Fantastic Forest
by

Eyes Right

Rio Grande, Puerto Rico   -  It did not rain during my visit to the rain forest here.  We had driven up Rt. 191 through some residential areas after following Rt. 3 eastward for about 20 miles from San Juan.  As we went higher into the Luquillo Mountains, we passed some nice homes on our left before spotting a small sign for El Yunque, which, until recently, was called the Caribbean National Forest.

The Visitors Center, El Portal, is relatively new and is impressive.  It has the obligatory gift shop, of course, but also a wealth of information concerning the history of the forest and the flora and fauna present. Before taking a hike through the forest, we spent about an hour viewing the exhibits, such as four new nature dioramas which explained each of the different sections of the forest you encounter with increasing elevation.  There was also considerable information on the resident frogs, the coqui, which chant in a two-tone song essentially everywhere in the park.  
The other featured resident is the endangered Puerto Rican parrot (Amazona vittata) which we saw later in the afternoon on our walk in the trees.  Centuries ago, millions of these small green parrots with white ringed eyes inhabited the island, but with the increasing loss of habitat due to clearing forests for development, less than 40 are now left.   A recovery program which began in the 1970’s had initial success, but half of the remaining birds were killed during Hurricane Hugo when it devastated the island in 1989. The effort to increase the parrot population continues, but it remains a tenuous process. 
 We had been met upon entry by the head Ranger, the Forest Supervisor, Pablo Cruz, who happened to be a close friend of one of the members of our party.  He did not look like the rangers often seen in my home base of Washington, DC, because he was wearing a green uniform, as opposed to the usual tan outfits worn by members of the U.S. Park Service.  
The reason for my confusion, he explained, was that El Yunque is not a national park, but a national forest.  Silly me.  I did not know the difference.  The Park Service is part of the Interior Department and has its own set of rules, employees, and philosophy.  The Forest Service, on the other hand, has entirely different rules, employees, and philosophy, and is a part of the Agriculture Department.  Their mission, he further told us, was “caring for the land, and serving people.”  Basically, the Forest Service wants to manage this very fragile rain forest so that future generations can enjoy the majesty of the 1000 year old trees and the associated wildlife in spite of civilization literally knocking on its door.
Pablo was very friendly and helpful.  He had pre-arranged for a private tour for us to be conducted by members of his staff.   We hopped back into our rental cars and followed one of the rangers in his truck up the extremely winding road toward the higher elevations of the forest.  There we hiked on trails through the forest as the ranger pointed out trees, plants, birds, and insects found only in a rain forest.  Because some sections of the park receive 200 inches of rain each year, and the temperature remains in the low 70’s year-round, the forest has unusual biodiversity (over 150 species of ferns and 23 types of trees found only in this forest).
We then hiked down a steep trail to La Mina falls.  The pool below the falls was an irresistible attraction for the teenagers with us who immediately raced across large rocks to cool directly under the falls.  I was far more tentative, as the rocks were slippery and I had concerns about falling which never entered the minds of our younger companions.  The hike back to the parking lot included 447 steps [I counted!], and several long stretches of paved incline.  With the heat and humidity, I felt as if I now needed the waterfall.

So, the next time you find yourself in Puerto Rico, skip the casinos and the forts and the beaches, at least for a day, and treat yourself to El Yunque –even if it doesn’t rain during your visit.
I thought you might like to know.
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