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INTRODUCTION
A RELENTLESS QUEST FOR TRANQUILITY

“WHAT’S YOUR NEXT BOOK GOING TO BE ABOUT?”

Without fail, when I read to audiences in bookstores, when I’m interviewed on radio and TV about my work, even when I’m introduced in a purely social setting as an author, that question comes up. It’s as predictable as migrating Monarchs.

I’m a journalist. I deal with the news, and in case you’re lucky enough not to notice, there’s some pretty bad news going around. I report on earthquakes, fires, and floods, along with wars and other man-made disasters. My books include a study of Americans rotting in prison overseas. I traveled around the world for that one, to twenty-one countries, checking in on Americans locked up in some of the most miserable conditions imaginable. I’ve written about a sordid and infamous rape case in New Jersey. I’ve written about the rise of neo-Nazism in Germany. My book about migration from Mexico to Gringolandia introduces the reader to the selfish hate spewing from American flag–waving vigilantes parading along the border, and the ghastly death-defying trail our economy’s laborers tread as they commute to their underpaid jobs.

The news often is grim, of course.

As the Iraq War debacle continued, I wrote Mission Rejected, a book profiling American soldiers who returned from the Iraq War opposed to it, and those who refused deployment to the Middle East to fight it. And although I try to convince readers that it is—after all the blood and guts—an optimistic book because these soldiers risk their freedom, their careers, and their reputations when they follow their consciences, theirs are sad, sad stories.

One day up in Fairhaven, Washington, at Village Books, a vibrant independent bookstore overlooking the Bellingham Bay, I heard the query again.

“What’s your next book going to be about?”

The audience packed the ground floor of the store, jammed onto folding chairs and standing around the bookshelves. It was a hot summer night, and I had been up at the lectern reading from the Iraq book and answering questions for over an hour. I was wearing a suit coat that I could not take off without ruining the video of the event CSPAN was recording because the microphone cord was snaked inside my jacket and the microphone was clipped to my lapel. I was sweating under the hot lights the camera crew insisted were needed for a good picture, and the store was not air-conditioned.

The give-and-take with the crowd was spirited, but I was ready to call it a night when the predictable question provided my exit strategy.

A woman raised her hand and called out in a desperate-sounding voice, “I find myself getting mired in this war. How do you get perspective so you can be effective?” Of course she wasn’t just asking me for my opinion. It was much more of a collective plea, a plaintive howl of, “What should we do, what can we do, what must we do?”

Behind me was a huge banner reading THIS WAR IS UNWINNABLE & IMMORAL. In front of me were rows and rows of anti–Iraq War activists and Vietnam War–era veterans, all—it seemed—as crazed as I was about the tragedy of the Iraq War, consumed by a desire to try to figure out what to do to stop it.

“Fatigue sets in,” I finally said about the overwhelming sadness about the war that permeated the room. “It’s so depressing, and it’s really hard to fight against it all the time. There have to be laughs. We have to find some relief. And yet our work against the war is unending because the machine is extraordinarily pervasive.” I paused and smiled, and I used a line I’d come up with a few weeks before at another reading in an attempt to end the evening with some relief from all the grief. “That’s why my next book,” I announced, “is going to be about butterflies and flowers.” A predictable titter rippled through the crowd, and I waved good-bye. As I signed books for the audience, we agreed we were exhausted by the trauma of war.

When CSPAN broadcast the Bellingham event, the network posted my Web site on the TV screen, and the next day I was on the receiving end of an avalanche of email, with about half of it in support of the anti-war soldiers and the other half in favor of the attack on Iraq.

Some of the incoming notes were seriously nasty, but often with a comic turn of a phrase, like these words from a fellow named Nicholas Troiano: “I am currently watching you on CSPAN. You sicken me. Please, stay in Canada. You disgrace this country. As a young American who aspires to be a future politician, you really disgust me.” And then the entertaining closing line, “Feel pleased I took the thirty seconds to acknowledge you, Nick.”

Some of the criticism was just sober disagreement, such as these words from a J. E. Harrington. “Hello, Mr. Laufer. I have to say I think you are as far off the mark as one can be. I believe your public position on the war gives strength to our enemies. If we had listened to the weak and those who did not want to fight in World War II, I would have heard you deliver your message in German.” And then a gracious salutation, “Regards, J. E. Harrington.”

Warren G. MacDonald saluted what he called my “very impressive” journalism credentials before he slammed me with “your left-leaning ideas in Mission Rejected bring dishonor to our wonderful men and women serving to protect you in your right to say such demeaning commentary.”

From an anonymous correspondent came: “What is immoral, sir, is the likes of you and your ilk defending tyrants and dictators worldwide. Are you really that out of touch with reality? The sixties are over, Pete. Learn to deal with it a little, buddy! When tyrants and dictators speak, they quote you and yours. There is blood on your hands, sir. Like it or not, that is a fact.” It was (bizarrely) signed with a hearty, “Good day!”

