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Big rapids, remote wilderness, and serious 
excitement are in store while rafting the 
headwaters of the mighty Amazon River. For 
true rafting enthusiasts, this is the ultimate 
rafting journey, covering the best selection 
of Class IV rivers in Ecuador. The Upano, 

Quijos, Jondachi-Hollin, and Jatunyacu offer 
unforgettable rafting set in pristine cloud forest 
and jungle surroundings. In between runs, 
you’ll enjoy cultural encounters with indigenous 
communities, relaxing in therapeutic hot 
springs, jungle hikes, and wildlife encounters.

RAFTING THE HEADWATERS OF THE AMAZON 8 DAYS

Effort: Moderate to challenging (Class III+ to IV+). Some rafting experience recommended.

Activities: Rafting, indigenous cultural exchange, hiking, swimming, wildlife encounters.

Accommodation: Camping, jungle lodge, resort and spa.

Season: November to March.
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our cultural exchange with the Shuar, we enjoy 
dinner at our campsite and a restful night’s sleep 
along the riverbanks. (L, D) 

DAYS 2 & 3: RAFT IN THE GORGE 
OF SACRED WATERFALLS

We break camp early and continue down the 
Upano. After passing under the Patuca Bridge 
and entering the beautiful Namangosa Canyon, 
the Upano quickly changes her mood. As the 
canyon deepens and narrows, the riverbanks rise 
into towering walls and the water is channeled 
into a boulder-choked gorge. Water volume 
and speed increases, and the Upano becomes 
a powerful river that propels us through almost 
constant Class IV to IV+ rapids. 

The Shuar call the Namangosa “the Gorge of 
Sacred Waterfalls” for good reason: tall white 
waterfalls are the only thing that interrupts the 
lush green of the canyon walls. The Namangosa 
is covered with pristine primary forest, and we 
will see many species of jungle plants, tropical 
birds, and colorful butterflies as we paddle. 
The breathtaking setting and sustained rapids 
make this long run truly unforgettable. We stop 
around halfway through the canyon to camp at 
a pleasant site called Mina, with another full day 
of rafting awaiting us. 

The pace during day three is a bit more relaxed, 
and we stop a few times to explore hiking trails 
and hidden caves along the banks. We can also 
swim in many of the tributaries that flow into the 

RAFTING THE HEADWATERS OF THE AMAZON 8 DAYS

Trip highlights:

•	 Run four of Ecuador’s top rivers in this 
ultimate rafting adventure.

•	 Paddle through remote and pristine jungle 
and cloud forest settings.

•	 Learn about warrior culture and head-
shrinking rituals from Shuar Indians.

•	 Experience shaman medicine and traditional 
rites of the Kichwa Indians.

•	 Enjoy bird watching, hiking, and wildlife 
encounters in the depths of the Amazon.

•	 Relax at a rejuvenating natural hot springs 
resort nestled in a cloud forest.

•	 Bargain for handicrafts at Otavalo, the 
largest indigenous market in the Americas.

•	 Support raft and kayakers ensure safety and 
provide great riverside service. 

DAY 1: TRANSFER TO MACAS & RAFT 
THE UPPER UPANO

Our adventure begins as we leave Quito and 
drive toward Macas, a small town in the southern 
Amazon. After arriving in Macas, we have a 
short briefing over lunch before heading to our 
first put-in on the upper Upano River. This part 
of the Upano mostly contains wide Class III 
rapids, with a sprinkling of Class IV through steep 
boulder passages, a taste of what’s to come. This 
introduction helps us practice paddling as a team 
before taking on the big runs. 

Shuar Indians can often be seen washing clothes 
or fishing along the shores of the upper Upano, 
and their traditional bamboo and thatch huts 
line the riverbanks. After we set up camp for the 
night on the bank of the Upano, we will visit a 
nearby Shuar community. The Shuar are famous 
for their traditional practice of head-shrinking 
and their fierce warrior culture. They provided 
fierce resistance to Inca and Spanish colonizers, 
and to this day, many Shuar live almost entirely 
separated from modern western civilization. After 
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Upano, each one with a different temperature, 
water volume, and speed. In the afternoon, we 
reach our take-out site, where our vehicle is 
waiting to drive us back to Macas. We spend 
the evening resting and relaxing in a comfortable 
local lodge. (B, L, D both days)

