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Trip Overview 
Another exciting year ended with a first visit to Ecuador for over a decade, primarily to photograph some rare mammal species and to 

hopefully find a reliable independent guide who I could use for future trips. Given that I also wanted to try three different lodges in 

the Amazon, I could not visit as many destinations as I would have liked on this occasion and will return as soon as possible to 

explore the many additional wildlife options of this fabulous 

country. As he is now working with me at Wild Globe between 

studies, I had the pleasure of once again travelling with my son 

James, who has an interest in wildlife filmmaking and who 

proved to be a great help, particularly when spotlighting each 

evening. Previously I have had to largely rely on guides to assist 

when attempting to photograph animals at night, but on this trip 

James and I took turns to hold the spotlight whilst the other would 

either film or take photographs. It was a significant improvement 

and James’ newly acquired language skills were also of great 

assistance, as he has been learning Spanish for a while now and 

acted as my interpreter on several occasions. Another change for 

this trip was my decision to dispense with my spotting scope, 

despite the fact that I was aware that the spectacled bears and 

mountain tapirs that I was hoping to see at Cayambe Coca, were 

likely to be observed at distance, initially at least. Given my far 

from overwhelming views of snow leopards on my previous trip, 

this was a chance that I was prepared to take, as I have always 

attempted to get as close as possible to the animals that I search 

for and am not overly interested in a blurred view in a scope from 

two or three kilometres away. Instead I want my guests to be able 

to savour that special moment when they encounter a truly wild 

animal in its natural environment for the first time and I spend a 

great deal of my time in the field studying the behaviour of 

wildlife and assessing which species it is possible to observe at 

close quarters. It does not always work of course and on occasion 

I have spooked an animal simply by leaving my vehicle, but 

memorable intimate views can be achieved with many species and 

in future I will rely on either my own eyes or binoculars at worst. 

After a lengthy flight to Quito, our first stop was to be Mindo and 

the Bellavista Cloud Forest Reserve, which I had been aware of 

for quite a while, but did not include on my itinerary until I read 

that at least one olinguito was a regular nocturnal visitor to the lodge. This immediately grabbed my attention, as the olinguito was 

only described by science in 2013 and was the first carnivorous mammal species to be ‘discovered’ for 35 years. The olinguito is not 

actually a new species of course, but for decades it had been mistaken for the olingo, another member of the raccoon family, and 

indeed the name olinguito translates as ‘little olingo’. Several samples were misidentified in various institutions over the years, sadly 

museums kill a large number of even very rare species, often illegally, to obtain samples for their collections, and it is thought that one 

olinguito was even kept in an American zoo during the 1960s, understandably refusing to mate with the ‘other’ olingos it was caged 

with. Although it is classified within the order carnivora, like all members of the raccoon family, the olinguito is actually an omnivore 

and the staff at Bellavista have taken to leaving fruit out at the lodge to entice one or more of these shy visitors, in the same way that 

multiple feeders are hung around the grounds in order to attract hummingbirds. I have no issue with this on such a small scale and 

whilst some people maintain that we should not 

interfere with nature in any way, that argument appears 

to be slightly vacuous given the widespread destruction 

that we have wrought across the planet and it is 

certainly expressed at least two millennia too late. 

Although I certainly do not agree with feeding predators 

in any circumstances, the moment you build a lodge and 

introduce visitors, you are disturbing the natural balance 

of an area to some degree and if a few pieces of fruit 

enable guests to see these harmless animals and to learn 

exactly why their habitat needs to be preserved, then it 

is all for the greater good as far as I am concerned. 

Undoubtedly, what has occurred over the years at 

Bellavista more than justifies the existence of a lodge, 

as this entire area of cloud forest on the slopes of the 

Andes had been cleared to provide pasture for herds of 

cattle until a small part of it, approximately 136 acres 

overlooking the Tandayapa Valley, was purchased in 

1991 by Richard and Gloria Parsons. Over the years, with the assistance of individual investors, Richard and Gloria have purchased 

additional land and Bellavista now protects over 2,000 acres of cloud forest and includes a small research station where university 

groups and researchers can study the incredible biodiversity of one of the richest ecosystems in South America. Over twenty years of 

regeneration have completely transformed the once almost barren slopes and although the Mindo area has been known as a great 

birding destination for a number of years, it was declared an International Important Bird Area by Birdlife International back in 1997,  



the diversity extends well beyond the 330 or so birds that adorn the pre-montane forests of the Tandayapa Valley. The plant life is 

even more abundant, prompting the New York Botanical Gardens to state that the diversity of epiphytes, ‘air plants’ that live  on other 

plants, is higher in the cloud forests of Ecuador, Colombia and Peru than anywhere else on the planet. As you walk along the pretty 

trails, the knowledgeable local guides will point out a huge array of delicate, colourful orchids, there are over 4,200 species of orchid 

in Ecuador alone and new species are being discovered every year, and hundreds of vibrant bromeliads further embellish an already 

inspiring landscape. I had the good fortune to meet Richard during my visit 

and to personally witness how the ground-breaking efforts at Bellavista, one 

of the founding members of the Network of Private Protected Forests of 

Ecuador, are changing the views of the local people regarding the need to 

conserve such a unique and precious ecosystem. Other groups and 

organisations are now protecting and restoring large areas of vulnerable land 

and the reverberation of chainsaws and seasonal slash-and-burn fires are 

now almost a thing of the past, in this particular area at least. My own visit 

started in a totally unexpected and equally spectacular fashion, when we 

turned a bend on the mountain path towards the lodge and our headlights 

illuminated an oncilla staring at us in the middle of the road. To say that I 

was surprised was something of an understatement, as we arrived at Quito in 

the late evening and I had previously decided that we would drive to the 

lodge in the dark, rather than spend the night in the capital and have to make 

the journey the next morning. As such, all our bags were stored in the back 

of our vehicle, including my camera equipment, and the guys transferring us 

were understandably more interested in getting us to the lodge than looking 

for wildlife on what turned out to be a three-hour drive. I did not therefore 

get a photograph of this beautiful cat before it quickly disappeared into the 

undergrowth, but, just on size alone, it was easily recognisable as an oncilla 

and when I asked about it the next morning our guides confirmed that it was 

the only small cat in the region and that the locals know it as tigrillo or tiger 

cat. Instead of being disappointed at not getting a picture, I was thrilled to 

see such a rare animal before our tour had even really begun, particularly as 

I have only encountered three or four of these cats in my life and certainly 

did not envisage seeing one here. Given our very long journey and late 

arrival, it was almost 11pm before we finally got to our lovely room, we did 

not look for the olinguito that evening, but were later informed that it did not 

appear in any case. Despite the fact that fruit, in this case bananas, is placed 

in a tree for them, the olinguitos that visit Bellavista are wild animals that 

appear to view the feeding station as just another stop during their regular nocturnal foraging. Happily they are not sitting waiting to 

be fed each evening and do not emerge from the forest at any given time, if they emerge at all. If the olinguito is your main reason for 

visiting Bellavista, I would therefore suggest a stay of at least two nights and possibly three, just to be certain. Our first potential 

sighting would have to wait until our second night and meanwhile we took the opportunity to walk some of the many trails and delight 

in the sheer number and variety of birds on display. In addition to the dazzling hummingbirds, at one set of feeders eighteen different 

hummingbirds were identified in less than half an hour, a pair of plate-billed mountain-toucans were a particular highlight and various  

treecreepers entertained us as they flitted from trunk to trunk, despatching a multitude of insects in their path. As is generally the case, 

mammals are much more difficult to observe at 

Bellavista, partly due to the fact that local farmers 

historically took a zero tolerance approach to any 

animals on their land and also because the dense 

forest makes it so difficult to actually spot them. 

We did, however, see a few red-tailed squirrels 

around the lodge and on our first full afternoon we 

had our second stroke of incredible good fortune. 

After years of traipsing along forest trails hoping 

to catch even a fleeting glimpse of any mammal, I 

have learned that it is often more productive to sit 

down quietly somewhere with a decent view and 

just wait to see what appears. This was the 

approach that I took when we came to a cleared 

area of grazing land beyond the lodge trails. 

Within no more than twenty minutes or so a small 

animal ran across the road roughly 150 metres 

from where we were sitting. Instead of immediately running after it, we walked slowly towards the point where it disappeared only to 

see it emerge again twenty metres further up the road. It was now clear that this was a long-tailed weasel, one of the animals that I was 

hoping to see at either of the first two destinations of the trip. We had managed to find it on our first full day and although it was 

extremely fast and always stayed ahead of us, we had superb views and I was able to take a reasonable photograph. After the previous 

oncilla encounter, we could not have been more delighted and rushed to the olinguito feeding area after dinner with very high hopes. I 

must admit that these hopes were falling slightly after a three-hour wait, particularly as the other guests and their accompanying 

guides had all departed an hour before and the two of us were staring rather forlornly at a bunch of entirely unmolested bananas. 

