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Last month, in 

a dark corner 

of a continent 

the world usu-

ally ignores, 33 

miners were 

rescued from a 

half-mile beneath the earth’s sur-

face. For 69 days they were trapped 

inside a collapsed mine located in 

Chile’s Atacames Desert—a land 

so bleak that filmmakers use it for 

scenes taking place on the moon.

Suddenly I felt rather pathetic for 

thinking the toughest part of my 

Peace Corps experience was feel-

ing so isolated.

The rescue effort made for exciting 

television, and people all over the 

world tuned in. If you were one of 

them, here’s what you would have 

seen: a rescue capsule designed by 

NASA; an emergency shaft drilled 

with a bit made in Pennsylvania 

and operated by a Coloradan; a 

high-powered winch designed 

by Germans; and subterranean 

communication made possible 

by Japanese fiber optics. The list 

could go on. And the confluence of 

technology and global teamwork 

is enough to make Thomas Fried-

man weak in the knees.

If we ever wondered what all this 

machinery is for or what all this 

technology is capable of, the rescue 

effort to save some trapped min-

ers offered an answer: It was vis-

ible on the their faces as the digital 

images were shot up through the 

borehole, out into the open air, 

then beamed off satellites and car-

ried down through cable lines into 

television sets on every continent. 

One might say that if you hadn’t 

heard of this story, you must’ve 

been living under a rock. 

But sometimes we’re blinded 

by the lights. For one, we were 

caught thinking this scenario is 

“news.” We have, after all, been 

scraping away at the earth’s bow-

els for quite some time now. For 

centuries, a single silver mine in 

Potosí—located high in the Andes 

of what is now Bolivia—propelled 

Europe’s economy and made Po-

tosí among the richest and most 

populous cities in the Americas. 

But during that time, the mine 

gained the nickname “The Devil’s 

Mouth” for the thousands of In-

dian lives it swallowed over the 

years. Now, Potosí is just anoth-

er city in the continent’s poorest 

country and humanity’s fascina-

tion with shiny metals lives on. 

But what if video cameras were 

down there way back then?

 

While we ponder modern technol-

ogy, the environment, who we are 

and why we’re here (you might 

call these the “big questions”), 

El Clima can perhaps offer some 

answers, or at least some distrac-

tions.

In this quarter’s issue, we cover 

nearly every facet of Peace Corps 

life. Interested in experiences 

on the home front? How about a 

story statistically quantifying your 

daily activities, or a fun look at 

community integration (or over-

integration, as it were)? If you’re 

into Sisyphean self-improvement, 

one contributor offers a guide to 

saving your living allowance by 

living frugally. 

Wondering about the perspec-

tive of an RPCV from Ecuador? 

We’ve got it. Interested in volun-

teer travel? We’ll hit you with that, 

too. Or how about sites them-

selves? In this issue’s point-coun-

terpoint, two editors duke it out 

over which region is better living: 

coast or sierra? (Those of us living 

in the Amazon region know that 

it speaks for itself.) We also have 

our classic bits that our readers 

know and love: interviews, book 

reviews, recipes, lists and trends. 

Back to tackling who we are and 

why we’re here, we lead off this is-

sue with a complex meditation on 

who the Peace Corps Volunteer is, 

titled “Gringos Converse in Eng-

lish.”

I hope you enjoy the upcoming 

holidays and use that precious 

time of yours to contemplate all 

the right questions.

Crawford, a Natural Resource 

Conservation Volunteer from Om-

nibus 101, is the Editor-in-Chief 

of El Clima. He lives in Zamora, 

Chinchipe.
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From the Editor’s Desk

Coming Up For Air
By J. Grigsby Crawford



Gringos tend to be special people. 
No really, just ask them. I in-
clude myself under this umbrella, 
of course. But, first off, let’s just 
agree to assume that the moni-
ker of “gringo” hardly carries any 
lamentable ire, especially in a 
society so plain spoken as to re-
fer to everyone by their logically 
apparent physical characteristic. 
I think we all agree that there’s 
no venom in the word and most, 
if not all of us, have grown into 
the title quite comfortably. But in 
all the ways we fit in to our new 
equatorial homes, the gringo still 
defines his- or herself in the fu-
ture tense, in the light of what 
they will become one day, when 
all of this will have been merely 
an experience. 

In that future place we get to be 
special amongst our peers as 
someone who served, endured. 
Here, we are special only by our 
effort, and our ability to not be a 
complete clown in such a foreign 
culture. Even before we all came 
here we were that person who 
wanted to pack a bag for the great 
unknown. Somewhere, outside of 
the safety of America’s borders 
lays a savage land of discomfort 
and humility. We were special for 
even wanting to do it. Now, the 
only way we get to retreat from 
our stumbling, humbled lives, is 

to (sometimes too rarely) con-
verse with fellow gringos. Once 
again in our familiar tongue, we 
embrace who we “really” are. 
From anecdotes and long-winded 
stories intended as comedy or 
one-upmanship to longing dia-
tribes on how we miss x and y from 
home, we converse. We gringos 
implant our back 
stories into the 
memories of our 
new friends and we 
argue the merits 
of our future plans: grad school, 
government work, living as an 
ascetic, etc. And, for those really 
special personalities, we don’t 
just converse, we proselytize. Of 
course, the more common use of 
this word describes the system-
atic spread of religious dogma by 
particularly hopeful believers of 
fairy tales. But, those types have 
been quite successfully closeted 
amongst the platoons of liberally 
minded agnostic/atheist/apa-
thetic members of the Corps. No, 
I mean the greatest of all forms of 
conversation, the type not for the 
weak of stomach, of feeble intel-
lect, or the Luddite: The Political 
Argument. 

Few other forms of communica-
tion carry the excitement, the 
carnage, the tears or the bruises 
of the political conversation—the 
heavy argument. Now, one qual-
ity of nearly all Peace Corps vol-
unteers is their flexibility—his or 
her need to gloss over anything 

anyone takes too seriously to bet-
ter facilitate the work at hand. In 
our jobs we don’t engage in con-
versations about Correa except to 
leave a bland statement of par-
ticipation; we never take sides. 
In our social life, likewise, the 
gringo in a foreign land cultivates 
the few gringo relationships he or 

she has. Politics is 
a third rail, why go 
there? 

I’ll tell you why, TO 
FEEL SPECIAL! Haven’t you been 
listening?! (That last sentence is 
called an “ad hominem exclama-
tion,” used to summate your tact 
and to further flame your oppo-
nent’s flushed face while riling up 
the bystanders.)

For those special few, the brave, 
the ones really eager to feel spe-
cial again in such a foreign land, 
to proselytize can become so ad-
dictive, so much like a crutch that 
you can end up relying on it. Of 
course, the arguer only calls it 
proselytizing so as not to appear 
to be yearning for the warm fuzz-
ies that come with thoroughly de-
moralizing an opponent in their 
wrongness. Instead, the arguer 
gets to state a general purpose, a 
reason why he or she is being so 
overbearing. These stalwart pu-
gilists say things like, “How can 
a Peace Corps volunteer, with a 
bright future as a public servant, 
teacher or leader be allowed to 
disseminate such wrongness? It’s 

Volunteer Life • El Clima • November 2010

3

Peace Corps Life

Gringos Converse in English
By Daniel Howard

“You’re damn 
right I feel 
special...”

VOLUNTEER  L I FE



important to me and to all of you 
that [the opponent] understands 
the truth.”  

It takes a vibrant ambition, 
a need for competition and 
cajones, putting oneself at risk 
of alienation, to engage in such 
a conversation. An adventure 
seeker, a risk taker and someone 
who feels they need to use their 
oratorical skills before they lose 
them—these are my opponents, 
ladies and gentlemen. That’s right, 
enough with the pronoun game, 
I’m one of the arguers. I gotta’ tell 
ya’, after setting someone straight, 
I do feel special, like a babe, 
swaddled in the warmth of our 
homeland, my own voice fills the 
void that entertainment news used 
to fill. The action (the battle field 
of debate) against some of the best 
minds the U.S. has to offer (and 
Canada too, apparently) takes me 
back to grad school. You’re damn 
right I feel special. 

To the cautious, non-arguer, this 
is how it usually looks: You (non-
engager) are sitting at a table 
at one of your remotely regular 
watering holes at your cluster’s 
central city after a very long couple 
weeks of isolation from English. 
Your cluster-mates are gathered 
around, sipping on a not-quite-
cold-enough Pilsener and talking 
about the same old stories you’ve 
been regurgitating the last [insert 
duration in-county here]. After a 
couple rounds, two of your fellow 
volunteers start in on a little 
debate:

Overbearing Conversationalist 

Whilst Intoxicated#1: Wait, did 
you just suggest that drilling in the 
rainforest isn’t really that big of a 
deal?

This is called the “setting” or the 
“bait.”

Overbearing Conversationalist 
Whilst Intoxicated#2: Look, I’m 
just saying, this country has some 
real problems with its education 
system and that oil brings in a 
lot of revenue. With more money 
to pay teachers, to make schools 
like palaces—well, knows that 
education could be the silver bullet. 
It could change everything.

This person obviously watches 
too much West Wing. This part 
of the argument is referred to as 
the “antithesis” or the person is 
characterized as the “Antagonist.”

Continuing with our bystander’s 
observations, what happens next 
is a bit like being at a party when 
a guy’s mistress makes a scene 
professing her undying love and 
that the guy should leave his wife 

who’s standing right next to him: 
Everyone starts to slink out of the 
exits. The non-arguer is somewhat 
embarrassed by how loud the 
argument has gotten but mostly 
they’re embarrassed by the debate 
itself. It’s as if the non-arguers are 
afraid the elements of the debate 
could somehow come out to be 
their fault—time to scram, they 
think. 

I think it’s important to not let 
our conscientious objectors off the 
hook so easily. It may appear that 
the debaters are out of line and the 
COs are wise in their decision to 
avoid trouble. But I would argue, 
from basic psychology, that both 
are simply acting out their roles 
in their own story. Somehow or 
another, this group of people 
formed a group ethic that codified 
into character assignments. Like 
the equilibrium of osmosis, or 
musical chairs, each social group 
tends to assign positions, or roles 
to play. The wusses who hi-tailed it 
have the same yearning to feel like 
something of their old selves as do 
those captains of rhetoric. At least 
the debate could be educational 
for those who stay.

You may be asking yourself right 
now, How can I start my own 
political arguments? I’ll tell you: 
First you must prepare. 

The dialectical gymnast must start 
with a base of knowledge and then 
generally feel despondent about 
the possibility of forgetting any of 
it. (“I didn’t spend all that money 
in grad school or all that time 
reading all those books just to look 
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like an idiot the next time politics 
comes up at the bar”—something 
like this.) But don’t fret, the 
Peace Corps affords something 
totally unique within the lives of 
Americans: no cable TV. Some of 
our sharp-tongued actors have 
read as many as one hundred 
and fifty books since arriving in-
country. The trick is to put down 
the Twilight series and pick up an 
academic monograph every 
now and then. 

The second step to conquering 
the apparent neo-Nazi across 
the table from you is short-
term preparation. When you 
know there could be a potential 
face-off some night (as a result 
of who else might actually be 
there), be sure to first read the 
relevant news from the last couple 
weeks at the internet café. Then, 
make a list of potential topics 
from your own relative expertise. 
If you don’t know what a tariff is or 
how interest rates affect inflation, 
lay off the economics. Heck, with 
the right company, you could 
even venture into the remarkably 
highbrow realm of literature in 
lieu of politics. (I love admitting to 
people that Hemmingway annoys 
me sometimes. It’s like Peace 
Corps sacrilege.)

Take these ideas and scour over 
the web for useful bullets of 
information. Start at Wikipedia 
and be sure to memorize a few 
figures. Then, that night, casually 
mention the news story and wait 
for your friends to marinate the 
main course of verbal spew. After a 
while, once you and your opponent 

have made these conversations 
a regular thing, as the battlefield 
begins to agitate, you start to give 
each other those looks. Those 
glances that say, “Well played 
sir, well played.” The two of you 
sit quietly awaiting the bait. It’s 
like the first to draw his gun from 
thirty paces at high noon. 

OCWI#1: But the VAT tax would 

at least put the idea of taxation 
out into the public arena with 
more emphasis on the number 
itself. Our current tax system is so 
complicated that politicians get 
to say anything they want about 
it just to get elected. In England, 
if someone says “I’m raising the 
VAT to 15%”, that sticks.

OCWI#2: Yeah but, what you’re 
forgetting is that it’s not a flat-tax. 
There would still be a progressive 
rebate system in place concerning 
tiered annual earnings. 
Personally, Americans would pay 
the same but businesses would 
have remarkably fewer loopholes 
for skirting the IRS. 

Did you catch what’s going on 
here? They’re arguing for the 
same thing—the value added tax 
or VAT. 
Either because they wish to 

emphasize that their tactical 
argument is better than their 
opponent or they just can’t get out 
of the groove of argumentation, 
our pair of pundits just can’t 
help themselves. Maybe they’re 
drunk. Either way, this actually 
happens a lot in the Peace Corps. 
The problem is there just isn’t 
a lot of disagreement from the 
progressive perspective amongst 

adventurous sojourners. 
Splitting hairs, however, can 
be wonderful practice for 
honing your Mr. Know-it-all 
skills. Don’t get down just 
because you happen to agree 
with your opponent. 

There is one topic that lends 
itself to the splitting-of-hairs 

argument. So many people were 
fans of Ayn Rand for so long that 
they forget the fascist nature of her 
philosophy (philosophy is a word I 
use lightly here). Sure, the stories 
can be entertaining and the time it 
takes to read her works certainly 
gives a sense of accomplishment, 
but just remember: If she were 
alive today, she’d be a tea-bagger. 
Anyway, watch out for that topic.

Another topic some people like to 
avoid is religion. I say these are 
THE most fun debates you can 
have—with likeminded people 
of course. Arguing the other 
side here can be engaging but 
you have to keep an eye on your 
frustration meter. Think about it: 
Winning a religious argument—
really winning—means you 
just convinced an atheist that 
there’s an invisible man in the 
sky, or likewise, you convinced     
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an atheist that there’s an in-
visible man in the sky, or like-
wise, you convinced a religious 
person that you’re only worm 
food after you die. More than 
anything, there are character 
associations aligned to their 
positions. This brings us back 
to our brief psychological trea-
tise. Changing someone’s mind 
has to happen with incremen-
tal concepts because the larger 
ideologies are too firmly in-
grained into the way we see 
ourselves. 

See, the arguing itself really 
isn’t the point. 

We do it because we’re a little 
lonely or a little starved for 
approval. We’re all smart and 
creative people in the Corps 
but our jobs sometimes have 
us resembling automatons. We 
argue—or more likely, engage—
because we miss it. We over-
bear because we forgot how not 
to. And, let’s face it, you have 
to drink Pilsener fast or it gets 
warm.  

