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For the late Charles Haskell, whose dream and ambition enabled this book, and the late Dr. John Walden, whose experience and calm wisdom helped keep the expedition safe, and mostly sane.
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Map Key for the Narrative Map of the Rio Roosevelt and Roosevelt-Rondon Expeditions


	1. Madness in the jungle at night

	2. Explorers open up the rainforest for farming and ranching

	3. At the headwaters: Cabral the scientist stung by electric caterpillar

	4. Kaminsky the kayak scout loses the tape for Good Morning America

	5. Hither and thither

	6. Tweed: “This is nothing!” Class III rapids 

	7. Graffiti at the entrance of the emerald forest

	8. Diamonds at the foot of the falls

	9. Resupply: gasoline-infused noodles washed down with icy Brahma

	10. Steeper, deeper, faster

	11. Captain Slade tells co-leader Beth she has to walk. She is pissed 

	12. A star is born: Kelley the “girl” boatman in Class IV rapids

	13. Here lies poor Simplicio. Explorers raft over his bones

	14. Joe Willie nails fast paddleboat run

	15. Here lies poor Lobo, shot with long arrows. Good dog

	16. Aripuana sinks at “camp of ill omen,” camaradas start walking, stalked by Cinta Larga 

	17. Explorers corrupt the native children

	18. The expedition that came for dinner. The expedition that came for dinner. “Get bit by a snake and you’re gonna die!”

	19. Kermit gets a river, to make him feel not so bad after drowning Simplicio

	20. Explorers look on wrong river for 78-year-old board that rotted to mulch 77 years ago

	21. Mario attacked by vicious stowaways: red ants 

	22. TR gashes his leg

	23. Chief Tatare gets hooked on whitewater rafting, in continuous Class IV

	24. Slade and Beth duel with oars as their raft spins in a Class IV hole

	25. Charlie and Beth attempt mutiny from the top down

	26. Rondon tells TR he’ll have to walk out

	27. Kermit talks TR out of suicide by morphine

	28. Julio murders Sgt Paixon with a shot to the heart

	29. TR travels to Kubla Khan, out of his head with fever

	30. Explorers portage around three 10-foot waterfalls, over a logging road; “Lucky it was there,” says Charlie. Kermit’s turtle soup brings TR back to the Duvida, now relenting. 

	31. TR, a would-be firing squad, takes aim at Julio but lowers his rifle. Let the Indians do it

	32. Cinta Larga club three trespassing settlers to death, the previous year

	33. Here roams the ghost of that cur Julio

	34. An Indian matter: Chief Oitamina runs scared from Chief Jacinto

	35. Airplane drops note in a bottle: “Do you need to be rescued?”

	36. Mangrove maze: Candirus stick it to Captain Slade

	37. Beer, spears, and guns at the party

	38. Final search for a cause

	39. Sam and Mario leave the expedition to follow the chiefs and the mahogany

	40. The perfect dream: rafting trips down the Rio Roosevelt guided by Cinta Larga, ending at Muiraquita (magical frog, or big vagina) Eco Lodge







Narrative Map of the Rio Roosevelt and Roosevelt-Rondon Expeditions
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At the dedication of the Rio Roosevelt: the Vermont farmer, naturalist, and ornithologist George Cherrie, assigned by the American Museum of Natural History; Brazilian army doctor Jose Antonio Cajazeira, who would save Roosevelt’s life with an operation on the jungle floor using the scalpel he carried in his jaguar-skin pouch; the loyal Lieutenant Joao Salustiano Lyra, engineer, surveyor, and astronomer schooled in geodesy in Germany, who charted the river by the stars; former president Theodore Roosevelt, the Great Man himself; Colonel Cândido Mariano Rondon, dirt-poor orphan caboclo with the IQ of a genius, uncompromising Positivist, one of the world’s greatest explorers, legendary in Brazilian history; and Kermit Roosevelt, the president’s 24-year-old son, Harvard graduate, reluctant participant, and savior of the expedition.
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First they cut the trail, and then they pushed their dugout canoes weighing as much as half a ton, an uncounted number of times and miles over 48 days, all the while half-starving, watched from the forest by unseen Cinta Larga debating whether or not to kill them. Roosevelt died five years later, carrying the effects of the Expediciao Scientifica Roosevelt-Rondon.





PART I REACHING THE RIVER




CHAPTER 1 The Promise


Yes, but why are you here?

—Brazilian journalist



Charles Haskell and Elizabeth McKnight hadn’t even begun their expedition, and already they had some explaining to do. They were seated at a long table on the stage of a small auditorium at Universidade Federal do Amazonas in Manaus, Brazil, for what was being called a Round Table discussion. Haskell wasn’t sure what it was all about, but he knew they should be there, invited by Silvio Barros, secretary of tourism for the state of Amazonas. Barrios got them the permits for their Rio Roosevelt expedition, a maddening process that had taken more than 18 months and five trips to Brazil.

