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Introduction

Much have I travell’d in the realms of gold,

And many goodly states and kingdoms seen;

Round many western islands have I been

Which bards in fealty to Apollo hold.

Oft of one wide expanse had I been told

That deep-browed Homer ruled as his demesne;

Yet did I never breathe its pure serene

Till I heard Chapman speak out loud and bold:

Then felt I like some watcher of the skies

When a new planet swims into his ken;

Or like stout Cortez when with eagle eyes

He star’d at the Pacific – and all his men

Look’d at each other with a wild surmise –

Silent, upon a peak in Darien.

Keats



The young poet clearly did not know his history, or maybe he just didn’t care all that much. Of course, it wasn’t Cortés that discovered the Pacific for Europe, but Balboa, another Spanish knight in shining armour.

My journey attempts to link the two. Mexico to the Darién, bringing out a little bit of the past along the way. This book doesn’t intend to present a comprehensive geo-political narrative, nor does it pretend to cover the vast history of this complex and often misunderstood region. It is, instead, a tale of adventure in the modern age.

Perhaps the title is misleading. Those readers who picked up this book expecting a jaunt across the United States will be sorely disappointed. I don’t even set foot in that great country. Nor do I so much as peek a glimpse at anything in South America. Except literally dipping my toes into Colombia, this book is solely a journey through Central America. But, like Keats, in his bid to avoid an extra syllable, I decided that anything more than ‘Americas’ would be a mouthful, so I’ve left it at that. Moreover, for almost a hundred years after Columbus first laid eyes upon this verdant region, the Americas was Central America. For its formative decades, Central America and the Caribbean coastline was the hub of the ‘New World’.

When a young Italian clerk embarked on a career in the merchant navy to go and explore the oceans of the West, he had little idea that his name would go down in history and become the basis of two entire continents and the most powerful country on earth.

Amerigo Vespucci was born into wealth, but sought adventure. He worked for the House of Medici in late fifteenth-century Florence, and under their backing managed to accompany four expeditions to chart the recently discovered coastline of the New World.

After Christopher Columbus had sighted land and discovered Central America for Europe in 1492, it seemed as if the Earth had changed forever. Suddenly an entirely new hemisphere had come into existence and it needed to be conquered.

I can imagine that it must have sent young men all over Europe into a frenzy. There it was, a new horizon, hitherto unknown, ready and waiting. There were stories of wealth beyond dreams, pyramids made of gold, and all sorts of monsters and tyrants to vanquish. Until 1507, it didn’t even have a name. A German map-maker called Martin Waldseemüller decided that had to change and he called the new landmass after the Italian explorer. America was born.

More ships set sail and it soon became apparent that the age of discovery had only just begun. Inevitably, with discovery came colonisation. After the maps were updated, the conquistadors followed. Hundreds of Spanish warriors sailed across the waves to set up new trading outposts in an empire that eventually stretched from Texas to Argentina. These early pioneers acted as agents of the Spanish Crown – instructed to find gold and riches, convert the native Indians to Catholicism, and destroy those who would not be subjugated.

One of the first Spaniards to set out on the conquest was Hernando Cortés. Wildly ambitious, this was a man who, on landing on the muggy, mosquito-ridden coast of Mexico in search of gold in 1519, sensed that his sailors might be at risk of bottling. To prevent any such desertion, he bored holes in the hulls of all the ships so that they couldn’t sail, and instructed his men to march onwards.

Like other Spanish colonisers who would follow, they advanced inland, razing forests, annihilating settlements, smashing ancient Mayan buildings to the ground and plundering gold. They demolished temples and put Christian altars in their place. They forced the people they came across to convert from their native faiths to Catholicism. While Mayan culture prized the capture of living prisoners above all, the Spanish had no qualms about killing the enemy – whether warrior or civilian – both on and off the battlefield. Cortés only let those men live who could be his interpreters, or those women who could act as his spies.

As the Spanish came cantering into American villages on horseback, the Mayans could be forgiven for thinking that the Gods had descended. In some settlements, as many as thousands of people would come out of their homes, lining their watery causeways in canoes to admire these mysterious creatures from heaven. Cortés was the first to bring horses to the American mainland and though he had only sixteen of them, the snorting and rearing of these vast beasts was a sufficient scare tactic to terrorise the unwitting native people.

