May 24th, 2008

Arrival in Quito

I´m so excited to be writing you from Ecuador. Yesterday was a long day,

beginning at 2 am and not ending until midnight, but I´m feeling well rested

now and enjoying getting to know my host family.

The first two legs of my trip went without incident. I traveled with two

other women from the program, which was very reassuring. The flight to Quito also appeared to be quiet until we nearly reached the Quito airport. I enjoyed seeing a different patch of the sky from a window so close to the stars. When we were nearly ready to land in Quito, suddenly the plane started climbing again, and very shortly we learned that the weather was too bad to land in Quito. We changed course to one of the other airports in Ecuador, Guayaquil, and landed to refuel. After waiting a bit,

we were informed that the weather had improved and flew back to the Quito

airport, where we waited through the customs line and finally met our host

families around midnight.

My host mom, Sol (it means ¨Sun¨in Spanish), met me and took me to the

house, where I got to meet her husband Toño and their eight-year-old son

Mateo, who had decided to wait up for me. I have a room and bathroom all to

myself, so I may arrive home a little spoiled! I slept well last night, and

this morning met the girls, Pau (3) and Dani (5). They´re both very cute,

and Pau kept smiling at me during breakfast. She loves Winnie the Pooh, and

the whole family enjoys Disney. They seem very friendly and I think I will

be very happy here.

Saludos,

Megan

June 7th, 2008

Aventuras pequeñas

Sorry it´s been so long since the last note. I keep thinking that I should do just one more thing to write about, since there´s always something new going on. I decided yesterday that this whole experience is a ¨gran aventura,¨ a great adventure. Here´s an update on the last week.

On Sunday I went to the 8 am service at El Batan, the church I´ve been attending, and headed to Mitad del Mundo (the Equator) with a group of friends shortly after. We met a man at the entrance saying that he did guided tours up the countryside to see Puluahua, a town in a crater made by a volcano that´s still active. Our guide showed us a bunch of medicinal and edible plants on the way, one that kind of looked like mulberry (we tried some--it was good), and another called Zapatitos, or ¨little shoes,¨ that really did look like little yellow shoes. When we finally reached the top, huffing and puffing because of the altitude, the view was amazing! It looked like a patchwork quilt of green, interspersed with tiny houses. I should be able to steal some other people´s pictures of it. We also visited the monument to take pictures of ourselves straddling the line that supposedly is the Equator (it´s really about 20 km away from the real one). Overall, it was a cool trip.

Today was probably the best day I´ve had here so far. A couple girls from the program and I went on a day trip to Papallacta, an area with a bunch of hot springs that they´ve channeled into pools of varying temperatures. We set out at 7:30 this morning, caught a bus, and by around 10:30 we were there getting ready to try the water. The air is pretty cold, so it´s not much fun to stand around outside the pools. We started off in a kiddie pool, one that´s warm but not hot, and after we had adjusted moved to a much hotter pool. It´s hard to describe exactly how wonderful the experience was. It was like a combination of taking a bath and getting a massage, since the water soothes muscle aches caused by excessive studying in cramped positions. The company was a ton of fun, too. The other girls and I click really well and we talked about a bunch of really random topics. Another perk to Papallacta is that it´s not a super-touristy area. Although we weren´t the only gringas, the Ecuadorians definitely outnumbered us, and there were a lot of families there with kids. We probably spent about 4 hours total in the water, with a break for a really big lunch that we definitely did justice. As evidenced by the fact that I´m writing, we made it home safely by bus, enjoying the random music that can always be found on the buses. Somehow, here they manage to make even sad love songs into happy music.

Tomorrow it´s off to iglesia El Batán again, and then to explore the city a bit with Nancy, my sister´s host mom from when she was here. I´ll try to write soon with the next chapter from this grand adventure.

June 16th, 2008

Aventura en la costa

This past weekend was packed with news, so I thought you´d want to hear about it. On Thursday afternoon we set off for the coast, (near Atacames, for any geography buffs), and arrived around 9 that night, with enough time for dinner and a short swim.

The next day I basically had free to go to the beach and hang out. I spent some time reading, swimming, and enjoying the nearly perfect warm weather. The most remarkable thing we did was ride a banana boat, which was kind of like inner-tubing but with 4 people. We donned life jackets, straddled a big rubber floatie, and then were pulled behind a motor boat. Although the four of us tried as hard as we could to stay on top of the banana boat, every so often the boat driver would get a mischievous look in his eye and gun the engine, which usually led to a bit of frantic weight-shifting, and then an inevitable dump in the ocean. It was a great time, and I should eventually have some pictures and maybe a video of it. A friend and I had enough fun to go back and do it again later. The next day I definitely woke up with sore arms and back from struggling to hold on, but it was worth it.

