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INTRODUCTION

Adventures Far Too Close to Home




I was ready for my journey around the world.

Every item on the last of my lists had been checked off. Bags plump and polished in the corner of my studio. Even my jeans were pressed—a seemingly ridiculous refinement but it made my wife, Anne, feel better about my going off spouseless this time. “At least you’ll look good when you start (tiny tears in the corners of her eyes)….” God—I hate leaving. And anyway I wasn’t going yet. Three more days before those long sad hugs and last words. Three days to get the mood right. Three days to throw off the shackles and see things fresh again.

The mood had been wrong for far too many weeks. Checklists, bills, letters, tiresome waste-time phone calls, tying up all the loose ends—and more damned checklists. (Even lists of lists. That’s crazy.) I measured my days in the number of check marks on my clipboard. (I’d even add stupid piddly items just for the pleasure of checking them off.) I hadn’t even left yet and already I was loopy. My friends sensed it too. “For God’s sake—go!” they said with various degrees of tact and understanding. They were right. But my mood wasn’t.

Just take off for a few hours, I told myself one lovely sunny morning, two days before my flight to Venezuela. Do the old backroading bit—get the “on-the-road” again feel. Let things happen whatever way they will for a day. Get into the flow. (I talk to myself quite a bit. Sometimes I make sense.)

So I did. Off in the car one last time and out from the city on a serendipity jaunt—taking whatever roads appealed. Stopping whenever I felt like it. Chatting with anyone who looked interesting. Going with the flow and all that good stuff.

I found myself nibbling on the edge of the Pine Barrens, an enormous wasteland of sand, swamps, cranberry bogs, ponds, and pines that sprawls over a fifth of the state in southern New Jersey. I’d been there before, years ago in my early days as an “earth gypsy,” and written a little on the history and the elusive “Piney people” who inhabit the deeper interior. To some, the Barrens are utter boredom. Mile after mile of javelin-straight highways through the gloom of conifer forests. Hardly anything to see. A brief flurry of activity at the Great Adventure park and then more endless woodland wastes until the Jersey shore resorts.

But to the more adventurous, this area has a special aura of the unknown. There is no silence quite like the silence of the Barrens. On a hot day when the wind dies, the pines stand motionless; ferns droop, ponds and lily-topped swamps lie still without ripples. Nothing moves in the wasteland. Sandy paths gleam bright white in patches and meander into the gloom of the forest. Even the flies—monstrous in size and appearance—retreat into the fissured bark of the pine trees. The aroma of resin hangs heavy. A snake sleeps in a comfortable coil shaded by a rock.

Those who take the time to wander the Barrens find a region bursting with history, legend, and strange tales of even stranger people who live deep in the recesses of the forest. There was once a Robin Hood of the Pines who plagued the region, stealing from the wealthy landowners and giving to the poor. Then there’s the story of the “Jersey Devil,” a cloven-hoofed enigma whose antics seem to be as varied as the individuals who claim to have seen it. A composite picture of the creature, which seems to spend most of its time in the Barrens region, includes features of a bat, kangaroo, horse, and serpent. Some claim it has a distinct appetite for human flesh, while others endow it with the gentle characteristics of an elderly philosopher whose favorite occupation is the discussion of ethics and politics with learned men of the state.

Tales abound of pirates, smuggling ventures up the Mullica River deep into the Pines, and, during Prohibition, illicit stills down sandy tracks visited by mobsters in long black Cadillacs. But perhaps most curious of all are the tales about the Pineys themselves, the hermitlike inhabitants of the Barrens, who have attracted disproportionate attention.

“The Pineys? I’d use that word careful in these parts if I was you.” So I was warned by a bartender in a rundown roadside tavern near Batsto. “Folks don’t take too kindly to being called Pineys by outsiders. Too many wrong things bin said about ’em. Too many clever ‘fessors snoopin’ ’round these woods. Should mind their own damn business.”

It’s true. Pineys is a much-maligned word for a maligned people who, over the generations, have developed a life-style of self-sufficiency in the forest—living off hunting and harvests from the carnberry bogs around Woodmansie and Possum Trot. Their ancestors may have been early colonists who abandoned the coastal plantations to seek greater personal freedom in the back country. Later they were joined by Tory renegades, deserters from the Birtish army during the Revolution, and members of notorious “banditti” gangs who plagued the area during the 1800s. Other outcasts, criminals, and adventurers from the cities on the fringe of the Barrens gave the forest dwellers a reputation for licentiousness, indulgence, and illegal activities. Marriage was virtually unknown; inbreeding led to an unusual degree of feeblemindedness and Mongoloid characteristics among the young, and hunters brought back tales of abandoned revelries deep in the forest.

Even today, deep down in the narrow backroads, there are those who prefer the silence of the forest to the jingle-jangle world outside. They don’t particularly welcome visitors and have a distinct aversion to snoopers, and any stranger using the expression “Piney” might just end up with a backside full of buckshot—or worse. “Best to leave them in peace,” I’d been warned more than once.

Such tales of Pineys and bog monsters give these dark woods an overtone of mystery and dread. That day I came the feelings seemed unusually intense. Or maybe it was just me. Liberated at last from lists, I was ready for the joys of “randoming,” the wonder of wild places, and the tantalizing tingle of tiny terrors, which gives my unstructured travels the edge that I crave. While the Barrens offer abundant historical and other diversions, including a variety of swimming pools and parks, wineries, and even the restored bog-ore mining village of Batsto, I wasn’t in the mood for structured experiences. I sought pure unchecked serendipity.

Somewhere, deep in, I left the main highway. A white sand backroad curled off by an abandoned Baptist church buckling by the roadside. There was no direction sign but it looked an inviting detour. Shafts of sunlight sparkled on the track. Beyond I could see a stream and a small bridge. I’ll try it for a mile or two, I thought. See where it goes. If it dead-ends, I’ll backtrack. The tingle tingled and my spine loved it.

The first few miles were delightful. The car sped along on the sand. The white surface was dappled with light and moving shadows from the trees. On either side the pine forest grew darker and darker. It had that true backroad feel. I was in my element. I could sense the silly regimens of the daily grind slipping away and something inside soared. I was happy again, rejoicing in freedom—glad to being the buzz again.

 

If I ever had doubts about the value and purpose of my life (and I did, often), moments like these removed all my guilt-laden cynicism and questions and reminded me that the decision I’d made years ago to abandon my career as a city planner and become a true earth gypsy all made perfect sense for me now.

I could be nothing else. I had one life to live (so far as I know) and this apparently was the way I was meant to lead it—seeking out the unusual, the unknown, the hidden, the forgotten, and sharing some of these secrets with others in sketches, photography, books—whatever.