The Spanish also had the benefit of far more sophisticated weaponry – armed with iron and steel swords, lances and pikes, they were a tough match for the Mayan warriors, who had little more than flint-tipped spears, stones and padded-cotton armour. Everything about their technology was alien to the Central Americans: gunpowder, helmets, even the wheel. Once, when invited to meet a tribal king, Cortés ordered his men to dis­assemble the warships, smuggle them in piece by piece along a canal bored through the mountain, then reconstruct them and – like the Trojan horse – lay siege from within.

As the conquistadors moved across Mesoamerica during the sixteenth century, they were often outnumbered – sometimes as much as ten to one – but here another factor started to come into play. Unknowingly, the Spanish had a secret weapon – disease. The inhabitants of the New World had no immunity to foreign and fatal illnesses such as smallpox and typhoid. As the interlopers ploughed through the jungle, resupplying repeatedly with infected soldiers and settlers, they brought an infinite number of viruses and bacteria from the Old World. Perhaps as many as ninety per cent of the indigenous peoples were wiped out in the first century of Spanish invasion, as the colonisers swept across the region.

The Maya and other native populations had little choice between succumbing to a biological apocalypse and the violence of the invading Europeans. The Spanish inevitably won out, and for over 350 years dominated every aspect of life throughout Central and South America. The indigenous culture was virtually decimated. America became the playground of the Spanish Crown, in which there was little respect for the previous way of life. Traditions, languages, entire cities disappeared, and within the space of a couple of generations, five thousand years of history were forgotten.

What became of those people, the ancient Maya, and tribes like them? What do the present-day Central Americans feel about their colonial roots and their indigenous ancestry? What impact do their northern neighbours have on the region, and how do they see the rest of the world? For centuries, Central America was the hub of the gold trade, facilitated by slaves and the trafficking of people; nowadays, how do cocaine and the other drugs define an entire sub-continent? And as for the people – are they still slaves, and who traffics them?

These were but some of the questions I wanted answering, and which are the basis of this book. And even if no answers were forthcoming, I could still at least be silent upon a peak in Darién.
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Hampton Court

‘Eight hundred pounds for a piece of glass?’

‘Yes, but you’ll need two,’ said Nigel the builder, his hands as big as spades, leaning against the crumbling remains of the bathroom wall, chewing on something inedible.

‘Do you want chrome or brass?’ shouted Danny from somewhere downstairs. Or at least, it would have been downstairs if there were any. Instead, I peered into a dusty hole where the stepladders melted into a grey, throat-filling cloud of evil muck. My head was spinning now.

‘Look, the carpet man will be here in two days, so that floor needs to be finished. Slate grey or natural oak?’ It was Nigel again.

‘Bollocks,’ squealed the electrician, as he cut through the wrong wire.

Only Kevin seemed to maintain his sense of humour. He chuckled at Jeff’s misfortune, ‘You’re as shite as these southern fairies.’

‘Chuck us a screwdriver,’ barked Jeff, ‘and shut up.’

‘Tea, anyone?’ My poor mother levitated between the piles of bricks and plasterboard with a tray full of cups of tea and sandwiches. Somewhere in the garden, a radio pumped out 1980s power ballads.

‘Five days left!’ My dad bellowed above the noise of a drill. ‘Five days. What’s not done then, isn’t getting done.’ My heart sank and I jumped through the hole in a bid to escape the pandemonium.

I had gone over my budget by half and there was no chance on earth that the house would be finished on time. I still hadn’t bought any furniture and I was living on a diet of cuppa soup and bacon sarnies that were covered in a fine layer of sandy grime. The property looked like a bomb had gone off, but it didn’t stop the builders living in camp cots among the debris.

‘It’ll be fine,’ said Tracey, calm as ever.

‘Shouldn’t you be fluffing some pillows or something?’ Kevin winked at the interior designer. He looked like he was about to pat her on the head.

‘Piss off,’ she said, ever so politely. Then she smiled at me with the patience of a Buddhist monk, ‘Go outside, get some fresh air and plan a holiday.’

‘But there’s no bloody stairs yet,’ I whimpered pathetically.

‘It’ll be fine, I promise, these things all come together at the last minute.’

