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Traveling through the environments of Ecuador opened my eyes to new perspectives.  In eighteen days, I gained knowledge about the diverse ecosystems, rich culture, and the effects of tourism.  It is incredible how different the ecosystem, life, and culture is from the Andes highlands to the Galapagos Islands and the tropical rainforests of the Amazon.  Experiencing Ecuadorian life and culture first hand made me appreciate the opportunities and lifestyle I have in the United States.  Studying abroad has been both educational and humbling, and I wish everyone as great of an experience as I have had.   
As I landed in Quito, my heart raced with excitement.  I had never been to South America and was thrilled to begin this incredible journey through Ecuador.  I was doubtful that my experience would be as rich as the other girls’ since I did not know Spanish.  Luckily, many people spoke English or were friendly and acknowledged me despite my ignorance to the language.  I was interested to see how crowded the city was since it is the second largest city in Ecuador with a population of about 1.4 million.  
There were so many apparent differences from American culture to Ecuadorian culture from the moment I arrived.  The airport seemed chaotic and the security was nowhere near as intense at the states.  We were noticed by everyone at the airport.  Many people stared at us as we met our tour guide, Lucy.  It is not everyday that a group of 14 young, white women come to Ecuador.  The men thought it was polite to make comments about our beauty.  In the United States, we would consider them rude.  But we were in Ecuador, so we all appreciated the comments and enjoyed the boost in our self-esteems.   
We rode to Hotel Quito with eyes pasted to the windows.  The buildings of Quito are rich with color.  Cars flood the streets and traffic is thick.  Quito is a crowded city, and not all areas are well kept.  Some areas are rich and modern while others are run-down.    The whole city was built up, and there was only one park that I noticed.  It made me wonder where children go to play and if they were safe outside of their homes.  At night, the city is dark in comparison to cities in the states.  Electricity was limited to big restaurants and hotels.  Little shops, cafes, and grocery stores did not have lights and there were not many street lamps.  Quito had billboards of white, blond haired women everywhere.  I expected the billboards to have Ecuadorian models, not American models.      
While in the highlands of the Andes Mountains, I encountered people of the Indigenous population. Although the largest group of Indigenous people is the Andean Quichua, I had the most contact with Otavalenos.  The Otavalenos are modern-day couriers of the ancient tongue of the Incas that live in the Ecuadorian Andes.  My first interaction with an Otavaleño was when we stopped for bizchochos.  A 14 year old girl met us at the shop and came with us to the Otavalo Market where she worked.  She brought a baby with her, and I thought it was her sister.  To my surprise, it was her daughter! I was stunned that this young girl was working and taking care of a child at the early age of 14.  On the bus ride, she sang a few traditional songs and taught us about traditional women attire.  She demonstrated how single versus married women wear their scarves as hats and pointed out her traditional clothing:  long black skirt, white blouse, accents of pink, and a gold-looking beaded necklace.  Men do not dress traditionally the way the women do, and I noticed that at the market.  It was nice to see the traditional attire still worn despite many modernizations because it is a way to outwardly express their ethnicity.  
The Otavalo Market is the most tourist-oriented market in all of Ecuador, and tourists typically go to the market on Saturdays.  We went on a Tuesday which was nice because it was not very crowded.  We spent two hours there, although I could have spent the day there!  My eyes danced as I stepped off the bus and met the vibrant colors of the Otavalo products.  I entered a maze of rows and columns of stands full of products to buy:  Al paca blankets, ponchos, masks, scarves, shoes, jewelry, t-shirts, and shot glasses.  I was overwhelmed with the array of items but got shopping quickly.  The Otavalenos were friendly and eager to sell their products.  Every person who noticed me walk by his or her stand greeted me.  The Otavalenos must have loved me because I easily bought things and did not bargain much.  And even if I was not interested in any products, I would speak with them!  Thankfully, the Otavalenos were talkative and could hold a basic conversation in English.  English is important for those who work in the market because most “big spenders” are tourists. As a tourist, I spent more time with people I could speak with.  Consequently, those who spoke with me profited more than those who did not.  Although I could have simple conversations with the natives, I wished I could speak Spanish, especially during the half hour I was lost!  For the half hour I was lost, I hung out at one stand full of scarves.  It was a relief to spend time with one person until I located the group.  
