


  CHAPTER 1


  CRY OF THE OKAVANGO



   For every problem there is one solution which is simple, neat and wrong.


  —H. L. MENCKEN




  JUNE 2022. THE OKAVANGO-ZAMBEZI WATER TOWER, ANGOLA. EMOTIONS SWIRL AS the current at my feet. Everyone looks so young, so charged, so immortal. I was once at such a place, standing on the banks of an unrun river, wild with anticipation, vested with a feeling of launching into something exceptional, something archetypal, beyond normal lives, discovering as the nineteenth-century seekers of the source of the Nile. Downstream, so many wonders, so many dangers, so many moments of sublimity; and then the shock and gloom of injury and death. It was like volunteering to go to war, with full expectations that we would win, but with reality sometimes different. “Hope is the last thing to die,” goes a popular Angolan saying. I was awakened last night by the shrinking of history’s clock, but here the eyes are glazed with hope, the same optics through which I stared at so many beginnings.


  I have entered the museum of my youth. I mingle with the expedition members: Brits, Americans, Germans, South Africans, Namibians, Botswanans, Angolans, researchers, scientists, a social media manager, an Emmy-nominated film producer/director, a Zimbabwean river guide who rafts the Zambezi below Victoria Falls, a sketch artist along the lines of Thomas Baines, who accompanied David Livingstone on this exploration of the Zambezi in 1859. They have sponsors, some of transparent intent—National Geographic, the Wild Bird Trust, and the HALO Trust (the organization that clears land mines)—others perhaps opaquer, such as Rolex and De Beers, with its past complicity in apartheid and blood diamonds. But at Sobek we had a similar range of supporters, from the Sierra Club to RJR Nabisco, the Smithsonian to the CIA.


  The river at which we are standing is the Lungwevungu, and the team hopes to rewrite Wikipedia, which claims the source of the Zambezi is in North-Western Province, Zambia. They intend to make the first descent of what they believe is the true source . . . the farthest contributing stream from the mouth in Mozambique on the other side of the continent. There is no universal agreement on what defines a true source. Some argue it should be the tributary that offers up the greatest volume, as the Blue Nile does when it confluxes with the White Nile in Khartoum, where the combined flow becomes the Nile proper. Others crown the White Nile with the title, as its waters bubble up hundreds of miles farther away than its sister stream.


  But this expedition is part of a larger scope, called the Okavango Wilderness Project, which intends to survey the many lakes, streams, swales, and rivers in the Angolan Highlands that make up the life-nurturing watershed for both the Zambezi and the Okavango River, which decants into the Kalahari Desert in Botswana, finally sinking into a sea of sand. The Okavango Delta is one of the greatest cradles of biodiversity on earth, with hundreds of species of birds, plants, and wild animals. It is Africa’s last remaining and largest intact wetland wilderness. The greatest concentration of elephant thrives here, 130,000 by some estimates. There are towers of giraffe, dazzles of zebra, bloats of hippo, crashes of rhino, confusions of guinea fowl, flamboyances of flamingo, and more than a million humans who depend upon these waters. UNESCO recognized the Delta as the thousandth World Heritage Site in 2014.


  If the upstream spigot were to be turned off, the results for all life in the Delta would be devastating. Not to mention the economic consequences, as tourism and its supporting networks make up some 11 percent of Botswana’s GDP (gross domestic product).
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  A derelict T-55 Russian tank left from the near-thirty-year civil war in Angola.


  RICHARD BANGS


  The goal then is to champion a network of protected areas that create a corridor from the Angolan sources to Botswana’s Okavango Delta and Zambia and Zimbabwe’s Zambezi. Tourism could be a key.


  The Water Tower is about the size of England, and just as green, but it is a land that time forgot. Its ontogenesis is more paleolithic than neoteric. Its vast peatlands could be Scotland of ten thousand years ago. For the duration of Angola’s civil war, there was little to impact the righteous flows of the Okavango headwaters. In many ways this was a proxy war, democracy versus communism, the Soviet Union and Cuba versus South Africa and America. Battles were fought across its banks and bogs; an estimated 500,000 Angolan lives were lost. And an unknown number of land mines were scattered throughout the watershed. By some twisted piece of fate, the land mines kept development and human interference at bay, and the water ran full and clear into the cupping hands of the Delta.


  In the midst of Angola’s civil war, the HALO Trust began its clearance work. Princess Diana lent her presence and influence to the cause in 1997, just months before her death. Wearing a protective head visor and anti-armor vest, she walked through an active Angolan minefield. She pushed a button and detonated a mine in front of the press. “One down, seventeen million to go,” she honeyed to the cameras. The UN at the time estimated some twenty million land mines in Angola. Others who have been on their knees on the ground deactivating mines have more conservative numbers. The Swiss NGO Fondation Pro Victimis figures up to 600,000 mines have been cleared and destroyed to date, but an estimated 300,000 remain. There may be more to be found, in line with Donald Rumsfeld’s “known unknowns” and “unknown unknowns.” HALO publishes maps of the cleared areas, and much of the Okavango watershed is now safe to wander . . . or develop.


  My presence in this outlying piece of Africa traces to a dinner I had in 2019 in Venice Beach with Chris Boyes, who had been part of the National Geographic–sponsored survey expedition that made the first descent of the Cuito River, which spills from the coy source lake that is farthest away from the inland Delta. His older brother, Steve, a South African conservation biologist, conceived and led the expedition, which identified several new species in this little explored plat of Africa.


  Chris came to me to describe threats to the Okavango Delta that seemed to be fermenting up in the Angolan Highlands, everything from accelerating deforestation to giant agro-schemes to mining to poaching to hydro projects backed by the Chinese. Angola has been battling corruption since its independence, and, for some, exploitation of the vast untouched watershed in the southeastern swaths of the country is irresistible.


  An economic alternative that could indeed help preserve the Water Tower region is tourism. When I cofounded Sobek with my high-school friend John Yost in 1973, we did not imagine our little idea to explore and share the remote wilderness areas of the world would become a force in tourism. But many of our excursions into unknown waters, deserts, rain forests, and mountains became iconic, and today millions annually commit the sins of adventure travel, many following in Sobek’s footsteps. Our first descent of the Zambezi from Victoria Falls to Lake Kariba in 1981, with the support of National Geographic and ABC Television, took a while to catch on, what with land mines lining the shores and aggressive crocs and hippos in the river, but ultimately it took off, and it is now the most popular adventure tourist activity in the region.
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  There were no roads in Eastern Angola, so our only transport was a Bell 407 helicopter from Botswana. RICHARD BANGS


  So, during our meal I agreed we would try to put a trip together, bringing the first tourists to the Water Tower, providing proof of concept that non-extractive economic alternatives could be viable. Certainly, the halls of power in Luanda know of the hundreds of millions of dollars realized in tourism income in nearby Botswana. Why shouldn’t that be replicated in Angola?


  There were, however, several challenges with this concept; the first being the conspicuous lack of charismatic megafauna in Angola. The country once teemed with the classics: elephant, lion, giraffe, rhino, buffalo, zebra, cheetah, and a panoply of antelope, including the Angolan giant sable. But, as Colin Bell, co-founder of Wilderness Safaris in 1983, told me, “All wars in Africa start in the national parks. Firstly, the troops need to be fed, and the pickings are easy. But also, wars are expensive, and one way to finance is by selling poached ivory and endangered species.” So, after twenty-seven years of civil war, most of the wildlife was either killed or fled to neighboring sanctuaries, such as in Botswana.