I’d had to endure the usual “you’re crazy,” “you’ll never do it,” “you’ll become a bum” (or more often, “you are a bum”), “you’ll never make any money doing that,” and the inevitable “what’re you going to do when you grow up?” But recently, I didn’t want to “grow up” and have never been particularly enamored of most of the trappings and trinkets—the materialistic “carrots”—of many Western societies. Life has always seemed too precious and too short to waste it collecting TV sets, cars, and property (even power)—doing things that you know deep down don’t satisfy you, don’t give you that fleeting but oh-so-invigorating sense of centeredness by responding to the real you (or yous) in you, and not worrying overmuch at the consequences. Just doing it because you know you should be doing it and couldn’t really be doing anything else—and hoping that your spiritual overdrive knows where it’s going even if you don’t.

 

My car seemed to know exactly where it was going on that lovely warm afternoon, deep in the Barrens. It drove itself on these winding trails through the forest. I just sat there and breathed deeply in resin-scented breezes. I knew there’d be months of travel head—all over, the world—new people, new experiences, new adventures, wherever I wanted to go. I was on a rolling high. Everything was in synch. This was the moment I’d wanted, I’d needed, before I left on my real journey. Me and life and the beauty of everything around me, all in total harmony. Great!

Damn!

I’m told these moments of truth are fleeting. Very necessary, very satisfying, but short-lived. Well, this one was practically stillborn. One moment I was soaring high as a hawk, gliding in the utter freedom of the moment. Next, the car was leaning at a crazy angle, stuck axle deep in a little black bog at the side of the track. I’d taken—correction—my car, in which I’d placed total trust, had taken one of the wriggles in the track too quickly, had skidded on the loose sand into this pernicious patch of swamp, hardly visible in the gloomy shadows. The driver’s side was deep in goo. I peered out the side window and saw the mud bubbling like a slow-boiling cauldron. The passenger’s side was still over sand and I managed to squirm out like a snail from its shell.

I had no idea where I was. I had no recall of how long I’d been in my little reverie, but I knew I’d driven miles and miles on that track, taking forks at will, becoming gleefully lost. Walking back to the main road would take hours (if I could ever find it), and it was already late afternoon.

Obviously I had to find a way of getting the car out of the swamp by myself. I’d been in similar situations before. I knew all the tricks—sliding something solid under the stuck wheel, letting the clutch in slow, getting a firm grip, and—zip—you’re out. All desert travelers tell you about their experiences in soft sand and suchlike. They always seem to live to tell the tales—with appropriate authorial embellishments. And I felt as cocky as they. Couple of well-placed planks in the goo and I’d be off again.

Unfortunately, I hadn’t brought any planks with me—or anything else of use for that matter. So I ambled off into the gloom to find dead pine branches to simulate my plank. Pretty soon I’d managed to shove quite a pile of debris under the offending rear wheel. Seemed nice and firm. Well done, son. (I allowed myself a little complacency.) This guy knows his sticky-situation stuff.

Back in the driver’s seat like a snail in rapid reverse. A gentle roll of the engine, into first gear, gently release the clutch until you feel the grip of the wheel…

And glop!

The swamp sounded like a ravenous whale about to swallow me, clutch, trunk, and fender. Slurp, goo, and glop. Great lumps of mud flying everywhere and the back end suddenly sinking another foot into the swamp. Not at all the way the desert ramblers do it. A right regal cock-up.

Now I had to climb steeply upward out of the passenger’s side and jump down to solid earth. The front passenger-side wheel stuck a foot in the air. The mud was already over the tailpipe and part of the rear fender. I was well and truly stuck.

And, right on cue, the mosquitoes found me. It was now early evening; the light was getting dusky. And here was this sweet-blooded, muddied human just standing around chomping and cursing and making an ideal happy-hour snack. And did they snack. Far more aggressive than their Alaskan counterparts or the dreaded north woods terrors, buzzing, swooping, plunging their proboscises into every exposed inch of my flesh.

Obviously I would have to find the main road, twelve, maybe twenty, miles back. But I’d taken so many forks…and in all that distance I’d not seen any other vehicle or human being. Not even a shack. Nothing but sand, pines, and blood-mad mosquitoes.

The situation had lost all its romance. For the first time in a long long time I felt scared, stuck in the middle of this New Jersey wilderness, awaiting the wail of the dreaded Jersey Devil or, worse still, a visit from the Pineys themselves.

Their sinister reputation is not all myth. People vanish forever in these parts. Only a few weeks prior I’d read of a body discovered deep in the Barrens. It had been there for months and was in six distinct pieces, placed precisely around a fifteen-foot circle. (Have you noticed how your brain loves to bring back useless fragments of data at the worst possible moments?)

The silence deepened. Even the mosquitoes seemed to lose interest in me now (maybe fear gives off a special antimosquito vibration?). No breezes blew and the light was deep gloom, dead gray actually. I was reluctant to leave the car. I had no food or water. What I did have was an enormous forty-pound bag full of my camera lenses and all that professional traveler stuff I was not about to leave behind.

I unloaded as much as I could, locked all the doors, retied my boots, and prepared myself for a long hike. Then Anne suddenly came to mind. She would be worried. I thought of her looking anxiously out from our Philadelphia apartment window (from the twenty-seventh floor of our tower you could almost see the edge of the Pine Barrens, a mere twenty miles east of the city). She would be telling herself that everything was okay. I had to find a phone, I thought, and then managed a bit of a smile—I had to find myself first.

I set off at a good pace, back along the track that possessed none of its previous romance now. Odd rustlings came from the dark forest. Occasional grunts and throaty growls. I started to walk faster. Then something else. Like a growl but different. And getting louder. Way back, down the track near the car. Then flashes through the trees. Very faint at first like glowworms, but getting brighter.

A car, a truck, a real live human being? I could see the lights quite plainly now, flickering through the trees, and hear the welcome roar of an engine. Engines? Yes, definitely more than one engine. Wonderful! See, I admonished myself, all you need is a bit of luck and faith. After all you’ve always managed to get out of every scrape you’ve ever been in. Saved again by my guardian angel. Thank you!

I hurried back toward the car, lugging my bag of cameras. Yes, there were lights, lots of them. And they were stopped. Engines were roaring. I had a piece of old rope in the trunk. Bit of a pull and everything would be just fine again. I’d even be home in time for dinner. The cats would be so delighted to see me. Anne would listen enthralled to my tales and we’d drink champagne and have a good laugh….

I could make out three bikes by the car—big Harley Davidson creatures with balloon-type tires for sand travel. People were moving around. Each of the bikes had large containers on the back with metal things sticking out. I came closer, half running, and then slowed down. The metal things sticking out were guns—enormous shotguns and rifles. Also shovels. And pickaxes. And the people didn’t look right. In the bright beams from the bikes I could see long hair tied with bandannas, leather jackets trimmed with rivets and spikes, mud-caked jeans, and enormous laced boots with metal toe caps.

Hell’s Angels? Or something worse?

“Hi!” I tried to sound nonchalant and cheerful.

No one replied. Not one of the three enormous men even looked at me. A young girl, also encased in black leather, stood off to the side, leg on the upturned wheel of my car. They were laughing. Nasty sly chuckles. One of the men was mumbling something low in a gravelly bass voice and they’d all sniggered again.

