Hello to everyone at the Jeremy Willson Charitable Trust!!
Having only met them once at a training weekend in April, I’m not going to lie, it was pretty scary stuff trundling round Heathrow airport, bleary eyed and on my own at 3.00am, trying to find all the other Young Explorer’s (YE’s) I would be spending the next 37 days with, (not to mention the leaders!!). Well, It turns out a punnet of strawberries and a cheesy grin were all I needed to become the best of friends instantaneously, not just with everyone in my fire (fire: 9 YE’s who would stay in a group for the whole trip) but also everyone from the whole expedition. At the risk of sounding clichéd, we were like one big family right from the first few days we all spent in Iquitos preparing for the jungle, and also exploring the delights it had to offer (a floating restaurant, chicken foot soup, no road markings AT ALL, and very friendly locals, being just a few of the highlights).

And on to the jungle. After what seemed to be a never-ending boat journey down the Samiria River (about 14 hours in total) we arrived at San Martin (in the pitch black at around midnight!). This small village of around 100 families, situated within the Pacaya-Samiria National Reserve, was to be our headquarters for the whole expedition, and where we all spent an incredibly cramped and pitifully short night, before each Fire was given their rota, and we all set off for the first Jungle Phase.
For us, this was Science Camp. We spent the whole day trekking there, again arriving after dark – clearly we didn’t have the whole Amazon timing thing down to a tee yet!! The Pacaya Samiria, being a reserve, has restricted access to tourists or expeditions such as ourselves, without providing/fulfilling some sort of useful service. Therefore, the purpose the week long science camp, as well as just to look at and learn about the incredible biodiversity of the surrounding rainforest, was to gain various data on the sightings/numbers of/ habitats etc. of the local jungle species, which we would then pass on to the scientists of the National Reserve for use within their population studies etc. The data we provided will also help to give them an understanding of the range and extent of effects that problems such as illegal logging, poaching and deforestation are having on the rainforest and its inhabitants, and consequently what needs to be done to stop these problems and protect the area. During our Science Camp phase, the activities we carried out to collect such data were mainly observation and survey based, but seriously fun too! 
Many of them were transects, in which you head out of camp, into the jungle itself and simply write down all the animals you see along a designated line/path. Even at this early stage we saw many exotic bird species, several different types of monkeys (Tamarin, Black, Squirrel, Monk Saki etc.), tapir tracks, gecko’s and more weird and wonderful insects than you would think existed. As well as setting up camera traps along the transects, to allow us to see what else was creeping around under the canopy, we also carried out transects in canoes by paddling down the cocha (ox-bow lake) and taking note of all the species of birds we saw along the riverbank. My personal favourites were the Stinking Turkey (for obvious reasons!), and the Black Collared Hawk, which, when calling, sounds like it’s being sick!! Fishing was also an activity that we carried out at science camp, both for the enjoyment we got from it (falling out of canoes and the like) and also the data we gathered from measuring and weighing all of our specimens. Piranha’s were actually incredibly common, along with the Carawassu and Carucharma (which we abbreviated to ‘dinosaur fish’ for recognition purposes!!). Others we caught were much rarer. A highlight of our days spent fishing was definitely catching an Amazon River Turtle in one of the nets, as this was one of the animals I’d hoped to see before even setting out for the plane journey. ‘Teddy’ (as we named him) definitely lived up to expectations, and after weighing and measuring him (plus his debut modelling career for our cameras) we let him go safely. The final science work we did during this phase was Caiman watching, which involved going out on the cocha at night and shining torches across the surface to see two tiny orange glows – the reflection of caiman’s eyes. Whilst improving our stealth paddling skills, we would then catch some of the smaller caiman (or rather, sit watching agog whilst our Peruvian guides made catching caiman look like stroking puppies!) for measuring, sexing and weighing, before releasing them safely again with no harm done. Once again, this was an amazing experience and one that I will probably never forget, but in terms of the scientific fieldwork, along with all the other activities, it was also very valuable experience for applying to study at University and (hopefully!) my future career in Zoology.