Visions of a fruitless and bitterly cold twelve-hour maned wolf vigil in Brazil began to materialise, but fortunately the newest of all 

mammal species was just running late and eventually appeared at almost 11pm. As if to prove the point about being entirely wild, it  



disappeared as quickly as it arrived and did not give the tempting bananas a second glance. We waited patiently for its undoubted 

return, which of course never happened and we finally gave up at 1am, which was ultimately a good decision, as the bananas were 

untouched when we returned later that morning. Again we were not too disappointed, as it had been great to see such a rare animal, 

albeit briefly and we had one more opportunity on our third and final night. Thankfully we did not have to wait as long on this 

occasion, as the olinguito turned up a little after 9pm and this time tarried to choose the perfect banana before absconding with its 

bounty. It was difficult to take good photographs in the poor light, but I did get a couple before James filmed the remaining action and 

we were both delighted to achieve great views of a fascinating creature. We only encountered four mammals in all at Bellavista, but 

we had not expected to find two of them and would leave the following morning in very high spirits. Of course many other mammal 

species occur in the area, including spectacled bear, which have been captured on the lodge camera traps, mountain coati, northern 

pudu and puma. However, they are notoriously difficult to observe and the only disadvantage of a visit to Bellavista is that they do not 

offer any night walks or drives to spotlight for nocturnal mammals. Given the astonishing beauty of the reserve and the vital 

conservation work being undertaken there, this is only a very slight issue, but when I next visit I will take my own vehicle to enable 

me to search the road leading to the reserve and beyond at night. Of the guides I spoke to at length, one had never seen an oncilla and 

the other had only seen one in six years. I am certain that this would change fairly dramatically with a few nocturnal excursions and 

although the focus at this wonderful reserve will always be birds, how could it not be given the astounding variety on display, there  

 
are more than enough possibilities to please both general wildlife enthusiasts and the more dedicated mammal watchers among us. I 

certainly look forward to returning and to introducing other guests to the paradise that Richard and Gloria have created, as Bellavista 

is much more than a tempting lodge in an idyllic setting, it is a conservation success story and a model for what can be achieved by 

two people determined to make a difference. On our final morning we visited the feeders at a hummingbird garden further down the 

mountain, different species can be found at different altitudes, and also took a short walk to the river, where several Andean cock-of-

the-rocks nest under a nearby bridge. I saw one flying as we walked and within no more than ten minutes of our arrival, another, or 

perhaps the same one, flew up under the bridge and landed on its nest. It was possibly the easiest encounter I have ever experienced 

with such a rare bird and although the photographs were fairly murky given the lack of light under the bridge, it was an excellent way 

to end the first part of our adventure. Our next stop would be Cayambe Coca Ecological Reserve, where we would be looking for the 

two remaining target animals for the trip, spectacled bears and mountain tapirs, with the assistance of Armando Castellanos, a 

biologist who has been studying spectacled bears, or Andean bears as he prefers to call them, since 1995. The President of the Andean 

Bear Foundation, Armando was the first person to successfully return captive Andean bears to the wild and his research on bears and 

mountain tapirs has provided a critical insight into the behaviour and ranges of both species. As with the majority of researchers and 

conservationists, Armando tracks his study animals with the aid of radio telemetry, which means that each bear or tapir has to be 

captured in order to fit the collar they can be traced by. Unfortunately for Armando, this worked against him on our visit, as I had 

already made two specific requests prior to my arrival. Firstly, I wanted to try to get as close as possible to each animal and I also only 

wanted to search for bears and tapirs without collars, which basically meant that Armando could not find them using the conventional 

and far easier telemetry method. To assist we had two local trackers with us, Felipe and Oscar, who proved to be invaluable during 

our six-day stay. Both appeared to be cast entirely from granite, they were impervious to rain and could walk uphill all day at altitude 

without pausing. They were also extremely adept at finding tracks and following an animal for long distances, particularly tapirs. In 

some respects this was both a blessing and a curse, as we would lose them for long periods throughout the day as they searched alone 

and would then have to rush to where they last saw an animal in the hope that it had not already secreted itself within a patch of thick 

forest. This was not always easy, as parts of Cayambe Coca are at an altitude of more than 4,000 metres and some of the climbs were 

reasonably steep. Getting to each location was not in itself a major problem, but getting there quickly before the animal could spot us   



and disappear was far more challenging, particularly as the vast majority of our sightings were from below and we could generally be 

seen climbing slowly towards each animal. As you would expect, the bears were far more skittish than the tapirs and we ideally 

needed to spot one in a lower valley to provide us with the element of surprise necessary to get close. This did happen on one 

memorable occasion, but sadly natural events beyond our control took over and we were thwarted once again. As it was, and despite 

the very best efforts of our two trackers, we had far more 

success from the road than searching on foot, as six of the 

seven bears that we encountered were spotted either from 

our vehicle or on walks along the road, as well as one of 

our two tapirs. Armando had made it clear that tapirs 

were much harder to find than bears and this was 

substantiated on our very first afternoon when a large 

male bear was spotted from the vehicle and we proceeded 

on the first of many stalks directly up the side of a steep 

hill, which would typically turn into futile and frantic 

chases as soon as the bears became aware of our 

presence. We were never actually chasing bears or 

forcing them to flee and it was more a case of them 

constantly walking and that, even when moving relatively 

slowly, the bears were much faster on all fours than we 

could ever hope to be on two and covered even sheer 

slopes as if they did not exist. As often with nature, at 

times I felt very puny, although on this first occasion we 

did get to within about 100 metres and I was able to take 

a few photographs before the magnificent animal ambled 

quietly away over the brow of the hill and out of sight. It was another amazing start and the adrenalin was still coursing through our 

veins as we descended to join an ecstatic Armando and our happy guides. The rest of the day proved to be uneventful, but on the next 

our extraordinary good fortune continued and we found a mountain tapir. Within less than four full days we had encountered all three 

major target species for the trip, as well as an oncilla and a long-tailed weasel. Tours rarely start this spectacularly and we had Felipe 

and Oscar to thank for the tapir sighting, as they found the animal for us and then kept it in view as the three of us climbed to meet 

them. It was all going really well until James and I took up different positions in an attempt to intercept the tapir, which was moving  

 
again by this stage. Instead of us both having a great view of this highly distinctive mammal, James found himself isolated at the top 

of a hill while I worked my way down and managed to get within about 20 metres of the tapir. Photographs were still more or less 

impossible due to the long grass and unfortunately Armando was not aware of my exact position and attempted to inform me where 

the tapir was from the summit of the hill that James was perched upon, despite the fact that I was sitting watching it just a few metres  



away. The ensuing commotion alerted the tapir to my presence and it slipped into a section of forest and beyond my view. In a way 

this was a blessing in disguise, as it gave James the opportunity to join me at the bottom, where we waited patiently for the tapir to 

reappear. Of course wildlife viewing rarely goes strictly according to plan and instead of taking the easy route directly past us, the 

tapir climbed up through the thick tree cover and emerged half way up the hill. At first we could only see its head, but at least James 

had now seen it and over the next few minutes we 

were able to savour stunning views of probably 

the most captivating of the four known tapir 

species. The long grass again hampered  my 

attempts to get decent photographs, but I did 

manage to get a few reasonable shots and this was 

as close as we would get to a tapir during our 

entire stay. We did have another chance a few 

days later when a second tapir was spotted on the 

edge of the forest by one of our eagle-eyed guides. 