Later that day we headed out to the Playa Cumilinche for dinner. The restaurant we ate at was open to the beach and served fairly typical, somewhat upscale coastal food. I ordered a salad with shrimp, pineapple, and ham, and was delighted when they brought it out to me in the scooped-out half of a pineapple. That was only one of many delicious foods I had the chance to try this weekend. Some others included balones de verde, which are balls made of mashed plantain with either meat or cheese inside; ceviche, which is a cold seafood stew; octopus in garlic sauce(surprisingly good!); batido de coco, kind of a coconut milkshake; and encocado de camarón. Of the bunch, encocado de camarón was definitely a favorite. The name means shrimp in coconut, so it´s coated in a coconut sauce. The dish varies depending on who makes it; I had two different types, both of which were delicious, and neither of which tasted that strongly of coconut. I´m not usually a fan of shrimp, but I would definitely order this again if I´m ever in the area.

On Saturday we spent two hours on a small boat on the Pacific Ocean. We were supposed to go whale watching, but it´s still early in the season, so we probably wouldn´t have seen any. We did get to see a group of mangrove trees (which are part of a small group of plants that can filter the salt out of saltwater) and an island of blue-footed boobies. Then we headed to Playa Escondida (hidden beach) for lunch and some more time chilling on the beach. While there I had the chance to hold a small cangrejo (crab) that someone caught on the beach, and also walked along the shore to see the caves around the coast. The rocks along the coast are lined with small snails and barnacles, and hermit crabs chill out there too, so it was fun to interact with the wildlife a little. 

Sunday morning we packed up and headed out, eating lunch in Sachatamia, which is in the rainforest. It still amazes me to see hummingbirds flying out in the open and bright flowers of shapes I´ve never seen before.

To add to all that, this weekend was a great chance to get to know Caitlin, Lisa, and Monika, three of the girls from the U.S. who are also studying abroad. It´s been really great to form relationships with them and hear their stories and views about life. We all come from different backgrounds and perspectives but have a great time together.!

June 20th, 2008

Hola friends and family!

I realized that I´ve mostly been writing about the adventures and exciting events that occur here, probably giving the false impression that everything here is a planned adventure or that I´m always traveling about the country. Aside from weekends and classes, I´ve had a number of small adventures that I hope are worth sharing.

One was going to get my hair cut. There are peluquerias (hair salons) all over the place, but as you can imagine I didn´t just want to walk into one and trust my luck, so I asked my host mom and she recommended her stylist, Luigi. I could tell I´d been here a few weeks when I asked how much it would be, and I was shocked that it was $20. That´s a lot for here! A friend and I went to see Luigi on Tuesday (you know how girls are with haircuts at new places--it helps to have moral support). We arrived at 2:45, 15 minutes before our appointment, only to discover that Luigi had gone to lunch and wouldn´t be back for 45 minutes! This concept of time is much more typical here--it´s normal to discover that starting times are a lot more flexible. Lisa and I wanted to visit Supermaxi (the Meijer of Ecuador) anyway, so we went while we waited, and Luigi arrived right after we came back. I gave him a brief idea of what I wanted, and then he just went at it--there would have been no time for me to make comments even if I had wanted to! The cut is definitely a lot more layered and fussy than I´m used to, and I´m still adjusting to it after a few days, but overall I like it and I feel much more chic.

Another small adventure was definitely an accident. I was leaving the university for the day and ran into a classmate from my literature class. We struck up a conversation and ended up walking in the same direction. I had to make a quick international phone call, so I ducked into a cabina telefónica, and when I finished Umberto was still there and asked if I was going back to Quito (the university is actually in a city near Quito). I had no good reason not to, so we hopped on the next green bus. Usually the green buses go to the Rio Coca station in Quito, and from there it´s not hard for me to get home. However, about halfway back, Umberto suddenly got concerned and told me the bus was going to the south of Quito (kind of a bad area, and nowhere near where I needed to go), and that it would be better to get out and catch another bus that was actually headed to the station. We did, and ended up walking next to the expressway for 10 minutes or so before finding another bus going our way. When we got to Quito, Umberto asked if I´d eaten, and since I hadn´t suggested that we go to a Chinese restaurant (in Quito, Ecuador!), so we did. My curry chicken had potatoes and green pepper in it, and (very typically for Ecuadorian food) didn´t have anything spicy in it at all. During the course of the visit, I also found out that Umberto is from Otavalo, a region known for its woven goods that I´ll be visiting this weekend, so he suggested that my friends and I meet up with him while there. In short, I think I may have just made one of my first Ecuadorian friends.

