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After seven canoeing expeditions to the Amazon, John Harrison is regarded as one of the world’s experts on independent jungle exploration. His first book Up the Creek: An Amazon Adventure was described as ‘an admirable book by an admirable man’ in The Daily Telegraph.

He was profiled by National Geographic TV in 1991, and has chaired tropical forest workshops at the Royal Geographical Society. He lives in Bristol.
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‘A tightly-drawn narrative, full of adventure and excitement’
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‘John Harrison is one of an increasingly rare breed of true explorers whose motive is neither science nor sensationalism… This is a genuine traveller’s tale, realistic both in its description of extreme jungle life and also of the stresses to which even the best relationships are prone to in such an environment’

Robin Hanbury-Tenison, THE FIELD
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Foreword

In 1985 I had the pleasure of writing the foreword to John Harrison’s Up the Creek, a memorable account of a gallant failure to paddle from Monte Dourado up the Jari and Mapaoni rivers to French Guiana. Since then John has remained closely involved with his beloved Amazonia, and some years later – middle-aged and with an abdominal hernia – he decided to try again, starting from Molocopote, crossing into Surinam and descending a few more unheard of rivers to the former French penal colony. Meanwhile he had acquired a suitable wife; so suitable that she was his companion on this journey and probably one of the reasons why it ended successfully after months of unimaginable hardship. As has often been proved over the centuries, what women lack in muscle-power is compensated for by their stamina and stoicism.

Not that marital bliss prevailed all the way – that would be unnatural – and its waning during the later stages gives yet another dimension to this polymathic adventure story. It took the couple thirty-six days to find a way across the pathless Tumucumaque Hills and then to transport their folding canoe and camping gear to the banks of the Ouaremapaan River in Surinam. This was an unexpected delay and by then their food supply was running out and their tolerance of each other’s idiosyncrasies had almost evaporated.

By contemporary standards, John and Heather Harrison are daft masochists. The invention of the outboard engine means that you no longer have to paddle your own canoe. The development of sophisticated communications systems means that you no longer have to be cut off for months from the rest of humanity. However, if you relish the challenge of travelling through uninhabited territory in a style that unites you with your forbidding but very beautiful surroundings, then you prefer to depend on wo/ man-power and trust to luck. John Harrison notes that when using an outboard engine, ‘Drums of gasoline fill half the canoe under a halo of stinking fumes, and the engine leaves a trail of blue exhaust, emitting a din that obliterates the birdsong or the rustlings and calls that betray the presence of an animal nearby.’

In times past, travellers in remote regions had no choice but to cut themselves off from the outside world for many months – sometimes years. To me that (increasingly elusive) feeling of isolation is an essential ingredient of a real journey, as distinct from a mere trip. Yet the modern traveller is often condemned as ‘irresponsible’ if s/he fails to keep in touch, or at least carry the means to do so in an emergency. Even thirty-three years ago this was the case, when I disappeared into the High Andes for four months with a nine-year-old daughter, a mule and no radio.

Now, as John Harrison notes, numerous gizmos are available, including HF radio transceivers, car-battery-powered and equipped with 30-foot aerials, which enable the user to contact any telephone number anywhere. As for the satellite phone, John succinctly explains that it would ‘make a wilderness experience seem pretty ’erness to me.’ (Hear, hear!) Another gadget can send an SOS to jet planes way up there in the stratosphere but John dreaded an accidental switch-on and the arrival of rescue aircraft, marine commandos and the British press. Here I reckon he is flattering the British press: their twenty-first century representatives have little in common with Henry Morton Stanley.

Some readers of this superb narrative will ask, ‘What’s the point? Why endure so many months of deprivation, exertion, isolation and danger? Why undertake a journey that taxes one – physically, mentally and emotionally – to the limit?’ Part of the answer must be that the Harrisons wanted to remain in touch with the realities of life as it was lived for hundreds of generations before technology rendered our survival skills redundant. They wanted to use their bodies to get from Point A to Point B, which inevitably makes them seem eccentric in an age that has devalued the human body’s potential.

Another clue to the motives of such eccentric travellers is offered by C. D. Darlington, whose magnum opus was The Evolution of Man and Society. He wrote:


Man has been brought to the point where, tightly packed in numbers and partly fixed in character, in beliefs and in institutions, he has come near to being deprived of his initiative. He is no longer completely the master of his destiny that he once imagined himself to be.



A remedy for this is to paddle your own canoe hundreds of miles up fast-flowing Amazonian tributaries through uninhabited primary forest.

What mutations await us if we continue to not use our bodies for the purposes for which nature designed them? This is no frivolous question. Already motor-dependent societies have produced millions of children and young adults to whom walking more than 10 yards seems an unfamiliar, unnecessary and distasteful activity. Some privileged children are regularly exercised in structured, expensive ways – driven to swimming pools, ballet classes, football grounds and junior gyms by conscientious, exhausted parents. Most underprivileged children watch TV or play computer games to the detriment of their physical development. Mutations sound long-term but in fact can happen quite quickly, over generations rather than centuries. I would like to see this book on the syllabus of all schools in the UK and Ireland as an inspiration to the young, an example of what the human body and mind can achieve when functioning independently of engines.

In my view ‘mind’ is the key word. The average man or woman could do what John and Heather did without any special training if so minded. John admits that at the start of their journey he was overweight and neither he nor Heather were in top condition. The Harrisons are not ‘professionals’ who make a big thing of physical fitness. It seems they share my attitude: one starts out carrying a deplorable surplus of fat, knowing that soon one’s exertions en route will have eliminated it. Indeed, it can be very useful – even essential – in certain circumstances. If one finds oneself in an area where supplies cannot be found the camel principle may be applied and those extra pounds can enable one to walk 25 miles a day on a tin of sardines.

During the early stages of their journey, Heather and John met a few impoverished Brazilian gold prospectors operating in small teams that are flown to their base camps in the interior by light aircraft. When scattered all over the vastness of Amazonia such small teams add up and shortly before the Harrisons’ journey 50,000 garimpeiros had been expelled from the Yanomani territory near the Venezuelan border. In November 2000 twelve garimpeiros were killed by Indians on the upper Jari where they had been illegally mining within a reserve and had started a fire which killed an Indian woman and her child. John and Heather found the garimpeiros congenial folk but because of their activities it is by now extremely difficult to find pristine rivers or streams anywhere in Amazonia.

