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AUTHOR’S NOTE

As strange as this story may seem, this is a work of nonfiction, with no invented dialogue or events. Everything that appears between quotation marks comes from an archive, diary, letter, newspaper article, book, or unpublished manuscript. Many of the characters in this story wrote first-person accounts of these events, which allowed me to accurately depict detailed scenes and entire conversations and to reveal characters’ thoughts, gestures, facial expressions, personalities, and histories. A comprehensive list of notes and sources (including for each line of dialogue) appears at the end of the book.








PROLOGUE

Paradise Lost

Los Angeles, November 1934

The wire reports traveled three thousand miles across the Pacific Ocean and described a gruesome scene: On Marchena Island, a bleak and barren speck of land in the northern part of the Galápagos, passing fishermen found two bodies. Over the course of several months the tropical sun had mummified the corpses and eroded their features. Both lay on their backs. The larger one measured about six feet and had a tuft of brown hair sprouting from the skull. Parts of the body in touch with the ground were punctured with wormholes. The other, presumed to be a woman, was a foot shorter and dressed in torn scraps of clothing. The desiccated facial skin was affixed so tightly to the bones that the skull looked encased in parchment. Neither wore shoes. One of the fishermen noticed traces of faded footprints, as though the victims had paced the ground just before death came.

Hundreds of burnt matches and a pristine pile of wood suggested they had failed to start a fire. The head of a seal, the body of another, and scaly strips of iguana flesh apparently served as a final meal. The pair had died of thirst; on Marchena, covered almost entirely with lava rock, there was no freshwater. Beneath their overturned skiff lay a passport, baby clothes, several photographs, and a cache of thirty letters. The fishermen unsealed and read them all. One described the contents as “a hell of horror.” Another confessed they inspired nightmares.

A few of the letters were addressed to George Allan Hancock, a Los Angeles industrialist and explorer who had made several excursions to the Galápagos. Inspired by Charles Darwin and, more recently, the American naturalist William Beebe, Hancock sailed to the islands in search of exotic wildlife but found himself equally intrigued by the humans he encountered.

Over the past five years, eight people had settled on the island of Floreana, 112 miles south of Marchena, with one common desire: to create a utopia, although each of them had different visions as to what a utopia might be. The settlers were a doctor and his patient; a war veteran, his pregnant lover, and his teenage son; and a Viennese noblewoman with two male lovers by her side and a pearl-handled revolver on her hip.

Hancock was aware of escalating tensions on the island. There had been violent disagreements, a suspicious shooting, fantasies and threats of murder. A recent letter from the doctor to Hancock hinted at further turmoil: “We will hope that you will come once more. … Then I must tell you what I cannot write—because I have no proof of it.”

Hancock planned to answer this plea, but death was faster. As he learned when he came ashore, the Floreana community had lost yet another member.






PART I

Our Inner Demon and Its Whims






ONE

The Doctor and His Disciple

At first the doctor terrified Dore.

It wasn’t his stature that provoked this reaction; he was short and slender, with narrow shoulders and wiry muscles, wormy veins twitching beneath his skin. Nor was it his face, framed by untidy brown curls and anchored by striking blue eyes, with a wide mouth that parted, in moments of contemplation or amusement, to expose the tip of his tongue.

Rather, it was the combination of it all. What seemed prosaic—and even charming—separately fused into a disquieting whole. His body’s lithe movements suggested a predator’s gait; his gaze was one of harsh and final judgment; and his general disposition seemed strangely absent of any amiability or compassion, all the more unsettling given his chosen profession. She stopped just short of calling him brutal, and hoped he would never lay his hands on her.

Dore Strauch Koerwin, newly twenty-six years old in that spring of 1927, received treatment at the Hydrotherapeutic Institute in Berlin, which pioneered research on the healing powers of water. She had been diagnosed with multiple sclerosis three years prior during a long hospital stay that included a hysterectomy, but this relapse brought an odd benefit. Any time spent in the hospital meant a respite from the drudgery of life with her husband, and this savage-looking doctor, despite his demeanor, piqued her interest as he roamed throughout the ward. Her fellow patients were equally intrigued. “He is fanatic on raw food,” one confided. Another said, “When he once commences to speak of raw food and vegetarianism he never stops.” It was inevitable, she supposed, that as he prowled from room to room and bed to bed, he would one day stop at hers.

The doctor introduced himself as Friedrich Ritter and gave her a thorough examination.

“You are not ill,” he told her.

“But the professors said I am,” she countered. “They said I could never get my health back again.”

“You are not ill,” he insisted, “but you desire to be ill.” Then he walked away.

“He can look through myself,” she thought, and blushed, feeling strangely exposed. She arranged to see the doctor during his private consultation hour and confessed to all that “pressed” her soul, with one exception: she didn’t mention her marriage. Yet when she finished, Friedrich delivered this acute assessment: “You are not happy in your matrimony … let us try to change the base of your illness.”

He insisted she “need not submit to illness” if she could retrain her brain to mend her body. He did not like sick people, he admitted, and whenever he encountered a patient who resisted the “will to mend,” he gave up rather than waste his energy. He recommended books about the malleability and mysteries of the mind, including the works of Prentice Mulford, an American humorist and philosopher who wrote that “to say a thing must be, is the very power that makes it.” Conversely, to say a thing isn’t is the very power that vanquishes it. Friedrich understood the mental stress behind her physical pain, and their daily conversations became her medicine, unburdening her mind of its darkest thoughts.

Dore had enjoyed a happy childhood in Berlin, with a schoolmaster father whose strictness in his work never affected his home, and a mother whose “instinctive understanding” enabled her to sense Dore’s wishes and fears. Dore preferred animals to people, and found that creatures who growled and snapped at others would come sit quietly at her side. A part of her believed that she was not like other children, a conviction that deepened as she matured. “There was some task which I was born to fulfill,” she later wrote, “although I had no notion what it could be. … I only knew that it was something great, and in a way I cannot describe I was always looking for it.”