Other aventurillas (little adventures) don´t even really warrant their own paragraph. Today I helped make a broccoli and tomato salad to go with the rice and meat. I also peeled the naranjillas for juice (juice here is usually a peeled fruit blended into liquid, then strained, with water added), and the empleadas told me how to make all sorts of different foods. They sounded really interested to try potato salad, so I´ll have to make that before I leave. And last night I made smores (in the microwave and with cookies rather than graham crackers) for my family. They seemed to like them, even if they weren´t the real version.

Tomorrow I´m off to Otavalo, which as I mentioned earlier has an indigenous population that is extremely skilled at making textiles and other products. I´ll be sure to write afterward.

June 23rd, 2008

Aventura en Otavalo

As I mentioned in my last e-mail, the plan for Saturday was to visit Otavalo, an area with a large indigenous population that is extremely skilled at making handicrafts and selling them all over the country and the world (you can actually find their products in certain areas in the U.S.). There´s a huge market in the town every Saturday that is definitely worth a visit. My friend, Lisa, and I hopped on a bus at about 7:30 in the morning and were in Otavalo around 9:30 (if you wait too late, the market gets super-crowded, so we wanted to make it while it was still early). While on the way, the older man sitting next to me struck up a conversation, and it turned out that he was also on his way to Otavalo. His name was Antonio, and he lives in Quito to work, but is originally from Otavalo and has a house there. He told me he would tell us when to get off (something we greatly appreciated because the buses don´t always announce it), so a little while later we all piled out together. Antonio very kindly took the time to show us around the city, leading us to a park and the central market area, and also showing us how to get back to the bus terminal so we could find our way home. I was definitely very grateful for his help, as the town is pretty big and could be confusing. When I get my pictures developed, I have one of him that I hope will turn out so you can see it.

After Antonio left to take care of business, Lisa and I went to shop in earnest. At times it was hard to decide what to buy with so many products at reasonable prices (I solved this somewhat by bringing way too little money--I may have to go back). We saw shawls, hammocks, paintings (on canvas and on feathers), pan flutes, pants, necklaces, earrings, wall hangings, juggling balls, blouses, skirts, hats, wool sweaters and more. There were also tons of different types of food for sale, from ice cream to fruit to little snails. Unfortunately, we weren´t willing to risk trying most of the food--it´s difficult to know how clean it is, but it looked incredible. I ended up with a small painting, a necklace, and a pair of baggy purple pants, and Lisa found a two fedoras for $20 each (apparently they´re expensive and hard to find in the U.S.--she was really excited). One sad sight was the older women who would tap on our backs as we were walking to beg. I´m not really used to that, and while I was able to give a bit of food to a couple of them, there were so many that it was hard to know how to deal with it.

After we had mostly finished shopping for the day, I called up my friend Umberto to see if he was free. I mentioned in the last e-mail that I have class with him at USFQ, and that he lives in Otavalo on weekends. He met Lisa and I in the park, and then we headed off to a restaurant with ¨comida muy típica¨ (very typical food). After waiting a bit for a table, Lisa and I let Umberto order (it´s hard to remember the names of everything, even when it´s familiar), and the first course turned out to be some kind of soup and a plate of raw snails in the shells. Umberto showed us how to pull the snail out of the shell and discard the top half (it contains the snail´s feces). Lisa refused to eat something that looked like a yeerk (to any former Animorphs fans), but I managed to get down a dozen or so. They mostly just tasted like ocean, with a kind of chewy texture. I probably wouldn´t eat them again just for fun, but it was a good experience. The rest of the food was more like what we had become accustomed to: tamarind juice, mashed up potatoes filled with cheese, a fried egg, some meat, a bit of lettuce and pickled red pepper. I left the restaurant very full--and the whole meal only cost $2!

After wandering around the city a bit more, Lisa and I decided to return to Quito on the bus. After sitting through a bus ride with what must be the worst movie I´ve ever seen (if you hear the name ¨Black sheep,¨ run screaming), we arrived back in Quito and caught a taxi, getting home without incident. As some of you know, Saturday was my birthday, and I can´t think of very many more enjoyable ways to spend it--the only improvement would have been to have more of you in Otavalo with me.

