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Galleries of Old Image Reprocessed

Part 1

Richard L. Howey, Wyoming, USA

Having taken photographs of many kinds of organisms and

parts and structure thereof, using both photomicrography and

photomacrography for over 40 years now, I ended up

accumulating an overwhelming number of images. I confess that

I am not the most organized person and, as a consequence, the

arrangement of these thousands of images is bewildering even to

me.

Last week, I started browsing through some of these old

files and I had a wide range of reactions ranging from 1) Why did

I ever keep that? It’s really bad, 2) Well, that’s interesting, I

wonder what it is?, 3) Not bad, but is it really worth keeping? 4)

Quite good, but it could do with some better processing now that

I am more familiar with aspects of my graphics program. It is

category 4 that I am going to be concerned with here and, I hope,

in a series of subsequent galleries. My goal is two-fold; first, I

would like to create a kind of record or mini-catalog of my work

over the years and second, I hope that sharing these images will

not only interest others, but perhaps inspire a few individuals to



further investigate some of these fascinating aspects of the world

of Nature.

Do try to think of this as simply a gallery and not an

exposition with a theme. I will not include images which I have

recently taken nor will I include any crystal images, at least not in

the early galleries, since I have recently written a good deal about

crystals. (Although, as it turns out, I will make one exception, as

usual.) Also, I will keep my comments at a minimum, just enough

to help orient you regarding the subject matter of the image. So,

this is just a kind of ramble from one thing to another with no

particular order.

The first image is, as it happens, one of the first

photomicrographs I ever took. It is a Polaroid taken with an

awkward camera device designed for microscopic photography. It

has a separate focusing tube with a small, circular ground glass

screen. The film I used was a combination which produced a print

within a minute or so and also a negative, which had to be

carefully washed in water to remove any chemical residues. A

rather cumbersome and somewhat messy procedure but, of course,

nothing at all like the complexity of processing film. I must admit,

I was never a fan of film cameras for photomicroscopy. (No, need

to send me irascible, lengthy protests about its superiority. I have

a couple of friends who are dedicated film users and they keep

me on my toes.) The expense alone was always a major factor for

me, plus the need to have ones own darkroom to get the best

results. My first digital camera was a Nikon CoolPix 995 and it’s

still the camera I use. Others have been recommended and I tried

out a very fine JenOptik camera linked to a laptop, but I could



never really get into it. I’m a tech dinosaur and a cantankerous

old coot who is very stubborn. When I find something that works

for me, I am very resistant to change. (Drives my friends and my

wife crazy.)

I kept this image and present it here, because of the

organism which is quite unusual, and I found it only once in a

highly alkaline lake in the high prairie (about 7,000 feet). It is a

cluster of Amoebae, named Raphidophyrs (although the

taxonomists may have changed it by now). These little critters

form clusters and create “bridges” with their pseudopodia,

apparently as traps to capture prey for feeding–a remarkable

example of cooperation at the most basic level. Well, so much for

keeping my comments brief but, I promise, I’ll try harder as we

proceed. (However, don’t make any bets on my having much

success.)



glimpse inside a lantern, which though relatively small, is the 

largest I have ever encountered. This is a view from the side.

For many years, I have been fascinated by echinoderms 

and also by calcareous structures and, quite wonderfully,

echinoderms have lots and lots of calcareous structures. So, let’s 

look at a few.

Sea urchins, the “pin cushions of the sea”, possess an

incredible structure, called “Aristotle’s Lantern”. This is the

“mouth” and usually consists of about 40 “plates” The image is a



Equally remarkable is the “mouth” structure in sand dollars.This is a view from below 

and here you can clearly see the five teeth. Throughout the “lanterns”, pentagonal symmetry 

tends to be preserved.

And here is a view from the top.



Below, you can see 2 of the “wings” fused in a larger 

structure which appears to be some extraordinary albino bird.

Even the parts of this structure are fascinating. Here is one 

which looks rather like some bizarre calcareous “wing” or 

perhaps an ultramodern, super high-rise hotel in Dubai.



We’ll return to the echinoderms a bit later, but now I

would like to turn to some truly microscopic organisms. 

Forstarters, two of my favorite desmids. These minute 

protists display remarkable diversity. I’ll show you 

Closterium which is crescent-shaped and Micrasterias 

which displays bilateral symmetry.