Of course there were letters of support, too. But mixed in with the radio talk show–like barrage of strident attacks and embraces was this surprise:


Hi,

I watched your book talk on CSPAN from Bellingham, Washington. I am impressed with the antiwar movement, but dismayed that things move so slowly. I was a young bride of a draftee during Viet Nam and I never understood why the antiwar movement did not recognize or sympathize with the antiwar soldiers. It was a very tough time for all but it led me to our butterfly reserve at the same latitude as Udorn, Thailand, where we spent the war.

Jokingly, at the end of your talk you said your next book was going to be about flowers and butterflies. Let me offer one of our rustic bungalows to you when you seek a respite. It is a very beautiful and peaceful place. It is also good to be reminded what civil war does to a country. The scars in Nicaragua are not very deep.

—Jane Foulds

P.S. This is a serious invitation. Good luck to you. The world needs a good butterfly book. Peace and tranquility await you at Nicaragua Butterfly Reserva. Come visit us.



What a delightful counterpoint to what my old colleague in the radio news business, David McQueen, used to refer to as “the dismal details of the daily downer.” I reread the note, smiled, and went back to work. But a day or so later I returned to the message and read it again. I dropped a quick email to this Jane Foulds and asked her if it really was a serious invitation. She answered immediately. “I am serious,” she wrote, “and the reserva is beautiful. Your only decision is: Do you want to be on the farm amid the birds and butterflies and camp life, which is hard. If you want a more comfortable hotel in town, all levels of accommodations are available in Granada.”

I had not been back to Nicaragua since I covered the Sandinista–Contra War in the mid-1980s. I’d never been to Granada, but knew of its reputation as a treasure of Spanish Colonial architecture. I showed the correspondence to my wife. Her reaction was immediate: “Let’s go!” I started to tell the story to friends and colleagues—about the throwaway line, “My next book is going to be about butterflies and flowers,” the CSPAN broadcast, and the immediate invitation to the reserva. Every single friend and colleague I told responded in chorus with my wife, “You must go!”

It did seem serendipitous. Kismet at work.

I wrote back to Jane, asking for more details. She called the camp “rustic,” and reported that she is comfortable there, but that she’s hosted visitors who didn’t handle the lifestyle well. “This is five kilometers from town on a bad road in a Third World country that is tied with Haiti to be the poorest in our hemisphere. It is a country that has serious problems; episodic electric and chronic water problems.” But then she offered the flip side. “Our reserva is beautiful. We have worked very hard to get the wow factor. We have a 70,000-cubic-foot butterfly enclosure with 200 butterflies of perhaps 50 species. It is planted with the host and nectar plants each species requires. Our 10 acres are planted with flowers and trees, and we have great birds including the motmot and oreopendola.”

The motmot and the oreopendola? Fantastical images were coming to me, along with the lure of the unknown and a new adventure.

But then back to reality. “There are also snakes and mosquitoes. The native food is pretty much chicken and hamburger and beans and rice—very little green. We have a twenty-year-old Toyota Land Cruiser that breaks down regularly because of the shaking it takes on the road and the problem of inferior Chinese replacement parts.” Don’t worry about malaria, she wrote, but “there are rumors of cases of dengue, and parasites are common. We worry most about snake-bites, but probably cars are the biggest real threat.” Drivers in Nicaragua are notorious for recklessness. Jane reiterated that she thought a spell at the reserva might be a healthy respite from what she referred to as my “normal life.”

But as I read and reread her email messages, the invitation to the reserva started to move in my mind from a passing flutter to an adventure story. I bought the Lonely Planet guide to Nicaragua and ordered a stack of butterfly books from my local library.

I realized I was searching for a much-needed break from the bleak.
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Where the “butterflies and flowers” line had come from, I didn’t know. Butterflies and flowers just flew into my mind and blossomed there as an automatic metaphor for peace and love, relief from misery, and happiness. I certainly had no particular affinity for nor knowledge of either butterflies or flowers when I started using them as potential book fodder, just a passing affection and appreciation for them over the years, and maybe some vague memories of catching butterflies back in grammar school, putting them in jars filled with formaldehyde, and sticking pins through their dead little bodies to mount them on…what? A board for a science project? Or maybe that was in Cub Scouts for a merit badge.

But as I was weighing Jane’s invitation, I remembered that there are butterflies in my Sonoma County backyard. Bodega Bay is a wintering haven for migrating Monarchs. Several years before the Iraq War, I had wandered over to their hangout, a grove of trees in Bodega Dunes State Park, and I barely remembered them only as blackish leaf-like things, hanging in masses from trees in a far corner of the park.

I began seeing butterflies everywhere. Not in flight, it was almost winter. But on billboards, for example, as graphic displays in advertisements. It reminded me of when I bought a jalopy Studebaker, I think it was a 1952. Suddenly I saw Studebakers everywhere, when prior to owning one they had seemed a rarity.