The permits were granted on the condition that the expedition make a contribution to science, culture, education, and environment in ways that would be beneficial to Brazil. It would be a journey of nearly 2,000 miles by 20 people on four Amazon rivers, starting with 472 miles by inflatable rafts down the Rio Roosevelt, a ribbon of rugged whitewater winding north through the heart of the Amazon. They would retrace Theodore Roosevelt’s first descent, then called Rio da Duvida, or River of Doubt. The river lies within 890 square miles demarcated by the Brazilian government as Roosevelt Indigenous Reserve.

In 1914 the ex-president had joined Brazil’s greatest explorer, Colonel Cândido Rondon, to descend and chart the river that Rondon had discovered but not followed in 1909. It was a 12-meter-wide tributary to somewhere, drawn by Rondon on his map with a wiggly black line leading to the word Duvida.

Their Expediciao Scientifica Roosevelt-Rondon needed 56 days to reach the river, trekking over harsh highlands in a mule train, and 59 days to descend the river in one-ton dugout canoes, dragging them around unrelenting rapids. Three men died, from drowning, murder, and flight. Roosevelt nearly died from the effects of a leg gash with his 24-year-old son Kermit at his side, and risked death from a weak heart with each breathless step, stalked through the jungle by his lifelong asthma. He lost 54 pounds and never regained the vigor stolen by the Amazon. He lived five more years and died in his sleep, assisted by morphine for pains in his joints. Doctors today trace his death back to the leg wound in the Amazon.

He wrote his book Through the Brazilian Wilderness on the expedition, sent back in installments to Scribner’s Magazine. Except for vivid descriptions of piranhas, he downplayed the drama, sidestepping Colonel Rondon’s rigidity and his own anger and pain. He evaded comment on Kermit’s rash action that led to the drowning, and never mentioned Kermit’s talking him out of a decision to end his life with the vial of morphine he carried. The book avoids disputes and tense details, and reflects Roosevelt’s positive attitude.

When the New York Times announced the ex-president’s descent of this unknown river longer than the Rhine (named Rio Roosevelt during the expedition), cries of disbelief came from Europe, notably from British geographers. A former president of the Royal Geographical Society was incredulous. A famous Italian explorer of South America called Roosevelt a charlatan. An American explorer and geographer who’d been to the Amazon basin in 1907, Alexander Hamilton Rice Jr., insulted the ex-president until Rondon’s charts brought an apology. But the negativity stained the expedition.

In 1926 the Roosevelt Memorial Association sent Commander George Dyott, a dashing American aviator who explored South America, down the river with two movie cameras. Dyott sent dispatches to the New York Times along the way. He confirmed Roosevelt’s descriptions and praised their accuracy. He admired the fortitude and strength of Colonel Rondon and the late American president.

For the next 78 years there were only two known attempts to descend the river, one turned back after Indian attacks, the other vanished without a trace.

McKnight took the stage at the Round Table first, speaking words she’d used many times to introduce and outline the expedition in sponsorship pitches and permit applications. She and Haskell had formed a nonprofit they called New Century Conservation Trust, with “a vision to the future through exploration of the past,” as its prospectus stated. The Rio Roosevelt expedition was its first project. “Through the eyes of a new generation, a team of Brazilians and Americans will conduct a biometric sampling, a ground observation, and comparison of the River of today versus 77 years ago,” said the prospectus.

Charlie Haskell lifted his solid six-foot-three-inch frame out of his chair and spoke uncomfortably, as always for him. He told the audience what he had told the New York Times: “We hope to bring the 1914 spirit of Brazilian-American scientific cooperation alive to a new generation.” He emphasized that seven of the expedition members were Brazilian, including two chiefs from the Cinta Larga tribe who would be guides through their reserve, the Roosevelt Indigenous Area. The team’s three Brazilian scientists would be writing a paper for the upcoming United Nations Conference on Environment and Development in Rio de Janeiro, the Earth Summit, to be attended by 150 nations. All profits from the expedition would go toward the establishment of rainforest education programs in Brazil.

After McKnight and Haskell presented their dreams, Silvio Barros, the secretary of tourism, presented the problem. He was the moderator and interpreter, an environmental engineer and student of rainforest issues, including sustainable development.

“Tourism is a good alternative to farming and ranching in the Amazon because the product of the Amazon is nature,” he said. “The world is trying to protect the Amazon, so let’s bring them down to see nature the way it is. This is why I am very happy to see the Rio Roosevelt expedition here. They will go back with stories of how rich and beautiful is nature in the rainforest, and maybe more people will be excited about coming down here, and investing their money here to protect it.”

After Barros’s optimism, Professor Ribamar Bessa, teacher of Amazon History at the University of Rio de Janeiro, went long and dark, back to 1541 when the Ecuadorian conquistador Gonzalo Pizarro reached the Amazon. Pizarro went into the jungle with 220 soldiers and 4,000 Indigenous people, looking for the Land of Cinnamon that Columbus said was there. He came out with 80 men and no cinnamon, after building a brigantine and sending his Captain Francisco de Orellana and 55 men on a mission to find food. Instead, they found the Amazon River, and seven months later reached the Atlantic Ocean. Back in Spain, Pizarro accused de Orellana of treason.