She tried to find it in the German Revolution of 1918 by aligning herself with “the poor and poorest,” as she put it, and revolting against the elite. Upset by the proliferation of alcoholism and venereal diseases among the men she’d tried to help, she decried “low instincts and passions,” finding inspiration in Friedrich Nietzsche’s Thus Spake Zarathustra and concluding that the only true path for the development of humanity was through individual dedication to this pursuit. “If each one first would fulfill the good he demands of others,” she wrote, “our earth would soon be a paradise.”

When the revolution ended, she turned her energy inward, training to be a doctor. After working all day as a bank teller, she attended night school to prepare for the university entrance exam, a grueling schedule made even more challenging by her unconventional diet. “I might have stood the strain of all this better,” Dore admitted, “had I not chosen that time for confining my diet exclusively to figs”—a decision based on her reading of the German philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer, who, while not a confirmed vegetarian, railed against the destruction of one life to sustain another. During moments of reflection, she acknowledged that her spirit, too, had weakened. “My soul was starving,” she wrote, and she began searching for something to feed it.

•••

The difficulty of this regimen led Dore to abandon her studies, but she soon found another project: Hermann Koerwin, nineteen years her senior, a family friend and high school principal whose ingrained routine and staunch convictions presented an intriguing challenge. With sufficient dedication, Dore believed she could coax him away from his fusty old habits and “thaw him out with sunshine.” After they married, she realized the folly of this idea.

Hermann was excessively frugal, insisting the couple live in rented rooms instead of their own apartment. When they had sex, she found it offensive and repellent, especially when her illness set in and destroyed any chance of bearing her own child. In the end Hermann proved equally determined to change her; he wanted, in Dore’s estimation, a standard housewife whose goals and opinions stayed within the confines of his own. When her illness flared again, necessitating an extended stay at the Hydrotherapeutic Institute, she viewed it as an opportunity to reevaluate her life. And now here came this peculiar little doctor, inviting her to experience his carefully curated world.

After ten days under Friedrich’s care, she felt well enough to be discharged, but still craved his company. Throughout 1927 and the following year, she walked him to work every morning through the Tiergarten as Germany stood on the precipice of drastic and devastating change. European newspapers warned of a nationalist uprising. In southern Bavaria, fascists met with members of Der Stahlhelm, or “Steel Helmet,” an organization for veterans of the Great War, which served as a paramilitary wing for the conservative German National People’s Party. They protested against the Weimar Republic and the international order instituted by the Treaty of Versailles. Motor Transport and Motorcycle Unions conducted mysterious military exercises, and fascists in Austria began to organize. In Berlin, the Sturmabteilung, or SA, the newly formed paramilitary wing of the rising Nazi Party, attacked communist citizens at the city’s dance halls and ice cream shops and the Lichterfelde Ost train station.

This violence stood in stark contrast to the raucous pleasures and excesses of Weimar culture. On Kalckreuthstrasse in the West End, the location of Friedrich’s private practice, stood Eldorado, a popular “transvestite venue,” where Berlin high society and adventurous tourists reveled alongside writers and artists and the actress Marlene Dietrich, on the cusp of international fame. Occasionally the two worlds intersected, as when Ernst Röhm—co-founder of the SA, close friend of Adolf Hitler’s, and openly gay man—visited Eldorado with a British journalist. The cross-dressing hostess greeted Röhm and sat down to chat with him. The journalist assumed the two had a “business relationship,” but Röhm sharply corrected him: “I’m not his client. … He’s one of my storm troopers.”

It was the strangest of times, and Friedrich Ritter, as Dore learned, was the strangest of men: forty-one years old, a scholar of physics and philosophy, a fervent believer in excessive mastication. He wanted to test his theory that gums would become “horny” enough to substitute for teeth. He also sought to map the human brain. Friends and neighbors thought him a “fantastic crank.” His former professor called him “someone who takes his own path, a man in whom love of people and hatred of people unite equally; a physician for whom no step is too bold to prove his method to himself, an eccentric who achieves eccentric things.” He intended to live for at least 150 years and argued that a carnivorous diet incited a nervous condition that would hasten the end of European culture. He lived in a cheap, tiny one-bedroom apartment and sowed his own oats in a window box so he could make his primary food, porridge. He never wore clothes at home. He did not trust manufactured clothing and made his own garments from coarse linen. He especially did not trust the “civilized shoe” and braided his own leather sandals. In fact, he trusted nothing civilization had to offer, and had long been desperate to flee it.

•••

In their long walks through the city, he shared with Dore the details of this desire, which had taken root decades earlier. Born in May 1886 in Wollbach to a prominent local family—his father, Johann Friedrich Ritter, was both the town’s mayor and a wealthy shopkeeper—Friedrich was a small and sickly child, frequently besieged by colds, headaches, earaches, and a general, lingering malaise. His doting mother, Elisabeth, wished to delay his enrollment at school, but relented when Friedrich insisted on attending. His ailments were exacerbated by the brutal beatings of his elementary school teacher who, in Friedrich’s words, was a “firm believer in the virtues of a hazel switch.” Neighbors would recall him as a loner and “peculiar nature boy” who found solace in the outdoors and books. He spent long afternoons rambling through the Black Forest or rereading the Leatherstocking Tales and Robinson Crusoe, imagining himself a brave castaway on a remote island.