  When most tourists come to Africa, they come to see the wildlife. So, for the moment, that was off the table when designing a trip.


  Another challenge was the expense. Angola, which has significant oil reserves, is among the most expensive countries in the world to visit. But more than that, there are no support services in this part of Angola: no lodges, no restaurants, no safari vehicles, no guides, no infinity pools. There are no commercial flights, and no airports at the source lakes. The only way to visit the Water Tower region in a holiday time frame would be by helicopter, and the helicopter would have to fly from Botswana almost five hundred miles to the north. And the only helicopter available for such a journey would be a Bell 407, which seats six, including the pilot, so any tourism pioneering would have to be with a small group. That put the tab per person at around the cost of a new electric car.


  The last major obstacle was the two-year travel interregnum imposed by COVID-19. So, while we unpacked this plan in 2019, it was not until June of 2022 that we finally confounded the challenges and set off on an exploratory of potential consequence. There are six in the helicopter as it shudders northward: Mark Schneider, who traveled with me on pioneering trips to North Korea and Saudi Arabia; Robin and Bob Ebinger, who recently returned from an MT Sobek adventure in Sudan; Daniel Williams, our pilot, who did a hazardous stint flying miners in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC); and Kai Collins, a Botswana-born conservation biologist with a special focus on threatened species and the impacts of climate change on ecosystems. He has been surveying for the Okavango Wilderness Project for the last three and a half years and was last year attacked in his tent while on survey by a rogue elephant who gored him, tossed him thirty feet, and left him near dead. Now he’s back on the horse, and when an elephant approaches to within inches of our lodge deck in the Delta, Kai doesn’t flinch.


  As per Angolan requirement, we take our PCR tests for COVID in Maun and then wend our way up the panhandle of the Delta, stopping for exit visas in Shakawe, and then to Rundu in Namibia for refueling. Rundu is at the doorstep of the Caprivi, the narrow neck of land acquired by then German South West Africa, now Namibia, in 1860 in order to provide access to the Zambezi River and a supposed route to German Tanganyika on the east coast of the continent. Victoria Falls put paid to that navigational dream, but the strip remains and holds the wildlife-rich Bwabwata National Park. We see parades of elephant, pods of hippo, herds of antelope, and stacks of termite mounds before our border crossing.


  We enter Angolan airspace and maneuver north to Cuito Cuanavale, where the eponymous source rivers meet, and where the largest tank battle in Africa since WWII took place between 1987 and 1988. From the pitch runway we can see the upper sections of a monument to the battle, a colossal black AK-47 built by North Korea. “No pictures while on the tarmac,” Kai instructs.


  Back in the air we turn with the glassy ribbon that is the Cuanavale, one of the major source fountains. Much of this area was known as terra do fim do mundo—the land at the end of earth—coined by the first Portuguese colonists. Until recently, it was as wild and unaffected as earth’s first morning. But now, on all sides we see fires burning the woodlands. With the war over and areas cleared of land mines, villagers have taken to large-scale burning. Trees regrow after natural fires, but man-made burns inhibit the natural order. Forests that once held and regulated moisture, once scorched, will no longer make the healthy feed to their rivers.


  We angle and tend up to the mother lake of the Cuanavale, a glass that has tucked itself outside of time’s crashing momentum. The translucent waters that percolate from this lake will arrive in the Delta six months from now.


  It is here we land in a field of tall grass.


  This secret heritage to the Okavango is shockingly beautiful, and more so because of its absences. There is nothing manufactured in any direction, no sign of human habitation now or ever, just a chorus of miombo trees and a little lake shimmering as though dipped in a bowl of crystal. It harbors a single chthonic crocodile, and a cryptid monster called Mukisikisi, so says Kai. It was near here in 1955 that the largest elephant ever hunted to that point was bagged, and it now stands in the center rotunda of the National Museum of Natural History in Washington, D.C. There are no signs of elephant of any size now.


  We trek from the landing site down a fine-sand path inked with afternoon shade and meet a Scotland-born former British Army officer and demining expert who was the HALO Angola program manager during Prince Harry’s 2013 visit to Cuito Cuanavale, Gerhard Zank. The human bonding that results from jointly stepping through land mines happened, and Prince Harry invited Gerhard to the Royal Wedding in 2018, for which he had to source attire not in his sapper closet: a proper morning coat.


  Gerhard is providing support for our little groundbreaking safari, including recruiting villagers from the source lands, called the Lisima Landscape (“source of life,” in the local vernacular). Gerhard is training them to assist this exotic species called tourists. He purchased new tents and showed the Angolans how to set them up and how to dig latrines, and he turned their cooking skills to new grubery, including English breakfast and saignant steak dinners (most eastern Angolans eat funge, cassava flour porridge, three times a day). Everything Gerhard brought to this outing is hard to find in this part of Angola, but he did, including sleeping bags, solar-powered lamps, camp chairs, peanut butter, bacon, gin and tonics, and a twelve-year-old bottle of Glenmorangie scotch.


  The shuttles of a cold dawn nudge me awake. Outside the canvas tent I watch billows of mist smoke across the lake. Above the brume, hornbills wheel with elegance and bateleurs souse about as though drunk.


  Gerhard piles us into a couple of Land Rovers on loan from HALO, and we trundle down a track to a rusting derelict T-55 Russian tank and a battered BMP-2 personnel carrier, casualties of the war. The Reagan administration and CIA-backed UNITA (National Union for the Total Independence of Angola) hid in this solemn assembly of trees as it made repeated well-armed attempts to seize power from the ruling Marxist-Leninist party, the MPLA (People’s Movement for the Liberation of Angola). When the Portuguese hastily withdrew from their second-largest colony in 1975, they left a power vacuum that triggered an internal war for control of the country. After almost thirty years of conflict, the civil war ended in 2002 after UNITA’s leader, Jonas Savimbi, was killed in battle in the province of his birthplace, not far from here. With weapons laid down, Angola emerged as a relatively stable constitutional republic governed by the MPLA, which remains the dominant party today.


  After a quick lunch and a Cuca cerveja, we take flight again, crossing small knolls and hommocks into the Zambezi watershed. The flight is thrilling for the infinite sweep of first-growth forest, the green lung of Africa. Though Kai interrupts the revery by pointing out the intermittent stands of rosewood, saying the Chinese have an insatiable appetite for the dense, dark hardwood, which they use to craft classical furniture and decor. Villagers are contracted to illegally harvest, to meet the booming Asian demand. With this dialectic, a textured carpet of trees with invisible axes at their trunks, we pass over several lakes that look like human eyes glittering or brooding, as the mood strikes. The enveloping fields look young and green, as if they were breathing in the warm sun. You would never think that this land had ever been a battlefield, and the rivers tank traps.


  The ride is smooth, as Daniel is the precision pilot, creasing the sky with a steady hand on the stick. Only once did he scare. We flew over a region that hosted yet another of the large battles in the civil war and looked down at the rusted hulks of blown-up tanks and the twisted remnants of two downed helicopters strewn over the peatlands. Not long after, with a sudden jolt, the helicopter pitched steeply to the right, then sharply to the left. It felt as though we were out of control or were hit by a surface-to-air missile. There were involuntary vocalizations, white-knuckle grips, and thoughts of Almost Famous confessions. I lamented for a second that this would be an awful way to die after a half century of hairy explorations. Then, just as suddenly, the helicopter was back upright and sailing straight. “Sorry,” said Daniel. “It was a bird. A big bird. I had to dodge it. A bird like that can bring a chopper down.” Calming words but words that put us all on high alert for wayward fowl for the rest of our airtime.