Canoes, like bicycles, impose wholesome anti-consumerism limitations. You cannot load them with all those superfluous camping comforts, gadgets and goodies offered to 4x4 travellers and backpackers who use trains and motor vehicles. Instead, you must think hard about what is truly necessary for your survival in a particular area – which is very little, especially in Amazonia where the climate allowed Heather and John to go naked once they had said goodbye to the garimpeiros. Food made up by far the greatest part of their gear so every day the canoe became lighter.

This book is much more than an exciting adventure story. Casually – never deserting the narrative to go off on wordy tangents – John Harrison makes us reflect on several of those issues that confront and confuse citizens of our overdeveloped world. He doesn’t enjoy killing his fellow creatures but of course if you’re hungry enough you do kill them, as some of them kill other species for food. At the end of a sombre recollection of monkey hunts John writes: ‘Such is all hunting, in my opinion. There is no joy in it – only an occasional thrill when the quarry is being stalked – but that turns to sadness and guilt when the bloody pile of fur or feathers is retrieved.’

Inevitably, a melancholy undercurrent flows through this book. As corporate interests (logging, mining, damming, ranching, soya bean growing) speedily intrude into almost every corner of our planet, untouched regions such as the Harrisons travelled through are doomed. In the last chapter John writes: ‘The last hours of paddling had passed us through a shocking hinterland of devastation. The reality of rainforest destruction had been forgotten in the months travelling through unsullied primary forest but now suddenly it was all around…’ What makes this destruction so extra-enraging – and simultaneously so despair-inducing – is the sheer futility of many projects. As John points out, most of the grandiose schemes don’t work, yet their failures go unheeded. Another profit-hungry corporation comes along with another crazy notion and another vast area is ravaged, then abandoned because it is not profitable after all, leaving ‘the bequest of useless desert to future generations’. By the year 2020, if the Brazilian government’s $40 billion Avança Brasil plan succeeds, scarcely 10 per cent of Amazonia’s primary forest will remain standing. This is very frightening.

Such developments spell disaster not only for the populations – human and otherwise – of the regions concerned but for the whole planet. Avança Brasil, backed by the Japanese government and God knows who else, is a vicious example of globalisation as that word is now understood; it will improve trading links between the Pacific Ring and the south of South America. And it neatly fits on the same shelf as America’s spurning of the Kyoto Agreement. To quote C. D. Darlington again: ‘Every invention of man has made his environment more favourable for his short-term multiplication. But it has made his environment less favourable for his long-term survival.’ It may well be that this book is seen, some years hence, as the last authentic account of a journey through the incomparable wonders of the Amazonian world as it has existed for countless millennia before human technological ingenuity enabled human greed to destroy it.

Dervla Murphy
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PROLOGUE

December 1983

‘How deep should a grave be anyway?’ Peter asked, scuffing the patch of rough ground with the toe of his sandal.

I thought back to a blustery winter long before, and the burial of a friend who hadn’t survived the heady exhilaration of a new driving licence. I remembered the cold wind whipping the yews, the devastated parents clutching each other to keep from falling apart and the group of pasty-faced friends staring into the dark trench of the grave. It had seemed bottomless. All our assumptions of immortality lay in that conker-coloured coffin whose lid echoed under the hard rain of clay.

‘I don’t know,’ I answered now. ‘At least five feet I guess.’

‘Bloody hell,’ he muttered. ‘Deep as that? We’d better get started then.’

The layer of topsoil was only 3 inches deep, then we were through to a glutinous clay which the axe sliced into chunks. Large rocks and sinewy roots from long-dead trees made us fight for every shovel scoop, and under the full glare of the tropical sun we were soon running with sweat that stung our eyes and darkened the waistband of our shorts. After forty-five minutes, and still barely a foot down, we stopped for a rest in some nearby shade.

Our food supplies had run out ten days earlier and since then we’d eaten almost nothing. The pangs of hunger had diminished a little, to be replaced with an overwhelming feebleness and lethargy. I gulped from a water bottle and could feel the cool liquid splashing down on the empty floor of my stomach.

‘Is that a ripe cashew I can see up there?’ Peter asked suddenly, raising himself on one elbow to tilt his gaunt whiskery chin and peer at the branches above his head.

‘I believe it is. Give us a leg up will you?’

He descended with an apple-shaped fruit devoid of any blush of ripeness, but we shared its tough pulp, feeling our mouths go furry from the acidity. Peter pocketed the crescent nut to roast later. We then visited the other three fruit trees, but with no further luck.

‘Lunch break over.’ he announced, before adding, ‘When I think of all those times I moaned about my dull sandwiches at work, and threw them away uneaten!’

We smiled wearily. Four months alone together in the jungle had forged a good friendship; we’d been through a lot together. A Swiss landscape gardener, Peter was also a lover of fine food, but he’d come to the wrong place here. In recent weeks we’d eaten just about anything that swam, slithered, swung, flew or hopped. I’d learnt that he was invariably generous, reliable and good-natured, and didn’t have an ounce of malice or unpleasantness in his body. Regretfully in our time together he’d have learnt some less palatable insights about me.

Four hours later we sat down, exhausted, on the pile of earth by the grave and looked into its depths. It was a fine job. The neat perpendicular sides were pleasing to the eye and Fernando could be laid to rest 5 feet down with ample room to stretch out. It just seemed a bit of a shame to fill it in so soon.

A small dark-skinned man came ambling up the trail from camp.

‘Trust Epileptic to turn up when the work’s done,’ I muttered. He was a shifty, light-fingered, unsavoury man in his early thirties who thought himself wily and cunning. He was now our only companion. He approached the grave while we watched him in hostile silence, and scrutinised our work without comment.

‘Did you find any cashews today?’ he asked innocently.

‘Just one,’ Peter replied.

‘Where’s my share? I thought we’d agreed to share out any food between us?’ His mouth turned down in a wounded pout of betrayal.