In seeking to abandon the civilized world, Friedrich was following the German philosophy of Lebensreform, or “life reform,” a cultural movement that emerged in the late nineteenth century. In 1906, a German named William Pester settled in Palm Canyon, California, where he explored natural healing, practiced vegetarianism and nudism, and even made his own shoes. He cultivated a community of kindred spirits, among them a German neuropath known as the father of the detox bath and a married couple who owned Eutropheon, a vegetarian raw food restaurant. Together they practiced Eastern mysticism, lived off the land, slept outside, and wore as little clothing as possible. One member wrote a “cook-less” book that condemned the violence of a carnivorous diet and offered recipes, including “soups for the toothless.”

Friedrich also studied philosophy and was particularly enthralled by the work of Friedrich Nietzsche: the notions, simply put, that all of morality is subjective; that God is a lie and death is not to be feared; that all humans are not created equal (with the Übermensch, or “superman,” being the highest attainable form); and that humans are no better than animals. “What a great prophet Nietzsche was,” Friedrich wrote. “A man is more of an ape than any ape.” As a high school student, he grew obsessed with mortality. When the town gravedigger gave him a skull, he soaked it in a bucket of chlorinated lime until it was bleached bright white. Across the skull’s forehead, in black ink, he sketched a Nietzschean line about the “painless state of eternal being” and set it on an altar in his bedroom.

Though he claimed that his father, an avid hunter, taught him how to use firearms, Friedrich found no pleasure in killing animals for sport. He recalled a specific incident in which his father entrapped a red-tailed bird that had been attacking his beehives. His father instructed him to carry the bird home, but on the way Friedrich unlatched the cage, allowing it to fly free—the shame of betrayal eclipsed by his pleasure in facilitating the escape.

A relative told a different story of Friedrich’s interest in animals. In this version Friedrich did cultivate an affinity for hunting, a slingshot his weapon of choice. He shot trout in a local stream, and magpies as they circled the dead trout, and rabbits as they bounded through the forest, and even the occasional cat that crossed his path. After dark, he took them all to the shed behind his home where he kept a secret laboratory. He skinned and dissected each one, marveling at how the parts looked separated from the whole. One day, he burned his laboratory down, offering his mother a cryptic explanation: “It was a somewhat dangerous, but highly interesting experiment.”

•••

While enrolled at the University of Freiburg, studying chemistry, physics, and philosophy, Friedrich married an aspiring singer named Mila Clark. He seized control of her career and urged her to accept a contract with the opera house in Darmstadt as a soprano, where she sang the roles of Carmen, Mignon, and Amneris. When she confessed that she’d rather stay home, Friedrich objected. Mila’s destiny was not that of a dull and docile housewife, according to Friedrich. Like he himself, Mila was destined for higher things. They had long, intense arguments that often turned violent. Once he hurled a vase against the window. Sometimes he struck her. Many times they reconciled with sex that was itself tinged with violence, Mila confided to relatives. She escaped to his mother’s house in Wollbach, and their separation was extended when Friedrich left to fight in the Great War. Later, he would tell Dore that his religious views leaned toward Buddhism, and he never anticipated taking any part in the killing of others, but a “psychic experience” compelled him to volunteer.

In July 1916, Friedrich was stationed along the Somme River in northern France, where British and French Allied forces planned an offensive against the German army. The Allies discharged chlorine and phosgene gas upon the German trenches, to swift and dire effect. “Great mustard-coloured suppurating blisters, with blind eyes,” one nurse wrote, “all sticky and stuck together, and always fighting for breath, with voices a mere whisper, saying that their throats are closing and they know they will choke.” Friedrich lay in a ditch, flanked by dead bodies rotting in the heat, the poisonous clouds coiling around him. After several months in a hospital, where he was treated for liver damage, he was discharged and sent home.

The experience changed him irrevocably. He came to believe that war was encoded in human genes; it pulsed inside him like a second malevolent heart. At a party hosted by his sister Elisabeth, he argued with Mila and slapped her. His brother-in-law intervened, grabbing Friedrich’s arms to restrain him. Friedrich left, returned with an ax, and, with a few feverish blows, chopped his sister’s piano until only the keys remained. A month later, disgusted by the sight of his nephews’ dachshunds rolling around in their own shit, he took his pistol from his pocket and shot both of the dogs dead.

•••

He retreated into his studies and completed them by 1923, becoming a doctor and a dentist and a purveyor of his own philosophical ideas. After long days at his private practice and Berlin’s Hydrotherapeutic Institute, he wrote essays and gave lectures about chemistry and physics and the effect of sunlight on human skin. Albert Einstein, who lived a short walk away on Haberlandstrasse, became a casual acquaintance, and by the time Friedrich met Dore, he was convinced that there would one day exist a bomb powerful enough to destroy all of civilization.

Friedrich did not have a purpose for or within a society that measured progress by the consumption of goods and commodification of people. He concluded that the world was beyond redemption; he could do nothing for it, and it could do nothing for him. Society was, in his opinion, “a huge, impersonal monster forging ever-new chains with which to shackle the free development of its members.” He would withdraw not into loneliness per se but into his own loneliness, a solitude of his specific design.

Over the course of two years, from 1927 to 1929, Friedrich ushered Dore into his life. He did not mock her relative ignorance of philosophical matters, but rather devoted himself to leading her down the path he had so diligently carved. “I cannot have a love-sick woman full of romantic notions trailing after me into the wilderness,” he told her, but she argued that she would be an ideal partner.

Dore believed he was one of the world’s great geniuses, and that he sought the unforgiving wilderness not to punish the flesh but to illuminate the mind. Her leg, damaged from the effects of multiple sclerosis, would not be an impediment, she told him. She would find strength in self-denial, in taming her own ego. Eventually, Friedrich acquiesced, calling her his “fellow pilgrim on the way to a final wisdom.” She suspected she was the only woman in his acquaintance whom he did not despise.