  In the soft pool of afternoon light, we spot the yellow tents and a fleet of mokoros, traditional dugout canoes, at the river’s edge, and we circle around a couple times and land. The team members are busy preparing for tomorrow’s launch, readying to wrestle nine boats some six weeks and six hundred crooked miles to the Zambian border. But they also seem glad to see drop-ins, as they know they will be stuck with team members for the next several weeks. Dr Rutledge (Steve) Boyes, the visionary leader of the project, has been dealing with health issues and is not present, but he is reportedly on the good recovery road and plans to join downstream. In his place is Rainer von Brandis, with a doctorate degree in nature conservation, and Kerllen Costa, an Angolan biologist and environmental anthropologist whose sister was featured in the National Geographic film Into the Okavango and became something of a celebrity and government advisor.


  Rainer and Kerllen approach Kai and Daniel and ask if they can borrow the helicopter for a short recce. They say there are rapids not far downstream, and the plan had been to portage, but some local villagers warned there are land mines along this stretch. This cautioning brings me back to our first descent of the Zambezi below Victoria Falls in 1981, just months after Zimbabwe emerged from white-minority-ruled Rhodesia. During the fifteen-year civil war, land mines were planted up, down, above, and below the Batoka Gorge of the Zambezi, a stretch sliced with huge rapids. So we recruited two former Rhodesian army sappers to join the descent, and every time we pulled into a beach to camp, they would sweep the sand first before we made a step. But there are no sappers here, so the expedition is concerned.


  Hearing this I immediately offer to join the recce. “I can read water,” I offer. But the offer is declined. I remember so many years ago when I set out with a Sobek team to make the first descent of the Çoruh River in eastern Türkiye. The classified topo maps we had secured from the CIA suggested a steep gradient, making large and difficult rapids likely. But as we prepared to launch, an elder from the neighboring town came to me and advised we not attempt to run his river. He had walked up and down the river all his life and he pronounced it unnavigable. “You will die,” he announced, “unless you take me with you.” In my own youthful arrogance, I felt I knew more than he, and we launched and spun into the muddy flux, waving goodbye to the elder on the banks. We survived (though the Çoruh did not . . . it has since been dammed). Our hubris did not kill us that time; but it would get us later.


  A fish eagle is disturbed from its treetop perch, signaling the helicopter return. The machine lands gently, and the scouts jump out to announce the rapids runnable, so the team will not have to portage through a field of land mines.


  I so envy the crew and their embark on a passage that might make a difference, and I hope they land buttered-side up. But I also recognize that my little six-person aerial, lake, and land tour could be the tip of the spear drawing international visitors to these wonderlands, giving policymakers and the Angolan people economic reasons to protect their vital water resources.


  Now Daniel is waving me to the helicopter, as it is getting late. I take one last long look at the clear-flowing Lungwevungu. It looks so tempting. A big part of me wants to jump in a boat and head downstream.


  But I turn to step up the hill to the waiting helicopter. I’ve traveled unsailed canyons so many times before, and I need to appreciate that, against some odds, I made it out the other side. There is a huge measure of luck in any life, but also, in some, there is an art of living dangerously.





  CHAPTER 2


   RAPTUROUS TERROR



   Are not the mountains, waves and skies a part of me and of my soul, as I of them?


  —GEORGE GORDON BYRON




  IT WAS THE SEVENTH DAY OF A TREK UP INTO THE ANNAPURNA HIMAL IN NEPAL. Some years previous, in 1978, the throne room of the mountain goddess Annapurna was the objective of the first American women’s expedition to an 8,000-meter peak. On October 15, after a long and perilous climb, Vera Komarkova and Irene Miller succeeded in reaching the summit. Two days later, two members of the expedition, Alison Chadwick-Onyszkiewicz and Vera Watson, disappeared into a cloud of unknowing on the mountain, and their bodies lie entombed there still.


  The weather had been unseasonable and unreasonable, and I resorted to looking at postcards to catch the grandstand views supposedly outside the tent door.


  For the past several hours, my team had passed a river of trekkers retreating down the trail, shaking heads and warning in a dozen accents that avalanches ahead made it impossible to continue.


  Now, at Hinku Cave, as we stopped for thrice-brewed milk tea and hard-boiled eggs. Maureen, our trek leader, looked worried. She was hunched in solemn conversation with Ngati, our sirdar and veteran of three Everest expeditions, including one with legendary British mountaineer Chris Bonington. Ngati’s flat, Apache-like face was leathery and lined with the ruts of altitude and time.


  Finally, Maureen turned to us and announced the plan. Even though her clients had traveled halfway around the world and paid upward of $2,500 each, plus airfare, to be guided up into the Annapurna Sanctuary, the dangers were too high. The heavy snow had created high-risk avalanche conditions in the final, narrow entrance to the sanctuary. Half a dozen major avalanches had already spilled into the gorge, and the lodge owners at the Machapuchare Base Camp had evacuated.


  There was a communal sigh with the news. Most were ready to sacrifice time and money for some assurance of safety. But Maureen sensed my compulsion to continue because, just as my heart was sinking, she turned her somber brow-dark gaze on me and said, “I will allow one exception: Richard, who is the strongest, fastest hiker, can continue with the help of Ngati.”


  The rest of the group grew angry and questioned the preferential treatment; the group dynamic began to disintegrate. But by then I was gone, heading up the incline behind Ngati. We’d taken only a few steps when a young Englishman with a face the color of old bone came scrambling down the trail, carrying a sleeping bag under his arm. “Don’t go any further,” he implored. “An ice chunk came down and just missed me. My friends kept going, and they’re crazy. I almost died.”


  Yet up we continued, into a dark cloud, and I realized I was feeling some pleasure in this stab of fear. As we approached the first swath of avalanche debris, we saw a message scrawled in the snow: “No Pass.” But Ngati mentally computed the distance across, the freshness of the snow, and the angle of the sun, and he was willing to proceed. The rubble at our feet was from an avalanche a few days old, he said. It looked as if someone had rolled a bin of soccer balls off the ridge. The trail disappeared into this white riot of ice and snow.


  Ngati told me to loosen my backpack so I could jettison it if another avalanche began and urged me to cross, if I could, in a lung-gom mode, a type of Tibetan mystic running. My passage, though, felt more like that of a pink-skinned tourist heading for happy hour.


  When the trail reappeared, it snuck beneath an overhanging wall. As we started toward the overhang, a rumble split the unsullied oxygen of this space, and a spume of ice and snow spilled off the rim like a white waterfall, right onto the path. “Sir, that’s where the Englishman was almost hit,” Ngati said. “And two years ago, a German was caught by an avalanche here and died. But I have another way.”


  Ngati steered us off the trail into knee-deep snow. We crossed to the east side of the river, the Modi Khola, and up a small rise, out of the immediate way of the avalanches that slide down from Hiunchuli, the dripping mountain we couldn’t see that towers over the western walls of the Modi Khola valley. As we waded upward, we could see and hear lethal spears of ice dropping on the path not taken.