Sunday morning I headed out to Iglesia El Batán, where as usual the singing was very lively and enthusiastic, and a visiting pastor preached about issues that divide the church. His central point was that there´s a difference between foundational beliefs and practices and the form that those beliefs take, and that all too often churches argue with each other over form rather than foundation. It was a sermon that I think every Christian should hear at some point (although maybe not in Spanish!).

After church I headed home, and shortly after my host family took me on a tour of the historic section of Quito. Mostly this entails looking at cathedrals, as Ecuador was fundamentally founded not only by Spain but also by the Catholic church. Iglesia la Basílica was the first; it´s a huge building constructed entirely of stone and with breath-taking stained glass windows inside. Although I´m not Catholic, it inspired a certain awe to see the time and money spent to make this building a beautiful place to worship. We also visited the Compañía, another church with gorgeous gold overlays on the inside. I also have pictures of the Presidential Palace, and we visited a Museo de Cera (Wax Museum) that told the history of Ecuador up to its independence in 1830. It was really interesting to see, and especially entertaining because my 8-year-old host brother really likes history and asked the guide a bunch of questions.

Later in the day we visited my host family´s grandma for lunch; family meetings are always interesting experiences, and I got some insights into Ecuadorian political thought. After we left, I did some more reading for class (I´m still working on a 435 page copy of ¨Cien años de soledad for my literature class), and finished out the day by making pancakes from scratch for my host family. It was definitely a different experience with a gas stove, higher altitude, and without Bisquick or measuring cups or spoons, but they turned out to be delicious even if the lower pressure did contribute to a slightly mottled appearance rather than the usual evenly golden color.

For those of you who´ve asked, my classes are generally going well and I think I´m keeping pace with the Ecuadorian students. My grades have been comparable to those that I would have earned in the U.S., and I´m really enjoying reading for my literature class and learning more about the history of the region. My class about International Organizations has been highly educational as well, as I´m not really as up-to-speed as I should be on what organizations exist and what they do.

July 1st, 2008

En la selva, selva, selva

It´s been about a week since I wrote, so I have quite a bit to share, but I´ll try to keep it shortish. I´ll apologize in advance for the abysmal organization; we saw so much that it´s hard to keep it straight.

Last week, after a month of more or less good health, I experienced the miseries of stomach trouble for the first time. On Tuesday I ate lunch in a little restaurant that I´d been to a couple times. Apparently this time was too much of a gamble; whether from drinking juice made with bad water or eating something that had been left out, I woke up the next morning sick to my stomach and spent the day at home, sleeping, reading, and trying to keep down fluids. I was concerned that I might not make it to the rainforest this weekend, but come Thursday I was feeling much better, and decided to take the plunge.

On Friday morning we met at the Quito airport, flew to Coca, then took a boat, then a bus, then another boat. Even the journey was quite the experience; we passed through forests where we were told indigenous Quichua peoples still live and an area owned by the petroleum company where nobody was allowed to take photographs. After about 8 hours of traveling, we finally reached Tiputini Biodiversity Center, a natural rainforest preserve of 650 hectares owned by the Universidad San Francisco. The center is still very wild, so being there is an experience that is very difficult to have in many other areas that have been more developed or where more people visit. Despite its untouched setting, the facilities do include small cabins for four with running water and electricity. Although the water was cold, and there was only electricity for 6 hours a day, we were fairly comfortable.

After arrival we ate dinner, then were issued rubber boots. We soon saw why we needed them, as we went for our first hike. It was night, which made it difficult to see the trail, but we discovered with our feet and our flashlights that it was made of dirt, sometimes with logs sunk into it. Where there were no logs, the path frequently turned into mud, sometimes as deep as our ankles. Eventually we got better at pulling our feet out of it, and learned to laugh at the sloshing, sucking noises that it made. Besides that, Santiago, our guide, found all kinds of insects and spiders to show us. My favorite name was a ¨saltamontes,¨ which literally means ¨jumping mountains¨ and referred to a grasshopper. The one we saw was almost as long as my hand, and throughout the weekend I also saw spiders about 3 inches in length, huge millipedes, caterpillars, a transparent butterfly, a gorgeous brown moth as big as my hand, and several blue morpho butterflies. I´m probably leaving something out, but my favorite spiders were only about the size of peas, and they live in groups, working together to build conical nets about 3 feet tall that have been known to catch small hummingbirds. Yeah teamwork!

