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About the Book



To The Last City is set deep in the Peruvian Andes, where five ill-prepared travellers – men and women with different values, temperaments and motives – find themselves trekking through one of the most exacting and beautiful regions on earth.

It is a journey which may temper or destroy them. They confront not only their relationships with one another, but also the enigmas of the country’s past, the dangers of its present, and the limitations of their own minds and bodies. The ‘lost city’ of their destination is Vilcabamba, last refuge of the Inca against the Spaniards, subsumed by jungle for four hundred years.

In this brilliant exploration of the psychological challenges of travelling, set within the exotic jungle of South America, Colin Thubron for the first time joins his highly acclaimed talents as a travel writer with his gifts as a novelist.


About the Author



Colin Thubron is the author of several classic masterpieces of travel writing, including Among the Russians, Behind the Wall, The Lost Heart of Asia and In Siberia. His fiction titles include A Cruel Madness (winner of the 1985 Silver Pen Award), Falling, Distance, Emperor and Turning Back the Sun.
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AS THEY DESCENDED towards the ravine, the mountains rose to meet them. They were entering a solitude deeper than any they had imagined. They felt themselves dropping out of the light. The cloud forest thinned, and gusts of warm air blew up from below. Their horses’ hooves sent stones whistling into the chasm. Above them, the palisade of snow-peaks – the destination they could not imagine – was slung across half the sky.

All afternoon, along a barely traceable path, they corkscrewed five thousand feet down the ravine. The sun shone gently on them – it was Peru’s winter – and there was no wind. Beneath them, the Apurimac river, depleted by the dry summer, still surged over its boulders. Ahead of them, as they dropped deeper – some on foot, some on horseback – the peaks of Vilcabamba were at last obliterated by the valley wall, which was split by vertiginous spurs and clefts.

The Belgian’s thighs ached under the short, descending steps of his horse, and the Englishman’s feet, by the fourth hour of walking, had worked loose and inflamed in their boots. But for the moment he was too engrossed to care, while in front of him the delicate priest went with an expression of exalted reverie which the others found ridiculous, but imagined they understood. Here and there a tense glitter of streams ran in the defiles, and whenever they crossed one they entered a tangle of wild fuchsias and trees clotted with moss and bromeliads.

At last the noise of the river rose out of the silence, and the trees filled with the pipe and squeak of unseen birds. The horses minced over a cable footbridge. On the far bank the muleteers had set up camp on a few square yards of level ground, and their numbers – five men with nine pack animals, and a cook – belonged to another century. Quechua natives – showing the recessed brows and chins of their Inca ancestors – they had been born to this wilderness. With their loose gait and mountaineers’ lungs they had glided soundlessly down the valleyside. In the dusk they had turned loose the mules and now squatted among the baggage and harness, smoking and speaking a soft, guttural tongue. After they had set up the dining tent, they never entered it. Instead the Europeans and the mestizo guide squeezed inside on aluminium chairs around an aluminium table, while the cook crouched in the entrance pumping Calor gas into a rusty ring.

At first they sat with the awkwardness of strangers thrown together. But the darkness outside, and a sense of their isolation, turned them slowly convivial, grateful for one another. A vague excitement brewed up. They toasted their journey in cheap Chilean wine.

The guide, perched between the priest and the quiet Englishwoman, attempted a speech of welcome; but he felt a tinge of unease. These people understood nothing of this land. Their baggage included chocolates and cosmetics and cellular phones. Didn’t they realise that the stars appearing above them were different? Only Louis, the obese Belgian, seemed expansive enough for the guide to risk a question. The man was rubbing his thighs with little grunts of disgust, and murmuring: ‘We should have brought a litter!’

‘A litter? What is that?’ Then the guide asked: ‘Are you sorry to be here?’

‘Sorry?’ The Belgian laughed: a rich, self-mocking sound. ‘I didn’t have a choice! My wife wanted to ride. She likes mountains and jungle.’ He reached across to her hand. She smiled vacantly. He said: ‘I’m a fool.’

But he did not look a fool. His eyes bulged heavy in a watchful face. Josiane might have been thirty years younger, it was hard to tell. She was pretty and delicate. The Englishman, staring across at Louis, guessed it was his second or third marriage. Josiane, in this confusing candlelight, looked half as real as he did.

She said: ‘Louis fait seulement ce qu’il a envie de faire.’