Some other great beauties are the diatoms, often described 

as “jewels of the sea”. However, it should be noted that they also 

occur in fresh and brackish water as well as soil. Traditionally,

desmids and diatoms were regarded as algae and now recent 

taxonomists have decided to muddy up the waters, as it were, by 

calling them protists and creating new categories. Well, to that I 

say: Poppycock! Unnecessary obfuscation aimed at all of us 

amateurs. Anyway, there are two basic types of diatoms; the 

centric and the pennate. The pennate forms are bilaterally 

symmetrical and the centric diatoms are radially symmetrical.

First, I’ll show 2 examples of pennate diatoms.





The centric diatoms, because of their radial symmetry are 

sometimes regarded as more beautiful, but that’s not quite fair.

Diatoms are difficult to photograph, because they have so much 

fine structure. You can demonstrate this for yourself by going on 

Google and looking at SEM (Scanning Electron Microscope)

images of diatoms. Further complicating things for the optical 

microscopist is the fact that the diatom frustule (shell) is largely 

composed of silica (glass) and creates special challenges to make 

the details accessible. However, using special contrast techniques 

such as Nomarski Differential Interference Contrast and adjusting 

the prisms so as to obtain what is called “optical staining”, one 

can get some rather spectacular results. I’ll show you another 

example of a pennate diatom, but this time using Nomarski and 

then an example of a centric diatom, also using that technique.



Of course, we should expect that Mother Nature will 

complicate things for us in our attempt to put things into order 

and so, I give you yet another diatom. Is it centric or pennate?

Well, it isn’t centric, so I guess that settles it. Maybe.



Or perhaps a triangular one, just to keep things interesting.



While we’re on things with glassy shells, there are some 

ameboid type organisms that are highly creative architects and 

create amazing “houses”. These are the radiolaria. I’ll give you 3 

examples of their shells. The first 2 came from dredgings off 

Barbados and the third form is from the Pacific.





We have by no means exhausted calcareous things in the 

items for this first gallery, so let’s return to them. Let’s 

beginwith a big item, Acanthaster planci, the infamous 

Crown-of-Thorns starfish which can get up to 12 to 14 inches 

in diameterfrom the center to the tips of the arms. This creature 

attacks coralreefs, digests the corals and regurgitates the

 indigestiblecalcareous bits. It’s possessed of a kind of toxin, so

 divers have tocollect them with considerable care. There have 

been programs toremove them from designated areas, but they 

have to be removed by hand, lifted up into a boat above, and 

then either ground up or removed elsewhere for disposal. One 

can simply chop them into pieces and return them, because 

they will regenerate from the parts and one ends up with 

even more than one had in the beginning. Poison can’t be 

used, because that would kill off all the other reef flora and 

fauna as well.



The spines of sea urchins are mostly composed of Calcium 

carbonate and consist of stacks and stacks of crystals. In the thick,

pigmented spines, this cannot be easily observed. However, if one 

takes a relatively thin spine that is not heavily pigmented and 

places it in a solution of immersion or cedar wood oil, one can 

sometimes, with the help of the oil which has penetrated, see the 

columns or stack. Here is an example.

Another large echinoderm is the “slate pencil sea urchin”, 
Heterocentrotus mamillatus and probably apocrophally, in 
earlydays, the spines were used as chalk for writing on slate 
boards inclassrooms. It is a tropical form found in the Indo-
Pacific region and does have long, thick spines which 
have a sort of resemblance to brown sticks of chalk.



Spines in sea urchins come in all sorts of strange shapes

and sizes and here I want to show you one of the most bizarre. It

is a spine from a tropical species, Goniocidaris mikado, and I am

showing you an upside down view. The ball and collar, which

look rather like a tropical sun hat, form the ball portion of the ball

and joint apparatus by means of which the spine is attached to the

test (shell) of the urchin. This means that the frilly part at the

bottom is actually projecting upward when attached.



The cross sections of sea urchin spines, when properly

prepared can be some of the most beautiful specimens one can

find. In this example, you can see concentric circles of crystals



radiating out from the central core. This was photographed using

Nomarski DIC.

Echinoderms are of such persistent fascination in large part,

because they come in so many unexpected forms. Here is a 

specimen of a comatulid or “feather star”.