The next morning we arose for a 6:30 breakfast, then headed out with our group of 8 girls and Santiago. We spent four hours in the jungle looking at trees, frogs, monkeys, and insects. It´s hard to do all of this justice, but one of the coolest trees is called a walking palm, because its roots are mostly above the ground, and over time it naturally cuts them and can slowly change locations. We also saw groups of tamarind monkeys playing in the trees, and an enormous tree the size of a redwood. Santiago managed to catch a few frogs for us to look at, and pointed out some poisonous ones (he definitely didn´t pick those up for us). He also showed us a type of tree that houses ants that taste like lemon. I´m not sure how strongly they taste of lemon, but they were a little sour. While we were out, it started raining, as frequently happens in the Amazon, and while we got a little wet, the plant life was so thickly layered that a lot of it hit leaves rather than us. Shortly before arriving back at the camp we encountered a group of spider monkeys (they used to be my favorite animal!) swinging from the trees.

In the afternoon we took another hike (are you sensing a trend yet?), and went up a man-made tower that allowed us to look out over the canopy. Higher up we could see bromeliads, and had to watch out for conga ants, which aren´t deadly but bites are very painful. I could also see branches laden with dirt, moss, and other plants, which seemed to be the natural order there. Every available space is filled with life, unless some animal or plant has very cleverly carved out its own area. After returning to camp, we had dinner and watched a slide show of one of the station´s photo projects. They have hidden cameras set up to capture some of the reserve´s more shy inhabitants, ones that we would be unlikely to see. We saw photos of tapirs, small deer, several kinds of birds, ocelots, giant anteaters, armadillos, and even one of the famous black panther. Although my group didn´t see any of these in person, it was amazing to know that we were sharing space with them.

Sunday morning we woke up early again and headed out on the river. Near the outlet of a small tributary we went fishing--for piranhas! I didn´t have any success, but several other people caught them, and a couple were big enough that they brought them back to the station and cooked them for dinner. They were really ugly, with huge underbites, but when cooked they´re delicious. After the piranha fishing we floated down the river (still with piranhas in it!) back to the station. In the afternoon we headed out for another hike, this time to a different tower with a telescope. Thanks to the telescope we spotted a group of howler monkeys, a bright turquoise bird, some kind of water bird, and some vultures. After dinner, we headed back out to the river looking for caimans. I could hardly believe it when Santiago managed to catch a young one and pull it into the boat! It was only a couple feet long, and he held it so that we could take turns touching its back. We also saw a couple others sliding into the water, one of which was so big that I asked if it could be a small crocodile. After that, we headed back to our cabins to pack up and spent Monday traveling home. It was an unforgettable experience, and I´d love to share more about it, so let me know if you´d like to hear about anything extra! 

July 9th, 2008

A chill week

I don´t have any exciting trips to write about this week, but I´ll try to fill you in on some other events that are worth mentioning.

Most of you probably didn´t hear about it, but last week was a monumental week for Ecuador. The Liga Universitaria, a Ecuadorian soccer team, has been playing in the Copa Libertadores (Liberator´s Cup). The winner of the cup will have the opportunity to play in the World Cup. The city had gradually been getting more excited as the Liga won more games in the series against teams from Mexico, Argentina, and Brazil. Finally, last Wednesday, they played in the final game against Fluminense in Brazil. To give you some idea of how important this game is, between Latin America and Europe, there were easily more people watching it than would watch the Superbowl in the U.S.

I watched the game with my family, who had guests over, and even though I´m not much of a sports fan, I enjoyed watching. When the Liga scored the first goal, my host dad jumped up and hugged three or four people, and when Fluminense scored, there were palabrotas (swear words) involved. At the end of the night, the two teams were tied in the series, so they went into overtime, and then to a shoot-out, where the Liga finally won! Even though it was 11 at night by that point, a couple more friends came over to celebrate with my family (I went to bed), and I found out the next day that they´d been up until 2 am. A lot of my classmates didn´t show up to school the next day, or seemed a little out of it from celebrating the night before. I can´t blame them; try to imagine what it would be like in Detroit if the Lions won the Superbowl.

On Saturday I visited the Feria de Artesanía (Artesan´s market) with Erin´s host mom, and unlike the last time, I bought quite a bit. One of my favorite items is a very bright tapestry of a village with people and a llama (I haven´t actually seen a llama here yet, but they´re in a lot of the artwork). We also saw hundreds of earrings, necklaces, and bracelets, t-shirt stands, purses, traditional food, dolls, gloves, sweaters, embroidered blouses, and more. It took two or three hours to find everything I was looking for, partly because we stopped to haggle on a lot of items, or to look for other vendors with something similar of better quality. Afterward I went home with Nancy for lunch, which was delicious as usual. She had potatoes with a kind of cheesy sauce, and a chocolate cake with chocolate glaze. I went home happy.

