t accomplish today, can wait until tomorrow — or next week.
I however, wanted desperately to get home, and had decided to try again, when an Indio arrived, whose bare feet did not seem to mind walking over the rocks. After I described to him our failed expeditions, he declared that going straight up the rubble field was the only way. I didn’t want to appear a cowardly gringo. Ambition and vanity can sometimes make a person do strange things, and I followed him, always a few feet to one side, because every step we took sent a mini-avalanche down the slope. I was definitely handicapped in my boots, which could not grip the stones like his bare feet did. Over the following half hour I atoned for all the sins committed in my lifetime. Not since certain moments during the war had I been so scared, wondering whether at any moment the loose rubble would drag me down to the river below. The distance to the top of the landslide was probably no more than 50 meters, but it seemed like an eternity before my hand touched the first green plant. My companion made it to the solid ground above, and helped me to take the last step over the edge of the loose rubble.
For a moment I slumped into the grass and closed my eyes, completely exhausted. I don’t know how much farther I could have crawled up that slope. My companion, however, seemed perfectly fresh, and soon we found the old mule path on which we had no more problems. Twenty minutes later, just before noon, we arrived in Rio Negro. To my surprise, I found a small inn, providing not only a bed but actually a mattress and linen. I dropped onto the bed and fell asleep immediately. When I woke up, it was dark; I had slept for 7 hours. I asked for some water to wash myself, then went to look for a mule or horse for the next day. The following morning I finally rode off and reached Puyo in the afternoon, to the great surprise of the colonists there. The word had gone through that the road was so thoroughly destroyed that it was impassable, by foot or horseback. Indeed, it took several weeks until the road could be cleared again, and I was glad to have dared to make the crossing.
Two weeks later the “teniente politico”, a sort of village manager, received the request for a review of the claim. He sent his secretary, Victor Herrera, who had the nickname “zambo”, to our farm for an inspection. A zambo is a mixture of Negro and Indian, and such a nickname was perfectly friendly and did not have any malicious connotation. He was in his early twenties and soon became a good friend of our children. He looked at my claim and the sketch of the properties and declared they were all right. When I suggested that we should take an inspection tour to the staked boundary path, he gave us the reply which was so typical for the easygoing Ecuadorian officials of that time: “But Dr. Aron, we have complete confidence in your declarations.” After another half hour of friendly chatting he went back to his superior to give his report, and the confirmation went back to Quito that the land we were claiming was not occupied by anyone else. The ease and sloppiness of these official inspections gave life a pleasant tone, but I always wondered what would happen if somebody had staked a claim for land on which another family already lived. Indeed, we were always on our toes and inquired about recent claims, and at one time we did stop a claim by a local merchant who, probably inadvertently, had tried to obtain a title to a parcel of land which would have encroached deeply into ours.
Shortly afterwards the clearing of the land began. We let a contract for the clearing of three hectares; two for pasture and one for bananas and other crops. Once the area was cleared we had a better perspective on where to build a house. We found a flat place, on top of the hill above the Puyo River, maybe 50 meters from a small and idyllic waterfall.
The local procedure of land clearing seemed strange. First the underbrush was cut by machete, the indispensable rain forest tool. This was easy work, because the tree canopy is thick and the underbrush is sparse, not like the impenetrable jungle one would imagine. Pasture grasses were brought in from an existing field, and “planted” by simply pushing the stems in under the loose leaves on the ground, about 70 cm apart. Corn kernels were broadcast over the leaves, and even the banana roots were planted into the ground, at 5 meter distance, before felling the trees. The soil and the leaves are so humid that the grasses and corn seeds can sprout within a few days, even though some of the plants under the heaviest piles of broken branches suffocate and have to be replanted later.	Then the trees were felled, using a rather efficient method which was also an impressive spectacle. The workmen started at the bottom of the hill, cutting the smaller trees only halfway. Then they would choose a giant and cut it fully. The men stepped aside and an eerie stillness followed; then you heard a slight cracking; the crown of the tree trembled, the stem tilted, then accelerated; the entire forest seemed to whistle, and, “timber”, the entire hillside of trees collapsed in a domino effect. The earth trembled under the thundering crash; then, after a few more snapping noises of breaking branches, it was still again, and the men went on to the next stand of trees.
Actually, although this was the time-honored way of land clearing, it was not a beneficial one. Most trees ended up lying in a downhill direction, and the runoff from the incessant rain proceeded along a straight path down the hill, washing the soil to the nearest receiving stream. If most of the trees had been cut to fall in a direction perpendicular to the slope, the logs would have ended up forming mini-dikes which would have slowed the runoff and erosion. But in the Oriente there were no agricultural extension stations to provide instruction for good farming practices.
The land, after the clearing operation, looked like a desolate disaster area. However, no further cutting of fallen tree limbs was necessary, since most of them rotted away within a few months. The major logs could still lie there for years, and people or cattle just had to step over them.
Before felling the trees, those with the most useful lumber were marked to be left standing. The palms were also left. These can be used for their leaves, needed to cover the roofs; for the palmito, the delicate newest leaf shoots; or for the lumber, which can be split into useful lattice work. The palmito was one of our most exquisite delicacies, reserved for special occasions, because it was a reckless waste to cut down a tall palm tree just for a small chunk of leaf core.
Altogether the workmen did a good job, even though they sometimes tried to leave a particularly hard or large tree standing, designating it as good timber. We had to learn to recognize a particular tree with the Indian name calum-calo. This tree consists of very hard wood with a terribly twisted pattern which is very nasty to cut. Once felled, however, the wood seems to attract all possible bacteria and fungi, and rots away in a short time. We had the worst arguments over some dead trees which we wanted to have cut down to protect our cattle, yet the workmen didn’t want to get too near to them, afraid of possibly falling branches. They would try to knock them down with a larger felled tree, but occasionally they would notice with a shudder that one stem separated itself from the mass of falling timber — “the dead ancestor”. Now what do you do?
I remember one case in which a particularly precarious-looking dry giant was left standing. It seemed hollow and so decrepit that it should have fallen years ago, but there it stood. After some discussion, the workmen said that the only solution would be to try to burn it down, a choice of dubious success in that wet climate. All the available dry branches and palm leaves, as well as a few termite nests, were gathered and piled around the giant trunk, and it was lit. Although the fire burned well, it did not seem to affect the trunk in any major way. More and more leaves were added to the fire, but in the evening, we all gave up and called it a day. The attempt seemed to have failed. Much later in the night I woke up and saw a distant glimmering. The giant was obviously on fire. We all got up and walked onto the cleared land to sit on a fallen log, at a safe distance from the old tree. It was a beautiful spectacle. The tree was burning mostly inside, but at all levels, flames kept shooting out through crevasses, then died again. We must have sat there for hours. Finally Margot had enough and went home to bed, leaving us pyromaniacs to keep on watching. A short while later the entire tree collapsed in a sea of sparks. There was no need to extinguish the rest of the fire, because the general humidity prevented any fire from spreading.
One more potential problem was the measurement of the area cleared. Normally, the workmen would follow a winding creek as boundary of the clearing. Then they would measure the perimeter of this boundary, and compute the area as that of a square with sides of one quarter of this measured length. Whenever the discrepancy between their computations and our (geometrically more correct) ones was significant, we would take the argument to the village schoolmaster, who usually agreed with us.
So toward the end of June we were the proud owners of the beginning of a farm. In addition to the half hectare of bananas and the two hectares of pasture grass, there was a quarter hectare surrounding the house for the minor household crops. To plant anything, of course, small parcels had to be cleared of debris.
Now we had to choose what we were going to plant. At 900 meters elevation, we were not in a tropical but subtropical climate, seldom truly hot but always warm, even during a rainstorm. One might assume that anything could grow in such a climate, and quite rightly, but so did all species of bacteria, insects, worms and fungi. It turned out that most of the crops which grew so well in the highlands around Ambato and Quito, did not thrive in this area. Corn grew well, even though the yields were not impressive. In addition to the insects and worms, there were birds and other small creatures competing with us for the harvest. We tried potatoes, which we had been told could not be grown here. They grew well and tall, taller than we had ever seen any before, and so we were very hopeful, but when we finally dug them up, they had not set any tubers. Similarly, we had little luck with peas and beans. Tomatoes did better, although the seedlings were often nipped off by some animals; but if they survived to a certain size, they seemed to be out of danger. One of our plants grew almost three meters tall, the stem was as thick as two thumbs, and it gave us good tomatoes for three years.
So we ended up relying on the locally proven crops. There were two types of ersatz potatoes. The papa china, the so-called Chinese potato was a typically tropical plant with enormous leaves. The root system of a mother plant spread and sent out new baby shoots from a round root ball of a slimy texture when raw, but which had indeed a potato-like taste when boiled. To plant a new field, one simply separated the shoots and set them out, at about 50 cm distance. Quite different from the papa china was the yucca, a shrub with a woody stem which tended to bi- or trifurcate at about waist height. It was planted by cutting the stem into several segments with a few nodes each and sticking them into the ground. The yucca has long roots with a central core thread and a delicious flavor if prepared shortly after harvest. It could, however, not be kept very long, because it turned toxic after drying. It grew well in the virgin soil, but had the unpleasant habit of preferring narrow spaces between rotting tree roots. Thus they were often very tedious to dig up, but a single plant could yield up to 20 pounds of yucca roots. The Indios had a special and not very appetizing way of preparing the yucca. They chewed it into a soft mass, and either let it ferment into a “chicha”, an alcoholic drink, or packed it into banana leaves for transport. It must be quite nourishing, because an Indio guide could go on a week-long trip with nothing but a small package of yucca mush without needing any other food.
The yucca apparently required very rich soil, and the first harvest after clearing the rain forest was very good. The incessant rain, however, tended to wash the soft topsoil away, and the harvest of yucca and some other demanding crops diminished rapidly. The Indios had found that out long ago, which is why they built their houses to last only 2 years, then moved to a new location and started again. This worked fine while the land was sparsely populated. Later they had to retreat deeper and deeper into the more remote regions, and eventually may have to compete for land with an ever-increasing peasant population.
A very prolific vine was the cidra ayora, with pear-shaped and fist-size fruit and of cucumber-like texture, and the granadilla, a smaller fruit with a thick shell covering a core of black seeds covered with a sour-sweet skin. And then there was the ají, a red pepper which no animal or bug would ever dare to bite into. We had little use for it, but it was a beautiful ornamental plant.
We also planted pineapples and papayas, as well as lemons and a fruit called naranjilla. Unlike the bananas, which must be harvested in the green state, pineapples should not be picked until they smell ripe. The smell, however, also attracted the vatusa, a hare-like animal, which usually got to it before we did. Like all the wild animals, it was very crafty, and in all those years we managed to catch only one of them. The naranjilla, which looks like a small orange but has a texture more like the kiwi fruit, was mostly used for fruit juices. Later it was cultivated much more extensively around Puyo, and sent to the larger cities for sale.
Everybody grew some coffee. The coffee plants tended to grow into beautifully symmetrical small trees, but the harvests, like those of so many crops in this warm, humid climate, were sparse. Later we heard that coffee trees apparently grow and bear best in shady areas, and that planting them between the bananas might have given us better results.
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By far the most reliable crop, and a true life saver for people who ran out of money, were the bananas. There were several types of large bananas, a red banana, and the small “orito”, the little gold. While the larger bananas were occasionally attacked by a plague, nothing ever seemed to kill the orito. Like the papa china, the banana root ball produced new shoots, and soon widened into stands of more than ten plants. Even before our own plants matured, which took about 16 months, we could go to some abandoned groves on the Ell land and pick a “cabeza”, or head of bananas, take them home and cover them for a week with a burlap sack for ripening. Bananas are always harvested green, otherwise they develop so much starch that they burst. In addition to being eaten as a ripe fruit, they can be deep-fried like potato chips, or boiled and served up as a potato substitute, although the taste is at best mediocre. During those ten years we never ran out of these bananas, and each of us ate thousands of oritos, yet we never got tired of them.
The planting, or experimenting with minor crops kept us busy during most sunny days. On the rainy days, of which there were always many, we stayed under our roof and worked on the house.


A Roof Over Our Heads
When the first land clearing was finished, we proceeded to select the location for our house. We realized that if we were to start farming our land with any chance for success, we had to build a house as soon as possible. Not only did we have to walk every day for half an hour from our temporary abode to the farm, but the old Ell house was decaying fast, and many of our goods were rotting.
Near the westerly corner of our land was a flat hilltop with a view of the small Puyo River. Not far to the northwest of the site was the land area claimed by Gerhard and Annemie on which they had started to build their own house. The direct path to the house site was of course blocked by the chaos of fallen trees on the newly cleared land. We first had to cut a walking path through most of the 500-meter width of our terrain. To get to the house site, we had to cross a rivulet by the name of Churuyacu. At the crossing point it was about 10 meters wide. By good fortune there was a large tree of a very hard and resistant timber. The workers managed to fell it straight across the stream, and after we installed a railing, it served as a reasonably comfortable bridge for all the 10 years; even our numerous guests had no trouble walking across it.
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Between the Churuyacu and the house site the path went through a wet lowland, and some logs were used to bridge this obstacle. Then, between the house site and the Zwirners’ land was one more ravine, with a spring which served as our water supply; we merely had to haul 5 to 6 buckets of water up a 30-meter hill every day.
About 60 meters below the house site flowed the Puyo River, which was in most places no more than 10 to 15 meters wide, and had a small waterfall. The fall was only waist-high, but several excellent sites provided opportunities to sit in the water and let the current massage your back. Farther downstream the river had a small and deep lagoon, ideal for an evening swim and some diving. The river bed consisted mostly of round boulders like big cobble stones, very difficult to walk on until our feet had gotten used to it. At one spot on the opposite, still-wooded side of the river there was a tree with a large solid vine, which, with some skill, could be used as a Tarzan rope.
Originally we had hoped to use the river as a convenient means of transportation, but this turned out to be impractical. Even though we did later acquire a canoe, the Puyo had many meanders, and the trip down to the village usually took at least an hour — much longer than our foot path. The return trip upstream took even longer and was a great exercise in physical conditioning. When the river was swollen, which happened quite often, the trip could not be made at all.
The house site was also a jumble of fallen logs and branches. It took us several days to saw the logs into pieces small enough to roll them down the hill toward the river, but finally we had a flat, clear site about 20 by 20 meters. Some of the European colonists who had preceded us had built European-style houses, but I had decided from the beginning to build our house in the pattern commonly used in this region, the style used by the Indians for centuries. The shape of our house, however, would have to differ from that of their common huts, which was oval, with a wall of vertical palm slats surrounding a single room, a dirt floor, and two door openings at the ends. That was somewhat too primitive for me; I wanted at least to have the luxury of floors and walls made of planed boards, and that would have been difficult to accommodate under an oval roof. After drawing a few sketches, I decided on a rectangular shape of 8 by 10 meters. The problem with the sharp corners of a rectangular roof is that the leaves start rotting and leaking sooner than on the flat or slightly curved areas.
The typical rain forest house consists of two independent parts: the skeleton, or framework to hold the palm leaf roof, and the living quarters, constructed separately underneath.
With our complete lack of experience we could not possibly have built the house skeleton and roof, therefore we contracted with the local Indian chief, Severo Vargas, to have it built by his men. Twelve mature palm logs, about 6 meters long, were set one meter deep into the ground. Their post hole digger was a very simple and practical tool. It consisted of a hollow bamboo log, split at the lower end into slats three fingers wide.
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When this bamboo is rammed into the ground, the bottom opens and traps a clot of dirt; then the implement is withdrawn from the hole and the split end is knocked sideways against a log or a stump until the dirt falls out. By repeating the process of ramming the bamboo back into the ground in this way, a hole anywhere from 10 to 30 cm across, and up to 2 meters deep, can easily be dug in a short time. Before setting the massive palm logs, a notch was carved into the top. Dirt was tamped into the space around the palm posts. Now we had three rows of four columns each, 4 meters apart, over each of which the Indians laid a single log, 10 meters long into the notches. Luckily, there was about a hectare of land in the neighborhood which had been cleared several years earlier and grown back. On such abandoned ground there always grew a tree species called pigue. This tree grows absolutely straight and of quite uniform diameter to heights up to 20 meters. The wood is soft, but it is an excellent round timber as long as it doesn’t get soaked by rain, in which case it rots quickly. The rest of the roof structure, also of pigue, was now set on top of these base girders, and nailed into place. Finally, 2-inch wide palm slats, running down from the ridge girder, were nailed to the pigue beams. The palm leaves were tied to these with thin vines or strips of bark, but not before one side of the leaves was folded over to the other side, as shown on the next page. The roof was steep, of roughly 45 degrees.
[image: palmleaf.gif]We had chosen the Indians for the roof construction because of their lifelong experience in this task. It was not the best decision. In the first place, we wanted to have the roof finished as soon as possible, but for these people urgency had no meaning. They were not lazy people, but rather they were truly free spirits, even though they followed the chief’s orders. If the weather was fine and they felt like fishing instead of working, they would simply disappear, and you would hear them talking and laughing like children down by the river. We could only plead with them to return to work, because we had no clout over them, and Severo could never be found. On some perfectly good days, they would not even come to work, and nobody knew what they were up to.
Severo himself was an impressive chief. His tribe had chosen him, and his authority was also sanctioned and respected by the government. At major Indian festivals he wore an artistically plaited headdress made of rare, brightly colored bird feathers, and carried a long black palm stick decorated with silver rings, possibly passed on by the previous chieftain. At the time we met him, he was probably in his sixties, and of very portly stature. In spite of his advanced age, he had tremendous strength. He seldom lent a hand at work, but if he did, he could handle a 200-pound load without too much trouble.
A more serious problem than the easy-going work practice, however, was the fact that the typical Indian family was semi-nomadic. Therefore they built their huts to last only two years. They were also used to low houses with the roof girders at most 3 meters above the ground, while we wanted to have a two-story house. We soon found that the one-meter depth, to which the palm columns were set, was insufficient. The frequent wind persistently bore down on the structure, which after three years began to have a “Tower-of-Pisa” look. By then our children were big enough to lift heavy loads, and one by one we replaced the columns, setting them one and a half meters deep, and onto a flat stone to avoid settling. We also replaced the palm leaf roofing, and our replacement lasted much longer than the original work. Just because a tribe of people has done something for fifty generations, does not guarantee that they are experts in their task.
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The skeleton and roof construction, even with a whole squad of men and women, had taken several weeks. But now at last, even though it still lacked rooms, we had a roof over our heads. This was of great help because of the unreliable weather. During good weather we worked in the fields, clearing debris and planting our crops, and took care of the cattle. When it rained, we could work on the beams and boards to start building the rooms underneath the framework.
Before we could start on our carpentry work, however, we had to have some boards and beams sawed; and our original money supply, which we had withdrawn from the security deposit and exchanged into sucres, was running low. I therefore went on another journey to Quito, never imagining the problems which awaited me there.