She seemed to speak only French, and the guide’s misgiving deepened. The common factor among these people, the travel agent said, was that they spoke English. Again he thought he should say something: something between a welcome and a caution. He hunted for the words. ‘You know this journey is not usual. I think that is why you have chosen it.’ But he did not know. ‘Over two hundred kilometres in fifteen days would not be so much but … but we are going through the heart of the eastern Andes. This is very hard country … We may be going for eight or nine hours a day. There are no level places. The arrieros will set up camp where they can.’ They were listening now, but it wouldn’t make any difference, he knew. Foreigners travelled in this country ignorant of its dangers and sanctities. Perhaps that was what protected them. He went on: ‘Tomorrow night we will come to the Inca ruins of Choquequirau. Few people have reached them before, and nobody knows why this city was built. It is without history.’

‘There must be memories,’ the Englishman broke in. ‘Aren’t there stories?’ He had pale eyes in a mobile face, rather handsome. But the guide felt a surge of instinctive dislike. Some nervous impatience set the Englishman’s jaw quivering. He burnt with enthusiasm or intolerance at whatever anybody else was saying. ‘What do local people think?’

‘There are no local people. This land is empty.’ The guide went on harshly: ‘For six days we cross the Cordillera Vilcabamba. We’ll reach the snowline at a 15,000-foot pass before descending. In the end we go into rain forest at Espiritu Pampa. Then we come to Vilcabamba.’

Perhaps he only imagined the group let out a faint, collective sigh. Vilcabamba. That, in the end, was what had lured them. These people were like children, in a way. He had been to Vilcabamba once before, and there was nothing there. Just stones sunk in the jungle. The Inca had laid them five hundred years ago as their last refuge against the Spaniards. What could they mean to these foreigners? Why did they come? It was not a good place, Espiritu Pampa. Its soil was bitter. The Spaniards had sacked it in the end, and the forest covered it over. People said the place was not at peace.

THE ENGLISHMAN lay in his sleeping-bag, listening to the quick, regular breathing of his wife. In the faint light he could see that she had placed her boots between them, with her anorak and a water bottle. He knew she was awake because her breathing was audible. In sleep she was silent. He could feel her resentment like a vapour in the tent, and listened instead to the violence of the river over its boulders and to the double note of a night-bird somewhere.

Suddenly she said: ‘Robert? What do you think of these people?’

She had not turned round.

He said: ‘I might like the Belgian. He’s a cynic, but he’s intelligent. As for the priest – what’s his name? Francisco? – it’s impossible to know, since he hardly speaks. I think we can trust the guide; and the muleteers too. These fellows may look frail, but they must be made of iron.’

A tiny gap had opened where Josiane was. Because he did not know what he thought of her.

‘The Belgian woman,’ he said eventually, ‘I thought she was his daughter at first. What do you guess she is? An actress? A dancer?’

Camilla only said: ‘It’s odd to see a man like Louis besotted.’

Then she went quiet, and the too-quick breathing resumed. Again he felt her resentment, her recoil from this whole journey. She was here in this wilderness, with these discordant people, because of him. She had never enjoyed people in the same way he did. She always wanted to appropriate them. Her friendships were narrow and steadfast. They bored him, accused him a little. They were too heavy, too exclusive.

It was he, in the end, who slept; but he awoke an hour later to a vision of leaf-shadows printed by moonlight on the tent roof. He gazed up at them in astonishment. They looked starkly delicate: a jungle distilled across the canvas. Outside, the river seemed to be roaring through a deeper loneliness. Camilla was asleep, and this, for the moment, was all there was in the world: the forest stencilled over the moonlit tent, and the noise of the great river pouring through darkness towards the Amazon. The air had cooled. He felt a disembodied elation. It was recognisable from adolescence, and he heard himself breathing out, as he might have twenty years ago: So I have lived, I have lived!

CAMILLA HEARD him unzip the mosquito net in the entrance and go out. She had sensed something in her sleep, as if Robert were too big for the tent, and now that he had left it the air was quiet again, and cold. She looked up to see the same leaf pattern over the ceiling, and it made her afraid. The light was too chill and wan. She tightened the sleeping-bag round her neck. And who were these people they would never see again? The Belgian never focused her; she did not exist for him, not as a woman. Such things no longer mattered to her, she thought, or only a little. But she could never warm to him. And his wife, with her elf-locks and childish mannerisms, was already irritating. As for the priest Francisco, he looked at her with the nervous gaze of a deer, and never uttered. All this was fine for Robert, just as theatre was fine. Impermanence didn’t trouble him. He pillaged people for their brains, their looks, their eccentricities, then moved on.