Unfortunately the animal was again very high and, 

despite the fact that tapirs are relatively easy to 

get close to if you move quietly and stay 

downwind, it was not going to be a simple matter 

to get near enough to take the picture that I 

wanted. We climbed most of the way before 

Armando suggested that we climb up and around 

another hill to look down on the animal without 

being observed. This made sense and I rarely go 

against the advice of my guides, but on this occasion I could see that the position that Armando wanted to take was still too far for the 

photograph that I was trying to take. I therefore decided that James and I would cross the lower hill directly towards the tapir, which 

was still sleeping at the forest edge. This was working well and we were gradually getting closer, when we were suddenly undone by 

our own stealth, as we almost stepped upon a white-tailed deer lying in the tall grass and the startled animal ran directly towards the 

tapir, bellowing its traditional and all too familiar alarm call. We did not even get a chance to see the tapir run, but it obviously 

disappeared instantly and I had to return sheepishly to Armando, who providentially had more sense than to remind me of his earlier 

suggestion and the fact that we had wasted the best part of five hours on that one gamble to get closer. In reality the attempt was not 

really a waste, as my instinct has worked on plenty of previous occasions and for me the fun is being in the wild with these creatures 

and attempting to see them at close quarters. I would always rather try and fail to see an animal on foot than simply drive around all 

day and view them at distance from a vehicle. Our luck, with tapirs at least, had run out, as a group of workmen following behind us 

stopped to mention that a tapir had crossed the road just a few moments after we had driven by and another tour group later told us 

that a tapir had stopped in the middle of the road less than twenty metres from their tour bus. This is the way that wildlife viewing can 

go and I was still extremely satisfied with our sightings, particularly as we were seeing bears reasonably regularly and had also 

encountered a second long-tailed weasel by this 

stage. In fact, one of the reasons that I had 

decided not to climb any higher for the tapir was 

due to a similar incident with a bear the previous 

day, when we had again spotted the animal from 

the road and had gone round and up another steep 

hill until we were level with the bear. On that 

occasion I had suggested that we hold our 

position on the side of a hill that I thought the 

bear would probably pass, but Oscar advised that 

we scale another ridge for a view overlooking the 

unsuspecting animal. We did as instructed only to 

watch the bear disappear directly past the exact 

spot that I had wanted to remain at. Of course 

there was no guarantee that the bear would have 

gone that way had we stayed and for all the 

knowledge, experience and instinct that you rely 

upon in these situations, success with wildlife can 

still ultimately depend on a huge element of good 

fortune or otherwise, as in this particular case. To further illustrate the point, on another day James and I were walking alone while the 

rest of the group were scouting, when I spotted a bear mooching leisurely along the valley floor beneath us. Finally, this was the 

perfect opportunity that we had been waiting for, as I could see exactly where the bear was heading and knew that it would be a 

simple matter to run around a nearby hill and position ourselves directly in its path. We were just about to move when the bear began 

sniffing the air and, to our complete consternation, suddenly took off in the opposite direction. At first I thought that one of our own 

party had probably disturbed it, but then James saw a second much larger bear approaching from the left. Two bears within the same 

landscape was more than we had possibly hoped for and we still had a good chance of getting close to the second, as long as it 

continued to walk along the valley and not directly up the mountain beyond. Sadly, the gods were not with us and the bigger bear 

instantly turned and began climbing away into the distance. There was no hope of us catching it, but we still had an excellent view 

and, to our complete amazement, a third bear appeared and began following the second. At this point the rest of the group arrived and 

the five of us sat watching the two bears, the first had now completely disappeared, for more than half an hour. The third bear was 

much smaller than the second, which Armando identified as a large female. At one point she turned and ran at the smaller bear and we 

guessed that it might be a case of a young male following the female in an attempt to mate. However, given the significant size  



 
difference between the two, it more looked like a mother chasing away her young from the previous year, which I have observed on a 

couple of occasions with black bears in North America. Whichever scenario was correct, and despite the fact that we had been unable 

to approach, it was a remarkable privilege to watch three different bears interact in this way. We saw two further bears during our 

stay, one on foot on an extended hike and another from the vehicle, and our final tally of seven was more than I could possibly have 

hoped for when I first contacted Armando. Moreover, none of the bears or tapirs had collars and all were found due to a combination 

of our guide’s tracking skills, excellent collective spotting and a large slice of good old fashioned luck. Although the weather was as 

unpredictable as I have ever known, one moment you could be basking in sunshine and literally a few minutes later the entire horizon 

could be obscured by an impenetrable mist, and we probably lost about a third of our field time to heavy rain and persistent cloud 

cover, Cayambe Coca is a stunningly beautiful reserve encompassing a wide variety of distinct habitats that change dramatically as 

you climb higher into the mountains. Named after the snow-capped Cayambe Volcano that towers over the park at 4,690 metres, 

Cayambe Coca is largely a Páramo ecosystem, which is a specific term for a region in the Neotropics above the tree line but below the 

permanent snowline. Although the lower levels before the actual reserve are carpeted in thick luxuriant forest, as you ascend, so the 

trees disappear and you begin to encounter the shrubs and grasses so typical of an alpine biome. The highest point we reached was 

4,152 metres and to do so we passed a number of the picturesque translucent lakes that decorate the reserve. The grass was waist high 

in places, which made walking far more difficult and the conditions underfoot were even worse, as many areas that appeared perfectly 

traversable in the tall grass, were in fact relatively deep marsh and more than once I quickly sank beyond my knees. Falling over 

became a fairly regular occurrence for both myself and James and on one less than memorable occasion, I plummeted several metres 

when I involuntarily discovered that a dense patch of shrubs were in fact sheltering a deep, very muddy crevice. I came out looking 

like the creature from the black lagoon, but apart from a shredded pair of trousers and a rather dented ego, no real damage was done 

and my camera fortunately survived the fall. Although we only saw five different mammals during our stay, the forest rabbit or  

 



tapeti was the fifth, we more or less exclusively concentrated our efforts on bears and tapirs and did not search in suitable areas for 

other animals. Nor did we spotlight at night, as Armando was not set up for this and you currently cannot do so in the reserve. This 

was one of the issues that I discussed with Armando when we began to plan future tours and the various options that will allow him to 

raise much needed funds for his important research and conservation projects. Of the other possible mammal species, culpeo or 

Andean fox is the most likely to be observed and indeed I barely know a person who has visited Cayambe Coca without seeing one. 

On the first day that we entered the reserve, one of the rangers mentioned that a fox had been spotted just a few minutes earlier and 

each successive day I expected to bump into one. However, not only did we not have any luck with this usually common animal, but 

none of the other groups that I spoke to saw one 

either. If this was a surprise, missing some of 

the other resident mammals was less so, as 

dwarf red brocket deer, northern pudu, puma 

and oncilla all supposedly occur in or around the 

area, but all would be extremely difficult to find, 

even if you were looking specifically for them. 

The glistening trout aside, which were visible in 

large numbers in the crystal clear streams, the 

other real wildlife highlight of our stay was a 

great horned owl, which appeared at exactly the 

same spot two days in a row. When visiting 

Cayambe Coca, Armando uses the small town 

of Papallacta as his base, which is more famous 

for its hot springs, despite the fact that it sits just 

a few kilometres from such an important 

ecological reserve. The town is pleasant enough, 

but it quickly became apparent that Armando’s 

research is seriously underfunded and that he 

relies almost entirely on donations and gifts of 

often outdated equipment. No funding is made available for either his research or for the rehabilitation and eventual release of rescued 

bears and everything is currently being operated on an almost non-existent budget. Armando does not even own his own field vehicle 

and although he has an arrangement with a local who lets him use a 4 x 4 when it is available, this is often not the case and on three of 

the six days that we spent with him, we had to basically use a local taxi service to explore the park. This is far from ideal given the 

experience required to drive in such a demanding environment and one of the vehicles that we used was in such poor condition, it 

could barely climb the more difficult hills and made an appalling commotion as it laboured up a succession of ever steeper gradients. 

Armando was recommended to me by two eminent conservation biologists working in the Pantanal, Patricia Medici, who also studies 

tapirs, and Arnaud Desbiez, a giant armadillo researcher. Both are friends of mine and I have provided several photographs of lowland 

and baird’s tapirs for a book that Patricia is currently working on. 