“Thought I’d never find anybody ’round here,” I said (I could hear my voice rising and cracking).

Still no response. No acknowledgment that I even existed. Then one of the men turned slowly, the apparent leader of the bunch, and looked toward me but not at me. I traced his gaze. He was staring straight at my camera bag. I had so much equipment inside that I hadn’t been able to close the zipper. My expensive Nikons with fancy lenses gleamed in the beams of their lights. He growled something to his companions and they all turned and stared at the bag and smiled some of the nastiest smiles I’ve ever seen. The girl gave a hissing giggle and I didn’t like the sound at all. So this is how it happens, I thought (sometimes I wish my brain would just switch off), at night, stuck in the pines, helpless, with a pack of Pineys, armed, eyeballing a couple thousand dollars of easy pickings. And another hapless backroader vanishes forever.

“Can you help me get this thing out?” I asked. “I’m stuck.” (Talk about the bleedin’ obvious….)

More gravelly sniggers. Still no one looked at me. Then one of the men slowly sauntered over to the car and rocked it. I could hear the bog gurgle. More chuckles. Then, as if they did this kind of thing all the time, two of the men moved to the rear, one moved to the front (the girl still giggling), a quick heave in which they lifted the whole damned machine (half a ton of mulchy muddy metal) and dropped it with a bounce back in the middle of the sand track. All in a second or two. Easy as cutting cake. I stood gaping.

“Thanks. Thanks a lot. Thank you…” I chuntered on. Now they all stood, arms in riveted belts and stared—this time right at me—with those sinister smirks.

“Get in.” The largest man with the longest hair was speaking.

“Right. Right. I’ll see if she’s okay. There was plenty of mud around the tailpipe.”

I squeezed between them (like passing through a granite wall) and slid into the driver’s seat. She started! First go. Ah—what a machine! “Thanks again. I’ll just get her turned around and…”

“You’ll never make it that way.” The big one again. But I felt safer now inside my car with the doors locked from the inside.

“Oh, don’t worry. I’ll find it.”

“Follow this guy.” He pointed to one of his companions who was already mounting his bike and revving the engine. That girl was still watching and smirking. She really unnerved me. Like a bloodthirsty Madame Defarge with a front seat by the guillotine.

“We’ll be right behind.” They were already lining up their bikes.

“Where are we going?”

“Faster way out.”

Oh yeah. Sure. Right to some broken-down shack in the darkest part of the pines. Bye-bye sweet life.

“Listen…”, I began.

“Let’s go!”

They literally corralled my car forward, deeper and deeper down the track, which now rapidly became a rutted trail with more swampy patches. It was black. I needed full beams to avoid overhanging branches and rocks half hidden in the sand.

Pretty soon there was hardly any track at all, just snaky patches of flattened earth. How stupid could I be. Like the metaphoric lamb to the slaughter. They were still going fast, not giving me a chance to slow down and think. Then ahead was water, a stretch of shallow swamp. The lead bike spurred through. I skidded and swirled about but somehow made it. Branches were crashing against my windshield. Mud sprayed high on both sides. I couldn’t see any signs of trail now.

Okay. Time for action, David, Rambo-style. These guys aren’t ever going to let me out of this damned wilderness. At least make a break for it. Put your foot down, get ahead of the front guy and try to blast your own way out. They’re going to get you anyway. At least I’ll go down fighting….

Waiting…waiting for a chance to break. The track is widening again. I can get past. I can see tire ruts ahead. Maybe I’ve got a real chance after all….

Foot down, fist on horn, lights full beam, and we’re off; the car leaps ahead like a leopard missing the front biker by inches, sand hissing on the chassis. A surge of pure beautiful speed, barreling down the track, the bike lights behind me now. Oh boy, I’m going to make it, I’m going to get out alive….

Then the track ends. With no warning. I slam everything on, including the hand brake, and the machine spins in an explosion of flying pebbles and sand. This is it! I thought I’d won but now I’ve had it….

An enormous eighteen-wheeler roars past, a couple of feet from my front fender. Three cars follow, flashing past in flurries of hot air. There are lights. A lot of them. It’s a highway. A real hard-surface, macadam, fast-lane, beautiful, flat, straight, smooth highway….

Someone knocks on my window. It’s the big man with the longest hair. His bandanna is halfway down his eyes and he’s as mad as hell. “What the mother-f……hell do you think you’re doing you crazy mother-f….. b……you’re out of your f….. mind, you stupid son-of-a-bitch!”

I couldn’t think of anything to say or do except smile as nicely as I could. I was safe and that was enough.

The two other bikers strolled up and peered in—dirty, frazzled, old-young faces looking at me as if I’d gone wacko.

Then one of them gave that smile again.

“Bet you thought you’d never make it out.”

I still couldn’t speak. I just nodded like the crazy man they thought I was. The big man was still mother-f….. g away in the background and I could hear the girl giggling again.

“You’re okay now. So—right here and it takes you straight into Philly.”

And that was it. They were gone. Bikes revving like a hundred hornets’ nests, lights disappearing down the track back into the forest, and then utter silence.

I got out of the car. I was smothered in sweat and my legs wouldn’t hold me straight. I leaned against the hood. There were some stars out—beautiful bright stars. The breeze was cool. I put one foot on the hard road. It felt wonderful. Turn right and straight into Philly he said. So I did. And it did. (And much, much later that night I did enjoy an expensive bottle of champagne with Anne and the cats.) But I still prefer my adventures a bit further from home. This was altogether too close.

 

Some very wise writers have defined travel as “the exploration of inner space—the losing of the self in order to find oneself,” “a pursuit of rootlessness,” “the recurrent human desire to drop our lives and walk out of them,” “to leave home where we impersonate ourselves and to become whomever we please.” Paul Fussell wrote in Abroad about the travels of D. H. Lawrence: “What he really saw in other things and places was the infinite.”

Travel indeed has many dimensions. The harassed executive has his needs—to be filled fully, urgently, and with flair, for a relatively short time. Singles often travel to search for the ultimate romance, away from the monotonous mundanity of the daily grind. Many seem to travel merely because it seems to be the way to use up accumulated vacation time. It is often a stress-filled experience (the planning, the schedules, the packing, the itinerary, the flight, the diarrhea, not to mention the inevitable lost travelers checks and absence of good home cooking). One wonders why most people put up with all the grief. Surely a gentle period of country walks close to home, fine dining in local restaurants, visiting nearby sights that would otherwise remain unvisited might be far more relaxing and rewarding.

For me, travel has become a way of life but not just because I happen to write about some of my journeys. The “professional” travel writer seems almost a contradiction in terms anyway. How can one get professional about something as potentially open-ended and intimately personal as travel—the ultimate exploration of self and all its possibilities?

I think I travel because I’m alive. And I don’t mean that to sound glib. I mean that I really should be dead. A part of me still thinks that maybe I did die twenty-two years ago when I was an ambitious urban planner working with the Shah of Iran and his wife, the Empress Farah, on the future master plan for the city of Tehran, and that someone else (another me?) took over my body and mind and has been living here happily ever since.