The mission’s padre, Dominican friar Gaspar de Carvajal, kept a journal and published a book. He named the river Amazon, for the fearless women warriors who attacked his ship, shooting arrows into musket fire, using slaves as warriors, who would be killed if they retreated. “These women are very white and very tall,” he wrote, “and have hair very long and braided and wound about the head, and they are very robust and go about naked, with their privy parts covered, with their bows and arrows in their hands, doing as much fighting as ten Indian men.”

Professor Bessa’s message seemed to be that after the violation by Spaniards and 450 years of exploitation and decimation, the Amazon gets its revenge by eating explorers alive. Its many natural dangers, he said—namely jaguars, piranhas, anacondas, man-eating ants, and malarial mosquitoes—were God’s way of telling people to stay out.

The professor was a tough act for Tweed Roosevelt to follow. But he was well prepared, having lectured many times on his great-grandfather’s adventures and accomplishments. A Harvard graduate and consultant for a Boston financial management group, Tweed brought bona fide blood to the expedition, and like TR he had been interested in insects since he was a boy. As the American Museum of Natural History had sponsored the ex-president down the River of Doubt in 1914, they asked Tweed to bring back specimens from the Rio Roosevelt.

Tweed began by answering the question he said Brazilians always ask: Why would an ex-president of the United States go into the Amazon jungle, enduring its discomfort and risking its danger? Roosevelt’s six children had asked the same thing. As Edith Roosevelt explained in a letter to daughter Ethel, “Father needs more scope, and since he can’t be president, must go away from home to have it.”

Roosevelt’s seven-year presidency had ended in 1908. His enduring accomplishments are many. The greatest conservationist in history, he established 150 national forests, 51 federal bird reserves, 4 national game preserves, 5 national parks (including the Grand Canyon and Yosemite), and 18 national monuments on more than 230 million acres of public land.

His attempt to regain the presidency in 1912 as candidate of the new Progressive Party, called the “Bull Moose Party” after him, was a disaster. He split the Republican vote, handing the presidency to Democrat Woodrow Wilson. “Well, we have gone down in a smashing defeat,” he wrote Kermit. For most of the next year, except for a trip to the Southwest where he visited Hopi Indians with sons Archie and Quentin and nephew Nicholas, he moped around the house on Sagamore Hill in Oyster Bay, Long Island. Then he got invitations for speaking engagements in Brazil, Argentina, and Chile, paying extremely well. He needed to put losing behind.

He’d done so before. When he was 25, his wife of three years, Alice Haskell Hathaway Lee, 22, called “Sunshine” for her disposition and athletic beauty, died in his arms on Valentine’s Day from kidney complications after giving birth to their daughter Alice. Eleven hours earlier, his mother had died of typhoid in the same house. He ran from his grief to the South Dakota Badlands, leaving infant Alice to be raised by his older unmarried sister, Anna. For the next three years, with trips back to New York, he lived in the Dakota Territory, busting broncos, hunting grizzly bears, chasing cattle thieves, and getting in bar fights. He would write three books about his adventurous time as a cowboy.

Back in New York with a healed but scarred heart, he began courting his childhood semisweetheart Edith Kermit Carow, and soon married her. They raised Alice, while having five more children.

Roosevelt didn’t allow self-pity, but revealed that he sometimes struggled with depression. “Black care rarely sits behind a rider whose pace is fast enough,” he wrote. (Another genius, Winston Churchill, called his depression Black Dog, and ran from it by laying bricks.) Roosevelt rode into the Amazon to recover from the 1912 election defeat. “It rather diminishes the sum of my achievement,” he wrote Kermit.

Edith was with him when he boarded the steamer bound for South America in October 1913, with other members of his expedition and five tons of equipment and provisions. After his speaking engagements, he planned to travel up the Paraguay River and into the Amazon basin on a scientific expedition with two naturalists from the American Museum of Natural History. The Paraguay was 1,675 miles long, flowed among four South American countries, and had 26 exciting tributaries, a paradise of specimens for the Museum. Roosevelt said it was “a little indefinite” about which tributaries they would explore.

But then Brazil’s minister of foreign affairs, Lauro Müller, made Roosevelt another offer. Müller had asked Colonel Cândido Rondon, the renowned explorer, if he would take Roosevelt somewhere more exciting. Rondon said not if it was going to be a hunting trip like Roosevelt’s safari in Africa. He offered five options, including Rio da Duvida, which he’d discovered in 1909 on an expedition that had nearly killed him, while cutting an 835-mile stretch of his Strategic Telegraph Line through the Amazon. Müller told Roosevelt that if he and Rondon were to descend the Duvida, it would be the first descent of an Amazon river of unknown length and difficulty, possibly the longest unknown river on earth.

It was a time of great exploration. The American Robert Peary had reached the North Pole in 1909; the Norwegian Roald Amundsen had reached the South Pole in 1911; and Irishman Ernest Shackleton was in the headlines planning his trans-Antarctic expedition. But the Amazon was literally off the map.

The night that Roosevelt lost the 1912 election, his oldest son Ted had sent a telegram to the next-oldest son Kermit: WHAT WILL OLD LION DO? This expedition with the great Colonel Rondon was the answer. It wasn’t just his last chance to be a boy, as he said; it was his last chance to be a famous explorer. He “eagerly and gladly” chose Rio da Duvida, which presented “the greatest number of unforeseen difficulties,” said Rondon. The Roosevelt South American Scientific expedition up the Paraguay River became the Expediciao Scientifica Roosevelt-Rondon down the River of Doubt.

