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Write the vision

And make it plain on tablets,

That he may run who reads it.

—HABAKKUK 2:2




Introduction: Study for Figures in a Landscape


I am a novelist and only now and then an essayist or a chronicler of my travels. How I wish it were possible for me to describe the snail trail of my fiction writing—that groping interior journey of false starts and bad days and sudden enchantments—without uttering pompous approximations and absurd sanctimonies. Even that rambling attempt is pretentious and irritating, so you see the problem.



 

If I can’t stand listening to the rabid vanity of other writers talking in abstractions about their work, why should I do it myself? I am happier to see people write fiction well without moaning about how they did it. When writers complain about how tough a job writing is, making a meal of their pain, any fool can see that what they are saying is a crock. Compared with a real job, like coal mining or harvesting pineapples or putting out wildfires or waiting on tables, writing is heaven.

Besides, I am possessed by the great gnawing fear of many writers, that if I anatomize the craft of fiction writing, I might never write another word of fiction again. Better not to vapor on about it. Every writer must find the secret of fiction within. Misery helps, so does muddle and loving books, so does leaving home. I grew up with the notion, well expressed by the traveler Norman Lewis, “The farther I was from home, the better it would be,” and it proved to be true.

But if fiction writing is a ritual in the dark, obscure and so ungraspable that you don’t understand a word of what you’ve written until you’re done, other sorts of writing involve a plainer and more practical approach.

Writing travel. I can talk about that. I have certain guidelines. The first one is, in travel be as unofficial as possible. Evidence of the dangers of official travel is everywhere. Nothing in the world is more misleading than the sponsored visit, the press junket, the press pool, the pool feed, the fact-finding mission. The subtext of the official visit is always tendentious, and it is laziness, self-importance, and greed that impel the official visitor to accept the auspices and lap up the lies. The whole point of the red carpet is to dazzle the visitor and obscure the truth.

“Uganda’s doing great,” President Clinton said to me at a gathering when I told him I had been traveling there.

I said, “No, it’s not. The government is corrupt. It persecutes the opposition. Life in the bush is much worse than it was in the 1960s, when I was a teacher in Kampala. And, as I said, I was there a month ago.”

“Hillary just came back.” The president smiled at my ignorance. “It’s doing great.”

And now it was my turn to smile.

“Who do you think you are, saying those awful things about Iran? You’re lying!” Marion (Mrs. Jacob) Javits howled at me backstage in the NBC-TV studio in New York City in August 1975, after I published my first book of travels, The Great Railway Bazaar. Iran was a stable, prosperous, and well-governed country, she said. Really? I had traveled overland by train and bus from west to east, ending up in the holy city of Meshed. I heard nothing but stories of torture, repression, and tyranny from very angry Iranians, who spoke of ridding themselves of the shah. It turned out that Mrs. Javits was a paid consultant to the government of Iran, and her husband, Jacob, the U.S. senator, no stranger to Iranian junkets and free caviar, courtesy of the shah, who was overthrown fourteen years later.

“There is no fate so uncertain as the fate of books of travel,” Joseph Conrad wrote in his preface to Richard Curle’s Into the East. “They are the most assailable of all men’s literary productions. The man who writes a travel book delivers himself more than any other into the hands of his enemies.”

In my 1988 book of China travels, Riding the Iron Rooster (name a Chinese train and I took it), I suggested that the Chinese cops, the People’s Armed Police and the Chengguan “peace officers,” had a taste for beating up students. I had traveled in China for a year; I had seen many demonstrations. The conventional wisdom in the West was that the Chinese government was reform-minded and tolerant. Reviewers spanked my book. But this was a year before the Tiananmen Square massacre.

True travel and the inquiry of the essayist requires the simpler stratagems of being humble, patient, solitary, anonymous, and alert. These are not qualities one normally associates with duck-butted legislators on a fact-finding mission, or agents of virtue looking for someone to encumber with charity and free food, or journalists reporting high-level meetings, all of them in search of a welcome mat.

That I am a well-off, fairly old, semi-well-known writer who can afford to fly first class and rent nice cars and stay in good hotels makes it all the more important that I travel in old clothes, on a small budget, on a bus or train or cattle truck. My natural element (and it has been the stuff of the travel narrative since Herodotus) is the low-level meeting. In Africa in 2001, I received little enlightenment from politicians, but quite a lot from talking to truck drivers, migrants, prostitutes, and farmers. Writers are also a source of inspiration, especially those writers who seem part of a particular landscape. In Buenos Aires I sought out Borges, in Tangier Paul Bowles, in Brazil Jorge Amado, in Turkey Yaşar Kamal and later Orhan Pamuk. Traveling in Africa, I spent time in Egypt with Naguib Mahfouz, and in Johannesburg with Nadine Gordimer. All travel writing and many essays seem to me to be summed up in the title of the enigmatic Francis Bacon painting Study for Figures in a Landscape.

I enjoy comfort as much as the next traveler. And no one knows better than a writer how pleasant is the life removed, how dreary it is to haunt assemblies where youth and cost a witless bravery keeps. Sound familiar? This paraphrased admonition is the Duke in Shakespeare’s Measure for Measure, who is a good model for the traveling writer. In order to find out what is really going on in his dukedom, the Duke says he needs to assume a humble disguise, such as a friar’s habit, “to visit both prince and people.”

The example of Harun al-Rashid, caliph of Baghdad in the eighth century, is also salutary. The caliph habitually disguised himself as a commoner and went to the marketplace to find out how people lived, what complaints they had, what exercised their minds, what made them proud. The great travelers of the past peregrinated in this same mood of discovery—the medieval friars who visited China, the Japanese mendicants, the wandering diarists quoted extensively by the French historian Fernand Braudel in my favorite of his books, The Structures of Everyday Life. Official travel does not tell you what the world is like; unofficial travel, by the eavesdropper and the buttonholer, does.

Making my way from Cairo to Cape Town, peregrinating for my book of Africa travels, Dark Star Safari, I found myself in buses, on trucks, on ferries, canoes, and trains. I never had a name; I was never able to pull rank. I was sometimes effendi or faranji, but throughout Swahili-speaking Africa I was mzee—pops, grandpa—which is how I wanted it to be, an anonymous elder. There are risks, of course, in solo travel, but there are also great rewards. One is privileged enough in being an American traveler, but I don’t see how it is possible to get at the truth of a country without seeing its underside, its hinterland, its everyday life. Not bureaucrats in offices, but figures in the landscape.

The most revealing part of any country, and especially an African country, is its border. Anyone can land at the airport in the capital and be fooled by modernity, but it takes a certain nerve to ride a bus or a train to the frontier, always the haunt of the rabble, the dispossessed, people struggling to leave, trying to get in, the bane of officialdom. The customs and immigration officials at border crossings are not noted for their graceful manners, yet they are more representative of life in the place than any number of meet-and-greeters in the capital’s international airport.