I like to remember back to how 
our conversations changed 
during our service. At first we 
were all really quick with jokes. 
We wanted to engage so badly. 
We all wanted an identity here. 
I remember thinking, man, I 
used to talk for a living and I 
can’t get a word in edgewise 
around here. Later, our posi-
tive outlooks dominated our 
conversations. We were all 
ambitious about doing good 
work and maybe a little bit of 

jockeying took place amongst 
all of us who thought there 
was some kind of quantitative 
review process that gave the 
coolest sites to those with the 
most potential. (That’s funny.) 
The next phase was mixed with 
some success but a lot of muf-
fled frustration. Soon enough 
we began to count backwards, 
thinking of the months left in 
service instead of how many 
we’ve been here. Nostalgia has 
begun to seep into all of our 
discussions. To me though, 
whoever I am in my universe, 
I am the friend of some pretty 
cool gringos. Some engage the 
way good friends can. Others 
joke like, “Oh no, not now, it’s 
too early for this shit.” 

I don’t think I won very many 
arguments but I did enjoy the 
conversation. There’s some-
thing special about that. 

-Howard, a Natural Resource 
Conservation Volunteers from 
Omnibus 101, lives in Napo 
(but will argue with you any 
time, any place).

Those of us in Omnibus 101 
have made it into our final 
stretch of service. The end of 
September brought us to the 
6-months-left mark and the 
accumulation of our experi-
ences to this point has grown 
to impressive proportions. I 

could tell you all about it, but 
I’ll let the numbers speak for 
themselves. Here I’ve compiled 
a statistical breakdown of our 
time spent in Ecuador—it in-
cludes me and my husband, as 
well as some fellow Tena Clus-
ter members. Enjoy!

Entertainment 

Books read by Laurel: 64

Books read by Daniel: 64

Books read by Daniel that Laurel 
thinks shouldn’t count: 9

Books read by Daniel while Laurel 
was reading Infinite Jest: 5

Books read by John: 140-plus

HBO TV series watched: 5

Non-HBO TV series watched: 5

Festivals in Tena: 20

Reina competitions: 18

Sports

NFL football games watched: 14 

Fútbol games watched: 143 (at 

least)

Rugby games watched while 
scratching our heads wondering 
what the heck is going on: 1

Daniel, John and Ben’s basketball 
record against Tena locals: 168-4

Daniel, John and Ben’s volleyball 
record against Tena locals: 0-3

From the E.E.U.U. 

Total packages received: 27

Number of packages sent by some-
one other than Laurel’s mom: 3

Total visitors received from the 

US: 6

Non-family members who’ve vis-
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Life in Site

Peace Corps by the Numbers
By Laurel Howard



ited: 3

Weddings missed: 4

Births missed: 6

Peace Corps
Omnibus 101 members 

sworn in: 41

Omnibus 101 members 

who left (for one reason 
or another) in the first 3 
months: 8

Omnibus 101 members 

who’ve left since then: 3

Country Directors 

worked under: 4 (2 offi-
cial, plus 2 interim) 

Number of program staff who’ve 
changed since arriving: 2 (both 

positions)

Living Arrangements
Number of locations lived: 3

Time in months spent at each lo-

cation:
Casa de Bolier (our counterpart): 
2.5
Apartment in Barrio Tereré: 3.5
Apartment on the Malecón: 11

Longest time Laurel and Daniel 

have lived together in any one 
apartment: 11 months

Longest stretch of days without 

rain: 8

Longest power outage: 27 hours

Longest period without running 

water: 2.5 days

Number of bucket baths (in place 

of a shower) taken as a result of 
periodic water issues: 3

Showers normally taken per week: 

Daniel 7; Laurel 5

Number of showers taken by John 

in the last year and a half: 15 (he 
just jumps in the river)

Health

How many times per month (on 

average) do we deal with some 
health ailment: 1.75
Percentage gripe (cold) – 12%
Percentage bodily aches – 4%
Percentage flu-like symptoms – 
8%
Percentage digestive issues – 
76%

Percentage of times Daniel gets 
stomach cramps after eating local 
pizza: 100%

Likelihood that Daniel will stop 

eating pizza when he can get it: 
0%

Food & Drink

Varieties of bananas tried: 7

Cost of a steak (filet mignon) din-
ner: $6.75

Cost of almuerzo at our favorite 
lunch place: $2.50

Calories per dollar: 480

Number of different species tast-

ed: 8

Number of street food vendors 

patroned: 9

Number of street food vendors we 
“would buy from again”: 3

Cost of a 22 oz Pilsener in a bar or 
restaurant: $1.25-$2.50

Cost of a 22 oz Pilsener in 

a Kichwa bar: $1.00

Cost of a 22 oz Pilsener as 

part of a jaba (12-pack): 
$0.62-$0.75

Cost of a 16 oz pint of beer 

in a bar in San Diego be-
fore we left: $5.00-$6.00

Cost of a glass of 120-proof 

moonshine sold in John’s 
community: $0.25

Bowls of chicha imbibed:
Daniel – 5
Laurel – 12
John – 579

Number of dishes have we con-

cocted that involve a can of tuna: 
9

Number of bottles of hot sauce 

currently in our kitchen: 8

Volume of hot sauce used in typi-

cal meal by person:
Daniel – 3 oz
Laurel – 1 oz
Ben – 0 oz
John – 12 oz

On a scale of awesome (1 being in-

edible, 10 being best ever), quality 
of menu items at our new favorite 
restaurant, Argentinismo (Argen-
tinean Cuisine):
Hamburger – 7 (best in town)
Churipán sandwich (ground beef 
and sausage) – 7.5
Empanada – 9.5 (pure awesome)
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Travel 

Cities visited in Ecuador: 8

Cities visited for non-Peace Corps 

or work-related 
reasons: 0

Vacation days ac-

crued: 34

Vacation days 

used: 8

Weather 

Percentage of days 

with rain: 89
Total number of 
days that long 
sleeves and/or a 
jacket was needed 
in Tena…
…by Laurel: 16
…by Daniel: 4

Number of umbrellas we’ve bro-

ken or lost: 4

Work

Number of cocktail parties at-

tended as part of work: 7

Number of said cocktail parties 

that were attended 
by the mayor: 1

Number of bug bites 

Laurel has gotten 
while sitting at her 
desk: 65468468 zil-
lion

Number of bug bites 

Laurel has currently: 
26

Number of bug bites 

Daniel has currently: 0 

Miscellaneous 

Percentage of cab rides taken 

where Daniel insists on riding in 
the back, chariot style: 93

Times Laurel was asked if she was 
married: 579

Times Laurel was subsequently 

asked if she had kids: 579

Number of blog posts written: 29 

How many were by Daniel: 19

How many were by Laurel: 10

Number of posts 

by Laurel that were 

just pictures: 4

Number of pictures 

taken by Laurel: 
~4,000

Number of pictures 

taken by Daniel: 
<200

How often Laurel 

talks with her par-
ents via Skype or chat: 3 times a 
week

How often for Daniel: once every 
three months

Cluster members lost: 3

Cluster members 

gained: 1

Pairs of shoes destroyed 

by soles melting off: 2

Total pairs of shoes, 

in all of Ecuador, that 
fit Daniel: 4 (all either 
in our closet or on his 
feet)

Miles walked per week 

on average for Daniel 
and Laurel: 12

Number of monkey at-

tacks: 3

(Disclaimer: Most 
numbers are approximate.)

-Howard is a Natural Resource 
Conservation Volunteer from 
Omnibus 101. She lives in Napo 
with her husband, Daniel, and 
their adopted son, PCV John 
Mannion.
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Today, the typical Peace Corps 
Ecuador experience can range 
from a hut in the jungle to 
an apartment in Quito, but 
some things are constant: 
cell phones; trips to the in-
ternet café to e-mail or Skype 
or update Facebook; the ev-
er-present out-of-site policy 
and safety and security poli-
cies; the careful review of host 
families and the meticulous 
planning of training and the 
tech trip, to name a few. All of 
this exists to keep volunteers 
happy, safe, and with a solid 
method of contact to the out-
side world.

In 1980, Peace Corps was a 
wild experience.

Cell phones? Of course not. 
Internet? What’s that? Train-
ing? In Costa Rica. Tech trip? 
Handing you a map to some 
backwater village and telling 
you to knock on people’s doors 
until a kind soul decides to 
let you stay for a week. Safety 
and security? Don’t make me 
laugh.

Christie Nelson was a PCV 
here from 1980-1981, and 
her experience combined life 
changing moments with tales 
that would make city-slicker 
Posh Corps volunteers weep.

An agriculture volunteer in the 

now defunct 
cattle pro-
gram, Chris-
tie spent 
three months 
training in 
Costa Rica. 
T r a i n i n g 
c o n s i s t e d 
of language 
and culture 
classes, agriculture classes, 
and basic Vet 101, with a huge 
and heavy veterinary manual 
for anything they didn’t know, 
whether that be birthing a cow 
or caring for a sick pig. 

For her tech trip, Christie 
traveled all day to a remote 
village, arriving after dark in a 
tiny marketplace. She walked, 
heavy bag on her pack, door 
to door, knocking and asking 
in nervous Spanish if anyone 
would be willing to house her 
for ten days “in exchange for 
good conversation and the 
exchange of ideas.” Finally, 
someone let the beleaguered 
and exhausted 23-year-old in.

Going to her site in Ecuador 
wasn’t much better. The head 
of her program drove to Las 
Mercedes, a village seven hours 
from Quito in what was then 
Pichincha but is now Santo Do-
mingo. The road was desolate 
and bumpy, at one point cross-
ing a “bridge” that was nothing 
more than chopped down trees 
laid across a river. He said to 
her, “You’re on your own now, 
Christie,” and left her there. 
She watched his truck disap-

pear in 
a cloud 
o f 
dust.

“I had 
a lways 
been a 
c o u r a -
g e o u s 
g i r l , 

but at that moment I was very 
afraid, and I wondered if I 
had done the right thing join-
ing the Peace Corps,” Christie, 
now 53, said in a Skype inter-
view from her home in Keller, 
Texas.

She had a right to be nervous. 
Her host family sold dried 
goods, and her room was mere-
ly a cleaned out storage space 
where she could lay down her 
sleeping bag and a thin sheet 
for warmth. The first night 
there, she woke in a pitch-
black room to the sensation of 
something crawling over her 
sheet. Grappling for her flash-
light, she clicked it on to find 
hundreds of cockroaches on 
her body, on the floor and the 
walls. She screamed, the flash-
light dropping from her hand 
and flickering out, leaving her 
terrified and groping for it in 
the cockroach-infested dark-
ness. Her host parents woke 
up, and after calming down a 
hysterical Christie they fumi-
gated the room, swept it, and 
tossed cardboard scoop after 
scoop of dead cockroaches out 
the window and into the back 
yard.
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Peace Corps Past

‘The Toughest Job You’ll Ever Love’… 

The Same Today as Yesterday?

By Sarah Evans

“I had always been a 
courageous girl, but at that 
moment I was very afraid, 

and I wondered if I had 
done the right thing joining 

the Peace Corps....”



Christie slept in that room for 
three months.

Her next home was on stilts, 
a veranda some 20 feet in the 
air on the side of a mountain. 
It was made of rough hewn 
planks, with wooden windows 
on hinges, no screens or bars, 
and a tiny padlock on the front 
door. There was no electricity 
or running water; water was 
obtained via a 15-minute walk 
to a slippery, muddy ravine. 

“I could never make it without 
falling,” Christie recalls. “I 
would get the water and then 
going back up [the ravine] I 
would fall and all my water 
would spill, and then I had 
to get water again. Everyone 
laughed.”

There were also no 
phones; the clos-
est one was at an ice 
cream shop in Santo 
Domingo. To get to 
Santo Domingo she 
needed to catch the 
milk truck and stand 
for three hours in the back 
among sloshing 55-gallon 
drums of fresh milk. 

Christie worked on local farms 
and with a few head of dairy 
cattle, a few hogs, several 
chickens and dogs. Her main 
project was to create a model 
farm.  Together with a local 
farmer they created a farm 
with all of the proper regula-
tions and equipment that the 
farmers should have been us-

ing but weren’t. They built a 
corral, digging the holes by 
hand and using the trunks 
of small trees as posts, along 
with a loading chute for cattle 
injections and branding. When 
they first used the new corral, 
the farmer started jumping up 
and down with joy and a pro-
found sense of accomplish-
ment. Soon, she had 25 farm-
ers at her weekly classes.

When not working, Christie, 
like present-day volunteers, 
spent much of her time play-
ing with kids. She would ask 
them to bring little buckets 
of water to wash their muddy 
arms, legs, and botas before 
entering her house. Then she 
would play games with them, 

teach basic English, and play 
the recorder and the harmon-
ica, all by candlelight and a 
single kerosene lamp.

“My Peace Corps experience 
renewed my faith in human-
ity,” she said. “Through the 
farmers and friends, the con-
versations we had, the fellow-
ship we had, both volunteers 
and people in my village. I’m 
amazed at how the experience 
changed us. A lot of people 

have grown through the Peace 
Corps.”

When life was difficult, Chris-
tie found strength in her faith 
and religion. It was there 
for her in her darkest times, 
which were about to get very, 
very dark.

Unknown to her at the time, 
Christie had a congenital 
heart condition. While in 
Peace Corps, Christie began to 
have heart problems, and she 
was rushed out of the country, 
never to return. “I never got to 
say goodbye to anybody,” she 
said with regret. “I never got 
closure.”

Her health worsened. After 
months of tests, 
treatments and 
medication, she fi-
nally had open heart 
surgery. An hour 
after the surgery, 
she heard the doc-
tor yell to a nurse, 
“Get out there and 
prepare Mrs. Nel-

son for Christie’s death!” She 
was just 25 years old.

“I asked God for a second 
chance,” Christie said. She sur-
vived the surgery and decided 
to become a missionary. “I be-
lieve He had a purpose for my 
life.”

She served as a lay missionary 
for five years in Guatemala be-
fore continuing her education 
to obtain a master’s degree in
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“Out of all of the hardships I 
had to endure in my life, the 

hardship I appreciate the 
most was my time in the Peace 

Corps...”



Theology.   After completion of 
that program, she flew to Thai-
land, where she would live for 
15 years. In 2006, Christie fi-
nally returned home to care for 
her sick mother, who has now 
passed away. Christie is cur-
rently working as a substitute 
teacher.

“Out of all of the hardships I had 
to endure in my life, the hard-
ship I appreciate the most was 
my time in the Peace Corps,” 
she said. “It was the toughest 
physically and emotionally, 
but I loved it. You can’t imag-
ine how I wished I could have 
finished that second year.”

