
Trip to Ecuador, 1988 

 

I have chosen the 1988 trip to Ecuador precisely because it was the first time my recording kit 

crossed the Atlantic: a small fibreglass parabolic dish, approximately 50 cm in diameter, a Beyer 

M66 dynamic microphone, and a SONY WMD 6C recorder—along with plenty of excitement and 

energy. It was a trip undertaken by a group of seven people with an interest in ornithology but no 

experience in the world of recording. Our financial resources were very limited, but on the other 

hand, we had plenty of time. Moreover, in those days Ecuador was incredibly cheap, even for us 

Spaniards. By visiting the consulate and the few specialist map shops in Barcelona, we began to 

get our bearings. We also started writing letters and sending faxes. One of our companions, the 

Scottish ornithologist Andy Elliot—who years later became editor of the Handbook of the Birds of 

the World—obtained specific information from Steve Whitehouse, including his hand-drawn 

sketches. Through the Natural History Book Service catalogue, we received by post several 

books, including the Guide to the Birds of Venezuela. 

The logistics of the trip and the means of transport were very varied, but with one common thread: 

public transport. We used regular buses, vans, “rancheritas” or station wagons, mail boats, and 

hitchhiking; we also hired a motorboat, which the group almost ended up buying outright, and, in 

the end, even took a flight between Andean peaks and clouds, which was perhaps the most 

dangerous part of the journey. Perhaps because it was my first trip to South America, and due to 

the country’s “authenticity,” this gruelling journey through Ecuador has remained in my memory 

as a great adventure. And yes, all this “authenticity” proved to be diametrically opposed to 

“productivity” in terms of the recordings we managed to make, as well as the sightings and 

photographs. 

Ecuador revealed itself to us as a veritable paradise of biodiversity and, consequently, with an 

almost overwhelming abundance of birdlife. From the Pacific coast (we did not consider visiting 

the Galápagos for financial reasons) to the Andean peaks, we explored various ecosystems 

teeming with life until we reached the great Amazon Basin, the mythical Oriente. A brief overview 

of the areas visited and key sightings, roughly from west to east. It should be noted that the 

various designations of protected areas were, to say the least, highly optimistic. 

Cayapas Reserve: a remote area of mangroves and rugged terrain with white-water rivers. A 

place of great richness, including ethnological diversity, with a mix of descendants of runaway 

slaves and the Chachi-Cayapa ethnic group, all living along the river in distinct huts.  

Machalilla National Park: a coastal area of forest and dry scrub, also remote and rarely visited. 

We had the opportunity to board a local fishing boat to Isla de la Plata, which was our own little 

Galápagos, with blue-footed bobby, red-billed tropicbird, among other species. 

Cotopaxi National Park: a high-altitude Andean landscape featuring the perfectly conical Cotopaxi 

volcano and the lakes of the high plateau. Truly majestic.  

Sangay National Park: a beautiful mountain forest surrounding the striking Sangay volcano, which 

was active at the time. I remember we slept in a hut with the park ranger, his daughter… and lots 



of guinea pigs! We recorded calls of two different (?) quetzal, golden-headed quetzal and crested 

quetzal. And rich nocturnal soundscapes. 

Our gateway to the Ecuadorian Amazon was Puerto Misahuallí, from where we travelled (I can’t 

quite remember how, perhaps by mail boat) to Lago Agrio, whose name means “sour lake”. The 

name itself hints at the harshness of the place; even then, the effects of oil exploitation were 

already evident. It was a frontier outpost, with a mix of remnants of indigenous communities and 

all manner of opportunists. For us, however, it marked the beginning of our journey along the 

legendary Napo River, a major tributary of the Amazon. We thought that the missions run by 

Spanish priests, who had boats and access to remote areas, might be able to help us, but this 

was not the case. An old fisherman, together with his grandson, took us to Nuevo Rocafuerte, on 

the troubled border with Perú. From there, we set off, navigating through the legendary Yasuní 

National Park. There were further complications. The entire area was in the midst of political and 

military conflict, and to get there we had already had to apply for various permits from different 

army detachments. In addition, there was an ongoing conflict between the American oil company 

Conoco and the indigenous territories of the Waorani people. Unsurprisingly, the oil company 

technicians did everything they could to make access to the most unspoilt areas as difficult as 

possible. Even so, with our tarpaulin, which wasn’t even large enough to be called a tent, we 

managed to camp, enjoy our hearty piranha stew, and get soaked every single night without fail. 

But all these self-imposed “hardships” vanished when, at a small lagoon, we observed and yes, 

recorded from the boat the legendary hoatzin we had heard so much about even before university. 

I cannot finish without mentioning the ever-present sound of the screaming piha, which I silently 

thanked for allowing itself to be recorded at any hour, almost our only collaborator. But above all, 

I must mention that years later, upon hearing it used as a generic soundtrack in films such as 

Objective, Burma! set during the Second World War, or in scenes depicting safaris in African 

jungles, I became aware of Hollywood’s lack of rigour when it came to incorporating ambient 

sounds that more closely match reality, or at least the appropriate continent. Or perhaps the 

available sound libraries were simply limited at the time? Even so, the effort to make a soundtrack 

resemble a natural soundscape is always appreciated. Some of the species recorded: Hoatzin, 

screaming piha, undulated tinamu, pauraque, frogs… 

Many of the recordings I managed to capture are of common species, of poor quality, many 

distant, out of focus or even overexposed - due both to the rudimentary equipment and my lack 

of experience. I had only been recording for a year, back in my own country and in familiar 

woodland settings. Confronting a majestic rainforest for the first time is quite a challenge: the 

great height of the trees and the existence of multiple strata where life unfolds, birds and other 

fauna that never descend to ground level, and others that move precisely within the lower layers. 

Sight and hearing must adapt to this new environment, where sound behaves differently from in 

the forests I knew. My field notebook also contains numerous notes on recordings of species we 

were unable to observe - calls or brief songs - which I have not yet been able to classify. 

The guide to the Birds of Venezuela, by William H. Phelps Jr and Rodolphe Meyer de 

Schauensee, proved useful in some cases, with its detailed descriptions, sometimes even of vocal 



repertoires. Once back home, I obtained some early cassette recordings that were of great help, 

for example Voices of the Peruvian Rainforest by Theodore A. Parker III, published in 1985 by 

the Library of Natural Sounds at the Cornell Lab of Ornithology, or the collection of cassettes 

published by ARA Records, beginning with Voices of Neotropical Birds (1983) by John William 

Hardy, curator of Ornithology and Bioacoustics at the Florida Museum of Natural History. 

What is beyond doubt, however, is that the growing availability, both in sound libraries and online, 

of recordings made by field recordists who generously share their work, together with the tools 

developed from them to identify songs and calls, marks a turning point for expeditions to still 

largely unexplored places. These resources allow us to gain a deeper understanding of such 

environments. Given the vulnerability of, or lack of knowledge about, numerous species, both 

birds and other groups such as amphibians or insects for instance, this approach is not only 

valuable but essential. 

Our trip to Ecuador was thrilling, thanks to the connection with and discovery of its extraordinary 

nature, the adventures we experienced due to the challenges posed by the lack of tourist 

infrastructure, and the inevitable human contact that arises when traveling by bus for hours on 

end. Currently, although some natural areas have likely disappeared or been significantly altered, 

there are specialized companies and logistical support for birdwatchers and adventure travel 

throughout the country. But that would have been another story. 

 