If you are unofficial, traveling by improvisation, what is your support system? Except for your nerve, you have none. You show up and hope for the best. The wisest travel advice I have ever received was from a beachcomber camped in Australia who was planning to sail around the Cape York Peninsula. This would be a hair-raising trip in a large vessel, yet he was planning to do it on a small homemade raft. He had no doubt that he would survive the swift current and strong winds of the Torres Strait and perhaps strike out for Papua New Guinea.

He said, “What I find is that you can do almost anything or go almost anywhere if you’re not in a hurry.”

It seems all the good advice I have ever received has been from people who have nothing but a desire to move—optimists, all of them. Traveling for my 1992 book The Happy Isles of Oceania, sailing on an outrigger canoe with some fishermen in the Trobriand Islands, I was told by the steersman that he went hundreds of miles to sea looking for fish.

“The ocean looks empty, but it is not,” he said. “There are rocks and little islands everywhere in it where you can tie your canoe and stay the night.”

The greater part of travel is nuisance and delay, and no reader wants to hear about that. I do my best to be prepared. I seldom solicit names of people to look up. Anxiety and improvisation are helpful to the traveler, who is made watchful and resourceful when constantly reminded that he or she is a stranger. Before I set out, I am a scrutinizer of the most detailed maps I can find, a compulsive reader of guides for the budget traveler. It helps to have money, but time is much more valuable. Apart from a small shortwave radio, I carry no high-tech items—these days a phone, never a camera or computer, nothing fragile or irreplaceable. In South Africa my bag was stolen and I was robbed of almost everything I owned: a good lesson. I had my notes. Who steals notebooks?

The writing, then. I carry a pocket-sized notebook and scribble in it all day. In the evening I transcribe these notes into a larger journal, making an orderly narrative of the day. My average daily entry is about a thousand words, sometimes less, often more. En route, whenever I have a chance I photocopy these pages, say forty or fifty at a time, and mail them home. By the end of a trip I will have filled about seven or eight student notebooks, and these are the basis for the book. Interviewing someone for a profile, especially a potentially litigious celebrity, I keep a tape recorder running while I write the person’s answers in a notebook, as a guide to the highlights. Afterward, I transcribe the entire interview myself from the tape, skipping the boring parts. I have never employed a secretary, assistant, or researcher. Though I have written many more novels than travel books, I could never be so specific or certain about my fiction writing method, if indeed I have a fiction writing method.

After Sunrise with Seamonsters (1984) and Fresh Air Fiend (2001), Figures in a Landscape is my third volume of essays, a total of 134 essays written over 53 years. And in that time I have published novels, short stories, and travel books. Millions of words! But what may look like graphomania or furor scribendi is no more a compulsion than the natural impulse of an average artist who makes many paintings and sketches in a lifetime of creation. Like the painter, immersing myself in writing has been a way of making sense of my life, as well as earning my living. I am in sympathy with Ford Madox Ford, who in his dedication to his exhaustive survey, The March of Literature, described himself as “an old man mad about writing—in the sense that Hokusai called himself an old man mad about painting.”

When I quit my job at the University of Singapore in 1971, I vowed never to have a boss again or to have to obey the memo “Department meeting on Thursday. Be there.” I had published four novels and was working on a fifth, Saint Jack. I thought: I can’t be a part-time writer. I have to commit myself entirely to this, even if it means living poor.

“The value of anything equals what you will give up to possess it.” This apothegm, in my son Marcel’s novel The Secret Books, elegantly expresses how I felt forty-six years ago, having chucked job security, a possible pension, a certain amount of prestige, and a monthly salary to live precariously in a small, badly heated stone cottage in a remote part of Dorset, in rural England. The first draft of Saint Jack was completed there, happily.

Necessity showed me that I could also pay my bills by taking writing assignments: book reviews, travel pieces, profiles of people both well known and obscure. Anthony Burgess once wrote, “I refuse no reasonable offer of work, and very few unreasonable ones.” Burgess, who was a friend and generous to my work, is someone I identify with, along with all the other writers who financed their novel writing by taking assignments. Graham Greene, V. S. Naipaul, V. S. Pritchett, Jonathan Raban, and many other writers I’ve known started their careers as freelance writers. I like the term “freelance,” its suggestion of independence and potential power, the armed horseman roaming at will, not answerable to any knight, but open to negotiation, and with a willingness to do battle. Speaking of his fiction, Henry James wrote, “It is art that makes life, makes interest, makes importance, and I know of no substitute for the force and beauty of its process.” Yet this noble sentiment must be set against the fact that James was also someone who wrote travel pieces and book reviews to make a living.

When Jonathan Raban published his first collection of essays in 1987 he titled it pointedly For Love and Money, a motto for the escutcheon of the freelance. It is undeniable that a writer takes an assignment in order to pay bills, because, as Dr. Johnson said, “No man but a blockhead ever wrote except for money.” But no one ever wrote well without a love of writing.

Though no official patronage has come my way, I do not disparage the Guggenheim fellowships, the Fulbright awards, the MacArthur genius grants, or the posts of writer-in-residence. But they can mislead and bewitch the writer. The glamour, and the social advantages that accompany such awards, may inspire the delusion that it is the patronage, and not the work itself, that confers a distinct elevation. One of the consequences of patronage is complacency, the presumptuousness of celebrity, the inevitable hobnobbing and a certain unreality. I notice, too, an unwillingness of such fortunate writers to launch themselves into the unknown. Worse than any of these is an attitude—a reflex often found in the sponsored, awarded, garlanded author—that dismisses the freelance as a hack resident of Grub Street. So I suppose, having written that, I am, after all, a trifle umbrageous and disparaging when it comes to the matter of patronage.

The freelance is guided by curiosity, and must, in its pursuit, be uncompromising, never betraying his or her gift by writing badly, or in haste, or at the bidding of the magazine editor who insists on a certain style. Being free—to travel or take an assignment at short notice—is essential in living such a life. But seizing even the simplest opportunity can start a chain of events.

For example, eager to paddle my kayak the length of the Zambezi River, I successfully pitched the notion to National Geographic. While on the trip, which I wrote as a piece for the magazine, I met a handsome couple who were on a luxury safari on the Zimbabwe side of the river. The woman wore high boots and a tailored safari jacket; the man was bearded and gruff in the Hemingway mode, and he too was kitted out in stylish khaki. They were New Yorkers, I took them to be man and wife, and when we parted the woman said, “Do keep in touch.”
Back in the States, I called her to hear her impressions of Africa, and in the course of the conversation I inquired about her occupation. “I’m a dominatrix,” she said. “That man I was with is one of my clients. I often spanked him on that safari.”

That was how I met “Nurse Wolf,” who agreed to talk to me for the piece printed here, which appeared in The New Yorker. And the Zambezi trip and the New Yorker payday allowed me to embark on a more ambitious African journey, overland from Cairo to Cape Town, which became my travel book Dark Star Safari.

