2015 Newsletter

The most important things that happened this year had to do with Sonia.  The first was at the beginning of 2015 and the other at the end.  So if you get tired of reading about our travels and the bird, mammal, and habitat of the year, before you give up please scroll down to the last section of the newsletter, where Sonia discusses her recently published novel!
Last year—2014—was a great one for passing time with our close friends in California.  Sonia and I spent our second Christmas in a row there.  We waited throughout the year for the Immigration and Naturalization Service to allow Sonia to complete the process of becoming a US citizen, something they were very slow to do.  Finally, we received word that Sonia’s swearing in ceremony would be January 21, 2015 at the Los Angeles Convention Center.  Sonia’s American citizenship has allowed us to reclaim our freedom of movement, which was being controlled to a degree by the US government.  Never again! 
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    At home with guests Arden, Fernando, Antonio and Arlete: Caipirinhas anyone?

   Two angels?





    Jon at home in West Hollywood
Viva México!

We decided to go south of the border to celebrate!  When we first started living together, in March 2004, Sonia and I drove down through México to celebrate my retirement.  We got fairly close to Mexico City – Morelia – then we turned around and headed my old Ford Escort wagon back up towards the US border.  I’d been back to México quite a few times in the years following my last visit to México City in 1984 (as part of my expedition to do the field research for my Master’s thesis), but never again to the capital.  Part of it was the air pollution, which has been reduced greatly.  It was wonderful to return to one of my favorite cities, especially to see Sonia’s old friends again.
Known as Tenochtitlan by the Mexicas (Aztecs) when it was attacked by the Spaniard Hernán Cortés in 1519, what is now known as La Ciudad de México, or simply “La Capital”, is one of the world’s greatest cities, probably the greatest in the Western Hemisphere.  At the time of the conquest, La Capital was an island in Lake Texcoco, connected to the mainland by causeways.   The central part of modern Mexico City is built over the ruins of the Mexica capital, dominated by the twin pyramids of the Templo Mayor, discovered adjacent to the Zócalo in 1973 and under archaeological excavation ever since.  This central plaza is the largest in Latin America, as is the cathedral located there.  
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 Glória, Emília, Irene & Sonia: together again!






       Map of ancient Tenochtitlán made in 1519
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(HIP / Art Resource, NY)
                   
                    
       Diego Rivera mural of Mexica Tenochtitlán at El Palácio Nacional              
         
     
        Skull Altar at Mexica Templo Mayor, Metropolitan Cathedral in background
Hydroponic (chinampa) agriculture was practiced at Xochimilco and other areas around the city which have long since been “reclaimed”.  Located in another part of the city at Tlatelolco, a plaque in the Plaza of the Three Cultures tells the racial history of México in two sentences: In the battle between Cortez and Cuauhtémoc on August 13, 1521, “there was no triumph or defeat.  There was the painful birth of the mestizo (mixed Spanish and Indian) nation that is México today.”
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         Xochimilco: ancient canals and floating gardens of the Mexica


      

 
Plaza of the Three Cultures at Tlatelolco
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        Boys at Diego Rivera’s Anahuacalli Museum      



    

             West Mexican pots displayed at Anahuacalli
Family News
Another advantage of our 17-month stay in the US was that we were able to make several trips to the Pacific Northwest to visit the boys and our grandkids there!  
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        Mountain goats in North Cascades National Park just south of the Canadian border

                                    Mt. Rainier just south of Seattle, Washington
During our winter trip to Eugene, we enjoyed the early azalea bloom in Hendricks Park.  Granddaughter Urah, now in 5th grade, was learning to ride a bike and had matured so much over the prior year that she seemed almost like a different girl.  According to her father, she “is turning into a highly literate drama queen with a wry sense of humor, and literally off the chart in reading and comprehension.”  Ethan describes 1st-grader Pan as “a maniac (per his age, no doubt) who won’t sit still to eat, but will become completely enthralled by games, including chess.”  Zara, in 6th grade, is getting more involved in sports, including horseback riding, and recently broke her arm roller skating.
After completing her first year as a therapist at Lane County Behavioral Health, Ami is planning to do some moonlighting at PeaceHealth hospital, also in Eugene.
Ethan continues at InterVision Media, managing a team that takes illustrations and designs and turns them into working websites, mobile apps, and installables.  The audience for these are people with a variety of education and health needs.  He suggested I go to the IVM website, where I found the photo and statement below.



