This Trip Would Have Been
So Boring Without Me:

Mike’s Costa Rica Adventure

by Michael L. Ferro

(spongymesophyll@gmail.com)

AUTHORS NOTE:

This is a rough draft. Most of it was put together in the field, late at night, with little to no
proofreading. I'm a poor editor, speller, writer, etc. on a good day, and I don’t even have time to
clean it up now! Also, I took about 4000 photos on this trip, so I was bound to get a few good
ones!
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Chapter One

(Beginning - 13 June 2005)

Travel is fatal to prejudice, bigotry, and narrow-mindedness.
-Mark Twain

IN THE BEGINNING...

Long ago and far away I was advised by my advisor to attempt acceptance and
participation in the Organization of Tropical Studies Tropical Ecology course for the
summer of 2005. Only 20 some odd participants are selected for each class which takes

place in Costa Rica from mid June till early August.

ACCEPTANCE

Many papers were filled out, personal statements were written, I begged old
professors to write letters of recommendation (“lie if necessary”), all was combined and
FedExed (over night, no less) on the day before the due date. Very little of any worth is
accomplished before the wee hours of the very end. Time passed and I received an

email of congratulations, I had been accepted.

PREPARATION

More paperwork! Schedule a flight, get health insurance, begin another
application process to obtain that most precious commodity, a permit to collect insects.
Have to get shots, rabies (three scheduled shots) and Hep A and B (two shots). Have to
start building my specialized traps. Have to get all the supplies needed for two months

of work in a foreign land.



Featurette: Buying a backpack.
I need a good backpack to carry my collecting supplies for field work (two kill
jars [different sizes], aspirator, collecting vials of various sizes, alcohol, nets [two
to three kinds depending on the location], saw, water bottle, GPS, camera, pillow
cases for litter samples, rope, flagging, tape, etc). Somewhere, perhaps in
Thailand, I saw a backpack that was made so that it bowed away from your back,
resting on your shoulders and hips only. This technology was far superior to all
others which rest against your back and act as a turtle shell insulator on hot days.
I must have one. Plan of attack: 1) Let us peruse the local establishments. The
Backpacker, was, as close as I can tell, Baton Rouge’s only outdoors
establishment at the time. They did not have, nor had they heard of this style of
backpack (these are the professionals, remember; the only store in a city of
270,000). 2) I decided then to visit the mall, perhaps a speciality shop or
department store there would carry such a product. No such luck. After wading
through a number of department stores, something I am not accustom to, I must
report that the vast majority of their products seem to be women’s underwear. I
often had to cut across the store to find the luggage section and it seemed that as
I swam through the sea of merchandise wave after wave of pastel panties
crashed into me, pushing me back and forcing me to swim harder against the
flow. Table clothes, panties, shirts, panties, refrigerators, panties, shoes, panties,
one thousand patterns of tableware, panties, gardening supplies, panties,
makeup, panties, lawnmowers, panties, home pneumatic tool kits complete with
compressor and power wrench... panties. Online searches were cumbersome,
Google “backpack that doesn’t touch your back” and see what you get. 3)Finally
I adopted the beating you head against a rock technique- sit down and read all

the descriptions of all the backpacks in all the catalogs you can find. While
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reading Campmor’s catalog, I ran across the patented Air Comfort system by
Deuter! I was saved.

Massey’s, an adventure store in New Orleans carries such a product. In
fact, this is a well known company around the world (except Baton Rouge, of
course).

Everything I wanted was like this. A new battery for a two year old
computer that is no longer made, a waterproof case for a two year old camera
that is no longer made, new parts for a SOG Powerplier that is no longer made,
World Map for my GPS, etc. All were hurdles that took many weeks and tries to

surmount.

PRE-TRIPS

It had been many months since we had last met, and would be many months
before our next meeting. So a trip to see the family was wanted. Schedules were tight,
and it arose that the best time to visit the family began with a message at 9pm Friday
night. I left Baton Rouge two hours later (11pm) and made it to the Wal-Mart stoplight
in Clinton at 9:50am Saturday. A much needed haircut later, an hour on the road and I
found myself outside a locked and abandoned house in Olathe, Kansas. The family was
there, but gone. Tired, hungry, and in need of a shower, I used a ladder from the back to
climb in a window in the front. None of the neighbors complained. So began my trip to
see family and friends. Many adventures were had.

Later I left for Columbia to spend a few days with friends, and to work on
dragonflies I collected in Thailand. These particular specimens I had not been able to ID,
but had been IDed for me. Leaving Columbia at 1pm with Ely, a college, following

behind, we struck out for Baton Rouge.



We spent the next week in New
Orleans at a North American
Benthological Society conference
where I presented a poster of
the work I did for my masters.