  After a couple of hours of hard trekking, we could see Bagar and its one building, the Gangapurna Lodge, named for the 24,458-foot-high mountain that looms directly to the north, which in turn is named for another Hindu goddess.


  At last, we crossed the river and stepped our way up to the red-lumber lodge, the last outpost before the sanctuary. We were at 10,825 feet. At half past noon we opened the door and discovered two other visitors and the innkeeper inside. The foreigners were Nick and Nicolette, both from England, both students in English literature, and both terribly unprepared for a mountain expedition. They had no gaiters or waterproof outerwear, and Nick had made it to this outpost wearing shorts. Still, our little den had a vaguely exclusive air, dark and sumptuous with plight.


  As we settled in for milk tea and cold yak cheese pizza, we heard what sounded like the low peak of organ music outside. Another avalanche. The weather was getting nastier. Faint crow’s-feet nested under Ngati’s chocolate eyes as he announced we wouldn’t continue farther that day. In fact, he said, he must head back to the main group. “You’re an experienced mountaineer. Why don’t you stay with us?” I appealed. “I’m sorry, sir,” he answered. “I have four children now. I do not take risks anymore.” And with that, Ngati, as lean and brown and hard-muscled as a snow leopard, disappeared into the whiteness.


  We tried to relax in the little way station and prayed for better weather tomorrow. We settled back for an afternoon of hot lemon, card games, and small talk. Nick and Nicolette seemed delighted with the predicament. They told me they had been spending holidays in Switzerland, following in the footsteps of some of the great English romantic poets who had found inspiration among the Alps. Seeing the mountains through the eyes of Byron and Shelley motivated them to seek ever higher ground and ultimately brought them here. I confessed I didn’t pay much attention to the musings of the mountains in my literature schooling. I grew up in the boggy flats of the Eastern Seaboard and went to college at the edge of Lake Michigan. The highest peak at the time was Mount Trashmore, an artificial slope in Chicago fashioned from landfill. There was nothing elegiac to be found in that heap.


  With the dark we stepped outside for the short walk to the frigid meat-locker barracks of the Gangapurna Lodge. There was no electricity, so no reading lamp. I pulled an egg-shaped novelty candle from my pack and lit it to postpone the day’s finish, and to read a card unrolled from my sleeping bag. It was from my wife, and it read: “Have a safe, sublime, sweet, serene, sure, and sacred trip.” The alliteration notwithstanding, I sensed none of those qualities at that moment.


  The morning didn’t look much prettier, the sky like underexposed film with a bit of snow buzzing around. Aspersions were cast my way as I wolfed down a three-egg omelet. Three days ago, we passed the rock shrine to Pujinim Barahar, the powerful mountain goddess who protects the Annapurna Sanctuary. Beyond the shrine no impure person should pass, nor any polluting foods, such as eggs. Violations risk the anger of the goddess, whose revenge will be sickness or death. In 1956, when Col. James O. M. “Jimmy” Roberts became the first outsider to enter this sacred ground, he left fifty eggs behind at the shrine. Between bites I reminded myself I didn’t subscribe to such myths. “These eggs are sublime,” I said with a grin to Nick and Nicolette, who recoiled at my words and choice of breakfast. Nick stared out at the snow, vigorously cutting his bread as though demonstrating the murder of Julius Caesar.


  Our plan was to see if we could march the two hours or so through the pinched gateway of the sanctuary to the Machapuchare Base Camp. We knew the camp was abandoned and closed, but it was where we might rest before heading west another few hours through waist-deep snow to our ultimate target, the Anna-purna Base Camp.


  So we whiled away the skin of the day with more card games and talk. Then, around noon, the sun finally broke through, and the world briefly bent toward us. We rushed outside to witness the scene, a view up valley of Gangapurna’s triangular, snow-and-rock face. Pastel waves of light cascaded off the sharp walls, and the world pulsed with possibilities. This was our chance. We hoisted our packs and headed out into the snow, up to where the mountains blush, toward the vestibule of the otherwise impregnable sanctuary.


  After forty-five minutes trudging through the snow, we stepped over a lone black feather from a cinereous vulture, a bird seemingly as out of place at this altitude and landscape as we were. Minutes later we reached the remains of a colossal, recently triggered avalanche. It was several hundred yards wide, and, like a huge, pocked arm, it reached all the way across the Modi Khola to the far wall of the ravine. Upstream, less than a mile away, we could see the point where the trail squeezed through the steep-walled pass to Annapurna Sanctuary’s restricted precincts. The Gurungs, the Sino-Tibetan ethnic group that has lived in the shadows of the Annapurna for centuries, believe this is the abode of Pujinim Barahar, the goddess who protects the Annapurna Sanctuary. The Tibetans, who view the range from the other side, say this is the home of Tara, the savioress of Tibetan Buddhism.


  Then, as we stared into the chalky abyss of the avalanche, something roared behind us. We turned to see a shower of snow spraying off the east rim directly above us. Nick ran in circles with the noise and then made a series of superhuman flying leaps through the snow. I couldn’t tell whether he was scared to death or in some state of exalted joy.


  The avalanche never materialized; it petered out a hundred yards short of us, and Nicolette laughed out loud at the spectacle.


  When the sounds and snows settled, I took stock. The sky had darkened and boxed us in, and the Himalayan wind was whistling. It seemed as if we were standing at the threshold between the ordinary universe and the bardo, a sacred realm, but to continue was courting death. Many have died on Annapurna, most from avalanches. A porter died recently right at this stretch. Nick and Nicolette agreed, though reluctantly, and so we retreated to the little lodge.


  At nightfall I lit my egg candle and lay awake for hours, wondering why the attraction to the flame of risk. What was it about the mountains that kittled and drew so irresistibly to some? I had no answers. At last, the candle flickered and went out.


  When I got up to relieve myself around midnight, I stepped outside and listened to the furtive plops and flurries that are the language of snow. I titled my head up and saw a sky so clear the starlight cast shadows on Machapuchare. So many sparkles and glitters and glints appeared above me, it looked as if an expensive bauble had been dropped and shattered above this redoubt. I stood transfixed, shivering in silent wonder. The flatlands never inspired this.


  In the pre-dawn dustiness of consciousness, I awoke to the ear-rending explosion of a plane crashing. And then another. And another. The clamor seemed to be coming from down valley, toward the Himalaya Hotel, where the rest of my group was camping, waiting for me. It was next to the Himalaya Hotel in the spring of 1989 that three Sherpa kitchen boys died when an avalanche rolled over their tent in the middle of the night. I got up to relieve myself once again and stepped out into the bracing shock of a blizzard. The sky had shut, flakes were flying, and a foot of fresh snow smothered the landscape. I cast about for the skyline, an outline, any line, but there was only whiteness in the roaring dark.


  An hour later we gathered for a breakfast of frisson, but while I was solemn, Nick and Nicolette seemed positively blissful, in some sort of agreeable kind of horror. The owner of the lodge said that two years ago an avalanche from Machapuchare had rolled down and ripped off the roof. I retreated to pack. I heard the door creak as someone stepped outside.


  Minutes after the owner’s story, there was another cataclysmic roar, and a blast of wind pushed its way through the cracks. It lifted the side of the roof a few inches, powdering me with snow and forcing me to shut my eyes. A scream followed outside. In ran Nicolette, pasted with snow, looking like the abominable snowwoman.


  “That was sublime!” she announced, an arch smile across her face, white as an arctic bear. Nick nodded in rigorous approval.


