Volcanoes and a very special tree in the Andes of Ecuador

Nigel Simpson,  Fundacion EcoMinga cofounder 

Cerro La Candelaria is a 3800m high mountain in the valley of the Rio Pastaza Ecuador. In the páramo near the summit Lou Jost found a unique radiation of orchids in the genus Teagueia – at least sixteen new species. The southern side of the mountain from the summit down to about 1800m, an area of about 2500 hectares, is now a habitat reserve of Fundación Ecominga, most of it very high quality temperate montane rainforest, with the summit of páramo. Its neighbour to the south is the highly active volcano, Tungurahua, which reaches just over 5000m, and still just retains some snow cover on the summit. The line of permanent snow has risen from 4700m to ca 5000m during the last 150 years The Pastaza has its source on Chimborazo (6300m) and its valley below Banos forms one of the most direct channels from the highlands of the Andes down to the Amazon lowlands. This valley also has a particularly high rainfall – over 5m pa with usually a strong wind sweeping up from the lowlands. 
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Smoking Tungurahua (left) and Chimborazo (right), El Altar and Sangay in between on arrival on an overnight flight from Europe

In March 2008 Renton Righelato (Chair of the Trustees of World Land Trust) and myself decided it was time to visit Candelaria with Lou, as the World Land Trust had recently arranged donors to create the habitat reserve. It takes a four or five hour walk to reach the main forested area so an overnight camp on the mountain is necessary to fully appreciate the environment. Sadly a week or two before our departure, Tungurahua entered one of its more violent phases, roads were being closed, and danger levels became significant. So our visit could not take place, and instead the three of us visited Cotopaxi volcano, guided by Marco Jacomé, who is responsible for Cotopaxi National Park in the Environment Ministry, and is also one of the founder members of Fundación Jocotoco.  As a consolation, Renton was able at last to have an excellent view of Andean Condor when we walked high up on the cone of the great volcano.

So a year later it was time to try again. Tungurahua had been very quiet for at least a month.  My departure was somewhat complicated by the closure of both Severn Bridges due to severe snow and ice, so I switched my flight to Cardiff Airport. Our first appointment was a visit with other members of Fundación Jocotoco to a recently opened ecotourism lodge, Wild Sumaco, at the invitation of the hosts, Jonas, Bonnie and Jim. This is in the Andean foothills at 1500m about 100km by road south east and below Antisana volcano, on the edge of Sumaco National Park. The 3750m Sumaco volcano is on the edge of the Amazon lowlands, and is usually shrouded in cloud. But surprisingly we had several clear views of the mountain.

Our first night we had an astonishing 30 cm of rain. There was remarkably little effect locally, but when we returned to Quito we found that the massive rainfalls had severely damaged the roads down to the Pacific coast – all were shut due to combinations of landslides and bridge failures. These last two years in Ecuador have been extremely wet, due initially to La Nina, and the rains have caused serious disruption. Our final dawn at Sumaco was clear and from the terrace of the lodge we could see a breathtaking panorama of the Andes. Dominating was the huge icecap of Antisana straight ahead about 50km away, the summit glowing orange with the rising sun. To our right was the cone of  Sumaco, about 10km distant. And far to the left it was just possible to glimpse the snowy summit of El Altar, 150km distant. Slightly closer was Tungurahua, which had started smoking ominously, with Cerro Candelaria clearly silhouetted in front of it. The whole range of the mysterious Llanganates were visible, with the highest summit Cerro Hermoso standing out. Despite its proximity to Antisana, we could not see Cotopaxi – perhaps it was hidden in cloud.
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The rising sun lights up the icecap of Antisana, and (right) the forested cone of Sumaco volcano

Lou and I returned to Quito, and had dinner with Lorena Endara who was visiting from Gainesville University (where she is completing a PhD) for the International Orchid Conference. Lorena and Lou are responsible for the Orchid section of the Ecuador Plant Red Data Book.- nearly 4000 species. Next morning we drove south from Quito to Banos, passing seemingly endless queues of lorries waiting for the reopening of a road to the coast. In the evening I walked uphill from my hotel which was on the flank of Tungurahua.to get a better view of the summit. At 6pm precisely an enormous eruption began, with an ash-cloud illuminated by the setting sun rising several kilometres into the sky. Most impressive through binoculars were the stones ejected. From the extreme ‘slow-motion’ of their progress up and then down to the ground, these stones had to be as big as buses. The noise of the explosion arrived about thirty seconds later. Fortunately the ash was being blown away from the town of Banos.
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By our return, Tungurahua was erupting about every 5 minutes – hence the two ash clouds on the left.

Next morning, a taxi arrived after breakfast with Lou Jost, and Juan Pablo Reyes.  Juan Pablo is part time manager for Ecominga, a resident of Banos, and herpetologist. He has participated in the rapid assessments of the Ecominga reserves by the herpetology team of the National Museum, MECN. He is also a dedicated conservationist, and participant in a program to census and protect the globally endangered Mountain Tapir in and around Sangay and Los Llanganates National Parks. We drove for about fifteen minutes down the valley of the Pastaza, past the hydro-plant, through the tunnels to the village of El Placer, where the Recalde family lives. They were the original owners of much of the Cerro Candelaria reserve, and three of the younger family members – Luis and Fausto Recalde, and Israel Valencia are now the guardeparques for Ecominga.