Many adventures were had.

NABS Meeting

Inside our Hotel

At the Aquarium
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Chapter Two (b)

The truth is rarely pure and never simple.
- Oscar Wilde, The Importance of Being Earnest, 1895, Act I

17 June 2005

Workshops and Melissa’s Pasture
Up for an early breakfast. Check the
balcony before the house wrens get there
to clean away the insects that accrued the
night before. On the way to breakfast a

flower had opened overnight and I got

Porch Moth

some pictures. Two days later it would wilt.

® We were to collect pollen this morning after

& breakfast. Dr. Steve Travers does work on
pollination and pollination systems. I scraped

some yellow suspect pollen off of a scarab

7

» P : e Y beetle I found. If you can get the pollen to
New Flower germinate you can sometimes tell what
species of plant it came from. So we placed our

pollen in a small drop of sugar water (I forget the

specific concentration, but it matters) on a cover

slip and suspended that upside down over a

microscope slide. In about two hours, if all goes

well, we will get pollen tubes to grow.

25 Pollen on cover slip



. In the meantime we head out to some flowers planted near the

cabin. Steve had placed fine mesh bags over some of the

. inflorescences the night before to prevent bees and hummingbirds
from drinking each flower’s nectar. We used capillary tubes
(exceedingly small glass straws) to draw the nectar from flowers.
Then we used a refractometer to measure the sugar content of
what we had collected, about
20%. The un-bagged flowers
were all empty, birds and bees

i—Iopper get up earlier than students!

As an added bonus, we sprinkled a florescent dye on
some of the flowers in the hopes that visiting

pollinators would pick up the dye and deposit it on

other flowers they visit. The dye glows under a

Flower with florescent die

blacklight and is a really good tool for many tracking

studies. Unfortunately rain tends to wash it away, so our results that night were poor.

We learned about pollinator syndromes. The idea that certain characteristics of a flower
indicate what type of organism pollinates it. For a butterfly the flower is usually bright
red or yellow, with a moderate to sweet odor, and usually upright. For birds the flower
is usually bright red with no odors, and upright. Bats get huge white or pale green
colored flowers which open at night, have a strong fermented smell, and often hang

downward.
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Back in the lab we checked out pollen.
Mine didn’t do well, but there was a
chance it wasn’t pollen at all, so no
worries. One person got really good
= results and we all took a look at the
tubes growing out of the pollen. The
* j . sizes are somewhat disproportional.

Imagine a base ball bat (pollen tube)

: growing out of a base ball (pollen).
Sorting plants People who study cells have a hard

time understanding how this happens.

After the pollen workshop we
started a plant ID workshop. Erin
and Cato had collected about 30
species of plants and presented us
with a pile of foliage. Our task

was to separate them in some

Countryside

meaningful way. The obvious
separations were monocot vs dicot, opposite vs alternate, simple vs compound, etc. We
did a fairly good job, but the plant diversity here is huge.

You could spend an entire course just to learn some of the

common families.

After lunch Rodo took us to Melissa’s pasture to see what

it looked like. A hike through the secondary forest (he

' 27
Passion vine flower
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showed me a place to set up my traps), another pasture,

and across a creek, we found a pasture not at all like what

grass in the un-managed areas
J/ .4 certainly deserves its name
| Elephant Grass. Kari is in a slight

¥ depression in the trail, but she

stands six feet tall. Other areas of

River at Las Cruces (Name Here)

the pasture are more civilized.
Some trees have grown to almost 30 feet tall in the last 5 years,
but they will probably only live another two or three. They are

early successional, fast growers, but short lived.

When we get back to the lab Erin tells us about our project

schedule for the rest of the trip. At each place we visit we will

Kari in Elephant Grass

meet with

guest lectures which will help us with

Faculty Field Problems (FFP). Four to 5 A
students in a group, they (with the
guidance of a guest lecturer) spend the
night before figuring out what they
want to do, collect data the next day,
have another half day to collect more
data, analyze the data, and make a ' ;i{ﬁ?

swanky presentation at around 7pm Five years growth

28
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the second day. Lots of pictures, grueling statistical analysis, and as funny as possible.
This is damn near impossible. After the presentation one student is designated as the
secretary, who writes a paper about the project, another student, the editor, edits the
paper, which is then revised by Erin or Cato. The paper is returned over and over until

it is right.

We will only have one group project which will consist of 3-5 students (no faculty
helpers) wherein we devise the entire project in much the same manner as the FFP

above. This project will be performed here at Las Cruces in 2.5 days.

Each student has to do two independent projects, all by themselves. It again will take
place over 2.5 days with a presentation at the end. These can be performed at Cuerici,

La Selva, or Palo Verde.