  “How’s that?” I asked. But Nick and Nicolette weren’t forthcoming. We all finished our packing in silence and headed down to safety and our own separate lives, a groove of wonder now carved in my mind.


  Not long afterward, I went snowshoeing in the Cascades with my son Walker and a friend, Anna Bezzola, an alpine guide of Swiss descent. After stepping through the fresh snow for a spell, we cleared a spot and sat down to a Swiss lunch of thick-crusted bread, Appenzeller and Gruyère cheese, and a rack of Toblerone chocolate. It was a perfectly beautiful day, but I was in a crevasse of a mood. I was in midlife and had many of the aspirational trappings—a beautiful home, a beautiful wife, a good job at a large corporation. Everything was proportional and predictable. But there was a dullness inside, as though all the beauty muted the real colors. I never shared these feelings, but rather let them simmer beneath the surface. At one point I took a big bite of Gruyère, and it was so smooth it poured down my throat like a light mead. “This is sublime,” I oooohed to Anna. She didn’t respond, her face blank with the moment. Then, behind us, higher up the valley, we heard a sudden peal, a question turning over in the sky’s mind perhaps. We looked up to see the cascading spray of an avalanche. Walker’s eyes went wide, as, I imagine, did mine. For an instant I felt a stirring inside with the danger at a distance. “Now that is sublime,” Anna corrected.


  Anna went on to explain that The Sublime, as she understood it, having spent much of her life in the Swiss Alps, was not and could not be a tasteful bite, or a little moment of happiness, or even a thing of delicate beauty. That was some post-modern drivel, a vial of tincture that had lost its potency. The Sublime was large, overwhelming, and dangerous—like an avalanche. She mentioned that several of the Romantic poets and artists of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries ventured to Switzerland from England and other parts of Europe and there found the inspiration for The Sublime. To these early proponents, The Sublime was greater than The Beautiful. Beauty was light, fleeting, and charming. The Sublime was profound, overwhelming, scary. Anna suggested that if I wanted to disinter this concept then I should review my adventures to this point in my life and the teleology would become evident.


  While in Berkeley, California, for an American Alpine Club dinner, I found myself at the famous local bouldering site Indian Rock with John Harlin III. John, the speaker for the evening, had recently climbed the Eiger’s North Face, following in the boot steps of his father, who had died, falling four thousand feet on the Eiger, thirty-nine years earlier, when John was nine. The account was featured in an IMAX film, The Alps; in John’s own book, The Eiger Obsession: Facing the Mountain That Killed My Father; and on a website I developed for Yahoo! After he finished a little clamber around the rocks, he dropped down next to me. His craggy features, engraved by the mountain weather, were as calm as those of a head on a coin. John’s father took him climbing for the first time when he was six years old, and he has been an axis in the climbing world ever since.


  “For my dad, it was connecting with the deeper dimensions of yourself and the outdoor world through exposing yourself to dangerous, risky situations. He wanted to be a participant in The Sublime, and he succeeded.”


  John was the editor of the American Alpine Journal, so I guessed he might have encountered citations of The Sublime in various articles throughout the years.


  “Today we often confuse the term with ‘wonderful,’ and writers and climbers do that too. But The Sublime is an appreciation for nature in its most numinous, awe-inspiring sense. It is more powerful than mere beauty; you feel like you’re under the influence of something bigger than you. You feel the scale and power. It is intimidating and thrilling at the same time. It’s not something that can be understood academically or through reading books; it must be experienced.”


  In 1735, the poet Sir Hildebrand Jacob penned an essay, “How the Mind Is Rais’d to the Sublime,” in which he presaged John Harlin’s evocation: “A Mind truly disposed for the Perceptions of that, which is great and marvelous, whether in nature or in art, is a product of nature and cannot be attained through study. All the vast and wonderful Scenes . . . which the Universe affords, have this Effect upon the Imagination.”


  Memory is a butterfly landing on your fingertips, briefly, and then fluttering away, leaving traces of itself on your hand. But scribbled records taken in the time and place can fill in the gaps and start to make sense of it all. At Anna’s provocation I decided to rifle through my attic and pull out my old Baedekers and journals and see if there was a throughline, a common theme, which might help explain this life lived at the borders. What I discovered was a country rich in treasures, entertainments, and regrets, a Zeno’s paradox of young features in an adult animal.


  While in the arched ceiling room, I found a musty copy of Peri Hupsos, or On Sublimity, attributed to Dionysius Longinus, left over from a college philosophy course. Rereading the slim, third-century volume, I found that this original Greek enumeration of The Sublime was mostly rhetorical; its purpose was to teach oratorical devices that empowered a speaker to move an audience. The author called The Sublime “the echo of a noble mind” and argued that “intensity” was greater than sobriety, that “living emotions” are higher than “good breeding,” that “speed . . . vehemence and power” compensated for lack of fluency, smoothness, and charm. He even outlined techniques, such as the “rhapsodic cadence,” which includes repeating key phrases, repeating key phrases. It all sounded as if he were describing the oratorical magic of such legends as Julius Caesar, Daniel Webster, John C. Calhoun, Henry Clay, Indonesia’s president Sukarno, Cuba’s Castro, Malcolm X, the Reverend Jesse Jackson, John F. Kennedy, Barack Obama, and all others with the gift of open-vowel intonations. These were sublime rhetoricians who could inspire wonder, rapture, even ecstasy in a crowd.


  But Anna’s interpretation was somehow different. Her take was that the poets and philosophers, the artists, aestheticians, and adventurers of the nineteenth century who passed through or spent time in Switzerland took this oratorical feeling, applied it to nature, and forged a new way to regard mountains and other bold landscape features.


  Under the bare lightbulb of the attic, I leafed through several old guidebooks. The appeal and satisfaction of a guidebook was in its reticence, its incompleteness—in the gap it left for the imagination to fill pending arrivals. But my journals were noisy and ill-behaved, prompting more questions than answers. Over the next weeks it became evident that cracking the doctrine of the sublime art of living dangerously was like playing Alice in Wonderland croquet, with the flamingo mallets curving around to stare at the player. There may be rules, but they bend in every direction, and there are beasts at every post.


  In my box of old journals, I found one from October 1973, marked “Baro River Exploratory, Illubabor Province, Ethiopia.” This was the sublime a step too far.





  CHAPTER 3


   LOST ON THE BARO



   If we could be twice young and twice old, we could correct all our mistakes.


  —EURIPIDES




  ABOVE, THE JUNGLE WAS A BRAWL OF FLORA AND VINES AND ROOTS. COLOBUS MONkeys sailed between treetops, issuing washboard cries.


  Below, three specially designed inflatable whitewater rafts bobbed in a back eddy, looking, from the ridge, like restless water bugs. There were eleven of us, all whitewater veterans, save Angus. He was in the raft with me, Karen Greenwald, and John Yost, who at last was joining a Sobek expedition, the concept we had hatched together the year before. As the leader and the most experienced river runner, I was at the oars.


  Our raft would go first. At the correct moment we cast off—Angus coiled the painter and gripped for the ride. I adjusted the oars and pulled a deep stroke. For a prolonged instant, the boat hung in a current between the eddy and the fast water. Then it snapped into motion with a list that knocked me off my seat.


  “This water’s faster than I thought,” I yelled. Regaining the seat, I straightened the raft, its bow downstream. The banks were a blur of green; water shot into the boat from all sides.