When asked if she had the 
chance to do it over again, 
would she, her immediate re-
sponse was: “In a heartbeat.”

At the heart of it, maybe mod-
ern Peace Corps isn’t so differ-
ent after all.

-Evans, an Agriculture Volun-
teer from Omnibus 101, lives 
in Tungurahua and is a Vol-
unteer Life Section Editor for 
El Clima.

As we all know, life on a Peace 
Corps budget can push our 
frugality skills to the limit; we 
had little “capacitation” dur-

ing training on living on the 
PCV aporte. However, fellow 
volunteers, you need not de-
spair! Through trial and error, 
I’ve been able to devise a few 
strategies that will help stretch 
those Sacajaweas to their lim-
it!

In my experience, food is in-
evitably one 
of the biggest 
b u d g e t - b u s t -
ers. The first 
and easiest so-
lution is what 
I call spong-
ing. This re-
quires finding 
a family willing to allow you to 
sponge off of them. The food 
should be clean enough, and as 
long as you talk and play nice, 
you can usually eat for free. 
The advantages are numerous: 
integration opportunities and 
no shopping, cooking or clean-
ing. However, some volun-
teers’ “morals” prevent them 
from taking advantage of an 
innocent family, so they must 
resort to other methods. 

If you choose the high road and 
sponging isn’t your thing, you’ll 
be cooking for yourself, which 
ultimately means shopping. 
This can be a dangerous experi-
ence for people with our living 
allowance. First, avoid super-
markets like dengue! Every-
thing is much pricier, and your 
local market or plaza should 
have everything that they sell 
in big-box stores. Ok, so may-
be the weekly feria isn’t exactly 

organic, farmer-to-market and 
all that good stuff (although 
lots of weekly markets do seem 
to have one organic vendor if 
you get there early enough)—
but hey, it’s Ecuador, what’re 
you expecting? Just make sure 
to clean everything with a mild 
bleach solution (Vitalin is for 
richies) and whammo! For $10 

you’ll have 
food for 
two weeks! 
Dust off 
that Buen 
P r o v e c h o 
and use the 
mounds of 
fresh pro-

duce to experiment making 
things from scratch. 

Now at times we all have to eat 
out. Although I advise you to 
try and never even look at nice 
(read: expensive) restaurants, 
I understand the appeal. Yes, 
the food is fancy and worm-
free, with more than one thing 
on the menu. But for $1.50 you 
can feast on delicious soup, 
endless servings of rice, a 
fresh-ish salad and a nice hunk 
of mystery meat. Juice includ-
ed! For those weight-conscious 
PCVs, you might even pick up a 
bicho as a yapa!

When purchasing alcohol—
specifically beer—I suggest 
making friends with your local 
tienda. Jabas were $12 at my 
tienda during my first month 
in site until I took in a plate 
of cookies and chatted for 10 
minutes. Next thing you know, 
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Money

Making Due on a Peace Corps 
Budget
By Jason Holliday

“Jabas were $12 at my 
tienda during my first 

month in site until I took 
in a plate of cookies and 
chatted for 10 minutes. 

Next thing you know, jabas 
were down to $9.50!”



jabas were down to $9.50! At a 
jaba a day, that’s going to save 
me over $900 over the course of 
a year! And remember, Alcohóli-
cos Anónimos is free and avail-
able in most urban sites…yet 
another great integration oppor-
tunity!

Traveling 
is another 
e x p e n s e 
that can 
eat away 
at a PCV’s 
funds. With volunteers spread 
fairly evenly throughout the 
country, you have close to 200 
FREE Bed and Breakfasts to 
choose from. So when you travel, 
try and always go to volunteers’ 
sites. If you just smother the 
PCVs in compliments or make a 
token effort to clean something, 
they’ll forget what a drain you 
are! Plus, many volunteers think 
of themselves as gourmet chefs, 
so let them do all the cooking. 
And if they don’t have regular 
work, then you’ve found yourself 
a tour guide! 

Unfortunately, regardless of 
whom you visit, you’ll still have 
to pay those pesky bus fares. 
That’s where working groups en-
ter the picture. All you have to do 
is fill out a short application. If 
accepted, you’ll get up to 4 all-
expenses-paid vacations to Qui-
to every year. Don’t care to see 
Quito over and over again? Co-
erce the members into have the 
meetings where you want! This 
method of free travel requires a 
little more subterfuge and work 

but has the biggest payoff.

Buying a bike is another great 
way to save money. If you’re in 
a site where it’s possible, the ini-
tial investment is well worth the 
payoff. City bus fares add up, 

and you can save 
money by biking 
if you live in an 
urban environ-
ment. If you’re a 
campo person, 
then bikes are 
easy ways to get 

around your site and to the near-
est city. In either case, a bike can 
save you money in the long run 
and help get you back in shape. 

Entertainment is the last big ex-
pense on which PCVs squander 
their money. Free entertainment 
is abundant, but you just have to 
know where to look. This could 
be free concerts in the park or 
becoming obsessed with soap 
operas alongside your neighbors. 
You could also borrow books and 
movies from volunteers dumb 
enough to buy them; read day-
old newspapers; take up poetry; 
attend a town hall meeting (those 
can devolve into a real shit show); 
get gossip on everyone from the 
tienda lady (or invent gossip to 
give to the tienda lady); or play 
soccer or volley with the drunk-
ards (this could even be a mon-
eymaker if you’re good enough 
and know how to bet). There are 
probably a TON of fun things to 
do in your boring little town if 
you look hard enough. 

So there you have it! These bona 

fide methods can guarantee 
you’ll never run out of money on 
the smallest paycheck you’ll ever 
receive. 

-Holliday, a Health Volunteer 
from Omnibus 102, lives (and 
saves every last penny) in Chim-
borazo.

Q. What does MacGyver 
do online?

A. Sometimes he browses 
Craigslist.

In this, the first of what may 
well be an ongoing series, your 
correspondent will explore 
some common issues faced by 
Peace Corps Volunteers while 
faithfully undertaking “3rd 
Goal Activities” for hours on 
end at the nearest internet 
café.

Problem 1: This M***** 
F***ING virus keeps hiding 
my G** D*** folders!

Rare is the rightfully paid for 
Windows operating system in 
this country. The constitution 
mandate that all public com-
puters be run on Linux or other 
open source OS has apparently 
been interpreted as a mandate 
to pirate Windows and not up-
date antivirus software.
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“There are probably 
a TON of fun things 
to do in your boring 

little town if you look 
hard enough.”

The Adventures of MacGyver

MacGyver on the Internets
By Alex Pellett



A direct consequence of these 
trends is the proliferation of 
computer viruses. Even if you 
bling enough to sport a Mac, 
or are savvy enough to run 
a flavor of Unix, your flash 
drive is subject to the viruses 
and it may serve as a carrier. 

While an occasional trip to 
the Peace Corps office, or 
other institution with excel-
lent IT support (kudos to-
callo), is sufficient to rid 
your hardware of the viruses, 
you may be left with lingering 
aftereffects. One of the most 
common of these aftereffects 
(besides corrupted files, which 
are S.O.L. as far as I know) is 
the hidden folders syndrome.

Even after you have eliminated 
the virus, your folders remain 
hidden. You know they aren’t 
deleted because 
you can check 
the used ca-
pacity of your 
device. Some-
times you can 
simply go to the 
folder options 
menu and check 
the boxes to see 
hidden and sys-
tem folders. Sometimes the vi-
rus is a step ahead of that one. 

A slightly more powerful ap-
proach is to go through the 
Símbolo del Sistema, your most 
direct line of communication 
to the CPU beyond cracking 
it open and whispering to the 
motherboard. The Símbolo del 

Sistema can be found under 
Accessories in the Start Menu, 
or by running (“ejecutar…” 
also in the Start Menu) “cmd” 
without the quotations marks. 

You will pull up a window with 
white type on a black back-
ground. Now type attrib –H –S 
F:\* Note the spaces after at-
trib, H, and S. This command 

removes the Hidden and Sys-
tem attributes from everything 
in the F drive. Oh yea, replace 
F with whatever letter is as-
signed to the drive that is giv-
ing you problems.

The asterisk at the end means 
everything that is in there, and 

s o m e t i m e s 
that part of 
the command 
doesn’t seem 
to work. In that 
case, you need 
to remember 
the names of 
your hidden 
folders. I have 
a folder on 
my flash drive 
titled: “Rea-
sons I Love 

MacGyver.” So, when it was 
hidden, I typed attrib –H –S 
F: \“reasons i love macgyver”. 
Caps or lowercase doesn’t mat-
ter on the folder name, but the 
quotation marks are key if the 
folder name has spaces in it.

Due to radioactive genetic mu-
tations, sometimes a super vi-
rus comes around that won’t 

even let you go through 
the Símbolo del Sistema. 
In that case, you could 
try a formatear rapido 
followed up with some 
recovery software for the 
files you want, but that 
is risky. I would do what 
MacGyver did in Season 
One.

Problem 2: Between Facebook, 
E-Mail, TurboTax, and Sin-
glesSearch I have too many 
passwords, now I have to come 
up with a new one for Share-
point every 45 minutes?!

This one is easy. You have to 
put a number in your password 
anyway, so every time you have 
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to put a number in your pass-
word anyway, so every time 
you have to enter a new pass-
word, simply add seven to the 
old number, find the cubic 
root, and round to the nearest 
prime. Or, like, add 1, or some-
thing.

Better yet, do what MacGyver 
did in Season 1, Episode 18, 
“The Ugly Duckling,” and use 
psychology 
to deter-
mine the 
p a s s w o r d 
of someone 
else in your 
omnibus.

Problem 
3: What 
is the best 
way to 
m a n a g e 
my online avatar reputation 
while I’m serving in Ecuador?

Of the many sacrifices we make 
as PCVs, by far the hardest is 
going incommunicado from our 
e-friends. Whether it be WoW, 
the Sims Online, Facebook, or 
MySpace, our e-presence needs 
constant attention or we risk 
losing major cool points.

Obviously, the first thing to do 
is update your status as often 
as possible about how you are 
so busy and have so little time 
to get online. To prove that you 
get online as much as possible 
upload a bunch of photos of 
yourself at the internet café. 

Your friends will appreciate 
your dedication.

If possible, buy an expensive 
phone and one of them Porta 
internet cards so you can at 
least reply to Facebook com-
ments and Tweets within a half 
hour—any longer is just rude. 
Send an oficio to the Municipio 
that you require internet con-
nection/more bandwidth for 

your gaming 
needs. Be sure 
the President 
and Secretary 
of your youth 
group sign too 
(para que ten-
ga más peso).

Finally, follow 
M a c G y v e r ’ s 
e x a m p l e : 
While secret 

agents didn’t usually partici-
pate in online social network-
ing in the early 90s, MacGyver 
knew the value of having a 
good reputation to precede 
him (see Season 1 Episode 5, 
“The Heist”). Adapt this prov-
en strategy to the new millen-
nium by creating and friending 
accounts to comment about 
how cool you are. No one back 
home knows whether or not 
the sexy Ag volunteer from 
Omnibus 101 thinks you’re the 
hottest thing in rubber boots, 
so give ‘em something to spec-
ulate about!
-Pellett, an Agriculture Volun-
teer from Omnibus 101, lives 
in Imbabura.

Rob, I’ve been at site for 
almost a year now, and my 
Spanish is still terrible. 
Nobody takes me serious-
ly. What do I do? - Confun-
dido en Cotacachi

Hey Confudido, learning any 
language is tough. While it 
might be easier for some than 
it is for others, it sounds to me 
like it’s just not clicking for 
you. My advice is to just give 
up. I mean, if it hasn’t hap-
pened in close to a year, what 
are the chances that anything 
is ever going to get better? In-
stead of trying to learn Span-
ish, you should start focusing 
on teaching everyone in your 
community English…everyone. 
Once the whole community is 
somewhat proficient, you’ll be 
in a better position to not take 
anyone else seriously. Every-
one will be speaking broken 
English and the tables will have 
been turned completely.

It might take a month or two 
before everyone is caught up in 
English conversationally, and 
until then, you’re still going to 
have that “not being taken se-
riously” issue. The answer is 
simple: get more serious. Try 
showing up everywhere in a 
business suit. While this an-
swer might be obvious at com-
munity meetings, I bet you’ve 
never given it a shot just hang-
ing around town. Also, never 
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“Of the many 
sacrifices we make 
as PCVs, by far the 

hardest is going 
incommunicado from 

our e-friends … our 
e-presence needs 

constant attention or 
we risk losing major 

cool points.”

Volunteer Advice

Ask Rob! 
By Rob Gunther



laugh…ever. Nobody as seri-
ous as you has time for jok-
ing around, or even smiling 
for that mat-
ter. You’ll be 
surprised how 
much of an im-
pact a jacket, 
tie, and a con-
stant straight 
face will have 
on your com-
munity’s per-
ception of you and on Ameri-
cans in general. Additional 
hint for guys: grow a mous-
tache. Nothing says serious 
like a giant moustache.

• • •

Whenever I’m on the bus, 
the vendors and beggars 
seem to single me out for 
some reason. I always 
get guilted into handing 
over some cash. Any sug-
gestions? - Molestada en 
Manta

I know exactly what you’re go-
ing through! It’s like, Oh look, 
a gringo, I’m not leaving their 
side until I get some money. 
Fortunately, I have just the so-
lution to keep these peddlers off 
your back. As soon as I get on 
the bus, I direct all passengers 
to any empty seats, and then I 
call for everybody’s attention. 
As politely as I can, I explain 
to my fellow passengers that 
I’ve recently been robbed and 
have absolutely no money or 
identification. I tell them that 
my robbers drove me around 

and dropped me far outside of 
town and I don’t know where 
I am or where I’m going. Then 

I explain 
to them 
that this 
happened 
a few days 
ago and 
I’m really 
h u n g r y . 
On top of it 
all, it’s my 

grandmother’s one hundredth 
birthday today and I have no 
means of calling her to wish 
her a happy centennial. I then 
walk down the aisle and ask 
everyone else for some spare 
change before finding a seat.

Now I’m in a position of 
double advantage. I’m in the 
black: if the rest of this trip is 
free of interruptions, I’m any-
where from 65 cents to $3.25 
richer. Bus fare is already paid 
for. Maybe lunch is too. If any 
other vendors or beggars do 
happen get on the bus, then 
I’ll have a ton of loose change 
to throw away. If it’s a vendor, 
I’ll even get some chocolate 
or hard candy out of it. It’s a 
win-win.

There is one problem, howev-
er. If the people who gave you 
money see you giving it away, 
they might start to get suspi-
cious and question your story. 
In this case, my advice is just 
to keep repeating, “No hablo 
español” until they give up. If 
they persist, you could always 
offer them one of your hard 

candies.