Dore confessed her love for Friedrich to her husband, Hermann. Furious, he ordered her to avoid the doctor, but she refused. Secretly she wished that Hermann had put up a fight, yelled and pleaded, betrayed even a speck of passion. “There were no scenes between my husband and myself,” she lamented. “I should have respected him more if there had been.” In contrast to Hermann, she sensed within Friedrich the “triumph of the masculine” and told herself not to take his harshness personally; when he demanded sacrifice of her, he required it doubly of himself.

At home, Dore still felt obliged to play the role of the housewife, accompanying Hermann to social gatherings where she mingled with dull strangers, her high heels pinching her feet and paining her bad leg. With Friedrich she could avoid what he called “the evil inventions of modern costume” and dress purely for comfort and ease. On the rooftop of Friedrich’s building, he and Dore lay side by side and imagined their future—the two of them alone, isolated and safe, far away from the burgeoning madness in Germany. Right away they decided that their ideal locale should be tropical. They spent long hours at the State Library in Berlin, perusing geography books with photographs of sumptuous, far-flung islands, starting west and moving east, arriving at last on the Galápagos Islands, which, they were intrigued to discover, did not look very sumptuous at all.

What better location for their private utopia than the rocky, lava-encrusted islands, just off the western coast of South America? They wanted tropical, but not necessarily a paradise: the typical vision of a soft, abundant land with glittering sand and waving palms would not suit their Nietzschean dream of rigorous self-creation.

Charles Darwin, whose 1835 exploration of the islands informed his theory of evolution, had called the archipelago “a little world within itself” and “sterile and incapable of supporting life.” Nearly a century later, in 1924, the American scientist William Beebe visited the Galápagos and wrote an internationally best-selling book, Galápagos: World’s End, in which he reached a similar conclusion: “When I enter a tropical jungle I feel only elation … [b]ut here there came the feeling of despair.” One of Beebe’s colleagues, Dr. Charles Haskins Townsend, the first director of the New York Zoological Society’s Aquarium, was even harsher in his assessment: “If his Satanic Majesty were to arrange a crawling and climbing torture for lost souls, [the Galápagos] would inspire him. The islands lie just about as Vulcan cast them down, or perhaps it was Lucifer who heaved them out.”

For America, still swept up in the romance and thrills of the Roaring Twenties, Beebe’s dispatches provided a glimpse into the future of exotic travel—a luxury that seemed increasingly accessible to even those of modest means. Newspaper advertisements extolled the benefits of cruising around the world—“one unbroken holiday, 133 days, the most glorious days of a lifetime,” promised the American Express Travel Department. “The cost, usually the first consideration, is little more than expenses at home for the same period. And as for the necessary time—just a little planning now, a little saving on commonplace trifles, perhaps—for this Great Adventure.”

For Dore and Friedrich, haunted by the Great War and facing increasing unrest in Europe, Beebe’s words offered a true escape to an exotic land. A successful retreat from the world required an uninviting locale, they believed, lest the world followed. Aspiring to sublime tranquility meant an equal risk of misfortune: if they couldn’t find happiness in such a place, perhaps they didn’t deserve it.






TWO

Dying in One World

Hoping to ease the betrayal of their jilted spouses, Dore proposed a brazen scheme: she would persuade Friedrich’s wife, Mila, who was currently living with Friedrich’s mother, to move in with Hermann. But the plan had to remain secret. Friedrich was a well-known doctor and lecturer, and the gossip columns might sensationalize such an unorthodox arrangement, even in Berlin.

To escape detection by curious neighbors, Friedrich urged Dore to disguise herself for the meeting with his wife. Dore tried on her costume, baggy trousers and loose shirt, and Friedrich enjoyed her performance, assuring her that she passed for a boy. He would stay behind in Berlin and await her report.

One day in May 1929, she took the train to Wollbach and knocked on the door of Friedrich’s childhood home, a striking Italianate mansion that stood close to the tracks. At first Mila received her coldly, but—to Dore’s surprise—her anger quickly thawed. Deeper into the afternoon, Mila even became enthusiastic about the notion of joining Dore’s husband and running their household. “Mrs. Ritter, very opposite of her husband, had all the qualities that my husband admired in a woman,” Dore later wrote. “She is a shining example of what a housewife should be.” Friedrich’s mother was kind and charming, and before Dore left, they embraced each other and wept.

Dore had no trouble convincing Hermann, and he had only one condition: Dore must write a letter explaining why she was leaving him, including a declaration that he had always given her everything she wanted. To Dore, he seemed more concerned with avoiding a public scandal than with the logistics of making a life with a stranger.

She and Friedrich began to sift through their possessions, separating the luxuries from the necessities, seeking items that could serve a dual purpose. Two large wooden boxes would later make sturdy tables; two zinc bathtubs could provide roomy storage; a stainless-steel tray might double as a mirror. Mosquito netting would be vital, but they decided against lamps, believing they would be in bed by sundown. Dore bought a full set of dishes and utensils and large steel milk cans, which would make ideal larders to protect their food from ants. Friedrich packed carpenter’s tools and garden equipment. Dore gathered mattresses, sheets, blankets, a hundred-yard bale of calico for making new clothes, and sewing needles, which she sealed in paraffin to prevent rusting. She gave her finest clothes to Mila but packed a few dresses made of artificial silk, thinking they’d keep her cool in the tropical heat.

They couldn’t bear to leave behind their library of Greek and Latin textbooks, medical books, and Nietzsche’s Thus Spake Zarathustra. Friedrich packed one other vestige of his old life: his medical instruments and a small stash of aspirin and digestive pills. Dore urged him to include a supply of morphine, but Friedrich grew furious at the suggestion; hadn’t she yet learned that the mind was the most efficient healer of all? When he suggested taking a gun, it was Dore’s turn to admonish; wouldn’t a lethal weapon deny their commitment to peace toward all living things?