I went outside into the garden, which I tried to imagine as a little haven of peace. It would be soon, I promised myself, when the massive pile of rubble and wood had been shifted. I wondered to myself who had lived in this place before me. The wallpaper belonged in a 1970s disco. ‘Who puts wallpaper like that in a seventeenth-century house anyway?’ I shuddered.

‘Don’t you worry, I have just the paint. It’s called Elephant’s Breath,’ said Tracey, without even a glimmer of irony.

‘Elephant’s Breath?’ my dad regurgitated, half-hanging out of the bathroom window. He’d been eavesdropping. ‘I’ve got one you’d prefer. It’s called Grasshopper’s Fart. It’s by Harrow and Balls.’

‘Farrow and Ball,’ Tracey repeated with a smile. ‘I’ll take care of them. Now you go for a walk in the park and I’ll sort all this out.’

I left the troubled premises in a sullen mood and went for a walk around Hampton Court Palace Gardens. In through the massive gate topped by limestone lions, I entered the magical estate: rose bushes, apple trees; a wilderness filled with daffodils, criss-crossed with ancient paths and a hidden maze. The boughs of the willow trees in their spring bloom hid the red-brick chimney stacks and gargoyle-encrusted rooftops of the magnificent house. Deer, once the favourite sport of old Henry – when he wasn’t philandering – ran wild in the parkland beyond, and the Thames, that glorious river, was just a few hundred metres on the far side of the royal courtyard.

I cheered up pretty quickly. I often had to pinch myself that I lived so close to Henry VIII’s old gaff – reminding me that I was very fortunate indeed. It really was quite astonishing to think of the history of the place; what scandals and love stories must have occurred within these hedgerows and ivy-clad walls. But despite the nostalgia, I couldn’t help but think of my bank balance, which was ebbing away with increasing alacrity. I winced as I totted up the daily expenditure and realised how woefully unprepared I was to take on the full refurbishment of a crumbling 300-year-old house that seemed to be falling apart.

I took a deep breath. ‘It’ll be worth it,’ I told myself.

In fact, the house was well over 300 years old, if the date on the deeds was to be believed. It said 1670, as a rough estimate. The land had been acquired during the reign of William of Orange by a certain Mr Abraham Fish, tree-planter-in-chief to the Royal Palace. It was all fields and hunting grounds then – the favourite palace of the lot, since it was far enough away from London to avoid the smell of the open sewers. It was my dream home. After six years of homeless vagabonding, sleeping on mates’ floors, short-term rents and the occasional squat, I had saved up enough to cover the extortionate cost of a deposit for a house and finally put down roots on the leafy fringes of my capital.

In spite of the grandeur, when William of Orange, the Dutch prince, moved into the palace in 1689, he was not best pleased with his new lot. Obliged to become King of England after wedding Mary II – surely one of the oddest royal relationships in British history – he was envious of the neighbouring French monarch.

King Louis XIV, who was well known for being rather flash, had created such delights as the Palace of Versailles, and this inspired a competitive spirit in William, who wanted to please his wife by doing some refurbishments of his own. He employed the services of the esteemed architect Sir Christopher Wren to knock down the majority of the original Tudor structure and rebuild it in a far more elegant and contemporary style. No dodgy wallpaper for this royal family. As I ambled past the ornate baroque fountains, I wondered if the Dutch King had to choose his own paint.

‘Gold or silver doorknobs, your Royal Highness?’ bowed Sir Chris, nine years later. At the grand old age of sixty-six, he was no doubt wishing he’d left on a high with St Paul’s Cathedral and the fifty-one other churches he had reconstructed after the Great Fire of London. It was 1698 and works had been going on much longer than anyone had expected. King William was beginning to tire of the refurb project (his queen had died four years earlier and it had been her idea in the first place) and he preferred the cosmopolitan living of Kensington anyway. The palace was finally completed in 1700, but only after poor Wren underestimated the budget (I could certainly sympathise) and got the sack, his deputy taking on the commission instead. For King William, the glory was short-lived. He fell off his horse in the gardens of his new palace only two years later and died.

It was in 1700 that the world’s first piano was made in Italy. It was the year that Edinburgh burnt down, and the year that the poet John Dryden passed away. It was also the year that Spain handed over its crown to King Louis XIV, much to William’s annoyance, his blood pressure presumably reaching astronomical levels by now. But apart from that, it was a fairly uneventful year. And that is exactly how William wanted to keep things. There was a precarious peace with Spain and a small war with France – as ever. But, by and large, England was doing rather well, trading cotton, iron and spices in far-flung places around the world with the East India Company.