Sunday I visited Iglesia El Batán again, and heard another great message, this time about the role of the church in the community. The singing was passionate as usual, and they took communion. It was awesome to share in the body of Christ with my Christian brothers and sisters from Ecuador, although the style was slightly different than I was accustomed to. Rather than passing trays with the individual cups and bread, we had to walk down the aisle to get them, and when I got my little cup, I realized that it had wine in it, rather than juice! Of course, I have no problem with that, and it didn´t surprise me much because that´s what I would have expected in a Latin American church, but it was the first time that I´ve ever taken communion with wine.

The last event of note was last night, when I went out on a Chiva, an open air party bus with a band. One of the assistant directors of the international program planned the trip, so it was almost entirely U.S. students. We met at a central location, climbed on the bus (some below and some on the roof) and started on a two-hour tour of the city. During the tour a traditional band rode on the roof and played for us. It consisted of a trombone, trumpet, bass drum, and cymbals that played what we began to refer to as ¨the Chiva bus song¨--it repeated over and over throughout the tour, and reminded me of a very fun, enthusiastic, but not particularly skilled marching band. The tour also included canelaso, a traditional Ecuadorian hot beverage made with cinnamon We passed through the historic section of the city, which is full of plazas with statues, narrow streets, old churches, and municipal buildings. Partway through the tour we saw President Correa´s convoy pass through the city. It was a very fun, relaxing way to see the city at night, and I would thoroughly recommend to anyone who decides to visit Quito, especially if they have a camera that will take pictures at night.

7-17-08

Viaje a la sierra, y como comí un cuy

Last Thursday afternoon, a group of 30 of us set out for the mountains to the south of Quito on our last planned trip. After 7 hours on a bus, we arrived in Huigra, a little town so in the middle of nowhere. It´s in the mountains, but it´s also close to the coast, so the vegetation is a little different, and it was definitely warmer than Quito. One of the coolest things I saw was a row of poinsettia bushes growing outside--that doesn´t happen in Michigan! We stayed for two nights in the Primavera Eterna, which wasn´t the cleanest place we´ve stayed so far (I slept with a cockroach under my bed), and a friend and I had to climb a dubious-looking ladder-stairway combo to get to our beds, but overall it was okay for the two days we were there.

The next morning we headed for the town of Alausí. After arriving, we learned that we had several hours to explore the town. That was a little frustrating, since I was itching to be studying or writing papers for the last week of classes and the town isn´t big enough for several hours, but we tried to make the best of it. The town has an enormous mosaic statue of San Pedro (Saint Peter), so we climbed up to it to see the view of the town from above. We also visited a fruit market, where we saw various kinds of bananas, papaya, carrots, and more, and lots of herbs and spices that I don´t normally see, even here. I bought a little cinnamon to grate, just for fun. At lunch time, a friend and I walked into a little restaurant and asked for the almuerzo (I love Ecuadorian food prices--the whole thing was $1.75), and realized that we were the only gringas there, and apparently were worth staring at a bit. It´s something I´ve started to get used to here, but I´ll be glad to be home and be unremarkable again.

At three we gathered at the train station. The ride they originally told us about goes through the mountains, jungle, and coast, and it´s supposed to be spectactular, but it hasn´t been up and running for a while, so we took an alternative train ride that was a lot shorter and only does the sierra. We saw the remnants of an abandoned train station, and the Nariz del Diablo (the Devil´s Nose), a really steep mountain that´s apparently a pain to climb. For part of the ride we got to sit on the top of the bus, which was a little precarious and cramped, but gave us an incredible view of everything we passed. We saw a lot of mountain faces with grass and small flowers, interspersed with cacti, which struck me as a bit strange. After the train ride, we headed back to the hostel and had dinner, then they lit up a bonfire for us, where we sat and chatted for a while. They couldn´t find marshmallows, so there were no s´mores, but it was nice to just be with everyone for a while since we knew we´d be leaving soon.

Saturday morning we got up a bit early so that we´d have time to stop by a waterfall on our way back to Quito. It required a short hike in, during which I thought at several points I was going to fall into the river the flowed out of the waterfall, but we made it in and the view was great. After the waterfall, we climbed back on the bus and headed to Rio Bamba, a mountain city on the way back that´s even colder than Quito. We ate at El Andaluz, an old hacienda that had been converted to a restaurant, and got a tour of the place. It was amazingly large, and had several gorgeous courtyards. In one room there was a loom, which was cool enough that a friend took pictures of it, and I hope to steal them so you can see. A couple hours after leaving we arrived in Quito, which was kind of a relief after staying in the hostel with cockroaches.