‘It wasn’t big enough, an—’

I butted in. ‘Anyway, we were working while you’ve been lying in your hammock all morning, so we needed it more.’

‘I had malaria last night,’ he whined. ‘I was so weak this morning that I couldn’t even stand up.’

I remembered his theatrical groans in the darkness. Once he’d whimpered, ‘Oh my dear God, I’m dying!’ and I had called out, ‘Well hurry up then, for pity’s sake!’ Maybe I could get a job at the local hospice.

‘Oh you poor thing,’ I snapped. ‘We all had malaria last night, but we don’t use it as an excuse every time there’s some work to be done!’

My self-control seemed to evaporate when I had dealings with Epileptic, and I detested the little weasel with an irrational hatred way beyond anything I’d felt before. Peter, being Swiss, adopted that comfortable neutral stance that has kept his country out of Europe’s messy wars. I can’t remember Epileptic’s real name; in fact I doubt if we were ever interested enough to find it out. Epileptic was the cruel label that we’d given him because, after running out of tablets, his attacks now came daily, making the poor man terrified to go too near the river or the fire. We should have been more sympathetic.

I could see that he felt just as much hatred for me. His face was contorted now, and his arms began windmilling about.

‘Shout, shout, shout! You’re always shouting! Three days ago you shouted at me for not sharing a bit of food, and now you two eat behind my back!’

He was right, but Peter and I had caught him eating all fifty cashew nuts that we’d roasted to eat communally, so there was a difference in scale.

‘Anyway,’ he went on, adopting a laughable expression of unctuous piety, ‘you should lower your voice and show some respect for the dead man lying over there.’

‘I wish it was you who was dead,’ I said venomously, and the conviction in my voice shook all three of us. ‘I wouldn’t bother digging a grave though – just toss you in the river for the piranhas – if they could face eating you, that is.’ I put my face near his, and added with a leer. ‘Maybe I’ll do that anyway next time you have one of your fits.’

‘For Christ’s sake, that’s enough!’ Peter appealed, seizing my shoulder.

It was enough. The stricken look that had flitted across the man’s face made me feel horribly ashamed of myself. Shaking off Peter’s hand I turned and walked away down to the river, stripping off my shorts and sprawling in the shallows. The mossy green water of the Jari flowed around me, and I stared morosely at the jungle on the far bank while little fish pecked experimentally at my skin, occasionally nibbling an infected scab and making me wince. Reminded of the toothpick-thin candiru fish that likes to dart up human orifices from where they can only be removed by surgery, I wriggled my bottom deeper into the sand, and kept a protective hand over other important bits.

Would we ever get out of this place?

We’d had sixteen days of waiting already – sixteen days of hunger, sickness and mind-numbing boredom. A plane might never come. We could wait day after day until we were too weak to paddle the 300 miles downstream to the nearest habitation. If the pilot didn’t return soon we’d join Fernando, dying senselessly in the middle of nowhere.

We’d had no choice but to return to this airstrip of Molocopote after we’d failed in our goal to portage the canoe over the hills that form the border between Brazil and Surinam. It was the only place we’d met people in the last four months.

Peter and I had come the hard way to get here, paddling against the current. At 500 miles in length, the Jari is a modest river in that part of the world where seventeen of the Amazon’s tributaries are more than a thousand miles long. It’s tiny compared to the mighty Rio Negro which, at 2,400 miles, is the second largest river in the world with a discharge slightly greater than the Congo and three times that of the Mississippi. The Jari is a mere creek when compared with the giant Madeira, Tapajós, Purus, Juruá, Xingu or Araguaia. It’s the last major northern tributary of the Amazon, spilling its waters almost into the delta itself.

Huge it isn’t, but there’s something wild and untameable about the Jari that sets it apart from other Amazon rivers I know. Rising in the Tumucumaque Hills a couple of miles from the border with Surinam, it tinkles over some small rapids near the source and then settles down to meander along sedately for the next 250 miles, giving every impression of being a mature river; calm and unexcitable. Then it suddenly recaptures its youthful vigour, dropping over two 60-foot waterfalls and seventy rapids in the next 200 miles, only calming down in the last 50 miles before it joins the Amazon.

This natural barrier of white water is impressive indeed. Peter and I had been in the rapids for weeks, wading day after day, roping up, carrying sacks, and portaging the canoe, with the roar of the river a constant accompaniment. Jagged rocks threatened to rip us to pieces if we made a mistake, and black boulders shone through rainbow-tinged spray. The whole river poured down chutes with barely a ripple but with the power of a dam sluiceway, or fell over sheer cliffs with a thunder that we could hear for twenty-four hours before we got there. And this was the dry season with the river 20 feet lower than it would be in the rains. Eighty-foot tree trunks lay bleaching in the sun where they had been tossed at high water; debris and flotsam hung in the bushes high above our heads; rocky platforms sometimes 100 yards wide separated the reduced river from its jungle banks, polished to a shine by tumbling pebbles, or with deep blow holes now full of stagnant water that the current had reamed out with spinning boulders.

Malaria had been with us all the way, often forcing us to camp, racked with shakes and sweats and aching bones until high doses of quinine revived some of our strength. When we’d passed Molocopote six weeks before, the place had been free of malaria. The boss of the gold workings had done his best to keep it healthy; giving all his men blood tests to ensure that they were free of the disease. How could he have predicted that two ague-ridden Europeans would arrive out of nowhere, stay for three days and leave anopheles mosquitoes ready to regurgitate their tainted blood into their next victim?

Our difficulties hadn’t ended in the quieter water above the rapids. It was approaching the end of the dry season and hundreds of fallen trees had littered the shallows of the little creek that was to take us into the hills. Each one forced us to lift out our sacks, haul the canoe over and reload. Ten yards later we’d do it again, and again and again – forty or fifty times a day to advance a mile at most.

Yet it hadn’t all been grim and joyless. When malaria left us alone we felt stronger, fitter and healthier than at any other time in our lives. We’d fought epic battles with giant catfish and seen most of the Amazon animals, even ones that were nearing extinction elsewhere. We’d seen places that came as near to paradise as any and set off each day into the unknown, curious and excited because our useless maps gave us no idea what to expect around the corner. We’d joked and laughed a surprising amount, and we wouldn’t have missed it for the world.