Mollusks are, of course, usually loaded with Calcium 

carbonate and I want here to consider a particularly lovely 

example. This is a Murex shell, commonly known as a “Venus 

Comb”.



The second is a small chip of a mineral which I found in a 

small box of samples and which remains unidentified, but it has 

an intriguing structure and appearance.

Well, as usual, I have rambled on too long, so I’ll finish this first

 gallery with non-biological images, namely, crystals--with 3 examples.

The first consists of crystals of rutile in a matrix.



The final example is a chemical crystal which formed on a slide 

and which I isolated both because of its form and its beautiful 

rich color. It is from a solution of Copper acetate.



Editor's

I hope you enjoyed wandering through this gallery with me 

and I also hope that I find time to follow up with additional 

galleries. If you liked this one and would like to see additional 

ones, I would appreciate hearing from you.

All comments to the author Richard Howey are welcomed.

 note: Visit Richard Howey's new website at
http://rhowey.googlepages.com/home where he

plans to share aspects of his wide interests.
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HAIRS 

 

Some things I do may seem a bit ghoulish: whenever I come across a corpse I like to collect some of its hairs… A few 

months ago, I wrote about porcupine quills, which are nothing more than modified hairs. But this is not the only corpse I 

came across. It’s unfortunate, but the road systems around the world are responsible for millions of animal deaths each 

year. In Australia, it’s an estimated 10 million deaths; in the UK, some estimates are split with one million animals and 10 

million birds; in the United-States, it’s an estimated one million per day… Some of these may be a bit smelly, many 

because they’ve been by the road side a bit beyond their expiry date, so to speak, while others are naturally of the 

smelly type, like skunks, especially when the stinky parts have been squashed my passing cars… 

If you hike as much as I do you are bound to find some dead 

animals along the way. Over the years I saw many dead shrews 

and moles simply lying in forested paths; their life expectancy is 

rather short and they can drop dead after little more than a year. 

Others are victims of predators who may leave some remains 

around, including skin and hairs. Like it or not, humans are also 

predators and some hairs can be collected from hunters.  

 

 

One day, after returning from a camping trip, I found a 

dead baby mouse in my car. How it got there, I have no 

idea, but I took some samples which were so small that 

they had to be literally shaved off with a scalpel.  

 

 

Baby mouse hairs, 400x, polarized light 

Red Squirrel hairs, 400x 

Shrew hairs, 200x, polarized light 



But animals don’t always need to be dead to provide some hairs for my collection. There is a drive through wildlife park 

that I used to visit in western Quebec; many of the animals were very friendly and would gather around the car in the 

hope of being given carrots that were sold at the entrance. You could pet many of them, like wapitis, spotted deer, and 

ibex, and if you were there during the molting season it was easy to pick up a handful of hairs. 

 

(Speaking of molting, some animals seem to be 

molting all the time. My sister has a small pug and 

every time I go for a visit my clothes pick up an 

abundant supply of dog hairs. Sounds familiar?) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Another park I used to visit had some “samples” of animal skin with some 

hairs that were falling off…  So, obviously, I kept a few samples. 

 

 

 

Ibex hairs, 70x, polarized light 

Mink hairs, 100x, polarized light 

Black bear hair, 400x, polarized light 

Dog hairs (pug), 100x, polarized light 



 

From various sources, I have collected hairs 

from many whitetail deer. Some of these still 

had their roots, which proved very interesting in 

polarized light. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Whitetail deer hair, 400x 

Whitetail deer hair, 100x, Rheinberg illumination 

Whitetail deer hair roots, 100x, polarized light 



Hairs are not unique to mammals. Many arthropods have various types of hairs. I wrote about the many hairs of 

tarantula, some of which may be used for defense against potential predators. Many insects, notably some species of 

caterpillars, are also equipped with poisonous hairs. I had the opportunity of adding a few such hairs in my collection. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I always look at hairs in polarized light; while it’s not always the best possible view the polarization often provides 

surprising images. 

Looking at various types of hairs under the microscope one cannot help 

being surprised at their diversity. Their basic structure is similar, with a 

“medulla” as the center core, surrounded by the “cortex”, both 

surrounded by an outer shell, the “cuticle”. But within these structures 

can be seen a lot of variations, either in the thickness or the 

appearance of each element. Specialists can tell species by their hairs 

and a whole new way of “trapping” animals to study their populations 

has been developed over the years. 