Money Exchange with Obstacles
In order to exchange the remaining British pounds into sucres, I had to ride once more to Rio Verde and take a bus from there to Quito. As usual, I had arranged ahead of time to have a horse ready for me in Puyo at 6 AM on the day of my trip. When I arrived in the village, there was no horse in sight. After some searching I found Señor Rea, the owner of the horses, who assured me emphatically, “Ya mismo viene” (It will be here right away). At the beginning I still took these assurances literally, and being used to German punctuality, I tended to get absolutely furious about the unreliability of the local people. It took me a long time to realize, and even longer to accept, the fact that this “ya mismo” is a courtesy and not a serious assurance. A similar expression is “sin falta” (without fail) or “con seguridad” (assuredly). But it isn’t until you hear the golden words “pierda cuidado” (don’t worry), that you know something is not going well.
I waited more or less patiently until 7AM, and checked with Señor Rea again. He said he would go himself to the pasture to see why his peon had not brought the horse yet; then he finished his coffee comfortably, and finally went off. At 7:45 he finally brought the horse, looked for a blanket and a saddle, and it was 8 AM before I could finally ride off — after a delay of two critical hours, which I could not possibly make up on my ride. It would cost me a whole additional travel day if I missed the last bus to Baños, and so I rode off in an unhappy mood. I was not fond of riding anyway, since a hernia, which I carelessly had not had corrected back in Germany, caused me some problems, especially when the horse trotted. But I had no choice but to get to Quito as fast as possible.
Unless you had a very good horse, you could scarcely make it to Rio Verde in less than 10 hours, and even then you had to have good weather and a minimum of delays at construction sites. The weather was ideal, but in spite of my efforts it was dusk before I reached the end of the mule path. As arranged, I handed the horse back to a mule driver who was on his way to Puyo. Of course the last bus for Banos had left, and I was told that the first bus would not leave until about 10 AM next morning, which meant that I might not be able to get to Quito the next day.
The sun had already set, and the darkness fell into the valley like a hazy web between the green hill slopes. My spirits had sunk into the minus scale, when I heard the unexpected sound of a motor, and a road construction truck arrived. Two engineers got out to check on some equipment, then they were ready to return. With the customary hospitality they offered to take me to Baños. I was overjoyed to accept their offer.
The conversation on the way was a classical example of miscommunication, for which my poor command of the language was only partly to blame. They asked me about my impressions of the German government, and seemed to be surprised at my complete contempt for Nazi politics. The people in Ecuador had always had a great liking for Germany, and they tended to associate Germany and its regime as a matter of fact. Very few Ecuadorians knew Germany and the political atmosphere, and it was difficult for those people to understand that somebody could love his country but passionately despise its government.
But then came the question which baffled me most: What did I think of the friendship between Germany and Soviet Russia. I absolutely could not believe that any friendship or alliance between those two countries could be anything but a grotesque absurdity, and was convinced that we were talking past each other because of my language problem.
Arriving in Baños, I thanked the congenial but obviously mistaken engineers. I found a cheap hotel, where I slept well, being dead tired. When I woke up at sunrise and went to look for a bus, I still did not know that I was the one who was ignorant of the recent events. It was not until we got to Ambato, where I bought a newspaper with the headline: El Pacto Alemán-Ruso. The news was about the Ribbentropp-Molotov pact signed the day before. The story still did not make sense to me, but it dawned on me that this would most likely mean the beginning of the war. I also finally understood how the engineers had come to that question.
The news about the troop deployments along the Polish border, and the Polish plea for help from London and Paris was even more alarming, and opened a new aspect — that of an “alliance of convenience” between two ideological enemies in order to conquer Poland and split the spoils. It was obviously an unscrupulous, Machiavellian contract. It was obvious that any alliance between two thugs like Hitler and Stalin could not last long, but at that time I, and many other emigrants, were merely confused.
Would it really come to war, or would Poland, like Czechoslovakia a few months earlier, simply agree to any solution offered to them? Would England and France again abandon a member of their alliance in order to prevent the world war whose uncertain results they feared? For years we had reckoned with the eventual outbreak of the war as an unavoidable consequence of the expansionist policies of the Third Reich, and this expectation had contributed to our decision to leave the country.
And yet, as often as we had talked about the war as being one of Hitler’s goals and therefore unavoidable, we veterans of the First World War shied away mentally and emotionally from the idea that within the same generation a second world war could break out. We had the feeling that such a war would be waged much more cruelly, and feared as a consequence the material and cultural collapse of Europe, which we still considered our spiritual homeland. With an irrational optimism we were dreaming of a miraculous settlement of the conflicts, even though we knew rationally that we were merely deluding ourselves. Millions of other people all over the world, including many Germans, were likewise hoping for a miraculous peaceful solution, while at the same time doubting that such a solution would in the long run be desirable.
For us emigrants the dilemma was even more bitter: did we dare hope that the world would be spared a war of annihilation at the price of triumph for Hitler and Nazism and their eventual enslavement? Wasn’t it logical for us, the humiliated and banished, to prefer an end with terror through the war to a terror without end?
We were sure that a coalition of the civilized world would have to be much stronger than the army of the Third Reich and that a war would end with a certain defeat of the Germans and the disappearance of Hitler and his brown spooks. We soon found out, however that we underestimated the tenacity of the German Army, just as we would later underestimate England’s will to resist during the massive air attacks in 1940.
Among the emigrants the tension during the following days was enormous. Everybody was hanging on the radio, devouring the news, and discussing it with their friends. On the day after my arrival in Quito, the news reached us that the Germans were invading Poland. Many of the emigrants were relieved, because England and France had declared war, but nobody suspected that the declaration remained passive for several months, and had no effect whatsoever on the events in the East. Poland was overrun and all resistance was annihilated. Neither did we imagine then that during the following year France would be conquered just as easily, and that the British Isles would be subjected to relentless air attacks against which they were practically defenseless. Our misconception was in a way a blessing — it would have thrown all of us into a deep depression had we known how unprepared the Allies were during the first year of the war. Nobody quite knows even now why Hitler hesitated to invade England, and whether he could have vanquished the British as easily as he did the French.
Many of us were torn between contrasting feelings. We were in a sense spectators, remote from the battlefields, but we were by no means uninvolved. We all had relatives over there, and as much as we hoped for the defeat of Hitler and his cohorts, we were deeply concerned about the fate of all our loved ones and of the country which had been our homeland for generations. We knew that not all Germans supported the regime and that many had become increasingly concerned and even horrified by the way the government kept running roughshod over all ideals of justice and decency.
I suffered deeply under the Archibald Douglas dilemma, of which I never managed to completely free myself. Was it weak and treacherous of me, to continue feeling a bond to that country, in spite of all it had done to us, and in spite of the crimes it committed in the following years on my mother and many relatives and friends? Or was this affection — this attachment which to this day I am filled with and which allowed me, without ignoring or forgetting any of the atrocities, to understand many things and to forgive some — in the deepest human sense, something great and beautiful? I have no answer to this question, but I know that for many years I carried these torturing contradictory feelings with me.
The inner conflict began with the outbreak of the war, whose outcome would determine the fate of Hitler, his doctrine and his followers. A complete defeat of the system was necessary, because everything associated with the swastika was despicable, not only because of what it had done to us and our family and friends, but what it had done and continued to do to so many innocents, including the entire German youth. On the other hand, any annihilating defeat, without which the Hitler realm could not disappear, had to bring unimaginable distress and destruction to the entire country and its people.
The senselessness and the inevitable, the catastrophe and yet the salvation, which meant both the apocalypse and the redemption, had become reality. My heart was heavy, and I had nobody with whom I could share my most intimate feelings. At that time I only knew Gerhard’s non-Jewish friends, with whom I was staying. They were just as helpful and hospitable to me as before, yet it was clear that they were in the other camp. For them there were no torturing inner conflicts.
In all the excitement it had not dawned on me that the outbreak of the war would create unexpected obstacles for the main purpose of my visit, namely the exchange of the remaining British pounds into sucres.
I had no trouble getting the authorization from the immigration office to withdraw the rest of the landing deposit from the Central Bank. Once again the “halo” was evident: as soon as I presented the confirmation from the Puyo authorities that I had begun to cultivate my farm, no further questions were asked. The secretary said “ya mismo”, or right away, and I didn’t even have to wait as long as I had for the horse two days before. Within a few minutes I held the authorization in my hand.
The next morning I was at the bank at 9 AM sharp, the opening hour. I presented the authorization and received immediately the British bank notes. The second step, namely the exchange into sucres at the adjacent window, should be even easier — or was it? To my astonishment, I was told that since the outbreak of the war the day before, the Banco Central had discontinued buying British currency, or that of any other country at war. I went to the bank director, who gave me the same news. It was an official government policy; however, he told me that the private banks were under no constraints and would surely exchange the pounds.
Across the street from the Central Bank was the Banco Almeida. They too declined to buy any British pounds, The same happened at two other private banks. Now I was beginning to get worried.
Somebody gave me the address of an immigrant who dealt with currency on the black market. He conducted his somewhat shady business at the Plaza de Independencia, the main city square. The dealer too turned me down at first, saying that at this time the pound had no official exchange value; then he offered me 50 sucres per pound, in contrast to the 70 sucres I had obtained just two months earlier. Considering that our resources were already critically short, I decided to try to obtain a better price someplace else. I didn’t know Quito very well, but I ran all day long “from Pontius to Pilatus” without finding a taker for my bank notes. By evening I was desperate; if those 150 pounds would prove valueless, we would be destitute; and it wasn’t even imaginable what we would do then.
After a long, sleepless night I went once more in search of a buyer of my bank notes. I just couldn’t believe that the notes of the Bank of England should be practically worthless, yet it was so. By now I would have been happy to get 50 sucres for the pounds, but I couldn’t find the black market dealer of the previous day. After asking around, I was directed toward another speculator, who made an even shadier impression. He offered me 30 sucres, but I wasn’t that desperate yet. Without a word, I turned around and left. I felt, however, that I had just about reached the end of the line.
All the events of the previous days — the Russian-German pact; the invasion of Poland; the declaration of war, which in spite of all the anxiety it had caused us, had still seemed to be so far removed from our lives — were suddenly grabbing at us and threatening our existence. An abyss opened up in front of us. Even today, almost 30 years later, a cold shiver runs down my spine when I think about my predicament.
The friends with whom I was staying were at work; the apartment was empty. I couldn’t stand to be alone, and went to a small restaurant owned by an emigrant from Berlin. I sat across the table from him, and told him about my troubles, and jointly we racked our brains over what I could still try. He had been running his restaurant for a few years and knew quite a few people, yet he was at a loss, too. Herbert Rechert, like many Berliners, was a unique character. He had left Germany a few years earlier. Since he was a communist in addition to being a Jew, he was in a particularly precarious position. He was a stocky man, an ex-cab driver, who had a natural disdain for intellectuals, but was impressed by our down-to-earth life in the Oriente. Beneath his rough exterior he was a truly warm-hearted person. More of this remarkable man will be told in a later chapter.
While we were searching for some solution, a customer walked in, whom we also told about my problem. He advised me to go directly to the British Embassy and try my luck there. It was a logical idea, yet neither I nor any of my friends had thought of it.
The embassy lay far out in a suburb which was unknown to me, and to which none of the bus lines went. After getting the proper directions, I rode the bus to the end of its line, and walked from there for another half hour, until I found the embassy building. The path toward it led over a sort of draw bridge through an old and strangely neglected garden. There I stood before a vine-covered house of simple design which obviously had once been a farm house. Somehow an aura of romance lay over the house and its surroundings; one could imagine being in a fairy tale. Under other circumstances I would have been enchanted, but that day my worries overshadowed all other thoughts.
As artistic and romantic as the appearance of the house was, it had a flaw: the door was locked, and nobody answered my knocking. I looked for a second entrance, and found it locked too. A sign indicated the office hours, which showed that I had arrived half an hour too late. I was just about to return and come back the next morning, when I decided to give it one more try. In spite of my utmost frugality, every day in Quito added to the expenses which I could hardly afford. I also knew that I was needed back in Puyo, and they were waiting for me anxiously. Once again I knocked on the door, then went to the back of the house and did the same. I was wondering about the propriety of knocking on an embassy’s back door when it opened and a middle-aged gentleman appeared in shirt sleeves, visibly annoyed. He asked me whether I had not read the sign with the office hours. Trying my best English, which was about as bad as my Spanish, I tried to explain that I was in dire trouble and need. The look on his face was an odd mixture of disbelief, curiosity, doubt, amusement and distrust. He was trying to figure out what kind of strange customer he was dealing with. My outward appearance may have contributed to his mood; during these early trips to Quito I wore a sort of German hiking jacket, which always gave me a strange appearance in Ecuador. It was clear to me that I had to try at any price to quickly awaken the personal interest of the shirt-sleeved gentleman, before he would definitely throw me out of the house. So, in whatever English I could muster, I told him how I was living in Puyo with wife and children, clearing the land for a cattle farm. As so often before, the words Oriente and jungle did wonders. Though he was still somewhat suspicious, a smile came over his face, possibly as a reaction to my funny English and the funny attire. With a reserved, but no longer unfriendly gesture, he invited me into the house. We passed through several housekeeping areas and a corridor into a room which seemed half living room, half office. We sat down and he asked me what my actual problem was, since until then I had not had time to bring it up.
I talked about the money exchange dilemma, and our difficult situation in trying to build up a meager existence. He looked at me penetratingly and listened attentively, possibly trying to figure out whether I was merely a con man. I couldn’t tell whether he had any intention to help me. When I finished there was a short pause; then he remarked dryly and in a matter-of-fact way that it was a pity that I had not come yesterday, because a member of the English colony had returned to England today and could surely have used my pounds. Right now he did not know of anybody else who was going back to England, but he would take my name down and notify me if something came up. Frantically, I tried to explain that this would not help me; I had to get back to Puyo as soon as possible, and needed the sucres immediately to continue with our work down there. He shrugged his shoulders and became cool and formal again: surely I could see that especially since the war had started, he had no reason to help a German.
What a grotesque situation. Thrown out by Hitler, I was now treated as a German and rejected. I did not see anything except that it was a matter of survival to convince him to treat me as an ally and not as an enemy. I showed him my passport with the red J in it, and pointing to my name emphasized that I was a victim of German persecution, a refugee, an opponent of the Nazi regime in desperate need. He still remained coldly negative; it was not his fault that the Nazis had started the war, causing my troubles with the money exchange. I should approach the German embassy, who should have the obligation to assist me. I finally had a strong argument; it was exactly the despicable Nazi attitude which kept them from helping a Jew. That seemed to have finally fallen on fertile ground. He became pensive; with his hands in his pockets, he paced back and forth across the room. Then he sat down again, and asked me to tell him more about my family and our earlier life in Germany, and the conditions under which we were now living on our farm. I used all the persuasion I could muster, and I think I switched in panic from English to Spanish. I don’t know whether the sweat was running down my forehead. For a long time it was not noticeable whether I was melting any ice. While I was still jabbering, he got up once more and interrupted me, laying a hand on my shoulder and saying, “I believe you, and I am ready to help you.” An enormous weight fell from my shoulders. After a short pause, in which I believe I heard my heart pounding, he added that naturally he did not help me as a German, but as a refugee in need and as a person. Then he went to the phone and inquired about the last official exchange rate of the pound, and offered me 58.50 sucres per pound. I was overjoyed: it was a generous, noble offer. He went to get his checkbook, then took the bank notes and wrote out a check. I thanked him with all my heart.
He accompanied me to the exit, this time the front door, and took leave of me with special courtesy. He wished me, the stranger who a half hour ago had practically intruded into his kitchen, the best of luck in our endeavors. Half in a dream which had started as a nightmare but had concluded with a happy end, I returned to my friends’ apartment. A threat to our very existence had been averted.
In the many years since this event I have forgotten the name of the ambassador, but my gratitude toward this man, who in the middle of a hostile political atmosphere had extended such an invaluable hand to us, will remain with me forever.
As soon as I could cash the check at a bank I went to the 24 de Mayo square and took the first available bus to Ambato, and from there to Baños. Two days later I arrived in Puyo, where they had begun to get worried about the delay in my return. Nobody in Puyo knew yet about the outbreak of the war. I don’t think I have ever had that much to tell after an absence of only a few days, and I certainly was glad to be home with my family again.