It’s a short story, but still a disconcerting one. Even as I write it now I feel the old tremor through my fingers.

Anne and I were high up in the Elburz Mountains of Iran. This dramatic range acts as a fourteen-thousand-foot wall separating the desert of Tehran and the south from the lush jungled hills bordering the Caspian Sea. We’d had a few lazy days of meandering, trying to learn a little more about this anomalous country and its long history. We were returning back over the mountains on the “old road,” a narrow unpaved trail that promised more adventure than the carefully graded curves and tunnels of the new road a couple of hundred miles to the west. Everything was going fine. There was no traffic and we felt very much at peace among the peaks and high valleys.

We were descending a steep pass, the road curling and twisting through a broken stretch of country. Around a sharp bend we approached a one-lane bridge with no retaining wall on either side—just a vertical drop of three hundred feet or so into a shadowy ravine. A dramatic place. Then suddenly, with no warning, an enormous Mack truck came barreling across the bridge spewing rocks and dust. He, like us, assumed he had the road to himself and was trying to gain acceleration for the long climb up the pass. By this time we were actually on the bridge, which seemed hardly wide enough for one car, let alone two vehicles heading straight for each other. We realized he couldn’t possibly brake without careening off the bridge. We also knew the same applied to us, and there wasn’t time to stop anyway. But I did brake. I didn’t know what else to do. And—like watching a slow motion film—we could see our car skidding sideways right toward the wall-less edge of the bridge and the ravine. We both closed our eyes and I remembered two silly things quite distinctly: A beautiful color of bright purple inside my closed eyelids, and feeling a strip of torn leather on the steering wheel and wondering why I’d never repaired it. We were still skidding; I could hear the gravel hissing under the sliding tires. We waited, eyes still closed, for the collision with the truck or for the fall into the ravine—or both. We were absolutely calm. No screams. Just acceptance.

What seemed like minutes later, but can only have been a second or two, we opened our eyes to find ourselves moving slowly forward, down the center of the bridge. The car seemed to be driving itself. We pulled to a stop and looked behind us. There was no truck, no dust. We got out of the car and listened. There was no sound—no indication that the truck had ever been there at all. We were absolutely calm; no fear, no shaking, no aftereffects of shock. We just kept looking around and then looked at each other (we even looked over the bridge to see if the truck had tumbled into the ravine). Nothing.

We got back into the car and drove on. We didn’t speak for a long time. Then Anne said: “That did happen, didn’t it?” “It happened” was all I could think to say. Though what had actually happened we couldn’t understand. All we knew was that something very strange had taken place, and we were still alive. And then we were weeping. Great big sobs. And then laughing and then very quiet for most of the journey back to Tehran.

 

Many people experience some climactic event that makes a radical change in their lives. Well, this was ours. We still don’t know what happened; we don’t know how we survived when it was obvious that we were going to die at least in one way if not two. And even now, having written it all down for the first time, I’m none the wiser. Wiser, that is, about the event itself. But we both became much wiser in other ways that completely transformed our lives.

We began to understand with greater clarity the fragility and wonder of life itself; we knew from that moment we would try to live our lives to the full, doing what we felt, deep down, we should be doing, no longer putting things off until we had accumulated enough capital or confidence or security to feel “free.” We had found freedom on that bridge. We needed for nothing after that. Even though there were difficult years in material and other ways, we never had any real doubts about what we were doing with our lives. It didn’t always make sense, particularly to others. But somehow that singular experience had bored a hole into our souls and certainty flowed out and just kept on flowing.

And we just floated with it as best we could. We found a deeply imbedded love for travel and the open road; we also found a need to give back something to the world (we both work with the blind in developing countries); and we found a need to be alive to life every day through creative endeavors (many of which make no economic sense whatsoever!).

Which brings me finally to this book, a culmination of fifteen years of travel and travel book writing. I’ve explored a good part of our earth in search of people and places that possess an essential integrity, truth, and centeredness—wild places, secret places, unspoiled nooks and crannies on the backroads, and people who seem to live life as fully as they are able—finding, as Joseph Campbell would say, their own “bliss.”

I love travel with a passion, the good days and the bad. And I don’t care to analyze the reasons too deeply—running to, running from, inner journeys, outer journeys, fear of commitments, fear of dying, fear of missing out on things—all of the above, or none. Who cares?

My travels are open-eyed experiences of the unknown, the child in the man still romping on from adventure to adventure; trying to learn, to understand, and to share the joys of “earth-gypsying.”

May you enjoy all your journeys, too.
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1. VENEZUELA’S GRAN SABANA

Journey to a Lost World




We’d made it!

The clouds, swirling like wraiths throughout our long climb up the five-thousand-foot-high vertical mountain, suddenly lifted. My two Indian guides hauled me the last few feet through the mud and mossy slime onto a slab of cold black rock. We were utterly exhausted. I had never felt so drained. The ascent had taken two long days, up from the gloom and tangle of the jungle, along slippery ledges hardly wide enough for a toehold, shinnying up wet clefts, and always cursing the constant mists that cut visibility to a few murky feet.

Many times I thought we’d reached the summit only to peer through fleeting holes in the cloud and see the rock face rising up, endlessly.

I was convinced we’d never arrive but decided to keep going as long as my guides seemed optimistic. It was hard to tell what they thought. I had only the mountain to worry about. They, on the other hand, brought with them an ancient tribal inheritance plagued with terrible legends and fears of curupuri, the constant lurking spirit of the forest, and a dozen other demonic entities that kept most of their peers well away from these strange, pillarlike mountains—the mysterious tepuis of Venezuela’s Gran Sabana.

But this truly was the summit. As the clouds melted, I could see a barren plateau of incised rocks stretching away into the sun. A cold wind tore across the wilderness, screaming and howling in the clefts. There were no trees. Spongy clumps of dripping moss clung to the more sheltered sides of broken strata. The rest of the summit was as arid as a stone desert of scattered black stumps, frost-shattered and worn into shapes like petrified figures.

I was shivering, dazed with fatigue, amazed by the bleakness of the landscape—and elated. After years of dreams and half-baked schemes, I was finally here. One of few, if any, white men ever to stand on this towering tepui in one of the remotest regions on earth, a true lost world, where you could see forever across an infinity of Amazonian jungle.

 

I blame it all on Sir Arthur Conan Doyle.

Way back in 1912 the world-reknowned creator of Sherlock Holmes released his new novel The Lost World to enthusiastic reviews. It was based on a tantalizing premise. Somewhere on the most remote northern edge of the Amazon Basin, an eccentric professor from England had discovered a primeval lost world of flat-topped sheer-sided mountains, thousands of feet high, soaring out of impenetrable jungle. He had seen evidence of prehistoric creatures, been attacked by pterodactyls and returned, after numerous misadventures, to proclaim the existence of land where time had stood still, a bastion of ancient life forms long considered extinct.