Sunday I visited el Batán again, and as usual was refreshed and refocused by the worship and the message there. I wish some of you could come visit it with me; it´s a very passionate church and involved in the community. Monday was dedicated to school--I had three exams coming up on Tuesday, and two papers due in a week (what a blessing that only one of them had to be in Spanish!). The three exams on Tuesday seemed to go well enough, although I guess we´ll find out later if I´m right.

Yesterday evening I made plans for another adventure--trying cuy. Cuy is a delicacy here that not everyone is brave enough to eat: guinea pig. We asked around for a restaurant that was supposed to have it fresh (in cages in the back?), and met there in the evening. Besides ordering plates of traditional food, we ordered half a cuy to split between us. When they brought out the food, I was relieved to see that we´d gotten the half without the head, and was kind of amused to see the little legs sticking out. After taking some pictures, we carved it up and bit in. There´s not much meat on a guinea pig, so we only got a few bites apiece. It tasted like dark meat chicken, with a hint of rabbit. If it didn´t cost so much ($7.50 for half a rodent!) I would definitely order it again, but at least for now I can write to all of you about it.

7-29-08

El fin

Early in the morning on Friday, July 18th, two other U.S. girls and I boarded a plane to Manta, a city on the coast. With typical Latin American hospitality, the half-hour flight included a small snack and drink. Upon leaving the plane, we could tell we weren´t in Quito; the sunny skies and humid air stood in stark contrast to the normal cool temperatures in the mountains. We quickly grabbed our luggage and headed for the bus station, where we searched for one headed south. After one wrong bus and a couple of hot hours listening to great Latin American music while watching the dusty coastal landscape pass our windows, we reached our destination: Puerto Lopez. This coastal city is close to the Isla de la Plata (Island of the Silver), a portion of the national park laden with amazing plant and animal species.

To our surprise, we immediately ran into a couple other students from the program, who gave us some much appreciated recommendations for hostels and restaurants. We quickly settled into a room with an ocean view, air conditioning, and hot water (for $12 a night!) and visited a nearby Columbian restaurant, where I had fresh jugo de maracuyá (passion fruit juice) and a delicious traditional Columbian dish that reminded me of nachos--it had a base of fried plaintain topped with beans, cheese, and tomato sauce. After lunch, we puttered around awhile until we were ready for dinner. After wandering the city for a while and asking for a lot of directions, we finally found the restaurant Bellitalia, which offers authentic Italian food. We sat down and enjoyed the candlelight, which complemented the warm air and exotic decor. Our waitress came to take our order, and I realized with something of a shock that she spoke Spanish with an American English accent! To add to the strangeness, the table next to us was full of tourists speaking what appeared to be German, and the family that owns the restaurant is actually from Italy. There were easily four countries represented in the short time we were there! We all ordered pasta, which was delicious, and after finishing the meal headed back to our hostel and passed out early in preparation for our tour of the island the next day.

On Saturday, we woke up early and went to the office of Exploramar, a tour company that specializes in the Isla de la Plata and whale-watching. After a two-hour boat ride, we arrived at the island and started the tour with a Spanish-speaking guide. The terrain was quite a bit different than anything I´d seen in Ecuador. After the vibrant muddiness of the Amazon and the rocks and temperate plants in the mountains, the brown, dusty landscape was something of a surprise. At one point, our guide explained that although it appeared mostly dead when we were there, during the rainy season from December to April, the island is very green. One of the plants that lined the trail remained leafy during the dry months and was covered in white berries. After I asked about them, the guide explained that the berries could be used as hair gel, glue, or a laxative. That´s a hard-working plant! We also saw and heard small lizards rustling in the leaves; we could tell which were male and which were female because the males had brighter stripes along their bodies.