• • •

The other day a spider the 
size of my fist came into 
my room and set up shop in 
the corner.  I’m too scared 
to do anything. How do I 
get rid of it? - Tengo Mie-
do en Tabacundo

Spiders are tricky. Killing it 
yourself can be problematic, 
an option I don’t recommend. 
Whereas killing a cockroach 
is pretty straightforward, spi-
ders are a whole different sto-
ry. First of all, they’re always 
very still, obviously showing 
that they aren’t afraid of you. 
Don’t let this fool you into 
thinking you can just go over 
and give it a whack. They are 
so fast that their reflexes al-
most border on precognition. 
If you go for it and miss, it’s 
either going to go right back to 
its spot, or it’s going to scur-
ry into some corner. The one 
thing it’s not going to do is get 
scared and leave the room. It’s 
the spider’s room now, too, 
and all you’ve done is pissed 
it off. And spiders never for-
get. Sometime in the future, 
most likely when you’re asleep 
and can’t see it coming, that 
spider is going to seek out its 
revenge.

Your first option is to just 
leave it alone and know that 
it won’t bother you. In fact, it 
would actually provide a ser-
vice: killing all sorts of ants 
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“My advice is to just 
give up. I mean, if it 
hasn’t happened in 

close to a year, what 
are the chances that 

anything is ever going 
to get better?”



and other bugs that would nor-
mally infest where you live. 
The only problem here is that 
eventually the spider will pro-
create, and now instead of one 
nuisance that you’re forced to 
live with, you’re going to have 
a whole army. Getting rid of a 
family of spiders is close to im-
possible.

You’re only other choice, and 
this is what I do when I have 
this problem, is to pay some 
seven year old to try to get 
rid of it for you. The kids here 
aren’t afraid of anything. The 
advantages to this are that, 
hey, maybe the kid will get 
lucky and kill the spider. The 
other alternative is that the kid 
will miss, but now the spider 
will leave the room altogether 
in order to fulfill its revenge on 
the child. Either way, the spi-
der is gone.

Just one thing to remember: 
You’re going to have to pay 
the kid to promise never to 
talk about what went down 
with anyone else. If anybody 
in your community finds out 
that you’re scared of spiders, 
they’re going to be making fun 
of you until you COS.

• • •

Rob, I live kind of close 
to the Colombian border 
and I’m somewhat wor-
ried about the possibility 
of a confrontation with the 
FARC. Any tips on how to 
avoid being kidnapped? - 

Preocupado en Pichincha

Hey Preocupado, actually this 
concern is more common than 
you think. I mean, honestly, 
what PCV doesn’t spend at least 
three or fours hours awake ev-
ery night, alone, crying, imag-
ining the various ways that Co-
lombian rebels could sneak into 
your house and whisk you away 
to a life of misery and solitude, 
s u b s i s t i n g 
on a meager 
diet of bugs 
and mon-
key meat, 
t r a v e l i n g 
t h r o u g h 
the jungle 
to various 
g u e r r i l l a 
camps, constantly on the move 
in fear of the government’s 
closing in, your only friends 
being the barrels of the semi-
automatic weapons always 
locked straight at your head. A 
little bit of worrying now and 
then is normal; just remember 
that it’s important not to let 
your imagination get carried 
away.

Whenever I travel, I make use 
of a modest homemade dis-
guise that I like to think keeps 
the FARC at least a few steps 
off my trail. Just head to any 
military supply shop and buy 
anything with a fatigue pattern: 
shirts, jackets, big cargo pants 
with lots of pockets…whatev-
er you can get your hands on. 
Finish up your shopping with a 
standard pair of combat boots 

and you’re just about ready. 
Bring your new purchases to 
the nearest custom t-shirt 
place and have them emblazon 
all of the articles with the word 
“FAREEUU.” A few days be-
fore you plan to travel, live in 
your new outfit; never take it 
off. Roll around in the dirt for 
good measure right before you 
get on the bus.

The idea here 
is to scare 
away any 
FARC you 
might run 
into on your 
travels by 
making them 
think that 
you’re some 

sort of a North American gue-
rilla. Just as the Colombian 
military doesn’t mess with 
the US armed forces, I highly 
doubt that you’ll stand out as 
a target any longer. And even 
if you don’t run into any ter-
rorists, you’ll always have an 
empty seat next to you on the 
bus.

-Gunther, a Community Health 
Volunteer from Omnibus 102, 
lives in Cotopaxi and is a Vol-
unteer Life Section Editor for 
El Clima.
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“Whenever I travel, I 
make use of a modest 
homemade disguise 
that I like to think 
keeps the FARC at 

least a few steps off 
my trail.”
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Integration Assimilation

Quinoa
Quinoa? That must be something that grows at 
Trader Joe’s.

Starting community meetings on time. Embracing the hora ecuatoriana.

Teaching about healthier carbohydrate sources. Cooking white rice in your kitchen.

Giving up your seat on the bus to a pregnant 
woman or an elderly person.

“Ecuador has screwed me over one too many times 
today. I’m not giving this seat up.”

Doing your own Volunteer Report File. Copying someone else’s.

If you don’t know the answer to a question, admit 
it.

Answer the question anyway even if you will end 
up misleading them.

Wearing a bike helmet and explaining the safety 
benefits of doing so.

No pasa nada. 

Following the whereabouts policy. No pasa nada.

Teaching your neighbor how he or she can solve 
the garbage problem by composting and recycling.

Your neighbor teaching you that you can solve the 
garbage problem by lighting it on fire. (Add some 
gasoline on top if you want a bigger flame.)

Demonstrating resiliency.
Giving up in the ongoing struggle against weeds 
and advising your counterpart to fumigate.

Adopting a dog because sometimes it’s your only 
friend in Ecuadorian society.

Throwing rocks at puppies.

Just grab your machete and barreta because you 
don’t know which one you will need.

Just grab your machete because there is no other 
tool.

Properly defrosting a refrigerator. Getting impatient and using a hammer.

Life in Site

Integration: Can There Be Too Much of a Good Thing?
By Ian Robinson
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Integration Assimilation

Giving talleres about proper budget management. No seas malito. Prestame un poco saldo.

Calling ahead of time to confirm a meeting.
“They’re not going to show up anyway. Plus, Anna 
Karenina is getting really good. I’ll just stay here.”

Working all morning and spending the afternoon 
with community members and a few Pilsener 
bottles.

Decide to skip work and spend all day with com-
munity members and a few Pilseners.

I’ve had this rash for a few days now and a fever. I 
should call the PCMO.

No pasa nada.

Remembering that in the United States there are 
power tools.

Bring your barreta and machete back.

Aguita con limon. Trago con limon.

Giving charlas on biodiversity. Throwing stones at endangered species.

Work all year to help your community.
Sit in your hammock for 11 months and make a 
great presentation for the feria

Signing up for the Porta amigos plan. If you 
haven’t done so yet, dial *555 immediately and 
start saving.

Timbrar your ECC friends because you know they 
have more saldo.

Burning wood to add carbon to your compost pile. Burning garbage because your neighbor did it.

Teaching a variety of ways to make a compost pile. Dig a hole.

When you walk into a meeting, sit down quietly so 
as not to disturb.

When you walk into a meeting, announce you en-
trance with a booming “buenas noches.”

-Robinson, a Natural Resource Conservation Volunteer from Omnibus 101, lives in El Oro where he has 
founded the youth-run newsmagazine AREvista.
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Point/Counterpoint

Which Ecuadorian Region is Better Living: Coast or Sierra?

Sierra
By Sarah Evans

Sierra: Beautiful and cool, with the fragrant smell of flowers and eucalyptus in the air, winding 
mountain roads that might be deathtraps but are at least scenic, crafts and cities such as Cuenca, 
Quito, and Otavalo.

Coast: Hot, humid, flat, buzzing with mosquitoes and infested with insects that are far larger than 
they have any right to be. “Oh, but the beach!” you might protest. Yes, the beach is lovely. But 
let’s get real: Most of the Coast is not the beach. In fact, most of the coast is hours away from the 
beach, far inland, muddy and with the constant threat of landslides.

Oh, the Sierra isn’t perfect. It’s often cold, and the buses carry a lingering scent of onions, dirt 
and cilantro that sometimes makes me stick my head out the window for a gasp of fresh air. Also, 
the music could be better; repetitive indigenous yodeling is not my cup of tea at 7:30 in the morn-
ing.

But we in the Sierra have so many benefits. We’re smack between the Coast and the Oriente, able 
to go where we want with ease. We don’t have to take malaria medication for two years straight. 
The bugs stay a reasonable size and don’t look like something that got dosed with radiation. We 
have (depending on your elevation) warm days and cool nights. At the very least we can bundle up 
and don’t have to sleep in an airless room with no air conditioning, drenched in sweat and won-
dering what just moved in the far corner. The men don’t walk around shirtless with their man-
boobs hanging out, and the women don’t dress like hoochy-mamas. Also, while still a problem, 
the catcalling and lewd comments are far less; compared to the Coast, the Sierra is practically 
respectable.

The Coast will try to tempt you with images of white sand beaches and clear water, fresh seafood 
and drinks with little umbrellas in them. That’s all great—for a vacation, or if you’re one of the 
handful of volunteers lucky enough to live there. But for the rest of us, if it were a choice between 
a sweltering, dank, muddy little Coast town five hours from the beach, where you can’t even open 
a bus window for a cooling breeze because of mal aire, or a chilly Sierra town with fresh fruits 
and vegetables, beautiful mountains, no malaria or dengue, and small, easily-squishable insects, 
which would you choose?

I rest my case.

-Evans, an Agriculture Volunteer from Omnibus 101, lives in Tungurahua and is a Volunteer 
Life Section Editor for El Clima.
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Point/Counterpoint

Which Ecuadorian Region is Better Living: Coast or Sierra?

Coast
By Rob Gunther

I’d like to preface this article by saying that, while I technically live in the coast, the nearest 
beach is about five hours away. Living in the very tiny subtropical zone of Cotopaxi, I’m clos-
er to Latacunga than the Pacific, but whatever, this is a 
Point/Counterpoint; I’ve chosen a side, and I don’t i n t e n d 
on looking back.

The Sierra is a terrible place to live. Just ask any- b o d y : 
Which do you like better, the Coast or the Sierra? I can 
guarantee you that the answer will be the Coast. If it’s not, 
you must be traveling through the Sierra to get to Q u i t o 
on official Peace Corps business. If you’re coming in from 
the south, I advise you to take the Santo Domingo route in 
lieu of the Quilotoa route. It’s a little longer, but y o u ’ l l 
be spending far less time in the Sierra, which is al- w a y s 
preferable. If you’re traveling from the north, chances are you live in the Sierra already. In this 
case, stop reading and just acknowledge that you’ve lost an unwinnable argument.

The Coast has absolutely everything: bananas, mangos, beaches, and most importantly, an ozone 
layer. Amazingly, the Sierra is one of the only locations where it’s possible to freeze your ass off 
while at the same time getting a head start on developing a malignant melanoma. But more than 
a question of temperature, it’s the complete lack of atmosphere that makes the Sierra truly unin-
habitable. The sun will be absolutely oppressive during the middle of the day when all of a sud-
den, a cloud decides to drop by. Now it’s freezing and I’m outside in a t-shirt and jeans. What’s it 
going to be, Sierra, hot or cold?

The weather makes planning even the shortest trip to the Sierra a case study in ridiculousness. 
In addition to all of my regular clothes, now I’m supposed to find and pack a warm jacket and a 
scarf. Who has time for all of these extra layers? Isn’t this supposed to be the equator? If your 
family is flying into Quito, you’ll probably save everybody a headache by telling them to simply 
change their flight to Guayaquil, or if that’s impossible, to just stay at home and avoid the Sierra 
altogether.

You can’t really complain about the climate without mentioning the altitude. I’m sorry, but if God 
wanted humans to live above 2,000 meters, he would have designed us with wings and/or built-in 
rocket packs. At the very least he could’ve been decent enough to let us evolve a few extra lungs 
to process all of the Sierra’s non-existent oxygen. If I were the head of the Incan Empire and it 
were my job to pick a spot for Quito, I definitely would have chosen somewhere on the Coast. And 
instead of naming it Quito, I would have named it Awesomeville.

Volcanoes are another reason why the Coast is far superior to the Sierra. The Sierra is riddled 
with these picturesque threats. It’s nice to be able to go to sleep at night without worrying about 

“The Coast will try to 
tempt you with images 
of white sand beaches 
and clear water, fresh 

seafood and drinks with 
little umbrellas in them. 

That’s all great—for a 
vacation…”
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waking up dead in a sea of molten lava. Is it just me, or are exploding mountains another one of 
those warning signs that maybe we shouldn’t be too close? Plus, volcanoes are the most selfish 
of natural disasters. When the Coast has a flood, we leave the Sierra out of it. But if Tungura-
hua starts to so much as ash, the Guayaquil Airport is shut 
down and Peace Corps is ad- vising volunteers in the Coast 
not to leave their houses with- out surgical masks. Talk about 
inconsiderate.

It’s almost unfair to compare the food in the Coast with food 
in the Sierra. I mean, it’s def- initely a testament to Sierrans 
that they were able to think of so many different uses of corn 
and potatoes. Still, I’d rather have a ceviche de mariscos 
over a ceviche
de chochos any day of the week. Anybody that doubts me, take the following test: Order a coastal 
empanada made of plátano verde and a Sierran empanada of sugar and campo cheese. If after a 
few bites you’re not already on a bus heading west, I’ll pay you twenty bucks.

What bugs me the most about the Sierra is all the hippies traveling about from North America 
and Europe. You can recognize them by their hippy pants: those one-size-fits-all pants that every 
street vendor in Ecuador sells but no Ecuadorians actually wear. Hippies love them because they 
have drawstrings instead of belts (hippies hate belts) and lots of extra cargo pockets to hold stuff 
like homemade organic granola or the pocket edition of Birdwatchers Guide to South America. 
They’re constantly hiking, whether it’s to the top of Chimborazo or just to the airport to catch their 
flight to the Galapagos (hippies never take off their hiking shoes). Sure, the coast has its share of 
hippies, but thankfully they’re all surfers (you can spot these hippies in the Guayaquil bus termi-
nal by their Crocs), and Peace Corps has done us the favor of making those hippy places strictly 
off-limits.

As you can see, this isn’t even a contest; Coast wins, hands down. If you’re reading this Point/
Counterpoint and thinking, Hey, what about the Oriente? well, sorry, but everyone knows that the 
Oriente doesn’t really count anyway. Just ask Chevron.