Dore told her family of the news. “A great melancholy” overcame them, Dore noticed, but her mother promised to do her best to comfort Mila and Hermann and to support their new, makeshift household. Her father was particularly distraught; she had always been his favorite child. At a dinner party, Dore said her final farewell to her parents, her teenage sister, and her closest cousin. “I shall see you again,” Dore’s mother said, and Dore didn’t have the heart to say she planned to never return. Perhaps hoping to spare her family further distress, Dore did not invite Friedrich, but Mila—innocent in this odd scheme—entertained the group with her singing. One of the most popular tunes of the day was “Mit dir allein auf einer einsamen Insel,” which translated means “with you alone on a lonely island.”

•••

At the end of June 1929, Friedrich gave up his medical practice and made his final public appearance, a lecture on the ideal amount of protein in the human diet. “He looked pale and outwardly wretched,” one attendee observed, “and I had the impression that he had gone too far in his personal experiments.” The few colleagues aware of his plan doubted it would work; Friedrich was imaginative, and in some ways brilliant, but also an absolute dilettante in terms of survival skills. To one more supportive friend, Friedrich wrote a final letter justifying his decision:



I feel as if I am dying in one world in order to be reborn in another, and am thus both sparing myself from reincarnation while enjoying two lives in the same body. If we weren’t going now, we would end up reincarnating after dying somewhere in the South Sea. We are simply taking a shortcut, especially as it seems to fit so perfectly. Regarding our intentions and motivations, I must strictly insist that the physical and mental by no means be mixed. Our physical desires can never be controlled by the mind, we cannot control all our drives. That is why we are going without a plan, but will rather be driven by our id—our inner demon—and its whims.



Fully committed to staying on Floreana for the rest of his life—and aware of intractable dental problems he might encounter—Friedrich also took one important preemptive measure: he had all his teeth extracted and replaced by a set of steel dentures. But in a hint of adversities to come, he neglected to account for the shrinkage of gums, and the teeth would not stay in.

•••

On July 3, 1929, at nine o’clock in the evening, the SS Boskoop set sail from Amsterdam carrying Dore and Friedrich and fifteen other third-class passengers, all crammed inside five dank cabins. Friedrich found their fellow passengers likable, with a few exceptions. A smoker sometimes spoiled the air, a vice made all the more unpleasant given the steward’s reluctance to open the hatch. Some were provincial and ill-prepared for even the most obvious challenges of the journey, such as protection from heat and sun. “Of course, overfed, alcohol-addled brains are much more susceptible,” Friedrich wrote, “and our chubby young beer brewer, who is travelling with his fat preacher’s daughter and bloated one-year offspring to Nicaragua—true ambassadors of European culture—quakes at the thought of the sun like a sunburnt child.” He was also disgusted by a “portly farmwife” who tried to cure her seasickness by “eating as much meat and fat as often as possible.”

At least, Friedrich noted, no one snored.

They passed through the narrow green arm of the English Channel and the choppy Bay of Biscay with its jagged patches of rock. He and Dore were mesmerized by the staggering coastline of the Azores, with cliff walls rising up like an ancient amphitheater and topped by a lighthouse, casting a glow on the natural stage below. Halfway through the journey, they came to the Tropic of Cancer, and days and nights became the same length of time, with dusk lasting only half an hour. Next came Curaçao, and as the outline of the island slowly revealed itself, bald cliffs gave way to bushes, and the small, white-edged Dutch houses looked to Friedrich like “colorful, geometric corpuscles.”

On July 24, three weeks after their departure, they reached Panama and disembarked to explore Cristóbal, on the Atlantic side of the canal. The landscape was so arid that every shrub seemed near death. Dore watched, laughing, as a monkey climbed Friedrich and perched atop his head, parting his hair in search of lice. Then he rummaged through Friedrich’s bag, stealing a business card and a fountain pen, and defended his booty by biting Friedrich’s arm. He in turn grabbed its hair and shook it back and forth to show, he declared, that he was “the stronger of the two.”

Back on the ship, exhausted from the frenzy of the town, Friedrich wanted nothing more than to take a walk on the “rippled glass” of the sea. He found the heave of the waves and the rock of the bow so hypnotic as to induce a psychological experience: “I was gripped by a pantheistic longing to merge with the waves below forever—objectively this must be considered an act of madness, but subjectively it could be the peak of sensuality.”

•••

At last, on July 31, the Boskoop pulled in to the deep bay of Guayaquil, Ecuador, where Dore and Friedrich would find passage to the Galápagos Islands. Pelicans, herons, ducks, and seagulls circled their ship, a reception they both found encouraging. Church towers and the domes of various government buildings soared above the harbor. Along the dock, wooden barges piled high with bananas competed for space, and the smell of roasting meat suffused the air. People darted back and forth, carrying luggage and offering help. Native Ecuadorians were commonly called indios at the time (a term that is now considered derogatory), and most spoke Quechua, a language developed during the pre-Columbian Inca Empire. The native Ecuadorians were helpful and friendly but incurred Friedrich’s pity. Writing in his black notebook, he predicted that civilization would eventually spoil them, as it did everyone, by stirring greed and desire.

They had hoped to embark on the final leg of their journey, but the Manuel J. Cobos—a schooner that ran between the mainland and the islands—had just left and would not return until month’s end. A plane could take them for $100 but was not a viable option because they would have to leave their baggage behind. They visited the German consulate to inquire about the logistics of settling on the islands, but no one had clear answers. From what the officials understood, Dore and Friedrich could go to any island and build a farm without government interference, yet even this wasn’t guaranteed. They couldn’t purchase land outright, but after ten years—if they lasted that long—they would be its rightful owners. In case of a future emergency Dore left some money with the consul, and hoped she’d never have the need to retrieve it.