Continuing around the island, we encountered several pairs of blue-footed boobies, and yes, they really do have blue feet! It´s the middle of mating season, so the males were courting females with a high whistling call, and the females responded with an ugly croaking sound. Occasionally the males would spread out their wings, as if to show off, or the pairs would touch beaks. One interesting fact about the boobies is that they start life with grey feet, which gradually turn bluer as they consume sardines, their diet of choice. After learning that, I could identify a couple boobies that our guide referred to as ¨asalta cuñas¨(cradle robbers) because their feet were much bluer than their mate´s. We also saw masked boobies, which nested right along the trail and sometimes got defensive as we passed. The males and females take turns watching the egg and hunting for food. On our way to the masked boobies, our guide stopped twice and pointed out to the water near the island. Below we could see ¨un lobo del mar¨ (literally ¨sea wolves¨--to us, ¨sea lions¨) relaxing in the water below. The first one he spotted was a female and the second, larger sea lion was a male. We were surprised at our good fortune in seeing them when he told us that the island only houses a total of 4 sea lions. Further along the trail was an albatross sitting on a young chick. They are really big birds, and unlike the boobies, they mate for life. If one member of the pair dies, the other one will die of grief as well. After a bit more walking, we came to the edge of the island and boarded the boat that had brought us. The guides offered us snorkels to check out the ocean life near the shore, so I climbed into the water to see what I could see (at the bottom of the deep blue sea, sea, sea. . .). At first I didn´t see much, but tropical fish quickly appeared after the guides on the boat started throwing bread in the water. I saw a couple schools, one of yellow fish and one of blue, as well as a larger gray fish with what looked like a huge bump on his head. I didn´t stay in the water long, partly because I was starting to feel the presence of tiny jellyfish in the water. Their stings didn´t hurt much and went away by the next day, but they were enough to be bothersome.

Before heading back to land, we started on the last leg of the tour: whale watching. July and August are mating season for the whales, so they travel to the warm shallow ocean near Ecuador. During our travels, we spotted a few whales. One was near the boat, and I may even have gotten a picture of its tail as it plunged back below the surface. Later we saw a couple of whales playing together; according to our guides, they were a male and female. It was fun to watch, as we could see their fins sticking up out of the water. Finally we headed in to shore, and my friends and I picked up our bags from the hostel and found a bus to Montañita.

Montañita is another coastal city known for its relaxed, fun atmosphere. The two girls I was with came down with food poisoning shortly after we arrived, so I went out to dance for a while with a couple friends from the U.S., but mostly we just hung around the town and enjoyed the coastal food. One night I almost balked at paying $7 for coconut shrimp with passion fruit sauce, rice, and fried potatoes, but decided to get it when I came to my senses and realized how much the same meal would cost me in the States. And we loved breakfast in Montañita; for $3 we got juice, coffee, fruit, toast, and eggs.

After a couple very relaxing days, we went back to Manta by bus and flew back to Quito. On Tuesday, my last day in Ecuador, I took some time in the morning to pack, and then went to the historic section of the city with a friend. I had already visited the churches and some of the government buildings, but she hadn´t. While in the Plaza Grande (big Plaza), a couple shoe-shine boys offered to shine my shoes, and when I found out the price was 50 cents, I couldn´t resist. They really knew their craft. At one point, they had to mix up a stain to the exact color of my shoes, and they also applied something to protect the leather. By the time they were done, my shoes almost looked better than new! To my dismay, though, the boys began insisting that I owed them $1.50, rather than the original price. Not that $1.50 is a lot, but I had been fairly certain they only told me 50 cents. I gave them a dollar, just to be safe, and a woman who observed the whole thing insisted that the going rate for shoe shines is 25 cents, so I definitely paid the gringa price. Lisa and I went home for a bit shortly after that, and then went to the Magic Bean, a popular café, to hang out one last time before returning to the States. After leaving, we ran into some other friends from the program, and it was nice to get to see everyone for a bit before going home. Some of the students were not from MSU, so I may never see them again.

In the last chapter of my study abroad trip, early, early the next day my host dad drove me to the Quito airport, and from there I flew to Panama City, Panama. I was with two other girls from the program, and we made it to Houston, Texas, passing through customs without incident. When we arrived at our gate around 4 pm to fly the last leg to Detroit, we were puzzled to see that it only listed a flight to Philadelphia. Ashley consulted the monitor, and to our chagrin, our flight had been canceled! After very little sleep the night before and at least 6 hours already on planes, this was not good news. We got in the customer service line, where we learned that fortunately the plane had had mechanical trouble, which meant we were eligible for hotel and meal vouchers while we waited for the next flight at 7 the next morning. I was so thankful to be with people I knew, and we made the best of our waiting time, going out to dinner in the airport and discussing our experiences in Ecuador in the hotel that night. The next morning we returned to the airport, and after a brief delay for weather, landed in Detroit, where I was happy to see my mom and brother waiting for me.

This is my fifth day home, and it´s good to be here. Although I miss certain things about Ecuador, like the friends I made, speaking Spanish, and ridiculously cheap food prices, it´s nice to be back where I feel like I belong. I hope to have the chance to see all of you soon if I haven´t already.