Tarantula hairs, 200x, phase contrast Hairy caterpillar hairs, 100x 

Mole hairs, 100x, polarized light Mole hairs, 400x, stack of 7 images 



Some of these involve “scratching posts” where animals relieve an itch and leave some hairs. Others are tight passages 

lined with sticky tape placed where the animals are likely to pass and leave some samples. I may try some of these 

myself… but I may have a hard time figuring out what kind of hairs was collected! 

In my research, I came upon a fascinating document from the National University of Ireland, Galway : 

https://www.npws.ie/sites/default/files/publications/pdf/IWM92.pdf 

Another one is from the Forensic Science Communications: https://archives.fbi.gov/archives/about-us/lab/forensic-

science-communications/fsc/july2004/research/2004_03_research02.htm 

I even found a free eBook: Microscopy of Hairs: A Practical Guide and Manual, John W. HicksJan 1977, Department of 

Justice, Federal Bureau of Investigation 

 

My previous articles: 

Porcupine quills: 

http://www.microscopy-uk.org.uk/mag/artsep19/ca-hairs.pdf#search=%22tarantula%22  

Tarantula hairs: 

http://www.microscopy-uk.org.uk/mag/artsep19/ca-hairs.pdf#search=%22tarantula%22 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

And being a mammal and not bald, I have also taken a look at my own graying hairs… 

 
Comments to the author Christian Autotte are welcomed, email: 

cautotte214 AT gmail DOT com 
Published in the March 2022 issue of Micscape magazine. 

www.micscape.org 

Human hairs, brown and grey, 40x, polarized light 
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Adventures in the Berlin Tiergarten

Richard L. Howey, Wyoming, USA

I visited the Berlin Tiergarten (literally “Animal Garden” or in

other words “Zoo”) 50 years ago while waiting for a visa to go

into East Germany to do research at the Goethe-Schiller Archive.

I was exasperated with the Kafkian bureaucratic red tape of the

East Germans and needed to relax and unwind.

Before I left the U.S., the State Department had sent me some

information on East Germany, including the address of the Visa

Office in East Berlin. Before leaving West Berlin, however, I

decided to call the U.S. Consulate to confirm the address and yes,

I was assured that the Visa Office was on the Friedrichstrasse.

I took the subway line over to the Friedrichstrasse station in East

Berlin and there went through the checkpoint. West Berliners had

to be very careful not to take that subway line into East Berlin,

because at that time West Berliners were forbidden entrance to

East Germany and a simple mistake could result in several days

of detention and interrogation. Each time one crossed the border,

one was required to fill out customs and currency declarations

and have ones luggage searched. Then, assuming that there were

no complications, one was given a permit for the day to remain in

East Berlin, which meant that one had to be back in West Berlin

by midnight. On entering, one also had to convert a minimum

amount of currency into East German marks and it was strictly



forbidden to take any East German currency in or out. So, of

course, one had to spend whatever one converted, which is a nice

way of boosting any economy. I went to the address I had been

given and climbed two flights of stairs to the offices of a small

travel bureau. The only person working there at the time was a

young woman, who knew no English, and was trying to talk to a

middle-aged American couple who knew no German. They were

trying to get a visa to visit Dresden and I was trying to get one for

Weimar. Since I could speak some German, I offered to help, but

the young woman knew nothing about visas. Finally, I prevailed

upon her to call to find out where the Visa Office was. After an

extended telephone conversation, she rather anxiously suggested

that we go to the Police Presidium. This clearly did nothing to

calm our nerves, but the three of us took a taxi to the Police

Presidium in the Hans Beimler Strasse, a considerable distance

from the Friedrichstrasse. As it turned out, the Visa Office was

indeed located in the Police Presidium and I helped the American

couple get their visa for Dresden. I then turned to the task of

getting my own visa and was informed that the relevant papers of

my visa had not yet arrived from Weimar.