For us, the next phase of our expedition was ‘trekking’. As you can imagine, we were all a bit terrified at the thought of this, not least because of the 25kg load we would be carrying each day in our rucksacks (and that was just the bare minimum of kit and food we needed to survive!) the average temperatures of mid 30°’s, and the humidity of about 80%. This was the first phase where we would actually be camping in the middle of the jungle, not to mention making and putting up the camp ourselves. The first night seemed to take several hours to sort out all the things that needed doing – assembling our tarp’s, digging a toilet hole, starting and maintaining a fire etc., yet it was also the first night that the Amazon decided to show us why it’s called a rainforest. The downpour was immense; besides nearly falling down, the tarp had channels of water flowing through it – as well as all of our belongings. The dinner was very late/make-shift/soggy, and we were soaked (and not in the English sense of the word ‘soaked’ either - I’m not sure there is a word to describe the level of just how soaked we were!!) yet actually, the whole evening was amazing fun, hysterical even, squelching around in the jungle for a night. I’m not sure many people can say they’ve done that before, or ever will!! 
It turns out, trekking was also amazing fun as well. As there was no pre-planned route for us, all we had to do was get from A-B during the phase, but along whatever pathways and timescales we preferred, making camps for either one or two nights at a time before moving on. Some days we would go at a leisurely pace, with lots of singing as we walked, taking time to admire our astonishing surroundings and the wildlife it holds – again we saw many more monkeys, crazy insects, toucan’s, Macaw Parrots (both types in abundance!) and other things during this phase, the most surprising being a type of tree dwelling anteater called a Shihui. Other days, however, we would power through, getting to camp at around lunchtime in order to do some all important swimming and mud-fights in the river, along with very experimental cooking on very limited kitchen appliances (also known as an open fire and a pan lid!) – though it actually produced surprisingly good results of lemon baked fish, actual homemade bread, flapjack, make-shift banoffee pie and several more wonderful creations. Sadly though, these were the only luxuries available, and the rest of the time we survived off porridge, ration packs, crackers, and tinned spam – yummy . . . . 
I still find it amazing how quickly we all adapted to jungle living. By the end of the phase we could assemble camp in about 30 minutes, keep a fire going for the whole evening (in most cases, anyway), use a machete without having to worry about chopping our own legs off, and (eventually) learnt to walk across the jungle floor whilst carrying rucksacks as big as us, without falling into any bogs – although we did have some rather hilarious and muddy situations before we achieved this! I seem to recall at one stage I even enjoyed digging the toilet hole, although I was probably suffering from dehydration at that point!! Having no access to privacy, clean showers or water didn’t seem to bother us that much either – you get used to the combined taste of chlorine and mud in drinking water. And we even got used to the hundreds of insects flying around too, though I’m not sure I’d say the same about the hundreds of insect bites they gave us!!
The following phase, canoeing, was in many ways similar to trekking, but with a different mode of transport. Again, we spent our days paddling at the rate we preferred, seeing more incredible wildlife along the way. Giant River Otters were definitely one of the most amazing, probably because they are really quite rare, and rated ‘endangered’ on the conservation status scale. We also passed a number of sloths along the river banks (as expected, they didn’t do much during our brief encounters, but somehow they were still quite interesting!). As well as canoeing down the larger Samiria River, we also travelled along the much smaller Yanayaquillo for a few days, to see the differences between the two; whilst the sunrises and sunsets were exquisite on the Samiria, along with the many lunchtimes spent singing and drifting in the heat of the day, the smaller river seemed to hold more wildlife, and it was along here that we encountered many more caiman, as well as  lots of Anaconda’s and other snakes, turtle egg nests and a wide variety of other animals. Some of the more social highlights included a riotous game of hide and seek in a dried up cocha at sunrise, countless conversations round the campfire, stargazing from the canoes on the river, and also a what progressed into an inter-fire war: Another of the groups from the expedition was also canoeing at the same time as us, and we kept encountering them throughout the week. When we went out for a day canoe, they decided it was a good idea to ransack our camp, hanging all our mosquito nets, underwear and anything else they could find in the surrounding trees – In retaliation to this, our Fire decided to get even, undertaking a midnight canoeing mission to steal their canoes whilst they were asleep (I’m happy to say, we were successful – despite the overnight rainstorm!!). 