When the library books were due, I renewed them, and they sat on the bookshelf unopened while I thought about butterflies and flowers. Was the Jane Foulds invitation a gift from the muse, or a distraction to file and forget? My eyes are always on the lookout for subject matter. To me, journalism is an all-or-nothing calling. A real journalist is a journalist to the grave. He may stop writing or broadcasting. She may open a restaurant. But for a real journalist, the nose for news never stops sniffing. We see stories perpetually and everywhere. We’re drawn toward the sirens. We never stop asking questions. We’re never off duty.

I pulled a thin volume out of the stack of library butterfly books. It was one of the Rudyard Kipling Just So stories, The Butterfly That Stamped. I read it aloud to my wife and one of my sons. It was the Sunday after Thanksgiving and we were sitting in front of the fireplace, enjoying a roaring fire on a cold, rainy night. Our peaceful scene and Kipling’s language retelling the tale, “O my Lady and Content of my Heart, I shall continue to endure my fate at the hands of these nine hundred and ninety-nine Queens who vex me with their continual quarreling,” lured me to a fantasy land far from my usual diet of bad news stories. (By the way, the butterfly is the hero; he inadvertently saves the king’s peace of mind.)

Another of the butterfly books was An Obsession with Butterflies. In its first few pages, the author, Sharman Apt Russell, questions if butterflies could be “beauty without cause or consequence” and warns, “Some of us become obsessed with butterflies.” That sounded promising. I’m sure my obsessions are what motivate me. I flipped through the pages to learn there are about eighteen thousand different butterfly species. That sounded promising, too. Plenty of material to work with in this new world I was stumbling into. And then this intriguing question and answer: “Of what use are butterflies? Less than you may think.” Although they can provide a tasty morsel for hungry birds and lizards.

Nabokov’s Butterflies was next on my stack, hundreds of pages of Vladimir Nabokov’s writings, edited by Brian Bird and Robert Michael Pyle, including a line from Nabokov’s autobiography regarding his lifelong love affair with butterflies. “Few things indeed have I known in the way of emotion or appetite, ambition or achievement, that could surpass in richness and strength the excitement of entomological exploration.” A pretty decent recommendation for accepting the assignment from Jane Foulds to write my butterfly book.

The illustrations in The Spirit of Butterflies furthered my intrigue. Author Maraleen Manos-Jones collected images of butterflies adorning sculpture, mosaics, paintings, illuminated texts, jewelry, fashions, postage stamps, advertising, and the biceps of tattoo artist Huggy Bear Ferris. The book shows off a Panamanian mola, the layers of colored fabric cut and sewn into a butterfly motif. There is a butterfly Hopi kachina doll, a butterfly mosaic from Pompeii, a Chinese bridal robe, a Picasso collage featuring a dead butterfly, and an Absolut vodka ad made up of butterflies forming the shape of a bottle. At this point I was definitely seeing more butterflies than Studebakers.

I started checking out fares and schedules to Managua, and wondering about the origin of the clichéd butterflies in my stomach. I embraced the intoxication that comes with a new assignment. Jane’s offer, my brief foray into butterfly literature, and my natural wanderlust combined to seduce me into a quest. My journey into the dangerous world of butterflies had begun.


Chapter One
OFF TO NICARAGUA AND AN INTRODUCTION TO LEPIDOPTERA

THE CONTINENTAL FLIGHT FROM CALIFORNIA IS HEADED SOUTH TO Central America on a sunny winter day. I lose track of the guy I’d seen in the airport waiting room pulling Spanish for Dummies out of his bag. I had wanted to suggest he conceal it behind a newspaper page. Instead I’m chatting up one of the stewardesses.

“Where are you going?” she asks.

“Managua,” I tell her.

“I don’t go there anymore,” she says, looking genuinely concerned about my choice of destination. “I was there the week of the elections.” She’s referring to the November 2006 elections that brought Sandinista Daniel Ortega back to the presidency. “We were forced to stay in our rooms by corporate security. We heard gunfire at night.” She clearly wants to tell the whole story of her last trip to Nicaragua; it seems she wants to warn me. “I slept under my bed.” Is she joking? It appears not, but how do you fit under a hotel room bed?

“We were told not to order room service because that’s how kidnappers got into a crew room the month before. They forced the crew into a van and stripped them. Pointed machine guns at their heads. Stole everything. It was terrorism.”

This is the same stewardess who, moments before, introduced a passenger to the rest of us via the intercom, announcing he was just returned from Iraq “serving his country.” She organized a round of applause for him from the cabin.
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Managua looks almost as grim and scruffy as when I was there last. Damage is still obvious from the 1972 earthquake that wiped out downtown. Grand tracts of the old city near Lake Managua’s shore lay empty. The earthquake-damaged buildings were either bulldozed and the lots left barren or they remain unrepaired and decaying, further ravaged by passing time; the city has been diluted to Los Angeles–like sprawl spreading for miles. Placards left over from the election campaign decorate the traffic circles: huge photographs of Ortega, signed “Daniel” and captioned ¡La solución! At the time La solución was still fighting charges from his stepdaughter, Zoilamerica Narvaez Murillo, that he had molested her since he was first elected president in 1979, back when she was eleven.