At its best, the freelance writer lives a life of happy accidents. A magazine assignment in China in 1980, on a Yangtze River cruise, led to more assignments in China and ultimately the yearlong travel for Riding the Iron Rooster. A story on New Zealand in the late 1980s stimulated my curiosity and, a few years later, my traveling all over the Pacific for The Happy Isles of Oceania, and later my becoming a resident of Hawaii.

Now and then my curiosity gets the better of me and I write something off my own bat and hope a magazine will be interested. After reading many of Oliver Sacks’s books, I wrote him a letter inviting him for lunch, to discuss his theory of “street neurology”—identifying the conditions of random pedestrians in New York City. We went for walks, Oliver diagnosing strangers’ tics and compulsions. We became friends. I kept detailed notes and turned these into a profile of the man, and a magazine published it. My pieces here on Hawaii, on living in London, on autobiography, on raising geese, on taking the psychedelic drug ayahuasca, on a life of reading, and the many op-eds I have written, all were self-assigned. The piece here about my father, “Dear Old Dad,” was written on the Trans-Siberian Express in the winter of 2007, when I had nine days of idleness (and 5,772 miles) ahead of me. Beginning in Vladivostok, I set down my memories of my father, writing as the birches and the snowy versts of bleakness flashed past, and finished as the train pulled into Yaroslavsky Station in Moscow. This essay on my father led to a broader meditation on my family, and scrupulous note-taking, that became my novel Mother Land.

There is the other sort of piece, one based on a request or a conversation with an editor. Often the suggestion, which comes out of the blue, has the merit of keeping one in touch with books, with the world, with complex figures, with distinctive landscapes. The assigning editor wonders whether one might be interested in writing the profile of a celebrity, or an introduction to a book, or an essay about a writer. If it’s an author or book I admire, I say yes. Thus, Henry David Thoreau, Henry Morton Stanley, Joseph Conrad, Somerset Maugham, Graham Greene, Paul Bowles, Muriel Spark, Hunter Thompson. I first read Georges Simenon’s Chez Krull as a teacher in Africa, and continued to read him, discovering with pleasure that he had himself traveled in Africa in the 1930s (and wrote three novels with an African background); that he had sailed through the Pacific, lived in Arizona and Connecticut, and published hundreds of novels. After fifty years of reading Simenon, I was delighted when an editor asked me to write the introduction to a reissue of his novel The Widow.

One of the satisfactions in the randomness of this sort of writing life is that one is making a reasonable living without having to put one’s work aside and enter a classroom, or apply for a fellowship, or be some sort of consultant. Another satisfaction is the notion that writing occasional pieces, along with books, produces the encouraging illusion of respectable employment, that one is fully occupied and has work to do. Because the great dread of a writer is that writing goes so slowly it is more like a perverse hobby than a stable occupation, and nothing at all like a real job.

Much of this is old hat, the workings of a world and the elements of a dated literary life that are passing away. I recently sold my papers to an illustrious library; they sent a truck to cart them off. But this, too, is becoming an anachronism, because I write my first drafts in longhand, the only way I know. How much longer will writers possess a paper archive? Even now the truck may be superfluous; many writers are able to put their whole archive on a thumb drive or two.

As I write, magazines are closing, few television programs interview serious writers, and (apart from NPR) radio is mainly music and sports talk. The writing profession that I have always known is changing, old media is ossified, and what I know of new media is that it is casual, opinionated, improvisational, largely unedited, full of whoppers, often plagiarized, and poorly paid. But as I set this down, I feel I am probably wrong, confusing (as my son once wrote of old men) the end of my life with the end of civilization, and that it is fogeyish to disparage innovation, or to suggest in tones of astonishment that the barbarians are at the gate, because they have always been there, giving writers a reason to be vigilant, and unsparing, and fully employed.


1

My Drug Tour: Searching for Ayahuasca


When I first read The Yage Letters, William Burroughs’s cackling account of his drug search in Peru and down Colombia’s Río Putumayo to find what he referred to in Junky as the grail of psychotropics (“Yage may be the final fix”)—a trip in which he was rolled, robbed, starved, diverted, and endlessly bullshitted in his quest to find a high that towered way beyond your average stoner’s dreams of doobage—I closed the book and thought: I really must repeat his trip sometime.



 

This was in the 1960s, when the book first appeared, to cries of execration by the usual hypocrites. The book is an encouragement to any prospective quester, and very funny, too. “In all my experience as a homosexual I have never been the victim of such idiotic pilfering,” he writes of a flirtation with a boy in Peru, then quickly adds, “Trouble is I share with the late Father Flanagan—he of Boys Town—the deep conviction that there is no such thing as a bad boy.”

Yage is yajé, Banisteriopsis caapi: vine of the soul, secret nectar of the Amazon, the shaman’s holy drink, the ultimate poison, a miracle cure. More generally known as ayahuasca, a word I found bewitching, it was said to make its users prescient if not telepathic. Rocket fuel is another active ingredient: in an ayahuasca trance, many users have testified, you travel to distant planets, you meet extraterrestrials and moon goddesses. “Yage is space time travel,” Burroughs said. A singular proof of this is the collection of trance-state paintings by one of ayahuasca’s greatest proponents, the shaman and vegetalista Don Pablo Amaringo. Ayahuasca Visions, Don Pablo’s book (written with Luis Eduardo Luna), is a meticulous pictorial record of his many ayahuasca sessions. But there are risks in the drug, too, not least of which are convulsive fits and ghastly spells of vomiting. Many of Don Pablo’s paintings include an image of someone engaged in picturesque puking.

Even my closest friends have seldom succeeded in exerting a malign influence on me: I am by nature pitch-averse, resistant to the selling mechanism. A persuasive sales pitch is no pitch at all, but rather something like a tremor that causes in me a distinct throb of aversion. Praise a product or a person to me, boost something or someone in my estimation, urge me to care deeply about a cause or a campaign, and my shit detector emits a high-pitched negative squeal that blorts in my head and sends me in the opposite direction.

Yet for all my circumspection, I have been seriously led astray by books. Reading about Africa made me want to go there; I spent six years in Malawi and Uganda in the 1960s, enthralled. Under the spell of Conrad I went to Singapore, not for a visit but for three years on that tyrannized and humid island of sullen overachievers—though my lengthy sojourn was relieved by trips to north Borneo, upper Burma, and Indonesia. Books led me to Africa, to India, to Patagonia, to the ends of the earth. I travel to find obstacles, to discover my limits, to ease the passage of time, to reassure myself that innocence and antiquity exist, to search for links to the past, to flee from the nastiness of urban life and the paranoia, if not outright dementia, of the technological world. The Yage Letters possessed me. Burroughs had written simply: “I decided to go down to Colombia and score for yage.”

Years passed. Then I was in the middle of a novel and stuck for an idea, and in this period of Work in Stoppage I remembered “The Aleph,” the great story of visions by Borges, in which a man finds the inch-wide stone, the Aleph, that allows him to see to the heart of himself and the world. I realized the moment had arrived for me to find the insight and telepathy of ayahuasca, which would be my Aleph.