I therefore knew that their recommendation would be a serious 

one and it is clear that Armando is dedicated to the conservation 

of both the Andean bear and the mountain tapir, the latter of 

which is already endangered. However, his work is evidently 

being hampered by a severe lack of funds and I consequently 

intend to partner Wild Globe with his Andean Bear Foundation 

and to try to provide him with the guests necessary to  help fund 

his important work. Armando hopes to be able to lead several 

small groups each year and his expeditions should be a perfect 

blend of conservation and environmental tourism, where his 

guests will have the opportunity to see two iconic animals in the 

company of one of the foremost experts in his field and, at the 

same time, contribute to the continued survival of the very species 

they are searching for. The trips will be a unique experience for 

most people and Armando and I have discussed the possibility of 

him offering night drives for both his own guests and other 

tourists visiting Papallacta, as tapirs are far easier to observe in the 

evening than during the day and some tourists will simply not be 

able to manage the tougher walks at altitude that James and I 

participated in. In addition, Armando is hoping to instigate a 

compensation scheme for local farmers who have cattle killed by 

bears, as Andean bears are adept at taking cows and the farmers 

generally retaliate by killing the bear involved. Others sadly get 

their retaliation in first and kill any bears they encounter, although 

this is slowly changing and a compensation scheme of this kind 

should further improve the situation. This needs to happen sooner 

rather than later though, as it has been discussed for some time 

now and attitudes towards bears will not improve until farmers are 

certain that they will be reimbursed for any losses. I am hopeful that the majority of my future tours to Ecuador will include time with 

Armando at Cayambe Coca and further details of his Andean Bear Conservation Project can be found on the Conservation page of my 

website. On our final morning Armando kindly accompanied us to the airport at Quito for our flight to Coca, gateway to Yasuni 

National Park and the mighty Amazon Rainforest. The first of our three Amazon destinations was a lodge situated on the Shiripuno  



River, a few kilometres beyond the border of the actual national park. As is generally the case with accommodation on my trip 

reports, I have once again omitted the names of each lodge visited and I was recently asked why I do this. There are two main reasons, 

the first of which relates to the fact that I often want to protect unique lodges within delicate ecosystems from mass tourism and to 

reserve these special sanctuaries for my own friends and guests. An area can quickly become too commercialised and it is important 

that certain destinations retain the atmosphere and harmony that made them so exceptional in the first place. This is especially the case 

with wildlife destinations, as a sudden, or even a gradual, influx of tourists will often disturb the natural balance of an area and can 

result in the wildlife that occurs there being irrevocably damaged. Secondly, I need to be able to write genuinely honest reviews of 

each lodge and it is far easier to do so if I do not specifically name them, particularly if they are involved in any questionable or 

unethical practices. The most common example concerns lodges and tour operators who advertise themselves as eco-friendly in an 

attempt to attract the environmental market, as many are 

not at all environmentally conscious and are actually 

having a negative impact on their surroundings and the 

areas in which they operate. The idiots offering piranha 

fishing in the Amazon, where dozens of tourists at a time 

catch a huge number of fish that are not even eaten, are a 

prime example and there are many others who are 

having a detrimental effect on the areas that  they are 

professing to help conserve, including the owners of a 

lodge in the Pantanal who secretly feed jaguars and giant 

river otters to ensure that their guests enjoy guaranteed 

sightings of both animals. None of the three lodges that I 

visited in Ecuador appeared to be involved in any such 

practices, indeed none of them even allowed bird 

feeders, but sadly our stay at the first of the three was not 

a happy experience. This was a great shame, as of all the 

lodges that I initially researched, this was the one that I 

really wanted to work and to be able to recommend to 

future guests. Everything about it appeared to be perfect, 

from the rustic rooms, to the lack of electricity and wifi 

and the isolated, tranquil setting on the banks of the 

Shiripuno River. The journey in was also promising, as it 

included an initial drive to the river followed by a 

wonderful four-hour boat journey along a typically 

scenic Amazonian river. As we manoeuvred around the 

fallen trees and organic debris, it really felt as if we were 

turning our back on civilisation and heading to 

somewhere truly remote. During our journey I discussed 

the situation at Yasuni National Park with our guide, as I 

knew about the oil exploration in the area and that 

China, as part of their aggressive and escalating 

international expansion policy, had taken control of the 

vast majority of Ecuador’s crude oil. I was also aware 

that PetroChina were now actually drilling within the 

national park and that several members of the local 

community had been killed in a number of supposedly 

related  incidents. I wanted to ask local people about 

these events and although the situation is more complex 

than I have time to fully address in this format, I was 

basically informed that the indigenous Taromenane people, who have retreated deep into the heart of the forest and have almost no 

communication with the outside world, threatened an elder of the Waorani tribe, who was also their only link to the rest of the 

country. Apparently they were terrified by the noise of helicopters and heavy machinery approaching their homes and the elder was 

informed that if the outsiders did not leave, he would be killed. Powerless to intervene on behalf of the Taromenane, this duly 

occurred in March 2013, when the unfortunate intermediary was stabbed with twelve spears and one of his wives was killed with a 

further six. The Waorani of course retaliated and just days later around thirty men, women and children of the Taromenane tribe were 

massacred within one of their own settlements. The horrific photographs that I was shown of dead children and babies strewn across 

the forest floor were more reminiscent of the final scenes in the film The Mission than an Amazonian paradise, but the real horror of 

the situation was that the Waorani had carried out their murderous retaliation with the assistance of automatic weapons, shotguns, 

GPS devices and mobile phones, which they could not possibly afford. This appears to support the widely held belief that someone 

with a vested interest in the oil extraction within Yasuni is arming the various factions and encouraging them to wipe each other out. 

With no native communities remaining, then the problems regarding the historical rights of the indigenous people also disappear and 

the exploitation of Yasuni National Park can continue unhindered. With the populist Ecuadorian government actively embracing the 

Chinese investment in their country and encouraging further oil exploration across the Amazon, both human rights and 

environmentalist groups are bracing themselves for a tragedy on an almost unprecedented scale, as, even by Amazonian standards, 

Yusuni is considered to be one of the most biodiverse and ecologically important areas on the planet, largely because it forms part of 

an area that did not freeze during the last ice age. Consequently, the retreating flora and fauna took refuge within this last natural 

sanctuary and when the ice finally melted and temperatures increased once more, the wildlife that had survived within Yasuni spread 

and repopulated the rest of the Amazon. I relay these events simply to inform potential visitors of the situation in one part of the 

country and not to discourage anyone from visiting Ecuador, as the country as a whole is no more safe or unsafe than the majority of  



other countries in the world and the events within the rainforest will have no real impact on tourists, at least not in the short-term, as 

the destruction of the Amazon will of course be relevant to the entire planet at some inescapable stage. As with so many of the people 

across South America, most of the Ecuadorians I met were incredibly friendly and hospitable and I would not hesitate to recommend 

the country as a premier wildlife destination. Another question that I have been asked is why I include this type of ‘depressing’ detail 

when I am attempting to sell holidays, as everyone else always accentuates the positive aspects of the destinations they are marketing 

and generally ignore issues of this kind, however important they may be. Whilst I understand this perspective, as no one really wants 

to read about animals being slaughtered or the 

effects of global warming, certainly not when 

they are planning an exciting trip, the truth is I 

am simply not interested in selling anything, 

least of all holidays. My only motivation is 

showing other likeminded people the 

incredible wonders across this beautiful planet 

and for them to experience these marvels in 

the way that I would expect to. I would hate 

my friends, and most of my guests become 

friends, to be disappointed with a trip that I 

have organised or to feel that I have misled 

them in some way. In addition to assisting 

various conservation projects, I want my trip 

reports to be a true reflection of the tour that I 

have experienced and for individuals to make 

up  their own minds in terms of whether that 

type of adventure would suit them or not. 

Unfortunately, our boat journey in was almost 

as good as things would get over the next four 

days, as our guide was friendly enough, but he had no passion and no desire to help us look for animals that he could not show us 

easily. He was reluctant to walk at night and when we were discussing the animals that might be viewed on the trails and around the 

lodge, he dismissed several species that I knew would be in the area, including spotted paca. When I was finally able to persuade him 

to take us out spotlighting in a canoe on our penultimate evening, we encountered four pacas within less than an hour. While his 

seemingly amiable persona may have worked well enough with general tourists hoping to see the odd caiman or tarantula, his work 

ethic was appalling and on most days we had to attempt to fill up to ten hours of downtime before admitting defeat and going to bed. 