Carpentry Work
Now that we had our second supply of sucres, we could order the cutting of the lumber for the rooms under our house. At that time all boards and beams were sawed manually, like all the other tasks of the early settlers. It wasn’t until almost 10 years later that the first motor-driven saws were brought to the Oriente.
The two men who had cleared the first two hectares for us also offered to saw some boards, but the result was unsatisfactory. Their boards were of unequal thickness and had bad saw gouges, so we did not extend the contract beyond the first batch of boards. In all our efforts in the Oriente, we had to have patience and hope for luck. For an arch-German like me, patience was a difficult virtue to acquire, but in our search for better workmen we were lucky. Antonio Marino, a serious but not unfriendly man, cut all of the lumber we needed to our full satisfaction, and also did a lot of our later land clearing. His partner, Juan Pallo, was a giant, and both were highly reliable and conscientious artisans.
Together we went on a search for suitable lumber, and Mr. Marino proved to be very helpful. The rain forest in our region, at 900 meters above sea level, was no lumber paradise. The rich lumber forests were all located at altitudes between 1500 and 2500 meters. There were many huge but useless softwood trees which could rot almost as fast as they could be sawed, and some hardwoods, like the already mentioned calum calo, which was neither easy to cut nor resistant to decay. Close to our house we found a large cedar tree, quite different from the northern or the Lebanese cedar, except for the fragrance, which was cedar-like. It was a deciduous tree, quite rare, with very soft wood, very popular for furniture because of its fine pattern and the ease with which it could be planed. An even more useful tree was the canelo amarillo, or yellow cinnamon, whose bark did not contain cinnamon but had a rather peppery smell. The yellow and brown wood pattern was beautiful, and like the cedar, it was not attacked by termites or wood worms. Unfortunately, the cedro was very rare, and the canelo occurred mostly with diameters of 12 inches or less, while at least 14 inches are needed to yield 10-inch boards. An equally durable wood was the motilon, a purple wood which we used extensively for the beams. For the walls we used mostly a wood called tamburo, of a pleasant texture and pink color, which Marino had suggested. It was easy to saw and plane, and good-size trees were fairly plentiful. And finally there was the pilche wood, harder than the tamburo and therefor good for the floor planks. The task of planing the pilche planks turned out to be very tedious, however.
In my description of trees I should not forget the matapalo, or “tree killer”, a most impressive and completely useless tree monster. This tree starts as a thin vine which climbs up and winds around a slender tree, then gradually grows into a thick vine which strangles its host. By the time the host tree dies, the matapalo is strong enough to stand on its own. For added stability, it often sends its roots out to a distance of 3 to 10 meters from the trunk, and the tree stands in the middle of a maze of tall roots. If you wanted to fell the matapalo, you had to build a scaffold first and cut the tree at a height of 2 to 3 meters. Obviously, the contractors preferred to leave such trees standing for shade.
Before being able to saw the boards, a platform was built, high enough for a man to stand under it. The lumber logs were cut to the desired length, usually 2 to 3 meters, and squared by ax into a rectangular block, of 25 cm height and whatever width was available. Then a chord was dipped into a purple ink, and the board width, of one inch plus the cut width, was marked. And finally the sawing could begin, which must have been extremely hard work. The blade was about 1.5 meters long, and with one man standing above and one below the platform, the saw was pulled up and down, for hours and hours. The saw was sharpened every evening to minimize the cutting effort.
The transport of the boards to our house was our family task. The path from the cedro to our house was only 30 meters long, and flat, but many of the other boards had to be carried across one or two of the many quebradas, or mini-ravines, with a fallen log as the only bridge. I organized the carrying tasks according to the height and age of the children, and within a few days of the cutting, all the boards were safely stacked under the roof. Without the dry stacking the boards could easily warp, and even rot.
Gerhard had built us a sturdy work bench with clamps to hold the boards flat or standing on edge. All boards had to be planed; then the edges had to be finished with tongue and groove. While Gerhard was a skilled carpenter who could plane very fine joints, I was, at least at the beginning, very clumsy and slow with saws and wood planes. Luckily the tamburo wood was soft with a mostly straight grain, and we made some slow but steady progress. In any case, the wood needed some time to dry out at least halfway.
The lower floor of the house was to be left mostly as open space, except for a 4 x 5 meter room, which would be our first common shelter, and later our workroom. Some short logs were set into the ground, then 10 x 15 cm girders were laid across these, with a clearing of about 50 cm above the ground, barely enough for the children to crawl under in case some repairs had to be made. Then came the 5 x 25 cm planks. Again, the leveling of the girders and planks to obtain a good, permanent floor was a difficult and slow task for us greenhorns. At a height of 2.5 meters above the floor, a similar set of girders was laid on top of shorter palm columns which had been placed next to the taller roof carriers.
Next came the 8 x 8 cm posts, which were fastened to the floor and the ceiling beams. From the boards we had to cut thin square strips which were nailed to the columns, with just enough of a gap to slip the wall boards between them. The advantage of loosely laying the boards between the lattice work was that as they shrank while drying, the entire wall could settle, and all we had to do was to add another strip on top from time to time to fill the gap.
The doors were rather crude — three wide vertical boards nailed to some horizontal strips, and attached to the posts by hinges which we had brought from Germany. We wanted to move into our house as soon as we could, and high precision was not a priority. Later, when we had some spare time, improved carpenter skills, and dry boards, we replaced the original primitive doors with better ones, encased in a frame.
A house construction in those primitive environments is considerably simplified by the fact that no water, sewerage, or electric lines had to be laid. The floor boards may have gaps, but as long as there is only a dirt floor below, the gaps can be convenient for floor sweeping. And even if the wind should blow through gaps in a wall or door frame, it was a 75°F. wind.
However, in spite of the simplicity of the construction, it took until the following May to finish enough of the house to move in. It also took that long to carry all of our belongings from the decaying old Ell house to the new one, our own. To start with we had a 4 x 5 meter room with three finished walls, a table, and simple, rough bed frames with flexible palm slats, covered with corn husks for mattresses.
I had been mindful that, in addition to the tedious tasks of land cultivation and carpentry, we could not completely neglect our children’s education. Renate had gone through 7 years of school in Germany, while Gert had 6 and Marianne 4 years. In the village there was an elementary school, in which we were not interested, and the 50-minute walk each way would have taken too much of our valuable time. I had no idea how to organize any kind of substitute for a formal education, and with all the work to be done during the day, all of us would have been too tired for any organized homework. We had, however, brought along two boxes with a total of almost 300 pounds of books, ranging from light and humorous novels to informative volumes on history, geography, basic science and arts, astronomy, and classic works by Schiller, Goethe, Shakespeare, and others. I myself had been brought up under a system of humanistic general education, and I tried my best to instill in the children an interest in intellectual thought, in addition to the practical training which they received as a matter of survival.
I was fully aware that the humanistic thought based on the ideals of Leibnitz, Humboldt, Goethe and the classical philosophers had become practically unattainable in the first half of this century. But still the mentally active mind should try, at least, to get as close as possible to this goal. The truly educated person will never believe that he or she will ever know everything, and realizes that the farther the horizon of knowledge spreads, the larger becomes the domain of the unknown. Occasionally, on evenings when we were not too tired to think of anything but sleep, I would read a chosen passage of literature to my family, hoping to encourage them to follow up with some reading on their own. On Sundays I usually read a passage from the Bible, not so much to instill a religious belief in them, but rather to present them with religion as an alternative philosophy of life. I had also established a calendar of correspondence: we all had to take turns writing letters to all of our relatives, spread across the globe in the U.S., Germany, England, Italy, Australia, Bolivia, Paraguay and Uruguay.
The result of this unconventional and indirect method of education was gratifying.	Each of the children grew up to be a stimulating letter writer, and they all learned to think independently. Our precarious subsistence standard of living also taught all of us that we had to live and work with each other. Prior to any new acquisition, we all came to ask ourselves not whether we wanted it, but whether we could do without it.
The pioneers more than a century ago in the U.S. may have had a similar start in their new settlements, except that instead of the incessant rain, they had to deal with bitterly cold winters, and instead of our child-like friendly Indios they had to deal with hostile native tribes. Our Indios did not take scalps, although occasionally we would meet people who had brought with them some of the famous shrunken heads from deep in the jungle, supposedly taken by the Jibaro tribe from killed enemies.


The First Christmas
We celebrated the first Christmas with Annemie, Gerhard, and Juergen in the old house. It was a strange and melancholic party; strange because it lacked the long and cold winter nights and the snow we were used to in East Prussia, and melancholic because we thought about the friends and family members with whom we had spent so many Christmases in years past, and whom we had left in the old country, exposed to the dangers of war and persecution.
A further shadow fell across this evening, which we all felt, especially the grownups, even though we tried to conceal it. Of the hopes and
Bird of Paradise expectations with which we had left the homeland, there was not much left. We had already suffered severe setbacks with our first herd of cattle, the house construction was progressing agonizingly slowly, and the virgin soil did not appear to be the paradise in which everything one planted would grow profusely.
 
 
Bird of Paradise
 
For these reasons, I wanted to accentuate the break we had made with tradition by changing the scenario of the Christmas holiday in such a way that the fewest possible points of comparison with earlier ones remained.
There were no pine trees or other conifers in the Oriente. Therefore, instead of a Christmas tree, I thought of something completely different as the symbol of the Christmas celebration: I chose the colorful “bird of paradise” plants, which grow in all warm climates. The blossoms, like miniature canoes, open into hollow channels on top, into which we could set candles which we had brought with us from Germany. It was certainly an unusual Christmas decoration. The colorful brightness should have cheered us up, but it failed to do so. We sang the old Christmas songs and played the records, but the right mood just would not come. I read the Christmas story from Luke: “Peace on Earth, and Good Will to Men”, but in Europe the war was raging, and what was happening there had nothing in common with good will. The children probably did not feel the deep melancholy which befell us adults. We went to bed early, but did not find sleep for a long time.
Outside rustled the rain that was so usual at this time of the year. In Puyo, it was said that there are two seasons: a rainy and a rainier one. We celebrated nine Christmases in Puyo, and I cannot remember a single Christmas Eve in those years on which we could gaze up at a clear, starry sky and keep watch for that star of peace which had shown the way to the three kings. It did not take long before the annoying sound of drops falling through the leaky roof onto the ceiling started, reminding us that this old house was lying on its death bed.
It was probably one of the saddest Christmases of my life. My gloomy thoughts went back to two similarly joyless Christmas Eves, which lay 20 years behind: 1918 and 1919 in a French prisoner-of-war camp. Christmas 1918: Etampes, south of Paris, halfway between the Seine and the Loire. A disconsolate bare and cold wall, a dismantled mill in which more than a thousand PG’s — prisonniers de guerre — subsisted with insufficient nourishment; the dishonest camp administration kept embezzling some of the rations which had been sent for us prisoners, selling them to the people in the nearby town who themselves suffered under a food shortage, especially during the first year after the war. This atmosphere released the phenomenon which we feared most for ourselves and our comrades, and which bore the name “Le cafard! L’atroce cafard”: The terrible, heart-tearing homesickness. We had survived the war, but the uncertainty of not knowing when, or if, we would ever be allowed to go home again, was almost more than we young people could bear. In January it came to some senseless and unsuccessful escape attempts, which led to several deaths. An investigation followed, the bad situation came to light, and the camp was dissolved. But that did not happen until several weeks after the disconsolate Christmas when we had barely enough dim and flickering light on the broad prison camp floor to see our neighbor as we drank our weak, watery soup with a few vegetables floating in it. In spite of the cease-fire, the mood among us young prisoners was a mix of resignation and despair. Even the religious ones shied away from thinking about the Christmas chant which begins with the extolment: “Glory to God in the highest!” We consoled ourselves at best with the hope for the following Christmas, not knowing that we would spend that one too in a prisoners camp. Our transport home did not begin until 14 months after the cease-fire and nearly 7 months after the signing of the disastrous Versailles treaty.
Christmas 1919: Until mid-December we had been stationed in the camp of Company 320, a few kilometers south of Peronne on the road toward the town of Mons. Our Christmas in this camp would have been a peaceful, harmonic evening. The “Compagnie Trois Cents Veinte” was famous and envied for the liberal spirit in which it was managed, and for the congenial relationship between the French and German camp leaders. There we had the good fortune that the camp directors, an active First Lieutenant of the Alpine Corps and a reserve Second Lieutenant were men of high humane principles and treated us with unprejudiced fairness. But there had also been two men from our group — our German camp speaker, a jovial, somewhat older and imperturbable family father from Dueren on the Rhineland, and a young interpreter, Theo Schmitz — who through their impressive personalities had inspired in the French officers an understanding of our fate which led to an atmosphere which was probably unique among the hundreds of labor squads in the French prison camps. At only 23 years of age, Theo had the kind of rare personality typical for a natural leader. When he talked to soldiers of our unit, they often stood instinctively at attention as though they were before a superior officer. Without flattering the French to a subservient humbleness, these two entirely different men understood how to mix dignity and courtesy in a manner that gained them the respect of the French camp commanders, and caused them to grant us every feasible request. Theo and I have remained close friends ever since the war.
Unfortunately the company 320 was dissolved in Mid-December, and assigned to two other groups: Theo and our camp speaker were sent to a newly formed prisoner company from the Rhineland, where they were not altogether happy, but thanks to their personalities soon took over the leadership of their group again. I was sent to Company 567, stationed in the barracks in Peronne. There a loathsome uncomradely relationship prevailed between the older core of the group and the newcomers. They treated us in a sarcastic, hostile way to the extent of open hatred. Among these people I had to spend Christmas Eve. It was like a nightmare: all around us there was a boisterous and drunken mob. They howled rather than sang, often mixing up several songs, and obscene words and indecent jokes flew back and forth. The atmosphere could not conceivably have been farther removed from the spirit of Christmas. I sought refuge among a group of former “320” comrades, but the horde did not leave us in peace there either. And we still did not know when, if ever, we would be allowed to go home. Certain French newspapers and politicians had actually advocated that the prisoners should remain there for years yet, to provide a sort of modern galley slave service. The homesickness, the uncertainty, and the low-down mean spirit of our new “comrades” put us in a nauseating, disconsolate mood.
Now, in 1939, it was similar. It was not so much despair but despondency, which did not let me sleep until late in the night.



Book Two
Dedication by Gert Aron:
To my wife Jean, who not only translated the original from German to English, but edited the final manuscript into a readable book.

Epitaph
by Gert Aron
The description of our life in the jungle, and the halo associated with it, came to a sudden end in September of 1967, when the author, Werner Aron, died of a heart attack while playing tennis. The 2800-meter elevation of Quito had a deadly effect on many of the immigrants in their 60’s, and was even less forgiving to a 69-year old tennis fanatic. It was the kind of death my father had wished for himself, in the full enjoyment of his life, and as he thought, of his health. A glorious death, one might say, and yet much too early, because unlike many people who do not know what to do with their retirement, his days were fuller than ever before.
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His intellect was widely recognized and respected, and he had become the cultural pillar among his social circle, particularly of the German and ex-German community in Quito. His abundant knowledge in literature, music, and other cultural fields, which he had tried so hard to pass on to us during our farm life in Puyo, finally became fruitful, and I believe, gratifying. He was invited to present lectures on any possible occasion, be it the birthday or the anniversary of the death of Humboldt, Goethe, Schiller, Kleist, or Mozart. Writing and lecturing were his favorite pastimes. It would frequently occur, sometimes to our amazement, that he would return fulfilled from a vacation trip, a play, or a concert, sit down at the typewriter, and without any kind of notes or outline would write a 10- to 30-page report, often full of exuberant enthusiasm and sometimes in a sarcastic, seething rage, but seldom neutral in the face of a controversy. My cousin is still amused about my father’s comment during a description of the spectacle of one of the rare, clear star-filled nights: “the Southern Cross, now as before, is disappointing.”
One of my earliest memories (apart from a few occasions when he burst into our children’s room and gave me a spanking which one of my sisters had deserved), was that of a hike across a meadowland somewhere in East Prussia. We came to a wire fence, and my father, before helping us 3- to 6-year old children under or over the fence, gallantly took his knapsack and threw it over to the other side. Too late came my mother’s call, “Werner, the thermos bottles.” Furiously, he crawled under the fence, opened the knapsack, pulled out one of the bottles and threw it against the nearest tree. Too late again, came my mother’s second call, “Why not check first whether the bottles are really broken.” The first one was definitely broken, because my father was a very precise bottle thrower; the second one, which he pulled from the sack, was indeed still intact.
On another walk, or perhaps the same one, I remember that we suddenly found ourselves in the middle of a farmyard where we were met by a large and furious watchdog who probably felt guilty about not having noticed us sooner. In any case, his bark was as impressive as his teeth. My father grabbed a stick just in time and defended his family like the best of the three musketeers, while we hid behind our mother. After a while the farm wife came out and called off her brave guard dog. But we were not off the hook yet, because the amply endowed woman, as often happens in close family circles, had an amazing resemblance to her dog, in appearance as well as speech, and gave us to understand in no uncertain terms that we were not welcome. Afterwards when we wonderingly asked our parents why the scolding woman could be so mad about our harmless hiking, we received our first impression that even grown-ups occasionally do improper things. Later, at age 40, I had to think back to that episode when my son Carl, during a hike, asked me whether I had seen that “No Trespassing” sign back there, and I tried to convince him that in fine print it said at the bottom: “only for other people”.
Then there were the many other hikes during which we children toddled so slowly behind that the only way to give us the incentive to make any progress was for one parent to go ahead and hide a peppermint candy on a low tree limb. This enticement had a pedagogic purpose besides; we could earn a bonus candy if we could identify the type of tree. I did not gain much weight in those years, and would have starved to death if our total food supply had depended on my botanical knowledge.
My father had more success later when we were about 10 years old and he read aloud to us, bit by bit, the twelve chapters of a large astronomy book. He made it truly fascinating. Now, in my mature days, I know much less about the firmament than I did at age 11.
And so it went through the nearly 10 years of our life in Puyo. My father concentrated a large part of his energy trying to arouse our interest in the many books and the classical music records we had brought from Germany. The results must often have been depressing, since we soon came into our teen-age years when we preferred spending our Sundays with our younger friends in the village, playing volleyball rather than listening to classical literature or music, and were hesitant to accept advice, especially from parents.
It isn’t easy to give a clear and simple description of my father. He was often harsh and hot-tempered, and yet again sensitive and deeply moved, easily driven to deep despair by sometimes relatively harmless obstacles, and yet extremely tenacious when the going got tough and we really needed something, as was obvious from the earlier descriptions of the emigration and money exchange adventures. He despised the never-ceasing rain and the mud we always had to wade through, but he hung in and took hundreds of walking trips into the village to sell whatever products we could market. For us children these minor problems were part of our lives, and I remember with special fondness the Christmas celebrations with the strange ersatz Tannenbaum, when all our gifts were handmade — it could be a wooden spoon or Ping-Pong racquet, or something my sisters sewed together. Yet, it was our mother who came to love the land with all its faults and its splendors, and who gave us and our father the courage we needed when setbacks struck. Much later, after we had sold the farm and moved to Quito, she and a friend returned to her beloved village of Puyo whenever they had a chance. My father never went back down there again.
I want to digress for a moment and cite an incident which describes my mother’s unshakable spirit. Years later she came to visit my sister in the Washington D.C. area, and me and my family in Central Pennsylvania. She was scheduled to arrive around 8 PM on a brilliant summer day at our little airport, but there was a dense thunderstorm in Harrisburg.	The commuter plane could not make it through and flew back to Baltimore. There an elderly passenger told my mother that he was going to rent a car, and asked her to ride with him to State College. She accepted gladly, and called to tell us that she would be arriving by car around 2 in the morning. I felt terrible. This was her first visit to Pennsylvania, and the long ride, from about 6 PM in Washington to 2 AM, would give her a most unpleasant first impression of our area. It was almost 3 AM when she did arrive, and her eyes were sparkling: “That was the most fantastic airplane ride I have ever taken. We were bounced all over the place, and an actual argument arose between the pilot and the passengers of the tiny 10-seater, whether they should try to fly through the storm or return to a safe airport. And later, when we drove by car through Harrisburg, the storm had blown over and the moon shone right across the big river (the Susquehanna).” She always had a positive outlook. Whatever we showed her here in our rural region was “wundervoll”.
My father could be blunt to the point of complete tactlessness, pick terrible arguments with people he didn’t like, or with a twinkle in his eye win the hearts of ladies he considered worthy of his attention. Thus he acquired a large circle of real friends while never shying away from making enemies in the bargain. As is obvious from the earlier chapters, he was possibly one of the most German of Germans, for whom it was terribly hard to become accustomed to the unreliable, laissez-faire mentality of the Ecuadorians. And yet in his later years, after having spent more than twenty years in his new homeland and becoming an Ecuadorian citizen, he became an almost patriotic advocate and defender of the South American virtues.
In the early chapters he mentioned many times the fairness with which he was treated in most situations, even by members of the Nazi party and the dreaded Gestapo. I think I would attribute these acts of tolerant treatment not so much to the individuals’ fairness, but to my father’s powerful character. Already at the age of 20, in the French prison camp, where he was acting as interpreter due to his fluent command of the French language, he had managed to convince the camp director that some of the guards had to be replaced because they were unduly harassing the prisoners.
One incident, which was not mentioned in his chapters, points to his power of persuasion, further aided by his training as a lawyer. Shortly before leaving Germany, he decided that he wanted to purchase a small typewriter to take along to Ecuador. There was, however, a law forbidding emigrants to take any new equipment out of the country. He was told that the only people authorized to give an exemption were the Gestapo officials. So he went there, boldly asked to speak to the man in charge, and made his argument: “You see, I have two old and monstrously big Underwood typewriters in my dissolved law office. Nobody can prevent me from taking these along. Yet, your Fatherland has declared a ‘War on Waste’ and is eager to recycle all the available scrap metal. Doesn’t it make sense to let me take along a small, 8-pound typewriter instead of 60 pounds of old metal?” The officer looked at him, then shook his head and mumbled, “God save us from Jewish lawyers.” Then he wrote out the permission and handed it to him with a twinkle in his eye.
My father’s death left behind a dreadful emptiness. We “children” had long since become independent, economically and otherwise, but the family circle, which during the Nazi time had been scattered to the four winds, was held together through his intensive correspondence, and also through his natural leadership. Would the family now fall apart and every one of us go our private way with only a superficial interaction, like so many families in this age of high mobility?
For many years I hesitated to finish the “Halo”. It is difficult to follow in the footsteps of a giant. I am an entirely different type. In contrast to my older sister Renate who has inherited her father’s temperament, I have probably inherited mine more from my mother. But the story of our emigration is part of a generational saga which inextricably ties the past with the future. As my father put it, ours is “an emigrant’s fate among many.” We were just one family; but the world changed dramatically during those years. History must be told, so the children will know.