-Gunther, a Community Health Volunteer from Omnibus 102, lives in Cotopaxi and is a Volunteer 
Life Section Editor for El Clima.

“Volcanoes are another 
reason why the Coast 
is far superior to the 
Sierra. The Sierra is 
riddled with these 

picturesque threats.”



Name Joe Walker
Age 27
Province Pastaza
Omnibus 103

Do you have a nickname?
My omnibus dubbed me Tío. 
Here in my town I’m Mister 
José.

Which words would you use to 
describe yourself?
I’d like to say I have an epic 
personality. I like to do things 
big and to the best of my abil-
ity.

What were you doing before 
you came here?
My main job was working at 
REI. I was working at the out-
door school there. It was the 
greatest job ever.

What do you think happens 
after you die?
I would like to think there’s 
something after, like a spiritual 
rebirth or searching for some-
thing else. I don’t want to stop 
the journey.

What are your favorite hob-
bies?
Outdoor adventure. Here it’s 
running because it’s right out-
side my door, but really any-
thing—mountaineering, hiking, 
stuff like that.

Strangest/worst injury?
Sawing off my thumb was 
bad—and getting hit by a car. 
Also, I dislocated my shoulder 
wakeboarding and it took four 
hours to get to the hospital. 
But I’d have to say breaking my 
finger while doing a wildlife 
survey and looking for snakes.

What is the strangest thing 
that’s happened to you during 
your time here?
Dancing with the high school 
principal at the colegio’s an-
niversary. Also, during my site 
visit the mom of the reina tried 
to hook us up.

What scares you most about 
the world?
Genetically modified food—
that and overpopulation. Over-
population is seriously a big 
fear of mine.

What do you miss the most 
about home?
Ten Penny Ale. And sushi.

What is your favorite Spanish 
phrase?
“No pasa nada.” And “la pri-
ma,” which in my town means 
“the mistress”—not “my mis-
tress,” but “the.”

What is your dream job?

National Geographic photogra-
pher.

Favorite musician or type of 
music?
Right now I’m into this group 
named The Tallest Man On 
Earth. But I’m definitely a rock 
guy.

Favorite writer?
Hemingway.

Favorite airport?
Fairbanks International Air-
port. They have a huge awe-
some stuffed polar bear that’s 
about ten feet tall.

Where would you like to be in 
25 years?
In 25 years I want to be exactly 
where I am. I mean, if you’d 
asked me this question 25 
years ago—of course, I’d have 
only been three—I wouldn’t 
have been able to say this 
place. But here I am now, and 
it’s exactly where I’m supposed 
to be.

If you could change one thing 
about yourself, which would it 
be?
I would make my cheeks less 
sunburned.

What is your go-to comfort 
food at site?
Right now it’s caramel pop-
corn.

What’s the weirdest thing 
you’ve done to deal with bore-
dom?
The other day I spent the after
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noon at the bottom of the pool 
doing drown-proofing exer-
cises.

Where were you when you 
found out you’d be coming to 
Peace Corps Ecuador?
I was in the parking lot of a 
baseball field in West Hart-
ford, Connecticut.

What is the most intriguing 
place you’ve visited or lived 
in?
Mosul, in northern Iraq. It 
was a crazy experience. I was 
working with the government 
at that time.

How would you describe your 
political views?
If I were to define a political 
party I would say a Spartan.

Who are your idols or people 
you look up to?
One of my big role models has 
got to be Arnold Schwarzeneg-
ger.

Of the seven deadly sins 
(pride, envy, gluttony, lust, 
anger, greed, sloth), of which 
are you most guilty?
Probably pride. I don’t know if 
I’ve backed down from any-
thing, so that would have to be 
it.

What, briefly, has been your 
lowest point during service?
Finding out that my counter-
part agency was going to close 
our newest location. That hit 
me pretty hard.

What has been your highest 
point?
The bright points of every 
day that I try to take home 
with me. It really is the small 
things that get me through 
the time here. I look around 
my apartment that has a ham-
mock and a sleeping pad. I 
literally have nothing here, so 
it’s the people around me that 
give me the drive and deter-
mination to be here. Another 
one was finishing a marathon 
in Quito.

What is your personal motto?
“Only those who will risk go-
ing too far can possibly find 
out how far they can go.” 
–T.S. Eliot
and
“Short is the little time which 
remains to you of life. Live 
as on a mountain.” –Marcus 
Aurelius

Name Alex Pellett
Age 25
Province Imbabura
Omnibus 101

Do you have a nickname?
My friends in the states call me 
Al Baby.

Which words would you use to 
describe yourself?
Incredible.

What were you doing before 
you came here?
I had just finished college and 
was doing some landscaping 
work.

What do you think happens 
after you die?
I think the overall feelings of 
your lifetime are condensed 
into that last bit. And since 
there’s nothing after it, it 
might as well feel like forever 
for you.

What are your favorite 
hobbies?
I like to exercise and do some 
yoga. I like to study. I like to 
play [the video game] Golden 
Axe—I think I’m on Golden 
Axe IV.

Strangest/worst injury?
Never really had many 
injuries.

What is the strangest thing 
that’s happened to you during 
your time here?
It’s usually me. I’m the strangest 
thing that’s happened to me 
since I got here. We can call 
what [Ecuadorians] do weird, 
but really they’re just hanging 
at the house. I’m the one flying 
in from thousands of miles 
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away to fix shit that doesn’t 
necessarily need fixing.

What scares you most about the 
world?
I guess mass ignorance hatred. 
But that kind of makes it 
interesting, too.

What do you miss the most 
about home?
It might be Golden Axe IV.

What is your favorite Spanish 
phrase?
“La pereza es la madre de los 
vicios. Pero como es madre, 
hay que respetarla.”

What is your dream job?
Warlord. You can do whatever 
you want. Not like an arms 
dealer, but a post-apocalyptic 
big shot.

Favorite musician or type of 
music?
Classic rock.

Favorite writer?
God.

Favorite airport?
I was in the Tokyo airport on 
the way to Thailand and they 
really did have those kick-ass 
toilets everyone talks about.

Where would you like to be in 
25 years?
Warlording on an integrated 
sustainable farm.

If you could change one thing 
about yourself, which would it 
be?

I’d give myself more discipline 
or energy. I’ve heard some 
people sleep only about four 
hours a night; I sleep eight or 
nine or ten. I would change that 
if I could do it healthily.

What is your go-to comfort food 
at site?
Peanuts and raisins.

What’s the weirdest thing you’ve 
done to deal with boredom?
I spent most of a day trying 
to calculate the benefits of an 
alternative standardized test 
grading scheme. I got a better 
way for sure. But I don’t know 
how to numerically quantify 
its betterness, because I think 
I need calculus to do that. 
... It allows for less strategic 
guessing.

Where were you when you 
found out you’d be coming to 
Peace Corps Ecuador?
I was in the kitchen of my 
student housing co-op in Austin, 
Texas—I ran that shit.

What is the most intriguing 
place you’ve visited or lived in?
Dollywood.

How would you describe your 
political views?
Basically we’ve never found 
anything better than democracy, 
but we could do more. I’m 
definitely not very happy with the 
two-party system. I want some 
proportional representation. I 
want to be able to actually vote 
on issues I understand and if I 
don’t understand them, I want 

a representative who can. And 
I want to be able to change my 
vote whenever I want. … On 
[my] Facebook [profile] I put 
“Other.”

Who are your idols or people 
you look up to?
Martin Luther King, Jr. There 
are many others—I like a lot 
of people who’ve died for their 
cause. I suppose there are lots 
of people who haven’t died for 
their cause, but it’s easier if 
they’re dead because they can’t 
screw up anymore.

Of the seven deadly sins (pride, 
envy, gluttony, lust, anger, 
greed, sloth), which are you 
most guilty?
Definitely sloth, no doubt about 
it.

What, briefly, has been your 
lowest point during service?
It’s usually walking home in the 
rain in the dark after a meeting 
that no one showed up to and 
then I fall in the mud while a 
blackberry branch takes the hat 
off my head.

What has been your highest 
point?
It’s usually random occurrences, 
like riding in the back of a 
pickup with some drunk guys 
and looking at the mountains.

What is your personal motto?
The first one that comes to 
mind is something I read on a 
notebook: “Life’s too mysterious, 
don’t take it serious.” Next to it 
is a jester dancing. 
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Name Josh Cuscaden
Age 33
Position within PCE 
Administrative Officer

Which words would you use to 
describe yourself?
Happy, calm, curious.

What were you doing before 
Peace Corps Ecuador?
Logistician and Field Opera-
tions Coordinator for Doctors 
Without Borders in a vari-
ety of Sub-Saharan and East 
African countries for about 3 
years.

What do you think happens 
after you die?
A reckoning with my former 
pets.

What are your favorite hob-
bies?
Reading, writing, camping.

What is the last book you 
read?
I’m currently reading Colonize 

This!:  Young Women of Color 
on Today’s Feminism (Live 
Girls), an anthology of essays 
by young women writers.

If you could change one thing 
about yourself, what would it 
be?
Nothing, I’m pretty content 
with myself.

What is your go-to comfort 
food?
Jamón Ibérico.

Favorite place you’ve lived/
visited?
Istanbul (visited).

Favorite drink?
Bourbon and coke.

Favorite musicians?
Pink Floyd.

Who is one of your idols/peo-
ple you admire?
Paulo Freire because he be-
lieved in the power of educa-
tion to overcome oppression.  

If you were an animal, what 
would you be?
An otter because they are 
playful and eat all day. They 
can eat and play at the same 
time.  

If you could change places 
with some for one week, fa-
mous/not, living/dead, real/
fictional, who would it be?
Eleanor of Aquitaine.

What is the last movie you 
saw?

Zaitoichi.

Who would you like to see 
portray you in a Hollywood 
movie?
Donald Sutherland or that 
midget from Time Bandits.
If you could be a superhero, 
what superpower would you 
want?
To make people grateful for 
what they have.

Where do want to be in 25 
years?
Living in a small house with 
my wife, Belén, in some re-
mote mountains.  

If you could change one thing 
about the world, what would 
it be?
I would put a salary cap of 
$30,000 for everyone, every-
where.

Name Irene Merizalde
Age 41
Position within PCE 
Recepcionista/AA
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¿De dónde es?

Del Centro Histórico de Quito, 

cerca del Panecillo.

¿Que hacía antes de trabajar 

en el Cuerpo de Paz?

Tenía una fábrica de invisibles 

(bobby pins) de tizas para 

pizarrones y coches para 

cilindros de gas, con alrededor 

de 20 empleados en 2 turnos 

rotativos, aprendí sobre 

ventas y empecé a vender los 

productos a nivel nacional. 

Trabaje en un estudio 

fotográfico en convenio con 

colegios y escuelas.

¿Cual ha sido su trabajo fa-
vorito?

El Cuerpo de Paz porque me 

gusta la diversidad cultural y 

sobre todo, la labor que hace 

el Cuerpo de Paz por medio de 

los voluntarios es excelente.  

También me gustó bastante 

trabajar como secretaria de 

mi barrio ya que logramos 

algunas obras para toda la 

comunidad.

¿Con quién vive Ud.?

Mi esposo y mis 2 hijas. 

¿Su pasatiempo favorito?

Bailar. Ver a películas.

¿Su cantante/música favorita?

Maelo Ruiz/salsa.

¿Su comida favorita?

Pollo con ensalada y papa 

cocinada, servido con ají 

de cuy (zarza de queso) y 

bastante ají.

¿Su libro/autor favorito?

Poemas. Carlos Cuauhtémoc 

Sánchez sus obras trata sobre 

superación para padres e hijos 

y son ilustraciones familiares 

que de alguna manera te 

preparan para la vida. Durante 

mi adolescencia leí algunos 

libros sobre quiromancia.

¿Sí pudiera ser un animal, que 

sería?

Me gusta la ardilla porque 

es ágil, activa, con un buen 

oído, vista y olfato, es un 

animal simpático y gracioso, 

se distingue por sus colores, 

su cola tiene algunas 

características.

¿Sí pudiera tener un super-
poder, que le gustaría que 

fuera?

Sembrar en la humanidad 

el amor. Eliminar las 

enfermedades.

¿Quién es su ídolo o la per-

sona quien más admiras?

No tengo ningún ídolo. 

Admiro la creación y 

perfección de nuestro Dios 

Jehová.

¿Sí pudiera cambiar su vida 
con la de alguien por una se-
mana, quién sería (famoso o 
no, vivo o no, real o ficional)?

Me gustaría ser solo por 

una semana el Presidente 

Rafael Correa, pienso que hay  

muchas cosas que se pueden 

cambiar en bien de mi país, 

como la seguridad de los 

ecuatorianos, crear fuentes 

de trabajo, el manejo de los 

recursos de nuestro país, etc. 

etc.

¿En una película de 
Hollywood, quién quisiera que 

tomara su papel?

Tom Cruise, es elegante, muy 

apuesto y excelente actor.

-Interviews by Julie Chipman.
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Upon arriving in country, I was 
not well versed in public trans-
portation. I’d had the luxury of 
avoiding it and did so at all costs 
due to a bad experience on a Grey-
hound bus back in ‘06. To put it 
politely, I met the 
most interest-
ing people of my 
life during that 
trip. I sat next to 
a heroin addict, 
and was across 
the aisle from a 
300-pound pros-
titute and a ticket 
scalper. Then the 
passenger be-
hind me repeat-
edly tried to con-
vince me that I should ride with 
him to New York, only stopping 
to respond to someone’s question 
of what was in his giant backpack 
with, “You don’t want to know.” 
From then on, I concluded that 
it was worth the gas money to 
drive. 

Then came Ecuador. Obviously, 
I was not at all prepared. Okay, 
so there was training—let’s not 
knock it too much. The bus rob-
bery simulation was great. But 

now, a year into service, there are 
some more things I think they 
could have told us. I’ve got the 
whole lesson plan worked out.

Rule #1: Robbery is not 
the only reason you should 
keep your things, including 
body parts, off the floor. 

Scenario: Julieta did a good job 
of scaring the life out of us with 
her stories. You know: Volunteer 
X puts his backpack on the floor, 
falls asleep, wakes up, it’s gone. 
Lesson learned. But some volun-
teers forget or get comfortable, 
maybe thinking, Well, these look 
like friendly people, there’s noth-
ing to worry about. Maybe they 
would take the warning a little 
more seriously if they knew there 
was also a vomit factor involved. 
Yeah, that’s right. 

It was chuchaqui Sunday, which 
is every Sunday in my town, since 
the male population dedicates the 
weekend to getting as inebriated 
as possible and then seeing how 
many days they can keep it up 
without eating or sleeping. I de-
cided to take the bus into town and 
was listening to my iPod and star-
ing out the window when the pu-
trid odor of old beer overpowered 

my respiratory system. 
Man, I thought, that’s a 
drunk one. I didn’t even 
see him stumble on. 

