My Trip to Ecuador

By H. Dawn Wilkins

I use to think that I never wanted to live near the beach. Its hot, sandy, humid, and the biting insects can be terrible. I based this opinion on several trips I took to the Mississippi Gulf Coast. The beaches there are artificial, meaning that they truck the sand in to make places for tourists to sunbathe. I enjoyed my trips and loved to see the unique shorebirds, but did not understand the desire to own beach front property.

A few years ago, I was given the opportunity to take a class to Ecuador. We spent four days on the Galapagos Islands and a couple of days on the mainland around Quito. The trip changed my perspective. The islands had beautiful untouched beaches and a nice breeze coming off the oceans keeping the insects at bay.

The islands are a national wildlife sanctuary, so the animals were not scared of humans and would allow you to approach very close to them. I remember one afternoon when we were playing in the surf. A group of sea lions were curious about the activity and began to join in. Some of my students were fearful, others became overly excited. I was amazed at the connection between animals and man.


When we visited Isla Bartolome, we spent some time snorkeling. The cove we were swimming in was occupied by Galapagos Penguins. A friend and I swam over to a group of them sitting on the rocks. They barely acknowledged our presence. I love looking at the pictures we took of our heads just out of the water, inches from the tiny penguins. 

Isla South Plaza is a small, mostly desert island occupied by many land iguanas. Our tour guide showed us their favorite food, fruit of the prickly pear cactus, and then tossed one on the ground. The melee that ensued was amazing. Students were jumping out of the way as the lizards battled over the fruit.

After leaving South Plaza, we stopped to snorkel along a rock jetty along the coast of Isla Santa Cruz. The guide was diving down and feeling under the rocks, looking for a shark. I was floating right above him when a 4-5 foot white-tipped reef shark came bolting out from under a rock. I gasped into my snorkel with a tiny bit of fear, but mostly awe of the gorgeous creature.

The wildlife on the island was not the only thing that amazed me. We would leave early in the morning, before the local people were awake and moving around. After lunch to late afternoon, we would return and have some time to explore the community. At that time, everyone is relaxing. The stores, if open, are barely manned and most of the shop owners and other people are lazily sitting about enjoying each others company. There were lots of smiles and laughter, and a nice, calm, relaxed atmosphere. It was refreshing and renewing. The sense of connection and community was overwhelming. I never wanted to leave.

In the evenings, the community came alive again. We visited a small bar located not far from the hotel. Nobody was a stranger. Everyone danced, talked, and communicated in ways other than our different languages. I had a real sense of belonging.

This atmosphere is in sharp contrast to the mainland. Here the pace was fast, the people rarely made eye contact, and the signs of an overcrowded society were evident. I was struck most by two things: air pollution and poverty. My eyes and throat burned when we took a walking tour of historic Quito. The sites were amazing and well worth the trip, as was my class learning the value of the Clean Air Act. Poverty was everywhere. Beggars on the street would look through the windows of the hotel as we sat down to eat. Many had their children with them and participating.

We left Quito to visit two small villages known for their open markets and goods. Here it was obvious that these people were poor and what struck me was that the people on the islands were also poor, but seemed to have a different philosophy on life. I wonder if the slower pace is behind the difference.


In Otavalo, my friend and I shopped a while, then decided to stop by a small bakery for a snack and drink. We each bought a confection and Katie asked for a Sprite. The lady came out with the Sprite in a bottle and asked us something in Spanish. Neither of us could make it out so she resorted to sign language, moving her hand up and down towards her mouth. We assumed she was asking Katie if she wanted a straw, so we responded Si. The lady took the bottle from Katie and poured her sprite into a small past bag. We watched in amazement. Upon reflection, we can only guess that she was asking Katie to drink the Sprite so that she could have the refund on the bottle. We will never forget the Sprite in a bag!

In Cotacachi, I had the best shrimp dinner ever! Fresh shrimp fried golden brown with sliced avocado and fried potatoes. It even came with a chocolate sundae for desert. We were at the priciest place in town, so it cost me $5!

My favorite part of the mainland trip was to stop at the middle of the earth. This is a monument that the Ecuadorian government built on the equator. It was hilarious watching people of all nationalities jumping back and forth across the line on the pavement. We were yelling southern hemisphere, northern hemisphere, southern hemisphere, northern hemisphere as we jumped. I wonder if that is what the tourists from other countries were saying. I also enjoyed watching everybody pose on the equator. I could not be left out, so I decided on the karate kid kick pose. Should that picture be in my tenure portfolio?