Slow Progress
The mistakes and misfortunes of the first two years brought us nearly to the point of total bankruptcy. The overly expensive purchase of the first cattle from the wrong region, the underestimate of pasture needed, and other wrong decisions ate up our capital which was not too abundant to begin with. We couldn’t even say that we lived from hand to mouth, because even the bananas, the universal emergency food in Ecuador, require nearly two years before they bear the first “cabeza”, or head of bananas. True, our neighbors allowed us to harvest whatever bananas we could find, but those old stands were terribly neglected and yielded very few bunches.
Toward the middle of 1940, my father’s brother Karl decided to emigrate and join us on our farm; the pressure and danger in Germany had become too acute. He received the emigration permit, a cousin in Bolivia put down the required U.S. $500, and he needed only the Ecuadorian immigration visa, which would be easy for a prospective jungle settler to obtain. At that time our funds had practically dried up, and my father wrote several letters to the Jewish Assistance Association in Quito, asking them to procure the visa and send it to Germany. Unfortunately, the halo did not work in this case, and the fact that we were not religious Jews was no help either. In any case, they answered evasively. Finally, my father managed to sell a Bavarian jacket, and with the money traveled to Quito. With his usual tenacity (he never took no for an answer), he obtained the visa in two days and sent it off by special delivery; but it reached his brother 3 days after the last ship on which he could have traveled had sailed. Two months later, with the rest of the Jews who had remained in Germany, Karl was deported to Poland where he disappeared. Once more we had been too Jewish for the Nazis, but not Jewish enough for the Assistance Organization. Together with the oppressive financial responsibility for our existence, this failure was surely one which affected my father’s mood most deeply.
A further basis for worry, of which we children were not aware in our youthful carefree way, was the mosquito and bacteria-infested subtropical climate. Luckily, we were located a few hundred meters above the malaria regions, but in the warm humidity all kinds of bugs, parasites, poisonous spiders and snakes, and other creatures thrived. During the first year every small wound became infected, sometimes even the mosquito bites. We must have looked like lepers for a while. We had a drug named Sulfatiazol, but even this early antibiotic had only a limited effect on the masses of bacteria of all types. Besides, my younger sister Marianne turned out to have an allergy against sulfa drugs. In the end, the same profusion of bacteria which almost did us in came to our help, because all of the bacteria also had their enemies, and we developed the same profusion of antibodies which the local people had acquired generations ago. Once we had survived the first year, the infections stopped. From then on, we could drive the dirtiest splinters deep into our arms and legs (not that we did so intentionally); the wound would fester briefly, the splinter would slip out, and everything was fine again. Marianne fell off a log and into a barbed wire fence and cut her leg badly; and I stepped on a sharp machete, but the wounds healed in a few days. Even the cattle benefited from this excess of bacteria; the Ecuadorian Oriente has perhaps the only strain of hoof and mouth disease from which the animals could recover.
There were, of course, no antibodies to the intestinal parasites. Even though we drank only boiled water and tried to be careful in our eating habits, none of us could escape catching these little worms. About twice a year we had to set aside two days for the ritual of the castor oil cure. Half of the family would take it one day, the other half the next day. One must have tasted castor oil to appreciate it. After swallowing it down, followed by a fruit juice to drive away the abominable aftertaste, we would sit for half a day on a stump close to the outhouse, drained of all strength so that we could barely walk over periodically to the “throne”. But the following day we would be as good as new.
The accidental eating of an ant hidden in the sugar bowl also belongs to the treasure of vivid memories. The sugar loving ants were typically minute, and one had little hope of seeing them. Besides, there were so many of them that they almost became part of our steady diet. Years later, in Ohio, my roommate found it rather funny when I asked him whether he had by chance ever eaten an ant. He answered “certainly not by design”.
So far I seem to give the impression that there wasn’t much “slow progress to be noticed. As a matter of fact, I can hardly remember anything during the first year which did not go wrong somehow. Even with the first batch of chickens we did not do well. We purchased two hens and one rooster in the village, and the seller threw the three of them into a burlap sack. When we got home, the rooster had been trampled to death. One of the hens looked stately and round, but may have once taken a vow of celibacy; in any case, she never laid a single egg, just like the highland cows, which would give us hardly any milk. The second hen was a skinny black thing which looked like a cross breed between a crow and a rooster; but this hen, whom we had given the name of Agathe, developed into the most productive egg layer in the entire flock, the only one ever to surpass the 500 egg mark.
At last I have arrived at our first glimpse of light. I must not forget the faithful Diana, the first locally bought cow, who in the following years gave us nine calves and reached an average milk production of over 1000 liters per year; not particularly impressive if compared to the high-bred Holstein cows in the highlands, but well above average for our region. She was middle-sized, black with a few white specks, and had gentle eyes, yet she could become quite belligerent if she saw the safety of one of her calves threatened.
Her calves had their peculiarities too. Her second calf, Nana, never lost her craving for milk, even when she was fully grown. Often when we carelessly left a pail of milk standing around and she could reach it, we would watch in dismay how she would empty it with all the gusto a cow could muster. She was big and strong, and once she had her head in a pail, there was no way to persuade her to take it out until she had drunk the last drop.
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Diana and Her Calf Nana
 
It might seem weird that I mention all of our animals by name, but that is the advantage of a small-scale farm operation. In contrast to the modern milk and egg factories, our cows and chickens were part of the family. All of them had names, some quite characteristic. There was “Grandma Charlotte”, who strutted around like a very dignified lady in a gray-speckled lace collar, and a tiny gray-brown cow called “Donkey”, who as a calf had nearly died of dysentery, and whom we gradually nursed back to health by almost force-feeding her a strange concoction of milk, eggs, onions, and some other ingredients. Then she became so affectionate that she only needed to hear or see us coming into the pasture, and would race to us in a full stampede, throwing quite a scare into some of our city visitors. By then she weighed about 400 lbs, and we had to be careful not to be overrun by her love. Usually she would stop right next to us, and proceed to “clean us up” with loving care with her sandpaper tongue. Usually we were sweaty, and I am sure the salt tasted quite good.
A major morale booster was the ripening of our first “cabeza”, literally a head of bananas. These could be prepared in all kinds of ways, and once a banana grove starts producing, the owners do not have to worry about running out of food; they keep producing and producing. Soon we would take some bunches to the village and sell them, at a ridiculously low price of course. If people came to our grove to harvest a bunch and take it home, the price per cabeza was about 5 cents. The aforementioned jungle potatoes, the yuccas and papachinas, had gone into production much sooner than the bananas, but were more of a food supplement. I later estimated that in those nine and a half years in the Oriente I must have eaten about 30,000 bananas. Nevertheless, I insist that my children are not descendants of a monkey. And I still eat a lot of bananas now.
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Wernor Aron and his first banana trees
 
A welcome change in our somewhat bland diet were the pineapples and papayas. Both need about 18 months to bear the first fruit. The pineapples grow on low plants protected by blade-like, sharp-pointed leaves. They take up about one-half square meter of space but bear only one pineapple per plant. New plants sprout out from the root, but it is best to separate these small outriggers and reset them in a new place. The papayas grow on soft-wooded branchless trees, and the fruit hangs from the main stem.
We gradually recovered from our first failures, and even began to do a few things right. We extended the pasture land and planted enough potatoes and corn for our own and the chicken’s needs. We never knew any special type of sweet corn; we simply harvested some of the field corn green, and found the corn on the cob quite tasty. What was left over was sold in the village. In general, we made two trips a week to Puyo, with two of us carrying 30 to 50 pounds of produce for sale.
We made some cheese; the rest of the milk was separated into cream and skim milk, using the centrifuge we had brought along from Germany. The cream was made into butter, using a homemade barrel and a plunger. We drank the skim milk, and also used it for our soups. Whatever was left over, was made into a skim milk cheese which had a very tough and leathery texture. Very soon somebody in the village dubbed it “synthetic rubber”, which did not really distract from its popularity among the village children, because it was so cheap and chewy. Whenever one of us approached Puyo with our wares, the children would come running with the small coins in their hands, asking for the “caucho sintético”.
We were always balancing the butter and cheese production according to our estimate of the demand. The people knew butter from the cities, but we had already noticed during our first trip from the coast to Puyo that due to the lack of refrigeration, the butter was usually rancid. In Puyo it was even worse. The habit of our main butter purchaser, the merchant Alberto Chango, was to take the newly bought butter out of the package and dump it into his glass jar on top of the previous week’s leftover. We tried to convince him to take out the leftovers first and wash out the jar, but he apparently felt that his method was less wasteful. Later, after the road had reached Puyo, we could ride by bus or truck to the headquarters of the Shell Oil camp, where they appreciated a fresh cheese and butter supply, and for a few years we had a steady demand for our products.
The money from the small quantity of milk, eggs and produce we could sell in the first years was still not adequate even for our most modest needs, and we looked around for some additional income possibilities. First we tried confections in the form of chocolate-covered cookies, candies, and bananas, but the chocolate melted too easily and the interest in these confections was too limited. We soon gave up that idea and tried our luck with bread.
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To build a regular oven would have required much more expertise than we had. Since we intended to bake and sell only small quantities as an income supplement, we used the two kerosene cook stoves we had brought along, and two German cake molds in the form of a small tire. In the village there was already a bakery which offered various kinds of buns and rolls. While our “llantas”, or tires, as they were obviously called, weighed about three pounds, these were now added to our regular wares on our bi-weekly walks into Puyo, and to our surprise they became very popular. Especially during some holidays we could barely keep up with the demand. This then became an interesting strategic planning problem, because we didn’t want to miss too much of the festivities either. We would inquire about the program of events, which could include canoe or volleyball contests, foot races or horse shows, and dances in the evenings. We would declare our favorite events, and take turns going home to pick up a new supply of bread.
My mother was the baker, and thinking back, I wonder whether she ever had a chance to participate in the fiestas. At night, however, she did not continue baking, and she must have been able to go to a few of the dances.
The efforts to sell anything we could, led almost to an obsession, and certainly exerted a strong materialistic influence on us. Indicative of this trend was a remark, which we quoted for years as a wry joke. One day Renate went to Puyo, and on her return told about a new European settler who had just come to Puyo. When my mother asked her whether he was nice, she said with a shrug of her shoulder, “Sure, he bought a bread.” Was that the basis on which we would choose our friends?
What was intended to be a temporary stop-gap source of income turned into a permanent mini-industry. The baking molds as well as the kerosene stoves held up surprisingly well through nearly the entire 8 years between 1940 and 1948. A few small repairs, in which the village blacksmith Manuel Valverde proved invaluable with his ingeniousness, was all the equipment needed.
In 1945 we added one more industry to our activities. Some friends from Ambato who had visited us had a home weaving business with two looms. When they decided to move to Chile after the war, they gave us the looms, and we became weavers of table cloths, dinner sets, and even furniture upholstery fabrics.
The progress we made in finishing the rooms of the house at first gave us ample reason for confidence, but soon we had a new problem to worry about. During a particularly violent storm — which lifted an entire roof off a house in Puyo, setting it down in the backyard — a hole was blown into our roof, and the entire roof structure was pushed over so that the 5-meter palm columns were tilted by about half a meter. We now saw that we had incorrectly assumed that the Indians were experts in roof construction. The problem had been that these people seldom built houses of the height of ours, and due to their semi-nomadic lifestyle, their huts didn’t have to last longer than two years. Therefore they had buried the palm columns only about 90 cm deep, and the stringers which slanted up from the roof beams to hold the ridge girder started to bend dangerously. A Hungarian artist, Olga Fisch, who visited us frequently, was enchanted with these sagging stringers which gave the roof a pagoda-like appearance, but structurally it was rather ominous, and we knew that at any moment the stringers could break and cause the roof to collapse. We were definitely worried because we could not imagine how we could possibly boost a roof of almost 3000 palm leaves back up into its original position. But by this time we had become somewhat more experienced and enterprising, and I had grown from a 12-year old kid into a sturdy 15-year old. We remembered that there was something called the Archimedes principle. First we braced the roof from the side toward which it had tilted, and by applying leverage actually boosted the columns into a slightly more vertical position, then we replaced the old columns one by one, this time burying them one and a half meters deep. Finally we installed braces from the interior of the roof, and again applying leverage, lifted the stringers little by little into a straight position. And we found that the job of folding the leaves and tying them to the lattice work wasn’t that mysterious either, and after a few weeks we had a sturdy and secure structure, although Mrs. Fisch may have been sad to see the pagoda style disappear.
Another problem a cattle farmer must work on was the efficient use of the pasture land. If the cattle are allowed to roam freely, they would return to recently grazed areas and eat the new shoots of the grass, which inhibited the proper growth of the grasses. If we tied the cattle with ropes around their horns to a stump or log, leaving them 4 to 5 meters of rope length, we could control the grazing, but some of the cows were clumsy and entangled themselves in the rope. After a few of our cows strangled themselves, we experimented with various types of fences. A barbed wire fence is almost always effective, but barbed wire was expensive. We had seen some woven fences, as shown in the sketch, consisting of strips of palm wall, 8 to 12 cm wide, which are flexible enough to bend back and forth around the vertical posts, which were also palm strips, but from the lower, more solid part of the palm.
 
[image: slat-fence.png]
 
However, it appeared that the lattice work lost its strength after a short time and the horizontal laths slumped downward. Therefore we tried a much more laborious method, in which we planted full palm logs into the ground, after sawing and chiseling holes through the stem. Then palm laths were fed through these holes. We made very slow progress with these fences, and found that it became a pastime for some of the stronger animals, especially a bull, to stick its head through the lattice work and lift an entire section of fencing clear out of the ground. In the end we went back to the woven lattice pattern and found it was just a matter of skill and experience to match the distance of the posts to the elasticity of the horizontal strips. We also used four or five horizontal strips instead of the three which had given the neighbor such a weak fence. Towards the end of our stay on the farm we had our pasture land divided into about 15 fields of 2 to 4 hectares each, by sturdy fences which lasted for years. The cattle could move freely for 10 to 15 days, after which they would be moved to a new corral, and we had very few breakouts.
Some of our guests were rather horrified to see that we always let our bulls run free. A bull has the undeserved reputation of being mean and attacking people. In reality, bulls tend to be very calm and complacent if they are not penned up, and we had much less trouble with them than with some of our cows, which could be very protective about their calves. You had to be careful with some of the younger bulls who liked to pick fights out of playfulness, and if we could not persuade them to drop their bad habits, they were sold to the butcher. My father mentioned in one of the earlier chapters the young bull, Achilles, who caused him a hand injury. Achilles had come to us from Ambato as a one-month old calf which was cute and playful; as were we children, and we had a lot of fun having head-butting fights with him. Nobody told us that the cute little calf would soon weigh 500 pounds and have even more fun chasing us. Even that had to be learned the hard way. Achilles tasted quite good, by the way.