Expecting adulation and fame from his discoveries he found himself instead ostracized by skeptical scientists and relegated to the ranks of crankishness. Sir Arthur begins his tale as the professor sets out with a group of fellow explorers to rediscover this lost world and return with tangible evidence that the earth is still a place of great mysteries and secrets. The journalist of his fictional story records the outset of the journey in prose designed to excite the imagination of his readers (and this reader in particular): “So tomorrow we disappear into the unknown. This may be our last word to those who are interested in our fate. I have no doubt that we are really on the eve of some of the most remarkable experiences.”

I first read the book as a child and vowed to my ever-patient parents that one day I’d find this place and lead my own expedition to the top of one of those impossible mountains.

Years passed but the idea never faded. I learned that Sir Arthur had indeed traveled in the remotest parts of southern Venezuela and that these strange mountains, hundreds of eight-thousand-foot-high tepuis, did in fact exist on the fringes of the Amazonian basin.

So finally, I went to Venezuela to see them for myself.

 

Set high above the steamy coastal plain, Caracas overflows the edges of its mountain bowl, bathed in balmy springlike breezes. The temperature rarely exceeds eighty degrees here. The capital of Venezuela is a vigorous place, teeming with traffic on spaghetti strands of freeways, booming (until recently at least) with new oil-cash affluence. Scores of high white towers—real fat-cat architecture—rise above boulevards and formal parks.

On the green foothills, pantile-roofed minipalaces peep out at the city from behind pruned bushes and elaborate gardens. Lower down, hundreds of tiny houses—the ranchitos—cling together with Greek hilltown audacity on craggy cliffs. Venezuelans tend to dismiss these barrios with their tin roofs and lopsided walls as “places for the immigrants” (newcomers drawn to this progressive Latin American nation by its wealth and political stability). They point instead to the abundant riches of the city—proud European-style churches, an immaculate metro, theaters, world-class hotels, enough fine restaurants to keep a discerning epicure busy for a decade, and the material abundance of the Sabana Grande, a two-mile-long traffic-free shopping extravaganza with outdoor cafés and fountains and always filled with immaculately dressed citizens (the fashion consciousness here far exceeds that of New York’s Fifth Avenue).

But I hadn’t come for city life, no matter how seductive and cosmopolitan. My only concern were the tepui mountains of the far southeast. I was impatient to reach my lost world.

At least in that respect I had much in common with the early explorers of this vast country seeking their fountains of youth and their El Dorado fantasies. Venezuela is wrapped in fantasy. Even its name, which translates as “Little Venice,” and is attributed to Alonso de Ojeda, who sailed along the coast in 1499, a year after the discovery of the country’s Orinoco River by Columbus, evokes the romance of Indian coastal villages once built on stilts out in the shallow bays of the jungle-covered coast. It was only much later that settlers discovered the reality, and scale, of this wild and broken land with its towering ranges of snow-peaked mountains, deserts, vast plains teeming with wildlife, huge marshy deltas, immeasurable rain forests, fertile valleys—and the unique region of the tepuis.

But in those early days of true exploration, the dream was all. And what dreams! Filling the endless jungles not only in Venezuela but all the way down through Brazil and into Argentina. And the dreamers. What splendid lotus-eating adventurers they were, driven on for years and thousands of miles of deprivation, wasting whole armies in the process, carrying their dreams like glorious banners in their minds, tapping the depths of kingly coffers, and always singing the same refrain, “the next valley, the next mountain, the next time men…”

It all really began in the glorious Elizabethan age with a perfect combination of the avaricious Queen Elizabeth I and her power-infatuated courtiers and privateers, particularly Sir Walter Raleigh. Restless Raleigh first arrived at the mouth of the Orinoco in 1595, determined to find the golden city of El Dorado and the mythical “Mountains of Crystal” (he hoped for diamonds) in the southeast. He planned to return to England in his galleons, bulging with precious metals and stones, to receive his rewards of power, wealth, and fame from the hand of his beloved Queen. His journal captures his enthusiasm: “Spaniards claim to have seen Manoa, the one they call El Dorado, a place whose magnificence, treasure and excellent location outshine any other in the world.”
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But alas for poor Sir Walter, royal patronage and patience ran out eventually as El Dorado proved more elusive than expected, and as a result of his excesses in South America, politicking and plundering, he found himself imprisoned “at the pleasure of the Queen” in the Tower of London and ultimately headless for his troubles.

His contemporary, the famous Spaniard de Berrio, sought endlessly for his own city of gold in the green hills of Amazonia, and dozens of other expeditions seeking everything from tribes of female warriors to lost youth-giving fountains, eventually floundered and fizzled out.

Much more recently the notorious explorer Col. Percy Fawcett gained worldwide fame for his Seven Cities expedition deep into the southern jungles. He was convinced he was on the trail of Plato’s Lost City of Atlantis (although if you read Plato’s admittedly vague geographical hints you may wonder why he chose such a dismal place when it is quite obvious—to me at least—that the Greek philosopher was referring to the Azores, way out in the mid-Atlantic between Portugal and the United States).

But there are still those who believe that Col. Fawcett found his destination. Newspapers carried wild speculations for years following his disappearance in 1925, fantasizing about his transformation into a king over untold Indian multitudes, basking in unbelievable riches, fathering whole tribes of light-skinned descendants….

More recent reports however have suggested his rather messy and inauspicious demise at the hands of irate Indian skull bashers who resented the man’s casual intrusion into their territory, certainly a more realistic assumption and not at all the stuff of which legends are made.

My only hope was that skull bashing was a thing of the past. I had no desire to make this elusive lost world of the Venezuelan tepuis a lost world for me.

 

You could hear the excitement, even in the pilot’s voice over the intercom: “The cloud cover is lifting. We should be able to see the mountains today. I shall be flying as close as possible to the Angel Falls. Please fasten your seat belts. It will be bumpy.”

That was nothing new. The whole journey had been bumpy. Five hundred miles from Caracas in a small fifty-seat plane bouncing across the thermals thrown up by the dry red plains and brittle ridges below us. Then up through the clouds, into the blue, peering out of tiny windows, seeking signs of the tepuis.

But he was right about the clouds. We descended through thinning haze, and down below was the jungle. Mile after mile after mile of green sponge in every direction, with occasional flashes of serpentine rivers and streams meandering through this eternity of green.

Then the first tepui. A huge vertical shaft of dark strata cut by creamy clefts rising abruptly out of the jungle. Its profile seemed familiar at first. We edged closer to the towering rock face. A close encounter. Precisely that—Close Encounters. The Devil’s Tower in Wyoming, that mystical volcanic monolith replicated by Richard Dreyfus in charcoal sketches, then mashed potatoes, then enough wet clay to fill his living room. But not one. A dozen of them here and much larger than the Devil’s Tower, separated by scores of square miles of jungle, their flat barren tops, fractured and split, scraping the clouds; the last magnificent stumps of a vast plateau of sandstone and igneous rock, almost two billion years old.

