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Ecuador Summer Study Program Reflection
Ecuador is among the most rewarding travel destinations in South America.  With many different and unique indigenous cultures, beautifully preserved architecture, volcano landscapes amidst the Andes Mountains, and a dense rainforest packed with wildlife.  My trip to Ecuador was definitely one of the most rewarding and adventurous journeys of my life.  Our group had been preparing and reading up on all the different cultures and wildlife, weeks before our trip, in preparation for what we would see each day.  While in Ecuador we visited different types of environments: the city of Quito, the Galapagos Islands, and the Amazon Rainforest.  In each environment we had a guide with us to translate and feed us knowledge about the area; as well as, educate our group on the wildlife, the different types of vegetation, and the way the people of the area live.  Our group from Saint Mary’s went there for a class learning experience, but really we sort of went there as tourists to observe the traditions and cultures, and to compare the Ecuadorian way of life to the American way of life.

Quito is the capital of Ecuador and is located about 9,500 feet above sea level in the Andes Mountains.  The weather there, although we were located right on the equator, was actually quite cool due to the high elevation.   The city is the second most populous city in Ecuador.  Quito has beautifully preserved architecture in its buildings, as well as, many different cultures of indigenous people. Each culture has its own beliefs and practices that they follow.  These beliefs and practices have been in existence for many years.  I did not expect Quito to be as big as it really was; the city spread out all over the place with the gorgeous Andes Mountains surrounding the entire city.  It was very well developed with large buildings and a beautiful square called the San Francisco Square for their main business district.  I really enjoyed the city of Quito because it was such a large, well preserved city with spectacular scenery.  I also was very fascinated by the history and different cultures living in the city and how the city came to be built.  We learned about the history through a walking tour of “Old town” Quito, which is where many original buildings and cathedrals still stand.  Life in Quito is so different from our lives in America, and it was really unique and eye opening to see the local Ecuadorians go about their daily lives to provide us Saint Mary’s students with a means of comparison and reflection on our own lives.  

 The environment of the Galapagos Islands is an environment very different from the crazy, built up city of Quito.  The Galapagos Islands are an island chain off the west coast of Ecuador.  The islands were formed by volcanoes about 3.5 million years ago.  Each island is different with its own vegetation and wildlife and unique characteristics.  Throughout our eight day voyage in the Galapagos we traveled to 7 different islands.  Ashore each island, we went on guided hikes along special marked paths through the islands to learn about the wildlife and vegetation unique to each island.  The older the island is the least amount of elevation and high vegetation will be present on the island.  The wildlife in the Galapagos is so incredible.  There are animals there that can only be seen in the Galapagos.  The animals and birds and tortoises and sea lions are not afraid of human presence at all because they do not have dangerous land predators to threaten them like animals do elsewhere.  The Galapagos was a place unlike anything I have ever been too before.  The island chains are entirely natural pieces of land with no pollution, no destruction, no big city influences, just freedom; freedom for the animals to develop and survive in their own habitat on pieces of land that have never once been touched or destroyed by humans.  The birds and sea lions would not run away from us when we got close to them, they just went on being and living their life as though we were not even there.  Our group was able to watch many mating calls and rituals be performed by the birds, and we were also able to observe the different ways, such as protection and feeding, the animals raise their young. The Galapagos was by-far my favorite part of the trip due to the naturalness and safeness of the islands, and the fact of just knowing that there is a place where animals can be safe and develop freely without threats or harm.

The environment of the Amazon Rainforest is similar to the environments of the Galapagos and Quito.  In this environment there is tons of wildlife that needs protection and preservation, as well as, individual communities that thrive on the presence of tourists to live.  The area of the Amazon we traveled to was located about 300 feet above sea level in the Amazon basin along the shore of the Napo River.   The Amazon was definitely an experience!  Each day was packed with intense activities, such as a muddy, gruesome hike to a waterfall, a night hike to purposely look for tarantulas, a tour of an animal rescue center, a nice relaxing tube ride down the Napo River, and also a visit to a private Quichwa village.  The village people of about 40 families had several activities planned for our group throughout the day to give us a sense of how they lived their lives.  The most rewarding part of the village visit was how grateful and happy and excited the people were to share with us the traditions and customs of their daily life.  Their lives are so simple and I was very honored to be shown their way of life because there are so many things that I take for granted in my life that they would never even dream of having the opportunity to do, such as attending a college or university that provides students with the opportunity to travel abroad and learn about different cultures and ways of life.  
The opportunity for me to experience different cultures and different environments not only allows me to see how others live their lives, but it allows me to take a look at my life and what I can do differently in my life.  The city of Quito allowed me to see a huge history of one city and how the history is preserved and evolved over several years.  The Galapagos Islands showed me that there is a place where animals can live and develop freely without threat.  The islands are out in the open of the Pacific Ocean with no lights of a city or pollution or harm.  The Galapagos is such a peaceful, surreal place of pure naturalness.  The Amazon Rainforest and the Quichwa village showed me that life can be lived very simply.  It allowed me to evaluate my life and to look at all the things I take for granted that the Quichwa people only dream of having.  I was able to learn about their unique culture and beliefs of simplicity.  Overall, my Ecuador experience taught me so much about myself and the way other people and cultures live.  I am so thankful to have had the opportunity to travel abroad with Saint Mary’s and I hope our presence in Ecuador left a positive impression of the American culture.    