I spent the night at the new-to-me Holiday Inn (no gunfire, and I slept in—not under—the bed). When I was last in Managua I stayed in a pensión a few blocks away from the “landmark neo-Aztec pyramid,” as Lonely Planet calls the luxury hotel that was headquarters for business, government, and the international press during the Sandinista–Contra war years. It’s always a good idea to avoid spending the night at the most likely target.

There is nothing new about Americans acting out their dreams and fantasies in Nicaragua. Jane Foulds was preceded by a long list of expatriates, and there were plenty of her contemporary fellow Americans seeking their Nicaraguan fortunes while she was busy developing her mariposario—U.S. soldiers building a clinic and a school at the invitation of the government, investors looking for a cheaper tropical alternative to Costa Rica, surfers searching for the perfect wave, and plenty of graying military pensioners seeking the companionship of chiquitas happy to help them spend their Yankee dollars. One of the oddest of the earlier bunch was William Walker. He and his private army invaded Nicaragua and managed not only to occupy Granada, but to get himself elected president. Back home (Walker hailed from Nashville), his president, Franklin Pierce, quickly and officially recognized the rogue regime. Walker’s Nicaragua unsuccessfully attacked Costa Rica, and Walker went home to Nashville in defeat, only to return to Central America and try to rebuild his empire. His last adventure was an invasion of Honduras, but rather than elect him president the Hondurans stood him up against a wall in front of a firing squad. He was executed in 1860. The U.S. Marines spent much of the first few decades of the twentieth century occupying Nicaragua, an operation attacked repeatedly by forces Augusto César Sandino led with his original Sandinistas.
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I hail a taxi that looks in good enough condition to make it down the Pan American Highway the hour or so toward Granada, reputed to be the oldest European city in the New World, founded by the Spanish in 1524. Jane’s husband Gerry picks me up with the old Land Cruiser, looking in better shape than she described it in the email. I’ve been hanging out at Kathy’s Waffle House across from the fading blue Convento San Francisco. Kathy’s is another gringo dream: Sandy Perkoff founded the café with his Nicaraguan wife Kathy, she a couple of generations younger than he. In Granada I met several other crotchety American graybeards sporting nubile Nica wives. Sandy and I sit on the crowded porch of Kathy’s, a prime meeting spot for Granada’s landed gentry and its tourists, he ogling young Nica women promenading the Calle Cervantes and me securing his patter into my notebook, including why he likes living the ex-pat life in Granada. “I don’t have to follow my dog with a baggie.” He points to the church, “He just goes across and shits in the courtyard.” He employs a long litany of other reasons life far from his American roots suits him just fine, from cheap real estate to pretty women.

Daniel Ortega wasn’t the only headliner in trouble with the law at the time. Eric Volz, another American from Tennessee, was on trial for murdering his girlfriend. Unlike William Walker, he didn’t invade to control land, he traded it as a real estate agent, selling coast-side Nicaraguan properties to retiring Yankees. He barely escaped a lynch mob before being found guilty and sentenced to thirty years. “I am in prison, but the prison is not in me,” he told the Washington Post. “I have learned that I can endure.” Endure he did until an appeals court overturned his conviction and he was released several months later, and left Nicaragua. Good thing, says Sandy Perkoff from his perch at Kathy’s, calling Central American prison time “the same as dying, only slower.” He knows, he says, from his first-hand experiences in solitary in Costa Rica on marijuana possession charges.

Perkoff is a restaurateur and a real estate agent; selling real estate to gringos is big business. The spur off the Pan American Highway that leads to Granada is lined with teasers, billboards for real estate offices—in English. At the Managua Holiday Inn developers have been holding a trade show. “Live Your Dream,” suggests Gran Pacific Nicaragua, with a slick full-color brochure that promises, “Nicaragua emerged from the dark cloud of civil war that ended in 1989 to become a beacon of success…easily accesible [sic], safe, beatiful [sic], inexpensive, and business opportunities are timely.” Especially for copy editors.

As I look around the neighborhood Jane Foulds calls home, it and its characters appear to me as pages out of Graham Greene. Including Jane. Perkoff knows her. “Oh, yeah,” he says, “the Butterfly Lady.”
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Jerry Foulds and I head out of Granada. I should have paid better attention to the route when he hit the dirt road past the cemetery; it might have prevented me from getting lost the next day when I was traveling back to the mariposario, the butterfly reserve. We bounce a couple of miles toward Laguna de Apoyo and pull into his and Jane’s driveway past a subtle marker that reads, Quinta de Gringa, the gringo lady’s country house. A multicolored butterfly flag flutters from the side of the main house, which is set far back from the dirt road. Jane had warned me it was, as she called it, “rustic.” But she looks comfortable settled in a caned rocking chair on the porch, wearing a bright blue tie-dyed T-shirt adorned with the image of a big blue butterfly. After just a quick hello, Jane and Gerry take me on a tour, she carrying a huge butterfly net, the pole easily three feet long.