To pass the time, they explored Guayaquil and the capital city of Quito, taking a ferry across the Rio Guayas to the train station, where they sat in a packed, pungent, second-class car. The train clattered and climbed high into the jungle and then climbed higher still, the landscape yielding to prickly pampa grass and parched willow trees.

Dore had grown accustomed to Friedrich’s gripes about Europe and Germany, but here, too, he found fault with everyone and everything that crossed his path. The entire population seemed sick in the streets, sneezing and coughing and hydrating the air with spittle. “There are a striking number of mouth breathers here,” he noted, “and people with excessive phlegm.” He was also struck by a “completely intolerable cult” that revolved around shoes, with shoe shiners on every corner; each polished pair, he assumed, was supposed to represent the pinnacle of European culture. The abominable habits of smoking and drinking alcohol were considered good etiquette. He was most depressed by the scorched landscape at the city’s edge: a ravaged, silty canvas meagerly populated by wilting acacia trees, where vultures circled and lurked, waiting for prey to die.

Friedrich did not spare Dore from his criticism. When, in what she called “an attack of feminine vanity,” she suggested buying an iron for their clothes, his grave disappointment made her doubt her own worthiness in their mission. He had little patience for the pain in her limp leg, or her labored breathing as they climbed Mount Pichincha, or her desire to eat a larger meal than usual to combat her mountain sickness. “One should not eat even fruit,” he advised, “when oxygen is scarce.”

These rebukes stung, but Dore reminded herself that her love for Friedrich was “not blind” and certainly not unconditional. “I know that for the sake of his great mind and spirit I tolerated more in Dr. Ritter,” she wrote. “I made more compromises in order not to hinder our great mutual quest than most women would in relation to any man, and I certainly in relation to any other.” But she believed that she alone could help him realize his historic vision, and it was her life’s purpose to do so. Only in denying her own strength would she become her most powerful self. She had to appreciate the moments when he would be “very human,” and tolerate, as best as she could, the moments when he was not.

When the Manuel J. Cobos at last arrived to take them to the islands, Dore boarded with a renewed determination. As they drifted from the harbor, all of the bustle and noise and disappointments falling away, she considered how far they’d come: “We felt a oneness with each other that we had never felt before, and if we thought about the past at all, then it was with an utter absence of regret, and with a feeling of deep happiness and gratitude to the fate which had permitted us to approach our goal at last.” And that goal? Nothing less than utopia.






THREE

The Enchanted Isles

Dore and Friedrich had fled a place on the precipice of violence for one with a history steeped in it. The Galápagos Islands are themselves vestiges of terrestrial violence—the tips of underwater volcanoes rising up more than a thousand feet from the ocean floor, formations born of eruptions over the course of several hundred thousand to millions of years. The archipelago numbers eighteen main islands and more than a hundred other named islands and islets, and a scattering of other rocky promontories that peek just a few square meters above the water, most of them rarely visited by humans. The islands’ craggy, barren landscape had always been their most defining characteristic.

When Fray Tomás de Berlanga, the fourth bishop of Panama, sailed to Peru in 1535 to mediate a dispute among rival conquistadors, his ship veered off course and stumbled upon this peculiar collection of islands. As he and his crew explored the land and found no water, they grew so desperate that they tried to quench their thirst by sucking the liquid from cactus pads. Two men and ten horses died. Berlanga led the remaining crew in prayer, at last found a small stream of water, and fled, never to return. He reported the incident to King Charles I of Spain. “It seems as though some time God had showered stones,” he said of the islands, “and the earth that there is, is like dross, worthless, because it has not the power of raising a little grass, but only some thistles.” Berlanga didn’t even bother to name or claim the territory for his king.

Subsequent visitors were likewise unimpressed, including Herman Melville, whose ironically titled novella, The Encantadas, or Enchanted Isles, begins with similarly foreboding words: “Take five-and-twenty heaps of cinders dumped here and there in an outside city lot; imagine some of them magnified into mountains, and the vacant lot the sea. … A group rather of extinct volcanoes than of isles; looking much as the world at large might, after a penal conflagration.”

For their utopia, Dore and Friedrich had chosen a small island, about sixty-seven square miles, in the southern part of the archipelago. Floreana would be ideal for their purposes, since it possessed a freshwater spring and a relatively lush swath of vegetation on the highlands of its extinct volcanoes. Like all of the islands, Floreana has a complicated nomenclature. The British buccaneer William Ambrose Cowley produced the first map of the Galápagos in 1684 and called it Charles Island, after King Charles II. Its official Ecuadorian name is Isla Santa María, but Galápagos residents prefer to call it Floreana—an homage to Juan José Flores, the first president of Ecuador. Floreana, the first capital of the archipelago, also served as its first penal colony, a small compound located in the highlands near where Dore and Friedrich would build their home. As time passed, this history would seem eerily fitting, as events would transform Floreana from a wild paradise to a prison, one from which there was no easy escape.

•••

From their studies, Dore and Friedrich knew that the penal colony represented only one chapter of Floreana’s past. Throughout the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, the island—with its freshwater source, abundance of tortoises, and safe anchorages—had been a convenient retreat for pirates looking to avoid the customary Spanish trade routes. A pirate of slightly later vintage, Patrick Watkins, was likely the first true inhabitant of Floreana; he was also Melville’s inspiration for the character Oberlus in The Encantadas, a fearsome hermit and misanthrope who captured and enslaved passing sailors, forcing them to do his bidding and murdering them if they failed to comply.