Once a part of the great land mass of Gondwana, the plateau was a notable feature of the earth even before South America and Africa were separated by massive tectonic plate movements over two hundred million years ago. Subsequent cracking of the high plateau led to its gradual disintegration by erosion into individual flat-topped tepuis. Rather like the buttes of Arizona’s Monument Valley transplanted into an Amazonian setting.

“Angel Falls approaching on the right.”

And there it was. Tumbling in lacy sprays off the summit of Auyantepuy, an uninterrupted drop of 3,212 feet, the tallest waterfall in the world, billowing in a crochet cascade, sheened by the afternoon sun.

There were more falls. Smaller but no less impressive, spuming off the black cracked top of the tepui and disappearing in a hundred streams far below in the unbroken jungle. And beyond, the hazy silhouettes of other tepuis, stretching out across the green infinity into the 1,500-mile-wide Amazonian basin itself.

Finally, after years of dreaming, I had arrived at the edge of Sir Arthur’s lost world.

 

Base camp at Canaima was more than adequate. A cluster of chalets in a jungle clearing catering to the more adventurous tourists, anxious to catch a glimpse of tepui country and the roaring falls on the Carrao River. For most visitors this was the beginning and end of their journey, a lovely interlude of meals and cocktails on a shady terrace overlooking the falls, maybe a river excursion to the base of Angel Falls for the explorer types, and then back to the hectic hedonism of Caracas and the coastal resorts.

For me it was just the beginning, or at least I thought it was, but having bored several guests with my plans to travel deep into tepui country, I found myself no closer to leaving after three days of negotiation with local guides.

I had almost given up hope. Everyone seemed to consider climbing the outer tepuis to be a ridiculous idea anyway, especially for this rather overweight traveler who sweated like an ox at the first thwack of morning sun.

Then I met Charles Arkright Gurnley.

So often in adventures of this kind, something comes up that transforms an apparently hopeless situation. You need to keep your mind focused on your goal and to sidestep setbacks with agile optimism.

I was at the local airstrip, a hop, skip, and a bump down the rutted track from my cabin, exploring the possibilities of leaving Canaima early. There seemed little point hanging around only to be told “no” all the time. A few yards from the airline office was a ramshackle place that doubled as a café and souvenir stall selling hammocks, masks, blow pipes, all authentic stuff produced by the local Pémon Indians.

Mr. Gurnley suddenly appeared, a gaunt figure, tall and jangle-limbed, with thick-rimmed spectacles, neatly trimmed moustache and beard, balding head and jungle-stained shorts and shirt. He was hardly a Hemingway but there was something in the way he carried himself, erect, like one of those Buckingham Palace guardsmen, and with the same distant focus in his dark brown eyes.

We almost bumped into each other. I apologized and his focus shifted to the tip of my sun-scorched nose. He had a haughty, stiff-upper-lip glance, and my first impression was that of a Britisher, ex-public school (which in Brit-lingo means private fee-paying), almost a caricature of the type. His face was a smother of incised lines, and I couldn’t tell if he was scowling or in pain, the kind of look you get when you take a bite out of a lemon (although why would anyone ever take a bite out of a lemon?). He reminded me of my old school headmaster—acetic, furrowed, stoic.

“My fault, my fault,” he murmured, and then he smiled, and his smile was remarkably angelic, turning all the furrows into instant laugh lines. I liked him immediately.

“I’m trying to find a bit of shade,” I said rather uselessly.

“Yes—it’s hot today. Bit much for this early.”

“You’re British?”

“Yes. You are too?”

“Yes.”

“Like it here?”

“I’d like it a lot better if I could find a way up into the tepuis.”

“Beyond Auyantepuy?” he asked with an incredulous glint.

“Yes.”

“They’re difficult to climb y’know.”

“You’ve been?”

“Oh yes. Once or twice.”

“How do I get up them?”

He laughed and exposed a keyboard of ivory-white teeth.

“You ask me.”

“You?”


“Well you could ask the boys here, but they won’t be very interested.”

“Why?”

“They don’t like climbing.”

“Why?” (I was feeling like a kid with his dad.)

“They don’t trust it very much.”

“Frightened?”

“Yes.”

“Of what?”

“Aha!” Another toothy grin. “It’s best you don’t know.”

“Seriously?”

“Oh it’s all a lot of guff.” But the way he spoke made me feel I wasn’t getting to the whole truth.

“So how do I get up?”

He stopped smiling and looked at me, a little quizzically, with his head on one side.

“It’s very difficult.”

“You’ve told me that.”

“Yes. Yes, I did.” More piercing looks.

“So?”

“You really want to go?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

(You’re always tempted to give the standard Edmund Hillary “because it’s there” response, but I didn’t.)

“Because I’ve never seen anywhere in the world like this place, and I don’t want to leave.”

“Yes, it can affect you that way.”

“Do many people climb?”

“No.”

“Can I do it?”

“Perhaps.”

“So how do I go about doing it?”

Another long pause.

“Meet me here tomorrow. About nine A.M., after breakfast. I’ll see what I can do.”

“All right?”

“Right then.”

And he was off, like a giraffe, stiff-backed and long-necked, with a final “Say nine-thirty! That’ll be better for me.”

“Okay.”

A quick smile and he vanished.

I was back at our meeting place promptly the following day, but Mr. Gurnley wasn’t. Instead I was met by two of the most unlikely looking Indians, solemn faced, slightly bowlegged, and very small. Both were wearing old torn shirts, grease-stained shorts, and broad straw hats that kept their faces in perpetual shade. One stepped forward and handed me a note. It was from Mr. Gurnley.

“I think you will find these two gentlemen adequate for your purposes. They are Pémon Indians. The taller one is named Tin, at least by me, and I call the other fellow Pan. (Their tribal names are unpronounceable.) Tin can speak some English. He will explain about the cost of their hire and the boat. I shall be away for a few days but hope to see you on your return. Bon voyage. CAG.”

Tin and Pan! How could I refuse such a combination even though I was a little doubtful about their ability to lead me deep into the unknown. I had no choice anyway. We agreed terms, their terms, and I asked when they could be ready. They turned to each other and smiled. Tin held up a small canvas bag, Pan shrugged. Apparently they were ready right now. Well—so was I. The comforts of Canaima were beginning to pall.

 

The river is placid and oily-surfaced. The ripples made by our wooden dugout canoe or curiara powered by a modest outboard motor, hardly ripple at all; the water moves reluctantly in thick undulations toward the jungle shore. The sun hammers its surface into submission. Even at full acceleration (not particularly fast in our case, especially against the current) there’s hardly a breeze to cool my pumping pores. I’m biting off lumps of limpid air and trying to swallow them, and trailing my hand in the river. It’s as warm as a hot tub. Then I remove my hand remembering all those tales of subsurface creatures awaiting the unsuspecting novice—the giant Cayman alligator whose bite will snap off an arm fast as a die-cutter; the notorious anaconda, a huge river-dwelling boa said to reach fifty feet in length and more; the piranhas, with a hundred teeth of honed glass set in bulldog jaws, driven into communal frenzy by blood and capable of shredding a fifty-pound capybara to the skeleton in a few frantic minutes.