We stop at a trap of rotting fruit under netting. Gerry pokes around the netting looking for catches.

“It is fermenting fruit,” Jane corrects me when I call it “rotting.”

“If fermenting and rotting are something different,” adds Gerry. The two of them talk in alternating phrases, finishing sentences and completing thoughts. They’ve been married since 1968, just after Gerry was drafted in the Army and was sent to the Thai–Lao border as an interpreter. Jane did not stay home in Pennsylvania, but joined him in the jungle. When the last of their three children went off to college, they picked Nicaragua to retire to because it reminded them of Southeast Asia.

“They come and go,” says Gerry about the butterflies he’s trying to lure to the traps with the fruit. “We usually have the same locals, the habitual drunks. But every once in a while we get different ones that come through, and then it’s a thrill.”

The strategy behind the trap is for the butterflies to eat the fermented bananas and get drunk.

“They come into the trap and they usually fly up into the netting, and we’ll catch them and put them in the butterfly farm,” says Jane.

“If they’re something different we’ll put them in the farm,” Gerry adds. “If they’re just the normal, regular ones that are around here all the time, we just let them go. We catch them over and over again. It’s like throwing them out of the bar drunk and they come back the next day. They’re getting drunk and we get entertainment.” He smiles.

“It’s a good lesson for the tourists,” says Gerry. The drunken butterflies are easily accessible for visitors to pick up, hold, and inspect. “They see that they’re not so delicate that you can’t grab hold of them. You don’t crush them, you just grab them—gently—and then you let them go.” And he’s demonstrating while we talk.

Next Gerry tells me the males of some species mate before the females break out of the chrysalis. An introduction to drunken butterflies and stories of butterfly rape and pedophilia, all after just a few minutes on the reserva.

[image: image]

When I returned to the States after my Nicaraguan interlude I followed up on Gerry’s observations and checked in with one of the world’s leading entomologists, Dr. Thomas Emmel, zoology professor at the University of Florida in Gainesville. He provided some graphic details about the rapes, and explained how this behavior can be beneficial to the species.

“Most butterfly males have to be out as adults, out of the pupae, for about twenty-four hours or more before their sperm cells are mature,” Emmel tells me, but there’s no such waiting time for the females. “She’s ready to be mated as soon as she emerges because she has eggs that are maturing and are ready to be fertilized by the sperm.” The males of most butterfly species patrol for virgin females. They court them and try to mate with them shortly after they emerge from the chrysalis and begin to fly about. But not all the males court and wait for an invitation to start a family. “In some of the Heliconius butterflies they’ve advanced this calendar to the point where the males sit on pupae that may be one or two days away from hatching that are going to produce females,” explains Emmel, and he describes the one-sided act the males perpetrate next. “They’ll sit on that pupa as it darkens and the butterfly inside starts to wiggle and split the skin. Then they get excited enough that they will actually puncture the pupal skin with their external claspers at the end of the male abdomen and mate with the female butterfly inside—before she emerges. Because she doesn’t have any choice in the matter, it’s been termed ‘pupal rape.’ ”

Not that the female doesn’t play a definitive—if inactive—role in this earlier-than-most-butterflies mating game.

“The female pupa emits a pheromone, an external hormone, an odiferous hormone, that attracts the males. Literally two, three, five males may be flying around this pupa and landing on it. The strongest and biggest one, or at least the one that’s most aggressive, pushes the others off and gets to mate with the female.”

Sounds like a bar in Gainesville, I suggest. The scientist doesn’t argue the point.

“One of the best males, probably the best male, gets to mate,” says the professor, and the pupal rape, as offensive as it is if we anthropomorphize it, is productive for the species.

“When the female hatches,” he’s referring to a raped female, “it can then take to wing and start laying eggs right away—within the first hour, not having to wait for a male to find it. That’s an advantage because female butterflies, like males, can get attacked by a bird at any point in their life and the earlier they start laying eggs, the better. They’re getting some of that next generation out and safely in the egg stage before being attacked.”

If the rape victim survives predators, the potential exists for her to become a butterfly baby machine. Unlike most temperate butterflies that live only a week or two, Heliconius adult butterflies can live several months, if they manage to avoid becoming bird food. Over a lifetime of four or five months one female could produce as many as five hundred eggs, laying about twenty a day.

“But the earlier they get started, the better,” says Dr. Emmel, “because one never knows when a windstorm will come or a heavy rain or a lizard will make a mistake and grab that butterfly and smash it before it realizes it isn’t tasty to eat. All of those chance events could happen and the butterfly, if it can shorten the length of time between hatching and egg laying, is at a great advantage.”

Like it or not…Rape. Windstorms. Heavy rain. Lizards, birds, dragonflies. It’s a dangerous world for butterflies.

“The butterfly has its heart in its hands every hour, I’m sure,” Emmel agrees, “because there’s something that’s going to grab it or eat it. All sorts of things can happen.”

