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A MAN WITH A VISION 

Ecotourism pioneer José Koechlin sets sails to recover the glory days of Cabo Blanco, the cove in 
Northern Peru where the standing largest marlins in the history of game fishing were caught. 

 

Few people are aware of the shrine that honors Cabo Blanco inside the Miami 
headquarters of the International Game Fish Association, leading authority on 
angling pursuits. The monument replicates the majestic 1560-lb black marlin 
caught at this cove in Northern Peru, next to a statue of fisherman Alfred 
Glassell Jr. and surrounded by his fishing gear. 

An oil tycoon and passionate angler, Glassell led an expedition to the Peruvian 
tropical sea on April 1951. He sponsored scientists, who warned him of the 
chances to find world’s greatest marlin in Cabo Blanco. Glassell arrived with a 
team of biologists, oceanographers, sailors, anglers and filmmakers, in search of 
the big fish. During the first days he got magnificent catches, authentic monsters 
that are evidenced by the pictures published on ‘Sports Illustrated’. A month later 
Glassell founded the Cabo Blanco Fishing Club with other American moguls, 
and from then on he started to break his own records. On April 7th 1952, he 
caught the first marlin to weigh over a thousand pounds (1052-lb). He ordered its 
taxidermy and placed the trophy over the club’s chimney, a few steps away from 
the bar where Ernest Hemingway would order many shots of whiskey during his 
visit to Cabo Blanco in 1956. He had already won the Pulitzer (1953) and the 
Nobel (1954) prizes, and was considered American literature’s living legend. Two 
years before, on August 4th 1954, Alfred Glassell Jr. found in Cabo Blanco the 
1560-lb Black Marlin, the greatest fish ever caught and one of the oldest sport 
records to remain undefeated. Coincidentally, the achievement was filmed by a 
Warner Bros. crew that arrived to Cabo Blanco looking for a big catch for the 
film adaptation of ‘The Old Man and the Sea’ (John Sturges, 1958). 



	  

 

 

Both Glassell and Hemingway rode the ‘Miss Texas’ when fishing in Cabo 
Blanco. This iconic fishing boat was built in 1949 in Nova Scotia, and over 60 
years later it has been restored by Inkaterra Hotels as a symbol of a crusade to 
recover natural richness in Peru’s tropical sea. The objective is to recover the 
reputation Cabo Blanco had during the 1950’s, when it was considered the best 
sport fishing destination in the world. 

José Koechlin, ecotourism pioneer in Peru and founder of Inkaterra, is leading 
this mission. “When I was a kid I used to spend my vacations in Punta Arenas 
(Northern Peru), where my uncle Wolfgang von Stein lived. He was one of the 
managers at the International Petroleum Company. We would go to the country 
or the beach during the weekends, and we used to fish mullets from the shore”, 
recalls Mr. Koechlin when explaining his emotional link with this new project. 

It’s a cool-breezed morning in La Punta (Lima, Peru) and the sun gently falls 
over the ships that surround the Yacht Club. Koechlin walks over Miss Texas’ 
stern when telling us that about a hundred million people all over the world are 
devoted to game fishing. Cabo Blanco is considered a mythic place by all of 
them, some kind of Atlantis. 

“Sport fishermen invest a lot in their passion. They afford their own sailing 
expenses, but they also need support on shore, from people who can help them 
prepare rods, baits, etc. In Costa Rica, a country that has an area of 
approximately 52000 km2 (Madre de Dios region in Peru has 84000 km2), 63 
thousand people work directly for this activity. In Los Cabos, Mexico, 23 
thousand people make a living of it. In the former $1.6 billion are produced each 
year, while $600 million in the latter”, he explains. 

The idea is to attract every hardcore fisherman to the Northern coast of Peru, 
using the legend of Cabo Blanco as bait. To achieve it the environmental 
conditions Cabo Blanco had during the 1950’s must return, so Marlin can be 
brought back to its shore, but these shall not be caught by industrial fishing. 

“A living marlin is much more valuable than one filleted in a market”, says 
Inkaterra’s president. In sport fishing these animals are caught, marked,  



	  

 

 

photographed and released. On April 8 2008, a Presidential Decree prohibited 
the sale of marlin meat. Nonetheless, it is still being served in restaurants at 
Talara, Piura and Lima. 