We were told that we were not allowed to walk the forest trails on our own, which of course we ignored given the interminable wait 

between guided activities, and in all we saw four mammal species during the entire four-day stay. That can happen of course and 

another group did see two additional primate species that we missed, but when you compare our encounters at the next two lodges, 

there were clearly issues at this one, several of which became apparent throughout the course of our stay. Certainly there was a 

problem between our guide as an Ecuadorian of European descent and the native Waorani guides, at least one of whom accompanied 

us on every activity, as the locals clearly had no respect for our man and took great delight in laughing at him and informing us of the 

animals that he had missed while we were on the river. To be fair they did have a point, as he rarely spotted anything and barely raised 

his head to even look, but the situation was an 

awkward one, to which we should not have 

been subjected. Our guide’s attitude did not 

help and on the one night walk that I insisted 

on, he spent most of the time talking to and 

laughing with the native guide who was 

following several metres behind. Of course we 

saw nothing and whilst a lack of animals is an 

occupational hazard that I am all too familiar 

with, the more alarming fact was that I had 

been arranging this tour for several months 

with the lodge owner and had been assured 

that I had been given their premier guide. The 

situation reached its nadir on our final day, 

when I suggested that we get up early and try 

a simple trail that other guests had seen howler 

and capuchin monkeys on, albeit briefly and at 

distance. We had enjoyed so little success that 

it seemed to make sense to at least try an area 

that we knew monkeys were visiting. Our 

guide, however, informed us that he had other ideas and that we would visit a trail that had not been used for several months with the 

assistance of two additional local guides, who could ‘move silently through the forest’ to help us look for mammals. Given our 

previous track record, much of which I have not mentioned here, I was not wildly enthusiastic, as our customary two guides never 

made any effort to remain silent and now we would be burdened with four of them traipsing through the forest. What eventually 

transpired was worse than even I could have envisaged, as the trail no longer existed, as I had pointed out would be the case after 

months without use, and one of our newly acquired ‘covert’ guides spent the entire first leg of the walk loudly hacking away at the 

encroaching forest with his machete. The only animals we were ever likely to spot would have had to be either deaf or deceased, but 

that did not overly matter, as the guides were more interested in chatting between themselves than actually looking for wildlife. The 

‘we’re so overt we’re covert’ philosophy sadly did not work on this occasion, although I did get a couple of nice shots of a pair of  



rather bemused scarlet macaws, that I think probably just felt sorry for us and posed sympathetically for a few consolation 

photographs. In all the walk took six hours and on the way back our two new guides decided to have a mud fight, perhaps they were 

taking the whole covert approach a bit too seriously and were attempting to camouflage themselves. In any case, they promptly 

disappeared and were not seen again for another three hours until we returned to the boat. I did not think that things could possibly get 

any worse until I brushed against a large leaf and disturbed a ball of tiny wasps, the majority of which proceeded to sting me directly 

in the face. Although the pain was initially severe, no harm was done and by the end of probably the most futile hike I have ever 

participated in, I was looking for much larger wasps in an attempt to end it all. The pacas and a small group of squirrel monkeys aside,  

 



the only real mammal highlights at our first lodge were several groups of woolly monkeys, which the one native guide who seemed to 

have any idea of the local wildlife, pointed out belonged to two different species. I was surprised by this, as I was aware that both 

common woolly monkey and poeppig's woolly monkey, which I have always known as silvery woolly monkey, could be found at 

Yusuni, but had initially thought that only the latter would occur this far south. The range maps that I have since checked appear to 

support my initial understanding, but these are often inaccurate and we were to encounter common woolly monkeys again in any case, 

at our second lodge on the northern bank of the Napo River. Given that we had to spend so much time around the lodge, James and I 

made the most of the good weather, it was blisteringly hot for the first three and a half days of our stay, and availed ourselves of the 

rope swing hanging from a tree beside the river. It was great fun swinging out over the river and splashing down into the refreshing 

cool water, although the current was very strong and it took a fair amount of effort to even swim back to the bank. At one stage the 

entire lodge became involved and there was a long queue of both guests and guides waiting eagerly to take their turn. At moments like 

this it was easy to reflect just how special this destination could be, as the support staff were all friendly and the atmosphere around 

the lodge was probably as tranquil as I have known. Things only really began to go wrong whenever you asked the guides to do  

 
anything and the absence of large mammals was also a major concern, not so much from our perspective, but because all the signs 

indicated that the animals were coming under hunting pressure. The few primates that we encountered were extremely agitated and 

other guests informed me that even when they saw monkeys, it would only be for a few moments, as they always fled more or less 

immediately. I raised my concerns with our guide and he assured me that there was no longer any hunting in the area and that the local 

communities received around 60% of their income from the lodge and various tourist activities. Sadly by now I valued his opinion 

about as much as I would have valued Sweeny Todd’s on pie making and the Waorani would not be the first indigenous people to 

accept the tourist dollar and continue to kill the animals they have pledged to conserve. It was hard to escape the feeling that any 

individuals who are prepared to shoot a new born baby in the head, are very unlikely to have any compunction about killing an animal 

to eat, regardless of whether it is protected or not. I seriously hoped that this was not the case, as I have always been a supporter of 

projects involving the local people and this was the main reason that I chose to visit this particular lodge in the first place. Sadly the 

evidence began to mount up and although the sight of a girl of no more than four kicking an excited puppy in the stomach did not 

prove much more than the fact that she has almost certainly watched her parents do the same thing, seeing a domestic macaw in the 

same village was slightly more revealing. I have certainly witnessed too much of this casual cruelty over the years and on the morning 

of our departure, we had to leave at 4am on Christmas day, I at least partly had my answer, when James spotted a caiman in one of the 

local’s canoes. He initially thought that it had climbed in and went to see it, but I immediately knew that the sides of the canoe were 

far too steep and that it was dead. As we approached we could see that the caiman’s head had been almost severed, probably with a 

machete, and that the bottom of the boat was smeared with blood. Of course we were not meant to see this, as the hunt had obviously 

taken place at night and whoever killed it had not realised that we were leaving so early and had not therefore bothered to remove the 

evidence. Only the day before some of the guides had taken a German couple to photograph the caiman and I was now back in all too 

familiar territory, with guides showing guests the wildlife by day and then killing the same animals by night. It was a fairly sickening 

way to end a thoroughly depressing stay and I would be very surprised if caiman are the only animals being hunted in this area. 

Happily, of the five main destinations that we visited, this was the only one that we had a bad experience at and that I would definitely 

not return to. The weather apart, which had turned for the worse on the previous afternoon and would remain unsettled throughout the 

rest of the trip, things improved as soon as we arrived at the next lodge and I enjoyed probably my most successful sojourn in the 

Amazon. Despite the fact that it is the most diverse place on earth and I have visited it on a number of occasions across six different  



countries, as I have touched upon in previous trip reports, the Amazon, or rather rainforests in general, have not always been a 

favourite destination of mine. There are a variety of reasons for this, including the fact that the majority of lodges cater only for 

general tourists and make no real effort to help you search for any of the more elusive species, but basically I simply prefer looking 

for wildlife in an expansive landscape, be it the cerrado of South America, the great plains of North America or the sprawling 

savannah of Africa. I also feel at home in the ancient forests of the Northern Hemisphere, or what remains of them at least, where you 

have the freedom to search for wildlife alone and there are far fewer restrictions in terms of where you can actually explore. Personal 

freedom is a fundamental element of the trips that I like to arrange, which is one of the reasons that I love the Pantanal so much, and I 

have often been incredibly frustrated at 

rainforest lodges, where you can often find 

every conceivable luxury and distraction, but 

all I really want is the opportunity to get out 

into the field and look for the hundreds of rare 

and fascinating species that I know occur 

there. Things are much better in the countries 

where I have my own guides and I can now 

thankfully add Ecuador to that list, as I met a 

superb guide at our second lodge and his 

efforts and enthusiasm totally transformed this 

section of our trip. I have always insisted that 

the secret of any successful wildlife tour is a 

great guide, which is why I spend so much 

time on each research trip looking for and 

assessing suitable individuals. Our initial 

meeting did not actually get off to a great 

start, as our guide’s main area of expertise is 

birds and the lodge had not informed him that 

our principal interest was mammals. He was 

therefore under the impression that we were birders, but as soon as we cleared that up he totally understood our passion and fully 

dedicated himself to helping us find as many different species as possible. Although I gave up actively searching for any one single 

species in these difficult environments years ago, as I quickly realised it was far more productive to just put yourself in good areas for 

long periods and see what shows up, to give us some sort of focus, I suggested that we initially aim for primates, as I was aware of 

twelve different monkey species in the area and we had already seen three. We consequently targeted the remaining nine and at night 

we would search the more remote trails that most visitors never reach. Our second lodge, which was perched on the edge of a 

gorgeous lagoon and could be reached via a short walk and canoe ride from the northern side of the Napo river, sits just beyond the 

border of Yasuni National Park, within the UNESCO Yasuni 

Biosphere Reserve. At 5,000 acres, it is the largest private 

reserve in the Ecuadorian rainforest and is owned by a Swiss  

conservationist, who began buying land to protect in 1991. 