Native Wildlife
When one hears about a jungle, one thinks automatically about jaguars, and maybe piranhas. We are often asked what sort of wild animals we had around Puyo. The fact is that the upper Amazon jungle is particularly poor in larger animals. There were lots of noisy small monkeys, and once in a while a marten would visit our farm to steal a few chickens, but during the 9 1/2 years we lived there, we shot only a few birds and trapped one or two “vatusas”, a sort of gray hare.
This scarcity of wild animals and edible game was not limited to the Puyo region, as we heard frequently from residents of other villages. Even in the times of the conquistadors 350 years ago, the situation was apparently similar. When Francisco Pizarro sent his brother Gonzalo and Francisco Orellana into the Oriente to explore the riches of that region and find the legendary treasures of the Incas, they found neither gold nor anything else which was useful, and nearly starved to death. Apparently even the rivers were not rich in fish.
Among the most common and interesting types of birds were the “cocapachas”. About the size of a wild duck, they had beautiful brown feathers and a yellow breast. Bananas and corn were their favorite food. We had enough bananas to share with the birds, but the damage they did to the corn was serious. These birds would appear in the morning in swarms of 50 to 100; each chose an ear of corn, pecked a small hole through the husk, ate a few kernels, and flew away. The next day they would come again and sit down on a new ear. In our damp climate, the injured ears would rot unless we picked them within a few days.
The cocapachas were extremely cunning. Often we would go to the cornfield and wait for them, hidden behind a tree, and armed with the trusty Winchester. They would arrive very punctually, but the moment we stepped out into the open to get a good shot, the lead bird would issue a warning, and the flock would take off. The only cocapacha we ever shot was sitting by herself on a tree stump, probably sick and in any case abandoned. We shot it at such a close range that there was more buckshot than meat in the bird.
Once, shortly after arriving in Puyo, we shot a large bird. We plucked, boiled, and ate it, even though it had quite an unpleasant odor. At that time we were glad to find any meat. It wasn’t until a few months later that we realized that we had devoured a vulture. At a later occasion, I saw a bird perched on top of a tree across the Puyo River, probably about 150 meters away. I decided to try my marksmanship, got our 22-caliber rifle and took a shot at it. It tumbled off the tree, and I proudly crossed the river to retrieve the bird. It took quite a while to find it in the dense forest, and then I discovered that I had apparently shattered its wing. While I carried the bird home, it looked at me with its beautiful blue eyes. We plucked and ate it too, but I have never again shot at an animal for fun.
There were lots of snakes. Most of them were harmless, but a few poisonous ones were also to be found. One worker, who was clearing land for us, was bitten in the head by a snake hanging from a tree. His companions took him promptly to a medicine man who supposedly poured 2 liters of rum into him. Whether this was advisable, I don’t know, but the man recovered in a week or two. The same thing could have happened to me on one occasion: I and Frank Weilbauer, a good friend who came to visit us frequently from Quito, were trying to fetch some lemons from the orchard by throwing sticks at the lemons. Suddenly Frank sent me sprawling into the grass with a swift kick. When I looked up indignantly to ask him what he was doing, he pointed up into the tree from where a viciously hissing snake had come down towards me, with its mouth wide open. We killed the snake and picked up the lemons, and I was still shaking when we got back to the house. Snakes seldom attack people or other large animals. Usually they slither away when they hear people approaching, and the majority of snake bites occur when somebody steps on one of them.
It is well known that snakes are attracted by milk. Our milk centrifuge was mounted on a shelf next to the ground level room, which had a 30-cm clearing above the bare ground. Quite frequently a small snake would come out from under the floor while we were centrifuging, attracted by a few drops of milk which had been spilled. Among the non-poisonous snakes, the most frequent was the black snake, up to two meters long, which always hung around the cattle. They would hurry away whenever they sensed a person coming, but not before trying to whip you quickly with the end of their tail, an unpleasant feeling since we never sensed them before they sensed us.
There were tall tales of giant anacondas farther down in the jungle, who had rushed out of the thicket suddenly, wound themselves around a child and crushed it before anybody could come to the child’s rescue. Some of our snakes were large but preferred very small victims. One night I heard a tremendous uproar in the hen house. I took the flashlight and went to look. All the chickens were in a panic, but there was nothing suspicious in sight. I went around to the small breeding pens, where we had some hens with newly-hatched chicks. In the first pen, the hen was very excited, spreading her wings protectively over the little ones. I went to the second pen from which no noises came. When I opened it, there was the poor mother, sitting hypnotized on top of a large curled-up snake. The snake, disturbed by the light, came slithering out: one meter, two, three, finally 3 1/2 meters long. I had a hatchet with me and slew it, then examined the damage. The day before, the hen had had 8 one-week old chicks, now a single chick came hopping out, another lay dead and strangled. The rest of them had apparently been devoured. Why not? It is obviously much easier to swallow 6 little chicks than one mother hen.
There was a happier snake story, which belongs with the repertoire of stories of my father’s gallantry. We had just come back from a party in Puyo, returning late at night with our kerosene lamps. My mother had just passed the clothesline and jumped back with a cry, “a snake!” Really, there hung a typical coral snake with its multi-colored pattern, feared because of its poison. My father motioned us to stand back, grabbed a machete, and not only knocked it off the clothesline but kept hitting it until there were only pieces left. As we brought the lamp closer to the site of the slaughter, we saw that it was not a snake, but one of the beautiful woven belts we had brought along from Germany.
The rest of the wildlife consisted of mice, rats, bats, ants of all sizes, and cockroaches, the infamous cucarachas which flourish in any warm and dirty climate. These repulsive vermin crawl into your food supplies and are everywhere, usually hiding during the day and coming out at night, occasionally running over our faces while we slept. Everybody hated them, but there was no way to eradicate them. We had, however, an interesting hunting scheme. Especially when younger guests came to visit, we would arm ourselves with a flashlight in one hand, a tennis shoe in the other. We walked around the outside of the ground level room, turned on the flashlight, and wham, wham, wham, got two or three of them. Then we turned the light off, walked to another spot, and repeated the game. Thus on some evenings we would harvest a few dozen victims which were swept up in the morning and fed to the chickens. Or else we would set out a glass bowl with fermented fruit juice and a few ramps to make it easier for the cucarachas to get to the fragrant juice. There they would get drunk and could not crawl back out of the bowl. In the morning, the chickens loved the wine-soaked roaches, and were happy all day long.
Among the most interesting adventures was the night the ants took over. I awoke feeling myself crawled upon and bitten from all sides. When I lit a match, I saw ants all over the place. I left the house, and pretty soon the rest of the family joined me, taking shelter in the wood shed where we also had the chicken pens, and which luckily was not attacked by the ants. We went back to explore, and found that they were all over the house: not very big ants, but in immense quantities. We had to retreat again, and were resigned to sit in the shed until morning, without a clue as to how we could ever shoo the invaders away if they liked it there. After about an hour of brooding, my father got impatient and cried out, “I don’t know, but I am going to do something.” And he went back to the house, only a few meters away. Then he called back, “They are gone.” And really, there was not a single ant left; their swarm, maybe only ten meters wide, had just happened to walk through our house. And so we went back to bed. The next day we looked around and found the bread slightly nibbled on, and the sugar bowl may have been a bit emptier, but otherwise nothing was missing — or so we thought.
Just before I had fled the room, I remember that I saw, in the flickering light, not only masses of ants but also panicky, fleeing cockroaches. They were not as lucky as we big animals, and did not escape. We noticed in the following weeks that not a single cucaracha was crawling around in our rooms. Apparently the ants had effectively surprised the roaches, and being able to crawl into the tiniest nooks and crannies, they had carried away practically the entire population. For almost a year we had a clean house, but eventually the surviving roaches multiplied again, and soon we were wishing for another visit by the clean-up army of ants.
Since I am on the theme of small game hunting, I should not forget our practice of bat and rat hunting. The bats we have in the U.S. are very useful animals, living mostly on insects. Our bats were much more of a nuisance. They liked bananas, which would not be so critical if they would just have visited the banana plantation and helped themselves there; but they wanted ripe bananas, and those are found under houses. To promote the ripening of the green bananas, burlap sacks are hung over the cabezas. The bats would bite holes through the sacks, and then make a terrible mess pecking numerous small holes into the bananas. Much worse, however, was their appetite for calves blood. At night they would settle on a small calf’s nose and peck expertly into a vein. Often we found a calf in the morning, bleeding profusely and definitely weakened. We were therefore not very sympathetic to our bat population, and came up with a sadistic game plan. We would occasionally open the door to our room at night and hope for a bat to fly inside. Then we would close the door and arm ourselves with pillows. After chasing the poor bat around the room for a few minutes, it would collapse someplace on a bed or on the floor. Then we would pick it up very carefully by the wings, because they were quite game to defend themselves, take them outside and throw them into the still glowing wood ashes. Oh how romantic was the life in the jungle!
With the rats, I had my own system, in which nobody else in the family took part. Traps had worked for a while, but the rats had become wise and no longer fell for the trick anymore. The ceiling boards of our upstairs rooms were loose so that we could push them closer together when they dried. So I left a little gap in my ceiling, kept my BB gun ready, and placed some bait on the beams just below the ceiling. Then I waited until I heard a rat nibbling on the bait, quickly got up, closed the gap, and lit my lantern. The room was not much more than 2 by 2 meters, with very little furniture, and the rat had few places to hide. It would usually just sit there and stare at me with hostile eyes. At 1 to 2 meters distance, it was not difficult to hit the rat, but I had to be careful. These rats have a fantastically ferocious survival instinct. At one occasion I had wounded a rat mortally. It sat on the beam for a moment, then took a direct leap at me, and would have sunk its teeth into me if I had not jumped out of the way in time. It hit the floor and was dead.
This rat hunt was an interesting game, but pretty soon the word must have gone around that my room was not safe, and no more rats showed up. The logical solution was, naturally, to transfer the hunting grounds to my sister Marianne’s room, next to mine. I tried not to be too obvious, and had to devise a secret gap in her ceiling which I could open and close without her knowing about it. So now I would silently open the gap at night and wait until the cry “a rat” came from her room. Then the gallant brother would dash to the rescue, let her escape, and hunt down the monster. After three nights and three rats, however, Marianne became suspicious, an investigation followed, and I had to give up the intriguing sport.
We also had a lot of mice, but they tended to live someplace in the garden. We had no cat to chase them, but our dog Sonja acquired a fascination with mouse hunting. On clear moonlit nights, you would see her sitting under a bush, for hours if necessary, looking at the open volleyball court in utmost concentration. Sooner or later a mouse would be seen walking across it casually, and Sonja, all 30 pounds of her, would leap out like a dart, usually catching the little creature. She had much less luck with the rabbits, which would come around at night looking for ripe pineapples. These prickly plants were set about 60 cm apart and had 20 to 30 cm free space under them, plenty enough for a rabbit. Sonja would go after them, but we know how these critters can make a quick turn with a sudden hook. The chase could go on halfway through the night. In the morning we would find Sonja bleeding from a dozen prickle wounds, thoroughly humiliated, while the pineapple field looked as if a battle had raged in it.
Sonja was a lovely dog. She was very clean and house broken, and knew that she was not allowed in any of our rooms. Some evenings we would sit in our downstairs room, playing some game, and usually left the door open, to let in some cool air. Sonja would sit outside the door and watch us; then slowly creep inside, first putting her front paws into the doorway, then the rest of the body, except for one leg which she kept stretched outside, with one toe barely touching the dirt ground, which was her domain. She never stole anything from the clothesline, but heaven forbid that any piece of cloth would somehow fall to the ground. Carefully, Sonja would walk over, and take the cloth to her wire mesh cage. Then she would firmly set her front paws on the cloth, bite into it, and with her eyes closed in rapture, slowly raise her head and feel the cloth rip. That was seventh heaven for her. She loved children and was very gentle with them. The wife of one of our workers had given a piece of meat to her toddler sitting in a chair. Sonja walked up to the baby, looking at her with pleading eyes. The baby stretched out her arm and let Sonja chew on the meat for a while, then she took the chunk back; and so the meat was passed back and forth in perfect harmony. As far as I know, Sonja did not catch any parasites from the baby.
One of Sonja’s litter was Bello, whom we had given to my cousin Juergen. As a young puppy, a cat had scratched out one of his eyes, and he acquired a fantastic sixth sense. His master, Gerhard, often came home late at night, and had to come through the woods, and then over the 500 meters of our land, before getting to his own house. We would hear Bello howling, and could be sure that about 5 minutes later, his master would emerge from the woods. Nobody will ever know whether Bello smelled or just sensed him over the distance of more than 1000 meters. In 1948, my relatives had to leave the farm, and move to Quito. They could not take Bello along, and so he became a wild dog, showing up at our house once in a while for a meal. One day my dad and I herded a few head of cattle over the 8 km of road to the Shell camp to sell them, and Bello decided to come along. On the return, we decided to take a bus, but the driver refused to take a dog along. We knew that Bello could take care of himself, and we rode off on the bus, watching the dog slowly fall behind. After a short distance, the road made an enormous loop around a hill, on which a farm was located, and the old mule path had taken a much shorter route straight over the hill and down the other side. I do not think that Bello had ever been in that area before, but when the bus came around the corner, there was the dog, waiting for us. The driver stopped and said, “A dog like that can ride with me wherever he wants to.” Then he opened the door, motioned to Bello to take the small seat beside him, and for the rest of the trip the two were sitting side by side, looking straight ahead at the road and anything which was approaching.
If the reader is disappointed about the complete lack of any true wildlife adventures, just remember that this is real life, not fiction, and truth is often stranger.


The Puyeños
After the detailed description of our rather unimpressive wildlife, it is only fair to include a chapter about the “Puyeños”, the inhabitants of our village. As already mentioned, we were received with a great deal of hospitality as newcomers. At first, my father was often dismayed about the unreliability of the people, who would say “right away” when they meant tomorrow; but even he had to appreciate their congenial and easygoing disposition. The village was small, and there was plenty of essentially-free federal land available, so that there were seldom arguments over land claims. Because of his doctoral title many of the Puyenos thought he was a medical doctor, but his assertion that he was only a doctor of law did not detract from the respect they showed for him as an educated person. Many of those simple people continued to see something magical in “el doctor”. He liked to gather rare flowers and occasional orchids on his paths through the woods, and several times when the villagers saw him with the flowers, they would ask, “para que es bueno?” meaning, “What does it cure?” I think they never quite believed that he carried the flowers around for enjoyment, and kept suspecting that perhaps the doctor was brewing a mysterious potion by the full moon or under candle light. That may also have been one of the reasons the women were so attracted to him.
It is one of the most pleasant attributes of South America that education and science are held in high regard. Thirty years later, my professor at the University of California went to southern Chile to help establish a snow monitoring laboratory. They found a good site and secured funds for the equipment, but were uncertain of the funding sources to build the complex. While they were deliberating what agencies they could approach, a local contractor came and offered to build the laboratory at his own expense, explaining that he was happy to have the opportunity to be of service in furthering scientific programs in his country.
Most of the Puyeños were cheerful sociable people, uninhibited by higher education and the complexes associated with it. Some of them were quite crafty, and made a game of slipping one over on each other during a business transaction. So it sometimes happened that one of us would sell bread in the village. The price was 3 sucres, which our customer would pay in 20 centavo coins. When we counted, we would find that we had gotten only 2.60 sucres, and we would tell him. Whereupon he would open his hand, and with a smirk give us the remaining 40 centavos. Good try! And yet we very seldom had anything stolen, although we often left our house unguarded. There were the usual rivalries between certain families who couldn’t stand each other, but no one lived in isolation; even we foreigners were immediately accepted into the community. If anybody was in real need, there were always people to help him out somehow.
One of the first families we had come into contact with were the Fernandez, who had already been good friends with Annemie and Gerhard. Right from the start we got some good advice from them on many questions, ranging from crops and cattle to village customs. Don Armando was the town baker, and we were afraid that we might lose him as a friend when we started to compete by selling our own bread, but he continued to be congenial and helpful. Their children were about our age, and came frequently on Sundays to visit us, or we joined them in games and parties in Puyo.
Equally helpful was Manual Vaca, one of the oldest of the colonists, deeply religious and a true gentleman, who took the concept of neighborly love seriously. On one occasion during that precarious first year in which nearly everything went wrong, we had to slaughter a cow which had injured herself. He came out to our place immediately with a few other people to help us with the butchering and with carrying the meat to the village. During the auction, which he had also organized, he exhorted the buyers to bid a “precio cristiano” (a Christian price), instead of exploiting a family’s misfortune.
The largest family in the village were the Escobars. We had already met the kindly José Amable Escobar on our 1939 trip into the Oriente. In Puyo itself he had five brothers or cousins. They were all named after Biblical figures. The eldest, Abraham, pronounced “Abrang” in Puyo dialect, was a quite well-to-do merchant. His wife was Doña Amelia, in whose hostel with the bare boards for beds we had slept the first night in Puyo. He owned about 20 hectares of sugar cane, as well as the necessary number of mules and horses to transport his products, the brown sugar and alcohol, to the cities. He was a portly man whose eyes usually twinkled merrily as if he personally sampled his alcohol before sending it off, yet he managed his businesses shrewdly, and certainly never let anybody take advantage of him.
The second brother, Adam, looked entirely different (more like Peter Lorre), and in character was extremely moody and short-tempered. His nickname was “el bilioso” (the bilious), and he may have had either an ulcer or gall bladder problems. He also owned a shop, which was surprisingly successful considering how he treated his customers. Apparently the Puyeños went there just to witness his latest fit of temper. He would bark, “You want it or not?” at any customer who did not immediately make up his mind about a purchase, which was quite common among the phlegmatic, deliberate Indios. Adam’s bad manners did not go over very well with my father, who could match anybody in hot temper. The first two times he was somewhat dumbfounded and surprised by the coarse treatment by Don Adam, but the third time he had had enough. Both men were short and stocky, about 1.60 meters tall. My father walked around the counter, raised his arm, and shouted at Adam that he would let him have it if he did not immediately show some good manners. I was still quite small and watched with some trepidation for the outcome of the argument, and so did some of the other customers in the shop. But Adam retreated and stammered, “Please, don’t hit me,” and changed his attitude toward my father to a much friendlier tone from then on. It probably gave my father quite a reputation as a man not to be pushed around. We children, however, never cared very much for entering Adam’s store.
In addition, there were Efraim and José Escobar, both living somehow from sugar cane. I don’t remember anything specific about them, but nearly 20 years later, when Marianne and I went back to Puyo for a visit, strolling through what had by then grown into a small town, and looking for some remaining acquaintances, we were approached by a young man, a son of Efraim, who remembered running up to my dad to buy the “caucho sintético”, the skim milk cheese.
I have already mentioned the tinsmith, Manuel Valverde. With his simple stock of equipment, he was ingenious at repairing just about anything. Any metallic object was saved and eventually reused for something. At one time a small plane of the Shell Oil Company overshot the runway and sheared the wings off while gliding through the woods. It was a total loss, and Señor Valverde went to the Shell administration to ask them whether they would sell the wreckage. They replied that by agreement with the government, they could not even give it away, but had to bury the remains. So Manuel persuaded them to dig the hole and push the pieces into it on Friday afternoon, then come back on Monday morning to cover it up. They did, and over the weekend the crafty tinsmith, with a few helpers, cut the plane into pieces and carried every bit of it to safety.
Another major family of Puyeños were the Freires. While the older Freires were traditional colonists who had moved to Puyo in the 1920’s to open the frontiers and plant pasture land and sugar cane, some of the younger ones became something of a social elite. We were particularly good friends with the brothers Luis and Vicente, and their cousin Alfredo, all in their twenties. Luis was well educated and had become the head master of the Puyo public school, where classes up to the 6th grade were given. He was the natural leader of social events, and also played the guitar very well, in a semi-classical style. His wife had a beautiful voice, and together they provided a lot of the music during the fiestas. Vicente could both sing and play the guitar. He was a typical South American charmer, very good-looking and congenial. He seemed to be living quite comfortably, but nobody quite knew how he supported himself. He was a gentleman farmer, who had some sugar cane fields someplace, which were taken care of by a share cropper. At one time he explained to my sister that he was opposed to physical work on principle. Later, after Puyo had turned into a town and we had left the region, he became the municipal treasurer, and shortly after was arrested for a major embezzlement. We were told however that even in jail he was treated like a gentleman, going on leave whenever he felt like it. Both Freire brothers were not very popular in the village, because they carried themselves with a certain patrician manner. We were very good friends with them, however.
A rather influential and important sector of the village society were the padres and lay brothers of the Dominican mission. Unlike the Catholic priests in the major cities, who ate and drank themselves fat at the expense of their congregation, and were often feared and hated, the rural mission provided modest but effective services. The church and the convent were, as always, located on the main village square. They had a small school and living quarters not only for the padres and brothers, but for any traveler who needed a meal and a bed for the night — on the one condition that they attend mass in the morning. Some of their buildings had been erected by “mingas”, an excellent system which some of our North American towns should adopt. Every able-bodied male had to provide three days a year of his labor for some public project, or send a laborer to do the work for him. The village women were assigned to provide lunch for the volunteer laborers. The mingas could provide a village with many improvements for which it would not have had the money in any other way — such as a diving board and shelters for the swimming area at the river, and the transformation of a wavy field into a flat and even village plaza, on which soccer, volley ball and other games could be played.
Unlike the Protestant missionaries, which were very sincere but completely without humor or understanding while they lectured the Indios about the virtues and values of the New Testament, the Dominicans adapted themselves to the nature and moods of their primitive congregation. They scolded them severely if they came to their shelter drunk, but otherwise they let them live according to their customs. During school hours it sounded as if all six grades were reciting the same ABC’s in chorus, but the children probably learned as much basic Spanish and math as they needed, together with a mild amount of indoctrination to ensure that they remained faithful Catholics. At recess time the hermanos played soccer with the kids on the often muddy square, and we were amazed that their white robes, floating in the wind, usually looked quite clean.
While the hermanos looked and acted no different from the average Puyeño, Padre Dávila, the head priest, was a unique personality. One of my sisters and I met this remarkable man for the first time during one of our walks to Puyo to sell our products. We were baptized Protestants, and all we had ever heard of Catholicism were a few stories of the Borgias and the Spanish inquisition. Assuming that the hermanos were priests, we asked one of them during the school recess whether the convent might have some use for butter or bread. To our surprise he told us to go upstairs and ask the padre, which we did, wondering what a padre would look like. We were asked to sit down on the terrace, the padre would be there right away. Then the door opened and a tiny little man, in a snow-white cassock and rosary, and with a perfectly shorn tonsure, came waddling out of his room and asked us what we wanted. To make up for the lack in height he was of most impressive lateral proportions. We had never seen a little gnome like this one. Completely caught off-guard, we stammered somehow that we were selling butter and bread in the village. Whereupon he sat down and laughed so that he virtually had to hold on to his round belly, which made us even more uncomfortable. Then he asked us where we came from and where we lived, and laughed some more, and we were squirming. For heaven’s sake, we had come to try to sell some butter and bread, not to be interrogated by the high priest of the Inquisition. Finally and at last, he asked about the bread, which we hurriedly pulled out of our pack. As mentioned earlier, our bread had the shape of a ring or halo, and he nodded approvingly, and laughed once more. Then he took the bread ceremoniously in both hands and carried it slowly like a sacrament into his chambers, came back with the money a moment later, thanked us, and let us go. We still heard him laugh as we hurried out of the spooky place. It seemed to us that the jiggling belly shook the rafters of the building.
We hurried home and told excitedly about the descendant of the Borgia family. On the following market day my father went to the village and took a good hour or two longer than usual before returning. Now we were seriously concerned that maybe he was sequestered, to remain a captive in the convent for the rest of his life. Finally he appeared and was ecstatic; in Padre Dávila he had met the first truly cultured man with whom he could engage in a conversation about almost any conceivable topic. They could even talk and argue about their different religious views, and the padre merely laughed his belly off in response to a critical comment about the Catholic doctrines. He had been wondering, however, whether a Catholic priest could really make such a scary impression on Protestant children. Soon we got used to the convent, and I learned to play my first tennis on a dirt court in the central court yard, with a rubber ball and a wooden paddle instead of a regular racquet. Almost everything was homemade and improvised in that marvelously poor region.	In some of the even poorer villages I saw children play soccer with a ball fashioned out of a pile of rags sewn together, yet they had just as much fun as a champion Olympic team, and nobody went after the referee to beat him up.
Now and then one of the two assistant, traveling junior padres stopped by. They normally wandered or paddled by canoe from one Indian village to another, preaching to their small congregations, and curing some of their minor ills. At least the younger of the two stood in particularly high esteem with the Indian tribes, because he had a woman in each village. My dad, who never shied away from talking about delicate subjects, asked Padre Dávila whether there was anything to that rumor, and if yes, then whether he approved. The old man pensively said yes, and that he interpreted the rules of celibacy to mean that a priest can be loyal to the Virgin Mary as long as he does not commit himself through matrimony. How was that for pragmatism?
Not all of the Puyeños were pleasant people. Our first impression of the official authorities was devastating when we met the “jefe político”, Machado. He was a villainous character with a sneering grin, who usually smelled of alcohol and was always waiting for a bribe whenever his signature was required. This was particularly abhorrent to my father, who as a lawyer in small East Prussian towns was used to honest and incorruptible public officials. Shortly after we had moved to Puyo, Machado suddenly disappeared, to our great relief. It may well be that somebody higher up had uncovered some embezzlement. In his place appeared Señor Jijón, stiff as a broom, and patrician as Don Quixote. He was often in a grim mood, apparently suffering from some stomach problems, and his nickname in the village was “bicarbonato”. Señor Jijón’s administration marked an era of enormous improvement in Puyo. He had barely taken office when he ordered every homeowner in the village to pave his lot width to the middle of the street with cobble stones, and to paint at least the front of his building, in any color he wanted. At first the residents, mostly shop or inn owners, ignored him, but he meant business. The local carpenter, Robalino, a very muscular middle-aged man, was the part-time policeman, and he was sent out to arrest the wealthiest of the merchants. The town jail was a 3 x 3 meter hut with wooden walls and broad spaces between the boards, and anybody could walk up and talk to a prisoner. If the prisoner had to go to the toilet, he hollered for the gendarme who let him go into the bushes for a while. The next day, after the merchant was released to go home, Señor Robalino was ordered to measure out the streets, and the paving began without any argument. Within a month or two, Puyo changed from a drab slum settlement with deeply muddy streets to a village which looked like a collection of toy houses. True, the paint on the wooden houses soon faded in the terribly wet climate, but the little town still remained attractive, and the residents, in spite of the expenses they had incurred, were justifiably proud. Soon afterwards, Señor Jijón went back to the city for health reasons, but the main street was affectionately called “Calle Bicarbonato” for many years.
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Every story should be spiced with a little violence and sex, and so I should not forget the Romero (Names have been changed.) family who seemed to make a habit of marrying off their daughters with shotgun weddings. Their oldest daughter was a nice girl, though somewhat round and homely. She let herself be led astray by a defrocked ex-priest, who disappeared when he found out that he had gotten the girl into trouble. But Señor Romero, a down-to-earth settler with a bit of a Clint Eastwood appearance, wasn’t going to stand for it. Only a madman would even think of trespassing on one of Señor Romero’s daughters. He went after the deceptive lover boy, caught him, and brought him back to the village where an immediate marriage took place. Actually the former playboy reformed into a hardworking road construction foreman, and people were joking that there is nothing a healthy beating cannot accomplish.
The second daughter, Cecilia, was much prettier than Alma and therefore more dangerous. The third, Linda, was a reckless flirt already by the age of 12 or 13; and the mother was the meanest, quarrelsome, gossiping match maker one could find south of the equator. Among our young friends was a nice young fellow, Arsenio, about 20 years old and almost as charming and carefree as Vicente. He had settled in Puyo and managed a farm on which he spent two to three days a week. He and Cecilia became good friends, but seemed to have no serious attachments. One Sunday when we went to the village for some basketball and volleyball games, we asked Vicente where Arsenio was. With a sly smile, Vicente told us that he had been married the night before, and vanished in the morning. Supposedly he had gone home to his room after a party on Saturday, and was already in bed when there was a knock on the door. There was Cecilia, who invited herself into his room and his bed. Ten minutes later the mother followed, screaming and lamenting that Arsenio had seduced her daughter. She and a couple of neighbors, brought along as witnesses, broke into the room, grabbed the helpless lover and dragged him to the altar where the matrimonial ceremony was executed on the spot. Arsenio, however, did not go along with this forced arrangement; he packed his most essential belongings at 4 o’clock in the morning and fled into the jungle where he stayed with some friends. In spite of much effort, Señor Romero could not find this son-in-law. Who knows, maybe he sympathized with him.
That left only Linda, still too young to be sent out on a manhunt right away. In any case the Puyeños were becoming a little hesitant to get involved with the Romero girls. Two or three years later, however, we hired a young man to work on our farm. Rogelio was a handsome fellow. He was well-dressed when he came to our house to ask for work — too well-dressed to look like a hard worker.	So my dad agreed to hire him conditionally, sending him out to the pasture fields to chop a fallen log into firewood. Rogelio changed into some  grubby clothes, took off his shoes and went barefoot to the field, where he handled that log like a Paul Bunyon.
We hired him permanently and were not disappointed. On Sundays he went with us to the fiestas in Puyo, again dressed like a dandy. He was almost exactly my size; we could share our clothes, and some people in the village actually thought Rogelio was my brother.
One day when we were out in the pasture repairing a fence, we got onto the subject of the village beauties. He asked me what I thought of Linda— she was a real nice girl, wasn’t she? I agreed that she was pretty, but told him about the fate of Señor Romero’s two sons-in-law. Rogelio didn’t seem to care much for my answer, and didn’t bring up the subject again — that is, until two weeks later. One Monday morning he came to me, smiling somewhat sheepishly, and thanked me for the warning. He and a few friends had had a party the day before which lasted until late into the night. Linda was there too, but he had kept himself at a safe distance. Suddenly Linda and one of his friends disappeared, other couples dispersed as well , but the rest of the group went on partying until sunrise, then went down to the river for a swim. When they came back up to the village, they heard bells ringing, and there came a newly-married couple out of the church, accompanied by the inevitable Romero parents and the marriage witnesses. The thought that the groom could easily have been himself sobered Rogelio very quickly.
The story of Rogelio had a sad ending about a year later. I had taught him to swim in the river, and he had become quite adept at it. After our family left the Puyo area and went up to Quito, he stayed on at the farm. One day he did not return from his swim in the river. The people who went to look for him found his clothes on the bank. When they dove for him, they found that he had apparently dived into the stream, got caught between some submerged logs, and drowned.