Some friends, former amigos of the old gringo and self-exiled writer Moritz Thomsen, told me they knew of ayahuasqueros among the river people in eastern Ecuador. I was given the name of an outfit that shepherded aliens into the tributaries of the upper Amazon where traditional healers abounded. I made arrangements and soon found myself in a cheap hotel in Quito, awaiting the arrival of the other travelers on this drug tour.

“Drug tour” was my name for it. “Ethnobotanical experience” was the prettified official name for it, and some others spoke of it as a quest, a chance to visit a colorful Indian village, a clearing in the selva tropical where, just a few decades before, American missionaries sought early martyrdoms among the blowguns and poison-tipped arrows of indignant animists resisting forcible conversion to Christianity.

The people who organized this drug junket characterized it as a high-minded field trip, eight days in the rainforest, for eco-awareness and spiritual solidarity, to learn the names and uses of beneficial plants. One of those plants was ayahuasca. There was no promise of a ritual, yet heavy hints were dropped about a “healing.” We would be living in a traditional village of indigenous Secoya people, deep in Ecuador’s Oriente region, near the Colombian border, on a narrow branch of Burroughs’s Putumayo, where the ayahuasca vine clinging to the trunks of rainforest trees grows as thick as a baby’s arm.

But I had a bad feeling from the beginning. I am not used to traveling in groups, and this was a nervous and ill-assorted bunch, eight or ten people, a larger number than I had expected. The great attraction for me—it was the reason I had signed up—was that Don Pablo Amaringo would be our vegetalista. But even Don Pablo, in his stirring lecture in Quito before we set out, spoke of the conflicting vibrations he felt among the people in our group.

Don Pablo’s gentle manner, shy Amazonian smile, and wide knowledge of jungle plants made him instantly persuasive. He was golden-skinned and slight of build, and his expressions were so animated and responsive it was impossible to tell his age. An experienced taker of ayahuasca, he had as a master painter been able to capture the experience in his pictures. He is a respected shaman, though he seldom used the word. “Shaman” is a term from the Siberian Evenki people that has gained wide acceptance. In Quechua, the word for shaman is pajé, “the man who embodies all experience.”

Don Pablo was also a teacher; he ran an art school in Pucallpa, Peru. In 1953 Burroughs had found ayahuasca in Pucallpa. I trusted Don Pablo from the moment I met him. He remains one of the most gifted, insightful, and charismatic people I have met in my life. Don Pablo correctly diagnosed that I had unfinished business back home—my wife unwell, my affairs in a muddle; he seemed to know I was stuck in writing my book. His shrewdness reminded me that a substance named telepathine had been isolated from ayahuasca.

“Your mind is partly here and partly at home,” he told me.

The others disturbed me. Except for a psychiatrist-poet and a young man who was on the trip to add a chapter to his book about his drug experiences (not long before, he had been roistering at the Burning Man festival), these people were not travelers. Even in Quito they looked out of their depth, and later, as we penetrated the Ecuadorian interior, they seemed to wilt. One woman cried easily, one man proclaimed militant Zionism, another her spirit search; a man confided to me that he was on a quest for spiritual fulfillment, another sobbed, “I need a healing.” One lovely girl was beset by a chronic case of the squitters.

They thought of themselves as searchers. They seemed to have a touching faith in the efficacy of this trip, yet they seemed abysmally ill prepared for its rigors. The sobbing woman did not bother me much; I was more concerned by the anxious screeching facetiousness of some of the others. They seemed to me innocents. They were easily spooked, yet looking to repair their lives. Most had never been in a jungle before, or slept rough. They looked confused, giggling desperately in sweaty clothes, as though expecting to be ambushed. The organizers did their best to soothe the nerves of these people, yet I remained querulous and discontented, unused to so much apprehension. One woman was menstruating: the ceremony was forbidden to her.

Finally assembled, we left Quito late; we procrastinated at the Papallacta hot springs. Idling there at the edge of the forest, Don Pablo showed me a blossom, angel’s trumpet, of the brugmansia family. There are many varieties, but this one was especially potent. “They call it datura—toé in Guarani. It can give you visions. In some ways this is more powerful than ayahuasca.”

“In what way?”

“Great visions,” he said, rubbing a leaf the way a Chinese connoisseur evaluates a piece of silk, “but it can make you blind.”

Night fell as we traveled east, going slowly on bad roads. We arrived in darkness at Lago Agrio, a boomtown that had grown to accommodate the sprawl of American oil companies, which were exploiting the rainforest and displacing the Indians. At the hotel we took pains to hide our bus (“or it will be stolen”). We went to sleep in the stinking town of furtive shadows and sharp clicking heels; we awoke in a hot, bright place, a confusion of traffic and the sour-creamy stink of spilled oil and the toxic saturated earth.

Lago Agrio was a blight in the harsh equatorial sun. Because of a delay in our departure for the river, I lingered over coffee and fell into conversation with Joaquín, a local resident and volunteer guide who claimed to be a vegetalista. He was a young man, no more than thirty, with the look of an ascetic—long hair, faded shirt, sandals—that was also the look of a risk taker. He told me that the noises I had heard all night were the scurryings of prostitutes. It was, he said, a town of whores, drugs, gunrunning, rebels, and oil prospectors. You could buy anything here, at any time of day. Even the whorehouses never closed. It was then eight thirty in the morning.

“The burdeles are open even now,” Joaquín said.

I challenged this, so he took me on a ten-minute taxi ride to a low building on a dirt road. Inside, women old and young, all of them in bathing suits, sat primly on folding chairs in front of little cubicles that surrounded a large dance floor. No one was dancing, though the music was loud. Two men were fighting, knocking over chairs. Eight or ten other men were drinking beer. The morning sun slanted through the building’s small windows.

“They work all night in the oil fields and come here in the morning to get drunk and find a woman.”

Joaquín led me through the back streets of the ramshackle town, where in little shops merchants whispered and handed me bones. “Endangered species!” The polished skulls of jaguars—called tigres—were for sale. There were also hunks of tortoiseshell, stuffed bats, mounted lizards, dead spiders transfixed by needles, and weapons of all sorts—blowguns, poison darts, machetes, wicked-looking shivs, bows and arrows.

“This was once rainforest. Just Indians and animals.” Joaquín asked me what I wanted. I could have anything—a monkey skull, a tiger skin, drugs, guns, a fourteen-year-old girl. He could even arrange what he called a Toxic Tour, a survey of the local blight caused by Halliburton and Occidental Petroleum.

I told him I was going down the Río Aguarico with my group of gringos, to a village of the Secoyas. He recognized this as shorthand for a drug tour, and he made an elbow-bending motion and a drinker’s gesture.

“Ayahuasca,” I said.

“You could drink it near here. I know people,” he said. And in one shop he showed me bags of medicinal herbs and plants, and fat dusty lengths of cut-off ayahuasca bulging in gunnysacks.

“No, I want to see the village.”