  Just minutes after the start of the ride, we approached the rapid. Though we’d been unable to scout it earlier . . . its convex edge was clad in thick vegetation, preventing a full view of the river . . . I had a hunch it would be best to enter the rapid on its right side. But the river had different notions. Despite frantic pulls on the oars, we were falling over the lip on the far left.


  “Oh my God!” someone screamed. The boat was almost vertical, falling free. This was not a rapid—this was a waterfall. I dropped the oars and braced against the frame. The raft crashed into a spout, folded in half, and spun. Then, as though reprieved, we straightened and flumped onward. I almost gasped with relief when a lateral wave pealed into an explosion on my left, picking up the raft, slamming it against the nearby cliff wall like a toy, and then dumping it and us upside down into the millrace. Everything turned to bubbles.


  I tumbled, like falling down an underwater staircase. Seconds later, I surfaced in the quick water below the rapid, a few feet from the overturned raft. My glasses were gone, but through the billows I could make out another rapid two hundred yards downstream, closing in fast. I clutched at a rope and tried to tow the raft toward shore. Behind I heard Karen: “Angus. Go help Angus. He’s caught in a rope!”


  He was trailing ten feet behind the raft, a snarl of bowline tight across his shoulder, tangled and being pulled through the turbulence. Like the rest of us, he was wearing a sheathed knife on his belt for this very moment—to cut loose from entangling ropes. His arms looked free, yet he didn’t reach for his knife. He was paralyzed with fear.


  I swam back to Angus, and with my left hand I seized the rope at his sternum; with my right I groped for my own Buck knife. In the roiling water it was a task to slip the blade between Angus’s chest and the taut rope. Then, with a jerk, he was free.


  “Swim to shore,” I yelled.


  “Swim to shore, Angus,” Karen cried from the edge of the river.


  He seemed to respond. He turned and took a stroke toward Karen. I swam back to the runaway raft looking for hope, a candle seeking oxygen. It was futile: The instant I hooked my hand to the raft it fell into the pit of the next rapid, with me in tow. My heart, already shaking at the cage of my chest, seemed to explode.


  I was buffeted and beaten by the underwater currents, then spat to the surface. For the first time, I was really scared. Even though I was swashed in water, my mouth was dry as a thorn tree. I stretched my arms to swim to shore, but my strength was sapped. This time I was shot into an abyss. I was in a whirlpool, and looking up I could see the surface light fade as I was sucked deeper. A sound poured in as into a bowl, and the buzz of the river’s prop sliced through me ear to ear. I struggled wildly, but it had no effect, except to further drain my small reserves. My throat began to burn. I became disassociated from the river and all physical environments. Then I became aware of a strange thing. The part of me that wanted to panic began to draw apart, and then flew away. There no longer seemed any but the flimsiest connection between life and death. I went limp and resigned myself to fate. I seemed to witness it all as an onlooker.


  In the last hazy seconds, I felt a blow from beneath, and my body was propelled upward. I was swept into a spouting current, and at the last possible instant I broke the surface and gasped. I tried to lift my arms; they felt like barbells. My vision was fuzzy, but I could make out another rapid approaching, and I knew I could never survive it. But neither could I swim a stroke. The fear of death was no longer an issue, for that seemed already decided. But I kept moving my arms automatically, for no better reason than that there was nothing else to do. It felt like an age passed like this, my mind stuck in the realization of my fate.


  Then, somehow, a salvo of current pitched me by the right bank. Suddenly branches and leaves were swatting my face as I was borne around a bend. I reached up, caught a thin branch, and held tight. I crawled to a rock slab and sprawled out. My gut seized, and I retched. A wave of darkness washed through my head, and I passed out.


  When my eyes finally focused, I saw figures foraging through the gluey vegetation on the opposite bank. John Yost was one; Lew Greenwald, another. He had been in the third boat, and seeing him reminded me that there were two boats and seven people behind me. How had they fared?


  John paced the bank until he found the calmest stretch of river and then dived in; the water was so swift that he reached my shore fifty yards below his mark. He brought the news: The second raft, piloted by Robbie Paul, had somehow made it through the falls upright. In fact, Robbie was thrown from his seat into the bilge during the first seconds of the plunge, and the raft had continued through captainless. The third boat, handled by Bart Henderson, had flipped. Bart was almost swept under a fallen log but was snatched from the water by the crew of Robbie’s boat.


  All were accounted for—except Angus Macleod.
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  The date was Friday, October 5, 1973. We were thick in the region some claim hosted the first coffee trees. Our goal had been to make the first raft descent of the Baro River, a major tributary of the White Nile.


  I felt I understood the reasons for everyone’s involvement in the expedition, except Angus’s. He was the odd person out. I met him in Clifton, New Jersey, a few weeks before our departure. We were introduced by a neighbor of his, Joel Fogel. Joel liked to tell people that he was a “professional adventurer.” He had had a brochure printed up describing himself as “Writer, Scientist, Adventurer, Ecologist.” Something about him seemed less than genuine, a legend in his own lunchtime, but he had hinted that he might invest in our Baro expedition, and we desperately needed money. I agreed to hear him out. In August Joel flew me from Arizona to New Jersey. I was impressed—no one had ever offered to pay airfare to hear my plans. In fact, I decided Joel was suffering from affluenza . . . coming from a wealthy family, he apparently never really worked in his life and spent his time trying to make himself famous. In exchange for what seemed like a sizable contribution to our cause, Joel had two requests: that he be allowed to join the expedition, and that I consider letting his friend, Angus Macleod, come along as well.


  I was leery of bringing along anyone outside my tight-knit, experienced coterie on an exploratory, but the lure of capital was too strong. Joel, however, would never make it out onto the Baro. He traveled with us to the put-in, took one look at the angry, heaving river, and caught the next bus back to Addis Ababa. He may have been the smartest of the lot.
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  Portaging on the Baro River; the author is in the life jacket on the right.

  
  BART HENDERSON


  Angus was altogether different. While Joel smacked of presentation and flamboyance, Angus was taciturn and modest. He confessed immediately to having never run a rapid, yet he exuded an almost irresistible eagerness and carried himself with the fluid bounce of a natural athlete. It had struck me that Angus had the same surname as the British fatality on the 1968 Blue Nile Expedition, Ian Macleod, and I even mentioned it to Angus, but neither of us was superstitious.


  He was ruggedly handsome and had played professional soccer, and though he had never been on a river, he had spent time sea kayaking the Jersey shore. After spending a short time with him I could see his quiet intensity, and I believed that—despite his lack of experience—he could handle the trip, even though there would be no chance for training or special conditioning before the actual expedition.


  Once in Ethiopia, Angus worked in the preparations for the expedition with a lightheartedness that masked his determination. On the eve of our trip to Illubabor Province—a seventeen-hour bus ride on slippery, corrugated mountain roads—I told Angus to make sure he was at the bus station at 7:00 a.m. for the 11:00 a.m. departure. That way we would all be sure of getting seats in the front of the bus, where the ride wasn’t as bumpy or unbearably stuffy. But, come the next morning, Angus didn’t show until 10:45. He got the last seat on the bus and endured.


  Later, after the accident, standing on the bank of the river with John Yost, I wondered if I’d made the right decision about Angus. We searched the side of the river where I’d washed ashore; across the rumble of the rapids, we could hear the others searching. “Angus! Are you alright? Where are you?” There was no answer. Just downriver from where I’d last seen him, John found an eight-foot length of rope—the piece I’d cut away from Angus’s shoulders.