LEAD APPLICATION DEVELOPER
    Ethan has been designing websites and rich internet applications since 1999. 
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    We flew almost right over Mount Shasta!




                Pan at 5




                                Urah at almost 9
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             Zara








“Look ma, no hands!”
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Azaleas in Hendricks Park





                            Tony,   Jak,    Ethan,              Urah,        Nana and Ash in the park
I took the same approach suggested by Ethan to focus on his brother’s work, going to his website, vitalforcenaturalhealth.com, where I found the following statement.  Vital Force Natural Health is the holistic health practice of Jakob Sletteland MSc.  Jakob is a Clinical Nutritionist and Registered Herbalist with ten years of experience in the field and he has helped over three thousand people achieve radiant health in clinic to date. His practice uses therapies that strengthen the body's innate healing tendencies.  Jakob completed a Bachelor of Arts degree in Holistic Health and Phytotherapy at Prescott College, a Master of Health Science (MSc) at the University of New England, as well as numerous continuing education courses and internships in Clinical Nutrition and Western Herbalism.  He is a Registered Herbalist (RH) and professional member of the American Herbalist Guild and the National Association of Nutrition Professionals. In addition to his private practice, he volunteers his time and expertise with Occupy Medical, and Native American organizations in the Pacific Northwest.
My daughter Isis has had a very challenging 2015.  It started off well, with her taking a course in early January on how to use the computerized part of her new long arm quilting machine.  However, during the first four months of the year, in addition to flying for United, she needed to fly repeatedly from home in Illinois to Colorado.  This was to help her stepfather care for his wife, who succumbed to cancer in late April.  Isis was able to work on expanding her young quilting business for a few months before falling from an airport bus in Germany.  She spent 11 days in the hospital there, having great difficulty communicating with her caregivers and undergoing two surgeries on broken fibula and weight-bearing tibia bones in her right leg.  This involved the permanent placement of titanium plates in her leg.  Isis demonstrated her ability to cope with extreme pain and fear during this process.  She is still recovering from this accident and probably won’t be able to fly again until February or March of 2016.  The experience in a foreign hospital and then at home has been harrowing and extremely difficult for her.  Isis has shown her strength, her resilience, and the depth of her character throughout this exceedingly long year, and I am very proud of her.
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Isis and Ruby






        Long arm sewing machine at home
Back to Brazil!

After Sonia finally became a US citizen, we returned to Brazil much earlier in late March, much earlier in the year than usual for us.  Of course we’d been in the US for almost a year and a half, or three times longer than we usually stay, waiting for the bureaucrats to finally take action. 
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With our grand-nephew Rafael in Júrure Internacional

     Sonia with banyan tree in downtown Florianópolis 

      At dinner as guests of niece Ana and husband Luiz
We spent some time in Florianópolis in May, a different time of year – autumn – than we usually go there.  It rains a lot more that time of year than it does in the late spring (our usual time) and I needed a wetsuit to enjoy the ocean swimming I like to do there.  The shelling was just as good as later in the year, though.  Sister Wendy has gotten us into this in recent years and our movements around the world are suited to it.  This year we gathered shells on the northeastern and southeastern beaches of Brazil in Pernambucu, Alagoas, Rio de Janeiro and Santa Catarina states.  A highlight of our trip to Jururé was playing in a family basketball game with Sonia’s nephew-in-law Luiz “Big Baby” Blanco and two of his and niece Ana’s five sons, Rafa and Pedrino.  It had been many years since I’d played but I was able to avoid embarrassing myself, mostly because my height allowed me to rebound and put back many of the shots I’d missed at close range.  I’m now “training” in the park here in Lagoa for our upcoming return to Floripa.
Habitat of the Year: Mangroves
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Location of the world's mangrove forests in 2000
Mangrove swamps are found in tropical and subtropical tidal areas, especially river estuaries.  The world’s largest mangrove forest, Sunderbans, straddles the mouths of the Ganges River on the Bangladesh/India border near the Tropic of Cancer.  Rio de Janeiro state, on the Tropic of Capricorn, also still hosts large areas of mangrove forest.  The Portuguese term manguezal originated in the native Brazilian Tupi language.  These trees are adapted to intertidal habitats.   At low tide, mangroves are exposed to increases in temperature and desiccation, and are then cooled and flooded by the tide.  For a plant to survive in this environment it must tolerate broad ranges of salinity, temperature, and moisture — thus only certain species make up the mangrove tree community.
About a hundred species are considered "mangroves", in the sense of being a tree that grows in a saline swamp, though only a few are from the mangrove plant genus, Rhizophora. However, a given mangrove swamp typically features only a small number of tree species.   It is not uncommon for a mangrove forest in the Caribbean to feature only three or four tree species.  For comparison, the tropical rainforest biome contains thousands of tree species, but this is not to say mangrove forests lack diversity.  Though the trees themselves are few in species, the ecosystem that these trees create provides habitat for a great variety of other organisms.