When the president of the American Museum of Natural History got wind of the new plan, he sent Roosevelt a letter saying in effect that the Museum would have nothing to do with the likely death of a former president, and that it expected him to stick to the original plan. Not a chance, replied TR. He’d had a full share of life, and “if it is necessary for me to leave my bones in South America, I am quite ready to do so.”



The Round Table panel was completed by two of the team’s three scientists from INPA, the Instituto Nacional do Pesquisas de Amazonia, or National Science Institute. Geraldo Mendes and Jose Cabral, seated at the end of the long table, watched their minutes to speak drift away.

Mendes was crushed. A shy and cheery ichthyologist, his passion for fish showed when he talked about them; he’d beamed in pride when Haskell chose him to be on the panel. But now, as the clock ticked, it seemed his assignment wasn’t important enough to be recognized.

He wanted to tell the audience what he told James Brooke of the New York Times, in a second piece that ran while the team was in Manaus, headlined IN T.R.’S FOOTSTEPS, SCIENTISTS EMBARK ON AMAZONIAN EXPEDITION. “This trip is important because access is very difficult to headwaters of Amazon rivers,” Mendes said. “We believe that 40 percent of the fish species in the Amazon have not been identified, and most of them are in headwaters.”

The other scientist who wouldn’t get to speak, Jose Cabral, held a PhD in pharmacology from the University of Mississippi. A rainforest cure for cancer was one of his goals, along with treatments for everything from headaches to AIDS. Cabral planned to spend his time on the expedition interviewing Indigenous people and settlers, trying to learn more about rainforest remedies, and maybe discover something new.

After about an hour, in order to speed things along, the program was opened to questions, skipping the scientists.

It was a tough crowd. The purpose of the Round Table was to explain the Rio Roosevelt expedition, but the attendees wanted it justified. “How can this expedition benefit the Amazon?” was the first question, which apparently hadn’t been answered in its leaders’ opening remarks. There was a missing link or two between the plans of New Century Conservation Trust and stomachs in the Amazon. The audience got lost trying to follow the anticipated profit from the expedition’s media enterprises to the conservation of Indigenous culture and land.

The prospectus stated it succinctly: “The purpose of the expedition is to produce a book and film…” and that was how Haskell answered the question. But a woman in the front row, who appeared to be a journalist, was persistent. She asked the question yet again: “Yes, but why are you here?”

“We’re here for two purposes,” replied Haskell, patiently. “To bring the history of 1914 to 1992, and to introduce Americans to Rondon and Brazilians to Theodore Roosevelt.” Given that TR had his own bus line around Manaus, the latter seemed redundant.I

The Round Table discussion went as far as it could. The expedition’s intentions were good but ethereal, and when Haskell was asked to please explain again about the goals, his repetitive answers floated out over the thinning room and were lost in the hollow crack of wooden writing trays falling on linoleum, knocked to the floor by the restless knees and shifting feet of the mostly female students. They might have been there on a class assignment until one and two at a time, they drifted out of their seats and up the two short aisles and out the doors. There were about a dozen people remaining at the end of the discussion, and Haskell had to go, to prepare for the flight to Porto Velho. But all told, he said, he thought it had been a pretty terrific conference.


	I. The students also wanted to know about “biometric sampling.” What did it mean? It sounded scientific but only meant the measure of change in the biology of something over a period of time. For the Rio Roosevelt expedition, it seemed enough to say that it meant a general comparison of the river and rainforest environment, then and now.






CHAPTER 2 The Motive


I still remember the day when I was 16 and wrote my name for the first time.

—Charles Haskell



Charlie’s a really nice kid, but he’s stupider, dumber than hell. He’s just a little mongoloid.” That’s what Haskell remembers them saying about him when he was growing up. Born in 1943 into a powerful and intelligent Texas family, he grew up rich but unhappy. He had a maternal grandfather he loved, because he was kind to him, and a successful father he didn’t, because he was not. Charlie was dyslexic, a handicap that wasn’t understood at the time. He stuttered and couldn’t read.

He says he believes his father thought he was “retarded.” His very existence threatened his father, he says, and that’s what made him mean. He says The Prince of Tides is his life story. “Dyslexia wasn’t even a word then,” he says. Actually, it’s been a word since 1887, and for 10 years before that it was called “word blindness.” In Charlie’s case, it fit.

Charlie’s handicaps were close to home. His paternal grandfather, Robert Henry Haskell Sr., was founder and head of a Michigan mental institution whose mission was to turn “morons”—it was a medical term back then—into upstanding citizens able to hold down a job, thus keeping them out of jail. “Idiots” and “imbeciles” were less of a concern, his institution said, because they were usually too passive to cause trouble.

Haskell Sr. was a brilliant doctor, valedictorian at Columbia in 1907, who ruled his Wayne County Training School until 1955. It’s whispered that, with all good intentions, he might have performed brain surgery on developmentally disabled children.