That was the first of five trips to get a visa. Each day I had to be

out of the East zone and back into West Berlin by midnight. After

the third trip, I got tired of going through the checkpoint and

filling out custom and currency declarations, so I got the

telephone number of the Police Presidium and went back to West

Berlin, waited two days, and then put in a call from the hotel. I

was amazed at how stupid I had been. Instead of all this travelling

back and forth, why had this simple idea of calling not occurred



to me before? Seven hours later the telephone call was returned to

inform me that the paper had still not arrived. I later discovered

that, at that time, there were only fourteen telephone lines linking

East and West Berlin. By that time, I was beginning to feel like a

character caught in the middle of a Kafka novel. I was beginning

to think that the U.S. State Department didn't want me to go,

since they kept giving me the wrong address. I was also

beginning to think that the East Germans didn't want me to visit,

since no one seemed to know anything about the papers. The next

morning, I decided to take more decisive action. I packed

everything and again set out for the Police Presidium. I patiently

explained to a police official that I had been waiting for over a

week for the papers for my visa. He made a phone call and then

suggested that I get a 24 hour visa, take the train to Weimar, and

have the police in Weimar issue the visa for the period of my stay.

That afternoon, I arrived in Weimar. Now Weimar has for

centuries been a great intellectual and cultural center of Germany

and in 1975 celebrated the 1000th anniversary of its founding.

Johann Sebastian Bach lived there briefly, Goethe's house is there

as well as a Goethe Museum, Schiller's house, Franz Liszt's house,

the Nietzsche villa, and Lucas Cranach, the painter, Rilke, the

poet, Herder, Thomas Mann had all lived in Weimar for a time.

There are castles, archives, parks, museums, libraries, and

institutes, all under the jurisdiction of an administrative unit with

a title that only the Germans could have invented—die Nationale

Forschungs-und Gedendstätten der klassischen deutschen

Literatur in Weimar—known as the NFG, for short. The story is

told that during the period when Hitler was trying to "purify" the

German language and get rid of all foreign derivatives, the word



"Dynamo", which means the same thing that it does in English,

got replaced by "Wassertreibselektrizitätsherstellungsmaschine"!

This is sometimes offered as an explanation of the German defeat.

So, there I was in Weimar. I jumped into a taxi, certain that

everyone in Weimar would know where such a prestigious

institution was located and said confidently to the driver: "Take

me to die Nationale Forschungs-und Gedenkst a tten der

klassischen deutschen Literatur in Weimar." He turned around

and looked at me in total bewilderment as though I had asked to

be taken to Mars. I then asked to be taken to the Nietzsche

Archives and was again met with puzzlement. Finally, I started to

explain about archives and institutes and libraries and castles and

when I hit on castles, he said, "Ah, ja! You want to go to the

Castle." Now, I really did feel like I was in the middle of a Kafka

novel.

As it turned out the main administrative offices for the NFG were

indeed housed in the Castle. My arrival created consternation.

Professor Holtzhauer, the director, was on vacation and so, his

secretary called Dr. Hans Henning, Director of the Central

Libraries, who appeared a half an hour later. I explained the visa

problem to Dr. Henning, who helped me find a hotel room for the

night. The next morning, Dr. Henning picked me up in his car at

the hotel and we went off to the police in Weimar to settle the

visa problem, or so we thought. Armed with official documents

which had not yet been sent to East Berlin, since my arrival date

had not been known, we expected every success. A police official

listened patiently and then abruptly informed us that visas could

be issued only in East Berlin and that I would have to be out of



East Germany by midnight. And so I returned by train to East

Berlin, crossed back over to West Berlin, waited two days and

then packed everything up again and returned to the Police

Presidium in East Berlin to get my visa. I arrived to be once again

informed that the official papers had not yet arrived. By that time,

exasperation had overcome prudence and I lost my temper. I

informed the police official that this visit was a result of an

official invitation from the East German Ministry of Culture. Ten

minutes later I had, in my sweaty hand, an unrestricted visa for

four weeks, which meant that I could travel almost anywhere I

wanted in East Germany without supervision. Nietzsche despised

the bureaucratic machinations of political systems and, in fact,

gave up his German citizenship and never took citizenship in

another country. From that time on, he described himself, not

according to nationality, but as a European. Nietzsche travelled

from Germany to Italy to Switzerland to France and now in this

day of passports and visas and residence permits, I very keenly

felt the irony of having to go through all of this bureaucratic red

tape in order to get to Weimar to study the manuscripts of this

philosopher without a country.