        



  Intact mangrove forest
 


      
       
           Mangroves on Guanabara Bay near Rio
Despite restoration efforts, human activities have already destroyed half of the world's mangroves.  Presuming that this trend will continue, humans will lose the following benefits we derive from mangroves:
Fisheries:  Mangrove forests are home to a large variety of fish, crab, shrimp, and mollusk species.  These fisheries form an essential source of food for thousands of coastal communities around the world.  The forests also serve as nurseries for many fish species, including coral reef fish.  A study on the Mesoamerican reef, for example, showed that there are as many as 25 times more fish of some species on reefs close to mangrove areas than in areas where mangroves have been removed. This makes mangrove forests vitally important to coral reef and commercial fisheries as well.  For example, an estimated 75% of game fish and 90% of commercial fish species in south Florida depend on the mangrove system.
Timber and plant products:  Mangrove wood is resistant to rot and insects, making it extremely valuable.  Many coastal and indigenous communities rely on this wood for construction material as well as for fuel.  These communities also collect medicinal plants from mangrove ecosystems and use mangrove leaves as animal fodder.  Recently, the forests have also been commercially harvested for pulp, wood chip, and charcoal production, an alarming development.
Coastal protection:  The dense root systems of mangrove forests trap sediments flowing down rivers and off the land. This helps stabilizes the coastline and prevents erosion from waves and storms.  In areas where mangroves have been cleared, coastal damage from hurricanes and typhoons is much more severe.  By filtering out sediments, the forests also protect coral reefs and sea grass meadows from being smothered in sediment.


Tourism:  Given the diversity of life inhabiting mangrove systems and their proximity to other tourist attractions such as coral reefs and sandy beaches, it is perhaps surprising that only a few countries have started to tap into the tourism potential of their mangrove forests.  Some places offer snorkeling expeditions in and around mangroves to observe a wide variety of fish, jellyfish and urchins against an interesting background of interwoven roots.  Great potential exists throughout the tropical world for tourism in mangrove forests.
Trip to States of Alagoas & Pernambuco
In late July we flew up to Maceió, Alagoas in the northeast of Brazil.  We stayed just off the beach there and also in Porto de Galinhas further north.   We also took side trips to the other places shown below.
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 Fishermen at Maragogi



   
       Mangroves at Pontal de Maracaipe


         Olinda with Recife in background (see text below)
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Porto de Galinhas





Sand bar off Praia de Gunga 




       Praia de Gunga
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              Oficina de Brennand

Francisco Brennand, a contemporary sculptor in Brazil, displays around 2,000 pieces in large open halls, between monuments, gardens, and in the midst of an Atlantic rainforest reserve in Recife. Many of his works elaborate on abstract beings that are sensuous symbols.  Several anatomic parts are in his studies, mainly from the female body.  Brennand also uses ceramics to create floor and wall tiles for construction.  In fact, his studio is set in an old roofing tile factory that belonged to his father.  Another highlight of the trip was our visit to the historic town of Olinda, not far from Brennand’s studio.  