Finding a specialist who studies drunken butterflies proved more problematic. Informal confirmation of the story Jerry Foulds tells about his tipsy butterflies is easy to find, but not scientific proof. Finally, at the University of California at Berkeley, a smiling Dr. Robert Dudley, professor of integrative biology, offered an academic nod to the notion. Dudley specializes in animal flight dynamics, but he figures he may well have seen his share of drunken butterflies. The drink of choice? Ethanol. “A lot of butterflies feed on fermented fruit on the forest floor,” he points out, “and there are a couple of anecdotal accounts, but it’s never been systematically investigated. No one has ever really worked on that systematically, and that’s a shame because comparative biology of ethanol exposure is really interesting.” One of the many fascinating aspects, I learn fast, about butterflies is how much about them remains unknown.

“Do you believe they are drunk?” I ask the researcher.

“They behave as if they are drunk,” he answers carefully. There are a lot of other compounds in those fermenting fruits. “That’s the problem with the drunken animal story.” Nonetheless, there are anecdotal stories about butterflies being attracted to beer. “That’s one way to make a good butterfly trap: stir up some bananas in beer, and you’ll get both moths at night and butterflies during the day. They’re not seeking out the ethanol per se, they’re going after the whole nutritional package. I would assume they’re drunk, actually, because there’s enough alcohol in the fermentation product. There may be some other things going on, but I do not see how you could exclude the effects of alcohol.”

Dr. Dudley smiles and agrees the idea of drunken butterflies adds to the fun of studying them.
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“Pupal rape and drunkards,” says Jerry Foulds. “Not the oohs and aahs tourists think of with pollinating butterflies.”

We tromp toward their butterfly enclosure, a funky rig of netting on posts, what the Foulds call their flight house and what their live butterfly collection calls home.

“These are local ones,” Gerry says, stopping to show me what he calls “Crackers, the only ones that make noise.” Jane and Gerry are refreshingly new at this butterfly business, amateurs and self-taught. Gerry points at the Crackers and says, “They’re Hamadryas, which means something like sending up to the virgins. It’s Arabic.” We listen to the cracking sound. “They’ll attack you,” Gerry says. “They’ll buzz people. They’re territorial. They’re mean.” Gerry says no one knows the purpose of the sound.

He’s correct, I learn later. Hamadryas are known as Crackers, and they make the cracking noise that we heard with their wings. But scientists at the University of Florida Institute of Food and Agricultural Sciences have found another noise-making butterfly, the Blue-and-white Longwing, Heliconius cydno. The Heliconius cydno make what researcher Mirian Hay-Roe calls a faint and hard-to-hear clicking sound, noise she is convinced is used for communication between the Longwings and used to scare other butterflies from the Longwings’ home turf and food supply.1 She is the first scientist to record the call of the Longwing.

Hamadryas make a much louder noise then Heliconius cydno and were first noted by Charles Darwin, who hypothesized that their easy-to-hear clicking is a mating call. Other scientists suggest it is designed to scare predators. Jayne Yack, a colleague of Mirian Hay-Roe, working with others at the Carleton University Biology Department in Ontario, believes the Hamadryas clicks are made with a single wing, not wings colliding, and that the butterflies are equipped with a hearing organ at the base of the forewing, adding to the theory that these insects are communicating with each other.2 Amazing.

But virgins? Arabic? There is a Hamadryas baboon, and hamadryas in Greek and Roman mythology refers to various nymphs. Nymphs, baboons, virgins.

Jane holds a Cracker butterfly for me to photograph. Her thumb is poised just behind the Hamadryas head and she’s trapping the butterfly against her forefingers, forcing the wings to spread so I can see its coloring and full wingspan.

“You’re not hurting it?” I ask.

Her candor is refreshing. “That’s a difference of opinion, but it doesn’t seem to.” She explains that the order butterflies belong to is called Lepidoptera because the wings are all scales. Lepid is the Greek word for scales; ptera is Greek for wing. “All the color comes from the scales,” she tries to instruct me. “There’s no pigment in them. It’s all refracted or reflected light.” The Cracker looks like a stained glass window, with circular patterns adjacent to irregular rectangular shapes, a variegated brown, black, and ecru.

Because she knows my butterfly knowledge is minimal, Jane offers me this primer: “The difference between a butterfly and a moth is that moths in general fly at night, butterflies in the day.” The antennae differ, she says, identifying moth antennae as bigger, with more hair, “and they’re uglier.”

“So go ahead,” Gerry says as we pass another trap, “reach in and grab one.”

“What do you mean, ‘Reach in and grab one?’ ” I say, looking at the captive butterflies.

“Just take it out,” he says.

“I’ll squash it,” I say, worried.

“You’re not going to squash it,” he says.

“Just get it by the body,” instructs Jane. “They’re stronger than they look.”

I grab it, and it does seem I am not harming it, although it looks extremely delicate.

“They’re not delicate,” Jane says, dismissing my concern.