Fun and Freedom
Despite the many difficulties and hardships, our primitive life also had its advantages. Living in a comfortable, advanced civilization as I do now, I notice that almost everything which is really fun is regarded in some way as illegal, unhygienic, or improper. Around Puyo people lived the way they pleased. This does not mean that I advocate the adoption of our jungle-boy, carefree spirit in a more civilized society. It merely means that we could afford to live that way in a region with a low population density, where you did not step on your neighbors’ toes so easily.
We had named our settlement “La Libertad” in remembrance of the lost freedom in Germany, but we did not really know at that time how fitting the name was. In fact, my father in one of the early chapters expressed his doubts about whether the freedom we had found was merely smoke and illusion. He felt trapped in this strange and hazardous life with an enormous responsibility for his family, and with no way out if the experiment failed; but for us children these responsibilities were not so evident, because as a young person one does not think of failures, and we could more easily enjoy the freedom.
We had practically our own river in which we could swim naked or clothed without anyone watching. The outhouse which my father had already described, was located (due to the smell) about 30 meters away from the main house on a downhill slope. The rainwater runoff from our house was conducted toward the pit, which provided a certain flushing, with the waste water then spilling into the corn field. Because of the frequent rain we built a roof over the “one-holer”, but for at least a year it never occurred to us to erect any walls or a door. And so one sat in the open country on the “throne”. It wasn’t until we had our first visitors that one of them suggested that they would feel more comfortable surrounded by walls, and we enclosed the outhouse with the same palm leaf cover which served as our house roof.
Every few weeks a family of Indios came by and fished in the river, either using the “barbasco” root or dynamite. The root was collected by them in the forest, mashed into a pulp, and then poured into the river on a day when the stage was low and the water was clear. For a short time the water downstream of the seeding became cloudy and stunned the fish, which floated up onto the surface and were gathered by the people. The concentration was soon dissipated, and the fish which were not caught within about 15 minutes recovered and swam away, so that the method probably caused no environmental damage as long as it was applied infrequently. The dynamite fishing, practiced by those who were not familiar with the barbasco plant or did not want to go to the trouble of searching for it, was of course much more damaging. The detonation killed all fish, large or small, within a radius of at least 10 meters, and may have damaged the egg clusters even farther away. There was a law against both of these fishing methods, but it could not be enforced. Some local people told us that the safest way to go dynamite fishing without getting caught was to invite somebody from the village authorities to join the party.
During the first years we never had any of our goods stolen, even though for months, while we were slowly moving our household from the old to the new house, the crates and their contents stood unguarded all night under the new roof.	However, if somebody needed some logs, he would often just go into any forest and cut down the tree he liked, regardless of land ownership. My father got quite upset when some people helped themselves to some logs from our land, and filed a complaint at the “jefatura” in Puyo. The people in charge reacted with their favorite phrase “no se preocupe”, don’t worry about it, because as long as it was not sawed timber, there was enough for everybody to enjoy. What a welcome contrast to the many “private property “ signs you find in a so-called civilized society. When one bought meat in the village and the price was lower than customary, it could well be that the animal had been sick or had died in a mysterious way. People bought the meat anyhow, and in all those years we never heard of a case of food poisoning. Perhaps everybody was so polluted that strange bacteria wanted nothing to do with the people. When we had visitors from Ambato or Quito, we probably were a little more careful, but even they never got sick. A mysterious climate.
People cultivated, manufactured and sold anything they wanted to. Only the retail sale of alcohol was a government monopoly; there were rubber bags into which the alcohol was poured, then it was transported to a government collection station where the producer was paid a fixed price. There was most likely some moonshining and direct sales under the table, but there must have been sufficient legitimacy that the government could pay the salaries, not only of their regional agents but also of the village postmaster and the authorities, from the revenue. As an incentive for city people to move to the Oriente, there was no income or sales tax, and the inland postal service to and from the Oriente was also free. There were fees for telegrams, and letters to foreign countries required postage, whose amount depended on the distance to the particular country, but even these tariffs were not well defined. On one occasion in 1939 my father went to the post office to send off a letter to Australia. The postmistress looked into her book and could not find Australia, only Austria. My dad tried to help but could not find it either. Finally the lady said, “Doctor, you are an educated person. You put on whatever you think is appropriate, and I will stamp it.” He truly appreciated the absolute confidence these people had in his honesty. At another time when my sister wanted to send off a telegram, the telegrapher, perhaps trying to make himself popular, told her that for a beautiful señorita like her there was no charge. What a line! 
The crown jewel of all the stories, however, is the one in which my father, on one of his trips to Quito, arrived in the town of Baños and wanted to send back a telegram saying that he had arrived well. The telegrapher took the order, then told my father that they had a little temporary problem with the transmission. It may well take a few days for the telegram to get to Puyo. My father replied that this would not do him much good because in a few days he would be on his way back. Whereupon the man’s eyes lit up and he said: “Marvelous! Could you please come by on your way back, and if our connection is not fixed by then, you can take the telegrams along with you.” Three days later, my dad did exactly that; he delivered a stack of telegrams to the Puyo office, and his own to us. We were obviously pleased to read that he had arrived well and sound in Baños four days earlier.
In spite of our isolation, we soon had frequent visitors, which made for a pleasant break in our daily routines. It was characteristic for Puyo that we were accepted almost immediately into their society, and our younger friends frequently came to visit us on a Sunday for swimming, games, or dancing. They only had one request: no German dance music please. Most German products were esteemed, but they abhorred the boring German fox-trots. They brought their guitars with them, and of course their voices, and we soon learned to love the Latin American dance music.
Soon after our arrival, word about our jungle life got around in Quito, and we started getting visits from emigrant individuals and families. The first two people to drop in on a vacation trip, traveling on horseback from Baños to Puyo as we had done, were the Hungarian artist Olga Fisch and the industrialist Hans Neustaedter. She was immediately enchanted with our farm, the romantic house, and the whole region, and came back several times later, always to do some painting. Olga and her husband Bela owned a tourist and craft shop, and a few years later Renate moved to Quito and worked for them. I also spent three months in Quito in 1946, and had a job in Neustaedter’s iron works, to get a feeling for city life.
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The next ones to come were a couple from Ambato, Felix and Annie Edelstein. He was an engineer in a relatively large textile factory, and she had two hand weaving looms, on which she produced quite artistic table cloths, napkins, and rag rugs. They felt immediately at home at our house, and wanted to get a taste of Oriente life by doing some of our work. My mother ruled out clothes washing by the river, where you had to rub the soapy clothes against the flat rocks. So Felix pretended to be tired and to go up for a nap, but after a while they had disappeared. It turned out that he had secretly lowered their clothes basket by a rope, then sneaked off to the river, where they were practicing their washing technique. A few years later they moved to Chile, and Annie let us have the looms and some leftover cotton and wool material, and that gave us a start into our own textile mini-industry.
My father briefly mentioned Herbert Rechert, the ex-taxi driver from Berlin and inn keeper in Quito. Both he and his wife came to visit us, even though she was not exactly an outdoors person. Herbert, in his typical Berliner way, described how she had looked on the mule — “like a sack of flour”. Of an acquaintance he didn’t appreciate too much, he once said: “If that guy was as tall as he is dumb, he could drink from the roof gutter kneeling.” The Rechert’s son Rudy came to stay with us for several weeks, and learned to help us with all our chores.
Our dearest friends, however, were the Weilbauers, Arthur and Ev, and their children Susanne and Frank, who were close to us in age. Arthur Weilbauer had also been a lawyer in Germany, and shared many interests with my father. Renate, who had moved to Quito in 1942, had met Susanne in an evening English class, and they became lifelong friends. In 1943 she brought Susanne and Frank, 4 years younger, to Puyo, and Arthur thought he wanted to see what kind of Indian family his daughter was visiting, so he came down a few days later. My father showed him around the house and proudly showed off his rather low-fidelity, spring-operated record player, and asked whether Arthur had a favorite aria. Arthur thought, “I am going to get that guy for his bragging”, and asked for the aria of Arabella, a little known piece of classical music. He was most astonished when my father reached into the cupboard and pulled out the requested record. At that moment they knew that they had similar tastes and would be good friends forever. Susanne and Frank had not quite dared to bring their mother along on the first visit, and were wondering whether she could make it over the hardwood log which was our bridge across the Churuyacu. The following year Ev came along anyhow, and put her children and husband to shame by being every bit as agile as they were. Ev was probably one of the most marvelous ladies I have ever met. She was beautiful in looks and personality, always easy to talk to, which is remarkable considering that we were all teenagers. They came to visit us every summer from then on, and even after we left the Oriente in 1949 and moved to Quito, Ev and my mother went back to Puyo at least once or twice a year. Many years later, when all of her older lady friends became sick and discouraged, Ev, who was only a few years younger, tirelessly went to visit and encourage them. Frank, who by then had become a physician, tried unsuccessfully to slow her down, worried by his mother’s high blood pressure. She died suddenly at the age of 79, before many of her friends whom she had been taking care of. The news of her sudden death hit me harder than most any other.
Everyone of our visitors from the cities seemed to have a great time. Some were very particular about what they touched or ate in Quito, and the perishable food was only purchased from special merchants they trusted, but in Puyo they accepted everything as it came, and even ate with gusto our green banana soup, which was cheap and tasted cheap. I was not too squeamish, but I always felt that this soup tasted like a bowl of potato soup with a touch of sandpaper. They went with us to attend the cows, and learned to milk them, often with a slight reluctance, because cows can occasionally kick and otherwise be mean. Sometimes one of the guests even went with us to the village on our bi-weekly produce sales tour, or to a party. When we had some spare time, we would play volleyball or some other games, or in the evening we played bridge, danced, or maybe had a cockroach hunting contest, with the flashlight and sneaker as described earlier.
And then there was the marvelous rain forest through which we strolled, listening to the birds and the small monkeys. A walk through the rain forest is unique and enchanting, because of the incredible diversity of plants, and the tree crowns which are not very tall but can sometimes be extremely broad. The underbrush of the forest was not very dense and you could walk without needing a bush knife. You really could not get lost, because in the worst case you could always follow the nearest rivulet downstream, and you would come out on the Churuyacu and eventually the Puyo river. In retrospect, however, I shudder to think of the many times I strolled completely alone through the jungle, without even telling anybody where I was going. If I had gotten hurt, they may never have found me. When you are 18 years old, you think you are immortal.
On clear nights we would walk through the banana stands to an open field on a hill, where we could gaze at the stars, and admire the eruptions of the volcano Sangay. This majestic mountain, about 60 km to the southwest of Puyo, was at that time known as the most active volcano on Earth. Every 8 minutes it ejected a cloud of steam and ashes to a height of about 500 meters, and a broad stream of red hot lava would flow down the Eastern flank. Not far from it you could also see the silhouette of the snowcapped mountain, Altar, with its saw-toothed crest.
Deep in the forest we even had a waterfall, of 3 meters height, on one of the branches of the Churuyacu. In the permanent shadow of the trees, the water under these falls was actually cold when you stood under it, which is unusual in the Oriente.
Especially for the younger people, the mating games between our bulls and cows was a favorite attraction. It could become a rather lengthy courtship affair with occasional funny spectacles. While the senior bull courts the cow, lovingly placing his head on her back, the younger bulls walk around greedy-eyed, dreaming of getting their chance. On one occasion the older bull walked off to take a rest and graze for a while. That was the chance for one of the little bulls, who, much too small yet, rushed up to the cow and jumped her, then bounced off and fell flat on his back. The commotion made the patriarch look over, and he was not amused. He came rushing back, and you never saw a young bull trying to get up in more of a hurry and panic. At a different occasion, the courting ritual went on and on. A younger visitor and I stayed, but his mother found it too boring and went home, remarking that there is little progress, but among the three of them they ought to get the job done.
The greatest attraction however was the Puyo river, where you could go swimming, canoeing, or just sit in the low waterfall. We had invented a new sport — bamboo riding. A three- to four-meter long bamboo log was cut and carried to the river. Then you could lie down on the round and unstable log, wrapping your feet around it and stretching out your arms for balance. With some luck and skill you could maneuver it right through the rapids, floating above the rocks, and skillfully leaning one way or the other in the turns. Or you could swing back and forth on our Tarzan vine. One day, however, the vine broke, and 20 meters of vine came crashing down on the unfortunate swinger, who had to dive to escape the beating.
 