Charlie Haskell’s father, Robert Haskell Jr., was also an MD, but when he married Antoinette Marsh he gave up medicine to become publisher in the newspaper empire of her father. “My father was very bright, too, very bright,” says Charlie, “and he just could not understand why I couldn’t read. He would become so frustrated that he would call me names, which made it worse. But it wasn’t only that. My brother and I both, we were not to be seen or heard. He would almost never play with us, and when he did, sometimes he would try to hurt us. There were lots of other things. Every hurt that anybody has ever had, I think I’ve had at one time or another.”

It didn’t help that Charlie and his brother Robert didn’t really like each other. When friends asked Antoinette—smartest of all, turning her degree in literature from Vassar into matriarchal credentials—what was the difference between her two boys, she would say, “If I were to say I want the moon, Robert would say, ‘Mom, you need to live with disappointment.’ Charlie would say, ‘Mom, I will get it for you.’ ” Years later her sons would be her business partners, until she and Robert voted Charlie out.

Charlie was tormented by other children because of his stutter. It was the South in the early 1950s. “The teachers would make me stand up in class and try to read, and all that would come out would be sputters and noises, and all the kids would laugh. It was extremely painful.

“When I was 12, my parents took me to be examined by doctors at Yale. They pried me, probed me, and had me do all sorts of stuff, and at one point they took all my clothes off and took pictures of me in the nude, looking for physical defects. You better believe that does something to a 12-year-old. It was tough. It was very, very tough.”

But he had strength of character. He would not accept defeat. He had no fear of hard work. He had a sharp mind and learned by memorizing. He played well with other children and was good at sports. When they laughed at him, he didn’t get mad. He learned to play the fool.

“You either become withdrawn, or you use it to your advantage. I said, ‘Okay, this is another way of making somebody laugh,’ and I became a clown. I was wild, real wild—and I became pretty popular.

“About the only thing I didn’t have wrong with me was uncoordination, and that was my true salvation. I was bigger than most of the kids, so I worked very very hard to become extremely strong and very athletic so I could be able to have something that I could excel at and be respected for. I’ve always been a leader at sports, always the captain of my teams.”

Charlie was clearly not headed for a life of crime, so he wasn’t sent to his grandfather’s training center for “morons.” His parents enrolled him in a special prep school in Connecticut called Marvelwood, where he played football and lacrosse. He says for the first time in his life, he wasn’t treated as if there were something wrong with him. He went to camp on a Massachusetts farm for kids with learning disabilities, and three summers there changed his life. “Those were probably the happiest years of my life,” he says.

“Charlie was 17, and was a little old for our camp, but he was a very bright boy,” remembers George Hayes, who owned the farm and camp with his wife Penny. “It took quite a lot of work, but he learned to read. He was just a joy. We had more fun with that guy—oh, he was a comedian. He used to fall down the stairs for laughs—he belonged on the stage, this kid. Penny and I never met anybody who was more delightful. Just the most marvelous kid. We had this old house, and the furnace needed cleaning, and Charlie just climbed inside and did it without anyone asking him. I still have the photograph of him covered with soot. He was just that kind of guy.

“We would turn upside down two or three times for this boy.”

Until George Hayes taught Charlie how to write his name at 16, he had faked it. “I’d seen my name written enough to know that it started with a C, and then there was a loop, and in the middle there was another loop, and like that. So I’d do little scribbles and make the loops so it looked pretty good, but I didn’t know what I was writing. I still remember the day I wrote my name for the first time.”

Charlie idolized his maternal grandfather, Charles Thomas Marsh, a Texas oil tycoon and newspaper publisher who built the family empire. As he grew up he physically became Marsh, who was six-foot-three with a high forehead, beaked nose, and big bald head—they said he looked like a Roman emperor. He was warm, generous, and talkative, but with an explosive temper, and Charlie was like that, too. And sometimes Marsh spoke in “scattered and disjointed sentences,” same as Charlie, although grandfather created order out of chaos, it was said; not vice versa.

Marsh’s progressive politics were uncommon in his moneyed circles in Texas. His lasting legacy is the Public Welfare Foundation, which he founded in 1946 and has distributed more than $570 million in grants to more than 4,800 groups, according to its website. The foundation says it “focuses its grant-making in some difficult, and often overlooked, social justice areas where it believes it can serve as a catalyst for reform.”

Charles Haskell got his ideals and money from Charles Marsh. His respect for the Public Welfare Foundation and admiration for his grandfather were carried by the intentions of New Century Conservation Trust. 

As publisher of the Austin American-Statesman, Marsh discovered a hayseed, a young West Texas politician named Lyndon Johnson, and financed his career. Marsh’s money and editorial voice lifted LBJ to the US Senate in 1948, via voter fraud in West Texas. For most of the rest of his years as a politician, LBJ used Marsh to further his career, as Marsh used LBJ to further his own ideas. One of Marsh’s many obituaries said he had “erratic intensity,” possibly suggesting the moment at age 44 when he left his wife of 20 years to pursue a willowy and brilliant 19-year-old from a small Texas town. Her name was Alice Glass, and Marsh would show his appreciation, admiration, and ardor with lavish gifts: diamonds, emeralds, paintings, a 100-acre estate in Virginia. She was an excellent horsewoman as well, “the only thing about her that was Texas,” said one admirer. Marsh chased this free spirit for eight years, until she gave in and married him after his divorce.