Koechlin explains that another key to success is training local communities on 
recreational fishing. “They should appreciate the artisanal fishing techniques and 
gear, as it gives Cabo Blanco’s scenario an ancestral exoticism. Observing fifty 
sails at sunset is enthralling. It’s a complete different experience than travelling 
with a motor boat, very quiet and mystical”. 

On the other hand, it is intended for local communities to make a profit from the 
excellent tuna fish that swim in northern waters. “It is a precious animal, today 
caught by hand. On December 16th 2008, El Alto councilman, Mr. Tume, caught 
a 192-kg tuna using only a fishing line. The world record for this category, 
established in Cabo Blanco in 1957, was a 197-kg tuna. This man, fishing without 
rod and reel, almost breaks the record. That’s incredible!” says Mr. Koechlin. 

Inkaterra plans the education of artisanal fishermen in order to get better tuna 
with the best gear, and also teach them how to store, freeze and transport the 
product, so it may arrive with an optimum quality to the best restaurants in Peru. 
This would increase the price of tuna. To achieve it, this project will have the 
assessment of the owner and chef of Japanese-cuisine restaurant Maido, 
Mitsuharu Tsumura, as well as Japanese engineers who have developed a system 
of lures that allows catching big fish with minimum effort. “We will get a great 
sashimi”, smiles Koechlin while putting his sunglasses on. 

He conceives tourism as an activity based on ecological research to preserve the 
environment. Scientists from University of Miami and the International Game 
Fish Association (IGFA), as well as sport fishing authorities such as Norm Isaacs 
– currently captain of the ‘Miss Texas’ boat – and Peter Wright, are already 
exploring the Cabo Blanco sea. Professor Nelson Ehrhardt, from the University 
of Miami, gave conferences on August 2nd, 3rd and 4th in Lima, Piura and Cabo 
Blanco. The last date coincided with a local party in Cabo Blanco, in 
commemoration of the 60 years of the sport fishing world record established by  



	  

 

 

Alfred Glassell, Jr. “We confirmed the people’s will to help in the soon 
development of this project and its good practices”, stated the entrepreneur. 

Another mechanism to preserve marine resources is the establishment of a 
Marine Protected Area. During June 2012, Inkaterra presented to the Ministry of 
Environment a technical study which justifies the creation of a great marine 
reserve starting from the Peru-Ecuador border down to Lobitos beach, an area 
of 650 thousand hectares. The study took two years, during which Inkaterra’s 
team visited local communities. It was learned that a third ocean current named 
Cromwell, runs under the confluence of Humboldt (South) and El Niño (North) 
currents, lifting marine life near the surface. These conditions give an immensely 
rich sea, ideal for fishing. 

“We want people from all over the world to enjoy this marvel. We have 19 
species of whales, manta rays, dolphins that chase in groups of hundreds the 
boats that sail off shore”, says Joe Koechlin at the Miss Texas’ deck. Originally a 
fishing boat, it had been used for sailing excursions in La Punta (Lima) for many 
years. A talented crew of Peruvian shipbuilders brought the Miss Texas back to 
its original spirit, restoring it as a fishing boat with an angler and tailor-made gear. 
It has a 41-feet length, weighs over 10 tons and is propelled by a Volvo Penta 
380 engine.  

In Cabo Blanco, Inkaterra has two-kilometer a beach front heading south the 
fishermen’s cove. Urban habilitation is being taken care of, and a well is being 
drilled for the building of a new hotel, after Machu Picchu Pueblo Hotel and El 
Mapi (Machu Picchu); Reserva Amazónica and Hacienda Concepción 
(Tambopata, Madre de Dios); and La Casona (Cusco). The latter was considered 
by ‘Condé Nast Traveller’ one of the three best hotels in America, for its 
decoration and setting.   

Few weeks ago Inkaterra was chosen as one of the world’s best hotels by ‘Travel 
and Leisure’ magazine. This year it was included in the ‘Condé Nast Traveller’ 
Gold List, and it raised the Relais & Châteaux Environment Trophy. Inkaterra 
also got the Global Vision Award in 2011 and the Tourism for Tomorrow Award  



	  

 

 

in 2012. A new hotel in the Urubamba Valley (Cusco) has been announced for 
2014. 