The decision to quit had been postponed until our food and quinine were almost gone, until our bodies began to fail us in a demand for rest. Peter was complaining of heart palpitations and showing the early signs of mucosal leishmaniasis, a disease spread by sand flies, where the infection begins as a skin nodule at the site of the bite before progressing to severe ulceration of the mucus membranes around the nose and mouth. Severe facial disfigurement can occur if it’s left untreated. We both had vivax and falciparum strains of malaria that would kill us once the quinine ran out.

Our expedition failed because we hadn’t been able to find the starting point for the 15-mile portage through hilly jungle to Surinam, using the route of an old Indian trail. By carrying the canoe and gear across the watershed we could reach a river on the other side and avoid returning down the Jari. But our maps weren’t accurate enough to be sure of our position, the terrain lacked any distinguishing features that might have aided us, and the Indians had left the region many years before so there was no one around to help.

So we’d given up and paddled for ten days back to Molocopote, the only place for hundreds of miles where we knew we’d find people. This was the site of a Wayana Indian village that had been abandoned in the late 1970s. The Brazilian Indian protection agency, The National Foundation for the Indians, had cleared an airstrip to bring in supplies and personnel, and for many years the upper Jari was closed to outsiders. The ban was only lifted in 1981. The Indians had gone, but the airstrip remained and the gold prospectors had assured us that in an emergency we could fly out from there in one of their supply planes.

We retraced our steps with a sense of failure and disappointment at first, but before long we were desperate to escape. Stripped of our goal to cross the mountains, our motivation had gone. The daily routine of physical effort and monotonous chores now seemed so unbearably tedious that we couldn’t understand how we’d endured it for so long.

So, sixteen days earlier, we’d run the bow of the canoe up on the sandy foreshore and whooped with relief. No more paddling. In a day or two we could be in the city, getting our malaria treated, enjoying the bustle of the streets in the week before Christmas, gorging on varied, tasty food, getting news from home, receiving more mental stimulation in one day than in a month out in the jungle.

But Christmas had been and gone – just one more endless day that had passed with ears cocked for the drone of our salvation. One plane had arrived ten days before, but there’d been no room onboard for Peter, Epileptic, Fernando and me.

And now Fernando was dead.

I heard Peter calling and dragged myself reluctantly out of the river. A wave of dizziness hit, turning my vision to monochrome, knocking me to my knees where I squatted with my head down until it passed. Time to bury our dead. It was New Year’s Eve by our calculations. We couldn’t be certain without a watch or calendar, but it must have been within a day or two of that. There wouldn’t be much celebration that night.

Fernando was still in the hammock where he’d died. We pulled back the blanket and glanced squeamishly at his deathly visage, strangely yellow from the malaria that had killed him. Some little black ants had formed a column that ran from the struts of the shelter, down the hammock ropes and onto his skin where a few were disappearing between his parted lips. We brushed them off the cold face with a shudder before we pulled the cloth around him again.

Epileptic was impatient with the reluctant way we handled the body, and pushed us aside muttering, ‘For heaven’s sake, haven’t you seen a dead person before?’

Peter and I shook our heads.

‘How the hell can you get to your age and not have seen someone dead?’ he asked in amazement. All the differences between the life experience of affluent Europeans and poor Brazilians were held in that question, and Epileptic seemed chuffed that he’d beaten the fancy foreigners at something.

It was a scruffy funeral procession, the three of us in shorts, barefoot, unshaven and uncombed as we carried the burdened hammock up the slope and laid twenty-year-old Fernando to rest. He’d died quite unnecessarily. The pilot should have given him priority, but none of the other prospectors had been willing to give up their place. Most of them were seriously ill too. Another pilot failed to return and we had no radio to call for help. So the amiable young man who’d hoped to find enough gold to pay for his wedding had died a prospector’s death in a jungle clearing far from home, a victim of the mosquito. In my pocket was the phial of gold dust that I would hand over to his fiancée one day. It seemed a paltry amount to die for.

We began to fill in the red clay and a rather macabre scene took place that had Peter and me giggling hysterically, much to Epileptic’s disgust. He’d done nothing to help when Fernando was alive but was a stickler for protocol now he was dead. After cooling in the hammock, Fernando’s body had adopted a stiffened banana shape that wouldn’t lie quite flat as we placed him face up in the bottom of the trench. As we began to shovel the soil over his feet, the weight pushed them down, causing the head and torso to rear up by a corresponding amount at the other end. Only when we shovelled earth over the head did we keep him down. When all the earth was replaced we each muttered a prayer, and Peter picked some wild flowers to lay on the top.

I looked around at the grassy clearing, with its fruit trees and bushes that the Indians had planted – some for gourds, some for decorative berries, some for arrow shafts – at the river that curved around in a large loop below, at the blue sky with the constant progression of fluffy cumulus that rolled in from the east, at the yellow and black oropendolas that flew around their basket nests in a nearby tree uttering a repertoire of cheeps, whistles, bubbling song and merriment. It could be worse. A smoke-blackened urban cemetery in England would certainly be worse than this.

‘One down, three to go,’ I joked as we walked back to camp, and Peter scowled at my poor taste.

We were finally rescued five days later. I doubt if we’d have been able to stand much more. Lethargic from hunger and sickness and with our quinine gone, we’d have died within two weeks anyhow, but worst of all was our mental deterioration. After months of constant activity and movement, with a high degree of excitement and motivation, we were bound to feel a sense of restlessness and loss. An end followed by three weeks of total and absolute nothingness had driven us to the edge of insanity. With nothing to do, nothing to read, and nothing to keep us remotely occupied, each day had seemed like ten.

Our saviour was a taciturn individual who believed in collecting his fares in advance. Peter and I had no money, but the pilot seemed satisfied with the two shotguns that we offered, even though one had a broken stock. Epileptic had no gold and nothing of any value, so the pilot refused to allow him on board.

‘I’m not a charity,’ he said. ‘You wouldn’t expect to get on a bus or train without paying so why should my plane be different?’

Epileptic’s face crumpled in tears, and for a moment we felt the compassion and sense of solidarity that our joint predicament should have forged long before.