[image: droppedImage-13.png]Navigating the Puyo River by Canoe
 
We always encouraged our guests to come between June and August, which is the less rainy season. Besides, it is the time in which there are no mosquitoes. There were several months in which the mosquitoes were so thick and hungry that we went to work bundled up like Eskimos, leaving only the smallest possible part of our faces uncovered. If we went swimming at all, it became a race to get undressed and jump into the water before the little critters ate you up. In spite of all the precautions, we were covered with mosquito bites in the bad months, and one evening I counted the bite marks on a part of my body, and estimated that in total I may have had 3000 mosquito bites.
One time we had an order to deliver a load of pigue logs to Puyo. We cut eight logs, and built two rafts, tying the logs with vine to two cross beams. Marianne and Frank went off on one of the rafts, while I and Susanne followed on the other. They made it through the first rapids elegantly, but we got hung up and had some trouble getting it back into the main current. Besides, the hang-up had severed the vine, and the logs began to separate. Pretty soon we had four independent logs to maneuver, and did not make very good progress. On the shallower portions of the river we could no longer glide on our raft, but had to walk. My companion had quite delicate feet, which can be uncomfortable when the stream bed consists entirely of small stones. I had no choice but to carry her over each of those shallows. What a terrible job to carry a beautiful maiden, but somebody had to do it! The trip was only about 2 km, but it took us close to 3 hours. Marianne and her companion had arrived 90 minutes earlier, and when we finally reached the beach in Puyo, there was the entire group of our friends, inquiring what could possibly have taken us so long. Our assertion that the three hours had seemed to us like 30 minutes did not help either.
In return for entertaining visitors from Ambato or Quito, we could then go to the cities once a year and stay with the same friends. With our pitiful income this was of great benefit to us, since we could not have afforded a stay in a hotel. For us it was just as drastic a change to be cast into a relatively advanced civilization, with running water, electricity, bus traffic, cinemas which showed some very good movies, and stores, coffee houses, ballrooms and ice cream bars for which we usually did not have enough money. However, Quito lies in a valley between hills and mountains, and in those times when the city’s population was barely 200,000, it was a hiker’s paradise. And hiking was and is still one the cheapest entertainments.
The fiestas in Puyo were wonderful. They usually began with soccer, basketball, and volleyball competition; then other contests followed, such as canoe or swimming races, target shooting with blow pipes, or races with dirt- filled wheelbarrows. There was also a game called “pelota de cuero”, or leather ball game. A ball 10 cm across, of interwoven leather strips had to be batted into the opposing team’s territory. It doesn’t sound like much of a challenge, but the wooden bat, strapped to the arm, weighed about 10 pounds. Only a mad Puyo old-timer would venture to compete in pelota de cuero, because one careless stroke could break your arm.
The highlight of the competitive events, however, was the “torneo de cintas”, the tournament of ribbons. For this tournament, every maiden in the village was invited to embroider a silk ribbon, 3 to 5 cm wide and about 1 meter long. One end was fringed, the other tapered and sewn to a 2 cm metal ring. These ribbons were then wound around cardboard tubes, which were strung on a rope, and the rope was strung tightly between two posts, about 3 meters above the ground. Only the end of the ribbons and the rings remained visible. Whoever had a horse and considered himself a good rider could enter the competition and ride under the ribbons at full speed, armed with a “lance”, the size of a pencil, with which he tried to pierce through the rings, causing the ribbon to unroll gloriously. Some of the better riders, particularly the officers of the military garrison stationed near Puyo, conquered as many as 4 or 5 ribbons, which would then be ceremoniously wrapped around them by the respective maidens. The riders, of course, were always trying to capture the ribbon of their favorite lady, but sometimes an ambitious rider erred in the choice of the ribbon, or was disliked by the girl, in which case the ribbon was more thrown than draped around him.
In the evening there would always be dances, but occasionally these were preceded by the presentation of a play, carefully rehearsed during the weeks preceding the fiesta. In the early 40’s electricity had not arrived in Puyo yet, but the dim light of a few kerosene lamps could only contribute to the romantic atmosphere. We danced exclusively to songs accompanied by a guitar, at a noise level at which even a half-deaf person could hold a conversation. Anybody who dared to sing and/or play could have his or her turn at performing. The preferred drink was a Vermouth Cinzano, even though some participants would pass around cups of “agua ardiente”, or fire water, the abominable tasting sugar cane rum. The Cuba Libre had not yet penetrated the village, and as far as I remember, Coca Cola had not reached Puyo either, even though there was a bottling plant in Quito. There was however a devilish concoction -- the “chucchaguassi”. This was a mixture of pineapple and naranjilla juices, already pre-fermented, and a small amount of agua ardiente. The drink tasted deliciously good and deceptively harmless, but only the most solid drinkers could touch it without getting stoned once the drink settled. We soon learned to ingest this specialty very slowly and carefully.
The return to the farm at night, with a kerosene lamp over a pitch dark forest trail with roots, tree stumps and quagmires was an art that had to be learned. The eyes soon adjust themselves to the dim light, and in time we knew every slippery log by heart, and occasionally by name. Nevertheless, it was hard enough by daylight to avoid stepping occasionally into a deep puddle, by night it was nearly impossible. But who cared after a chucchaguassi. If it rained or we felt too drunk to walk home, we would occasionally stay at one of the Escobar family inns, at the outrageous price of 2 sucres, or 15 U.S. cents per person. There could be a fringe benefit to this luxury: the youths who were not yet too tired or too drunk to walk, would go around giving serenades to their favorite maidens, and my two sisters had become quite popular. The more drunken men, some of them perfectly respectable citizens in normal life, would give serenades of rather raunchy songs to Padre Dávila, to the utter disgust of their wives, who would try to drag them away from their quite disgraceful performances. But I am sure that the good Padre forgave even these trespassers.
Unfortunately the harmony of the fiestas was gradually lost as the village grew into a small town. A second “Club Social y Deportivo” was formed, but its foundation was based more on enmity and personal rivalries than on friendly competition. Small town gossip, which at first seemed insignificant and amusing, grew to proportions from which no one could quite escape, and the fun we had enjoyed during our sparse free time became clouded.


Creeping Civilization
The problems and dangers which our isolation from the cities caused us have been described in the previous chapters. The market for our agricultural products was limited, and it was a two-day trip by horse and bus to Quito, which lay only 220 km away. Now and then, during one of our rare serious illnesses, we realized that it would be nearly impossible to get one of us to a hospital should the need arise.
Therefore it was not surprising that we, as well as most of the other Puyeños, viewed the slow but steady approach of the road construction with excitement and high expectations. In 1939 there were about 40 km of road yet to be built between Baños and Puyo, and people hoped for the road to arrive in Puyo within 3 years. The delay turned out to be almost 7 years, because almost all of the roadwork was done manually and the progress was about 15 to 30 meters a day. A few trucks were available for the transport of rocks, but bulldozers were not seen in Ecuador until the 1950’s.
An oasis of civilization in the Oriente at that time was the camp of the Shell Oil Company, situated 8 km from Puyo on the way to Baños. The airstrip of 2 km length seemed gigantic in its proportions, as did the barracks, which were actually quite poor if judged by city standards. They had running water, electricity, and even a few small trucks in the camp, and that was an advanced state of civilization from the point of view of a Puyeño. More importantly, the camp had capital, and soon became the largest market for the products from Puyo. When we took over the looms from the Edelstein couple in 1945, and began our weaving industry, the American and British employees purchased all the tablecloths, napkins, dinner sets, and even upholstery fabrics we could produce, and sent them home to family and friends, probably declaring the goods as the last remnants of the quasi-extinct Inca culture. In a whimsical mood we would sometimes imagine how some future archeologists might develop their theories about the curious relationship between the weaving cultures of the East Prussian and Ecuadorian natives — perhaps a new Heyerdahl had constructed a raft with a Koenigsberg tablecloth as sail, to drift down the Pregel River, then through the Baltic and North Seas to the Atlantic, from where the currents would certainly have taken the raft across to Brazil, and finally up the Amazon to the Oriente of Ecuador.
Since business with the Shell Company was so flourishing, in spite of the 2-hour walk, everybody expected an economic miracle once the road broke through to us. The paradox was that while we were anxiously looking forward to being joined again with civilization, our friends in Quito envied us for our isolated seclusion.
The glorious day came in early 1946, and under great jubilation the first truck rumbled like a triumphant liberator into the village. The breakthrough of the long-awaited road was celebrated in a three-day festival, with speeches resonating across the village square. The mayor declared triumphantly that soon Puyo would no longer be a village but a city. A few of the older residents, like Manuel Vaca, did not share the enthusiasm about that prospect, and were of the opinion that Puyo had gotten along well enough for 50 years as a village.
The bold predictions as well as the fears proved to be correct. Civilization crept slowly into Puyo. The first victims were a large number of dogs, which had never seen a monstrous truck and were determined to defend their masters against the intruders by biting the tires. Among these was our faithful dog Sonja, who normally stayed home but decided one day to join two of our workers on their walk to Puyo. With her customary dedication, she attacked the first moving truck she had ever seen.
And then the “civilized” new settlers started to move in. This new generation of settlers was of the type enterprising enough to seek their fortune in a newly opened oasis, but too lazy or fastidious to bother about serious work. If and when Puyo became a city was hard to say, but in any case the local government began to look like it. Suddenly everybody wanted a public office for himself as well as for his brothers and cousins, and out of the village administration of 3 or 4 employees grew a bureaucracy in which the offices of sanitary inspector, treasurer and assistant treasurer, secretary of protocol, and every conceivable minor clerk were created. As a frontier village, Puyo had received small fiscal government subsidies which were sufficient for the administration’s modest salaries. Now suddenly it had to look around for possible tax revenues.
The greatest shock which awaited the Puyeños was that of the balance of trade. On the basis of the improved means of transportation, people had hoped to expand the markets for their products. Instead it became swamped with the cheaper wares from the highland haciendas of the Sierra. The higher milk production of the mountain cows enabled those communities to deliver cheese and butter at much lower prices than we could manage. Almost the entire milk production of the region had to be reoriented toward direct milk consumption. Instead of taking our butter and cheese to the village twice a week, we now carried the milk into town every day, and the cattle owners competed in getting up early to beat each other to the small number of consumers. Before the breakthrough of the road, at most two head of cattle per week were slaughtered, and the meat was always bought up quickly. Now cattle turned up from every direction. Nobody knew how many animals would be slaughtered in any one day, and there was only so much meat people wanted to buy.
To make things worse, the Shell Oil Company decided to discontinue their oil exploration in the Oriente. Supposedly the oil found was of low quality. There were speculations that Shell had found oil, but had been hoping to pipe their oil downhill to the Peruvian Amazon region and refine it there. This, of course, would have been a political impossibility. The alternative — to pump the oil over the Andes to the west coast where the already extracted oil was refined — was obviously much more costly. Whatever the reason was, they closed their operations and handed the airfield and the camp to the Ecuadorian air force, who ran the camp with a handful of soldiers, as decrepit looking as their airplanes. Many of Shell’s laid-off employees sought refuge in Puyo, and these people, too, were spoiled by their former good salaries and not inclined to engage in backbreaking agriculture. Thus in a short time Puyo had lost almost all of its former sleepy village character, which had made life not only bearable but a joy, in spite of the hardships. And of the long-awaited economic miracle there was very little to see.
In the meantime, the constantly high rainfall kept washing away the nutrients in the soil. Although the pasture grass kept on growing, it had lost its strength. The soil was low in calcium, and many of the cattle developed a weakness in their bones and joints. Some of the animals could barely get up, and dared to walk only a few steps at a time. Walking uphill was a torture to them. The already low milk production decreased still further, and they were too sick-looking to be sold. We imported grain chaff from the more fertile Sierra, and gave it to the cattle as a food supplement. It helped to some degree, but ate away yet another part of our income.
So after five years of relative prosperity, we found ourselves again at the brink of economic disaster. I don’t know how we could have managed if we had not had our income from the bread we continued baking, and the weavings which we now sent to the tourist shop of Olga Fisch in Quito. There they still had a certain appeal because of their primitive Oriente origin, the last remaining remnant of the “halo”.
After some hesitation, we realized that we would not be able to maintain the farm much longer, and decided to sell our beloved but uneconomical hacienda “La Libertad”. In addition to the problem of steadily decreasing yields, my parents were beginning to feel the effects of advancing age on physical labor. Renate had already left for the city several years before, and Marianne had found a young man, George Chrambach, who after having spent several years in South Africa and some time fighting the Germans in the British North Africa Corps, had come to rejoin his parents in Ecuador. Now they were engaged, and eager to get married. That would have left me with a much increased share of the responsibilities to care for the farm, just at the time at which the wanderlust was grabbing me — I too wanted to experience something besides milking cows.
Just as in Germany, nearly 10 years earlier, we had missed the best opportunities for the sale of the property. Around the middle of 1947, one of the Escobars had offered us 85,000 sucres, about U.S. $5,000 for the farm, but being a shrewd businessman, he soon realized that cattle farming was not profitable anymore, and instead bought a few houses in the village. I never understood why, but within a few years the price of real estate in the town skyrocketed, while farming activities, except for sugar cane, continued to decline. We put the farm up for sale in the highlands’ newspapers, and several prospective buyers came to look at it, but most of them did not have any cash on hand; and to sell a farm on credit would have been far too uncertain in Ecuador.
In December of 1948 we managed to sell the cattle and lease the land to my future brother-in-law George. Two years later we finally sold the farm for 40,000 sucres to a man with a small land holding near Ambato, who hoped to make a profit through the exchange of his land in the highlands for the much larger property in the Oriente. He held out for about two years on La Libertad, then sold it to the padres of the Puyo convent. They most likely did not pay a high price for it.

Moving Out
For the second time we moved into an uncertain future. In 1948 Quito was a beautiful city, with just over 200,000 inhabitants, located at 2800 meters above sea level in a valley bounded on the east and west by eucalyptus covered hillsides, and with a climate which could be called eternal spring. It was a paradise for hikers, but not for newcomers who wanted to earn a living. Although the cost of living was low, wages were even lower. Very few industries prospered, because the demand for even the most common household goods and appliances was very low. And none of us was trained for any better-paying city job. We might have looked with more confidence into the future if we had managed to sell the farm at a reasonable price — at least then we would have had solid starting capital.
Late in December of 1948 came the day of our departure. The belongings which we decided to take along amounted to about 6000 pounds. We still had many of the goods we had brought over from Germany in 1939. In addition, we took along some of the pieces of furniture we had built on the hacienda, and about all the useful lumber which was still stacked under our house. For the last time we used a mule driver, this time only to carry the goods to Puyo, which took three days. There we rented a truck for the transport and our travel to Quito.
Considering that we only had to go by road this time over the 220 km, the trip should have been no problem, but in the Oriente nothing was certain. The mule with the last boards arrived in Puyo around noon, and the truck was there, but we all knew that the loading would take several hours. We suggested loading everything in the afternoon and leaving the next morning, but Roberto, the typically congenial Ecuadorian driver, said that the weak tires could not take the heavy load all night, and we should wait until morning. Since you never knew how many delays you might encounter on a 220 km trip, we did not like that idea. Then Roberto came up with a suggestion which made our hair stand straight up: we would load now and drive through the night. Anybody who knows the road from Puyo to Baños, with its hundreds of tight curves, would be hesitant, to say the least. But the driver said it would be “no trouble”, and it seemed to be the best alternative, especially since the weather was good. At 6 PM we were all loaded up, and to our amazement Roberto had already filled the gas tank beforehand. The truck looked old, but the engine started. We drove through Puyo and waved to everybody. Good-bye, Puyo.
The truck was of the common type used in those times: a row of seats behind the driver. So we had fairly comfortable seating arrangements, but only for a while. Just outside the village, there was a woman, waving to be taken along to the next village. Really, we had rented the truck, but Roberto pleaded with us that the truck belonged to his stingy mother-in-law, and this was the only chance for him to make a few additional sucres. So we took her along, including a few sacks of freight. Shortly after that, we picked up another woman, this time with a pig. By now there were five people in the back seat, and it was not that comfortable anymore. At least the pig did not share our seat; it was tied up on top of the truck roof, and judging from the constant squealing, was apparently less comfortable than we were.
It was getting dark, and suddenly Roberto let out a shout of joy. Ahead of us, on the road, there was a duck. Now you would think that a driver would make an effort to avoid the cute little creature, but not Roberto. Expertly he arranged to run over the duck’s legs, stopped the truck, picked up the bird and said, beaming, “My breakfast for tomorrow.”
In a little over an hour we arrived in Mera, where the two women were getting off, except that the door would not open because of the extra freight and the pig we had taken on. Everybody on the plaza came running over and helped to lift, push, and kick the door until they got it open. Some of the bystanders had fun speculating what would happen to the truck roof once we got the door open and the roof would be robbed of its last bit of support. But in Ecuador the carriage frames were built of wood, which yielded and gave according to the stress, but seldom broke.
The two market women thanked us and got off, but after rounding the next corner Roberto cursed softly. There, by the road, stood his wife, slightly pregnant and not bad looking, and the despised mother-in-law. The mother-in law came along to make sure she got all the money from us, and the wife kept accusing him that whenever he drove through the night he always stopped at some sweetheart’s house. So we were in the middle of a very disagreeable family atmosphere. The hostile silence during the night trip was interrupted every once in a while by a mini-brawl, especially whenever Roberto stopped the vehicle for some reason.
We had to admit however that Roberto had been correct when he said that night driving on that road was no problem. Many of the turns in the road are so narrow that you are always worrying about meeting another vehicle head-on right in the turn. At night, however, we could see the lights of any oncoming traffic from a long distance away. The winding road was by itself interesting enough to keep any driver, as well as the passengers, wide awake.
By 9 PM we had made it through the stretch of winding, hazardous road, and were nearing the control station at the entrance to Baños. As mentioned earlier, life in the Oriente was tax free, but trucks going through a control station had to pay a certain tariff. Roberto assured us, however, that at 10 PM the guards were often asleep, or having a drink someplace in a nearby tavern. The road toward the control station was slightly downhill. Roberto turned off the lights and the motor, and we got out and pushed the truck carefully past the station. One of us had to lift the barrier beam, then lower it again after we were through. We felt like we were in a spy novel. The truck who came in from the cold.
After we had passed Baños, Roberto had second thoughts. This escapade had gone off well and good, but near Ambato we would come to a second control where they would ask us for the receipt from the toll booth in Baños. It would be best if we told them we were moving to Pillaro, where we would live with Don Emilio Granja, and that we had brought some furniture along which belonged to his sister, Dona Blanca from Baños. This plot was planned out in all details, but did not go over very well with the guard. Apparently too many people had recently moved to live with Don Emilio, and he did not believe us. Besides, I know Pillaro, and it had not had any European residents since Alexander von Humboldt had come through on his exploration of the Andes in 1801. In any case, the guard in Ambato threatened to send us back with the entire load to Baños to fetch the receipt. After half an hour of pleading, and with the help of a 10 sucre bill, he let us go. All that trouble to save a few sucres of tariff. It seemed that our halo was fading. Whenever we had traveled in the other direction, into the Oriente, our word was accepted as Bible truth. But now we were coming out.
Without further adventures we arrived in Quito around 6 AM. 220 km in 12 hours, including a few stops, was not a bad average speed on the Ecuadorian roads of 1948. Roberto offered to help us with the unloading and carrying of the freight into the house which we had rented, in exchange for a “propina”, a gratuity. In view of the long and strenuous trip it seemed a reasonable suggestion. But my father wanted to be stubborn; he went into a long and heated argument that the unloading and carrying-in should be included in the price of the transport. Since Roberto did not agree with that, my father finally told him to stop at the Plaza del 24 de Mayo, to pick up a couple of boys to help us with the unloading. Don’t ask me why he was willing to pay the boys but not Roberto. So we made a detour to the plaza, and found two boys eager to make a little money; but now the truck, which was old but had faithfully taken us up the long road from Puyo to Quito, finally conked out. Roberto could not get it to start up. All kinds of helpful amateur and real mechanics flocked around us and tried to encourage the truck, but it was on strike. I am still not sure whether Roberto may have secretly switched some ignition cables; if he did, I wouldn’t have blamed him. Almost six hours passed; we were tired, it became hot and the two boys deserted us, and so did our patience. But what could we do? The house was at the northern end of the city, almost 5 km away. Around noon the truck reluctantly started again, but over the last stretch we had several more breakdowns, and the truck was moved more by pushing than by its own power.
We had finally arrived at our new home. After nearly 40 hours of packing, riding, and unpacking, practically without any sleep, we were almost as tired as we had been after the mule ride to Puyo 9 1/2 years earlier, and again quite indifferent whether the beds were hard or soft.