I continued to mind my 
business until I noticed 
a mass of people run-
ning from the back to the 
front of the bus. Now, 
the last time I saw some-
thing like that was when 
they threw tear gas in the 
streets of Cayambe, so I 

knew nothing good was 
going on. My alarm intensified 
when I felt a warm liquid on my 
feet. I hesitated to look down be-
cause I already knew I was about 
to find them covered in vomit. 

Lesson Learned: Ladies and gen-
tlemen, don’t give ladrones or 
borrachos the satisfaction of ru-
ining your day—or your Tevas. 
Keep your baggage and your feet 
off the floor of the bus. 
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Rule #2: The maximum 
capacity number posted 
on the bus, X, is only part 
of the formula. You actu-
ally multiply that number 
by 2 and add 12. In other 
words, if the sign says 35, 
the actual maximum ca-
pacity would be 82.

Scenario: We’ve all trained in 
Cayambe so we know there is no 
such thing as a maximum capac-
ity. Period. Sometimes the ayu-
dante will even place small chil-
dren on your lap. At 
least if you sit by a win-
dow, you can maximize 
your space by sticking 
your head outside. 

Lesson Learned: Re-
member the formula, X 
• 2 + 12, and take it for 
what it is. 

Rule #3: Personal 
space is a North American 
concept. 

Scenario: Don’t even think about 
getting angry when the lady next 
to you takes over the seat like 
she’s in her house. These situa-
tions are objective, all business. 
Yes, that slightly overweight 
woman is going to sit next to you 
and push you into the wall. She 
doesn’t hate you; she just doesn’t 
mind the cuddle factor. 

And it goes further. I’ve been 
spooned on various overnight 
buses. The first time someone did 
that to me, I was alarmed. What’s 
the protocol here? They didn’t tell 
me this would happen in train-
ing. Do I wake him up? Do I push 
him? Punch him? Jeez, he smells 
like fish! 

All of these thoughts are com-
pletely normal, especially your 
first time getting bus-spooned. I 
thought about calling the duty of-
ficer or even Julieta, but consid-
ering the fact that it was 3 a.m. 
and I wasn’t sure this constituted 

a security emergency, I took
matters into my own hands, er, 
elbows. That’s right, I elbowed 
homeboy in the ribs until he woke 
up. What I got in response was a 
dirty look right before he went 
back to sleep—in my lap. 

Lesson Learned: In order to pro-
tect your personal space on a bus, 
just use a little elbow grease. 

Rule #4: There is no limit 
to what you can transport 
on a bus. 

Scenario: You’ve heard the say-
ing, “Everything but the kitchen 
sink.” Hell, you can bring that on 
the bus, too. One of my buddies 
learned that on a trip to Otavalo 
with her host mom. Now, she 
knew they were shopping for 
animals but didn’t quite get the 
logistics. As her host mom was 
closing a deal on a goat, it finally 
occurred to her to ask about how 
they would get the goat back to 

Cayambe. Her host mom 
rolled her eyes: “On the 
bus, silly.” My friend 
was genuinely shocked. 
“Well, what about the 
goat, won’t he get hurt 
under the bus?” Once 
again, my friend’s com-
plete ignorance struck 
host mom as a some-
where between funny 
and annoying: “No, no. 
Don’t you know? They 

like it there.”

Lesson Learned: Want to trans-
port livestock, lumber, applianc-
es, furniture? That’s just where 
you start to get creative.

Rule #5: Headphones 
aren’t necessarily a de-
terrent to your talkative 
neighbors. 
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Scenario: Old lady sits next to you. 
Okay, so you give her a little bue-
nas tardes, turn your iPod back 
up and continue to stare out the 
window. You might even come 
across a song you haven’t heard 
in a while and bob your head a 
little. Half an hour later, you put 
your iPod away and will probably 
hear “… been cold lately, don’t you 
think?” from the old lady who has 
been conducting a conversation 
with you for the past 30 minutes. 

Lesson Learned: The only way to 
really discourage chatty neigh-
bors is to feign sleep. That might 
work. 

Rule #6: Remember keep-
ing things off the floor? 
There are further advan-

tages to stuff on your lap.

Scenario: Be careful whom you 
smile at. One of those personal-
space-invading women climbed 
onto the bus one afternoon with 
her three kids trailing behind. 
She looked a little stressed out 
with all those offspring, so I gave 
her a friendly smile hoping to 
make her day a little better. My 
smile must have promised more 
than I thought, because she sat 
next to me and placed two of the 
kids in her lap. Where’s the third 
one going to go? I thought before 
I felt a tapping on my lap. Before 
I realized what was happening, 
Juanito was already making his 
way toward my lap. What the hell 
is this? I thought, I’m not his aun-
tie, I didn’t sign up for this crap! 
Do something, quick! On this 

particular occasion I didn’t have 
a backpack with me, but luck-
ily I was in the front of the bus. 
I grabbed one of the various can-
vas sacks lying around the floor, 
put it in my lap, and avoided eye 
contact with my neighbors for the 
remainder of the ride. 

Lesson Learned: Keeping your 
backpack on your lap not only 
discourages ladrones and keeps it 
safe from vomit, it also discour-
ages children from sitting there.

-Fyock is a YF Volunteer from 
Omnibus 102. When she is not on 
the road being bus-spooned, she 
lives in Santa Elena and is avail-
able to you for advice on other 
bus- and transportation-related 
inquiries.

Ecuador is such a rich and di-
verse country that two years isn’t 
enough time to take it all in. From 
its geography to its gastronomy, 
the land offers so much. You 
might feel so full of information 
about Ecuadorian society that 
you’re starting to grow a rice bel-
ly.

But in between the cuyes, blue-
footed boobies, shrunken heads, 
and platano verde, there is one 
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Ecuadorian Effigies: 
Exploring the Country’s 
Public Art
By Ian Robinson



aspect of the local culture that 
is often overlooked: Public 
art.

Trust me on this. This coun-
try is a gold mine for great 
statues that reflect the local 
culture. But sometimes the 
best statues come when you 
are least expecting them. 
Though I have only seen a 
small portion of what this 
country has to offer in terms 
of statues, here is a selection 
of my favorites. 

The Chief of Naranjal
Naranjal is a city in the mid-
dle of the banana fields about 

halfway between Guayaquil 
and Machala. It is cien por 
ciento costeño. If you lived in 
Naranjal, you probably would 
have no idea that there was a 
sizable indigenous population 
in Ecuador. That is, except for 
the giant Inca who presides 
over the Panamerican High-
way.

He is probably the tallest struc-
ture in town and definitely the 

most memorable. But keep 
your eyes out for him because 

as soon as you pass by, it’ll be 
nothing but banana fields for 
the next hour and a half. 

After talking to volunteers in 
the area, there is no real rea-
son for an indigenous statue 
in Naranjal. The mayor who 
decided to build the statue 
wanted something to draw at-
tention to his town. Mission 
accomplished!

Apparently, one of the only In-
can trails on the coast passed 
through Naranjal. This ap-
pears to be the impetus behind 
the statue.

Santiago de Mendez
On the road from Cuenca to 
the Oriente, Mendez is the first 
jungle city you pass through. 
You are greeted by two stat-
ues. One is an indigenous man 
shooting a blow dart. Another 
depicts a peaceful meeting be-
tween two settlers and two in-
digenous men

Zaruma, El Oro
In any Ecuadorian central 
park, a boy peeing is common-

place. But 
in Zaruma, 
El Oro, they 
have turned 
it into an 
art form.

Zaruma is a 
gold mining 
town in the 

coastal highlands. The cen-
tury-long presence of foreign 
mining companies has cre-

ated a more refined populace 
than you might expect to find 
in other parts of the country. 
The downtown is clean and 
relatively safe. Being caught 
peeing in downtown Zaruma 
is like being caught peeing in 
downtown 
Cuenca.

The statue 
here is a 
replica of 
a famous 
statue in 
B r u s s e l s , 
B e l g i u m 
called Manneken Pis. When I 
asked the local tourism office 
about the statue’s history, they 
told me that it has been in the 
park for over a hundred years 
but didn’t really know where it 
came from.

Huaquillas, El Oro
In Latin America, border 
towns have a reputation for 
being sketchy. Huaquillas 
has a reputation for being the 
sketchiest.

With limited control for goods 
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central park, 

a boy peeing is 
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Zaruma, El Oro, they 

have turned it into 
an art form.”



being illegally passed to and from 
Aguas Verdes, Peru, contraband 
smuggling drives the local econ-
omy. Then there are the shady-
looking money changers who sit 
on the Ecuador side of the inter-
national bridge with their black 
briefcases full of cash. 

While some cities might shy away 
from this border town reputa-
tion and focus on some other as-
pects, Huaquillas has embraced 
it. Tucked away in an alley about 
three blocks from the border, the 
giant moneychanger statue sits 
on his stool with his sleeves rolled 
up and his briefcase on his lap. 

-Robinson, a Natural Resources 
Conservation Volunteer from 
Omnibus 101, lives in El Oro, 
where he founded the youth-run 
newsmagazine AREvista.

Reading is the theme for this is-

sue of Our Favorite Things. I 
asked volunteers about their fa-
vorite book and favorite place to 
read it. Check them out!

Ender’s Game by Orson Scott 
Card 
“A futuristic Sci-fi book about 
battles being fought in space, 
which is nowhere near as lame as 
it sounds. What it’s really about is 
how these battles affect the peo-
ple who are fighting them: chil-
dren being trained to fight in the 

grown-ups’ war. Every time I pick 
it up, it feels like an old friend.” 
Place to read: My living-room 
futon. That’s where the sweetest 
breeze in Guayaquil is! 
Molly Maguire-Marshall, Omni-
bus 102, Guayas 

Tuesdays with Morrie by Mitch 
Albom 
“The most engaging book I’ve 
read and the only one that has 
brought me to tears. I learned 
valuable lessons about life and 
friendship, like how to organize 
priorities and really appreciate 
what’s important: loved ones and 
time.”
Place to read: Ecuador bed.
Naim Edwards, Omnibus 103, El 
Oro

The Art of the Commonplace by 
Wendell Berry 
Place to read: On the rocks next to 
the Bombuscaro River in Zamo-
ra. The ongoing construction of 
the malecón nearby really under-
scores the topics of his essays.
Christina Aga, Omnibus 103, 
Zamora

Anything written by Ann Coulter
“Great fire material if you run out 
of gas!”
Place to read: Presumably op-
tional.
Anonymous, Omnibus 103

The Hot Zone by 
Richard Preston
Place to read: In 
the car.
Betsy Clark, 
Omnibus 103, 
Imbabura

A Taste of Power by Elaine 
Brown
Place to read: The couch in my 
grandma’s house.
Sarah Zelcer, Omnibus 103, 
Pichincha

Rain of Gold by Victor Villaseñor 
“Two families escaping from the 
Mexican Revo-
lution to the 
relative safety 
of the United 
States have par-
allel experiences 
centered around 
their mothers’ 
strength. It is a 
passion-f i l led 
story of family, failure, triumph, 
and love.”
Place to read: My bed.
Jamie Mandujano, Omnibus 103, 
Loja

The Princess Bride by William 
Goldman 
Place to read: I suppose of the top 
of the Cliffs of Insanity seems like 
the most obvious answer.
Cara Marcy, Omnibus 103, 
Chimborazo

The theme for the next issue is 
packages: favorite item to receive 
in a package from home and favor-
ite item to send or bring back to the 
United States. Inspired? Send your 
favorites with a short description 
to csoltanoff@gmail.com. 

-Soltanoff, a Natural Resource 
Conservation Volunteer from Om-
nibus 103, lives in Esmeraldas. 
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It is a quietness couched in not hearing your own 
voice,
An eerie absence of sounds other than yours.

You hear your thoughts
And your hands react for no one to see.

You listen to music
You watch a movie
You hear the sounds of the world moving around 
you 
You whisper
You mumble
You pass the time alone.

And then you remember, you ask yourself, can I 
speak?
What a silly thought you think ha!
…And then you check.

And you are suddenly sad
Bothered by your solitary life.
It wasn’t always like this,
You know it’s just temporary. 
…But still you crave those intimate moments.
You need them to feel whole.

So you pick up your pen and you do your best. 
You share those thoughts, even if you’re far away.
Maybe they mean more this way.
Tonight you write them down, the quietly chosen 
words.
And somehow it’s okay.   
She’ll read them soon enough. 

-Bendeck, a former Community Health Volunteer 
from Omnibus 100, lived in Esmeraldas. He closed 
his service in July, 2010.
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Adding -ero to the end of 
words makes a character 
trait.           
You know, so someone 
who likes rice is arrocero 
(as opposed to the average 
Ecuadorian?). Or someone 
who likes friends or is friendly 
is amiguero. Or—my personal 
favorite, based on bagre 
(catfish)—a woman who likes 
ugly men is bagrera.

The elo-
quence of 
fruit and 
v e g e t a -
bles 
In a slightly 
m y s t i f y i n g 
w a y , 
fruit and 

vegetables come with all sorts 
of interesting implications. 
No me importa un pepino; 
yeah, I don’t give a cucumber 
either, but that means 
something because...?

And has anyone else noticed 
that oranges = love? Your 
soul mate or better half is 
your media naranja. And in a 
startlingly tame metaphor, a 
mandarina is a man who does 
everything his wife tells him 
(I think the mild version in 
English is “whipped”).

Maria is your mid-
dle name (if you’re 
female)
Did you know this? I 
didn’t. I don’t even 
have a middle name. 
Well—I didn’t. Gloria 
Maria, hazme un 
favor. Oiga, Gloria 
Maria, quise pedirte... 
It’s a sign of affection, and 
also a clue the other person 
wants you to do something. 
Like the cherry on your no sea 
malita whipped cream.

Ridiculously long ac-
ronyms that must spell 
something pronounceable 
(a.k.a. RILATMUSSOP)
For example, CONJUPARE, 
the Consejo Nacional de 
Juntas Parroquiales Rurales. 
Seriously, isn’t that trying a 
little hard? Would CNJPR not 

have worked?

Ghosts say buh! 
The unenthusiastic hiss
Don’t get me wrong: 
depending on my mood, 
getting the garden hose 
noise from random men on 
the street (“TSS! TSS!”) can 
inspire anything from disgust 
to bloody-minded rage. I’m 

talking about a different hiss, 
the gosh-I’m-exhausted-and-
you-actually-attract-me-less-
t h a n - m y - m a l e - c o w o r k e r -
Pepito-but-I-feel-obligated, 
“Tss.  Tss,” that moves 
beyond irritating to kind of 
pathetically funny. Depending 
on my mood.