‘I’ll be getting some money sent from Switzerland in a few days,’ said Peter. ‘I could pay you his fare then.’

I glanced at my saintly companion in awe. Feeling sorry for Epileptic was one thing, but I couldn’t switch from loathing to such charity in the space of a few minutes. I thought I’d better offer something nonetheless.

‘We’ve got some medical equipment that you’d be able to sell to prospectors, some knives, hammocks, cooking pots, blankets, fishing tackle…’ It didn’t sound a very enticing package, and the pilot stared at me through his mirrored sunglasses, unimpressed.

‘What about that gold dust?’ Epileptic remembered suddenly, eagerly turning to me. ‘That gold that Fernando gave you!’

‘He asked me to give it to his fiancée,’ I protested. ‘It was one of his last requests.’

‘I need it more than she does,’ he argued. ‘Fernando was my friend, he’d want me to have it.’

I doubted that somehow.

‘What do you think?’ I asked Peter, keen not to make this decision alone.

‘I think you’ve really got to follow Fernando’s wishes,’ he said. ‘He entrusted you with that task, didn’t he?’

‘His fiancée need never know! Don’t tell me you were actually going to seek her out!’ protested Epileptic, unerringly choosing the one argument that hardened our hearts against him.

The pilot was growing impatient. ‘Come on or we won’t make it to Santarém before dark.’

‘You can’t leave this guy here all alone with nothing to eat!’ Peter protested.

‘Oh yes I can,’ he replied. ‘Some of his mates are coming back in a week or so to continue prospecting, and they’ll bring supplies. When he’s earned his fare like everyone else he can leave. I know this son of a bitch. He’s always broke and always begging favours. I don’t like him.’

Before we had time to think up a solution he signalled us to get in, slammed the door, started the engine and began taxiing over the grass.

As the plane climbed away and headed south-west towards the real world, we looked back at the insignificant little clearing, and the lonely figure of Epileptic trudging dejectedly down the red smear of the trail. At last we were free, but the elation was soured by a sense of guilt that we hadn’t done enough.

As for Molocopote, I never wanted to see the damn place ever again.
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CHAPTER ONE

EIGHT YEARS LATER

Engines are mysterious things. They overheat, electrical systems short circuit, oil pressures soar or plummet, belts and fuel lines rupture, and pistons and big ends can shatter and be thrown like shrapnel clear through crankcases. Sometimes they just stop for no apparent reason at all. Given all the frenzied movement, with parts whizzing round at 5,000 revolutions a minute, 83 revolutions a second, it’s hardly surprising. We all expect our cars to fail us occasionally. What’s strange is that they’re as reliable as they are.

The fallibility of the internal combustion engine makes it difficult to relax when flying in a single-engine plane. I gazed at the hilly jungle below, parted only by a few wild rivers. Hundreds and hundreds of miles with nowhere to land, and countless unyielding, rock-hard tree trunks to scrunch up the aluminium aircraft like some recyclable drinks can. Listening anxiously for the slightest hiccup or change in the dull, vibrating roar, I scanned the bewildering array of dials for one with a needle in the red.

Turning to our pilot I asked whether he’d ever had to make a forced landing or crashed. He frowned slightly at my bad taste in mentioning the C-word.

‘I’ve crashed twice on landing,’ he admitted, dipping the plane a fraction to avoid a bunch of heavy grey cloud. He shrugged philosophically. ‘It happens out here – bad weather, muddy airstrips, and there’s always the temptation to stuff too much weight on board.’

‘Were you hurt?’

‘I broke three ribs and an arm on the first one, and escaped without a scratch on the second. I also crash-landed once when I got lost in bad weather and ran out of fuel. The rain was so heavy I had to fly solely on instruments; I couldn’t see any landmarks, rivers, nothing. All was grey, and those little airstrips are hard enough to see even on a fine day.’ He was silent for a while. ‘I landed in the treetops. I’d have probably chosen a river if I could have seen one, but they aren’t always much good – too many rocks and driftwood. Anyway, you don’t get that long to make up your mind when the engine stops. If you find an expanse of water you can skim the plane down smoothly and it stays afloat for a long time. Or so they say.’

‘Oh good,’ I muttered.

A mischievous glint appeared in his eye. ‘To land in the trees you have to stall the plane deliberately just as you get a few feet above the trees. Like this.’

Before I could protest that I really wasn’t that interested and stop him, he reduced power and pulled the nose up. The stall alarm bleated in protest and the plane seemed to hang stationary for a while before falling vertically, tail first, with a sickening uplift of the guts. My hands flew up and I swear my eyeballs left sticky marks on the back of my dark glasses. A little squeak escaped my lips; perhaps it was a scream. I heard Heather cry out from behind me. Unable to hear the conversation from her seat in the back she must have thought the plane was falling to bits.

Cesar chuckled, kicked a rudder, moved the stick, increased power and pointed the nose down. Soon we were back at our cruising speed.

‘I landed in the crown of a tree as lightly as a feather, barely denting the plane. The radio was still working so I could call for a helicopter rescue, but it took five hours for them to find me, and every now and then the wind caused the plane to give a little lurch and slip a little. I thought it safer to climb out and stand in the branches. It was a long, long way to the ground.’

Cesar hadn’t flown to Molocopote airstrip for many years but he propped a map on the dashboard and consulted it when his memory failed him. We crossed several rivers, including the Paru, the Paru de Oueste and the Ipitinga, whose rapids showed like creases on aluminium foil. The gold camp of Flechão on the Ipitinga was a large scar of smashed trees with dozens of miners’ shelters covered with blue tarpaulins, pits full of muddy water and a stained river downstream. Down there the fever for gold was almost certainly being replaced by that more humdrum version spread by mosquitoes.

All these rivers had their source in the Tumucumaque Hills that form the eastern end of the Guiana Shield – the northern watershed of the Amazon basin. This is one of the oldest mountain ranges in the world, dating back 4,600 million years to the Archean period, and it has played an important role in the shaping of Amazonia.

