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I used to buy Styrofoam because it was the most inexpensive material.  I used to simply throw my water bottles in the trash can because to recycle them would mean to walk down four flights of stairs. I used to do these types of things that would cause any respectable biology major shame.  I used to – then I went to Ecuador.  While the trip could have easily been replaced by a one semester course on environments and conservation, seeing it firsthand was an experience I could never have imagined.  It was not only exciting to be in a different country, but to be surrounded by such natural, unspoiled beauty caused a change in me personally that I had not anticipated.  

The change I experienced in my beliefs about conservation after traveling to Ecuador and the Galapagos Islands could only have occurred by doing just that – traveling.  As I stated earlier, just being in the presence of an essentially untouched environment was indescribable.  It was breathtaking and emotional and surprisingly eye-opening.  It was when we first flew over the Andes Mountains that I knew this would be a life experience unlike any other.  The more we traveled, the more grateful I was to have the chance to travel.  We were traveling to places that many people only dream of, such as the Galapagos Islands, the Andes Mountains, and the Amazon rainforest.  Approaching each new experience with an open mind was the most positive change that I incurred.  Prior to my travels, I was an extremely picky eater.  Nothing green.  No excess fat on my meat.  No vegetables of any kind.  But as my time in Ecuador grew longer, so did the list of foods that I was willing to eat.  Since it was either eat what was in front of me, or do not eat, I was forced to try new things that I never would have in the United States.   These new foods included white potato-like vegetables called Yucca, and a fish with a head, eyes, a tail, bones, and scales.  But my newfound open-mindedness not only applied to the new foods I was seemingly forced to try.  It extended out to trying new activities and facing my greatest fears.  If someone had taken me to a butterfly farm, for example, in the United States, I would have told that person that they were crazy and that I was not about to even get out of the car.  But at the butterfly farm we went to in the Amazon, I walked through the cages and was able to admire the beauty of the animal that has caused me so much anxiety throughout my life.  Knowing that it was quite possibly the only time I would be in the Amazon rainforest in my lifetime was the main encourager.  When else would I see the astonishingly beautiful Giant Blue Morpho butterfly in its natural surroundings?  In other words, if the butterflies were at a zoo in the United States, it would have been an exhibit I would have skipped over. But because I was able to travel and be in the rainforest where the animal naturally lives, it was an opportunity that could not be overlooked.  On a recent trip to the Field Museum in Chicago, Illinois, my family and I visited an exhibit on the Americas.  In one of the display cases was the Giant Blue Morpho butterfly.  Everyone viewing the case, including my family, was in awe.  At that moment I was so proud to walk up and say, “One of those flew right by me when I was eating lunch in the rainforest one day.”


Also while traveling, I was able to conquer my fear of water.  Prior to going to Ecuador and the Galapagos, I would never get in lakes, rivers, or oceans.  No one on the trip would have guessed that about me based on the several snorkeling trips, swims in waterfalls, and jumps into the middle of the ocean we all made, myself included.  Being able to travel and experience life outside my small comfort zone taught me to try everything at least once.  Chances are, it’s really not that scary. 


The Amazon rainforest presented challenges and scares of its own, but in a way, we all learned to see the beauty that lies beneath and the unbelievable innovation of the Amazonian people.  The guides would take us through the rainforest and teach us about the plants and about survival in such a harsh atmosphere. Our guide, Lenny, was a member of the Quechua tribe and spoke English as his third language.  He was your average jungle boy and helped us to find and do things that perhaps other tourists did not.  We swung from a rope into the Napo River as he had done a million times.  He found us a vine in the primary rainforest and let us swing on it, knowing full well that it would not break because he had done it so many times before.    Their way of life was so vastly different from ours, yet I remained impressed.  They were able to use solar power for lighting and recycled rain water to shower.  In a world that is becoming increasingly wary of the human footprint, I found comfort in the least likely of places.  Scientists worldwide are working around the clock to develop cars that do not emit gas and lightbulbs that last for years on end, yet maybe a trip to the rainforest could teach them a thing or two.  It was also very interesting when Lenny took us through rainforest.  As we approached a tree, he showed us the five different ways his tribe uses the tree.  For example, it can be used as bracelets or to make the roof of their homes.  On a different day we went to a one room museum that showed different traps and hunting techniques.  The fact that his tribe was so innovative yet so ancient was very impressive.  It reminded me how very little people in the United States actually use their brains.  If we need something, we simply drive to Wal-mart and buy it.  It never even occurs to us that if we really wanted to, we could create something on our own.  


My favorite day in the Amazon was when we were able to go to a Quechua village and visit with the people and the children.  The children sang us songs and played freeze tag with us.  The adults taught us about their medicinal plants and their way of life.  It was truly amazing to learn about a culture so different from our own.  They marry when they are just eighteen, sometimes even earlier.  The women do not have jobs outside of the home.  This was particularly difficult to imagine seeing as how I am eventually going to be a doctor.  But being in the homes of these people and seeing such a different way of life helped me to not only appreciate the life I have, but to also appreciate their way of life.  They choose to live that way and it seemed so peaceful.  Actually being able to travel to the Amazon and the Galapagos Islands helped to remove some of the misconceptions I had before I traveled. 

Prior to traveling to the Galapagos, I thought the only people that lived there were the scientists that were conducting studies.  What I found out, though, was that the islands have a population of about 20,000.  As we approached the town of Puerto Ayora, the islands’ biggest town, the number of boats and people amazed me.  It was then that I realized why so many were concerned about the pollution.  Seeing restaurants and grocery stores compared to the untouched portion of the island we had just hiked made this part of the island seem so ugly.  Having only seen uninhabited islands with very little human impact for days, and then coming to this town was very interesting.  I had gotten so used to seeing such raw beauty that even the slightest bit of human influence seemed to ruin this small portion of one island.  


My experience in Ecuador and the Galapagos Islands, was definitely more positive than negative.  While it was sad to see the many boats on the Galapagos, it also taught me how important conservation really is.  Conservation is not just a political issue, it is an issue that requires each person’s cooperation.  So now when I finish a bottle of water, I place it in a plastic bag.  When that bag fills up I take it down to the basement to recycle.  I turn off the lights and conserve as much energy by unplugging anything I can.  I let everyone I know that uses Styrofoam know that it never decomposes. It may not be a lot, but I am doing what I can to protect the untouched beauty I was lucky enough to witness firsthand in Ecuador and the Galapagos Islands.