The contrast with our previous lodge could not have been 

more apparent, as there is absolutely no hunting within the 

reserve and consequently the animals displayed the type of 

behaviour that I would expect to see in a truly protected area, 

that of curiosity rather than abject terror whenever 

approached by people. Of course many animals still ran 

when disturbed, particularly those on the forest floor that 

spend most of their lives avoiding predators, but at least now 

we were encountering the variety of species that you would 

hope to see in such a diverse ecosystem and it suddenly felt 

as if the natural balance of things had been restored. The 

lodge and surrounding areas were also lovely and the next 

four days were about as good as things get in this part of the 

world. Within a few minutes of our arrival I was 

photographing both squirrel monkeys and black-mantled 

tamarins around the lodge and on our first walk we watched 

absorbed as three spix’s night monkeys emerged from their 

home, high in a tree hollow. These are fascinating creatures, 

as night monkeys are the only true nocturnal monkeys and 

are believed to mate for life, having a single young each year. We were clearly looking at a family unit and over the course of the next 

four nights we would catch the odd glimpse of further individuals foraging. The one problem we faced, which no one could sadly 

influence, was the weather, as it rained for much of our stay. As most of the guides like to point out to downcast tourists, you 

obviously expect rain in the rainforest, but the real problem was that when it was not raining, it remained overcast, as opposed to 

clearing and allowing us to enjoy some sunshine. This did not stop us either searching for or finding wildlife, but it did make 

photography extremely difficult, as the light within the thick forest canopy is already poor and without sunshine it can become almost 

impossible to take outstanding photographs. The situation was much easier at night when the light conditions did not matter and we 

enjoyed some spectacular success on three remarkable walks, only one of which ended before midnight. In addition to at least eight 

kinkajou sightings, we had a great view of an olingo and spent at least half an hour watching another olingo species, a highly active 

allen’s olingo, which I do not think I had seen previously. A spotted paca froze in customary and obliging fashion within a few metres 

of our path and a southern tamandua, which we also observed briefly during the day, barely gave us a second glance as it foraged  



 
noisily in the canopy. Both two and three-toed sloths were also observed, as well as night monkeys, and an anderson’s four-eyed 

opossum, the only opossum species encountered during the entire trip. For me at least, the highlight of our nocturnal expeditions was 

an excellent view of a southern naked-tailed armadillo, despite the fact that it was pouring when we saw it and my camera was sitting 

forlornly in my dry bag. It was still great to see such a rare armadillo species and we also had a quick glimpse of what I think was 

probably a nine-banded armadillo, although I could not be entirely certain and have not therefore included it within the mammal list 

for the trip. Given our outstanding success, I even sacrificed one night walk in order to take a canoe through some narrow channels 

that I thought might be productive for water opossum, which had been seen on a nearby trail, and possibly silky anteater. We were not 

successful, at least not in terms of our two target species, but did come across another night monkey, as well as several caiman, 

snakes, frogs, toads and a greater bulldog bat, which was swooping alongside our canoe, taking insects from the surface of the water.  

We sat quietly for some time watching this impressive animal and in all the gentle cruise made a nice change from our usual nocturnal  



 
 

 
 

 



activities. Having seen another two primates almost as soon as we arrived, there were seven monkey species remaining and our guide 

thought that we would probably see five of them whilst at this lodge. Three of the seven only occurred on the southern side of the 

Napo River and we therefore crossed twice to look within two different sections of Yasuni National Park. We found one of the three, 

the golden-mantled tamarin, almost immediately, but had no luck with either the white-bellied spider monkey or the Equatorial saki 

monkey and these species would consequently have to wait until we moved to our final lodge, which was situated on the southern side 

of the river. Of the four species that could be observed on our side of the Napo, white-fronted capuchins were seen on two different 

canoe trips and red titi monkeys on a walk on our very first day, although the light was again awful and my photographs are  

subsequently very dark. A couple of pygmy marmosets were easily spotted at their nesting tree just beyond the boardwalk that takes  

 
you to the lagoon in front of the lodge, which only left Colombian red howler monkey. We eventually saw these a few times, but the 

sightings were all at distance and the first was from the top of the huge canopy walkway that the lodge is partly famous for. Whilst 

there is no denying that these walkways, which are a feature at numerous lodges and reserves, are a complete eyesore amid a pristine 

forest landscape, I actually quite like them, as they provide an entirely different and more liberating perspective of the rainforest and 

allow you to view each individual strata as you ascend further. Beginning at the forest floor, you very quickly reach the initial layer of 

shrubs and small trees, before moving on to the under canopy and then higher to the canopy itself. Finally, as you climb above the 

canopy, the emergents come fully into view, these are the great forest giants, with huge buttress roots, that often reach heights of 50 to 

60 metres. The walkway at this lodge featured three soaring towers with two long platforms between them, from which you had an 

uninterrupted view across an entire sea of green. Whilst they are certainly more useful for bird watching, we saw a number of 

stunning toucans and macaws during our two visits, as well as a great potoo and a crested eagle, they can also provide unique views of 

primates, squirrels and sloths, all of which can be difficult to observe well from the ground. In addition to the howler monkeys that we 

saw, I was informed that another group had a superb view of a three-toed sloth and it is not often that you get to look down on that 

particular animal. The lodge is also home to a 43 metre wooden observation tower, built around an immense and ancient kapok tree, 

which is equally impressive in its own way and certainly blends in more with its surroundings. Unfortunately it was fairly busy when 

we visited on our final morning and I did not linger as long as I would, had we been alone. Whenever I get the chance, and it was not 

often at this lodge, as we were almost constantly out in the field, I ask other guests about their experiences and whether they are 

enjoying their stay, as I am conscious that I generally approach these trips from a predetermined perspective, which at times can be 

rather narrow given the general assessments that I have to make in a relatively short period of time. It accordingly makes sense to ask 

other people’s views and opinions, not only to provide a clearer picture of what wildlife is likely to be encountered at each destination, 

but also to understand which aspects of each particular visit people most enjoy. Although the responses can often be fairly mundane, 

focusing more on the lodge facilities than the staggering flora and fauna, occasionally they can actually help locate an animal and this 

was the case when I spoke to an elderly English lady who had just seen a two-toed sloth. When at first she mentioned that the sloth 

was very high in a tree and that she could barely see it, I was not initially that interested in changing our afternoon plans to go 

searching for it, but then she revealed where she had seen it and I knew that there were only palms in that area and that none of them  



 
were more than about twenty metres tall. I guessed that she had probably not used binoculars for a better view and that the sloth 

almost certainly appeared to be much higher than it actually was. After speaking to our guide we all decided that there was no harm 

taking a quick look, as it was fairly close to where we were heading and we could always move on if it was obscured. James spotted 

the sloth first and we quickly realised that we had made the right call, as not only was it less than fifteen metres from our boat, it was 

more or less out in the open and, best of all, was carrying a baby. I have not seen that many sloths with young, certainly not as close 

as this and we spent a magical twenty minutes watching the 

mother climbing, while her precious cargo clung on for all it 

was worth. We had many other memorable encounters during 

our stay, most notably a small group of white-lipped 

peccaries, which we followed through the forest for more 

than an hour, several agoutis, one of which paused just long 

enough for me to get a picture, more common woolly 

monkeys and two different northern Amazon red squirrels. In 

all we saw 22 different mammal species at this one lodge, 

including nine of the twelve possible primates, but excluding 

the unidentified armadillo, several bats and a rat that I was 

not able to identify and did not get a picture of. We also saw 

a cat, but it was at distance at night and by the time that we 

reached the vegetation where the eyeshine had disappeared, it 

was long gone. It was very low to the ground, so it could well 

have been another oncilla, but equally it could have been a 

stalking jaguarondi, it was just too far away to tell. I had 

thought that we may see a tayra, as they are reasonably 

common, as well as a lowland tapir, certainly given the 

number of tracks that we were observing on our long day 

hikes. However, these areas were just too far to get to at night and the semi habituated tapir that I had read about before we travelled, 

is no longer being seen regularly on the south side of the river. We did look of course, but without luck. No matter, as I have seen 

many tapirs previously and was fully aware that we had experienced a spectacularly successful stay. Certainly we would not have 

seen half the animals without the efforts of our superb guide and I was relieved to hear that he was working at the lodge on a freelance 

basis and is available to lead private tours. He is already familiar with all of the best wildlife locations across the country and gave me 

some great advice regarding the destinations that I still need to visit. While he is primarily a birding guide, he also has a real interest 

in mammals and other wildlife and was researching different animals during his very limited spare time. His attitude in the field was 

even more impressive, as he relished the freedom to explore as much as us and, after months of explaining walking palms and the 

medicinal use of plants to general tourists, you could tell that he was thrilled to be off the leash and out in the wild doing what he 

loved. He spotted our only poison dart frog of the entire tour and also pointed out rare birds that he thought might be of interest, 

including the crested eagle on the canopy walkway and a tropical screech-owl within a few metres of the wooden tower. He even went 

to the trouble of explaining our requirements to our new guide when he came to transfer us to our third and final lodge, which was on 



 
 

 
 

 



 



the south side of the river, back within Yasuni National Park, but in an area owned entirely by the Kitchwa Anangu community.  

