Bolivia: Lesson 3: Adventures in Bolivia: Getting to know and help San Buenaventura: an Amazonian fishing community


Marcos’ Story

Hola amigos y amigas, hello, Canadian friends! My name is Marcos Uzquiano Howard and I am the son of Dilma and José Gumercindo.  I am so happy to be able to share some of my knowledge with you who have travelled to my country of Bolivia, all the way from Canada!  I was born in San Buenaventura located on the shore of the mighty Beni river in the Amazon region of Bolivia on the 16 of August 1976.  I have 4 other siblings: Lilian, Julio Antonio, Miguel Angel and Perla.  Our parents always taught us to value work, life and nature.  I lost my dad when I was only 5 and after that, my mom had to make a lot of sacrifices, working very hard to feed her 5 children.  Not only  did she provide what we needed in terms of food but also ensured that we all went to school, first to primary school,  then secondary and even to college level.  All the kids had to help and I remember our frequent walks to Potrero where we had a parcel of land where we grew rice, corn and oranges and also raised a few animals. 

Often after the work in the field, my brothers and I went fishing, following small trails in the rainforest that led us to streams that still had lots of fish at the time.  In about 2 hours, with our fish hooks and baits, we caught enough small fish for a lunch or supper for the whole family.  My abuelita – my grandma – was in charge of cooking the fish on the woodstove.  


We learned a lot during these years as one needed to be careful while going through the rainforest. There were poisonous snakes and jaguars who were hunting around our fishing holes. There were lots of bees as well and we got stung so many times!  The only way to escape them was to jump in the stream.  We would dive under until they left us alone!

We had a lot of adventures as kids and one day as we grew older the time came to really put into practice everything we had learned.  It was now time for us to fish in the big Beni river and be confronted with much bigger fish.   It was a beautiful and sunny day when finally my brothers and I were going to fish in the river for the first time.  Unfortunately as it is commun among siblings, we had a big fight just before leaving to fish.  We were still mad at each other when we got to the river so we each found a place at least 100 metres away from each other!  We each had some big hooks and lines, 50 to 100 metres long. 

 It took us a long time before we had the courage to throw our lines in.  I finally did with a lot of fear and anxiety.   A few minutes later, a huge fish bit!  It was so strong that it was pulling me towards the river! It was plunging into the deeper part of the river and several times, I lost my balance and fell to the ground and even into the river.  I was determined to get that fish and when there was some slack in the line, I would pull it and move away up higher.  In the meantime my brothers were witnessing the scene and couldn’t stop laughing!  This annoyed me greatly but it also gave me the strength and the courage to continue.  Finally, totally soaked and exhausted,  I was able to get the fish on shore.  It was a cachorro and it was huge, 1.30 m in length.  To me that was the biggest fish ever caught! With all the commotion, we forgot about our fight and carried the fish on a big stick.  We had to walk an hour and a half to get back to our village and by that time, we were dead tired!

My mother remarried when I was 12 years old to a man called Manuel.  He had done a lot of fishing himself  and with his help, my brothers and I learned new skills which helped us become better fishers.  For instance he showed us how to make traps that had a bunch of hooks on them.  This allowed us to let those traps do the fishing for us while we were resting.  He taught us how to use palm leaves as a net to catch small fishes to be used for baits.  Manuel also insisted that we should be strong physically.  We did a lot of resistance training and swimming as well in the deeper parts of the river.  He felt it was important for us to be strong swimmers in case we fell in the water when navigating in our small boats.  

He was a pratical joker too and I remember what he did to us one beautiful night, totally lit by the moon, as we were fishing .  My brothers and I had become very sleepy so Manuel said, “ I see that you are falling asleep, so attach your lines to the side bar of your mosquito net so that while you are sleeping and resting, you will be able to feel when a fish bites…”  A mosquito net by the way is a net that is hung above our beds to protect us from the ferocious mosquitoes.  We innocently did what he had told us to do and then happily fell asleep.  Not much later a jerky movement shook the mosquito net and we woke up with a start.  We realised with horror that a fish was pulling on the line and was so strong that there was nothing we can do but watch our lines and our precious net disappear in the river!  Our stepdad was enjoying himself witnessing the scene and having a good laugh at our expense.  We spent the rest of the night totally miserable as the mosquitoes were feasting on us!  It was a lesson we remembered for the rest of our lives.

I have so many memories of spending all night fishing and using big nets, up to 150 metres long.  We needed to work as a team as the net was thrown in the water and pulled from our boat  until day break.  Periodically we would slow down and take the fish out of the net, one section at a time so we wouldn’t have to pull the whole net out.  We caught fish such as: pintado, surubi, dorado, tujuno and bagre. My mom and all the siblings would put the fish in special small meshed bags that we hung on the outside of the boat in the water.  That way the fish stayed alive and fresh until we got home the following morning. 


Another fishing technique we used was to attach lines with fish hooks on big tree trunks on shore.  We would throw the lines in the deeper part of the river.  When a fish was caught it struggled to get away and by the following day, it was so tired that it was much easier to pull it to shore.  I remember the size of the hooks and the tickness of the line we used for this technique.  The lines could be up to 1 cm in thickness.  They had to very strong in order to be able to catch huge fishes such as piraibas that can mesure more than 3 metres in length!  One day we caugth a big one but even if it was tired from pulling on the line for a number of hours, it still had a lot of strength left and the whole family was needed to pull it out.  It took a lot of work but finally we got the fish out.  It was a piraiba and its size was impressing, 3.5 m in length and 120 kg in weight!  

There is so much more I could tell you but I just want to say in conclusion that I grew up at a time where we had strong values.  Everybody was expected to help in the different activities for subsistance such as growing food and fishing. That way too the traditional knowledge was being transmitted from generation to generation. We learned how to work as a team not only with the family members but also with the local community in our small town of San Buenaventura.  Everybody was involved in the same type of  activities and we all helped each other.  


All the practical skills I learned and the traditional knowledge I received as I was growing up served me well later on in life.  In 1998, motivated by my love of nature and the environment, I decided to become a volunteer in a new national park that had been recently created near San Buenaventura, called Madidi National Park.  I was able to help  people become more aware of their environment and the need to protect it.  A few years later, I was hired as a park warden and that was one of my dreams come true as I was able to do more indepth work to protect our beautiful environment.  And now, I work in the tourist industry.  I moved to the big city of La Paz a few years ago and was hired by a tourist agency that promotes eco-tourism and organizes treks to the rainforest of Bolivia.  I am also studying English and I dream to go back one day to my beautiful place of birth where I hope to continue the work of preservation of our natural beauties.