 

What had started as a fairly straightforward search for the ayahuasca experience was becoming more complex, crowding my head with images—the oil squirting from bandaged pipes running alongside the road, the faces of the prostitutes—young fearful girls, old resentful women, the devilish faces of their customers—the grinning tiger skulls, the spiders as big as my fist, the heat, the dust.

And terrorism. Joaquín had told me that the previous night on the bridge into Colombia, about ten miles away, some guerrilla soldiers of the FARC had stopped twenty cars. At gunpoint they had given the drivers cans of gasoline and said, “Douse your car and burn it, or we’ll shoot you.”

Twenty flaming cars blocked the San Miguel Bridge to Colombia, at La Punta, the frontier, that day.

“It is to discourage visitors,” Joaquín said with Ecuadorian understatement.

Leaving Joaquín, I rejoined the ecotourists. We took a bus to the muddy settlement of Chiritza, on the banks of the Aguarico River. In Lago Agrio, on the roadsides, in Chiritza, and along the riverbanks were mud-spattered signs, all bearing the same message: Prohibido el Paso. Keep Out. We then boarded a dugout canoe and crouched inside this enormous hollowed-out tree trunk and set off downstream, powered by a farting outboard motor.

The river narrowed from a hundred yards or more to fifty, then thirty, in less than an hour, the jungle overhanging it like thatch, drooping bamboo and trailing vines and big-leaved trees. The nervous chatter of the passengers in the dugout drowned the cries of flitting birds.

Such a river, deep brown from the silt of runoff from the rains, and such a fragile-seeming boat, in such a distant place, created a sense of uncertainty among the gringos. The anxiety of traveling slowly down the gullet of the jungle suggested that a place so hard to get to would be equally hard to get out of. We were in the hands of the monosyllabic guides and the taciturn boatmen. I did not like the feeling of being in the same boat with these others. I need a degree of control over my coming and going. I am not happy in a herd, especially a herd of debutantes.

Daylight drained from the sky, the jungle darkened, the river gurgled at the hull of the dugout; yet the river, amazingly, was still visible, holding the last of the light, as though the day glowed undissolved in its muddy current.

“Remolino,” a boatman said. Whirlpool.

Beyond that swirl, and a long reach of the river, was the village: men in orange smocks, one or two wearing coronets of feathers and vines, boys snatching at the bowline and helping the visitors ashore.

We were directed to a communal platform, where we would all sleep on mats or in hammocks. I resisted this, partly because furry knuckle-sized insects were bumping and batting the glaring lanterns, but mainly because I wished to sleep alone. I had brought my small tent—packed, it was the size of a football—and my down-filled sleeping bag, much smaller in its bag than the tent. I set up camp in a clearing at the edge of the village.

For the following two days the creepy feeling I’d had at the outset deepened. I felt an uncertainty awaiting me back home, a sense of misfortune and dread; and also a disarray, a greater uncertainty, here. The awareness of killing time wore on me in the sadness and decrepitude of the Secoya village.

I sat on a fallen log with Don Pablo, making notes while spiders and ants crept across the pages of my notebook and the river sucked at the muddy bank. I told him I was having trouble with my novel. He spoke to me about the Eye of Understanding.

“This eye can see things that can’t be seen physically,” he said. “Some people have this third eye already developed. And for others the Eye of Understanding can be acquired through ayahuasca or some other jungle plants.”

Each morning the group had same question: “Tonight?”

“Not tonight.”

Not auspicious, or was it that a certain shaman had not arrived as planned, or that signals had been crossed? A great sleepy uneasiness, dank with the moss and mildew of the forest, settled over us.

If someone seemed at a loss for something to do, he or she was told, “You can weed Juana’s garden.”

Or we could paint pictures, or help build one of the structures, or consult the healers on botanical strategies. Most of the gringos were happy to pitch in, but impatience was growing, a sense of discomfort, disorganization. The gringos who had seemed so tidy in Quito were looking grubby, sweaty, careworn. The Frenchman among us ridiculed America and the young writer objected to his casual abuse; a woman described her life as a series of sorry episodes and began to cry. A low level of bickering began as a barely audible hum in the jungle clearing.

“Where have you been?” people began asking me.

“Looking around,” I said, annoyed that my absence had been noticed. In fact, I was spending time on the riverbank at the edge of the village making notes, or in my tent, away from the spiders, listening to my shortwave radio.

One morning Enrique, an Ecuadorian man, was denounced for his drunkenness the night before. As he was being humiliated and asked to apologize before the gringos, I smiled at his accusers’ sanctimony.

When they were done, I pointed out that all this man’s persecutors were chain smokers and drug users. What was the problem with alcohol?

“Alcohol has taken a terrible toll on the indigenous people here,” one of the American guides said.

And I was also thinking: Where’s the ayahuasca? Don Pablo went on explaining it to me. Ayahuasca was like death, he said. “When you drink it, you die. The soul leaves the body. But this soul is an eye to show you the future. You will see your grandchildren. When the trance is over the soul is returned.”

One day, bored and restless in the village, I found a Secoya man to take me deeper into the rainforest.

He said, “We can see flowers. Birds. Big trees.”

Preceding me, he slashed with a machete; a small Secoya boy followed. This was like Burroughs’s trip, just as aimless and improvisational. People went on such drug tours in a mental quandary, it seemed. They were unused to being at close quarters in a simple village, and they were growing impatient waiting, as I was, for the shaman to summon us to the ayahuasca ceremony. I was happy to be away from their agitated laughter.

We walked for three hours in the humid heat on a muddy track under the high rainforest canopy. The flowers I saw growing wild were those I associated with Hawaii: brilliant heliconias, beaky strelitzias, wild-eyed blossoms, pink torches of wild ginger, and the attenuated datura, angel’s trumpet, which gave people visions and made them blind. Ayahuasca, too: the vine was unprepossessing and serpentine on the tree trunks.

Only the dimmest daylight penetrated to the forest floor. The greenish air was littered with gnats and filtered sunlight, and here and there a large woolly wheel of a spider’s web, the spider crouched at the edge like a small dusty plum with legs.

Just as I was thinking that it was possible to believe that, though humans had passed nearby, none had interfered with it, nor had ever bent a stem, nor plucked a flower, that this was a little Eden of the Secoya people, the small boy called out, “Escucha,” tilting his head to listen.

There came a far-off chugging, like a motorboat plowing invisibly through the sky, and when it drew closer it became a more distinct yak-yak-yak.

“Mira! Helicóptero,” the boy said, his hair in his eyes.

A shadow like a big brown cloud passed overhead, a gigantic Russian helicopter.

The forest dome with its branches and leaves prevented us from seeing the progress of the helicopter, yet we still heard it and were able to follow its percussive sound, the drumbeat of its engine burps in the distance.

We were off the path now and chest-high in ferns and big leaves as we saw ahead a brightness, perhaps a clearing, and then the descending shadow of the chopper settling to earth.