  After an hour John and I gave up and swam back across the river. We gathered the group at the one remaining raft, just below the falls.


  “He could be downstream, lying with a broken leg,” someone said.


  “He could be hanging onto a log in the river.”


  “He could be wandering in a daze through the jungle.”


  Nobody suggested he could be dead, though we all knew it was a possibility. All of us had a very basic, and very difficult, decision to make, the kind of decision you never want to have to make on an expedition: Should we stay and look for Angus, or should we get out while there was still light? Robbie, Bart, and George and Diane Fuller didn’t hesitate—they wanted out. Karen Greenwald wanted to continue searching, but she seemed hysterical. Against her protests, we sent her out with the others.


  That left five of us—Lew Greenwald, Gary Mercado, Jim Slade, John Yost, and me. We decided to continue rafting downstream in search of Angus on the one remaining raft. I had mixed feelings about it—suddenly I was scared to death of the river; it had almost killed me. The ambient sentiment was that we could all very well die. Yet I felt obligated to look for a man missing from a boat I had capsized; on an expedition I had organized. And there was more: I felt I had to prove to myself that I had the right stuff, that I could honor the code and do the right thing.


  But the river wasn’t through with us. When we were ready to go, I climbed into the seat of the raft and yelled for Jim to push off. Immediately we were cascading down the course I’d swum earlier. In the rapid that had nearly drowned me, the raft jolted and reeled, kicking Gary and me into a barroom brawl of boxing currents.


  “Shit—not again” was my only thought as I spilled out of the raft into another whirlpool. But this time I had the bowline in hand, and I managed to pull myself quickly to the surface. I emerged beside the raft, and Lew grabbed the back of my life jacket and pulled me in. My right forearm was lacerated and bleeding. Jim jumped to the oars and rowed us to shore.


  My injury wasn’t bad—a shallow cut. But Gary had dislocated his shoulder; he’d flipped backward over the gunwale while still holding onto the raft. He was in a load of pain, and it was clear he couldn’t go on. Lew—thankful for the opportunity—volunteered to hike him out.


  John, Jim, and I relaunched and cautiously rowed down a calmer stretch of the river, periodically calling out for Angus. It was almost 6:00 p.m., and we were just three degrees north of the equator, so the sun was about to set. We had to stop and make camp. It was a bad, uncomfortable night. Between us, we had a two-man A-frame tent, one sleeping bag, and a lunch bag of food; everything else had been washed into the Baro.
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  The rude bark of a baboon shook us awake the next morning. The inside of the tent was dripping from condensation, and we lay in a kind of human puddle. I crawled outside and looked to the eastern sky, which was beginning to blush. My body ached from the previous day’s ordeal. I wanted to be back in Bethesda, at my folks’ home, warm, dry, and eating a fine breakfast. Instead, we huddled around a wisp of fire, sipping weak tea and chewing wet bread.


  That morning we eased downriver, stopping every few minutes to scout, hugging the banks, avoiding rapids we wouldn’t have hesitated to run were they back in the States. At intervals we called into the rain forest for Angus, but now we didn’t expect an answer.


  In the shank of the afternoon, we came to another intimidating rapid, one that galloped around a bend and sunk from sight. We took out the one duffel bag containing the tent and sleeping bag and began lining, using ropes to lower the boat along the rough edge of the rapid. Fifty yards into the rapid, the raft broached perpendicular to the current, and water swarmed in. It thrummed as though a tree an ax had struck. Slade and I, on the stern line, pulled hard, the rope searing our palms, but the boat ignored us. With the snap of its D-ring (the bowline attachment), it dismissed us to a crumple on the bank and sailed around the corner and out of sight.


  There was no way to continue the search. The terrain made impossible demands, and we were out of food, the last scraps having been lost with the raft. We struck up into the jungle flange, thrashing through wet, waist-high foliage at a slug’s pace. My wound was becoming infected. Unseen birds seemed to screech in pain. Finally, at sunset the light folded up on itself and we had to stop. We cleared a near-level spot, set up the tent, squeezed in, and collapsed. Twice I awoke to the sound of trucks grumbling past but dismissed it as jungle fever, or Jim’s snoring.


  In the sun-sucked light of morning, however, we soon stumbled onto a road. There we sat, as mist coiled up the tree trunks, waiting. In the distance we could hear the thunder roll of a rapid, but inexplicably the sound became louder and louder. Then we saw what it was: Two hundred machete-wielding locals marched into sight over the hill. General Goitom, the police commissioner of nearby Motu, hearing of the accident, had organized a search for Angus. Their effort consisted of tramping up and down the highway—the locals, it turned out, were more fearful of the jungle canyon than we were.


  I remember little of the next week. We discovered that Angus held a United Kingdom passport, and I spent a fair amount of time at the British embassy in Addis Ababa filling out reports, accounting for personal effects, and communicating with his relatives. John and Jim stayed in Motu with General Goitom and led a series of searches back into the vile jungle along the river, over dark ground thick with fire ants. We posted a $100 reward—more than double what the villagers earned in a year—for information on Angus’s whereabouts. With financial assistance from Angus’s parents, I secured a Canadian helicopter a few days after the accident and took several passes over the river. Even with the pilot skimming the treetops, it was difficult to see into the river corridor. The canopy seemed like a moldy, moth-eaten army tarpaulin. On one flight, however, I glimpsed a smudge of orange just beneath the surface of the river. We made several passes, but it was impossible to make out what it was. Perhaps, I thought, it was Angus, snagged underwater. We picked as many landmarks as possible, flew in a direct line to the road, landed, cut a marker on a tatty doum palm, and headed to Motu.


  A day later John, Jim, and I cut a path back into the tangle and found the smudge—a collection of leaves trapped by a submerged branch. We abandoned the search. “How did I get to this point?” I wondered while bouncing in the back of a Unimog trundling back to Addis Ababa. “Where did the groove go wrong?” Starting from a tony deed-covenant suburb of Washington, D.C., a town filled with diplomats and politicians, and the legal set that supports them, I wandered away from the golf courses and country clubs and stepped down to the river.





  CHAPTER 4


   BEGINNINGSBETHESDA, MARYLAND, 1967–1968



     Beware of all enterprises that require new clothes.


  —HENRY DAVID THOREAU




  IT IS A SINGULARLY AMERICAN RITE OF PASSAGE, READING MARK TWAIN’S MASTERpiece, The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. I bore the scars of a happy childhood, and the story of Huck and Jim and their raft trip down the Mississippi affected me in a way that Jay Gatsby and his silk shirts, or John Marcher and his figurative beast, or George Babbit’s conformity, or even Natty Bumppo’s “noble savage” ever would. Huck discovered adventure, beauty, self-reliance, peace, and equipoise by rafting down the river. “It’s lovely to live on a raft,” Huck said, and I believed him. I wanted to raft a river.


  I lived a few miles from the Potomac, the “River of the Traders,” as the seventeenth-century Indians who bartered tobacco and catfish near my house called it. One Sunday in May my father, at my urgings, reluctantly took me on a hike on the towpath of the Chesapeake and Ohio (C&O) Canal up near Great Falls, fifteen miles above Washington, where the broad river is squeezed through an obstacle course of massive boulders and in just a half mile roars downward some seventy-five feet.