DAY 4: TRANSFER TO TENA & 
SHIRIPUNO COMMUNITY VISIT

Today we pack up and head north along scenic 
jungle roads. Our destination is Tena, the 
whitewater capital of Ecuador and our base camp 
for the next three rivers. Upon arrival, we settle in 
to our riverfront jungle lodge and enjoy a delicious 
lunch. In the afternoon, we visit the Shiripuno, a 
local Kichwa indigenous community, where we 
learn about the traditional Kichwa way of life and 
culture. We can also participate in community 
activities, including art projects, preparation of 
Chicha (corn beer), visits to ancient petroglyph 
sites, and cleansing rituals with a local shaman. 
The rest of the day is free, giving us time to rest 
and recuperate. We’ll need our strength for the 
days to come. (B, L, D) 

DAY 5: RAFT THE JATUNYACU 

After an early breakfast in our lodge, we drive to 
Llanganates National Park, a huge and remote 
area which extends from the high Andes down 
into the Amazon basin. After arriving at the put-
in for the Jatunyacu River, we hike through the 
jungle to a nearby group of naturally-formed 
river pools. We hang out for a while and jump, 
slide, and swim around these amazing natural 
rock formations. After a short hike back, it’s time 
to get back on the river. The Jatunyacu, which 
means “Big Water” in Kichwa, offers high water 
volume and speed, with big waves and fun holes 
throughout. The river is also renowned for its 
spectacular jungle scenery, abundant bird life, 
crystal-clear water, and traditional Kichwa homes 
lining the banks.

We take a break halfway through the run to enjoy 
a picnic lunch on the shore before continuing 
down the river. If we’re moving at a good pace, 
we can also stop for a 30-minute hike through a 
hidden river cave along the bank, where we will 
find unique underground species and a large bat 
colony. Once take-out is located at the juncture 
with the Napo River, where our vehicles will be 
waiting to make the short drive back to our jungle 
lodge. We enjoy dinner and a relaxing evening at 
our lodge amidst nocturnal jungle sounds. (B, L, D)

DAY 6: RAFT THE JONDACHI-HOLLIN

Today’s destination is the Jondachi River, known 
as “the Gem of the Andes”. The Jondachi winds 
through some of the most remote and pristine 
rainforest in Ecuador. At times the river is highly 
technical and demands our utmost attention; at 
other times it grows wider and calmer, giving 
us the opportunity to relax and admire the 
rainforest scenery around us. The tall canyon 
walls that frame the river are covered in lush 
green rainforest and dotted with many species 
of colorful flowering plants.

The Jondachi changes completely once she 
merges with the Hollin River, growing wider 
but much more powerful with the added water 
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volume of the Hollin. The rapids are mostly Class 
III to IV, but at Class IV+, the infamous “Waffle 
Maker” rapid is not to be underestimated. The 
strong suction pulls us in and makes maneuvering 
very hard. The feature gives us the feeling of 
being clamped down upon by the water, hence 
the name. Rickety wooden foot bridges, built 
by Kichwa people to access their deep jungle 
territories, cross the canyon high over the waves. 
After an exhilarating run, we drive back to our 
Tena jungle lodge for the evening. (B, L, D)

DAY 7: RAFT THE QUIJOS & PAPALLACTA 
HOT SPRINGS

This morning we drive east for an hour, gaining 
altitude until we reach our put-in on the Quijos River 
at 7,500 ft (2,300 m). The Quijos is located within 
Sumaco National Park, an incredibly biodiverse 
area that was recently declared a UNESCO 
Biosphere Reserve. The Quijos was also the site 
of the 2005 World Rafting Championships. Due 
to higher altitude, the scenery here is cloud forest 
rather than rainforest, giving us the chance to 
paddle among different plant and animal species. 
When we aren’t digging deep to get through the 
next Class IV rapid, we can observe many rare 
birds along the banks, including the red-crested 
cock-of-the-rock, brilliant green quetzal, and 
multicolored Inca jay. 

After an exhilarating final run, we head to 
Papallacta to relax in the famous, mineral-rich 
volcanic hot springs. Termas de Papallacta Resort 
& Spa mixes the steaming waters of the springs 

with frigid Andean river water to create pools of 
varying temperatures. Soaking our tired muscles 
in these therapeutic waters while surrounded 
by mountainous cloud forest is a truly luxurious 
experience. We are also happy to arrange other 
spa services, such as massages, aromatherapy, 
and mud baths. After our soak, we enjoy a 
gourmet dinner and spend the night at Termas de 
Papallacta Resort & Spa. (B, L, D)

DAY 8: HOT SPRINGS 
& OTAVALO MARKET 

In the morning, we enjoy another rejuvenating 
dip in the hot springs. We then continue on to 
the equator to explore the pre-Inca Quitsato 
monument. This site is shaped as a star of eight 
points, representing pre-Inca beliefs that 0º latitude 
was the center of time and measurement. An 
excellent interpretation center explains the science 
and mythology of this fascinating place, and how 
Ecuador’s location on the equator influences the 
country’s many cultures and climates. 