We were stopped by a head-high chainlink fence that ran through the forest, razor wire coiled along the top edge, and skull-and-crossbones signs lettered in red, Prohibido el Paso, every twenty feet or so. Sunlight scorched the clearing within the fence—sunlight and steel towers and box-like prefab structures and oil drums, and the huge sputtering helicopter, its twin rotors slowing, as men in yellow hard hats rushed back and forth from its open cargo bay, unloading cardboard boxes.

The encampment was entirely encircled by the fence and the forest. No road led here. And there was no break in the fence—no opening, not even a gate. When the sound of the helicopter died down, we could hear the softer but regular pulsing of an engine and could see a steel cylinder moving up and down in the center of the clearing, pounding the earth with gasping and swallowing noises, and the lurch of unmistakable grunts that sounded like squirts of satisfaction, pumping oil.

Near the entrance to one of the new bright boxy buildings an Ecuadorian all in white—white shirt, white apron, tall white chef’s hat—was conferring with another swarthy man in a short black jacket and striped trousers and a bow tie. This second man, obviously a waiter or a wine steward, held a tray on his fingertips, and on the tray was a pair of thin-stemmed wine glasses and a wine bottle in an ice bucket.

Gringos, clearly Americans, were climbing out of the cockpit of the helicopter.

“Petroleros,” the Secoya man said, and added that we must leave at once.

It was one of the ugliest things I had ever seen in my life.

“This is Secoya land,” I said. “How can they be drilling for oil?”

“We own what is on top,” he said. “The government owns what is under the ground.”

Later, I learned that the local people had been paid a pittance by the American oil company so that the fence could be erected, but no profits would accrue to them, and it was only a matter of time before this part of the rainforest would have the shops and brothels and bars and oil-spattered roads of Lago Agrio.

The vision of this oil well in the virgin forest added to my sense of derangement and demoralized me. I consulted Don Pablo.

“You are not calm,” he said, and held my hands.

This was an understatement. I crawled into my tent that night, listening to the chatter of the gringos on the sleeping platform, wondering whether I had the stomach for this. My search for the final fix was turning into a stubborn stall of procrastination. That night I had a nightmare: my wife was very ill and calling out for me. In the morning I put this down to ambiguous guilt, my unconscious mind justifying my confusion and apportioning blame.

Sitting on the riverbank pondering what to do, I saw three gringo women from our group dressed in shirts and shorts begin swimming across the river from the far bank. They were chirpy, gargling water as they clumsily paddled in the swift brown stream. One cried out, “I lost my ring! It just dropped off my finger!”

The two others hesitated, and as they stopped swimming they were pulled downstream. The woman who lost the ring said, “Never mind. It was meant to be,” but the river was too much for her, too. I kicked off my sandals and dived in, reached her after a few strokes, and brought her to shore. One of the others was thrashing but didn’t need much help, so I went after the third, who was heading toward Brazil in the churning current.

She was blowing and gasping as I got to her. Her clothes were dragging her down, she could barely lift her arms, but her shirt gave me something to hang on to, and so, slowly—cautioning her not to grab me; I feared her panicky grip—I tugged her to shore.

Perhaps she was in shock. She whinnied a bit, mirthless laughter. She didn’t thank me. She said, “I think I could have made it on my own.”

In that moment of ingratitude, near tragedy, and plain foolishness, I decided to bail out. My bad feeling about this group and this place seemed justified. What was I doing here? I had come for the drug, and I had seen the horror of Lago Agrio—whores and drugs and stories of burned cars and the Toxic Tour. Looking for the purity of the jungle, I had found the violation of the oil people. These reckless women who had almost drowned themselves seemed proof that worse might be in store. And besides, my wife was ill.

I rolled up my sleeping bag, folded my tent, and found a Secoya man who said he had a boat with an outboard motor. I paid him the $100 he asked for—pretty steep, I thought—and he took me upriver to Shushufindi, where I found my way back to Lago Agrio.

 

As soon as I was alone I could think straight. Instead of eco-chic, ethnobotany, the rainforest experience, shamanism, or visions, I had encountered child prostitutes, gunrunners, Big Oil, and blighted jungle, the place surrounded by FARC guerrillas. The diminishing number of Secoyas seemed doomed. That village would soon be swallowed by the encroachment of oil people, who were only half a day’s march through the forest.

Perhaps this was meant to be my adventure, though I had not known it at the outset. The whole point of adventure is that it is unplanned; a leap in the dark, verging on the unfortunate, offering glimpses of danger; and what separates adventure from disaster is that you live to tell the tale.

Back in Lago Agrio, I found Joaquín. He made the swigging motion with his hand and arm and gave me an inquiring smile.

In Spanish, I said, “No. It’s a Chinese story.”

Meaning, as the idiom has it, long and preposterous.

“Maybe I can help you,” he said.

The others downriver were perhaps preparing for their ceremony. I had come all this way, and yet sitting there in that dreadful town I felt calm, even happy. I was on my own. I called my wife—yes, she had been ill, but with worry because she hadn’t heard from me. So I had a reprieve, and now I had no sense of urgency.

My ayahuasca ceremony was private, one-on-one in a large, open-sided shed inside the walled compound—Prohibido el Paso—of a large house at the edge of Lago Agrio. Don Pablo had briefed me, so I was prepared, though I would have preferred him to be my shaman. After all I had seen, I feared this ceremony would be an anticlimax. This was not a Secoya village, yet the shaman was real enough, and as for the ayahuasca, my barfing convinced me of its potency, the way poison can be medicinal.

Crouched and retching, I slipped into a time warp, twisting in a hammock to an auditory gust, a cataract of sound, of tinkling song, and matching images—torrents, and a waterfall of snakes, the serpents slithering in lakes of oil, the bleeding trees and spiders, helicopters that could have been spaceships, the scaly greasy river, which bunched and swelled like an anaconda. The rasping hum in my belly might have been the chanting of the shaman. My whole body was vibrant with a syncopation of grunts and murmurs, but the colors I saw were subdued, like enlarged pixels.

The visions, though disturbing—the sticky oil flow, the twisted snakes—did not strike fear into me, but seemed to be part of something whole and coherent, fitting into a harmonious world of creation and destruction. The harmony was both the sound of the chanting and the glitter of the foliage and flitting birds and, as in a poem by Rimbaud, monstrous mouth-like blossoms.

I woke drooling and gasping, somehow on the floor of an open-air pavilion, my face stuck to a raffia mat. I had scored for yajé.

Back home, I was reassured that my wife was fine now. For the whole of my time downriver she had felt short of breath, almost asthmatic with the anxiety that I was in danger. Some time later, I talked to a few people from the tour who had joined the ayahuasca ceremony in the Secoya village. On one or two of them the drug had had no effect; others had experienced the moon shot. And there was a visitor—me, in my Panama hat and Hawaiian shirt.

“Two people saw you,” one of the ayahuasqueros told me. “You were there in our visions, watching us.”