  Juno, our golden retriever, saw a squirrel and made a beeline down a tight path through a welter of vegetation. I followed, leaving my father on the towpath, and found myself on the edge of a 200-foot-high cliff overlooking the Potomac.


  The sight was dazzling, the fast currents spinning the reflecting light as though thousands of silver pinwheels were washing downstream. I was hypnotized, drawn towards the blazing water, and I knew I had to get on that river.


  I fell in love with the Potomac that summer and wanted to know everything about her—every dimple, every curve, where she came from, and where she was going. I began to study her serpentine mysteries in my free time. She trickles forth at an altitude of 3,140 feet just downhill from the crest of Backbone Mountain in a deep fold of the Allegheny Mountains in West Virginia. There she seeps from a spring beneath a chunk of rock, called the Fairfax Stone after the colonial landowner Lord Fairfax. The fledgling river soon becomes the Maryland–West Virginia border, loops back and forth around Appalachian ridges in the region of the Paw Paw bends, and then bursts through the Blue Ridge Mountains at Harpers Ferry, where the Shenandoah joins her. Here the plunging slopes and roiling rapids make “perhaps one of the most stupendous scenes in nature,” Thomas Jefferson wrote, “worth a voyage across the Atlantic.” Continuing her journey, the Potomac levels off, now alive with geese and eagles, oysters and shad. She eventually becomes a seven-mile tidal giant, easing majestically into Chesapeake Bay as she stretches between the Maryland and Virginia shores.


  Monday morning, I announced to Miss Hammond, my English teacher, I wanted to build a raft and journey down the Potomac just like Huckleberry Finn. She said fine, as long as I didn’t miss any school. The three-day Memorial Day weekend was coming up, so I thought that would be the chance. I recruited my camping friends John Yost, Ricky Vierbuchen, and John Kramer. John Yost was something of a prodigy, two years younger than the rest of us, having skipped two grades before reaching high school. He was in the German and French Honor Societies, a National Merit semifinalist, a mathlete, and on the varsity soccer team and in the Mountaineering Club. He was also on the In-School publicity committee. I had met John at the Bethesda River Bowl, where I accused him of cheating when I looked at the scoresheet he was handling and saw that some of my strikes and spares had disappeared. He made a nervous, high-pitched laugh and put the points back, and we became friends. John Kramer was a dancer, a member of National Thespians and the swim team, and the president of the Mountaineering Club. He was a fluid athlete, nimble and long muscled as a cat, capable of boundless verve. Kramer took me caving and showed me the joys of the underground. Ricky Vierbuchen was taller, stronger, and more studious than anyone else in our circle, also a member of the Mountaineering Club, as well as the cross-country ski team, but he shared a glee for the mischievous. Together we pranked through high school, including running a fake candidate for student body president (J. H. Plumb . . . he came in a respectable third) and taking off on various outdoor adventures.


  For the Huck Finn raft redux, I also brought in friends Dave Nurney, Fred Higgins, and Steve Hatleberg, and together we started gathering the equipment we’d need to build our raft and float the Potomac. None of us had ever been in a kayak or canoe, yet alone a raft. We picked out an eight-mile run through Mather Gorge, one that expert kayakers had been running for years. Though, as we talked to the experts, including a scuba rescue team who routinely retrieved drowned bodies from the river, the prognosis was we wouldn’t make it through in a log raft; the rapids were too treacherous.


  Word of our expedition spread like marmalade on a muffin, and the editor of the Black and White, the school newspaper, Dan Reifsnyder, approached me for the exclusive story. At age seventeen, Dan was already hard-boiled, and he smelled disaster in my little plan. He made no pretense of his looking for blood, or a spectacular failure, to fill column space in an upcoming issue. I said I was happy to give him the story, but I was certain he’d be disappointed: We planned to make it down the river on time, and intact.


 [image: chpt_fig_006]


  The author, bottom left, with a lizard on his shirt, in elementary school. AUTHOR’S COLLECTION


  On Friday afternoon we all set up camp not far below Great Falls and, with axes, started cutting the timber we needed. We rolled the logs to our assembly spot down by the river and began binding them with crosspieces and eight-inch gutter nails.


  Our raft was about half finished when a stentorian voice echoed across the canyon. “Have you ever messed with a German shepherd?” It was a park ranger, calling from atop a palisade of gneiss on the Virginia side, a huge German shepherd at his side. “You’re on national park land. You can’t cut down trees, you can’t build a raft, and you can’t camp. Now get outta there before I come get ya.”


  It was the end of our dream trip. We slowly packed up and trudged back to the parking lot. On the drive out we passed a ranger vehicle coming in with a dog in the back and guessed it was our friend with the German shepherd.


  We still had two days of the Memorial Day weekend left and couldn’t go back home; not with everyone expecting us to have at least attempted our raft expedition. So we headed for Bear Island, a popular camping spot below Mather Gorge, and holed up there for the rest of the long weekend, swimming, fishing, and trying to forget our failure.


  Monday night we were all back at my house cleaning the camping gear when the phone rang. It was Dan Reifsnyder, and he wanted the scoop on our expedition.


  I put my hand over the receiver and talked to our team. “Let’s tell him we did it,” I proposed with a grin. “We can’t,” Steve Hatleberg countered. “It’s not the Christian thing to do.” In The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, Huck had to battle with his conscience, because according to the morality of society and the church, he should have reported Jim, whom he had come to love as a brother, as a runaway slave. His final decision in Jim’s favor was concluded with his famous reflection, “All right, then. I’ll go to hell!” I looked around at our group, then back at Steve, and said, “All right, then, I’ll go to hell!” and put the receiver to my mouth and started to tell Dan about our raft trip.


  On June 9, the article appeared, entitled “Rapids Capsize Craft; Raftsmen Score First.” It went on to say, “The raft had to be scrapped in the middle of Yellow Rapids. ‘We scrambled for the inner tubes and kept going,’ boasted junior Richard Bangs. ‘You wondered if you were going to live.’ ‘Man, was I scared.’ ‘It was out of sight, like an LSD trip.’ These were just a few of the emotions described by the group, all of whom made the entire passage alive.”


  The article gave us some fame and inspired us to form “The Raft Club,” which was the seed from which would sprout Sobek, the international rafting and adventure travel company I would later co-found. Steve Hatleberg couldn’t live with our secret, though, and one day he told Dan the full and true story. To Dan’s credit, he never pursued it in print, but whenever I passed him in the hall, he gave me that basilisk stare editors around the world have mastered. And it made me want to make good on the Potomac.


  It was still early summer when I saw an ad on the bulletin board at the grocery store. It told of a 17½-foot fiberglass Old Town canoe for sale, for $150. I called all the members of The Raft Club and asked if anyone would go in with me on halves. Ricky Vierbuchen had the $75, so we bought the canoe, painted “R&R” on the stern (we flipped a coin for top billing), and toted our new toy down to Bear Island. We launched and headed upstream, towards the crystalline mouth of Mather Gorge.


  We were awkward paddlers, and the canoe crankled through the water as though drunk. We bobbed and weaved upstream and slowly picked up some proficiency as we angled towards Difficult Run Rapids, marking the end of the gorge. The white-breasted water got faster as we got closer, and my blood accelerated correspondingly.


  This was exciting. We were going faster than I had ever been in anything without an engine. Then we were in the rooster tails, flung up and down on a dizzy aquatic seesaw, paddling with all our strength. “Let’s go higher,” I screamed over the rapid’s roar, and we sunk our
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