Meanwhile, 5,200 miles away, on a boiling hot beach in Central America, Scotland was having a far less pleasant time. For many years, the Scottish economy had been in turmoil, burdened by a series of disastrous civil wars and a declining shipbuilding industry. There had been crop failures, famine, and restrictions on fishing in the North Sea. The Scots were jealous of England’s growing fortunes and all around, European countries like France, Spain and Holland were developing as world trading nations. The Scots had decided they’d had enough; it was time to build their own empire.

In the summer of 1698, soon after Sir Christopher stomped out of Hampton Court after being told he was too expensive by King William, a fleet of five ships led by the Caledonia set sail from the port of Leith on the east coast of Scotland. Stood on the wooden decks, waving the lochs goodbye for the last time were 1,200 bold adventurers bound for the New World. They had their sights set on a remote patch of jungle called the Darién – 60 by 100 miles wide – in Panama, of all places. The expedition leaders, who had spent years collecting donations from wealthy Scots and the general public alike, determined that if Scotland could create a ‘New Caledonia’ on the little isthmus, away from the main pirate route, then they could potentially have a stake in transatlantic trade, and maybe, just maybe, find a way to become the gatekeepers of the Pacific. It was a visionary, ambitious project that anticipated the building of the Panama Canal some two hundred years later.

Many of the 1,200 volunteers were former soldiers and sailors, with plenty of fighting experience; others were peasants seeking a better life in a foreign country. When the gang of colonists arrived on the shores of the Caribbean in November that year, they immediately set about building a wooden fort called St Andrews. It was accompanied by a village called New Edinburgh, to accommodate families, and the surrounding land was planted with fields of maize and corn. The expedition went well for a while, but soon the newcomers realised that there was no reliable source of fresh water. Things went rapidly downhill from there. Disease set in and life was hampered by the unwillingness of the native Indians to trade with the Scots, because all they had to barter with were a few trinkets and nothing of value.

Things went from bad to worse when they discovered that the spot they had chosen for the New Scotland was a completely useless harbour; trading ships refused to come in for fear of being battered by the waves. Malaria, or the fever, as it was known, became rife and soon the settlers were dying at the rate of ten a day, until fewer than three hundred remained alive.

The whole expedition had been a massive disaster, but that didn’t stop Scotland sending a resupply ship a year later, and another ship called the Rising Sun, with another 1,000 hopeful colonists a year after that. What they discovered, though, must have horrified them. Deserted huts, a rotting fort, and hundreds of overgrown graves already being reclaimed by the jungle. Still, the stout-hearted Scotsmen did not give up. They tried to rebuild New Edinburgh, until the inevitable happened.

The Spanish empire had ruled over Central and South America for more than 150 years at this point, and the Spaniards had no desire to see an irritable little Scottish colony take over a potentially important trade route in Panama – even if their efforts did seem futile. They attacked in January 1700, besieging the Scots for over a month. Hundreds died – mainly of fever and starvation, rather than battle – until at last they surrendered. Out of the original 2,500 settlers, only a handful of survivors made it back to Scotland alive.

Of course, Scotland blamed the lack of English support for the scheme, and there is a fair probability that if England had financed and helped to defend the colony, then perhaps the story might have had another ending. But hindsight is, of course, a wonderful thing. Scotland was now virtually bankrupt; the aristocracy broke, the public angry. There seemed no alternative other than to throw in their lot with England, which by now had the awesome combined strength of an alliance with Holland and Austria. By the time King William fell off his horse in 1702 and was succeeded by the ruthless and clever Queen Anne, the moment had come to accept a joint future. On the first of May 1707, Scotland signed a treaty enabling an act of union. The United Kingdom was born.

[image: ]

I walked along the riverbank, enjoying a moment of peace and quiet away from the house. Tracey was probably right, it would all come good in the end. The sun was shining, and I heard the squawking of geese. A little ferry in the style of an old steamer navigated its way under Hampton Court bridge, and the tourists stood smiling at the picturesque scene of little England all around them.
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Mornings in Mexico

The first time I visited Central America was as a young soldier on leave; I was green and reckless and the memories are hazy. I have visions of spit-and-sawdust bars, pristine beaches and endless tequila. I was only there for a week, but it was a week that changed my life. I met a Mexican girl called Ceci and promised her that I’d come back.