The Amazon used to flow westwards and into the Pacific until the rise of the Andes about 40 million years ago robbed the river of its only outlet to an ocean. The Guiana Shield and the more southerly Brazilian Highlands were still joined in the east, preventing any access to the Atlantic, so the Amazon basin became an enormous area of lake and swamp. It only succeeded in breaking eastwards ten million years ago through a low-lying valley separating the two areas of highlands. As sea level was much lower during the Ice Age, with much of the earth’s water frozen at the Poles, the fast-flowing Amazon ate into its sediments and deepened its channel to 300 feet in places.

The once mighty peaks of the Tumucumaque have now been whittled down to a confusion of rounded hills, seldom higher than 4,000 feet. Even these tough igneous rocks with high proportions of iron and magnesium haven’t been able to withstand more than 4.5 billion years of attack by torrential rain and pitiless sun.

On the Brazilian side of the watershed the eroded particles and sediments were carried through the churning foam of the cataracts and deposited on that 30,000-foot mound of alluvial debris in the depths of the Atlantic beyond the Amazon’s mouth.

The French explorer and geographer Jean Hurault described the remnants of the Tumucumaque as ‘an infinity of hills, as anonymous as the waves on the sea’. He should know; being one of the first to survey part of it while working on the demarcation of the border between French Guiana and Brazil in the 1950s. Until the advent of aerial surveys in the last forty years, the Guiana Highlands were one of the least-known regions on earth. El Dorado was thought to be hidden in this mysterious wilderness, along with the fabled tribe of Amazon warrior women. Fortune-seekers felt that these hills must contain, at the very least, a fabulous wealth of gold and diamonds, and went off searching, some never to return.

Even today this region is totally uninhabited and largely unexplored, making it one of the last truly wild regions of Amazonia. The barrier of rapids on all the rivers that flow from these hills has kept it that way.

1990 had been a catastrophic year for our pilot, Cesar. He made national news when one of his larger planes was hijacked while on its daily run around the goldfields near the town of Itaituba. The demand had been for 20 kilos of gold. There were no passengers on board – only a pilot and the two hijackers – and they circled around while Cesar and the police in Santarém decided what to do. The police refused to consider any compromise.

‘I wasn’t keen to pay up,’ Cesar explained, ‘but they wouldn’t have let me anyway. They told me the hijackers had to die to discourage others from trying this sort of thing.’

The Brazilian Federal Police Force is one of the most trigger-happy in the world. In the city of São Paulo they shot dead 1,470 people in 1992, roughly one every six hours. Their shootings accounted for 12 per cent of Rio’s homicides in 2000.

Even prison overcrowding can be rectified in this manner, as they showed by killing 111 prisoners during a riot at the Carandiru detention centre in October 1992.

They handled Cesar’s hijack with their usual finesse. Over the radio the pilot was instructed that after landing at Santarém he should bring the plane to a halt at a certain angle to the control tower. He should also sit forward in his seat. One can only imagine what he thought when he received this message from the Federal Police, and I’m sure he sat very far forward indeed. As soon as the plane came to a standstill the police sprayed the centre and rear of the fuselage with bullets for more than a minute, killing the two hijackers. Not a subtle negotiating tactic, but effective.

‘Made a hell of a mess of the plane, and my pilot was lucky it didn’t catch fire,’ said Cesar. ‘I’ll never get any compensation, but I suppose repairs cost me a lot less than twenty kilos of gold.’

Five months later Cesar had another disaster. His new ten-seater aircraft crashed into the forest, killing seven and seriously wounding three. The pilot had forgotten to fill up with fuel. First one engine stopped, and although they were directly over an airstrip, a rainstorm hid it from view. Three minutes later the second engine coughed and died.

‘Good job that pilot died,’ muttered Cesar, hands clenching on the controls, ‘because I’d have killed the careless son of a bitch myself if he hadn’t.’

You couldn’t imagine solid, dependable Cesar forgetting to top up the tank, being lax about servicing his planes or not carrying out pre-flight checks, but when we were doing some filming in the Amazon the previous year, our pilot had been very different. Paulo always looked as if he’d had a sleepless night, coming straight from some bar perhaps, unshaven, red-eyed and wincing at the noise of the engine. His plane didn’t inspire much confidence either. The back was awash with spilt diesel from the drums he carried to the gold camps, the bodywork was dented, and the doors were held closed with twists of wire. Seat belts? You were lucky if you got a seat. The counter said the plane had flown more than 20,000 hours, but it was broken, so that was probably just for starters.

Paulo would start the engine and take off after the most cursory of checks. Once airborne he turned to talk to those behind him, hardly ever looking ahead or making those fussy little adjustments to the controls that Cesar was always engaged in. At times he grew quiet, his chin down, eyes invisible behind his dark glasses and in a panic we’d talk to him, fishing for consciousness. I wasn’t surprised to find out that he too had crashed one day after forgetting to check his fuel.

It’s not a part of the world where pilots, sloppy or otherwise, live forever. Most of them are excellent at their job, but the weather’s unpredictable, the planes beyond their best, the airstrips short and slippery, and there’s no radar to help. But the rewards are high, particularly for those servicing the gold camps, and a successful pilot can soon afford more planes and pilots to fly them. Cesar had five planes and probably earned over half a million dollars a year. In Santarém that’s a fortune, but I still doubt if Cesar manages to have a good time in that dull little town that we’d left with few regrets an hour before.

I probably hold the record for being a foreign tourist in Santarém twenty-three times, for stays of up to three weeks at a stretch. It’s one of those crossroads towns that a traveller passes through, but rarely stays for long through choice. I have got on and off riverboats here, taking the road south to the Mato Grosso, or spending time assembling canoes and hiring planes to fly me into the bush.

It’s not all bad. It’s suffocatingly hot, but it has a pleasant position where the Tapajós meets the Amazon, and there’s a modest meeting of the two different coloured waters to admire. The fish market at dawn has some fabulous whiskery catfish. It also has a busy commercial sector with rows of shops selling identical produce, where browsing is actively discouraged. Seated on a raised podium, the boss, usually Syrian or Japanese, signals the assistants to go and harass anyone who crosses the threshold, so a tiresome teenager follows a foot behind you, repeatedly inquiring how he can help. Touch an item, and he practically has it wrapped for you. Walk out without buying anything and you expect to see the kid’s body floating in the river later.