The story of Watkins came to light through the journal of Captain David Porter, a U.S. naval officer who was instrumental in attacking British commercial ships during the War of 1812. As Porter tells it, Watkins was expelled from his ship for unruly behavior in 1807 and marooned on Floreana. He built a ramshackle hut on a patch of fertile soil in the highlands where he grew potatoes and pumpkins, which he sold or exchanged for rum to passing ships. “The appearance of this man,” Porter wrote, “was the most dreadful that can be imagined; ragged clothes, scarce sufficient to cover his nakedness, and covered with vermin; his red hair and beard matted, his skin much burnt, from constant exposure to the sun, and so wild and savage in his manner and appearance, that he struck every one with horror.” He spent two years on Floreana getting drunk and, as Porter noted, “rolling among the rocks of the mountains,” before managing to capture a few unfortunate sailors whom he forced to procure a boat. In 1809, Watkins sailed to Guayaquil after killing his captives. Dore called him a “lunatic and murderer” and could not dispel his crimes from her mind.

She was equally haunted by the provenance of the ancient schooner that was, at present, ferrying her and Friedrich from Guayaquil to Floreana. The Manuel J. Cobos had once belonged to a tyrant of the same name, who, in 1880, transferred the prisoners from Floreana’s penal colony to Chatham Island (also known as San Cristóbal), where he enslaved them on his plantation. Manuel Cobos minted his own currency in the form of oval coins and meted ruthless punishment to his captured men: shootings, deadly beatings, banishment to barren islands. His brutal reign came to an end when his subjects revolted and murdered him.

Nearly fifty years after Cobos’s reign came settlers with more prosaic ambitions: escaping the monotony of their daily lives and getting rich along the way. In 1925, a group of twenty-two Norwegians declared that they had tired of Europe and made the bold decision, in the words of one member, to “venture to a more beautiful, cheerful nation.” At first they hoped to settle in the United States, but were soon dissuaded by the nation’s strict immigration laws. After further research, they were seduced by the stories of fast, easy money to be found in the Galápagos Islands.

Development in the islands had all but ended with the murder of Manuel Cobos in 1904, and the Ecuadorian government was eager to revive the archipelago’s economy. Ecuador’s consul in Norway, August F. Christensen, had launched an ambitious settlement plan offering twenty hectares of land (fifty acres) to any Norwegian who wished to relocate to the islands. Additional incentives included a ten-year tax waiver and the permission to establish a commercial hunting, fishing, or agricultural enterprise on any colonized island. Newspaper columnists publicized the cause, offering faint assurance that “the problem of water” could be easily resolved. The Norwegian group brought with them a number of modern conveniences: a large radio set, fish nets, boilers for reducing whale and seal oil, and even ready-cut houses. From Norway they traveled to Los Angeles and set sail on a little motor schooner, the Floreana, named after their new island home.

Four years later, in 1929, around the time of Dore’s unusual farewell party in Berlin, a man named Gifford Pinchot, the former governor of Pennsylvania and the first head of the U.S. Forest Service, set sail for the South Pacific, planning an extended exploration of several Galápagos islands. Pinchot, working with the National Museum in Washington, was one of a growing group of wealthy Americans who aimed to re-create Beebe’s travels, visiting remote and unexplored islands, investigating rumors of buried treasure, and wishing, as the naturalist wrote, “for a dozen eyes, so filled was the sea with strange living things”—transparent eels, living coral, mother-of-pearl snails, unidentifiable fish with lights on their heads and others with scales like hair, a giant sea bat with a fifteen-foot wingspan, and a fish with spiky horns that to Pinchot seemed like some otherworldly, underwater demon.

Pinchot found the land equally wondrous, although he lamented that the giant tortoises that gave the archipelago its name (galápago is an old Spanish word for land tortoise) were long extinct on many of the islands. An examination of the logbooks of seventy-nine British and American whaling vessels between 1831 and 1868—hardly a complete survey, since whalers had been visiting the Galápagos since the late eighteenth century—revealed a total catch of 13,013 tortoises, some weighing as much as seven hundred pounds. Their meat was a prized delicacy, and they could be kept alive, unfed, for months or even longer; Pinchot heard of one tortoise that survived in storage for two years. According to legend, there had once been so many tortoises that it was possible to cross an island without stepping off their exquisitely etched shells.

Instead, Pinchot marveled at the guileless animals that continued to thrive on the archipelago, wholly unaccustomed to humans and therefore lacking the instinct of fear. A wild sea lion poked its whiskered nose into his shoulder; a four-foot-long iguana (or “lap dragon,” as Pinchot called the creature) crept into and lounged across his lap; an albatross with a wingspan of eight feet was content to be picked up and nestled against his chest. So tame were the birds that they flew toward Pinchot’s group rather than away and perched on their outstretched arms; a hawk even alighted upon his wife’s head, and a man-o’-war bird swooped in close, bowed its long hooked beak, and accepted bits of fish from her hand.

Approaching his next stop, Floreana, Pinchot’s yacht anchored at Post Office Bay—so named for the simple wooden barrel “mailbox” erected long ago by the whalers, who’d left letters for homebound ships to retrieve and deliver. He and his crew walked a wide, curvy path bordered by lava rocks and came upon a sight they least expected: a house. How strange, Pinchot thought, that this bleak, desolate spot of island would have such a dwelling—“friendly and home-like,” he noted, “painted brown, with white trimmings and white doors, and with a flight of steps leading up to a broad veranda.” And yet the place was undeniably eerie: no one in sight, no smoke from the chimney, no noise from behind the door, no sign of life at all. A dog barked and trotted into view; he was mangy and half-starved, and did not mean to welcome them.