I did go back, a few times. Whenever I had leave, I would fly across the Atlantic like a hopeless romantic chasing a distant dream. Once, I even managed a free trip courtesy of Her Majesty. In 2007, my company of Paratroopers had been attached to a Scottish Regiment to do some jungle training in the rainforests of Belize. It was some way up the coast of the Caribbean from where the early settlers of the Darién scheme had landed, but I was sure that some of our own experiences must have matched theirs.

As a unit on exercise, we spent six weeks chopping our way through the thick vines, making shelters out of leaves, shooting pop-up targets and sneaking down sodden rivulets in search of an elusive enemy. We always won in our play-fights with the soldiers of the Belize Defence Force, mainly because they were usually asleep. All in all, it was excellent training, and jolly good fun. I’m still not sure how six weeks in Belize was considered the best training for the deserts of Afghanistan where we deployed to a few months later, but who was I to argue?

The best bit of that particular trip, though, was that because my Paras were only on attachment to the jocks, we were given free rein. When the exercise had finished, the whole Officers’ Mess hired a mini bus and sped off for some R&R. And where else to go but Cancún, Mexico?

It was a messy affair. The soldiers quickly caught on to where we had disappeared and they were allowed to follow. Before we knew it, the entire Regiment followed suit, so that almost four hundred men, fresh from six weeks living in hammocks, descended like the Spartans onto the resort. Needless to say, not all who entered, returned in one piece.

I remember one chap, a young corporal, who went missing for three whole days. They ended up having to call out the Royal Military Police, who spent the time searching high and low throughout the brothels in the district. It was only when everyone had assumed he’d either been washed out to sea, or knifed in a back alley, that he was discovered somewhere near the border, alive, but minus his shirt and passport. He had lost all his money on a prostitute with whom he’d fallen in love. It turned out to be unrequited.

But I will save the tales of hedonism and debauchery for another time. After four days, I escaped. We were all pretty much done-for anyway, so I saw it as my chance to explore the region some more. I travelled to Mérida to meet up with Ceci, who showed me the wonders of the Yucatán, and it was her that convinced me, some years later, when I finally left the army, to go and live there and try my hand at photography. So I did. In the spring of 2010, I turned up in the Yucatecan city of Mérida with nothing but my notepad, a camera, and a newfound sense of freedom.

What struck me the most in those halcyon days was the rain. Much of the three months I lived in that ancient town was spent holed up in Casa Zocalo. It was a little townhouse near to the cathedral. The casa was basic and barely furnished. In my room, there was a simple bed, a dusty wardrobe and a full-length mirror. But the ceiling was high so that it was cool enough to breathe. The electricity came and went, and the fan, which belonged in a bygone era, clattered into life at will. There was a courtyard directly outside my room, beyond a small marble terrace, on which there was a hammock, where I could lie and watch the rain come down, pummelling the garden and the tropical plants that sprouted from every corner. It usually began with a tentative warning; a few fat globules and then, before you even had time to run indoors, the heavens would open and sheets of warm water fell from the blackness above. The noise of the water was an inescapable beating, like a primordial drum. Even the sound of the outside world was temporarily dumb, as the high walls of the house acted like an inverted speaker and kept out the car horns and market chatter beyond. That little courtyard seemed suddenly as if the world itself belonged only there.

A tiny bathing-pool was dug in its centre. Its inviting shallows were disturbed by the watery onslaught that appeared in the form of a million cannon balls. When it rained, the pool overflowed and the surrounding grass grew at a ferocious rate. Around the edges of the high walls were tropical plants and flowers. They were rejoicing after months of drought. Reds and greens and purples danced around with the pouring rain. Only when the rain stopped, would the animals come out. Steam would lift like a cloud from the garden and almost immediately it was filled with chattering parakeets and shifty little lizards.