The lodge is considered to be one of the finest examples of community-based ecotourism in the world and all profits are reinvested in 

further conservation projects and in the health and education of the local people. The Kitchwa Anangu take the protection of their  

reserve incredibly seriously, so much so, they even 

stopped fishing voluntarily and hunting in this area 

is very much a thing of the  distant past. The 

reserve protects more than 82 square miles of 

primary rainforest and if anything is even more 

natural and wild than our previous lodge, certainly 

it is more pristine and the animals were even easier 

to see here. The fact that we did not encounter quite 

as many was primarily due to the lack of nocturnal 

activities, which I will touch upon later, as well as 

the fact that our guide, a big surly individual and 

not overly friendly, did not make a great deal of 

effort on our behalf. He was not lazy as such, 

although he did not like early starts and we never 

left the lodge before 6.30am, but he did largely 

stick to the standard lodge activity times, which 

was not at all what I had arranged and paid for 

when I booked our stay. Although it did not really 

spoil our visit, his manner and attitude towards us 

was a shame, as it is always better when you get on 

well with your guide and all of the other guides that 

I spoke to could not have been friendlier. We still 

thoroughly enjoyed our stay here and were able to 

savour some magnificent, intimate encounters, six 

of which occurred, somewhat incredibly, on the 

8km canoe transfer down a narrow tributary to the 

lodge. The serene journey took more than two 

hours with two men paddling against the current, 

as, thankfully, no motorised transport is allowed within the reserve. After having already spent time with a large troop of squirrel 

monkeys, we almost immediately spotted a group of Equatorial saki monkeys, one of the two remaining primate species that we had 

not previously seen. We realised later just how exceptionally fortunate we had been, as we arrived as these highly distinctive monkeys  

were crossing the narrow river and within less than two minutes they were gone, not to be seen again during our entire four-day stay. 

Howler monkeys followed, as well as a couple of two-toed sloths and one three-toed sloth, all within about fifteen minutes. Just when 

we thought that the action had settled down and we would arrive at the lodge without any further excitement, I heard the unmistakable 

lament of a baby giant river otter crying to be fed. There is no noise quite like that high-pitched almost pitiful squeal and within a 

minute or so we were watching seven of 

these majestic otters hunting and eating 

within a few metres of the canoe. James 

and I both love watching these wolves of 

the  river and we were to see them on 

two further occasions before we 

departed. When we finally arrived at the 

lodge, it was as breathtaking as the 

journey had been, an absolute paradise 

overlooking another ravishing lagoon. 

Whilst we may not have been that lucky 

with our guide, we certainly were with 

our huge, luxurious room, which was 

perfectly situated on a raised platform 

directly over the lagoon. We were able to 

look down on caiman and river turtles 

and on one memorable afternoon I again 

heard that unique cry and looked up to 

see the giant river otters approaching. 

They proceeded to put on quite a show 

for several minutes and at one stage 

swam directly under our room. Golden-mantled tamarins were also regular visitors around the grounds and, although we had much 

better sightings a couple of days later, the new restaurant and observation tower, which is currently under construction, provided us 

with our first glimpse of white-bellied spider monkeys, the last of the twelve primates that I had been hoping to see. While rainforest 

occurs across the world, in a narrow belt either side of the equator, and over 90% of the world’s flora and fauna can be found within 

that belt, it is easy to forget just how immense and important the Amazon actually is, as it occupies around 40% of South America 

across nine different countries and is roughly the size of the lower 48 states. However, despite its size and unrivalled diversity, the 

Amazon is not fertile, at least not in terms of its soil, which is shallow and lacks nutrients, principally due to the constant rain that 

washes the rich minerals away. Beneath the topsoil are thick layers of clay, which contain no real goodness and are not able to sustain 

life. To compensate, the plants themselves store nutrients and when they die other plants feed on them, tapping the nutrients from the  



dead matter. The entire ecosystem survives on death and decay and the forest basically feeds itself, a self sustaining entity that has 

endured for millions of years. This is one of the reasons why clearing the Amazon is so counterproductive, even ignoring the fact that 

it produces about 20% of the earth’s oxygen, the loss of which would obviously be catastrophic, as the soil is too poor to be used to 

grow anything for more than a year or two after the last of the trees and plants have been destroyed. When you consider that more 

than 20% of the Amazon has already been obliterated, any projects that help conserve it are worth supporting and the inspired 

approach at this lodge should serve as an example to other communities, as the tourism here will sustain the local people for 

generations. Despite undoubted abuses in some areas, I remain convinced that this type of partnership represents the future of 

conservation and would urge potential travellers to research their destinations carefully and to select lodges actively involved in 

preserving the environment from which they profit, preferably in direct partnership with the indigenous people. The only failing that I 

could see at our final lodge, was the lack of serious spotlighting activities, as around 60% of the mammal species in the Amazon are 

nocturnal and guests are not being given the opportunity to even look for these creatures. They are being shown less than half the 

picture and that is not really acceptable from either a tourism or educational perspective. There is a small trail at the back of the lodge 

where it is possible to take a short nocturnal walk, but it is obviously not sufficiently remote to offer any real chance of finding 

 



 
something rare and is mainly used to show guests insects, spiders and frogs. The problem appears to stem from a black caiman attack 

on two tourists swimming in the lagoon back in 2012, as the lodge will not now allow canoes out at night and you can only reach the 

forest trails by canoe. This is incomprehensible to me, as the lodge use large robust fibreglass canoes with steep sides and it would be 

impossible for even a massive caiman to overturn one. Not being able to get out and explore such a pristine environment at night was 

the biggest frustration of the trip, particularly given the huge number of giant armadillo feeding burrows encountered on one trail 

during the day and fresh jaguar tracks on another. Jaguars are only seen a handful of times each year, but sightings of these and other 

cats would certainly increase if you were allowed to take a canoe down that 8km tributary every evening. It would also be more or 

less impossible to miss a lowland tapir, as I saw so many tracks, both on trails and in and out of the water, that you could almost  

guarantee a sighting with a little effort, particularly once the guides had discovered their regular routes. The lodge manager did relent 

on one occasion and allowed us to take 

a short canoe ride to a better trail. 

However, our guide was clearly not 

very happy with this and refused to let 

us use our own light, despite me listing 

the animals we had seen with it at the 

previous lodge. He maintained that he 

could only find animals with his light, 

but he barely raised his head 

throughout the entire walk and we 

were lucky in the end to even find  two 

snakes. I am currently in contact with 

the lodge about the spotlighting 

situation, although I doubt that it will 

change in the near future, as most 

tourists have no idea what they are 

missing and it is much easier for the 

staff and guides if everything shuts 

down after dinner. Whilst I would 

certainly like to support the work being 

done here and will definitely return, if 

I could only choose one lodge for 

guests, then it would have to be the 

second, as you have far more freedom 

to explore and the night activities, both 

in a canoe and on foot, provide a 

superior overall experience and a better insight into the world of the rainforest. We still had a great time at this lodge and in addition 

to several white-lipped peccary sightings, one of which involved dozens of animals running either side of us, we encountered our only 

red brocket deer of the trip, as well a young anaconda and two further groups of spider monkeys. Surprisingly, despite finding at least 

a dozen snakes, we did not see a single boa constrictor and I do not think that has happened to me previously in South America, 

excluding the areas in which they do not occur. We also more or less encountered a collared peccary, as we disturbed one on a 

morning walk, but I really only saw the vegetation moving as it fled and it took our guide to identify it from its alarm call. Another 

group saw eight at one of the clay licks, but when we visited briefly it was pouring and we did not see anything. Sadly the rain played 

a big part during our final days, as several of our long walks were hampered by torrential downpours and conditions underfoot became 

fairly treacherous. Contrary to popular belief, the Amazon is not flat and it became increasingly difficult to climb up and down the 

muddy slopes and exposed clay. We slipped often, but the conditions were so bad that even the guide was falling and on one occasion  