Funny nicknames
I get it: in English we have 
nicknames that don’t make 
that much sense, like getting 
Dick from Richard. But in 
Spanish, you can go from 
Francisco to Pancho, and, 
even more creatively, Santiago 
to Shanta. 

Pigs 
There are so many good 
pig references in Spanish. 
My absolute favorite is the 
phrase, Hoy día me sentí el 
chancho más chancho del 
mundo .  A rough but graceless 
translation to English might 
be “I felt  l ike the piggest
pig in the world today,” but 
it  just doesn’t compare. 

And have you experienced 
the use of puerco for 
someone who’s being a jerk?
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Things I Love About the 
Spanish I Learned in Ecua-
dor
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It rings so much better than 
“pig.” Go on. Try it in your 
next conversation.

Some things just sound 
better
Compare “singer-songwriter” 
and “cantautor.” Spanish 
wins.

But it ain’t all sunshine 
and rainbows
There remain a few frontiers 
in Ecuadorian communication 
that I can’t cross even with all 
the goodwill in the world. My 
least favorite is exemplified 
by the word aparatushko, a 
bastardization of a perfectly 
non-offensive word that in 
my tech-savvy office I hear all 
too often. 

It goes like this: you want 
some aparato, maybe a GPS 
unit, or a flash drive, or even 
a stapler, and to add that 
extra touch of tooth-gritting 
cutesiness, you refer to it with 
my least favorite diminutive. 
Every time I hear –ushko 
added to a word I kind of 
throw up in my mouth. What, 
are we speaking Russian 
now? For the love of small 
fuzzy animals, stick with –ito 

or –illo; at least they sound 
linguistically appropriate. 

-Jimenez, a Natural 
Resources Conservation 
Volunteer from Omnibus 101, 
lives in Azuay and is an Arts 
and Entertainment Section 
Editor for El Clima.

We’ve all heard it. It’s like 
the Freshman 15 of Peace 
Corps—that notion that the 
female PCV gains an average 
of 15 pounds during her 27 
months in Ecuador, while her 
male peer sheds those same 
pounds. Can you say unfair?

But we’re here to explain, not 
complain. Is this stereotype 
true? Most everyone’s weight 
fluctuated during training 
because of the physical 
and emotional rigors of 
acclimation to a new country, 
new relationships with bichos, 
and, oh yeah, the carb trifecta 
we ate at least once daily 
with our host families. But 
while some of us rebound 
to our pre-Staging weight 
after we head to site, a large 
percentage simply can’t. 
And it sucks to say it, but 
we all know it’s true that 

the women gain and the men 
lose weight. 

So why would such an 
unbalanced and unjust 
phenomenon exist? Let’s 
take a look—an unbiased, 
scientific look—at some 
possible explanations. 

The deprivation factor + 
biology 
We’ve all been there, eating 
campo food with our host 
families, or making three 
squares in our own homes 
with what’s available in our 
communities: that is, habas, 
rice, beans, choclo,  chicken 
or possibly seafood, platanos 
and yuca.  Yes, we can balance 
things out a little with the 
great fruit and veggies here, 
but something’s missing. 

That something would be the 
taste of home… whether it’s 
burgers, pizza (and I mean 
good pizza, like without 
ketchup), restaurant-style 
burritos, Chinese or Indian 
food, sushi, or Haagen-Daz 
rather than Bon Ice. You 
know—good food. So when 
we get the opportunity to go 
out with friends in a big city 
where American-style foods 
abound, we go all out. 

While this behavior occurs across 
genders, research shows that  
binge-style eating or occasional 
indulgence in higher-fat 
foods may make calories 
stick to women’s ribs more 
than men’s. This is because 
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Why Female PCVs Gain 
Weight and Male PCVs 
Don’t
By Julie Chipman and Gloria Jimenez



women generally have slower 
metabolisms than men—we 
use fewer calories daily and so 
are more susceptible to weight 
gain. Also, women tend to have 
a higher body fat content than 
men; a healthy, normal-weight 
woman has a body fat content 
of 25% while a healthy, normal-
weight man has a body fat con-
tent of 15%. 

The conclusion? Hate to say it, 
girls, but we suspect that this 
legitimately plays a part in the 
weight gain equation. Let’s 
read on.

The parasite factor
Do men get more parasites 
than women? Do they engage 
in riskier eating behavior that 
leads to a higher likelihood of 
bicho contact? Do they then 
decide, for inscrutable male 
reasons, not to seek treatment 
from the PCMOs? And do these 
bichos thus tend to suck more 
fat out of them? 

Well, it’s one theory, but the 
necessary proof is known only 
to male PCVs (and perhaps the 
PCMOs), and we doubt they’d 
admit to anything.

The fecundity factor
Is there something about Ec-
uador and all the baby-mak-
ing here that is surreptitiously 
making female bodies prepare 
for pregnancy (read: stockpile 
fat)? Quite honestly, this is too 
upsetting to lend any credence 
to.
 

The conforming-to-Ecua-
dorian-standards factor
We’ve all heard that the cur-
vier and shapelier the woman, 
the more to “grab on to” and, 
hence, the more appealing the 
bod here in Ecuador. A twisted 
sort of logic might then imply 
that women are subconsciously 
molding themselves to the male 

ideal of beauty….

Our inner feminists are starting 
to brandish sharp objects. Let’s 
move on.

The women-chow-down 
factor 
Women simply eat more? Don’t 
think so. We’ve all seen male 
PCVs put it away and slim down 
almost simultaneously. 

Jerks.

The exercise factor
Men do more physical labor? 
Well, possibly, but even the 
ones who do little to no exercise 
lose weight. In contrast, a fair 
number of women gain some 
pounds despite working pret-
ty hard to lose them. So, facts 
would = negativo to that one. 
It is true, though, that it is more 

socially acceptable and safer for 
men to exercise in public places, 
so we have to grant that men’s 
cultural pass to exercise could 
be a contributing factor.

The stress factor
Studies show that female and 
male bodies respond different-
ly to stressful situations. Ap-

parently, women tend to gain 
weight as a result of a wide va-
riety of stressors: poor financ-
es, stress at work, and strained 
family relationships, as well 
as feeling limited by life cir-
cumstances. Men, on the oth-
er hand, gain weight mainly 
in response to just two types 
of stress, both work-related: 
when they lack authority to 

make decisions, and when they 
are denied the ability to learn 
new skills. In general, research-
ers found that men are less like-
ly to gain weight when upset by 
their lives. 

Read those lists again. Financ-
es, work stress, missing family, 
feeling limited by life circum-
stances … those sound pretty 
much like daily life for many 
Volunteers. Of course, lack-
ing authority and not learning 
skills may also come into play, 
but it seems safe to assume that 
we’re all given some amount of 
authority as gringos and neces-
sarily learn many new skills in 
site. ¿Ya cachas?

The medication factor
It’s well substantiated that cer-
tain types of medication can 
lead to weight gain in women, 
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“So when we get the 
opportunity to go out 
with friends in a big 

city where American-
style foods abound, 

we go all out.”



particularly birth control pills, 
and particularly changes to birth 
control regimens. Throw a rock in 
a crowd of female PCVs and you’ll 
probably hit someone who’s had 
to change pills at least twice. 
Enough said.

Conclusions
What can we conclude from the 
facts cited above? Basically, we 
women are stuck between the 
rock of biological reality and the 
hard place of cultural norms. 
Life—and particularly Mother 
Nature—is unfair. Ya lo sabías. 

But ladies, let’s choose to be em-
powered rather than depressed 
by this conclusion. We know 
we’ve got it harder than the men, 
and frankly it’s because the poor 
things couldn’t take it. So next 
time you’re out in the big city with 
a mixed group, order a salad and 
proceed to eat half of your guy 
friend’s lasagna. Tell him you’re 
so grateful for his psychological 
support. Then steal his dessert.
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-Chipman, a Community Health 
Volunteer from Omnibus 102, 
lives in Tungurahua; Jimenez, a 
Natural Resources Conservation 
Volunteer from Omnibus 101, 
lives in Cuenca. They are both 
Arts and Entertainment Section 
Editors for El Clima.

Victoria del VIH is just one part 
of the HIV/AIDS Taskforce Vol-
unteer Support Initiative. The 
Task Force members are at your 
command for your HIV/AIDS ed-
ucation needs. They can help you 
over the phone, chat via internet, 
share or direct you to material, 
and even come visit you on a tech 
exchange to help you get started 
in HIV/AIDS work or to revital-
ize existing projects. What are 
you waiting for? Contact them 
at hiv.AIDS.taskforce@google-
groups.com.

The following is an interview be-
tween El Clima and Victoria del 
VIH that’s here to raise aware-
ness about the Taskforce. Enjoy.

Name Victoria del VIH 
Age 10 months
Position with PCE Traveling 
doll

How do you work with Peace 
Corps Ecuador? 
You know, I like to think of my-
self as a little nudge in the right 

direction for PCVs, to motivate 
them or to make their projects 
that much better. Maybe they’ve 
thought about HIV/AIDS educa-
tion already, or maybe they’ve 
done a whole campaign. Or may-
be they’re afraid of touching the 
topic with a ten-foot caña! That’s 
where I come in. I come to their 
sites to help out, and you know, 
every time, I make such great 
friends and have an amazing ex-
perience!

And how exactly do you come to 
their sites? 
It works like this: one day anoth-
er PCV and I arrive at your site. 
And you know, it is just a magical 
experience every time. Because 
when I’m in your site, it means 
it’s your turn to get into the HIV/
AIDS education game. 

Right now, since I’m new and all, 
the HIV/AIDS Taskforce has been 
serving as my tour director, and 
coordinating my visits to PCVs 
who request my services. What 
I’m really hoping is that eventual-
ly I’ll get to go hang out with who-
ever wants me. Right now, some-
times my current host takes me 
to meet a new PCV, or sometimes 
they pay for me to encomienda it 
up on the bus—it costs a couple 
of bucks but, really, that’s such 
a small price for the great times 
we’ll have! 

So then when I get to your site, 
te toca planificar some HIV/
AIDS activity. It can be as big as a 
World AIDS Day celebration or a 
candlelight vigil, as traditional as 
a charla, or as simple as making 
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HIV /AIDS Taskforce

An Interview with Victoria 
del VIH
By Julie Chipman



fliers. It’s totally up to you, and I 
am behind you all the way!

And I gotta say, if 
you already work in 
HIV/AIDS, can I still 
come visit and take 
some photos with 
your community? I 
promise, I’m fabu-
lous in photos.

Thanks for that, 
um, long-winded, I 
mean, complete an-
swer. Anything else 
to wrap up about the 
work you do? 
Well, all I can say is 
everyone who meets 
me says I’m just a 
doll! I’m here for you 
to support your HIV/
AIDS work in what-
ever way you need.

To move on, if you could change 
one thing about yourself, what 
would it be? 
Gosh, I think I’d have to dupli-
cate myself so I could visit more 
than one PCV at a time!

Where are you from? 
Let’s just say that when the 
HIV/AIDS Taskforce wanted a 
new way to motivate PCVs, they 
came up with little old me. Look 
out Ecuador!

What are your favorite hobbies? 
I am so into the Peace Corps 
Global Initiative of HIV/AIDS 
Education. And I love travel-
ing all over Ecuador to talk to 
PCVs about it! They are all just 

so sweet.

What is the last book you read? 
Omigod, the brand-new HIV/
AIDS Task Force “Guide to HIV 
Testing in Ecuador” is just grip-
ping. If you haven’t gotten a 
copy yet, you should go imme-
diately to hiv.AIDS.taskforce@
googlegroups.com. 

If you could change places with 
someone for one week, famous/
not, living/dead, real/fictional, 
who would it be? 
Kathleen Collins is a virologist at 
the University of Michigan who 
is doing some amazing work in 
HIV/AIDS. Let me tell you, I 
would love to walk in her shoes (I 
hear they’re Prada). Also, maybe 
Carrie Bradshaw, but claro que 
in Ecuador!

What is your favorite movie? 
Oh honey, I’ve got so many! My 

biggies are Philadel-
phia, And the Band 
Played On, Angels 
in America, and of 
course Rent.

Who would you like 
to see portray you in 
a Hollywood mov-
ie? 
Golly, there are so 
many wonderful 
actors, how could 
I choose? Maybe 
RPCV Nick Chan, 
but he would have 
to be doing dinámi-

cas in a Hollywood 
sort of way.

If you could be a su-
perhero, what super-

power would you want? 
I would eradicate HIV and AIDS 
from the world.

If you could change one thing 
about the world, what would it 
be? 
That there would be no HIV/
AIDS, obviously! Oh, and I would 
make sure everyone was sexy!

Are you a blogger or a chatter? 
I am a Facebooker, and all of my 
PCV friends are so sweet to help 
me update my FB page when I 
visit their sites. Let me say that 
you should just run check out 
my page and friend me right 
now, because I have some awe-
some travel pics from all over 
Ecuador!
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Here I am, Victoria del VIH, with two amazing people who 
have been like parents to me—Mary Grover (Health OMN 
102, Imbabura), who designed me, and Wilma Rosero, from 
El Batán, Cotacachi, who made me the beautiful doll I am!
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Literature

Twenty-Four Books Reviews in Three Sentences or Less
By John G. Mannion

Last time I rapped at y’all, I’d read about 120 books. Now I’m up to 140. Stick that in your pipe and 
smoke it—I remain kind of a big deal. Back by popular demand, here are another 24 book reviews for my 
less literarily inclined fellow Volunteers to sink their teeth into.

On the 
Road

By Jack 
Kerouac

Young adults often imitate Ker-
ouac as a reason for doing drugs, 
drinking and creating shitty mus-
ings in composition notebooks. 
This book is great, but I hesitate 
to create more of these a--holes 
by suggesting that all of you read 
it. That said—read the book, but 
don’t get any ideas about the in-
ner genius you possess and how 
it only needs a big dose of aya-
huasca to be unleashed.

Ender’s 
Game

By Orson 
Scott Card

Reading about young children 
bludgeoning each other is far 
more enjoyable than it should 
be. With that out of the way, I 
would recommend this book to 
anyone, unless you hate science 
fiction. But even then, it involves 
children fighting.

The Minus 
Man

By Lew 
McCreary

A chilling book about a serial killer 
in the Northeast. The writing is 
nothing special, but after years of 
over-the-top gore “horror” films, 
the sinister and relatively painless 
way the serial killer goes about his 
business is much more terrifying 
and thought-provoking than Saw 
could ever be. If you have ever 
thought about poisoning some-
one… don’t read this book.

The Power 
and the 
Glory

By Graham 
Greene

An alcoholic priest on the run 
from fascist forces in Mexico dur-
ing the 1930s—written by a Brit-
ish guy. Seems like strange sub-
ject material for Greene to cover, 
but the book is beautifully written 
with deep characters. Highly rec-
ommended.