At their request I let it go, and it flies off, seemingly unhurt.

“See? There’s no harm done to it,” says Gerry.

We’re walking past plants raised as butterfly fodder. “Each butterfly has only one or two plants that it likes,” says Gerry. “The mama butterfly will deposit the eggs on a particular kind of plant so that when the eggs turn into the little, tiny caterpillars they’ll eat it, and they’ll just eat it down to nothing. That’s why most of our job is to constantly grow stuff.” That takes a lot of water, and water is in short supply on their tract outside of Granada.

It is hot and sticky as we wander toward the butterfly enclosure. “C’mon, Barney,” Gerry yells for their dog. But Barney chooses to stay outside, and as I follow Gerry and Jane into the netting, one of their displays flies out.

“We lost a butterfly,” I report with concern.

“We lost a butterfly,” Gerry agrees, without much concern. After all, we’re in the Central American tropics, surrounded by such butterflies in the wild.

“Want to get him back?” I ask.

“No, we can’t.” Nicaragua is full of butterflies, but that doesn’t mean we can just grab the escapee and toss it back in the exhibit. He was flying too fast for us to catch him. “It’s not that easy,” says Gerry about securing subjects in the wild for the exhibit.

“There’s my new favorite,” says Jane. “He looks like a Bengal tiger.” We’re surrounded by about fifty different butterfly species, they tell me, and over three hundred individual native Nicaraguan butterflies caught in nets around the surrounding countryside or in the drunk traps we just observed, and brought to the enclosure for display. “Every week I have a different favorite.”

Jane believes the reserva is located on the migratory path of some butterflies, a detail she says she’s trying to confirm with scientists who study Central American fauna. “Which is why I was so mad at that guy saying all we had wasn’t worth studying.”

“Who said that?” I ask.

“The North American Butterfly Association president Jeffrey Glassberg, that asshole.” I’m quickly learning that Jane peppers her speech with candor and colorful language. Jane tells me she wanted to enter a North American Butterfly Association photography contest, but the organization limited entries to images from Mexico, the States, and Canada. Nicaragua, she knows, expressing disgust with the rules, is part of the North American continent.

Something flutters.

“Is that a butterfly or is that a leaf?” Jane asks. “I don’t remember seeing one that little before.”

“I think I’ve seen that one,” says Gerry, “but not regularly.”

Their enthusiasm is infectious, and their amateur’s embrace of their new butterfly-inflected life is intriguing: the two of them are in business, homesteading in the tropics off an isolated dirt road, learning by doing just because they want to and they can. They hope to make enough money renting rooms to travelers, charging admission to the reserva, and selling butterflies to offset the costs of their new lifestyle. Meanwhile, Gerry commutes between Granada and his full-time job in Miami, spending as much time as he can with Jane and the butterflies. There is a Wild West, all-American we-can-do-it attitude at work here.

“We didn’t know anything,” Jane says about their initial foray into the butterfly world. It appealed to them, so they bought the land and learned by doing.

Jane grabs a butterfly and thrusts it at me. “Feel how strong this guy is!”

“Where do you want me to hold him?”

“Here. His body.”

I take hold and he does feel strong, his body firm against my fingers.

We leave the enclosure and Gerry points to what he calls the Back Forty of their ten-acre spread where “the nectar-eater butterflies” live, “little ones—Heliconia—that really are hard to get. It’s easy to trap the barachos, the drunks, but not so easy to get the nectar guys. And they’re often little,” he dismisses the Heliconia, “and not as spectacular.”

Jane and Gerry are not just offering butterflies for display to passing tourists, although there are notes in their guest book from satisfied visitors. (“Very different,” wrote George from Amsterdam. “The butterflies are cute,” was the comment by Neal from Boston.) They are also in the butterfly breeding business. Their workers collect the tiny eggs, feed the resulting corraled caterpillars, hook the chrysalises on a board, and then harvest the hatching butterflies for sale to collectors. Examples of local butterflies are on display—pins through them—framed and hung on the walls

“Here’s the Bengal tiger one,” Jane points.

“And here’s the Sandinista,” says Gerry about a red and black butterfly sporting the Sandinista flag colors. “Watch for snakes.” We’re now heading to the main house from the enclosure, crunching through a thick layer of dry leaves. “Rattlesnakes.”

“And the reason we’re worried is if somebody gets bitten, nobody knows where the antivenom is,” Jane adds, decrying the staffs at local hospitals. “That’s why we’re scared.”

“Why does nobody know where the antivenom is?” I ask with some gringo concern.

“Because this is Nicaragua,” says Jane, “and they don’t know shit.” I can’t tell if it’s her droll humor, her take on reality in her new hometown, or a combination of the two. I suspect it’s the latter and watch where I step.

Gerry is rattling off the names of some of the flowers and trees we pass.

“Our biggest problem,” says Jane, “is what is all this stuff?” She says she wants to trade accommodations in her cabins to graduate students who will come and inventory the plants and animals on her spread. So far she’s failed to find appropriate candidates. “The money in bugs,” she complains, “is in killing them.”