The Bottom Line
What was Puyo and La Libertad to us? A loss or a gain? When looking back, it is easy to remember only the green grass and the pleasant memories. Something like the halo still clings to us when we tell acquaintances about those years of our youth. But even apart from the constant rain, we had many black days.
There was Maya, a mean and worthless cow, whom we had wanted to sell for quite some time, but did not get around to it. One night she broke loose and attacked two valuable cows who were tied up, and chased them around until they choked themselves with their ropes. Aside from the financial loss, the death of one of our animals was always a spiritual trauma, because they were all part of our family.
Then there was the night in which my father and Marianne were returning from Quito. The bus journey had been stopped by one of the frequent landslides, and they decided to walk as far as they could before seeking shelter for the night. It started to rain and the night caught them before they could sight any trace of a dwelling. They moved slowly through complete darkness, without a flashlight. Coming to a creek, they missed the small bridge and fell 3 meters deep into the rocky stream bed. Marianne sprained a leg and called for her dad. In the brief flash of a lightning bolt, she saw a lifeless figure lying on the rocks. My father had hit his head on a rock during the fall, and was bleeding; he did not come out of his unconsciousness for several minutes. Marianne called for help, but nobody answered. He finally recovered and they had to find a way to scramble out of the ravine. With her bad leg, he had to help her. Fortunately they saw a faint light and made it to a hut, where the owners took them in, bandaged his head as well as they could, and gave them a place to sleep. The next morning they found a peon would could carry Marianne to Puyo, and they arrived home, looking as if they had come from a battlefield. They had been lucky once more, maybe we all had an angel looking after us the many times we could have been in real trouble.
These, however, were random events which one has to expect under any living conditions. More depressing was the slow collapse of the farm into which we had put so much effort, and the distressing feeling that a retreat to Quito promised few rosy prospects. It was quite clear that for starting a new life in the city, the practical skills we had acquired in Puyo would not be of much help to us. In the area of schooling I found myself ten years behind the friends in my age group. Although I had halfway completed a correspondence course in construction engineering, this did not impress the Ecuadorian and European engineering firms very much. Even 20 years later, when I had finished my
Ph.D. work in the United States and applied for a teaching position, an administrator asked me: “41 years old, where have you been all that time ?”
And yet, in the final analysis, those Puyo years were not a loss, and the value of those experiences is not measurable in material terms. The jungle life taught us thrift, and the ability to live with very modest means. We meet so many people these days, with incomes which I would consider more than adequate, who spend half of their lives lamenting that their income is not nearly keeping pace with their expectations and needs!
We also found that the loss of those potential formal school years had not done nearly as much damage as we thought. Our close-knit family life had enabled us to absorb a good amount of my father’s universal humanistic knowledge, and we were in reality not as far behind our peers as we had feared. I felt hopelessly behind in math, but after René Taube, an extremely bright emigrant from Austria and Renate’s future husband, drilled me mercilessly through the fundamentals of algebra, trigonometry, and at least the concept of calculus, I was ready to compete with other people my age. There seems to be an awful amount of wasted time in the traditional formal grade and high school education, and many youngsters, especially the gifted ones, can get deadly bored by 12 or more years of uninterrupted school bench sitting. Our unconventional education was based on interest rather than on the pressure of exams. Several years later, when I won an academic award at the University of Iowa, I explained that I owed my academic success to the lack of a high school education, and I was dead serious.
Neither should we discount the value of having experienced for a few years a life of almost complete freedom. It was a bird’s freedom, without the constraints normally imposed by an advised society, but also without the protection. We were entirely dependent on ourselves and our friends, and even though such a life is seldom easy, it was often beautiful and invokes mostly pleasant memories. As a matter of fact, I now have to look into this book occasionally to remember how miserable we were from time to time.
What became of Puyo? Even after moving to Quito, we dreamed of continuing to use the old farm and the village as a vacation paradise. Until 1950 the farm was still under lease, and although the house was visibly decaying, we went down there on several occasions with our friends, and relived the old times without having to carry the milk over a muddy path to the village. We looked for the waterfalls and went for walks in the woods. When the farm was finally sold, however, the new owner built himself a new house near the center of the property, strategically efficient but without the benefit of the beautiful small Puyo River. He ripped the boards out of the old house for use in the new one, and the frame and roof disintegrated and collapsed within a few months, a victim of the vengeance of the jungle. Due to complete neglect, even the immortal banana grove decayed; a few years later we could hardly find a single bunch of bananas.
We still visit Puyo now and then, but, as expected, it becomes harder and harder to rediscover any sign of our former activities. The hardwood tree which served us as a bridge across the Churuyacu seemed indestructible and remained in its place for many years. In 1969, however, 30 years after it had been felled, I dragged my two young sons through the overgrown pasture grass to the bridge site. A flood had apparently broken the tree, and the trunk, still looking fairly intact, lay alongside one of the banks. The last remaining piece of evidence from our activities was the root system of one of the few cedar trees we had felled. This root had hardened instead of rotting, and I chopped it off and took it with me to Pennsylvania where it now serves as a nameplate shingle on our house. It may still be there after this house collapses some day.
The village was a rather sad spectacle when we drove down there a few years after our departure. It was now a small town, with dimly glowing electric lights which looked like they received about 80 volts instead of the required 110. The old village mechanic, Manuel Valverde, who by now was ancient, was proud about the progress made by the town. The wood of the old houses was replaced by concrete (which looked moldy from all the moisture), and the open toilet pits, which in the clay soil had actually done a good job of filtering out the wastes, had been replaced by sewer lines. When we asked whether they had a treatment plant, he asked, “What is that?” And when we asked where the sewage went after flowing down the sewer, he said, “Into the creeks, and from there to the Puyo River.” Some progress! One of our old friends, Alfredo Freire, had opened a tavern, in which instead of the old singing and guitar music, a juke box played contemporary rock and roll. Why can’t the South Americans adopt the good features of North American culture, instead of their noise pollution?
We will surely continue to go to Puyo now and then. In spite of the decay, it still draws us back to the land which for nearly ten years had been a real home to us. Now and then we meet old friends with whom we can revive old memories. As Marianne and I walked through Puyo in 1969, we met Adriano Granja, who 25 years earlier had written her passionate love letters when he was 16 and she was 14 years old. He looked much better than he had as a teenager, and was apparently a prominent citizen of the town. But he turned just as red and awkward when he talked to her as he had 25 years earlier. That first unhappy love had so disillusioned him that he had never married. Another of her former suitors was in the process of drinking himself to death. What a trail of broken hearts she had left behind !
Just like Quito, which has grown to the point where the old downtown colonial style buildings have been replaced by skyscrapers, and almost all of the stately eucalyptus groves by slum squatters’ shacks, it is sad to wander through Puyo. The village square, which used to be a simple open area on which any kind of games could be played, has been transformed into a typical South American plaza, with walkways and flower beds, which is probably an improvement. Nevertheless, the unique character of the old square has given way to something which you can find in any medium sized town. The river is completely polluted from the raw sewage discharges, and the swimming area had to be moved one km upstream in order to keep its condition reasonably hygienic. Gone are the canoe races; who knows whether it is even possible to rent a canoe anymore. In 1993, however, when we went back on a family outing, my son Carl and I once more swam in the river, and we even found a bamboo log on which we could float like in the good old times. Later that day we drove by taxi along a narrow service road to a spot roughly 100 meters from our former house site, and I asked the driver to stop.
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Floating on Bamboo Logs in the Rio Puyo, in 1993
 
The pasture grass between us and the site had not been grazed for years, and seemed impassable; it looked deep and difficult, and as usual, the rain was beginning to fall. But I suggested that maybe we could make it through to the old home site once more. Marianne’s husband protested, quite correctly, that there was no reason to struggle out there since we could not possibly find any remnants anymore; to which Carl replied philosophically: “Sometimes people have to do something without a reason. Come on, Dad, let’s try it.” So off the two of us went. Without any machete we broke a path through the neglected pasture grass, which must have fallen over a dozen times and felt like a half-meter thick carpet, until we reached a place which may have been the old house site. There we stood, stretching our arms toward the heavens, and broke into the “Feeling Strong” song from the first “Rocky” movie.
Some trace of the halo must still be hanging around the Puyo surroundings. What else would continue to draw us back down there again and again, when we know that we will find fewer and fewer of the familiar landmarks and people. But like the volcano Sangay, which in the 1950s was slowly extinguishing, the splendor of the Halo of the Jungle will also become dimmer and dimmer.


Epilogue
Friends who read the original manuscript have wondered how we did in Quito after leaving the jungle farm. Again, my father’s humanistic education and his specific law training provided him with no useful skill to earn a living in our new home town. This was also the case with many other immigrants stranded in one of the Ecuadorian cities. A few had sufficient capital to open an industry for products not previously fabricated in Ecuador, such as barbed wire and wire mesh window screens; others tried their luck with some minor industry such as paper bags or paint brushes. One of the immigrants, a Mr. Fleischer, engaged in an interesting enterprise — he bought an old pickup truck and hired a giant Indian. With this he provided a service not available in Quito, namely a small-scale freight delivery service. Soon he was in much demand, saving people a lot of valuable time by negotiating with customs officials and delivering goods small enough not to require a larger truck.
Our good friend Arthur Weilbauer and his brother, lawyers by training like my father, took the bold step of learning the skill of mixing clay samples and making pottery. The war, which had broken out a few months after their arrival in 1939, actually came to their aid, cutting imports and thus reducing the competition. While concentrating their production chiefly on plates, cups, bowls and pitchers, they also started making small mantelpiece figures. The production was mostly manual with hardly any mechanization. The living standard in Ecuador was abysmally low, but improved slowly, and by 1945 the small industry was approach- ing prosperity, when the war ended. Suddenly the imports started coming from Europe and the U.S., and similar to the competition we experienced with our milk products when the road arrived in Puyo, the Weilbauer’s existence was placed in jeopardy.
My father simply had to do the best he could. He first worked for a window glass distribution and installation business, but the economic activity was so weak that on some days only two or three glass panes were sold, incredibly little for a city of over 200,000 inhabitants with almost no competition. For a while he tried his luck as a salesman for a bookstore. This job suited his intellectual interests, and potential customers often consulted him in regard to some needed special literature, but it could also be frustrating to be snubbed as a pesky salesman. His break finally came after Arthur Weilbauer gave up the unprofitable pottery business, joined a newly formed import agency, and asked my father to join him. After 15 years of abject poverty he could finally enjoy some relative prosperity. He and my mother could travel to the U.S. and Germany, and made a world tour in 1965. Without worries, he could pursue his lifelong intellectual interests and contribute to the Quito society with numerous lectures at anniversaries of classical poets and philosophers.
My mother, with the looms brought from Puyo, had some source of income to fall back on. Even though the mystique of textiles woven in the jungle had vanished, there remained a reasonable demand for tablecloths, blankets and upholstery materials. As before in Puyo, she loved the challenge of coming up with new designs, and the spectacle of watching the cloth patterns emerge before her eyes on the looms. By 1951, she had hired two Ecuadorian boys to run the looms. This “cottage industry” was continued until she retired and sold the looms in 1975.
My sister Renate had inherited my father’s leadership qualities. Already in Puyo she was invited to join the steering committee of the social and sport club. At age 16, she moved to Quito long before us, to work in a tourist shop. In 1952, she married Rene Taube, an Austrian immigrant, and they moved to the U.S., where he pursued his studies toward a Ph.D. in German literature, in addition to the Ph.D. in chemistry he had earned in Quito. Although she never had gone beyond seven years of formal schooling, she held jobs of major responsibility at several businesses, usually taking charge of the accounting tasks. At the retirement from her job at a major apartment complex, she was recognized as the “Employee of the Decade”.
Even more impressive was the career of my cousin Juergen Zwirner. He was only six years old when his family moved to Puyo. His parents sent him for a few years to a German boarding school in Quito, but he had to return when the war broke out and the school was closed. The Zwirner family had even more setbacks than we. After a boundary dispute, a neighbor poisoned several of their cattle. Two more of their animals were killed when lightning struck a tree. Gerhard tried his luck with a sawmill business, but it failed due to insufficient lumber of good quality. And finally their house burned down one night. In 1948 they had to leave the farm and move to Quito, where Gerhard repaired watches and Annemie got an occasional order rebinding books. Juergen found several jobs, but was treated like a third class citizen because of his lack of formal schooling. He completed several correspondence courses in engine maintenance and business, and was finally given the opportunity to work for the ISATCO import firm in which my father was a partner. In time they realized his potential, and he became the director of the firm’s branch in Guayaquil. In addition to becoming a successful businessman, he developed a broad interest in classical music and literature, and is one of the most broadly educated persons I have met, the proverbial “self-made man”. Gerhard died a few years later, and Annemie moved to Playas, a small village by the ocean, to help in her friend Elli Land’s small country store. There she met and married Walter Maassen, an ex-German emigrant. Because of his failing health they moved back to Germany in 1960, where he managed to get a pension, but died soon afterwards. Annemie returned to Playas and later to Guayaquil. She has had her share of hardships, but she has always had an amazing ability to manage happily with whatever little she possessed.
My younger sister Marianne married George Chrambach, born in northern Germany, who had been sent by his parents to an English children’s camp for political refugees in 1936, then transferred to South Africa after the war started. After serving as a British citizen in the North Africa Corps until the end of the war, he joined his parents who had emigrated to Ecuador and were managing a farm located very close to the spot from which we embarked on our historic mule ride to Puyo in 1939. Marianne and George continued farming until the late 1950’s, after which George managed and later owned a dry cleaning business in Quito. They still live in Quito with three of their daughters and two grandchildren. A fourth daughter married a German teacher in Quito, and they returned to northern Germany where they live with their two children in the small hometown of her father and grandparents.
As for me, I had begun to feel uneasy when some young friends came to visit us in Puyo and told about the topics they had covered in school. I didn’t even know what algebra was, and felt hopelessly behind in schooling. Suddenly I felt trapped on our farm, and was getting impatient to get out.
In Quito, I started working in the storeroom of a foundry and ironworks shop, and later as an assistant to an engineer on a major water supply project. As in most of the industries in Ecuador in those times, the level of mechanization was probably one hundred years behind the U.S. Our cast iron products, mostly manhole rings and covers, were formed and cast by hand. One of my interesting tasks was to weigh and receive scrap iron from local dealers. The scrap iron consisted mostly of small broken pieces, but it was easy to identify fragments of manhole covers, which we bought, cast into new covers, and sold back to the municipality. The new covers probably came back again in pieces a few days later.
Civil engineering was the obvious choice of vocation for me, but soon it became clear that there was little opportunity for advancement in Ecuador. Even though I had completed a correspondence course in Construction Engineering, it was regarded by the Ecuadorian and European engineers with an attitude close to contempt. Nothing but a formal engineering degree would do, but the university would not accept me unless I had completed every one of the high school topics. To take these high school courses by night would have taken me ten years.
If I wanted to succeed in the engineering field, I had to move to the U.S. I was still a German citizen, and there were no official barriers to my immigration, but it was left to the discretion of the American consul to decide whether prospective immigrants had the potential to make a living without becoming a burden to the state. When Renate had come to the States two years earlier, a cousin living in NewJersey had signed a guarantee for her, but they didn’t have the means to vouch for two relatives. The American consul, a Mr. Mordecai, wasn’t much friendlier toward me than the infamous Ecuadorean consul Andrade had been toward my father in 1938. He was neither impressed by my broken English nor by the meager savings I had accumulated. My immigration to the U.S. seemed to be at an impasse, when a few weeks later, by sheer luck, I ran into a young man I had known from the American Cultural Center square dance parties. He happened to be the vice consul, and his boss was on vacation. Two days later I had my visa, and in August 1953 I was on my way to Columbus, Ohio, three weeks after my 26th birthday. This made me ineligible for the military draft, and so the delay caused by Mr. Mordecai may have saved me from being sent to the war in Korea. My first job, in a large surveying firm, was a disaster. My English writing was adequate, but I could hardly understand a word of what the crew members were talking about. I was fired after a few weeks, and applied at a smaller surveying firm. Here I was saved by my knowledge in trigonometry, since, as the owner indicated, most of his young crew members were quite practical but hated any kind of mathematics.
I also discovered a democracy in the workplace which sets the U.S. apart from most other countries. In Ecuador I had always been bothered by the expectation that I should never tolerate any criticism from people working under me. Here the lowest 16 year old rodman called the party chief by his first name and talked back without getting his ears slapped.
It was a pleasant surprise to find out that Ohio State University was willing to accept me as a special non-degree student, to be converted to regular credit status if I would either pass a high school equivalence test, or maintain a “B” average over the first two years.
A memorable experience was my first encounter with the night school registrar at Ohio State. I asked whether they had an English course for foreign students. He asked what my objectives were, and when I said I was planning to
 
enroll in Civil Engineering, he said he would place me in regular freshman English. When I asked skeptically whether this might be difficult, he looked me sternly in the eye and said, “It is supposed to be.” It was one of the most useful reminders I have ever received. My freshman English instructor must have had a great time reading an exam in which I wrote “never forget to cross your teeth and dot your eyes”. Once I got used to the American dialects, I had little trouble with my studies.
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Later I transferred to the State University of Iowa for my M.S. degree, where I met and married Jean Felix in 1959. I became a US citizen, and after visiting my family in Ecuador, we spent one year working in Germany, and returned to the U.S. In that one year Jean had learned to speak German surprisingly well. With her natural writing ability she made a major contribution to this book, by translating the original German version and editing it for better reading.
In 1969 I earned a Ph.D. degree in Hydrology at the University of California and took a faculty job at the Pennsylvania State University, where we have lived ever since. I retired from the University in 1991.
One of the effects of the Third Reich policies was that our family, which had resided in East Prussia for several previous generations, was scattered all over the globe. In the early 1940’s we had relatives in the U.S., Bolivia, Paraguay, Uruguay, Germany, England, France, Italy, China, and Australia. Today we are still scattered globally, but remain close through regular correspondence. The habit of writing letters, acquired in Puyo, continues to hold the family together.


Author’s Biography
Gert Aron (1927 - ) was born in Konigsberg, East Prussia (then part of Germany, the city later became Kaliningrad, Russia), the second of three children for Werner David Aron (1898 - 1967), a lawyer, and his wife, Margot Lundehn Aron (1900 - 1989).
In 1939, the economic boycott of all Jewish professionals, instituted by Hitler’s Third Reich, forced the emigration of the Aron family to Ecuador. There they took up farming on a homestead claim in the eastern rain forest, where they remained until 1948.
In 1953, seeking a more advanced education, Gert Aron followed his older sister to the United States. After earning a High
School Equivalency he went on to receive engineering degrees — Bachelors and Masters at the State University of Iowa,and a Doctorate at the University of California at Davis in 1969. He became a U.S. citizen and married an Iowan, Jean J. Felix. They have two sons, Carl and Steve.
From 1969 until his retirement in 1991, Gert Aron was a Professor of Civil Engineering and Hydrology at Penn State University.
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Publisher’s Note
The Halo of the Jungle has turned into a three-generation task. It was originally written in German by my Grandfather, Werner Aron, finished by my Father, Gert Aron, then translated to English, edited and entered into the computer by my mother, Jean Aron, and finally formatted in HTML and published on the web and in this first printed edition, by me.
Since it is about our family,we find it fascinating, but we feel that there may be insights and lessons that others may seek, and for these reasons, we share an HTML version, although maybe not the latest version, of this story on the World Wide Web at http://trollcave.com/halo. We have published this first printed edition ourselves, and of course we would be delighted if this work ever brought us any money. For that reason, we retain all copyrights to this story and the images accompanying it in all forms, printed, digital or otherwise. Please direct any inquiries concerning book, movie or other rights to carl@trollcave.com.
However, our main purpose is to share this amazing story, which is, as my grandfather predicts in his dedication, “a scarcely conceivable epic legend.” People can read the book online, and they can give us feedback and/or money as they feel appropriate. Perhaps if we can show that the book has popular appeal, we can find a publisher.
Copies of this first printed edition can be bought at our website: http://www.aronpublications.com
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