A 
Thousand 
Acres

By Jane 
Smiley

My grandparents have a 1000-acre 
farm in Indiana, so when I stumbled 
upon this book I knew I had to read 
it. Unfortunately, it has nothing in 
common with my happy farm mem-
ories and instead centers on the de-
pressing life of a farming family in 
Iowa. I knew there was a reason I 
didn’t like Iowa.

Streets of 
Laredo

By Larry 
McMurty

The sequel to McMurty’s Pulitzer-winning 
Lonesome Dove, one of my favorite books 
of all time, is nowhere near as good. It’s 
hard to put my finger on exactly what 
makes it inferior, but one reason might 
be that the sequel starts years after the 
first book ends, and McMurty gets rid of 
numerous well-developed, fan-favorite 
characters from the first novel in the first 
chapter. Think about what would happen 
if an Archie comic suddenly only involved 
Betty, Reggie, and Pop, and the rest of the 
Riverdale gang had died or moved to Rus-
sia.
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San Martin

By John 
Lynch

This first full English-language biog-
raphy of San Martin in over 50 years 
is well researched and easy to read. 
As is typically the story with South 
American liberators, San Martin was 
an incredible man who led an impres-
sive resistance against a much stron-
ger imperial power, and ended up 
disillusioned and English. If you are 
a fan of the Simon Bolívar biography 
I recommended last issue, you should 
follow it up with this book.

Year of 
Living 
Biblically

By A.J. 
Jacobs

A hilarious documentation of the au-
thor’s attempt to follow ALL the rules 
in the Old Testament for nine months, 
and ALL the rules in the New Testa-
ment for three months. The resulting 
changes to his life, trips to meet with 
spiritual leaders, and outrageous es-
capades make the book a must-read. 
Come on, don’t you want to know 
what mayhem accompanies trying to 
stone an adulterer in New York City? 

Doomsday 
Book

By Connie 
Willis

Have you ever wondered what 
it would be like to travel back 
in time to Europe during the 
Black Death? Me neither. Not-
withstanding my lack of inter-
est in time travel for historical 
“research” (stock tips, baby), I 
still rather enjoyed this work 
of fiction (give me three more 
years of tinkering in my base-
ment and it could be mistaken 
for nonfiction).

The Last 
Lecture

By Randy 
Pausch

A presentation given by a terminally 
ill professor from Carnegie Mellon 
University was made into a book; 
Oprah’s Book Club soon snapped it 
up, and then the New York Times 
bestseller list didn’t stand a chance. 
The book is very short, so anyone 
can finish it in two hours, but you 
know what’s better? Watching the 
presentation the book was based 
on in 45 minutes on YouTube, and 
then having a sandwich.

Magister 
Ludi

By Herman 
Hesse

The plot of this book is unex-
plainable. All you need to know is 
it is long, harder to read than any 
other book on this list, and helped 
win Hesse the Nobel Prize for Lit-
erature. If you are searching for a 
book to brag about to your friends 
and don’t feel like tackling Ulyss-
es, take a crack at Ludi. 

Tell-All

By Chuck 

Short. Sweet. Crazy (it’s Chuck 
Palahniuk, what do you ex-
pect?).
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Conquest of 
the Incas

By John 
Hemming

A great piece of narrative history 
about… Well, if you can’t figure it 
out from the title, you don’t have 
the brains to read it. It’s a bit long, 
but I highly recommend it to any-
one living here in Ecuador for two 
years (so those of you going home 
early needn’t bother). 

Harry 
Potter 
and the 
Deathly 
Hallows

By J.K. 
Rowling

F%$@ me, did you know this is 
the last one?! I found a copy of 
it in the Peace Corps office and 
inadvertently skipped the sixth 
book. On one hand, going back 
to the sixth book seems foolish 
because now I know what hap-
pens, but on the other hand, 
THERE ARE NO MORE HAR-
RY POTTER BOOKS! 

Into Thin 
Air

By Jon 
Krakauer

This is Krakauer’s personal ac-
count of how he climbs Mt. Ever-
est and nearly dies along the way. 
As always with Krakauer, the writ-
ing is exquisite, the story is en-
grossing, and lots of foreshadow-
ing leaves the reader in a constant 
state of suspense.  A must-read 
for anyone who enjoys that sort of 
thing (Harry Potter fans).

Mao 
Zedong: 
A Penguin 
Life

By 
Jonathan 
Spencer

No, Mao Zedong is not a penguin 
(although it would make his purg-
es and massacres much cuter); 
this is a short biography by Pen-
guin books. Great for anyone who 
wants to know the basics of Mao’s 
life without reading a thousand-
page biography.  The downside is 
that many aspects of his life are 
abbreviated so much that it’s hard 
to figure out how Mao develops as 
a person from one major event to 
the next.

The Lost 
Continent: 
Travels in 
Small-Town 
America 

By Bill 
Bryson

A great book about the author’s 
road trip around America in the 
late 1980s. Bill Bryson writes with 
incredible wit and humor. Every-
one should find a copy to read. 

Grapes of 
Wrath

By John 
Steinbeck

One of the great American novels, 
it tells the story of a family from 
Oklahoma moving across coun-
try to California to make a better 
life for itself.  Since it’s written by 
Steinbeck, you can be sure there 
will be plenty of misery and heart-
wrenching despair. Reading this 
book might give you insight into 
why there are so many Volunteers 
from California: they have a lot to 
make up for. 
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Waiter 
Rant: 
Thanks for 
the Tip—
Confessions 
of a Cynical 
Waiter

By Steve 
Dublanica

Funny through and through, well 
written, and full of lots of helpf--ul 
tips about what (not) to do when 
dining in a restaurant. As some-
one whose shit don’t stink and 
constantly feels diners are being a-
-holes to their waiters, you need to 
read this (yes, even you).     

The Korean 
War: A 
History

By Bruce 
Cumings

How much do you really know 
about the Korean War? Even as a 
self-proclaimed history buff I knew 
almost nothing about it before 
reading this book. If you have any 
interest in history or international 
affairs, it’s a must-read.

American 
Tabloid

By James 
Ellroy

Think L.A. Confidential, just 
not in L.A. and with ten times 
more violence, sex, and drug use. 
You’re already hooked. 

-Mannion, an Agriculture Volunteer from Omnibus 101, lives (but mostly reads) in Napo.

On Wings of 
Eagles

By Ken 
Follett

Did you know Ross Perot is Su-
perman and saved the lives of two 
employees from evil Iranians back 
in 1978? Neither did I, but it must 
be what happened, because they 
made a TV miniseries about it. The 
book is entertaining but reads like 
complete fiction; and since it was 
released immediately before he 
threw his hat into politics, it just 
might be.

The Hobbit

By J.R.R. 
Tolkien 

Did you like the Lord of the Rings 
books or movies? If so, you will 
like this book. If not, you need a 
bigger imagination.

The GM: The 
Inside Story 
of a Dream 
Job and the 
Nightmares 
That Go With 
It

By Tom 
Callahan

An interesting look inside the 
position of general manager of 
a professional football team—in 
this case, the New York Giants. 
The author follows around the 
70-plus year old manager Ernie 
Accorsi, who tells all during his 
final season in 2006. Good for 
anyone interested in profession-
al football, or how old men view 
the world.



I remember the day that—
with great trepidation—I sent 
in my application to join the 
staff of El Clima. My ambitions 
were modest. I said I wanted 
to write a column about food, 
and I pitched all sorts of ear-
nest ideas like how to adapt 
American recipes to PCV life in 
Ecuador, or how to use funny 
fruits and vegetables in new 
and interesting ways. I can be 
honest in hindsight—the less-
virtuous part of me was really 
looking forward to testing des-
sert recipes.

Well, I’ve come, or maybe fall-
en, a long way since those orig-
inal dewy-eyed ideas*. But this 
issue, I’m rubbing my hands 
with evil glee, because my clos-
et ambition is being realized. 
Our theme is… desserts.

I must say we’ve got some good 
ones, so I strongly recommend 
that the sweet-toothed among 
you check out this issue’s rec-
ipes. For the fruit-inclined, 
there’s a scrumptious and 
even healthy-looking carrot 
cake recipe from Joy Love, and 
from yours truly, butterlicious 
caramel apple sticky buns. And 
chocolate lovers are in for a 
treat: we include not one but 
two brownie recipes: virtuous, 
gluten-free ones, again from 
Joy, and then what could only 
be described as the devil’s ver-
sion, from Rob Gunther. 

We hope you enjoy, and make 
several nice somethings to cel-
ebrate all those holidays com-
ing up! 

*Incidentally, we’re looking 
for a new Section Editor. Any-
one else out there “interested 
in writing about food” but will-
ing to be conned into some-
thing else? It’s a great gig: long 
hours, no pay…

-Jimenez, a Natural Resources 
Conservation Volunteer from 
Omnibus 101, lives in Azuay 
and is an Arts and Entertain-
ment Section Editor for El Cli-
ma.
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Cook’s Corner

A Forward to This 
Week’s Recipes 
By Gloria Jimenez 

Go Public With Your Kitchen Genius
We know you—yes, you—do astonishing things with tuna in the privacy of your residence. We want to know more! Next issue’s theme is fusion 
food—maybe it’s the Ecuadorian version of Granny’s mac-n-cheese, or maybe it’s your own original dish inspired by local ingredients and long, 
long nights. Share your recipes at elclimamag@gmail.com.
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Cook’s Corner

Carrot Cake
By Joy Love

Adapted from a recipe by Samantha Mills, RPCV Omnibus 100

1.5 cups panela
1 cup oil
3 eggs
1.5 tsp cinnamon
1 tsp salt
1 tsp baking soda
2 tsp vanilla extract
2 tbsp flaxseed
2 cups wheat or white flour
1/2 cup chopped pineapple
3 cups shredded carrot
 
Stir together ingredients one by one, beginning with the panela and ending with the shredded 
carrots. Grease and flour a 9x13” baking pan or muffin tins, spoon in the batter, and bake at 350˚ 
F until set: 40-50 minutes for a large baking pan, or 25-35 minutes for cupcakes.

-Love, a Community Health Volunteer from Omnibus 102, lives in Pichincha.
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Adapted from Pioneer Woman

I made these rolls last year and a group of six volunteers consumed the entire batch in less than an hour. This 

recipe is not for the timid or lazy in the kitchen, but I promise it’s 

worth the work. 

Rolls
2 cups whole milk

1/2 cup sugar

1/2 cup canola oil

1 package (2.25 tsp) active dry yeast

4 cups flour

1/2 cup flour

2 tsp salt

scant 1/2 tsp baking soda

heaping 1/2 tsp baking powder

3/4 cup melted butter*

3/4 cup sugar

4 tbsp ground cinnamon

Caramel topping 
1/2 stick regular/salted butter

3/4 cup packed brown sugar

2 tsp dark brown corn syrup

1 tbsp cream

2 tbsp apple brandy or apple juice (optional) 

1 tart apple, peeled and diced finely

 

Make dough heat milk, oil, and sugar until warm but don’t boil. Let cool to lukewarm, then sprinkle in the yeast 

and 4 cups flour and stir gently. Cover with a towel and let rise 1 hour, then stir in the remaining flour, salt, baking 

soda and baking powder. 

Make the caramel topping melt all ingredients except apple over low heat till combined (swirl a little to combine if 

necessary; don’t stir!). Let boil a few seconds, then remove from heat.

Roll out half the dough into a large rectangle. Pour on half the melted butter and sprinkle with sugar and cinna-

mon. Roll into a long cylinder, then slice into discs. Repeat with the other dough half (or save in the fridge/freezer 

to bake in a few days). Lightly grease a 9” cake pan, pour in half the caramel topping and scatter apple bits, then 

arrange the rolls in the pan. Let rise 20-30 minutes, then cover with foil and bake 25 minutes at 375˚ F/190˚ C; 

remove foil and bake 5-10 minutes more, until golden brown. Invert onto a serving plate, let cool a bit, and serve.

*Help, I live in the campo and can’t get butter! Unfortunately these rolls’ deliciousness owes a lot to the massive 

quantity of butter involved (did I mention they aren’t a diet food?). Could you substitute margarine? Sure, as long 

Cook’s Corner

Caramel Apple Sticky Buns 
By Gloria Jimenez
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1/2 cup honey or panela
3 eggs
2 ripe bananas
1.5 cups black beans, cooked until soft
1/3 cup cocoa powder
1 tsp salt
1 tsp baking powder
1 tsp vanilla extract
2 tsp olive oil
1/3 bar unsweetened or regular chocolate, melted
 
Mix all ingredients in a blender. Pour into a greased pan or cupcake molds. Bake 30-40 min-
utes at 350˚ F. If you’re not a fan of a slight banana flavor, add 2 small apples, grated or pureed, 
instead.

-Love, a Community Health Volunteer from Omnibus 102, lives in Pichincha.

Cook’s Corner

Black Bean Brownies
By Joy Love

Editor’s note I know what 

you’re thinking. Black beans, in 

brownies? But seriously, give these 

a try. They come out fudgy and 

dense and delicious, with no hint 

of legumes. I loved them so much 

I made multiple batches, including 

an earnest low-sugar one with extra 

banana and apple juice instead of 

the honey or panela. They were still 

great!



Arts & Entertainment • El Clima • November 2010

49

You could say my brownie method comes from my childhood experience. See, my mom always used to buy those 
gallons of ice cream divided into chocolate, strawberry, and vanilla sections. It always fell to me, as the oldest of 
six kids, to make sure that my siblings didn’t enjoy their ice cream as much as I did mine.
 
Once, as my brother Brian started serving himself vanilla ice cream, I quickly rallied everyone else under the ban-
ner of the Chocolate-Strawberry Alliance, a group bent on ostracizing anybody who expressed the slightest prefer-
ence for vanilla. We chanted anti-vanilla propaganda until my brother Brian was in tears. He begged to join our 
cause, promised to renounce any and all connections with vanilla, but it was useless. The lines had been drawn, 
and he was excluded.

Needless to say, Brian went to bed pissed off at everyone else that night. And me? After the rest of the family went 
to sleep, I snuck into the kitchen and helped myself to as much vanilla ice cream as I wanted.

Do I know how to enjoy my dessert, or what? So now you know the philosophy behind my Drama Brownies. Just 
make sure that you eat these brownies with chocolate or strawberry ice cream (or vanilla, but only after you’ve 
sent at least one person you live with to bed hysterically crying).

 1 bar of the best chocolate you can find* (about 120 grams)
1 stick butter**
1/2 cup sugar***
1/2 cup flour
2 eggs
vanilla extract (optional)

Cook’s Corner

Drama Brownies
By Rob Gunther