Stranger than Fiction 

José Koechlin, who is also President of ‘Sociedad Hoteles del Perú’, got into the 
hotel business thanks to filmmaking. In 1972, when he was 27, he co-produced 
Werner Herzog’s classic ‘Aguirre – The Wrath of God’, which was filmed in 
Peru. The film was exhibited for three years in Paris and brought the first waves 
of French tourists to Peru, specially the Amazon. 

In 1978, José visited Herzog in his Munich home to convince him of making a 
film based on the incredible story of rubber baron Carlos Fermín Fitzcarrald. 
This was the basis for ‘Fitzcarraldo’, a film classic which became popular because 
the filmmaker wanted to replicate the incredible adventure of taking a steamship 
across a mountain in the middle of the jungle, while actor Klaus Kinski was on 
board listening to Caruso on full volume.  

The shooting took four years. During the making, José met Mick Jagger, who 
was to star in the film in the role of Fitzcarraldo’s right hand. Jagger left the 
production. However, Joe and Mick became friends and in 2011, the Rolling 
Stones frontman came back to Peru to open Inkaterra Hacienda Concepción, the 
company’s second hotel in the rainforest of Puerto Maldonado. 

“During the early 70s, the Agrarian Reform had just been applied. Fortunately, I 
got an option to buy some land in Huachipa (Lima) before it was taken away by 
the reform. I was able to take it away from the SINAMOS system as a non-
metalling mining concession. I sold clay, and managed to make some fortune 
during those years. I wanted to invest these resources in projects I was interested 
in, one of these projects was filming”, explains the entrepreneur. 

Though he liked the countryside since he was a kid, filming in the Peruvian 
Amazon confirmed his love for nature. “I thought, why not creating a lodge in 
the middle of the rainforest that can be visited by many people, and that is close 
to Cusco? We looked for a place in Paucartambo, Patria, Salvación, but transport  



	  

 

 

and communications were too difficult. Then we went to that faraway place, 
where the only way to get there was in DC3, DC4 or even a DC6: Puerto 
Maldonado. It was 1973 and it was discussed if in all Madre de Dios lived six 
thousand or eight thousand people. There was nothing and no one”, he recalls. 

Some cabins were built next to what now is Tambopata National Park, using axes 
and machetes only, and Reserva Amazónica was opened in 1975. 

From then on, groups of scientists have been hosted to perform scientific 
research on this area’s mega biodiversity. After 20 years of studies, two books 
were published: the first was on reptiles and amphibians, published by Cornell; 
and the other identified 1226 plant species, which was published in collaboration 
of the Missouri Botanical Garden. 

In 1976, Mr. Koechlin bought land in the District of Machu Picchu, when this 
place was just a railway station on the road to Quillabamba. Getting permissions 
took a long time and finally in 1991 the company was able to open Inkaterra 
Machu Picchu Pueblo Hotel, in the midst of an area where the largest number of 
orchid species in the world has been assembled. Researchers found 21 new 
species to science. Inkaterra published one of the most accomplished books on 
orchids of the largest collection of native species in their natural habitat, 
according to the American Orchid Society. One of these species was named 
Maxilaria denissae, in honor of José’s wife, Denise. Last June, Inkaterra announced 
the finding of three new species to science.  

“I see myself as a facilitator. My role is to create conditions so people with skills 
can do their job”, states José Koechlin, while the Miss Texas sails La Punta, close 
to San Lorenzo Island, Lima. In the next few weeks, the boat will be back in 
Cabo Blanco, ready to break the world record established six decades ago.     

 

 

PERU: BIRDWATCHING PARADISE 



	  

 

 

Last June, Inkaterra organized the second birdwatching tournament Birding Rally 
Challenge, in which six teams with the planet’s best ornithologists competed in a 
non-stop race that lasted eight days: Tigrisomas and E-Birders (USA), Forest 
Falcons (UK), Zululanders (South Africa), Ararajubas (Brasil), and Tramuntana 
(Spain). 

On this occasion they travelled the Nor Amazon route, which covered 12 life 
zones along 1503 kilometers through the regions of Lambayeque, Cajamarca, 
Amazonas and San Martín. 864 species were observed, 10% of the world’s total. 

1761 bird species can be found in Peru, and 104 of these are endemics. 

Inkaterra wants to promote birds as a tourism resource. To achieve this, José 
Koechlin has asked the Pacific Alliance (international entity formed by Mexico, 
Colombia, Peru and Chile) for support. These countries are working on a 
tourism project that may attract the 70 million birdwatchers from all over the 
world.      
