Worst of all is the candiru, like a bit of broken string, said to have a fondness for man’s lower orifices, whence inserted, it spreads its body spikes into flesh to prevent extraction. A barbed arrow of destruction that blocks passages and bursts bowels and bladders with insidious ease. And overhead, the ever-watchful, ever-ravenous black vultures, circling silently, waiting vigilantly for rich pickings. All the jungle contradictions: peace disguising panic; order in the midst of chaos; horror hovering over the happiest of moments, mellowed by complacency. I keep my fingers to myself, gripping the side of the canoe.

 

The jungle eased by, a solid exuberant mass of green, edged in parasol-topped palms. Taken in small sections it was a senseless tangle of vines, dead limbs out of which soared new limbs, fallen trees still standing half straight in the gloom, fresh perky foliage striving for the sun, masses of dun-colored leaves, ferns, and palm fronds sinking back into the pulpy floor of the forest. Taken in larger sections, you could see the calm, changeless form and structure of the jungle, the striated tiers defined by the varied species of trees, ferns, and bushes, peaking in hundred-foot treetops where breezes made the branches frisky in the freedom of space and air and endless sunlight.

It was at once dull and full of endless variety. It tantalized with the partial transparency of its riveredge fringes and threatened with the impenetrable gloom a few yards in. It invited and repelled. Its scale was impossible to imagine. Hundreds of miles of the same stuff in every direction, an infinity of contradictions, a complete and separate living entity needing nothing save itself—discouraging all but the most cursory of explorations, keeping all its mysteries well hidden, safe in those endless sanctuaries.

And yet vulnerable—as the rape of the Brazilian Amazon is now showing us. An elephant being destroyed by a mouse. Easily decimated forever, leaving behind weak soils incapable of protracted cultivation. The “green hell” of white man’s legend or the last true earth lung? A graveyard for the uninitiated, rife with malaria, yellow fever, beriberi, dysentery, or a lost world in need of safekeeping? A humid, fetid hot pot of mosquitoes, chigoes, jejenes that turns even the best-sprayed white torso into an overnight battleground of whelts, bites, and festering sores, or a place of magic and mystery where the body can learn to develop unimagined immunities, find salve in its natural medicines, and discover the secrets of the stars from its potent hallucinogens. A place to end terribly in the whirligig flailings of a Cayman’s body, locked in locked jaws, being beaten to a pulp on river rocks as the alligator does its ritual somersaults of death in the muddy depths—or a place to touch the harmony of Gaia herself and sense the great slow rhythms of the earth, eternally beating, eternally steady, and, with our understanding and participation, eternally strong.

 

We wriggled on up the river, avoiding the stronger currents in the center, keeping to the calmer water near the bank. For such a small outboard motor, it seemed to be making a surprising amount of noise. Conversation was almost impossible. The sun was hammering in spite of the breeze made by our zigzagging movements; I found it hard to think, and my brain kept whirling off into half dream states.

My companions looked dreamy too, almost drugged.

The jungle is full of plants, barks, and fungi with hallucinogenic properties, much more powerful than the initially benevolent cocaine and those other concoctions found in the “designer drugs” of western cities. Someone back at Canaima had warned me about the pernicious yopo, which even the Indians use with great caution.

“You should see what happens when one of these little guys gets a nose job from one of his buddies,” a young world wanderer told me in Canaima. “He sits down and his buddy pushes a yard-long bamboo tube up his nostril and blows in a load of this yellow powder and poof—he’s gone in a flash. Throwing up, coughing, sneezing, spitting out black stuff, weaving about, shouting, moaning, prancing like a bird, and then charging around like a stuck pig. They can’t stay still. They’ll go on for hours….”

My guides seemed reluctant to talk about yopo. They explained in hesitant English that only selected individuals were permitted to take the drug-induced journey to meet the tribes’ “spirit-guides” and return with wisdom, insights, and even predictions for the benefit of their fellows.

“Very strong,” said Tin.

“Very bad,” said Pan.

Neither had ever tried yopo and neither seemed at all tempted by the possibility.

 

After two long days of relatively calm riding, the peat-brown river suddenly narrowed to swirling rapids, and our tiny canoe bounced like a bottle on the frothy current. The jungle closed in, tangled foliage on either bank almost meeting overhead. It was a forbidding stretch of angry water; I felt we were unwanted, like so much useless flotsam, enveloped in shadows, waiting for something unpleasant to happen, something to pounce, some disaster that would sweep us all away, unnoticed, irrelevant, in the great scale of the place.

Rocks rose up, black and pyramidal, topped with green mosses and forest slime. Pan had eyes for nothing but the river, watching every eddy, steering the boat with his long guitarist’s fingers, avoiding the approaching calm sections, which slowly whirlpooled away into the shadows. We were drenched. The canoe was taking in water. Sometimes there were only a couple of inches between the sides of the craft and the snarling torrent. Tin scooped out the water with his hands. I helped, but it didn’t seem to make much difference. One kamikaze wave, and we’d be as waterlogged as before. The noise was deafening, ferocious. The river would forgive nothing. One mistake and we’d be somersaulting back down the rapids, back into those rocks. I watched Pan’s mouth. He was either chanting or talking to the river. His body was still except for that outstretched hand on the rudder; part of something that could end our lives in an eye-blink. He and the water were one, not exactly on friendly terms, but certainly role-matched. My fears turned to trusting admiration as I watched his eyes. I knew we would make it.

And we did. Half an hour or so later we were through the rapids and into a wider, calmer stream. The jungle pulled back and sparkled in the afternoon heat. The first trial was over and we eased toward a small rocky beach. Both men were smiling. I took Pan’s hand and held it. I could have hugged him but the gesture may have been unfamiliar to him.

“Thank you,” I said.

He squeezed my fingers, placed them on my stomach—and grinned a rare grin before leaping out and pulling the front of the canoe out of the water.

We’d chosen a lousy place to land. Not only was the bank collapsing and root-riven but if you put one foot wrong you were up to your thighs in a putrid black goo that stuck like molasses.

A few minutes later though I wished I was covered head-to-toe with the stuff. At least it would have been some protection against the unbelievable onslaught of mosquitoes and a million other blood-sucking bombardiers. They settled on every inch of exposed flesh and without so much as an exploratory jab, thrust their evil little proboscises into each available blood vessel, willy-nilly. For every dozen I smashed, two dozen more took their place, with ever-increasing frenzy. And what made me so mad was that, as I was thrashing and cursing through the undergrowth, dear Tin and Pan were sauntering on, virtually naked and unmolested. The more I exhausted my vocabulary of expletives, the more they smiled and nodded benignly. I slapped, sprayed three different kinds of expensive repellent, leaped about, threw water over myself, even rubbed mud on my arms and neck. But they were utterly unassailable. Where the hell did they feed when I wasn’t around? They must have been waiting for years for this precise moment!