  

     Aerial view of the historic city center




        Convent of São Francisco,



      the oldest Franciscan convent in Brazil
 
Olinda has been designated a UNESCO World Heritage Site.  It was founded in 1535 by the Portuguese, 35 years after the discovery of Brazil by Pedro Alvares Cabral.  The town was built on the hill, for practical purposes (sewers) and to make it easier to defend.  In the 17th century, Portugal was united with Spain for a time.  Taking advantage of this period of Portuguese weakness, the Dutch occupied the area around Olinda and Recife, taking over the Portuguese sugar cane plantations.  In 1637, the Prince of Nassau-Siegen was appointed by the Dutch West India Company as governor of the Dutch possessions in Brazil.  By a series of successful expeditions, the Prince gradually extended the Dutch possessions from Sergipe in the south to São Luís de Maranhão in the north.   He likewise conquered the Portuguese possessions  in present day Ghana and Angola on the west coast of Africa.  After the dissolution of the Iberian Union in 1640, Portugal reestablished its authority over the lost territories of the Portuguese Empire, including those in Brazil.
Jak’s Visit to Rio 
Son Jak, as we called him in Brazil, arrived in September for his first visit to Brazil.  Since there is so much to see in Rio and he had only two weeks, we decided to stay at home.  We made only one exception, an overnight trip to visit our close friends Judith and Flávio in Secretário, in the mountains near the old Imperial city of Petrópolis.
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         Downtown Rio, pyramid-shaped cathedral at center


            Teatro Municipal, 1905



      Lagoa, Ipanema & Atlantic seen from near Corcovado

















  Rising behind center of Jak’s head is building where we live.
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           Sonia & Jak in Jardim Botánico


             Jardim Botánico founded by King João VI in 1808

           Protected Grumari Beach on the west edge of the city
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       Sonia’s sister Ilma at family barbeque to introduce Jak


Hiking ecological trail with Sugarloaf behind

 Lunch in the favela with bar owner & our guide after trail hike
One of the first places we took Jak in Rio was the famous Jardim Botánico, located directly across the lagoon from our condo.  It has an interesting history.  The 1817 wedding of the Austrian Archduchess Maria Leopoldina and Don Pedro d'Alcantara, the crown prince of Portugal and future emperor of Brazil, offered the ambitious Bavarian king at that time a welcome opportunity to send an expedition to Brazil by ordering C. F. P. von Martius and J. B. von Spix to "accompany the bride".  In one of the most successful scientific expeditions of all time, von Martius and von Spix spent the next four years traveling from Rio de Janeiro to São Paulo and then to Belém at the mouth of the Amazon, from where they went up the world’s largest river by canoe.  They traveled a total of 10,000 kilometers in Brazil and sent back 3,541 collections of birds, insects, and other animals, and also a great number of herbarium collections.  
Upon his return to Munich in 1821, von Martius began to write up his results in zoology and natural history.  His collections are housed at several museums in Munich.  In 1840, he organized the "Flora Brasiliensis", a collaborative effort of 65 authors, to which he contributed and edited until his death in 1868.   The Flora was finally finished in 1906.   To this day it remains the only completed flora of a Latin American country and is still the major reference work for taxonomists working on Brazilian flora. It treats 22,767 species, of which 5,869 were newly described by von Martius.  In one of the Jardim Botánico photos below, the herbal doctor poses irreverently with a likeness of von Martius.
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The Verão
I bought my boat, the roomy O’Day 23-foot sloop Verão, three years ago.  Although I always kept her in the water (except for annual scraping and painting of the bottom), I hadn’t been around enough to be able to sail her much and decided to sell.  I had other reasons: sailing and outboard motor mounting were pretty hard on my low back, the bay is polluted, the sun is strong in the Tropics, and as detailed below, the winds are wild and unpredictable. 
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  The Verão moored in Botafogo Cove at the base of Sugarloaf