In the afternoon, we visit the town of Otavalo, 
home to the largest indigenous market in the 
Americas. Here, local indigenous artisans 
and craftspeople sell their handmade wares. 
The Otavaleños are master weavers, and the 
predominant commodity is textiles, including 
ponchos, sweaters, tapestries, and blankets. 
Many other crafts are also available, such as 
paintings, leather goods, jewelry, and much 
more. The merchants are expert bargainers, and 
we enjoy shopping and haggling while taking in 
the bright colors, Andean music, and delicious 
aromas of traditional foods. We return to Quito in 
the evening. (B, L) 

SAFETY

All rafting runs are accompanied by a support 
boat and kayakers. All of our guides are 
Wilderness First Responder certified, and we 
carry a complete first aid kid, including an anti-
snakebite suction cup. We use GPS equipment 
for exact positioning, as well as SPOT satellite 
rescue systems for emergency communications 
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where cell phones don’t work. Our contingency 
plan includes a helicopter emergency evacuation 
service, which can be reimbursed by your 
traveler’s insurance.

ABOUT “DELUXE CAMPING”

For all of our journeys that include camping, 
we use a style that we call “deluxe camping.” 
Our goal is to provide the highest levels of 
comfort and service possible, while enjoying the 
remoteness and connection with nature that only 
camping can provide. We provide roomy tents, 
comfortable bedding, social tents with chairs and 
tables, a portable toilet, and a full kitchen which 
our guides and staff use to prepare delicious and 
fresh meals. 

ABOUT THE FOOD

The majority of the food we consume while 
camping is brought in from Quito, including 
drinking water. During the camping portion of the 
trip, guides and staff will freshly prepare nutritious 
and delicious meals. Breakfasts include granola, 
fresh fruit, whole wheat bread, fresh coffee or 
tea, cereal, marmalade, pancakes or french 
toast, yogurt, and eggs of your choice. Box and 
picnic lunches include a variety of sandwiches, 
fruits, vegetables, cheeses, dried fruits, and 
juices. Dinners include fresh soups, pastas, local 
dishes, rice, beans, plantains, yucca, meat, fish, 
potatoes, salads, and vegetables, complemented 
with wine, water, and/or juice.

INCLUDED

Accommodations in jungle lodge and resort, 
bilingual adventure guide, private ground 
transportation, quality camping gear including 
Eureka and The North Face tents, sleeping bags, 
kitchen, social tent, and portable toilet, high-
quality rafting and safety equipment, all meals as 
described (B=breakfast, L=lunch, D=dinner).

NOT INCLUDED

Hotel and restaurant beverages, tips.

IMPORTANT INFORMATION

RAFTING TIME: Three to six hours per day, 
depending on water level.

SEASON: November to March.

ALTITUDE: 1,600 ft. to 10,000 ft. 
(500 m to 3,000 m).

CLOUD FOREST WEATHER: In the semi-tropical 
transition zone between the Andes and Amazon, 
daytime temperatures average 60º F to 86º F 
(16º C to 30º C), and nighttime temperatures 
average 60º F to 68º F (16º C to 20º C).

AMAZON WEATHER: In the Amazon rainforest, 
daytime temperatures average 68º F to 95º F 
(20º C to 35º C), and nighttime temperatures 
average 64º F to 71º F (18º C to 22º C).

SUGGESTED ITEMS TO PACK: River trunks, 
thermal layer, water sandals, sun hat, flashlight, 
waterproof sunblock, and mosquito repellent.

Manuel Sotomayor E17-105 y Flores Jijon. Quito - Ecuador 
Ecuador: +593-2 604 6800 / USA + Canada: +1 (800) 217 9414 

www.ecuadoradventure.ec / www.neotropictravel.com

NOTE

Campsites may vary based on weather 
conditions. We recycle and transport out all 
non-organic garbage. This itinerary is subject to 
change without notice due to seasonal changes, 
inclement weather conditions, water levels, and 
the discretion of the guide. Although we attempt 
to stick to the itinerary, changes do sometimes 
occur. Alternate river runs are available and may 
be substituted for those on the itinerary. Being 
flexible will allow you to get the most from your 
experience. 