Charlie’s mother Antoinette grew up fast, watching it all happen, beginning when she was 17. When Charlie was born in 1943, the fabulous Alice Glass became his 32-year-old step-grandmother.

In 1953, on a trip to Jamaica to check on the Jamaica Inn he had built there, entertaining the writer Roald Dahl and his wife the actress Patricia Neal, Marsh was bitten by a mosquito carrying cerebral malaria and fell into a coma. He lived for 11 more years but suffered strokes that rendered him speechless. Haskell remembers with poignancy sitting as a teenager at his grandfather’s bedside, meeting visitors like Adlai Stevenson and Sam Rayburn, as well as LBJ.

“He was a kingmaker,” says Haskell. “He wanted to die absolutely broke, and he did. He gave it all away.” Not quite. Like Theodore Roosevelt, Haskell had a trust fund.

Another Marsh obituary said he had “a knack for the vivid and colorful,” which describes Charlie’s favorite memory of him. The time when his grandfather and young gorgeous grandmother Alice stripped him down to his undies and threw him in a Washington fountain, and they all shrieked with laughter.


In The Years of Lyndon Johnson: The Path to Power, the first of three volumes in his definitive LBJ biography, author Robert A. Caro cites Marsh’s wealth. “In Austin alone, his possessions included not only the city’s largest newspaper, but much of the stock in its largest bank, all of the stock in its streetcar franchise, and vast tracts of its most valuable real estate. And forests of derricks pumped black gold out of the fabulous oilfields of West Texas for his sole profit.”

Marsh had been a $25-per-week newspaper reporter in Oklahoma, with big ambition. He found partners, and bought more than two dozen Texas newspapers in seven years. Many of his readers were Okies like him, who had come to Texas during the Depression.

Marsh was a dedicated New Dealer. In 1940 he sold all but three papers in Texas, and went to Washington to support President Franklin Roosevelt. He focused on fighting Hitler, and financed an underground network to get Jews out of Germany. He lived near the White House, and was best drinking buddies with FDR’s vice president, Henry Wallace. Every afternoon, walking home from the White House after work, the vice president would stop off at Marsh’s four-story 19th century mansion for a few stiff ones, along with intense policy discussion. The Lend-Lease Act of 1941, FDR’s controversial first step into World War II, came out of those sessions.

As for Alice Glass, “The first time Charles Marsh saw her, she was stark naked, a pale, shimmering goddess rising unexpectedly from the mists of his Austin swimming pool,” according to Jennet Conant in the book The Irregulars: Roald Dahl and the British Spy Ring in Wartime Washington.

Besides being smart and beautiful, Alice Glass was idealistic, independent, and ambitious. Vice President Wallace liked her because, he said, “She seems to be the only person with enough imagination to know what I’m talking about.”

The reason she held off Marsh’s proposal for so long, said her sister, was because she was in love with Lyndon Johnson and believed he could save the world. It was Alice who ran the operation to get Jews out of Europe; traveling with Marsh in Germany in 1937, she had heard Hitler speak, and knew the threat was real.

Alice and LBJ had an ongoing affair while she was Marsh’s mistress and LBJ was Marsh’s protégé. LBJ was three years older than Alice but looked up to her for the sophistication he lacked—she made him look smart. Lady Bird Johnson knew about the affair but was stoic and silent. When Marsh found out, he unloaded his explosive temper on LBJ but soon forgave him. “My father and LBJ didn’t let Alice come between them,” Antoinette Haskell told Jennet Conant. “Men in power like that don’t give a damn about women. They were not that important in the end. They treated women like toys. That’s just the way it was.”

Enter Roald Dahl. He, Marsh, and Glass were a threesome on the Washington social circuit in the early part of the war, and shared Marsh’s flat in London at times. Dahl was a young RAF pilot who’d been shot down over Egypt, then sent to Washington, with a bad leg, for a vague job at the British Embassy. In fact he was a spy for Winston Churchill’s team, the vast ring called BSC, British Security Co-ordination. Their mission in America was propaganda, to move public opinion toward the war. Churchill’s spying on FDR was desperation—Britain was doomed without him. Dahl’s assignment was to learn what FDR was thinking, and what he was being advised.

Dahl made Marsh his mentor. Dahl was young, tall, handsome, and articulate, with a fast and racy wit. He was so much of these things that his arrogance, rudeness, and occasional cruelty were accepted. He made himself a magnet for gossip. One way to get it was to sleep with influential older women, which was remarkably easy for him.

Few knew what FDR was thinking better than Marsh, thanks to his whiskey-and-ryes with Vice President Wallace, and the many dinners and lunches that Marsh and Alice hosted in their townhouse mansion. Marsh told Dahl everything, which got back to Churchill at least once within the hour. Eventually Marsh knew but didn’t care (and FDR knew, but it was a game to him). He financed the beginning of Dahl’s writing career that produced dozens of dark, hilarious, brilliant, and beloved children’s stories.