         
          The Captain & First Mate

Sonia and I went sailing on September 25, 2015, our 11th anniversary.  We were in the South Atlantic just outside the mouth of Guanabara Bay, on the shore of which Rio de Janeiro is located.  The photo below shows the location of my boat mooring, just inside the bay in a cove protected by the famous Sugarloaf (Pão de Açucar) mountain, which tourists climb by cable car.  Sugarloaf forms the near side of the entrance to the bay, with the Atlantic Ocean lurking behind and to the right.  We were outside the bay maybe a kilometer or so when a full-force gale arrived suddenly with winds up to 50 mph.   As we also had tidal currents to fight, it was not easy getting back into the bay.  In fact it was a very exciting and scary challenge!  The boat had a keel, without which we wouldn't have had much chance of staying upright.  I wouldn’t have been out there without it beneath me.  Nonetheless, I was shocked at the violence of the wind that blew in with no warning whatsoever.  We had only the mainsail up and the guy who maintains my boat, whose idea it had been to sail out into the ocean, was able to get it down while I pointed the boat into the wind.  This was the thing that may well have saved us.
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Entrance to Guanabara Bay, Sugarloaf, & Botafogo Cove (foreground)


                           
          
My bird of the year is the atobá (aka brown booby), a large seabird with the female somewhat bigger than the male.  This species breeds on islands and coasts in tropical areas of the Atlantic and Pacific oceans. This bird nests in large colonies, laying two chalky blue eggs on the ground in a mound of broken shells and vegetation.  Atobá pairs may remain together over several seasons.  They winter at sea over a wide area.  An atobá colony nests on the Cargarras Islands, a seabird sanctuary located  5 kilometers off Ipanema Beach in Rio.  Atobás have short wings and long, tapered tails.  Although they are powerful and agile fliers, they can be clumsy in takeoffs and landings, so they are known to use strong winds and high perches to assist their takeoffs.  These seabirds perform elaborate greeting rituals, and are also spectacular divers, plunging into the water at high speed. They eat mainly small fish or squid which gather in groups near the surface, and sometimes catch leaping or flying fish while skimming the surface.  A group of atobás skimmed the surface close to me on my first body surfing trip to Ipanema this year.  It was in late March, a time of year I hadn’t been to Brazil before.  The surfing conditions were ideal for me: 1-meter waves breaking off a sand bar just offshore. 










 


  

Atobá (Brown Booby)



          A view of Ipanema from Corcovado      
   
          
   A dolphin jumps near a Cargarras island









        Cargarras Archipelago in background
Terrestrial Animal of the Year
The Capyvara is the world’s largest rodent, but a closely related to the much smaller guinea pig.  It is native to lowland South America, where it inhabits savannas and dense forests near water bodies.  From time to time, Capyvara are found in the lagoon at the foot of the hill on which Sonia and I live.  A group of at least four animals has been living in Lagoa this year.   Theirs is a highly social species and can be found in groups as large as 100 individuals, but usually lives in groups of 10–20.  The Capyvara is not a threatened species and is hunted for its meat, hide and also for a grease from its thick fatty skin which is used in the pharmaceutical trade.











              Capyvara foraging                                                                       Capyvara have a scent gland on the nose.
Capyvara are herbivores, grazing mainly on grasses and aquatic plants, as well as fruit and tree bark.  While they eat grass during the wet season, in some habitats they have to switch to more abundant reeds during the dry season.   The animal’s jaw hinge is not perpendicular and it thus chews food by grinding back-and-forth rather than side-to-side. Capyvara are coprophagous, meaning they eat their own feces as a source of bacterial gut flora to help digest the cellulose in the grass that forms their normal diet. They may also regurgitate food to masticate again, similar to cud-chewing by a cow.  As is the case with other rodents, the front teeth of Capyvara grow continually to compensate for the constant wear from eating grasses.  The Capyvara has an average life span of nine years in captivity, but generally lives less than four years in the wild, as they are a favorite food of the jaguar, puma, ocelot, eagle and caiman.  Capyvara are also the preferred prey of the Green Anaconda, found only in northern and central South America east of the Andes. 