Dr. Chris Peterson gives us a talk about various plots of pasture which border forest
fragments that he has fenced to keep cows out. He studies the tree communities that

recolonize the areas.

Then we met to plan our Faculty Field Problems (FFP). I'm in a team with Luke,
Lucinda, Erin (student), Erin (fearless leader), Cathleen, and Andres (guest lecturer).
There was a study not too long ago that looked at Anole (lizard) numbers in a pasture
versus in the forest. That researcher got an average of 3 lizards per transect for the
forest and found lizards in the pasture. But the research was performed in the dry
season, and this is the wet, so we wanted to mimic the study and compare our findings
with his. We planned transect lengths (100m into the field and 100m in the forest),

sighting strategies, scheduled to be driven to a place near the site, etc. We would get
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packed lunches to stay out all day, and leave at 7am.

After the talks its about 8 or 9pm but I have to set up my traps as soon as possible. One
of my personal projects is using traps to collect insects in the forest. I want to compare
the standard design with my own design. The problem is, these things need to be out
for a while, many days to really be effective. The schedule is pretty thick, which means
if I want to set them up I need to do it at night (after 9pm) or morning (before 6:30am).
And the forest is thick, I'll need to chop out a place to put the traps, and a path to get to
them. The forest at night is not a place to be alone, so I borrow Pablo’s machete, and get
Luke to come me, he’s after herps. We head down the trail and finally find my study
site. The vines, small trees, etc. are surprisingly easy to cut, like thick celery, but some
have thorns, spines, prickles, etc. So I hack out a trail in the light rain, with only my
headlamp in the very dark night. I tried to make a big loop that went out away from the
trail and then fell back to the trail, but where I came out was at a place where the trail
was about 8 feet below the forest, so with the help of Luke (who stayed on the trail),
was able to find my way back through the jungle and get back to the trail. I was covered

in mud, and we trudged back to the cabins. Home by midnight.

Many persons have a wrong idea of what constitutes true happiness. It is not attained through
self-gratification but through fidelity to a worthy purpose.
- Helen Keller

18 June 2005
Many Attempts

I set the alarm on my GPS for 4:30 am. These things are amazing, they do damn near

everything! Its pitch black outside and I hurt. I waited, but was up and out of the door
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W by 5. Wearing the same pants as last night,

b they’re heavy with mud and moisture. The
birders waved as I hefted my pack (40 Ibs) full
of traps onto one shoulder and started heading
to my site. The dull throbbing pain of sleep
deprivation mitigated the dull throbbing pain
* of carrying the heavy bag. Its almost all down
* hill too, and that helped. Its about a half mile
to the site, and I got three traps put up before I
had to head back for breakfast. Then load up

and get ready to leave for the FFP.

Lucinda at 40 meters We were driven at break neck speeds along
dirt roads that only go straight up, or straight
down. Packed in the back of the vehicle trying not
to accidently slam your head into the roof, or your
neighbor. Finally we're dumped at a gate to a
pasture. We hike through the field to our study
site. The forest basically begins at the top of a crest

and plunges down a very steep hillside. We stake

out a 100 meter (little more than 330 feet) line into

Nurse log in the pasture

the pasture. In the picture Lucinda is down the hill
and only 40 meters away. After the line was set, we walked about 20 feet to the left of
the tape measure from the far end toward the forest and tried to scare up any lizards we

could. Nothing. Well, a few grasshoppers.
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# Now its time to go into the jungle. That it is

too. Probably selectively cut long ago, the

': loss of heavy canopy cover has allowed a
' _': very thick undergrowth to grow. No

' machete this time. So it comes in handy that
I'm large, portly, and thick skinned. Lucinda
! does an amazing job of not dying, too. We
drop off at about a 40° angle and start
measuring while we look for lizards. We
have to go 100 meters, but our tape is only

§ 40. And its hard to pull off the roll, so one

% end has to be tied. Thus some poor bastard
has to go 40 meters, climb back up to untie it,
then climb back down, then go another 40 meters,
then climb back up to untie it, then climb back
down, then go another 20 meters, then climb all
the way back up. I'm dirty, tired, muddy,
bleeding, and hot. We saw one lizard. Well, just
the hind legs and tail, actually. We emerge into
the sunlight and wait for the others to
congregate. Ours was the only Anole seen. In fact

only 5 reptiles/amphibians were seen by the

whole group.