Usually a fat iguana would make his way slowly out of the bushes, emerging to bask in the triumphant sunlight – once upon a time, the god of these lands. The lizard’s eyes were partially closed, but he was ever alert. He’d wait for a juicy spider to scamper across the lawn, before darting to gobble it up. In the surrounding palm trees, the parrots would sing, thanking the heavens for a chance to bask in the rays and dry their sodden feathers. Cats would stretch off and stalk from the terrace, treading carefully over the grass, so as not to get too wet in search of their prey. Only the dog remained still. He was too idle to move in the searing heat, instead rolling lazily wherever there was shade.

I was the only guest in the casa. The owner of the house was an old woman called Gracialla. Her father had recently passed away and I was given his room. She sometimes joked that his ghost still lived there, but I didn’t have any unpleasant encounters. The bed was a fairly new addition. Until recently, most Yucatecans slept exclusively in hammocks, but Gracialla had decided to move with the times, succumbing to modernity. Gracialla wanted a simple life, but needed her own money to survive, as she didn’t have any children to support her. She usually woke early and wandered off to buy fresh tortillas from the market, dressed in an huipil, the characteristic white dress of the Yucatecan Mayans. When she returned, she would not stand for me to be still asleep and would sing at the top of her voice, ‘Desayuno!’, the Spanish word for breakfast. It was served on a wooden trestle-table in the courtyard, and as the only guest, I would help myself to the delicious burritos and refried beans.

I thought it would have been a conducive atmosphere to photography, but, after two weeks I realised that I was simply getting lazy. The humid air, the ferocious sun, the diet of pure carbohydrates and the plentiful tequila meant that entire days would often disappear in a haze of food and sleep and rain. After five years in the army, I was quite happy to have a break and do nothing. Some evenings I’d explore the downtown area and marvel at the old square and its sixteenth-century Spanish architecture.

Other times I would visit Ceci at her parents’ house and immerse myself in local culture, trying my hand at Spanish. ‘Si, Dona Leonor, muy bien,’ I’d say to her mother, as she rattled off breathless prose in my general direction. I actually took up Spanish classes, but the two hours of classroom time were exhausting in the heat of the rains, and I don’t think I took much on board.

‘Why don’t you get out and about more?’ said Ceci one day. ‘Go and explore, otherwise when you run out of money, you won’t even have any pictures to sell.’ It was a good point, I supposed.

‘You’ve spent all that money on a new camera and you have barely used it.’ It was true. I’d blown a good deal of my savings from the army on a brand-new, top-of-the-range Nikon, with the intention of making a little sideline business in travel photography. I dreamt of selling pictures to guide books and magazines, and maybe one day even having an exhibition of my own.

‘You go to such wonderful places and take pictures, but you never take any here,’ she nagged.

‘That’s not true,’ I protested. ‘I got a great shot of that iguana last week.’

‘One iguana, that’s it?’

‘And the cathedral.’

‘Ridiculous. How much did that thing cost you?’

I wasn’t about to tell her that, but she had a point, I had not exactly got my money’s worth yet.

‘Such a shame,’ she carried on. ‘We have such a colourful country and Mérida has mucho charm. Why don’t you take pictures of all the little casas and saloons? And the birds and the tolocs? Or you could go to Chichen Itza and see the ruins again? Or even go to Palenque and the jungle? There’s a beautiful place in the mountains called San Cristóbal de las Casas, there’s heaps of the indigenous culture remaining up there – all the women wear an huipil.’

‘Why don’t you wear an huipil?’ I asked her. ‘Then I could take pictures of you.’

She laughed. ‘I’m not some Mayan curiosity. Go and explore, I have work to do.’

I took her advice and went on a photography spree.

Fortunately, I had chosen a good week for it. The rain seemed to come only for a couple of hours a day and almost perfectly on time, at two o’clock in the afternoon. As long as I looked at my watch, I could plan around it and make sure I’d found shelter in a canteen or a saloon by that time. I would wake early and take photographs of anything that caught my eye. I enjoyed the freedom and the creativity involved in photography. There is something rather liberating in capturing a moment, an event, or merely the look in someone’s eye through a lens. People talk about photographers ‘having an eye’. I wasn’t sure about that, and I certainly don’t know if I had an eye or not. I had never taken a lesson in my life, but understood the basics from an artistic point of view. The rule of thirds in composition, the use of light and framing, and making the most of colour. But I was not technically adept.