Santarém seems lively during the day with lots of bustle at the waterfront, and one can find most items to equip a jungle expedition here. It’s at night that the place is excruciatingly dull. Travellers on their way to the deep forest wish to sample some last pleasures and carousing. Those just out of the forest are even more desperate for a good time. But in Santarém there’s little to stay awake for.

Topping up your glass at the Bar Mascote, you watch the flashes of electrical storms far away in the Tumucumaque Hills, the swarms of insects around the street lights, or prostitutes fleecing the gold prospectors of their hard-earned nuggets. Three-quarters of the tables are empty, and from ten o’clock onwards the waiter makes it clear that you’re keeping him from his bed. The traveller grows depressed, especially one spending time here alone, and as the empty beer bottles accumulate on the table he decides to go home, even though it’s January and he hates cold weather.

I’ve since learned that Santarém is about to be thrust very brusquely into the twenty-first century. With enormous areas of former savannah and forest turned over to soya bean production in the Mato Grosso, it is planned to open a new deep-water port in the town to allow the grain producers to export their crop to Europe more cheaply. It could mean 15 million tons of soya being freighted 600 miles up the improved BR-163 highway every year, and end Santarém’s isolation forever.

Anyway, I feel better after that therapeutic purging of the ennui suffered in the town. Actually, I guess I’m blaming the whole place for one act of cruelty I witnessed years ago. I’d just stepped off a riverboat early one morning, arriving in Santarém for the very first time, and paused to cross the road that runs down the waterfront. A few yards in front of me an amiable-looking street dog hauled himself up from where he’d obviously spent the night, shook off a cloud of dust and then bent his spine in one of those ecstatic stretches with his hindquarters high in the air and his front legs extended, chin on the ground.

He was a yard from the curb, actually in the roadway, but traffic was very scarce and the road was wide. I’d paused to let a pick-up pass, and then things all happened very fast. The vehicle made a sudden swerve to take it from the centre of the road to the verge, and I glimpsed three laughing faces as it caught the dog with the front fender, knocking it down with a yelp of pain and then riding right over it with a rear wheel. A whoop of success came from the front seat and they carried on their way leaving the dying dog at my feet, twirling round its crushed hindquarters howling in agony. After a numb moment of disbelief I grabbed a tyre lever from a truck driver who was changing a wheel nearby and quickly killed the dog with one swing. Call me a sentimental old fool but that incident really put me off the whole town.

Cesar must be saving a lot of money by living in such a dull place, but hopefully he’ll retire before his luck runs out. His friend Alizio had seven planes by the time he was twenty-nine and seemed to have his life all mapped out. A devout Seventh-Day Adventist, he was slightly humourless company, but the Protestant work ethic had helped him prosper. We’d flown a couple of times with him the previous year and had arranged to do so again, but he crashed one day on landing.

‘No drinking, no smoking, no women; just church and work, work, work!’ sneered his replacement, the red-eyed Paulo, puffing on a cigarette and scratching his crotch. ‘And where did it get him? Dead, that’s where! Dead, like the rest of us. Earlier than the rest of us! All that money and dead at twenty-nine, after a life of no fun. Poor sad bastard.’

The jungle viewed from 4,000 feet looked like a green tufted carpet flawed with a few coloured bits of fluff that were the flowering trees. It was hilly, but only the shadows on the flanks told you so. The sky was blue with clumps of large cumulus and the clouds’ shadows were scattered over the carpet below like stains. Frankly it wasn’t a very exciting view. Reassuring, certainly, to see so much pristine rainforest, unsullied and unbroken for two and a half hours’ flying time, but the eye grew tired of such uniformity and seized upon any clearing or break with relief. These, apart from two goldfields, were natural – large treeless swampy areas with glinting pools, or scars on the hillsides from recent landslides.

Soon the Jari was below us, twisting and turning in those large meanders that mercifully the canoeist is usually ignorant of as he paddles along. Sometimes the river writhed in a huge circle of 2 miles or more, only to advance 200 yards. Cloud was forcing us low and Cesar asked for our help to spot the little shaved patch of Molocopote.

This was a nervous time, worrying whether the grass on the airstrip had grown too long, or if someone had deliberately blocked it. There could be dozens of gold prospectors, or a platoon of soldiers on an exercise who might demand some authorisation for being so far off the tourist trail. Alternatively, the place could be deserted, with giant otters in the river and capybara and deer coming out to graze at night. You never knew.

Cesar pointed ahead to a tiny patch of lighter green on a river bend, insignificant in that infinite sea of forest. You could imagine the dread of a pilot peering through the drumming droplets on his windshield at a world turned grey, the only colour the red of his fuel gauge. Dropping down to look it over, the plane bouncing in the thermals, Cesar banked round in a tight turn to examine the short strip of bumpy grass.

‘The grass is long but it should still be OK,’ he said. I would have preferred more certainty in his voice. I could see no sign of smoke, or canoes moored on the riverbank, and though the two shelters had tarpaulins covering them, they looked deserted.

Cesar circled round and across the river to line up his approach, and then we were coming in. Heather reached forward and squeezed my shoulder as we skimmed the treetops, the plane seeming to stop dead in the air as the power was reduced, making our stomachs flutter. Then I was only aware of the rush of approaching greenery and the frenzied beep of the stall warning, then the bump and shake and swerve as the plane pitched and yawed down the strip. The propeller scythed the longest grass, throwing back a green mush of clippings onto the windscreen. Would we stop before that line of trees, or would this be the day in strange aviators’ slang when Cesar ‘bought the farm’?

The brakes worked. The nose didn’t pitch forward, smashing the whirling propeller against the ground and sending the blades spinning through the cockpit. We didn’t somersault along in a fireball of burning fuel. We just came to a halt with 60 yards to spare. I removed my hands from where they had been braced on the dashboard, leaving a damp smear behind.

After turning and taxiing back, Cesar switched off the motor and we sat for a moment with ears still ringing from its roar. Gradually we became aware of birdsong and the hum of insects, and stepped out into a midday sun that produced an immediate sheen of sweat. The dry season had hardly begun but the grass was already browning.