“Raid,” says Gerry. “And ChemLawn.”

Jane says that Nicaraguan butterflies are understudied and that there is a dearth of literature about them. With no science background, she and Gerry try to fill in the gaps by learning from locals and with their own observations. “I wrote my tenth grade biology teacher and said that I wished I had studied harder and learned more.”

We sit on the porch, Jane in the rocker, smoking one Marlboro after another and washing them down with Coca-Cola. The two of them are eager to help me in the quest Jane assigned me after my flip “butterflies and flowers” remark in Bellingham. They suggest places and people for me to visit. Butterfly World in Florida and the “Dutch guy” who runs it, for one. That would be Ron Boender, I learn later.

“In Miami there’s a guy named Dennis Olle,” says Gerry. “He’s a pompous ass.” And a lawyer and president of the Miami Blue chapter of the North American Butterfly Association. The Miami Blue is a butterfly that fluttered toward extinction on the endangered species list, and is making a comeback. “But he knows a lot about butterflies,” Gerry continues. “I’m sure he’s a warm and engaging human being—although he’s always been an aloof, pompous ass to me. I guess I deserved it,” Gerry says, his voice thick with sarcasm. Apparently, Olle earned Jane and Gerry’s wrath by ignoring them, a manifestation of the antipathy North American Butterfly Association members harbor for commercial breeders. “There’s that doctor—what’s his name—in Gainesville.”

“Emmel,” says Jane.

“Emmel,” agrees Gerry. “Dr. Emmel. He’s an entomologist.”

“He’s got a lot of dead butterflies,” says Jane.

Later, as I began to cast a wide net looking for butterfly experts, the Florida contacts they suggested were spot on, and indeed Dr. Emmel—who explained pupal rape when I caught up with him in Gainesville—has a lot of dead butterflies at his University of Florida facilities. Millions. It’s the second largest collection in the world after the British Museum, and closing the gap fast. Just north of all those bugs in Gainesville, they tell me to check out Shady Oak Butterfly Farm, its slogan: “One stop for all your butterfly needs,” run by their friend Edith Smith. They call her the Queen of the International Butterfly Breeders Association and tell me she ships thousands of butterflies a week from her farm to collectors. Breeding pupae and butterflies is big business because butterfly houses all over the world must replenish their livestock every month or so. Most butterflies only live for a few weeks.

Another Marlboro. More Coke.

“It seems like the more we’re here, the more we don’t want to leave the farm.” Gerry is relaxed. “It’s a lot more tranquillo and salubrious here than it is in town,” he says about Granada, which certainly is noisy and smelly with traffic compared to the mariposario.

We stop talking butterflies for a spell and share stories about our families. A cart pushed by a fellow keeping the sun off with just a baseball cap shows up on the dirt road. Barney barks and Gerry gets up. “Look at this guy. This is a hard-working guy. Imagine pushing this to try to sell fruit. ¡Hola!” Gerry buys. The pineapple looks perfect.

“One of the reasons I like it here,” Jane looks at the fruit, “is I realize how privileged I am. I feel blessed all the time I am here.” But she wants more knowledge. “I’m really hoping some retired entomologist will show up.” She hopes for one who will stay for a year, study the local natural life cycle, and tutor her and Gerry about their unexpected business venture and new passion. Instead, or at least for now, what she received was me, sitting on her porch, asking questions, and trying to decide if she was correct when she sent the email insisting I should write a book about the dangerous world of butterflies.

“We’re normal,” she insists about their lifestyle. “I don’t mind a pit toilet and cold showers. And when the hose is in the sun, the shower’s not cold.” She likes the ex-pat lifestyle. “I’m disappointed with our generation. How do you get from sex, drugs, and rock ’n’ roll to bombs?”

Gerry takes me back to the paved road in the reserva’s classic Land Cruiser, and from there I hail a taxi to my hotel. I liked the two of them and their spirit. So many of us claim we’d like to junk our routines and start anew. So few of us do. But I wanted to spend a less rustic night than the reserva’s guest quarters offered; I was headed back to my hotel room. Granada, the Colonial showplace, could use some soap and paint in most places, along with enough gentrification to trickle down through the struggling economy. Ribs show on the horses pulling colorfully painted carriages—a Granada trademark used to haul tourists and ferry locals. Horse manure is left uncollected in the streets. The waterfront on Lake Nicaragua is desolate, the few bars and restaurants I see there are uninviting. Water meter covers are missing from the sidewalks, leaving treacherous holes that are especially daunting at night. The metal covers are stolen



























OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_001.png





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_003.png
To buy books n quantity for corporate use
orincentives, call(800) 962-0973
o e mail premiums@GlobePequot.com.






OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_001.jpg
“A Venn diagram of the beautiful and bizarre.” —Los Angeles Times

argeroid
Yo

The Startling Subculture
of Criminals, Collectors.
and conserva.f-ionists






OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_004.png





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_002.png
Ip