When I learned a new trick, like most novice photographers, I would play with it like a child and be very happy with myself. I loved experimenting with depth of field to create what is known in the industry as ‘bokeh’ – when the subject is in focus and the background is blurry. When you figure out how to get it right, then suddenly you feel as though you’ve just turned pro. Of course, nothing could be further from the truth.

I travelled around the Yucatán peninsula and as far afield as Campeche, San Cristóbal de las Casas and Palenque, in search of bokeh. I took pictures of the Cascadas de Agua Azul, the blue waterfall, one of the most remarkable things I’d seen, not to mention the Sumidero Canyon. I snapped away at the howler monkeys that swung between the pyramids of the ancient Mayan city at Palenque, high in the celestial cloud forest, and at the old men that sat on doorsteps in the old colonial plazas. In Chiapas there were the colourful Zapatistas, and all over the peninsula were grand cenotes, deep pools formed from sinkholes hidden away in the forests.

One of the highlights of the road trip was visiting haciendas, the old factories and ranches of the Spanish era. Some of them were still working farms making henequen rope or mezcal. Many had since been converted into tourist lodges, or cattle ranches, but they were all reminiscent of another time and era, and as far as taking pictures was concerned, you couldn’t really go far wrong. Rancheros, cowboys, stallions, sombrero-wearing muchachos and beautiful farm girls in flowing white frocks.

Soon my memory cards were full and I was happy that I had taken my passion to another level and learned lots of new skills. In the process, I think I learned one particularly useful thing about the process of photography – that while it’s important to understand the technical aspects, and to know your camera inside and out, it is far more important to be bold. You need to speak to people and get them to relax. You need to spend an hour or so chatting about their life, their passions, their wants and needs, before you even get your camera out. They must trust you, and that cannot be forced. They must like you, and you can’t force that either. If they don’t open up, then you have not done your job well enough, and you must leave them alone.

So, with new lessons learned and feeling pretty satisfied that the creative juices had been flowing – perhaps even a little too self-assured that I could even sell one or two of the images to a guidebook or a magazine – I boarded a long-distance bus. I hate long-distance bus rides, but since it was the only way to get back to Mérida, I treated myself to a VIP tourist coach, which involved fourteen hours in the relative luxury of a shiny bus that had only twenty-six seats instead of the usual fifty-six. They even gave you a packed lunch with sandwiches wrapped in cling film.

Normally I can never sleep on buses, although I generally try and get the window seat, so I can at least have the vain hope of a few minutes shut-eye. The bus was not full and most people had two seats to themselves, so it was rather annoying when, shortly before we pulled out of the station, a man got on and chose to sit next to me. He didn’t look like the rest of the passengers. Since this was the VIP bus and it cost significantly more than the ‘local bus’, which stopped at all the local villages en route, most of the people were wealthy Mexicans – well-dressed and well-mannered. This man was swarthy, in a cheap tracksuit, and wore a baseball cap. He did not acknowledge me when he sat down, preferring to stare at a magazine instead.

Nevertheless, I thought nothing more of him as we pulled off and began the long journey. The road weaved through small villages and towns, where peeling red churches towered above the adobe walls. Soon it was dusk and I had dozed off fitfully, as my head banged relentlessly against the smeared glass window. I must have been so exhausted from my recent travels that I slept like a baby for almost the whole journey back. It wasn’t until the coach jolted into the bus station that I woke up with a start and a terrible headache.

Wiping the sleep from my eyes and stretching, I realised that the man who had been next to me was gone. We must have stopped off somewhere in the night, although I had no recollection of it. It felt as if I had slept for only a few minutes, but it must really have been several hours. The passengers around me were shuffling about, collecting up their belongings as we waited for the doors to open so that we could get off and stretch our legs. I stood up, giving a vague nod to the lady sat in the chair in front, and reached for the overhead compartment.

Suddenly I felt sick. I stood on my tiptoes, looking left and right, but it was not to be seen anywhere. My bag was gone.

No, surely not, I thought, panicking. I looked under the seats, but it wasn’t there either.

The bastard, I thought. It could only have been the man next to me. I had been travelling light, inside my bag was everything that I owned. It had my laptop, some travel money, some nice sunglasses. But most importantly, it contained my shiny new camera and lenses, and all the bloody photographs that I had gone to some incredible lengths to take.