After knocking on the doors and receiving no answer, they walked in. A veranda in the rear contained two clocks, numerous chairs, a rack of shotguns and rifles, a trophy of whale harpoons, and a phonograph. Shelves were filled with English and Norwegian books and magazines, and a large pile of yellowing newspapers lay stacked in a corner. Pinchot found boxes of corn and crackers and bags of sweet potatoes and two machetes and an open bottle of ink not yet gone dry. The house was even wired for electric light, with every bulb fastened in its place. Pinchot paged through a stack of abandoned diaries that carried hints of the occupants’ loneliness—long entries about family back home, meandering descriptions of cricket games. The final entry in one was written only twenty-six days earlier, in June 1929. Someone had even more recently attempted a last meal; a rusty pan still contained remnants of liquid, veiled in mildew. Watches, field glasses, and journals had all been left behind. Soiled linens were strewn about; clearly, Pinchot mused, no women had lived here for quite some time.

Pinchot knew of the Norwegian entrepreneurs in the Galápagos, but thought they’d all settled on other islands; Floreana, he’d believed, had been uninhabited for hundreds of years. Yet here was evidence to the contrary and signs that these people, whoever they were, had fled in a hurry.

•••

Friedrich and Dore had heard about the Norwegian settlement during their stay in Guayaquil while awaiting transport to Floreana. These neighbors, Friedrich feared, could threaten the peaceful solitude he and Dore planned to cultivate on the island. But the schooner’s owner, Captain Paul Edvard Bruun, told him not to worry. Out of the twenty-two residents who settled on Floreana during that initial immigration in 1925, only two Norwegians and one Ecuadorian remained. A few weeks earlier, those three holdouts took a fishing trip and ran into a storm. Their schooner got tossed about and drifted north to Isla Santa Cruz, where Bruun found them. He brought them back to Floreana, but this time their stay was brief. Having finally succumbed to the difficulty of the enterprise, they gave up their island dreams for good, leaving their belongings behind. Friedrich and Dore would have Floreana all to themselves.

From the deck of the schooner, Dore watched the island come into focus: the tips of the volcanic mountains protruding like the knuckles of a fist; tube-nosed petrels skulking along the water and frigate birds in the air above; the slanted foothills with their scattering of palo santo trees and their leafless branches, stark white and skeletal; the dense thickets of mangroves, florid in comparison, bristling along the lava shore; the long, bleached sand of Post Office Bay glinting beneath the late September sun.

Dore stayed on board while fellow passengers helped unload her and Friedrich’s cargo. Captain Bruun introduced them to a fourteen-year-old Ecuadorian boy, Hugo. If they so desired, the boy could stay on Floreana for a while to help transport their belongings to the highlands. All around her the sea broke into white crests, the receding waves peeling back to reveal obsidian lava rocks, shot through with holes like the face of the moon. Occasionally the tip of a shark’s fin would pierce the ocean’s surface, and she turned to a Norwegian passenger nearby.

“I should never dare to risk entering that shark-infested water,” she said.

He assured her that the sharks weren’t quite as bad as they appeared; mostly they were content with taking just an arm or a leg, and left the rest of their victims’ bodies alone.

The Manuel J. Cobos left before dark, taking with it the mysterious Captain Bruun, rumored to have spied for German naval intelligence during the Great War. Dore and Friedrich set off to explore the Norwegians’ abandoned home—the Casa Matriz, as it was known, or “Casa” for short.

She noted the large chicken coop and the lightbulbs and the impressive architecture of the building itself, yet there was something almost ornamental in its abandonment, a heavy desolation hanging from every rotten tile and warped beam. They slept on its floor that first night, surrounded by the sounds of scuttling rats and howling dogs and a thousand other unseen creatures, the ghosts of their failed predecessors all around them.






FOUR

Friedo

Dore rose early, eager to explore Floreana. She knew it would sound silly to admit to Friedrich, but something about Post Office Bay seemed to portend evil. The tall cactuses looming up against the sky looked, she wrote, “like weird sentinels ever on the watch for strange things about to happen. But at the same time there was something ludicrous in those imposing watchers, for impressive as they looked, I knew that the slightest push could topple them over.” That was the paradox of Floreana, she concluded; the land was rich enough to bloom new life, but too shallow for that life to take deep root.

They decided to search for the freshwater spring. The Ecuadorian boy, Hugo—whom Friedrich called “our Indian Victor Hugo”—warned them to protect their seeds and foodstuffs from ants before they set off. They packed enough provisions for three days, as they didn’t know how far their expedition would take them. Two wild dogs circled Hugo’s legs as he hoisted an old rifle over his shoulder, and the long trek began.

The paths they walked were ancient, forged by the enormous, powerful bodies of long-gone tortoises, deepened by donkeys and cattle and other invasive species introduced by earlier settlers. As Friedrich hacked his machete through the thorny brush, they came to their first lava field. The stones tore gashes in the soles of Dore’s shoes, lacerating her skin. They came to another lava field, and another, Dore’s feet burning with each step.

They walked this way for an hour, mostly uphill, Hugo and the dogs bounding ahead, and came to the slope of the highest volcano on the island, long dormant. Hugo advised them to use this peak as their guide; the same route downward would bring them straight to Post Office Bay. Dore looked back and counted the five lava beds they’d crossed to reach this summit, descending in a perfect line down to the sea. Friedrich turned too, sharing the view.

“We have come here five hundred thousand years too soon,” he said to Dore. “The few centuries since this volcano ceased to be active have hardly sufficed for life to take root here. These dull and leafless acacias and straw-like grass will give place some day to rich and abundant vegetation, if the water supply can in some way be made adequate.”

As they climbed higher and higher, the air grew dense with a cool mist and pockets of vegetation appeared in riotous bloom. Lemon trees lined their path, fragrant and bright—the first Dore had ever seen—and the ground around them was pocked with bruised and fallen fruit. Even the trails changed, since the cattle and swine thrived best here, too, and with their hunting and prowling carved the grooves wider and deeper than in the dry planes below. From a distance Dore spotted a family of donkeys, watching as they passed.

Hugo’s dogs barked and sprinted ahead, and the boy rushed to
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