Albert Einstein, Leonardo da Vinci, and Walt Disney were dyslexic. “Dyslexia” and “dumb” aren’t medically connected. Charlie could listen to a teacher and perfectly repeat his or her words. “I’d tell myself, ‘If I’m so damn stupid, how the hell can I do this?’ ”

Taking oral exams, he got into the University of Massachusetts but didn’t last long. “When I would have to read, I would lose it. The classroom becomes such an alien thing, you overload and break down. Eventually I flunked out.”

It was 1964 and 21-year-old college dropouts like him were doomed to be drafted for Vietnam, unless they were married; he married his girlfriend. He worked in the family newspaper business in Kentucky for three years, and at 24, using his inheritance, bought a newspaper as grandfather Marsh had: the Dade City Banner, deep in the Florida panhandle. When it failed, he went into marketing and sales, heading the “vitality division” of an orange juice company in Dade City, followed by a stint as a car salesman at a Buick dealership in Tampa.

That’s when he joined the army so he could fight in Vietnam, he said, adding that he was a platoon leader. He wouldn’t talk about his time in country, other than to say he didn’t know what hit him. One day he was leading his men in the jungle, next thing he knew he was waking up in a military hospital in Kentucky. He said it was too painful to talk about.

When his father died in 1970, he inherited 25 percent of the business that included four papers—Antoinette got 50 percent and his brother Robert the other 25. He became associate publisher of the Mt. Sterling Advocate in Kentucky, where he had trained for the business. He was mayor of Mt. Sterling for 27 months. According to his résumé, during that time he obtained more than $13 million in state and federal grants for downtown development, street improvements, and recreation; built a new sewer and water plant; changed the city government from a city council to city manager structure; started a tourism and recreation board; obtained National Registry status for the downtown district; and restructured the fire and police departments.

In 1973, after eight years of marriage and three children, too much like grandfather Marsh (and Marsh’s father, a Cincinnati lawyer who left his wife and six children), Haskell left his wife and three children to be with the former babysitter. He married her and fathered a fourth child, his daughter Antoinette.

In 1989, at age 46, separated and soon to be divorced for the second time, Haskell sold his share in the newspaper business (now seven papers) to his brother Robert. He says he got out because his mother and brother didn’t have faith in his abilities. Now, with the Rio Roosevelt expedition, he had a chance to prove himself to his mother.

“The motivation that I’ve had to succeed in life was motivation that I created,” he said. “That’s how I grew up: saying, ‘By God, I’m gonna do it.’ And I’m going to continue to do challenging things that way. It’s a whole lot more difficult for me, but that’s why it’s enjoyable; the tougher it is, the more I like it. Because that proves to me that I’m capable of doing more than I actually think I can do.

“I don’t let anything put me down. Again, you have a choice. To be able to say, ‘Oh, poor me,’ or say, ‘I’ve seen that happen so I’m not going to let that happen.’ The good news is it made me much more sensible about people, and wanting to listen to what others have to say, so it was a plus. Everything in life I’ve learned, I’ve learned from people. People are my books. That’s why I listen so intently.

“When my daughters were growing up, I could read them children’s books, which I enjoyed because I was reading them for the first time myself. I can read now, but it’s very difficult. I read very, very slowly, and I can only read about two pages at a time. I get very, very tired. I miss a lot.

“When they came out with books on cassettes, I bought everything. I spent $3,000 on tapes the first year I discovered them. My mind was insatiable; I couldn’t wait to get back in the car after work. I’d put a book on the tape deck and become one of the characters in the story; pretty soon I’d be racing along at 85 miles an hour and not even know it. I had to start using the cruise control. Now I think I probably get more out of books than people who can read, because I listen to these books, and my mind and my imagination just goes whoosh, zoom, it just goes crazy for learning.

“You never get over dyslexia. There are always things you wish that you could do. Even today. For example, my youngest daughter’s name is Erin Antoinette Haskell, and I don’t know how to spell Antoinette. I can’t write my daughter’s name. The letters all come like jumbles,” he adds, his voice cracking and eyes misting.

“When you’re told your whole life that you’re not capable of doing something, when you’re told that you’re a failure, when you’re told that you’re stupid, you’re an asshole, the whole nine yards, even though you were a mayor of a town, even though you were successful in working with people, you still never thought that you were a success.

“This expedition is a personal triumph for me, for someone with a learning disability, who had trouble reading and writing, to get national recognition. Why not do things that can help more than yourself?

“I really, honestly, believe that Beth and I are doing something worthwhile, something that will be beneficial to people. And I believe that now I know where I’m going.”




CHAPTER 3 The Plan


Can easily adapt to variable and complex situations with relative ease.

—Elizabeth McKnight



Charles Haskell and Elizabeth McKnight met on a tundra buggy spotting for polar bears on a photographic safari in Manitoba, British Columbia. She asked, “Don’t I know you?” and he replied, “Yes, I was at your wedding—you married my best friend from prep school.”

“Ah,” said Beth.

She lived in Vermont, he lived in Maine—off to a start. The environment gave them more to talk about. Beth had been on ecotours: an Earthwatch trip to Sarasota Bay with a dolphin research team, a bird-watching tour to the Outer Hebrides islands off the Scottish coast, and a three-week Wilderness Travel camping safari in Tanzania and Kenya, including Nairobi.