Crestfallen, I sat down and noticed a couple of things. The bottle of water that I had been drinking was still in the seat pocket, and it looked odd. I couldn’t put my finger on it, perhaps it was a little cloudy. I could not tell for sure, but it occurred to me that maybe I’d been drugged. That was why I had slept so well. But when? How? Then I remembered I’d got up to use the toilet just after the man had got on. Perhaps it was him? Surely it was him. The fucking bastard. And then I saw something else. Tucked in behind the bottle of water was my passport. Shit, my passport, what was it doing there? It had been in my bag.

And then it dawned on me that the thief, the man next to me, must at least have had the grace to leave behind my passport. Fucking bastard.

I stormed down the aisle, pushing past the other passengers, and shouting at the bus driver, ‘Who was the man next to me? Show me the passenger list!’ The driver just shrugged, looking bored.

Another passenger, a lady, then said in English, ‘Sorry, amigo, it happens all the time. You won’t get an answer from this man, it isn’t his fault, you can blame the company, they let on undesirables who steal things from tourists.’

I wanted to punch the driver out cold, for surely he must have known what was going on. What bloody corruption.

‘Hope you didn’t have anything valuable?’ said the lady in a conciliatory tone. I wanted to tell her that I’d just lost a three-thousand-pound camera, not to mention a month’s worth of photographs. Instead, I said nothing and sulked off the bus.

In Mérida, I told Ceci about my loss. She let me feel sorry for myself, while I reported everything to the police. They simply laughed and shrugged their shoulders, as if it were my fault for not knowing about the scams that go on in these parts. I was suddenly very much out of love with Mexico.

‘I have a plan,’ said Ceci the day after. ‘I know a guy, he’s a photographer. I’ve made a call and he’s said he’ll lend you a new camera.’

‘But I don’t have any money now, half of what I had was in that bag.’

‘He doesn’t want any money. He’ll just lend you the camera, and he said he’d love for you to visit his studio.’

I figured that she was doing her best to comfort me, and while I was in no mood to socialise, I thought it best to humour her and meet this chap who had made the generous offer. I arrived at his studio on a suburban street in Mérida. From the outside, it looked like a ramshackle little place, but inside it was all mod cons. The blast of air-conditioning came as a relief from the relentless heat outside, and as I wiped my brow of sweat in the reception, I noticed a beautiful and flirtatious girl behind the desk.

‘Hola,’ she said coyly, about to carry on, but was interrupted as a man burst into the room from the doorway.

Alberto, a trendy, good-looking man with wide-set eyes and a chunky nose greeted me with enthusiasm. ‘’Ello Levi,’ he said, with such a characteristic Mexican accent that I couldn’t help breaking into a smile, despite my foul mood. ‘I heard all about you and your problem. So, you had your camera stolen, eh? Fucking assholes, no?’ He grinned. ‘Fucking Mexicans!’

At that, we both laughed out loud.

‘Well, no problem, amigo, come this way.’

I followed Alberto through the glass door into the studio itself, where big lights shone against bright white walls, and sheets that were draped as backdrops. There was a white table in the middle of the room. On it there was a selection of fruits: bananas, grapefruit, kiwis and a solitary apple.

‘Hang on, my friend, I just need to finish this.’

He picked up a plastic spray-bottle and squirted a haze of water over the fruit.

‘Makes it look fresh and tasty,’ he grinned, with a conspirat­orial wink.

Picking up his camera, a large, full-frame professional SLR, battered from years of use, he began snapping away with a close-up macro lens.

‘It’s for a restaurant. They want bananas, not so glamorous as bikini girls,’ he chuckled to himself.

When he’d finished, he put the camera down and led me to a cabinet that contained a collection of camera bodies and lenses.

‘Which do you need?’

I was embarrassed. I was a complete novice in the presence of a true professional. My meagre snaps were the vain product of a restless desire to eke out a career in anything other than finance or security, which were what most of my army pals had gone into. I knew nothing of lenses or formats or apertures. I knew still less of f-stops and ISOs and colour balance.

I think Alberto sensed my hesitation. He smiled, ‘Here you go, it’s a good camera.’ He handed me another Nikon similar to his own, and three lenses; a long telephoto zoom, a 50mm prime and a wide-angle, too.

‘Now, let’s go explore.’
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