So, what does all of this have to do with the Berlin Zoo? Well,

during the waiting periods, I found comfort and companionship

with the animals there. I think it was the 125th anniversary of the

founding of the zoo. (My secret agent, Monsieur Google tells me

that it was in 1969.) Zoos can be awful places and many an

animal has lived out an utterly miserable existence simply to

gratify the idle curiosity of us humans. The great German poet,

Rainer Maria Rilke (how could one have such a beautifully



alliterative name and not become a poet?), wrote a powerful

poem expressing the terrible things that we can inflict upon

animals by caging them. Rilke had gone to Paris and was

suffering a writer’s block. He became secretary to the great

French sculptor, Auguste Rodin. When he told Rodin of his

difficulty, Rodin advised him to go to the zoological gardens and

to write about specific, concrete entities. Out of this period came

one of his most famous poems The Panther in which he captures

the sense of this noble beast trapped and condemned.

Here is a site where you can find several different translations of

this poem. My preference is for the very last one by C.F.

MacIntyre.

In the last few decades, major zoos have undergone significant

modifications. They are no longer just rows of prisons to exhibit

strange animals to the curious. Many have become research

institutions and are desperately trying to breed endangered

species, study the diseases and parasites that their animals are

subject to, and even collect DNA samples in the rather forlorn

hope of eventually being able to restore specific creatures should

they become extinct. In addition, many zoos have spent large

sums of money to simulate the habitats of various groups of

animals which allows them to live in a more natural environment.

This means that they live a better existence than they used to in

zoos and also such contexts allow them to behave more naturally

which can provide researchers with important information. The

most important issue is that some major zoos are being

transformed into genuine scientific institutions. People like

Gerald Durrell and Bernhard Gzrimek, just to mention two, have

http://www.thebeckoning.com/poetry/rilke/rilke3.html


made enormous contributions to transforming the very concept of

a zoological garden—Gerald Durrell with his National Trust on

the Isle of Jersey and Bernhard Gzrimek at the Frankfurt Zoo.

Such undertakings are very expensive and as long as human

beings persist in waging war on each other and everything around

them, then large numbers of organisms which share this planet

will be at risk of extinction. There are also still those trophy

collectors who want to go out and slaughter a rhinoceros, chop

off the head, and hang it on the wall of their den. If I could afford

to have a den, I would adorn its walls with the heads of “Great

White Hunters” and also those of various and sundry politicians.

What does all of this have to do with my meditative respites at

the zoo? Well, I’m going to tell you about the okapis and

capybaras. Okapis are simply splendid animals which look rather

like a cross between a zebra and a large antelope but the males

have only short horns which are covered with skin. These animals

are actually the only living relative of the giraffe. They don’t

have the long neck of the giraffe, but have long blue tongues–

long enough to wipe their eyes, wash their ears, and bend

branches down to reach the leaves and buds which they eat. The

Berlin zoo has benches conveniently situated for weary observers

to sit at various strategic points and view specific compounds

(provided, of course, that one’s view isn’t blocked by crowds of

watchers standing at the rails.) I would usually visit the okapis in

the very late afternoon when the keepers were trying to cajole

them into the building where they would be fed. As it turned out

these okapis were very playful and they led the two keepers a

merry chase. Just as one of them seemed to be going into the



building, it would bound off and the other okapi would join its

mate and the two of them would give a goading look as though

saying: Come on, let’s play some more.” This game could go on

for 10 or 15 minutes and finally the okapis would tire of the fun

and enter the building. Our anthropocentrism sometimes leads us

to forget that humans are not the only animals who like to play.

Of course, we can observe it in cats and dogs, but if we pay

attention to animals in the wild we can also see what indeed

seems to be play even though some such behaviors may also be

associated with learning survival skills or with courting behaviors.

When one observes otters frolicking, it would be hard indeed to

believe that they are not playing and having an enormously good

time.

Here are two photos (from Google) of Okapi; the second one

shows one feeding.





My fascination with the capybaras was of a quite different 

character. They are the largest living rodents and can weigh up to 

140 pounds. They strike me, with their large soulful eyes, as 

contemplative, even philosophical, creatures. Two of them would 

come up near the railing on which I was leaning and they would 

look at me and I would look at them and we would have a silent 

dialogue. They strike me as quite docile beasts, but I don’t think 

they would make very good house pets. One would require quite 

a large shovel to clean up after them. Nonetheless, people do 

have them as pets. They are very gentle creatures and tolerate 

birds, other small animals, and small capybaras riding on their 

backs. They derive benefit from the birds who feed on the insects 

that have taken up lodging in the capybara’s hair. They spend 

much of their time in water, are powerful swimmers, but are also 

quite fast on land.