We gathered up our rucksacks and camping gear, and the six of us descended the steep side of the gorge of the river to cross the suspension footbridge. Here the water volume is reduced to about a quarter as the rest is underneath in tunnels generating electricity. The sides of the gorge reveal lava flows created by Tungurahua in a very active phase about 3000 years ago. This morning the influence of the volcano was limited to a few deposits of ash on the leaves of bushes along the trail. It was a three hour walk along a slowly ascending trail through a mixture of orchards, pastures and then secondary forests to our first stop at the wooden cabin which the family used as a base for their farming. Two-metre long plants of the orchid  Sobralia luerorum arched over the trail. (This species was named for Dr and Mrs Luer)   
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The gorge of the Rio Pastaza with exposed lavas from ancient eruptions; a group of children greeted us at the edge of the suspension bridge; Sobralia luerorum named after two distinguished orchidologists

A snack for lunch was prepared in the cabin, during a rainy spell, before we continued further along the trail to enter the reserve where temperate cloudforest was predominant. A cable remained stretched across a valley, left over from timber extraction many years ago.
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Our team on the trail, and lunch in the cabin

Another hour along the trail (which had been very well constructed by our companions) and we reached our campsite in an area of beautiful pristine rainforest in the deep valley of the Rio Chinchín Grande. We heard a bird of prey calling from the forest – it was an immature Black and Chestnut Eagle, the same bird which a couple of weeks before Luis had been able to approach and obtain a superb photo.  We also encountered three examples of the new Blakea tree species which Lou had discovered a year earlier.
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Two remarkable photos – a young Black and Chestnut Eagle by Luis Ricalde and a Mountain Tapir, by Juan Pablo Reyes.

Lou and I would stay overnight, Juan Pablo would return to Banos to meet some of a group who would start the Mountain Tapir census, and the Recalde’s would return to the cabin to overnight there. After putting up our tents, we climbed up a steep trail above the campsite for about an hour to sample the forest. This trail provides access to the paramo on the summit ridge 1900 meters above and another two or three more hours hike away. We returned for a relaxing dinner at 6pm – bread rolls, cheese and salami, nuts and yoghurt. Breakfast was the same, twelve hours later after a very peaceful night – frogs, drips and falling leaves from the trees, an occasional owl, and the rushing water in the Rio Chinchín.
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Our campsite in the Cerro Candelaria forest, and views of the Rio Chinchín Grande nearby

The main objective of our visit was to try and reach a huge ancient tree in the forest which had just been found by our colleagues – an ancient ‘cedro’ towering above the main canopy of the forest. Our route lay further upstream along the gorge of the Chinchin, but the distance was variously described as half an hour or two hours. The locals clearly had varying assessments of our mobility. If it was much more than two hours I doubted my ability to get there and back along the very steep terrain, and then return from the campsite back to the road at El Placer. The weather was perfect – cool, dry and cloudy – so we set off after breakfast along the simple track which our guards had cut into the side of the gorge. After an hour of climbing and crossing two stream valleys we had noticed large emergent trees on the mountainside opposite and above us (also owned by EcoMinga), but nothing similar had been encountered on our side. A large waterfall which we crossed had an Andean Dipper perched halfway up it. A Black-billed Mountain-Toucan and a Highland Motmot called from the canopy, and an unidentified Guan flew away. Then twenty minutes later there it was, unmistakably, about thirty metres in front of us.
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Views of the remarkable Cedro tree in Candelaria
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A similar forest giant emerging from the canopy on the opposite side of the valley

Considering the location – on a steep (greater than 45 degree) slope, very heavy rainfall (about 5 metres a year), and very prone to earth tremors and landslides – it was quite astonishing that it could have survived for the several hundred years needed to reach this size. It was over two metres diameter at its base, we measured (with difficulty) about 5.5metres circumference at chest height, and the height was somewhere between 50 and 70 metres. It was difficult to get a clear sighting of the top as it broke into multiple branches, and the steep rough terrain and surrounding trees prevented our getting a clear view. The roots at the base were wrapped around a large rock. This may have improved its stability. Usually in this type of forest, the large trees will topple down slope before they reach this size. We noticed a serious landslide immediately above the tree, containing a couple of fairly large fallen trunks but it stopped short of the mound from which the big tree emerged. Trees of this stature are rare in montane cloud-forest. Few locations in the Andes have escaped the effects of clearance or selective felling. We also noticed several large Podocarpus sp. trees, another genus highly prized for its timber. It was a majestic sight, made all the better by the effort of getting there.

After many photographs – none of which could do justice to this giant, we returned along the gorge to our camp where Luis and Juan Pablo were awaiting us with a lunch. We then hiked back to El Placer, the weather continuing to be perfect – no burning sun and no rain. En route we met up with Sr Jesus Recalde and his daughter Diana at the cabin. They had been planting trees in an old pasture, as part of a reforestation project, which may also involve a shade coffee plantation in the future. Back in the modern world, a mobile phone call summoned a taxi to return us to Banos. Tungurahua was now erupting spectacularly about once every 5 to 10 minutes. At dawn the next morning, the indefatigable Juan Pablo would be climbing up to the páramo on Candelaria to begin the census of the Mountain Tapirs. And for me it was time to start my journey home to Chepstow in Wales.
POSTSCRIPT
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The páramo and summit of Cerro Candelaria – 3800 m asl

Some of the biological treasures from the mountain: (clockwise from top-left)

A Saffron-crowned Tanager – one of the numerous colourful tanagers of the cloud-forest

One of the sixteen species of Teagueia orchids found in the Sphagnum moss near the summit

The rapid assessment of amphibians found 24 species, eight of them classified as threatened, and between three and eleven are possibly new species (Pristimantis sp. nov. shown)

The flower of a new species of Blakea tree found in the reserve which will be named for Sir David Attenborough 