We could hardly restrain our impatience to go and explore. Cesar was keen to go with us, but first pulled a pistol from his briefcase.

‘You never know who could be here,’ he argued, when he saw our apprehensive glances. ‘This would be a great place for drug smugglers to rendezvous – so near the border and no radar around.’ He was right, and we hoped that any drug traffickers hiding in the bushes would show themselves so that Cesar could shoot them before he flew away and left us there alone.

Inevitably Molocopote had changed. Two new shelters had been erected and someone had planted five more cashew nut saplings and several lime trees. In the past, the camp area had been piled high with old plastic sheeting, tin cans, engine parts, rusting oil drums and other rubbish. Now it was spotless.

Cesar was sleuthing over in the cookhouse. ‘Someone was here yesterday, or even early this morning,’ he called. ‘The ashes are still warm and look what’s here!’ He held up the charred remains of a small piranha. Were people hiding in the shrubbery, sighting down their rifle barrels at my sweaty back? Would those super-rich dope dealers really grill a bony piranha for breakfast? We felt a flicker of apprehension as we returned to the plane to start unloading.

Ten large waterproof sacks full of food and equipment, the folding canoe, paddles, axe, machetes, fishing rod, cameras, watertight drums, hammocks, blankets and the numerous bits and pieces needed for a five-month trip were soon piled at the side of the plane. Then Cesar passed out our illegal shotgun that he’d hidden to confiscated it confiscated by the controls at Santarém airport.

Heather handed over a thick wad of notes that he put in his briefcase without counting. He seemed reluctant to go. ‘Are you sure you don’t want to fix a date for me to come and pick you up? I don’t like the idea of leaving you here with no radio and nobody around to help.’

‘We’ll be OK,’ I answered. Soon our only link with the outside world would be severed, and we either succeeded in crossing the hills or we’d have to canoe the three hundred miles down the Jari to civilisation. Our morale was a little shaky as it sometimes is at these moments, but Heather got us laughing by asking Cesar whether he was offering to come back free of charge.

‘Oh no. I’m not that worried about you!’

‘The only reason we’re crossing the hills to Surinam is to escape your exorbitant rates you know. Better to leave the country on foot than pay another eight hundred dollars.’

We shook hands, and Cesar clambered across the wing and into his seat.

‘Rather you than me,’ he said. ‘All those jaguars and snakes and creepy crawlies. Indians too I bet. You’re very brave.’

‘Or crazy?’

‘That too of course, but I was brought up to be polite.’

We pushed on a wing tip to help turn him around, shouted goodbye, and watched as he taxied up to the end of the strip, turned and roared past us and into the air. It’s at moments like this that you suddenly remember that you’ve left the canoe frame in the forward locker of the departing aircraft. We stood for a while amid our brightly-coloured pile of worldly goods listening to the engine fade away, and then we got to work.

A decrepit wheelbarrow that was lying near one of the huts helped get the sacks the 400 yards to the waterfront. There wasn’t anything left of the Indian village that had existed there until the late 1970s, occupying some high ground overlooking the bend in the river. In 1983 the area between the river and the airstrip had been fairly open, but to reach the four cashew trees that Peter, Epileptic and I had squabbled over it would now be necessary to push through shoulder-high grass. Until as late as the 1950s the Jari had a large Indian population, but disease and a certain amount of warfare had caused the survivors to leave, some to the river Paru in the west and some to French Guiana and Surinam.

When Peter and I first visited Molocopote, one of the gold prospectors had been digging around in some Indian graves with the enthusiasm of the amateur archaeologist. He found that one had been buried with a Coca-Cola bottle, another with a tube of Colgate, and close examination of some bones told him that one had died from shotgun wounds. Everyone had been nervous about this desecration of Indian burial sites, and urged him to put everything back in the ground quickly, before a party of Wayana braves appeared to put some flowers on Mum’s grave.

I pushed the squeaking wheelbarrow down the hill, stopping to reload the sacks when the wheel hit a rut and catapulted them on to the ground. Over to the left was the place where Peter and I had buried Fernando.

Molocopote has many ghosts and bad memories, but one can’t deny that it’s a marvellous place. Its name is evocative when pronounced in the Brazilian way with the ‘t’ softened: Molocopochee. It is a corruption of Molocco-Pata which means ‘the village of chief Molocco’ in Wayana. These days it would make a superb spot for a research station, right in the middle of a massive area of undisturbed primary rainforest. It just needs a few buildings to accommodate the scientists and their collections and perhaps some rooms for tourists to come and help finance the centre. It is wasted on a bunch of gold prospectors or foreign adventurers in search of an unusual holiday.

Instead, the proposed BR-210 Northern Perimeter Highway will pass 10 miles to the south, and Molocopote will become part of someone’s cattle ranch, or another infertile plot for the landless. At the moment the jungle is creeping back to reclaim the site; in many places the grass is head-high and the secondary growth of light-loving trees is nearly as tall as the uncut forest behind it. The area is small enough to be reseeded by the wind and in twenty years few parts will be penetrable.

I was making my third trip with some lighter sacks when I looked up and saw two men walking towards me. I jerked to a stop and watched them warily. It was a relief to see that they were unarmed and wearing faded T-shirts and grubby shorts: not the sort of designer clothing that one associates with spivs from the Medellin cartel.

I’m always impressed by the self-possession of the humble Brazilian. He can be hoeing his vegetable plot in his homestead beside a river, 25 miles from his nearest neighbour, when he glances up to see outlandish figures stepping towards him across his bean patch. Tall, fair, burnt, grizzled, unshaven, half-naked weirdos with sun-dazzled, startlingly blue, deranged eyes. The equivalent would be for us to look up from washing the Mondeo on a quiet Sunday morning and see a bunch of naked savages in warpaint coming up the drive. However, instead of running screaming indoors, these courageous characters don’t even blink in surprise. Their faces remain impassive, they even manage to smile and look courteous and welcoming, and they speak with no trace of fear or suspicion.

These two prospectors were typical. Faced with a white-bodied, red-faced extraterrestrial with a bandage wound around his stomach (I was worried my hernia might pop out with all the lifting), they held
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