Average of 3 lizards per transect, my ass. What to

Measuring tape in the jungle

do? Eat lunch. We had ours packed by the cook
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staff that morning. We passed a
very nice pond bordered by forest
on two sides on the hike in, perhaps
a nice project looking at frogs could
be performed there. We pack up

and hike back towards whence we

came, but veer to the right to see the
Local megafauna

other side of the pond. We
through out ideas to look at : =
frog species at night, and 2
how they orient themselves § .

around the pond, right at ~ EE RS
la Muerte

the water, within 5 meters,

within 10, on the ground, in

.. s

a tree up 1 meter, etc. “Path of Death”

ﬂ-\, Pictured is the view we had. To get to our drop off
1 -

-~
-._

point, we need to go from here to the pasture on the
other side. Looks pretty close doesn’t it. Does to me.
There was a nice trail that led though the forest on
the right hand side. Rather than back track, lets go
along the trail and scope out our study site for later
Bl tonight. So we plunge it. An hour later the trial is
gone, I'm clearing some of the path with brute force,
¥ Andres is tying an orange marker ribbon on a vine

or small tree every 25 feet (breadcrumbs to help us

Suspended in a hollow log, a spider has

constructed a shelter. 33
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find our way home), and we’re sending people in different directions to explore
possible routes out. Little did
we know, and little can you
tell, but the pond has a huge
dogleg to the right making our

short easy walk a rather long

Walking back hard one

Finally we break free and head to the pick up point. &
Just one problem. We can’t raise the driver on the
radio. So we start to walk home, and the clouds
move in. Finally we are rescued! Another group
had to walk all the way in! We make it back to Las
Cruces around 2pm. I head straight to the forest to
continue putting up traps. I take alone trays to put
under the traps and a plastic water container. Along ;

the way a

L -
i
AR

attie

6 traps, three traditional, and three of my own
design. I filled the water container (with no little

effort) at a nearby stream and filled the trays with

My design
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soapy water. The soap breaks the surface tension
of the water so any insects that fall in immediately

" sink.

Hummingbird on nest

another project
(this is the third one if you've been counting). This will

entail looking at frog distribution around three small

is a talk, then we set out to catch frogs, catalog where

they were when we caught them around these ponds. 1

didn’t find any by myself, but left the good areas to the
people who know these things better than I. I did find a E‘z ;

i

scorpion and a humming bird on its nest. Not bad for Scorpion on tree trunk

half awake.

19 June 2005
Finishing Up

Painfully early. We go back and measure how far from the water our frogs were, how
high up they were, and the distance to their nearest neighbor. Then using a random
number table to make random frogs we measure where they would be located, and

distance to nearest neighbor. By doing this, we can test to see if the real frogs were
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randomly scattered around the
water resource, or perhaps clumped
| together, or evenly spaced. Lots of

& : | measuring, lots of statistics. Finally
we get our data together, put

' together a presentation, and all of
the groups present on the research

| they did. Other studies included

plant chemical defenses, regrowth

MW R

Team Frog: Back: me, Lucinda, Luke, Cathleen. Front: Erin

(student), Erin (Fearless leader), Andres accumulation on hummingbirds.

= forest composition, and pollen

Ours was painfully low in sample size, but we found that the frogs were clumped
around the water sources. (With this baseline you can now ask other questions like, do
they have a territory, how do they defend it, what defines a good territory, how does

ths affect ability to mate, etc.)

Tomorrow we start our group projects. Any ideas? Hell, yeah. I'm tired, worn out, and
there happens to be a pile of antlion larvae under the balcony of my room. Sounds like a
spectacular project. These are the guys that make pits in the sand and capture insects to
eat. How are the pits spaced? Does pit size correlate to animal size? Etc. Sounds like a
great idea. Luke (alpha herper), Nate (Statistics king), and Andrew (studies lemurs and

can climb like one too) sign on. Tomorrow we wrangle some antlions.
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20 June 2005

Starting Again

# I love technology. We

' want to measure the
diameter of each pit, the
distance it is from all
other pits, and the size
of the antlion in the pit.

i1 With this data we can

do many wonderful

Antlion study site 1 . . . ———y A e
things. So the first thing Aerial Photo

we did was backpack in drinks, chairs, and a radio to the

study site (all of 50 feet around the building to the back). Then Luke made a Y2 by %2
meter square out of bamboo. He took an aerial
photo of the quadrant and assigned a number to
© every pit in the computer. He also assigned an X
and Y coordinate to each pit center. I measured
pit diameter with calipers, and then dug out

: § each antlion (we only lost 4 out of about 200).

| Later we weighed each antlion. We did this for 5
rueling Conditions at the study -~ quadrants. Now the computer knows the weight
of antlion, size of pit, and relation of pit to every
other pit in each quadrant. We got two quadrants done before supper and the talk. It

took a while to get set up for the first one, but after that the second was done in a half

hour.
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Our talk tonight was a depressing one about massive frog and salamander die offs and
extinctions which have swept down through Central America in the last few years. No

one knows why.

(Sorry this just-a-few-lines-on-the-last-page-thing keeps happening, its is really annoying.)
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