That ghostly visitation was like a metaphor for being a novelist. Not long afterward I threw away what I had begun of my novel and started the real thing. Having experienced the blinding light of this drug tour, I felt I understood my subject. My novel went well, and in the several years of my writing it I often thought: Sometimes there’s a spider in your cup that you don’t see. You drink and move on, never knowing the creature is lurking in the liquid. But I had guzzled the whole cup and had a glimpse of the poisonous insect. I was resolute, with one of my favorite lines from Shakespeare murmuring in my mind: “I have drunk and seen the spider.”

Truly, I had not known what I was in for before I went. I now knew where, and what it had done to me. “A place where the unknown past and the emergent future meet in a vibrating soundless hum,” Burroughs wrote of his ayahuasca experience in The Yage Letters. “Larval entities waiting for a live one.”

That was a lyrical way of putting it. And I had been “the live one.” Ayahuasca was the formal reason for my journey, but the whole point of a leap in the dark is that you cannot foretell your fate. Many things I had seen on this trip had mattered much more than the ayahuasca. A few gringos dabbling in psychotropic drug potions was just a charade compared to everything else that was going on beyond the village.

In a sense, the effect was like that of datura, the brugmansia drug that made you blind. The systematic oil search and the frantic drilling amounted to a conspiracy by American oil interests as they connived with the Ecuadorian government to take the oil and change the face of the rainforest forever. The result was—what? Enough oil to run Los Angeles for a week or so, vast profits for a few people, and more hookers, gunrunners, guerrillas, and homeless people in a bigger sprawling Lago Agrio. It was a terrible vision to take home, but one I went on living with. As in “The Aleph,” I also saw the circulation of my own dark blood. Adventure is the unexpected experience of discovery, of course; but it is also a kind of death, an end of innocence.
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Thoreau in the Wilderness


Henry David Thoreau was so emotionally attached to his home in Concord that he found it almost impossible to leave. In fact, after 1837 he did so only for short periods: thirteen days on the Concord and Merrimack Rivers, some visits to Cape Cod, three trips to the Maine woods, brief spells in Staten Island and Minnesota. He was never alone on these excursions, always went with a friend or relative. He was one of the earliest climbers to the heights of Mount Katahdin, but that was a bold exception, and he probably did not achieve the highest peak. The canoe trip of 325 miles he writes about in “The Allegash and East Branch” in The Maine Woods was his most ambitious trip—and a hard one—but the book shows that for all Thoreau’s enthusiasm for the wilderness, he was sometimes lost and confused in the deep woods. The experience convinced him that he would never be able to live there on his own.



 

The Maine woods were wilderness, but Thoreau emphasizes their proximity: they are only a matter of hours from easily accessible Bangor. Walden Pond was a pleasant walk to his family home, where he lived for almost his entire life. During his famous experiment in his cabin at Walden, moralizing about his solitude, he did not mention that he brought his mother his dirty laundry and went on enjoying her apple pies. His friend William Ellery Channing wrote that, after his graduation from Harvard, when his mother broached the subject of his leaving home, Thoreau became weepy—and didn’t leave.

Though his friend and literary mentor Emerson went to England in search of inspiration, and other contemporaries traveled widely on the globe—Hawthorne to England, Washington Irving to Spain, Melville to the Pacific—Thoreau was not impressed. The reports of such peregrinations roused him to be defiant and sometimes condescending. He was self-consciously a contrarian. He cultivated his eccentricity and talked it up in his writing, but his personality was a great deal stranger than he knew, and perhaps beyond cultivation.

His characteristic response to his world-traveling friends was (as he confided to his journal), “Methinks, I should be content to sit at the backdoor in Concord, under the poplar tree, henceforth forever.” Is Thoreau in this saying any more than Dorothy in The Wizard of Oz in her final epiphany: “If I ever go looking for my heart’s desire again, I’ll never look further than my own back yard”? Perhaps not, but Thoreau’s deflations are often paradoxes. Anyway, why leave Concord when, as he wrote in a poem,

 

Our village shows a rural Venice,

Its broad lagoons where yonder fen is;

As lovely as the Bay of Naples

Yon placid cove amid the maples;

And in my neighbor’s field of corn

I recognize the Golden Horn.



 

This is Thoreau’s usual attitudinizing, the lovable but maddening stay-at-home stubbornness of an American village explainer who has never seen Venice, Naples, or Turkey, and doesn’t intend to. Its special pleading seems suspect, and you have to question his insistence on staying put and the fact that he seldom mentioned foreign parts except to belittle them. The inherent provincialism of the attitude, which so caught Henry James’s critical eye, lies at the heart of Thoreau’s desire to chronicle the wildness in Maine. He wanted to find it spooky and saturated with the past and wild enough to report that it had never been seen by a white man before—a claim he makes on his first trip, in just those words.

Thoreau was assertively American, in a manner of conspicuous nonconformity inspired by Emerson. Thoreau’s passion was for being local, and that included being a traveler in America—to show how to care about the country, what tone to use, what subjects to address. By the way, in adopting and refining these postures, he became our first and subtlest environmentalist. In Maine his subjects were, as he listed them in a letter, “the Moose, the Pine Tree & and the Indian.” The last words he spoke on his deathbed were “Moose . . . Indian.”

Thoreau’s three Maine trips, from 1846 to 1857, overlap the publication of Melville’s greatest works. There is no proof that Thoreau read Moby-Dick, but there is ample evidence that he read Typee, which appeared at the time of his first visit to Maine, and which he discussed in a discarded early version of “Ktaadn.” Somewhat combative in comparing wildernesses, Thoreau argued that he experienced deeper wilderness in Maine than Melville had as a castaway in the high volcanic archipelago of the remote Marquesas, among the lovely maiden Fayaway and the anthropophagous islanders. It seems a stretch, but there it is.

Among other things, Thoreau’s trips to the Maine woods were a deliberate search, like that of his contemporary George Catlin, to understand the Indian as an American ideal. Thoreau was an early and unbigoted chronicler of Native Americans and as great a portraitist of them in words as Catlin was on canvas. But Catlin was traveling in the Far West, and Thoreau never saw the finery and feathers or the dignity of Catlin’s subjects. Speaking of an Indian in one of the more lyrical and mystical passages at the end of “Ktaadn,” he concludes, “He glides up the Millinocket and is lost to my sight, as a more distant and misty cloud is seen flitting behind a nearer, and is lost in space. So he goes about his destiny, the red face of man.”

Against Thoreau’s longest trips away from home, two futile months of illness in Minnesota, six homesick months in Staten Island, we must consider the accomplishments of the heroic travelers of his time: Sir Richard Burton in Arabia and Africa, Sir John Franklin in the Arctic, Sir Joseph Hooker in Tibet, Henry Walter Bates on the Amazon, Darwin in the Galápagos, Alfred Russel Wallace in the Far East. I mention these travelers because Thoreau, who read widely in travel narratives—this literary genre was one of his greatest enthusiasms—read the books of most of these men. He was fascinated by Burton in Arab disguise in the holy cities of Mecca and Medina, and as a writer and thinker was profoundly influenced by Darwin’s Voyage of the Beagle and On the Origin of Species.

