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I will forever remember winter break of 2011-2012 as the most heart-wrenching, eye-opening, and self-humbling experience of my life. I have never lived so deeply and honestly as I did during my time spent in Iquitos, Peru as part of the NCHC Amazon Winterim.
Boarding my first international flight, I had no idea that the girl who would return inhabiting the same body and carrying the same passport would actually be someone entirely different. It was almost as if, in those brief two and a half weeks, all of my previous conceptions about what it meant to be alive set sail, along with my long held inhibitions, down the Amazon River to be forever lost in that untamed jungle where nothing feels real simply because everything is. The rusted-on fears I have clenched in my hands for so many years seemed to gently slough off a little more every day until all that was left was a girl who held tarantulas and swam with piranhas, who held conversations with strangers in a foreign language, and who finally could see through her own eyes the very real relationship that human beings have with their Earth, the very same one that has too long been taken for granted and is in grave danger of being severed completely. 
The Winterim course was divided into two parts: the first week was spent in Iquitos, a city of about 500,000 people. It is the largest city in the world that has no road access to the outside. Besieged by jungle, Iquitos has its own rich culture and history unique to the rest of Peru. The second part of the trip was spent at a biological station in the jungle, about a day’s trip down the river from Iquitos. By biological station, I mean an array of tambos (a small, thatched hut made of wood and palm leaves), a larger tambo to study and read in, and a dining room with a kitchen where we ate and spent many laughs together. The station rested on the shore of the Orosa River, a tributary of the Amazon, and was completely enclosed by jungle. Most of each day was spent visiting the surrounding villages of Commandancia, Santo Tomas, Yanashi, and Nuevo Israel where the natives were some of the most hard-working and friendly people I have ever had the pleasure of meeting.  
As part of the course, each student was required to develop two research projects of their choosing. During my time in Iquitos, I focused on prostitution and sex-trafficking, especially that of children. In order to better understand the circumstances which perpetuate the sex industry (both legal and illegal) and who is most susceptible to its involvement, I visited various orphanages and safe houses and spoke with their owners, and I conducted interviews with prostitutes themselves. During my interviews, I learned about their experiences, their regrets, and their ambitions. The barriers of language, trust, wealth, and cultural perceptions between myself and these women slowly broke down over the course of the conversation and we began to see eye to eye. Every woman I spoke with was a single mother trying to make enough money to put her children through school, and each one understood the importance of an education because she could not afford one herself. What I saw in these women was not lost morality. I saw nothing pitiful about them. What I saw in each girl was a hard-working, unselfish, and dedicated mother trying her best to give her child what she herself did not have. That is not only admirable, but empowering. I met many people during my stay in Iquitos and held many emotionally charged conversations with complete strangers, something very new and slightly daunting at first. After this experience, however, I feel as though it is impossible to judge another human being. What one person may denounce as an immoral act of immorality may be another person’s way out. 
During my time spent in the Jungle, I explored a completely unrelated topic, yet one I was equally passionate about. I sought out the local tribes’ perceptions of Global Warming and climate change, who they blame for it, and how they are affected by it. My whole life I’ve always heard the words, “Save the Rainforest!” But what about the people who actually live off of it? The global north is the main contributor to global warming and pollution, not to mention deforestation of the precious Amazon Rainforest. As forests are destroyed, more and more Carbon Dioxide is trapped in our atmosphere, warming the Earth in the long term, and in the short term, greatly affecting the delicate cycles of the El Nino Southern Oscillation, a pattern of global pressure balance that seriously disrupts the climatic cycle of the world, particularly that of Peru. Mosquito-born illnesses are on the rise, and most recently, an outbreak of Dengue Fever had devastating consequences on Iquitos. The river waters are rising, forcing the local villages to harvest their crops early so that there is a lesser yield. On top of this, logging and oil companies (nearly all of which are owned by North American companies) are pushing onto the natives’ lands, forcing them to sign contracts which allow the companies to cut down their trees and pollute their drinking water. Children are beginning to become very sick with the polluted water, as the villages cannot afford a filtration system.  There is a complicated web of politics surrounding these issues, but they are beginning to come to light as the tribes unite and are raising their voices against these injustices. 
It is impossible to fully articulate the lessons I learned in Peru. Most of them cannot be articulated by their very nature, but rather embodied. The things I once thought were so important and necessary in my life simply are not anymore. This trip helped me to understand my role as a human being on Earth. I am a resident here, a guest in this beautiful and fragile house, not someone to invade and conquer it. I cannot grow back what I destroy, so I shall not destroy anything. I cannot repay the Earth for what I have taken, so I shall not take in excess. I will no longer worry about which shoes to wear, because I will remember the beautiful, happy children of Iquitos who had no shoes to wear at all. Whenever I feel like my life is not good enough, I will take myself back to my time spent in Iquitos, and remember how beautiful life is and how lucky I am to be a part of the world. 