As the expedition was also based largely on youth development, throughout both the trek and canoeing phases, there was a theme of personal achievement. A focus was put on leadership, communication and teamwork skills, and each of us took it in turns to lead the group and all the decisions made for 24 hours. I can promise that this was actually a lot harder than it sounds, taking all of the medical procedures and safety precautions of the jungle into account. In addition to this, we also had many leader to YE conversations about identifying and improving our individual weaknesses. Whilst we enjoyed all the activities we were doing, each of us found different areas fairly difficult, and it was the group encouragement in such a hostile environment that allowed us to push ourselves to the limits and do all sorts of things that previously would have seemed impossible. As well as being able to put up a mosquito net in less than 2 minutes, I can now safely say that I am much better at dealing with stressed out people in stressed out situations – even if we were all the closest of friends, when one person wanted a lie in, and the other wanted to get up early to watch the sunrise, the potential for the situation to turn ugly was all to large!!

The final Phase of the expedition was the ‘community’ phase, in which each group spent 10 days living in one of the local villages, and doing all sorts of projects both to help the local Cocama people who live there, and also to better understand their way of life. Our Fire and one of the other Fires were situated in San Martin, which at roughly 100 families was the largest of the villages. The projects ranged from building a clay oven for the soon to be village bakery, along with village toilets and also a chapel, or helping to create a pond for the village school – which they would use to learn about how to sustainably manage some of the jungle’s wildlife. Three of the other YE’s and I, however, were on the project of replanting. Again, as the village is situated in a National Reserve, in order to use some of the surrounding trees for building and other uses, the people are under strict quotas for replacing the natural resources they take from the jungle. In this way, the reserve is able to maintain the rainforest and its natural wildlife. We therefore spent the mornings digging up palm saplings and replanting them in areas of the jungle which had previously been cleared. I personally found this to be very enjoyable, as although all the other teams on toilets and ovens etc seemed to be having loads of fun, by replanting, it really helped me to see the benefits that we were actually giving back to the area, and to understand how important BSES is, along with the Cocama people’s lives, and also the national reserve itself, in preserving rainforests – which despite producing 28% of the earth’s Oxygen, make up just 2% of the it’s surface.
Being in the village was also an incredible experience in terms of living the way the local people did, and in particular myself and a few other friends found ourselves getting increasingly involved in the community as the days passed – learning how to make ceviche (a local raw fish dish) with the villagers, getting up at 4am to make churros for everyone in the village, carving our own paddles with machetes, creating a sports competition one afternoon for the children of the village, and also being shown how to fish with nets by the villagers - and catching everyone’s dinner for them. The time I spent on these gave me a real insight into the lifestyle of Cocama people, and in some ways I am envious of them for it. Everyone there always seemed to be doing something they enjoyed; they lovingly spent time on their work, whether it was making bracelets out of fruit seeds, or watering their plants and crops with three handfuls of water circled round the base of each plant, and they always took pleasure in the fine details of their handiwork. It turns out, they also loved playing football, and I am sorry to say, I don’t think we beat them once. By this point, our Spanish skills has been tried, tested and hopefully improved by the local people, and on the final night before returning to Iquitos, our new found friends also held a Palm ceremony in honour of our visit (despite it normally being held around Easter) which involved lots of music, dancing, mud fights, and a final Amazon sunset that we all watched from the river. 
On the whole, despite my attempts here to tell you all about the 37 days I spent in the Amazon (along with at least 24 hours on a plane!), I’m not sure I could really let you know what an incredible time I had on the expedition. I have made some lifelong friends, both British and Peruvian, with whom I now share a wealth of exciting, adventurous, and mostly hilarious memories, but I have also learnt an unbelievable amount about myself and my capabilities, the Amazon and the wonders it holds, as well as the troubles it faces, and also the differences between people’s lives on different halves of the Earth. Without trying to be cheesy, my whole perspective on life has changed. Also, I don’t mind eating fish eyeballs anymore – which is always a great life skill!!!

Along with BSES, I also have you to thank massively for helping me to even achieve this in the first place, and I would like you to know that I am hugely grateful for the money that you sent me before setting out on the trip – for all the reasons I’ve just described and so many more. It really was the trip of a lifetime and I think one which I will remember for the rest of my life – THANK YOU!!!