             









         Model of Anaconda swallowing adult capyvara

       




Green Anaconda (Sucuri), one of the world’s largest snakes
Capyvara are gregarious. While they sometimes live solitarily, they are more commonly found in groups that average 10–20 individuals.  Capyvara groups can consist of up to 100 individuals during the dry season when the animals gather around available water sources.  Males establish social bonds and dominance.  They can make dog-like barks when threatened or when females are herding young.  Capyvara have two types of scent glands; a morillo, located on the snout, and anal glands.  Both sexes have these glands, but males have much larger morillos and use their anal glands more frequently.  They scent-mark by rubbing their morillo on an object or by walking over scrub and marking it with their anal glands.  In addition to objects, males will also scent-mark females. 


 



Mother with typical litter of four pups
When in estrus, the female's scent changes subtly and nearby males begin pursuit.  In addition, a female will alert males when she is in estrus by whistling though her nose.  During mating, the female has the advantage and mating choice.  Capyvara mate only in water, and if a female does not want to mate with a certain male, she will either submerge or leave the water.   Dominant males are highly protective of the females, but they usually cannot prevent all the subordinates from copulating.  The larger the group, the harder it is for the male to watch all the females.  Capyvara gestation is 130–150 days and birth is on land.  Within a week, the young can eat grass, but will continue to Mato Grosso suckle from any female in the group.  The young form a group within the main group.  Breeding peaks between April and May in Venezuela and between October and November in , Brazil. 
Though quite agile on land (capable of running as fast as a horse), Capyvara are equally at home in the water.  They are excellent swimmers, and can remain completely submerged for up to five minutes, an ability they use to evade predators. Capyvara can sleep in water, keeping only their noses exposed.  As temperatures increase during the day, they wallow in water and then graze late in the day.  They also spend a lot of time wallowing in mud.  They rest around midnight and then continue to graze before dawn.  Capyvara are hunted for their meat and pelts in some areas, and otherwise killed by humans who see their grazing as competition for livestock.  Their survival is aided by their ability to breed rapidly.  In some areas of South America, they are farmed for their meat and skin. The meat is considered unsuitable to eat in some areas, while in other areas it constitutes an important source of protein.  In parts of South America, especially in Venezuela, capybara meat is popular during Lent and Holy Week as the Catholic Church previously gave a special dispensation that allows for its consumption while other meats are generally forbidden. 
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Sonia’s Historical Novel
Sonia has been working on a novel for several years that she finished in late October.  It is titled Orgulho e Dignidade (“Pride and Dignity” in English).  Prior to interviewing her about the book, I submitted written questions to her.  She decided to respond in writing.  You might think this a pretty formal procedural approach for a married couple, and it kept the interview quite short.  Following are her written responses to my questions about her novela.
How would you describe your book? 

It’s a kind of genealogical saga, stories that were told by my mother and my aunts. 

What is it about? 

It’s about people, members of my family who lived in throughout the Twentieth Century and how the events of that century influenced them.

Why did you write it? 

The stories I used to hear were so rich in details I couldn’t help but write them down. 

When will your book be available and for how much? 

 

December 2015.  It is being sold on the Internet at:   www.clubedeautores.com.br/book/197871--Orgulho e_Dignidade
What was the hardest part about writing it? 

Research was what took the most time, because I wanted to check my memory of both the stories that I was told and the historical facts in the background of the stories.
What did you enjoy most about writing it?  
I loved describing in detail the feelings of the characters and the places where the story was set, in Braga, Portugal and Rio de Janeiro.
Do you have plans to translate it into English? 

Tryg is working on this.
Do you have plans to write another book, and if so, what will it be about? 

Yes, it would be about my travels and the funny things that happened during these trips, starting in the late Sixties.
Closing
Well, the page count is down this year (at 11), but the word count (at 5,000) is up.  I used almost all of my own photos this year, a definite improvement, and decided not to use page breaks any longer—a natural extension of the move I made to a strictly digital format quite a few years ago.  This newsletter is now more than 20 years old; I can remember putting the hard copies into envelopes and licking the stamps on the ferry to Seattle back in the early Nineties, about when I started this tradition I think.
As is traditional, I would like to close with a hearty “Happy Holidays” and “Happy New Year” to all of you!  I hope to see as many of you as possible in the coming year and wish each of you good health, peace, and prosperity in 2016.  I am fortunate to have you in my life.

Love from Sonia and me,

Tryg