I’ll show you four images (from Google) of these wonderful 

creatures. The first gives you a general idea of its size and shape.



The third show you what is likely someone’s pet and clearly it is a gentle creature.

The second shows one peering over the edge of someone’s 

swimming pool.



One afternoon, I was walking around the zoological gardens and I 

noticed a building I hadn’t yet visited which, as it turned out was 

the Berlin Aquarium which also has an insectarium. I found some

And, the fourth photo, shows you the wise visage of an ancient sage.



large glass cases on the second floor, which would be our third 

floor, no wonder the world is so confusing, and I wandered over 

to one of the cases which contained a leafy bush or miniature 

tree–whatever. I strained my eyes to see what was in the case, I 

walked around it 3 times–a bunch of leaves–boring as dust. What 

was I supposed to be looking for? Aphids? Plant mites? In that 

case, they should have provided me with a magnifier! I was 

standing there staring at this disappointing case, when suddenly I 

noticed a slight movement, but it was just a little breeze making 

the leaves move. But, wait a minute, this was a glass case; there 

shouldn’t be any zephyrs gusting though it. There it was again,

another leaf moved and I suddenly realized that I was looking at a 

tree branch occupied by some of the most remarkable camouflage 

artists in all of nature–leaf insects. Take a look.

The first looks like a dried up brown leaf that one might find in 

autumn after the color had all bleached out of it.



And, the third, is an image of a stick insect. These are remarkable 

creatures and vary in size from a tiny half-inch species from 

North America to a species from Borneo that has a torso about a 

foot long and when the legs are extended is over a foot and a half 

in length.

The second is quite like the first but, in this case, a nice healthy 

green like we might expect in midsummer.





Wandering around the Tiergarten was also a wonderful adventure

in terms of the lovely gardens and exotic plants. All of this

provided me a partial escape from the annoyance and stress of

dealing with the East German bureaucracy. Another thing that

helped was a very nice restaurant located right outside one of the

entrances to the Tiergarten. It was 2 levels and lots of glass which

allowed one to sit and watch the passerby, many of whom were

headed to the Tiergarten. The restaurant was an island of delight,

because they offered everything from a bracingly strong cup of

coffee, pastries, sandwiches, complete meals of sausage and salad,

or beef, chicken, or pork dishes, and good German beer and very

nice house wines. However, perhaps the best part, was that one

could take a paper, magazine, or book and sit for two hours and

no one would disturb you or suggest that you should move along.

One day, I stayed and wandered around into the evening in the

Tiergarten which is open 24 hours; but the Tierpark or Zoo was

open from 9:00 to 6:00. However, this meant that one could

wander quietly around the gardens, which were well lit and enjoy

the air and soothing odor of the flowers. As I was leaving to go

back to my small hotel, I noticed across the wide street, below the

city train overpass a number of people standing under the

immense concrete pillars that supported the tracks above. As I

glanced in their direction, a train clattered over their heads

making a thunderous noise. However, what caught my attention

was that each of the persons standing there had his or her mouth

wide open. It was such a contrast from the gardens I had just left

that I was befuddled. When I got back to the hotel, I asked the

desk clerk about this strange phenomenon and he said: “Ach, ja,
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eople do this to get rid of their tensions. They go down and wait

for the strain to rumble through and then they scream as loudly as

they can and no one can hear them. It’s a quite therapeutic

experience. I sometimes go there myself after a hard day.”

The next day, after my stint with the okapi and capybaras, I went

to the restaurant in the early evening and ordered a full course

meal with a small flask of wine. Afterwards, I headed for the

pillars under the train tracks and prepared myself. I only had to

wait about 5 minutes and there was a great roaring which moved

toward me and then engulfed me and I let loose with what was

perhaps the most satisfying scream of my life. And afterwards, I

thought, East German officials “Watch out! Tomorrow, I am

going to Weimar.” And, indeed, I did.

All comments to the author Richard Howey are welcomed.
If email software is not linked to a browser, right click above
link and use the copy email address feature to manually

transfer.

Editor's note: Visit Richard Howey's new website at
http://rhowey.googlepages.com/home where he

plans to share aspects of his wide interests.
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