The market sparked my curiosity because many people working looked my age! I could hardly imagine living in an indigenous community and growing up so quickly.  In the United States, people my age typically have themselves to worry about and still rely on their parents.  If I lived in Otavalo, I would have a family and be working to support them!  I am so thankful to be a North American because that responsibility at such a young age frightens me.

The Amazon basin is also rich in indigenous culture like the highlands.  Despite increasing pressures from the modern and industrialized world, there are many shamanistic traditions existing within the rainforest.  I met people from Campo Cocha, a Quechua village consisted of 40 families.  I was astonished by their way of life.  The president welcomed us upon arrival and took us to the primary school.  There, we heard the children sing two traditional songs for us.  I was impressed that they know how to speak both Quechua and Spanish, yet they only go to school through fifth grade.  We sang them a song and taught them how to play freeze-tag.  The children were so trusting and affectionate, and they were thrilled to have us there!  From the school, we went to the medicine man, the village doctor.  The village doctor was a man was a man which did not surprise me since the culture of Campo Cocha is primitive.  Still, it bothered me because I am a woman and want to be a doctor someday.  The women there have no opportunities; they are destined to be a mother and a care-taker of their families from birth.  At least girls can go to school.  Coming from the United States, land of opportunity, I am astounded by the women’s contentment.  
The doctor explained the array of plants and juices he had displayed on a wooden table.  It is amazing how simple everything is.  One plant is used to fight cancer, a terribly bitter juice made of tree bark and sugar cane alcohol is used to clear digestive tract problems, and a particular type of leaf is used to make tea for menstrual pain.  The United States has complicated medicines and treatment for almost everything!    Still, we have a great number of ill people.  Although th life expectancy of people in Campo Cocha is not as long as those in the United States, they seem to live adequate lives without half the technology we have.  It is amazing.  Still, I wish we could help them without technology and medical advancements.  There was a lot of malnutrition in the village.  I saw a few little boys that looked like they had watermelons in their stomachs.  Sadly, even if we wanted to help them we would not be allowed to.  Campo Cocha as well as other primitive cultures deep within the Amazon wants nothing to do with the industrialized world.  
The simplicity of the village is humbling.  Their homes reminded me of tree houses but not up in trees.  It was made out of wood and had a palm-leaf thatched roof.  Inside, there were two rooms; one room was strictly for sleeping, and it was separated by a door.  The other functioned as the living and cooking area.  It was an open room with benches along the walls and an area for cooking.  The people of Campo Cocha have only the essentials for life:  minimal clothing, a place to sleep, and food to eat.  The homes were not decorated and did not contain luxuries.  Homes in the United States are all about decorations and luxuries, and how many homes each family has!  For that reason, the lifestyle of people in Campo Cocha makes people in the United States look greedy and ungrateful.  In the home, a woman prepared a traditional drink made of yucca, the potato-like vegetable of the Amazon.  The drink needs time to ferment and is then added to water.  We tasted some she prepared a day earlier- it tasted like an alcoholic milk product.  I tried to enjoy it as we held a discussion with the man of the house.  
During the question and answer session, I noticed that the man was the only one to answer.  When I asked about the daily routines of a man and a woman in the village, I hoped to hear the woman speak of her typical day.  Instead, she kept quiet and looked down at her work while the man spoke.  On a day to day basis, a man works outside and takes care of the village while a woman cooks and takes care of the family.  This reinforced my gratitude for being born in the United States where my life’s purpose is not determined at birth.  

Thanks to the Center for Women’s Intercultural Leadership, I was able to study abroad and experience the rich culture of Ecuador from the Andes Mountains to the tropical rainforests of the Amazon.  Each city, town, and village has its own distinct way of life and character.  Modernization from countries like the United States has not robbed each area of its distinct local flavor, and I am thankful to have experienced the simplicity of like in Otavalo and Campo Cocha.  Having adapted to various Ecuadorian lifestyles for eighteen days has humbled me, and I hope others discover Ecuador and what the people of Ecuador can teach us.  
