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The sky is still full of stars as we load up the boats for our trip 
upriver to research arapaima.  I can see my breath in the morning 
coolness as we hustle to get moving before the sun rises.  At 

three degrees above the equator, we try to avoid long distance travel 
during the peak of the day.  As we move by boat upriver the cacophony 
of birds singing into the new day begins.  Macaws cackle with their 
raucous melodies, oropendolas are making sounds reminiscent of 
R2D2 in Star Wars and in the distance I hear the low grunting of a black 
curassow.  The forest awakens and the monkeys leap from tree to 
tree.  The deep throated roar of howlers along the river is deafening.  A 
noise that would frighten anyone if you didn’t realize it was a beautiful 
auburn coated monkey.  A myriad of colors begin to illuminate above 
the canopy and I start to see the silhouettes of the crew.  We put our 
headlamps away and allow our eyes to adjust to the dawn light.  There 
is a low-lying mist that surrounds us.  The forest begins to unveil its 
lush green colors and the insects begin dancing in the air.  The day is 
emerging and the forest is full of life and energy.  It is invigorating to be 
in this pristine wilderness.

We are on the Rewa River in southern Guyana.  It is a tributary of 
the Essequibo River via the Rupununi River; a black water river that 
drains the north facing slope of the Guiana Shield.  The antiquity of the 
Guiana Shield and isolation of this river system have both contributed 
to the tremendous biodiversity found here.  With only one Amerindian 

community, Rewa Village, based at the mouth of this river and miles 
of uninhabited forests, traveling upriver will land you in remote and 
relatively unexplored territory.  

This rich ecosystem is the home to healthy populations of several 
species of the world’s largest animals like arapaima, giant amazon river 
turtle, giant river otter, jaguar, harpy eagle, goliath bird eating spider, 
black caiman, giant armadillo, tapir and anaconda.  Rarely seen species 
like the golden-handed tamarin, king vultures, and white-faced sakis 
frequent these tree tops.  Furthermore, the highly sought after green 
and purple heart trees blanket these forests.  The Rewa River drainage 
is a special biodiversity hotspot in Guyana.

Rewa Eco-Lodge
  Research Station and Ecotourism Wonderland

T

By: Lesley de Souza, Ph.D.
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Today’s journey upriver is like many I’ve taken over the past three years 
having based my arapaima research program out of Rewa Eco-Lodge. 

In the late 1990s, arapaima populations were in decline with limited 
knowledge of their basic biology.  As local conservation efforts brought 
about a rebound in arapaima numbers, Rewa Villagers further aided in 
its recovery by prohibiting commercial harvests in their waters.  This 
made the Rewa River drainage among the highest densities of arapaima 
in Guyana and an ideal place for me to carry out my research.  Arapaima 
are the world’s largest freshwater-scaled fish, weighing as much as 
400lbs, and belong to one of the most ancient lineages of freshwater 
fish; their ancestors shared the vast wetlands of prehistoric South 
America with the dinosaurs.  The main focus of our study is to further 
understand arapaima movement.  In order to establish a protected 
area for this important species, we must know the extent of the river 
drainage they are using.  Using radio-telemetry we have been tracking 
arapaima movements in the Rewa River drainage between the dry and 
rainy seasons. As a conservation minded community, Rewa Villagers are 
an integral part of the arapaima scientific research.  Together we have 
been breaking new ground in arapaima conservation.  The research 

program would not be successful if it were not for the local 
crew who have taught me along the way.

The allure of a wilderness so pristine is captivating not only for a 
scientist but also for ecotourists.  Beyond volunteer programs and 
supporting scientific research, the Rewa lodge is a community run 
business offering unforgettable ecotourism packages.  Rewa Villagers are 
trained as guides, cooks, captains, and as researchers to accommodate 
visitors interested in experiencing this distinctive wilderness.  It is a 
sport fishing haven for those interested in catching several species of 
fish.  Fishermen are likely to catch vibrant yellow and green peacock 
bass, toothy wolf fish, arapaima’s cousin the arowana, the peculiar long 
toothed vampire fish or a host of various catfishes.  All of which could 
be deliciously prepared as a meal in the local dish, pepper pot, or a 
barbecue.  There is also the opportunity to learn from villagers their 
traditional method of fishing, using a hand line or with bow and arrow.  
The guides are also expert birders.  People travel from all over the 
world to see Rewa’s extensive bird diversity.  Recently, a world traveling 
mammal watcher visited and saw several “lifers” in Rewa.  Most often 
just immersing yourself in a natural setting like Rewa can have healthy 
restorative effects.  It is a great place to relax and recharge.  Rewa 
Eco-lodge has five benabs (thatched-roof huts) and seven rooms to 
comfortably accommodate guests.  Rewa villagers have eagerly 



31

E

X

P

L

O

R

E 

G

U

Y

A

N

A

welcomed those interested in learning unique aspects of their lives 
like: processing cassava, basket weaving, and making bow and arrows.  
The livelihoods of Rewa villagers are intimately intertwined with the 
wilderness that surrounds them, enriching your experience in Rewa.  
Those who enjoy a deeper backcountry experience can plan for 
upriver camping excursions.  On these trips you have the opportunity 
to experience the outdoors while sleeping in a hammock.  You will be 
lulled to sleep by the sounds of the forests and the flowing river.  This 
intimate approach will also allow you ample opportunity to glimpse 
wildlife that is rarely seen.

Daylight begins to fade as we approach our campsite after a successful 
day of tracking arapaima movements on the river. We gather wood 
to make a fire and prepare for a black piranha barbecue.  The flames 
flicker into the night sky and illuminate the faces of my companions 
beckoning the spirit of storytelling.  Rewa villagers share stories of life 
in the bush and ancient tales that have been passed on generation 
to generation.  I’m mesmerized by legends of mermaids in the rivers 
and mysterious dwellers of the forests.  As I sink into my hammock, I 
envision mermaids in the depths of the river swimming with arapaima.  
The soothing sway of my hammock sends me into a peaceful sleep and I 
dream of being a part of the river world.


