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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.”

[image: tmp_ad4c775b2792b03de02bb4b62ac0227b_stNiOt_html_61ad871e.jpg]José Amable’s storage shed with our crates.


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
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