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Y owwccch! I rise from the sofa and fall to the floor as 
my knee gives out. I’ve been doing plenty of hiking 

recently feeling strong... and now this? Impossible. 
Worst of all is the timing. Stephen Meyers, my best travel 

buddy for more than four decades, is about to arrive from 
the States for ten days of ardent adventuring.  Depression 
deepens as I hug the sofa in my thigh-to-ankle splint 
watching Game of Thrones Season Seven reruns, cursing 
my luck, my bum knee and growing grouchier every day.

Stephen arrives. In need of a fresh destination, we 
point our rental car in a direction neither of us has 
explored, where viewing the wildlife and living the wild 
life is possible... even with my minimized mobility. We will 
head toward the coast and choose the less-beaten path 
northward toward Esmeraldas and the Colombian border 
in search of Shangri-la.

The outskirts of Guayaquil are a shock to the system. 
Threading gargantuan shopping malls, fast food joints and 
gated communities, we escape the heat and humidity in 
an air-conditioned highway sandwich shop swarming with 
tattooed twenty-somethings in tank-tops, flip-flops, and 
back-facing baseball caps.  My senses reel.  Suddenly it is 
2010 and I am back in southern Florida visiting my parents 
in their condo complex. Cast into this sweltering abyss, 
overwhelmed by the throngs in thongs, I think to myself 
“this is not Ecuador” in the same split second I realize it is.  
Obviously, I’ve been too long sheltered in our sweet and 
timeless Cuenca. We keep driving.

North of Montañita and just past Olón, before the 
highway drops over the hill toward the wide, green alluvial 
valley of Río Ayampe, we turn left down and dead end 
at the tiny fishing settlement of La Rinconada. Perched 
high above the water, Vista al Mar is an economically 
priced restaurant with a million-dollar view.  We strike 
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up a conversation with Enrique Rivera. He has lived the 
fisherman’s life since age eight when his mom and dad 
built one of only three houses that formed the original 
settlement.  “The town and he grew up together,” he says. 
The restaurant was his wife Ana’s idea. When I hold out 
pen and paper asking him for her last name he demurs, 
stiffening when I joke about not being able to spell it. 

“True, I cannot read or write. I never had time for that,” 
he says, chest puffing. “But I can do many things. Most of 
all, I am a damn good fisherman.”

Daughter Elizabeth serves us langostinos brought home 
by her dad earlier in the day.  “Shrimp are farmed,” she 
explains. “Langostino are tastier. A few hours ago they 
swam in the sea.”  She is right. Every bite offers the taste of 
the ocean. It’s the best lunch we’ll have on the entire trip.  

What makes the settlement of Ayampe outstanding is 
what it lacks. No traffic, loudly pumping music, resorts or 
fancy restaurants; Ayampe is lush, green and seductively 
tranquil. Las Cabañas Tortugas, a romantic, laid-back 
haven with a vegan vibe, hosts a mix of European Rasta-
coiffed surfer-types and locals in search of a romantic 
getaway. Offshore is a dramatic rock formation named 
“Los Horcados” once provided convenient natural gallows 
for pirate gangs to string up their rivals.  Stephen and I 
walk the beach at dusk watching as the sun sets directly 
between the two sea stacks. It’s breathtaking. 

Owner David Cárdenas explains how everyone 
considered him insane when he purchased this wild stretch 
of coast to build a tourist hostal. No electricity. No water. 
Now he works with fellow owners to ‘keep Ayampe funky’ 
by establishing limits to growth.  On a map he shows us 
a dirt road leading into the interior.  Another heads even 
deeper but is currently impassable. “Come back in the dry 
season. I’ll take you there myself.”

Where the tire tracks disappear into a rapidly rushing river,
the road we chose comes an end. A small girl approaches 

cautiously with what turns out to be a kinkajou. Able to turn 
their feet backwards to run easily in either direction along 
branches or up and down trunks, their sweet disposition 
stems from the fact they have no predators. Fearlessly, it 
climbs and sniffs our heads, nibbles our ears, and hangs 
from our arms with its prehensile tail. Eyes like deep black 
pools stare into ours, tiny teeth teethe on our necks. 
Apprehension dissolves into childlike laughter. A kinkajou 
is undeniably the cutest animal on Planet Earth.

Half an hour north of Ayampe and known as the 
most scenic in all Ecuador, Los Frailes Beach is indeed 
beautiful. It’s also no secret. Mid-morning we arrive and 
park between tour busses disgorging excited beachgoers.  
Families with folding chairs gather under umbrellas along 
the white sandy coastline. A short visit later we push on. 

Our trip up the coast toward the border of Colombia 
is only getting underway. Still ahead lie the less-visited 

beaches of Manabi Province, the islands and mangrove 
swamps off the coast of Mompiche and - most alluring - 
the marimba-infused, mysteriously provocative province 
of Esmeraldas.

Ecuador continues to amaze our eyes and open our 
hearts at every turn. Excited to see what lies around the 
next bend, we head north. Still in search of Shangri-la.

To be continued: Onward to Esmeraldas!

Sun Sets over Los Horcados, Ayampe

The Rivera Family of the Vista al Mar Restaurant, La Rinconada
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