Thoreau’s denigrating witticism, “It is not worth the while to go around the world to count the cats in Zanzibar,” is well known, yet he much preferred books of African travel. Arctic travel books were another passion and taught him how to write about the freezing and thawing of Walden Pond. He also read Lewis and Clark (the account of their expedition was first published in 1814) and was keenly, almost competitively, aware that in his lifetime America was still being ambitiously explored. At roughly the period Thoreau was hiking and paddling in the Maine woods, John Frémont and Kit Carson were exploring in the Rocky Mountains.

In his reading and in his own travel, Thoreau—obsessed with unspoiled America and in search of primeval forest—was insistent that Maine was wilder than more distant parts of the country. The logging metropolis of Bangor he describes in a lovely image as “like a star at the edge of night, still hewing at the forests of which it is built.” And as for wilderness, he says that “some hours of travel” north of Bangor “will carry the curious to the verge of a primitive forest, more interesting, perhaps, on all accounts, than they would reach by going a thousand miles westward.” A thousand miles westward would have landed him in Columbus, Ohio.

Thoreau traveled for information and experience, but he also traveled in search of metaphors and, most of all, to carry back with him a narrative structure. He traveled (as A Week on the Concord and Merrimack Rivers shows) in order to have the bones of a trip to flesh out with wisdom and insight, aperçus, poems (his own and others’), and asides so extensive they amounted to essays. The conceit of A Week was that it was a week of floating down rivers. It is anything but that, and is hardly a travel book in any conventional sense. Each day is a lengthy chapter of philosophy and natural history, with plenty of breezy denunciations of Christianity and mocks against organized religion (this obsessive secularism killed the book’s chances with readers at the time). One of his best essays (on friendship) is a later insertion. A Week is replete with such insertions, and Walden went through seven different handwritten drafts.

With such an appetite for revision, narrative plumping, second thoughts, tidying up, and rewriting, it is little wonder that Thoreau published only two books in his lifetime, though he had plans for a number of others. The Maine Woods was to be one of them, Cape Cod another, and he spoke of a book about Indians. It is important to point out that, for all its insights, The Maine Woods, published posthumously, is a set of three narratives in various states of completion; not a unified book, but rather a three-decker sandwich of woodland excursions. As a record of impressions, a work in progress, it is all the more interesting for that. “Ktaadn” is a polished and youthful piece, “Chesuncook” finished and mature, and “The Allegash and East Branch” somewhat provisional, though containing a wealth of information.

The whole book is rife with repetitions, contradictions, and loosely organized matter. A trivial example: the name Sunkhaze is used early in “Ktaadn.” It is a small stream near Oldtown. “We crossed the Sunkhaze, a summery Indian name.” But almost three hundred pages later, Sunkhaze is defined by Joe Polis with his characteristic (and hardly summery) allusiveness, “Suppose you are going down Penobscot, just like we, and you see a canoe come out of bank and go along before you, but you no see ’em stream. That is Sunkhaze.”

I feel compelled to point out to an unsuspecting first reader of The Maine Woods that each narrative begins in the most pedestrian, almost off-putting way, with a date of departure and a recitation of unadorned bits of information, with all the plodding factuality of a traveling salesman’s route report. Each section begins in the same way, but soon after, in each case, when he has left the settlements behind and is in the woods, Thoreau hits his stride. He is an inexhaustible observer (“A spy in the camp,” he describes himself in his note-taking). Anyone who reads Thoreau must inevitably regret that he did not at some point leave the American continent and travel abroad, for he was in the whole of literature one of the most sensitive and scrupulous noticers of nature and man.

In “Ktaadn” he defines the essence of wilderness. “It is difficult to conceive of a region uninhabited by man,” he begins modestly. Then comes his hammer stroke: “Nature was here something savage and awful, though beautiful. I looked with awe at the ground I trod on, to see what the Powers had made there, the form and fashion and material of their work. This was that Earth of which we have heard, made out of Chaos and Old Night. Here was no man’s garden, but the unhandselled globe. It was not lawn, nor pasture, nor mead, nor woodland, nor lea, nor arable, nor waste-land. It was the fresh and natural surface of the planet Earth, as it was made forever and ever.”

It is a wonderful passage. You may wonder what Thoreau was doing in his cabin at the shore of Walden Pond for two years. One of the things he was doing was writing sentences like those, for he took his first Maine trip when resident at Walden and worked it up into a article there, which he used as a basis for public lectures. He was twenty-seven years old and at his most lyrical, most prone to the dazzling set piece and to the minute observation that he had learned from reading Darwin.

He went to Maine again seven years later. He was still the poet, still lyrical, but with a writing style of satisfying particularity. Consider the passage in “Chesuncook” where his Indian guide Joe Aitteon shoots and wounds a moose. The moose flees and Aitteon follows. Thoreau is closely watching: “He proceeded rapidly up the bank and through the woods, with a peculiar, elastic, noiseless, and stealthy tread, looking to the right and left on the ground, and stepping in the faint tracks of the wounded moose, now and then pointing in silence to a single drop of blood on the handsome shining leaves of the Clintonia Borealis, which on every side covered the ground, or to a dry fern-stem freshly broken, all the while chewing some leaf or else the spruce gum.”

In another passage in “Chesuncook,” justly famous for its beauty and its accuracy, Thoreau describes a tree falling some distance off in the forest: “Once, when Joe had called again, and we were listening for moose, we heard come faintly echoing, or creeping from far through the moss-clad aisles, a dull, dry, rushing sound with a solid core to it, yet as if half smothered under the grasp of the luxuriant and fungus-like forest, like the shutting of a door in some distant entry of the damp and shaggy wilderness. If we had not been there no mortal had heard it. When we asked Joe in a whisper what it was, he answered, ‘Tree fall.’”

Thoreau took his last Maine woods trip in 1857. He was forty then, and you can see by his prose style that he is a different sort of traveler: humbler, affronted by the changes he sees in the eleven years since his first visit, no longer a quoter of Milton, a praiser of lumberjacks, or a hyperbolic observer of the mystical Indian. He is now a denouncer of the logging industry and a clear-sighted diarist. Indians fascinated Thoreau, and this third trip in Maine offered him his best opportunity to study them. Through his guide Joe Polis, Thoreau was able to record firsthand the life and habits of a Penobscot Indian who still retained something of his people’s traditions.

He had searched for Indians on his first trip, but did not find any companions. The Indians in “Ktaadn” were living in “shabby, forlorn, and cheerless” houses, and the single woman he saw was “shabby.” One man he met was a “stalwart, but dull and greasy-looking fellow.” The Indians were “woebegone,” they were drunks, and worst of all they were Christians. Seeing a well-built Catholic church in Oldtown, Thoreau (the young, the quipping, the contrary, the hyperbolic traveler) remarked, “I even thought that a row of wigwams, with a dance of pow-wows, and a prisoner tortured at the stake, would be more respectable than this.”

The Indians in “Ktaadn
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