She had once loved his journey from obsession to obsession, and sometimes, nostalgically, still did. Seventeen years ago (could it be?) when they were first married, he had been impassioned by Ottoman architecture, then by minority religions in the Middle East, then by the survival of Aramaic, and had poured out articles which seemed touched by a cranky brilliance. While filing news items as a correspondent in Damascus, he had toured Syria with her in a frenzy of euphoria and frustration. She wondered about this energy now. For another fifteen years she had watched him shift from newspaper to newspaper, chafing at foreign editors’ desks in London, always a bit too maverick to hold. People seemed to expect something important of him: a major editorship, a resounding book. Meanwhile his obsessions never died of their own accord; each was subsumed by the next one, then abandoned. Sometimes she felt that she too, at some unspecified time, had been left behind.

She closed her eyes against the tent ceiling. She did not care for mountains. She wasn’t sure how fit she was. Alone in the tent, she despised herself for being here. She had always fallen in with Robert’s passions instead of following her own. But her own lay smothered somewhere under the luxuriant growth of his. Her love of research – which the birth of a delicate son had reduced to a part-time profession – was different from Robert’s: not a reworking or transformation of knowledge, but a passive pleasure in it. She sometimes wondered who she would have become if she had not married young. But probably the same, she guessed, almost the same. She imagined Robert standing outside in the night, dreaming of the Inca. Occasionally she sensed him on the verge of bitterness, as if he feared time was running away from him – and she felt a pin-prick of alarm.

OUTSIDE, UNDER that hallucinatory sky, Robert was astonished to see no moon at all. It was starlight only that had turned their tent into a shadow play. He had never seen such a sky. It was ablaze from end to end. As he gazed down on the river, he found himself smiling, as if drugged. Fireflies flickered among the shrubs where madonna lilies grew, and there were glow-worms in the grass. Above him the unfamiliar constellations glowed fuller and more intense than those of the northern hemisphere, so that the Milky Way was less a trickle of sparks than a white dust glittering solid from one horizon to the other. No wonder the Inca worshipped it.

He reached through the tent flap and pulled out his telescope and compass. The tiny needle was clearly visible in the starlight. It swung towards the black mass above them where their track climbed precipitously north. Beyond, he imagined the last cones and spires of the Andes erupting in an ice-tipped wall, then foothills descending into forest and the Amazon delta. It was there, where the mountains eased into jungle, that the Inca had built the last city of their once-vast empire. Vilcabamba: he loved the sound of the name. For a few years, at least, it had haunted both Spaniards and natives with the dream of the Inca return.

He rooted the tripod of his telescope among rocks, and edged its barrel up. It was not powerful – little more than a toy – but in its lens the Southern Cross flashed like a warning, and the dust of the Milky Way separated like shattered glass.

When Robert detached his gaze from the eyepiece, he had the illusion that the sky was pressing close above him, close on the whole earth. He rubbed his eyes to cleanse them. He was puzzled that under this intricate web of light the Inca, who believed themselves Children of the Sun, had known so little about the skies. They had no true astronomical calendar as the Aztec and Maya had. To them the stars were sacred animals which interacted with the earth: Orion became a llama which crossed the sky to drink from the Pacific.

These absences in culture fascinated him: they suggested not paucity, but something later generations had not understood. The Inca were pervaded by such enigmas. Their empire was contemporary with the European Renaissance, yet they seemed cocooned in a remote antiquity. And into this world the Spaniards had arrived like a brutal modern fact. Shod in steel, the conquistadors rode chargers and fired muskets. The Indians were armoured in gold and feathers. They were dispelled like a mist. A mere 170 Spaniards put to flight armies of tens of thousands, and within ten years the Inca empire vanished. It was as if a delicate picture had been exposed to sunlight and blanched instantly away.

To Robert, who had expended all his adult life on words, the knowledge that the Inca had never practised writing, had known no alphabet, intensified their mystery. Their memorial lay in half-interpreted ruins, and in their Quechua descendants who still walked these mountains in mournful amnesia. Robert had studied them in libraries until they became a nagging obsession. In Lima he had scrutinised their artefacts in museums
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