 
I almost reached the top of a steep bank, only to slide gracelessly back down to the bottom, all the time attempting to keep my camera 

raised and out of the mud. Despite the rain, attacking wasps, constant tumbles and river crossings on fallen trees, I managed to protect 

my camera throughout the entire trip until James slipped and, with his legs flailing, managed to kick it out of my hand. It was not 

damaged, which was just as well, as I had already lost one camera body to the humid conditions. Two of my favourite encounters took 

place on our very last day, beginning with our 

best sighting of a southern tamandua in 

reasonable early morning light. We saw 

another later that afternoon, but the real 

highlight was a tayra, particularly as I just 

saw a flash of fur when our guide first called 

out and thought that was it, only to see a 

second animal running down the same tree. I 

did not have time to take a shot, but we saw 

the second tayra well and were extremely 

grateful there had been two. There were 

many other rewarding moments throughout 

our stay and the real beauty of the Amazon is 

that there is always something fascinating to 

watch. On one canoe journey back to the 

lodge late in the evening, we were thrilled by 

the amazing sight of dozens of bats diving to 

catch insects on both sides of the boat and 

directly above our heads and on another 

occasion we laughed as butterflies landed on 

the head of a bemused river turtle. The turtle 

more or less tolerated the first, but when two 

more joined, it clearly became agitated and 

attempted to swipe them off. This would only 

work for a few seconds before the butterflies 

landed again and eventually the turtle gave up 

and plopped into the water. In all we saw 

fifteen different mammals at this third lodge and that number would undoubtedly have been higher had we been able to spotlight for 

long periods each evening. To be fair, we did let a few species go that we had seen previously, including various monkeys that we 

heard but did not make any effort to look for. Of the 35 mammals viewed over the course of the trip, 27 were encountered exclusively 

in the Amazon and we even missed a few species that you would either expect or at least hope to see given some good fortune. These 

included capybara, which are much harder to see in the Amazon than the Pantanal, various opossum species, South American coati, 

which we searched specifically for in one area at the second lodge, collared peccary and nine banded armadillo, both of which we  



probably did actually encounter, grey brocket deer, lowland tapir and giant anteater, which we saw the unmistakable tracks of on a 

couple of occasions. Anything else, including both giant armadillo and jaguar, as well as any other cats, would have been an 

unexpected, but gratefully received bonus. Despite a few issues, it was a highly enjoyable and productive trip and I very much look 

forward to visiting other areas of Ecuador, particularly as I now have a reliable guide in place. Given that I began 2014 with an 

excellent tayra sighting at Corcovado National Park in Costa Rica, our brief tayra encounter on the final afternoon was an entirely 

appropriate way to end another superb and eventful year, which included a host of special moments that will stay with me forever. 

The sun bear encounters in Borneo were certainly an unforgettable highlight and whilst I will keep returning to Hemis National Park 

and other suitable destinations until I can finally look one in the eye, it was still magical to see snow leopards again. The short trips to 

both Point Reyes and the Scottish Highlands underlined exactly what can be achieved in only a few days in less renowned areas. In all 

I had outstanding and generally close views of 46 mammals on those two trips alone, including bobcat and the Scottish wild cat  

subspecies, which is sadly and inexcusably, almost extinct. Both trips were also productive in terms of a number of small carnivores, 

which are of particular interest to me, and Borneo was even better, as predators, both large and small, accounted for fourteen of my 52 

confirmed sightings on that famous island. The gorgeous sun bear aside, the marbled and flat-headed cats were two rare species that I 

was hoping to observe and relieved to ultimately find and I was also immensely pleased to see so many civets, especially a young 

binturong, which I was fortunate enough to spend much of the day watching. Orangutans were of course another massive thrill, as it is 

always a tremendous privilege to spend time with these gentle and endearing apes. A pack of four powerful wolves was the undoubted 

highlight of my visit to Ladakh in India, although, again given my affinity for mustelids, the mountain weasel that ran directly into our 

camp was not that far behind. In Ecuador the spectacled bears were as entertaining and engaging as all bears are and the three olingo 

species were also a real success, as I had not seen at least one of the three previously, the olinguito, and think that was probably also 

the case regarding the allen’s olingo, which I did not instantly recognise and have no record of having seen before. For all the high 

profile species that I actively search for and obviously love to find, I am equally delighted by those unexpected encounters with less 

well known animals and my favourite moment of the entire year was watching a Malay weasel bouncing along happily with a huge rat 

in its mouth. The next two years promise to be just as exhilarating, as I make a long awaited return to the wildlife rich habitats of 

Southern Asia, with an initial trip to Sri Lanka and two extended tours in India. A busy road trip will provide a stimulating 

opportunity to assess several new destinations in the United States, and also to celebrate my son’s sixteenth birthday, and a 

comprehensive tour of Alaska will finally allow me to visit one of the greatest wildlife regions in North America on my own terms, as 

I have previously only been able to manage short stays spread over several years. South America will again feature, as I explore 

Paraguay’s many diverse and bountiful ecosystems, including a week in the always spectacular Pantanal, before returning once more 

to the Amazon and several equally exotic destinations in Peru. Although I have only one trip to Africa planned, it will be to marvel at 

the inimitable species of Madagascar and Tibet is similarly unique in its own way and will be included on a prolonged tour of China. 

The destinations change, but the wonders keep on coming, as there are endless possibilities in the world of wildlife travel and always 

exciting times ahead. 

 

 

 

 



 
 

No. Species Scientific Name Notes 

1 Oncilla Leopardus tigrinus One at night on the drive up to Bellavista. 

2 Spectacled Bear Tremarctos ornatus 
Seven individuals at Cayambe Coca, at least six of 

which were different bears. 

3 Tayra Eira barbara Two running down a tree at the final Amazon lodge. 

4 Long-tailed Weasel Mustela frenata One at Bellavista and one at Cayambe Coca. 

5 Giant River Otter Pteronura brasiliensis 
The same family of seven on three occasions at the final 

Amazon lodge. 

6 Kinkajou Potos flavus At least eight at the second Amazon lodge. 

7 Bushy-tailed Olingo Bassaricyon gabbii Lone individual at the second Amazon lodge. 

8 Allen’s Olingo Bassaricyon alleni An extended sighting at the second Amazon lodge. 

9 Olinguito Bassaricyon neblina Two sightings on successive nights at Bellavista. 

10 Southern Tamandua Tamandua tetradactyla 
Two at the second Amazon lodge and two on the last 

day at our final lodge. 

11 Mountain Tapir Tapirus pinchaque 
One within twenty metres and one at distance at 

Cayambe Coca. 

12 Linne’s Two-toed Sloth Choloepus didactylus Two at the second Amazon lodge and three at the last. 

13 Brown-throated Sloth Bradypus variegatus One each at the second and third Amazon lodges. 

14 Red Brocket Deer Mazama americana One in the early morning at our final Amazon lodge. 

15 White-tailed Deer Odocoileus virginianus 
Around twenty were observed in small groups at 

Cayambe Coca. 

16 White-lipped Peccary Tayassu pecari 
Small group at the second Amazon lodge and several 

sightings at the third. 

17 Spix’s Night Monkey Aotus vociferans 
Three in the early evening and individuals at night at the 

second Amazon lodge. 

18 Colombian Red Howler Monkey Alouatta seniculus 
Relatively common in low numbers at the second and 

third Amazon lodges. 

19 White-bellied Spider Monkey Ateles belzebuth Three different sightings at the final Amazon lodge. 

20 Common Woolly Monkey Lagothrix lagotricha Small groups at the first and second Amazon lodges. 



21 Poeppig's Woolly Monkey Lagothrix poeppigii 
Several groups at the first Amazon lodge and one group 

at the third. 

22 Pygmy Marmoset Cebuella pygmaea Two on the same tree at the second Amazon lodge. 

23 Black-mantled Tamarin Saguinus nigricollis Common around the second Amazon lodge. 

24 Golden-mantled Tamarin Saguinus tripartitus 

Brief sighting of four on a trip across the river from the 

second Amazon lodge and common around the grounds 

of the third. 

25 White-fronted Capuchin Cebus albifrons 
Several sightings at the second and third Amazon 

lodges. 

26 Common Squirrel Monkey Saimiri sciureus 
Brief sighting at the first Amazon lodge and common at 

the next two. 

27 Red Titi Monkey Callicebus discolor One sighting at the second Amazon lodge. 

28 Equatorial Saki Pithecia aequatorialis 
One sighting of a small group on the canoe ride to the 

third Amazon lodge. 

29 Anderson’s Four-eyed Opossum Philander andersoni Lone individual at the second Amazon lodge. 

30 Southern Naked-tailed Armadillo Cabassous unicinctus One at night at the second Amazon lodge. 

31 Tapeti Sylvilagus brasiliensis At least 30 at Cayambe Coca. 

32 Red-tailed Squirrel Sciurus granatensis Three different sightings at Bellavista. 

33 Northern Amazon Red Squirrel Sciurus igniventris Two at the second Amazon lodge and one at the third. 

34 Black Agouti Dasyprocta fuliginosa Four at the second Amazon lodge. 

35 Spotted Paca Cuniculus paca 
Four along the riverbank at the first Amazon lodge and 

one from the boardwalk at the second. 

 

 

 

 



 



 
 

 