Nowhere in the world have I been so plagued. My limbs were visibly swelling with scores of white lumps that began to itch immediately.

Some serious so-called explorer once advised: “Spread your spit around—and never—but never—scratch them.” Spit! I didn’t have a drop. My mouth was desert dry from all the jumping about, and how could I not scratch? The itching was driving me crazy and—the hell with it—I scratched.

In retrospect I suppose I can take comfort in the accounts of early explorers who faced similar torment. Here’s Baron von Humbolt describing his travels up the Orinoco in 1802.



Persons who have not navigated the great rivers of equinoctial America can scarcely conceive how, at every instant, without intermission, you may be tormented by the insects of the air and how the multitude of these little animals may render vast regions almost uninhabitable. Whatever fortitude may be exercised to endure pain without complaint, whatever interest may be felt in the objects of scientific research, it is impossible not to be constantly disturbed by the mosquitoes, zancudos, jejenes, and tempraneros that cover the face and hands, pierce the clothes with their long needle-formed suckers, and getting into the mouth and nostrils, occasion coughing and sneezing whenever any attempt is made to speak in the open air…. At Esmeralda, to make use of an hyperbolical expression of the monks, “There are more mosquitoes than air.”



The monks certainly got it right—“more mosquitoes than air”! And I admire Humbolt’s measured prose against my maniacal protestations. Maybe he followed the Wordsworthian code of “emotion recollected in tranquility.” My problem was that as soon as I began to write this section, I could feel that unbearable itching again, and the sense of hopelessness at my plight. Usually I can find at least a temporary solution to the most overwhelming of problems. But not in this godforsaken place.

And then there were the other irritating fears—the feeling that something alive may have got inside you—some evil little worm, or nasty little chigoe flea that lays eggs deep in the flesh of your arms or feet. You wonder at the utter vulnerability of the body with all its orifices and pores and soft skin and secret places that you’d never think of looking at back home. You fear becoming part of the slow jungle rhythm of growth and decay, filled with the seeds of imminent destruction and demise, your limbs mere repositories of uninvited life that one day will unexpectedly and painfully eat its way through those cozy inner passages and emerge as a ghastly slug or beetle or something larger with teeth and slime, threshing and gnashing, a horrific creature out of The Thing or Alien. Your body no longer seems the sacrosanct castle of the softer life, rather an apartment complex for free-loading tenants, an all too vulnerable victim of probers, nibblers, biters, burrowers, and borrowers of fleshly spaces.

That’s what the jungle can do to you. Make a raving paranoiac out of a perfectly well-adjusted world wanderer.

 

For all the animal clamor of the jungle you don’t actually get to see much. You know there are monkeys out there, their howling and screeching follows you as you climb higher through the sticky brush, but all I caught were shadowy glimpses and shaking branches where they had been seconds before. Parrots are less shy—but you expect exhibitionism from parrots.

Perhaps one of the most alarming occurrences was a casual aside by Tin in the morning after a particularly sweaty night. He pointed to a set of paw marks near our camp and said quietly, “Tigre.”

“Tiger! You gotta be joking!”

But apparently, tigre doesn’t mean tiger. It’s usually applied to the jaguar, black creature of the dark shadows, and other smaller members of the cat family that run free through the Venezuelan rain forests. The marks told an obvious story. The creature had come down during the night to drink at a nearby stream and possibly to wait for a prey or two. And there we lay, around our smoldering fire, fitfully sleeping, oblivious of the animal and its threatening presence a few feet away.

Sometimes I’d rather not know about these things. But then, at other times, I can sit transfixed as kingfishers flash like blue diamonds, skimming the surface of streams with their wings. And hummingbirds. No matter how many times I see them I am still entranced by their speed and the way they hover over blossoms, tiny wings beating invisibly, dipping their thin beaks into the soft hearts of each flower. Their colors change constantly like shot silk, and their eyes are big and black. Tiny two-inch-long birds, bee-humming their way through the promiscuous petals, never seeming to tire. How do they rest—and where? I’ve never seen one sleeping or even stilled. People in medieval Europe used to marvel at the devil bird, the swift, which was said to take brief naps on the wing and never landed (later to be found untrue). I get a similar feel with the hummingbird—there’s something mystical in its constant movement. I’d feel a lot better if I could catch one nodding off.

And then there were the butterflies. What a paradise for the serious collector. Some as big as bats, others with harp-shaped wings, some mere shards of electric shimmer—scarlet, indigo, gold, silver-edged, vermillion—swirling like colored snowflakes, catching the shafts of sunlight, turning the dank jungle into a canvas of Klee colors. In moments such as these the ever-present mosquitoes were forgotten. Even Tin and Pan seemed moved as we passed pools where butterflies fluttered in the hundreds over the water and damp pebbles. And it took a lot to move these two.

In fact it was hard to tell what they were thinking while guiding this odd white man through territory that was once entirely their own.

I have no desire to add to all the diatribes and pious monographs about Western man’s tendency to eliminate rather than assimilate. The latter requires empathy, a tolerance for entirely different perspectives on life; agreement to disagree without violence. The former is far easier and, during the early colonial days of emerging white domination, it was inevitable. The old phrase “One sneeze from the conquistador and a village dies” was so often true. Of course, for a while, there was something of a balance; the white man was no match for malaria, yellow fever, beriberi, and a dozen other fatal ailments until the discovery of immunity drugs. The Indians’ resistance to such afflictions had grown over thousands of years, years of timelessness when change was unwelcome and the old ways tightly bound the forest-dwelling societies. But soon the balance was lost; the white invaders multiplied and the tribes disintegrated or were systematically destroyed by the newcomers. The remnants of once vast tribal cultures were offered “salvation by Jesus” as their ticket to the new world, along with hand-me-down clothes from well-intentioned charities and hand-me-down ideas that bore little or no relationship to the mega-century mysteries of their own indigenous cultures.

Occasionally I saw something sad and lost in Pan’s eyes. He was possibly considered by the local missionaries to be a fine example of paternal assimilation, a pliable first- or second-generation unnative. But a glance at his face would suggest that the indoctrination had taken only shallow root and deeper down lay all the genetic and cultural structurings of his ancient society, the society of his forest-roaming ancestors. At least he was still in his habitat, unlike many of his counterparts, high in their Caracas hilltop barrios or ranchitos. He was free, or free enough, among the soaring tepuis, tolerating the novice antics of this strange man struggling to keep pace with him on these slimy slopes.

It was not hatred or even dislike I saw in his eyes. It was the wary glance of the jaguar, tinged with perhaps a little mirth, and ultimately, I suppose, indifference.

 

I wish I’d brought a hammock. They’re cheap—especially the authentic Indian ones knotted out of coarse fiber and tough enough to hold a lolling hippo (not that I bear any immediate resemblance to same). My companions always had theirs handy, rolled tight and strapped around their waists. At regular intervals, once every couple of hours or so, we’d pause for a rest and out
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