She’d worked for an engineering firm, acquiring permits for building projects, weaving through regulations and red tape. She quit after a few years when she realized she was helping developers, she said. The sight of a green Vermont hillside wiped out by condos did it, she said, suggesting it was her firm and she was part of it. She began working for an architectural design group.

Earlier that year, Haskell had been a delegate of the National Wildlife Federation at the Altamira Gathering, in the Amazon. Sting was there. The Kayapo wanted to stop a dam from being built on their Xingu River by bringing attention to the issue and presenting their case, which included the Brazilian government’s history of atrocities directed at Indigenous people over development. For five days there were presentations, press conferences, displays, and interviews with 500 Kayapo and another 100 Indigenous from other groups.I

After the Gathering, Haskell hired three Kayapo guides and traveled down the Xingu River for two weeks. It was his boyhood dream from the time he saw films of the Amazon made by a friend’s grandfather. “It was everything I thought it would be,” he said. “Exactly like it was supposed to be. The bugs, the Indians, everything.”

In June, he and McKnight flew to a village 300 miles north of Manaus, and took a riverboat with two guides up the Rio Negro for about 100 miles. Afterward she bought him Theodore Roosevelt’s Through the Brazilian Wilderness, and he barely put it down for a month. Teddy Roosevelt was his hero (along with Chuck Yeager). In the book, he found his mission: retracing Theodore Roosevelt’s descent of the River of Doubt.

But how? You couldn’t just hire a guide to take you down the river, remote and wild. It hadn’t been descended since 1927. And the Cinta Larga didn’t allow White men on their Rio Teodoro, as they called it.

Beth was perfect. Intelligent, cheerful, intense, game for outdoor adventure. She knew how to get things done, starting with permits. She quit her job and moved in with Haskell, into his rented house in Boothbay Harbor, where he’d settled after his separation—he was headed for Alaska but a friend talked him out of it. They formed New Century Conservation Trust and began looking for funding for their Rio Roosevelt expedition.

“In the beginning all we wanted was $250,000,” she said. “Bare bones, two or three rafts, six or eight people.” They hired a professional fundraiser who came up empty-handed after being paid $75,000, she said. They approached the literary agent Peter Riva, who had steered the successful nonstop around-the-world flight of the Voyager with Dick Rutan and Jeana Yeager. Riva suggested a book, made a deal with a publisher, and found a writer, me.

In September Haskell borrowed $250,000 to keep the project alive. “It suddenly became a major expedition with tremendous responsibility, which we just never envisioned,” said McKnight, in Manaus. “And that’s a big, big burden. The expectations of people have grown, the stress has grown. And it has taken its toll. It’s been a tremendous strain, because Charlie and I aren’t only working in a professional situation, we’re working in a personal situation, and the two don’t mix. But it’s very difficult to separate them.”

She began writing proposals, climbing mountains and navigating rivers of administrative work. She read the mail to Charlie, who dictated letters, made financial decisions, and pitched the project. The hardest part was getting the permits.

The phone rang from morning till night. They used the speaker phone so they could talk together. Charlie liked Beth to listen with him.

“When Charlie and I listen to people, he will hear one thing and I will hear another,” she said. “I sometimes think he doesn’t listen very carefully. He gets what he wants to hear, but he doesn’t get it all, because he’ll discard what he doesn’t want to hear. I think many dyslexics do that, although I don’t thoroughly understand dyslexia.

“It’s important that I don’t make Charlie feel uncomfortable, and I don’t make him feel like he can’t do it on his own. I have to be careful that I don’t hurt his feelings. He’s so sensitive about it. I think that might be a problem for him in business. That’s partly why I’ve taken on this whole administrative thing myself. But cumulatively this stuff just piles up on me, and I can only handle so much.

“When he was in publishing, his secretary was an ex-Marine, and she was really tough. He thought she was great. She organized his whole life. I just don’t want to be in that role.”

McKnight wasn’t worried about hardship or pain on the expedition. She’d been there. Born with a bent spine, she needed surgery before she could walk. At age nine she got polio and was paralyzed for 10 days. “I’ve experienced some terrible, terrible pain,” she said. “Discomfort doesn’t bother me. There won’t be anything on the expedition I won’t be able to deal with.”

In 18 months they’d made four trips to Brazil



























	I. The Altmira Gathering was a logistical tour de force by the organizers, a hugely successful media event. The World Bank pulled out of the project, and the Kayapo held off the government for 22 years before construction on the Belo Monte Dam began. The final turbine went operational in 2019.

	II. Teatro Amazonas was built by German rubber barons, taking millions of dollars out of the forests in latex from trees to make tires to feed the automobile. Cost was no object. It had pink Italian marble stairs and columns, steel walls from Scotland, and a mosaic dome with 36,000 decorated ceramic tiles from France, glazed in the Brazilian national colors of yellow and green. There were mahogany staircases, velvet seats, and 198 Italian chandeliers. The labor came from slaves stolen from the Congo (Brazil was the biggest market for slaves in the world at that time), along with Indigenous slaves from the Amazon.
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