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Introduction

JOSEPH CONRAD WAS at one time a steamer captain on the River Congo, an experience he drew on to breathe life into his novel, Heart of Darkness.

A century after his expeditions in the seething jungles of central Africa, I was first introduced to the rain forests of the same region, while exploring the eastern flank of what was then the dictatorship of Zaire.

Over the decades I’ve roamed the world, I’ve found myself time and again in both jungle and cloud forest. Zigzagging routes through equatorial Africa, Latin America and the Far East, Conrad’s writing has inspired me in a base and primitive way.

On every expedition, he, his characters, and I, have been trussed up together in an unlikely fraternity – each one of us an outsider in a landscape we neither knew nor understood. We shared the same sense of anguish and trepidation, questioning what we were doing in a realm gravely at odds from our own.

Early one evening at Manaus, the sprawling Brazilian city founded on the short-lived nineteenth-century rubber boom, I was standing on the boardwalk, staring out at the Amazon’s sea-like expanse, marvelling at it. Conrad’s description of Marlow’s cursed journey up the Congo rang out in my head, as I wondered how I would ever be able to match the genius of past generations.

Standing there, the sound of the jungle feasting on itself, I was approached by a boy of about twelve. Like so many Brazilian kids his age, he was hustling – offering to shine shoes, run errands, or provide the inside story to foreigners stupid enough to be robbed – as I had been that very morning.

‘Shoe shine, señor?’

‘No thanks.’

‘Cigarette?’

‘No. Don’t smoke.’

‘Nice girl?’

I balked.

‘No!’

‘Information?’

‘What information?’

‘Survival information.’

Panning down from the river, I looked at the hustler’s face. It was shiny and angelic, tinged golden yellow in the last strains of dusk.

‘What line in survival information are you offering?’

‘Jungle survival, señor.’

‘D’you know the jungle?’

‘Sí, I am from the jungle.’

‘Then what are you doing here in Manaus?’

The boy pulled a worn old brush from either pocket and held them up.

‘Shining shoes,’ he said.

‘How much is the information on offer… the jungle survival information?’

The boy bit his lower lip, stuffed away his brushes, and said:

‘The price of a bowl of soup, and a piece of bread.’

‘You’ve got a deal.’

Retreating from the boardwalk’s vantage point, we slipped into the long shadows where the subculture of bars was stirring to life.

‘I am Miguel,’ said the boy, taking a seat on a battered chair.

I introduced myself, adding:

‘I’ve got high hopes for you.’

Miguel ordered a bowl of meat soup, and a chunk of bread.

When the food had been served and devoured, he wiped a hand over his mouth, burped, thanked me, then God, and cleared his throat:

‘City people like you die in the jungle,’ he said coldly.

‘That’s why guys like me need survival information – the kind you promised to provide in return for the agreed fee.’

‘Good soup,’ the boy said, wiping his mouth again.

‘So, what’s the survival information?’

Miguel, the shoe-shine boy and all-round informant, thought hard.

‘The way to survive in the jungle is not to be frightened of it,’ he explained. ‘Don’t stand against it, but go with its flow… like a branch being carried downstream.’

‘How did you know I was frightened?’

‘I can see it in your face, señor.’

‘Really? Is it that obvious?’

Miguel nodded fast.

‘And being frightened like you are means the jungle will eat you up,’ he said. ‘Everyone knows that the jungle can smell frightened people.’

‘Do you have any other tips?’

‘Yes.’

‘What?’

‘You should rub Vicks VapoRub on your ankles at night.’

‘Why?’

‘Because it keeps the mosquitos away.’

‘Anything else?’

‘Always carry a sharp knife.’

‘For killing wild animals when they attack me?’

‘No!’ Miguel exclaimed. ‘Not for that.’

‘Then, what for?’

‘For killing yourself when you can’t stand the jungle anymore.’
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The Terrible One

ALBERTO HAD ADVERTISED the journey through the forest as a ‘short walk’.

He said that we would follow a slender path to the village, one he knew well. The route was severely overgrown, forcing us to hack a way through with our knives. I suggested to Richard that no one could have visited Ramón for a very long time. He replied that in the jungle plants grow fast. Someone could well have hacked the route a week before, and we would never have known it.

After five hours trekking beneath triple canopy, I was wondering how much further there was to go. Although by far the youngest in years, I handicapped the rest. My jungle technique was non-existent. Alberto led the way with the sloth in one hand and his machete in the other. He cleared a slim path. Behind him was Enrique. So skilled was he at moving through the undergrowth that he had little need for a machete. I’d unsheathed my Alaskan moose knife, proud at last to have a chance to use it. But its extraordinary weight made it a very clumsy tool.

Richard had cut an awkward figure on the paved streets of Iquitos. Even on the boat he was restless. But as soon as his US army boots stepped into the fierce undergrowth, he was at ease. No moment went by without him pointing out the detail, the kind which was not naturally revealed to my anxious, amateur vision. He pointed to the smooth lichen-free trunk of the capiruna, explaining that the tree had evolved to shed its bark to keep parasites and lichens away. He showed me how to make a poultice for cuts with the leaves of tropical mistletoe, which we often saw high in the trees. Then he taught me how to tell termite and ant nests apart, and said that leaf-cutter ants, which follow a chemical trail, are blind.

Most tourists who venture to the Peruvian Amazon love the idea of the jungle. They want it just like they saw it on TV – a place which can be muted or switched off by a remote control. Some expect nothing less than air-conditioning, a mini-bar, laundry service, and satellite television. Fortunately for them, there are a variety of ‘jungle’ lodges with such amenities a stone’s throw from Iquitos. Few foreigners are willing to endure the kind of exacting expedition which Richard Fowler leads. The rough reality of his journeys wards away most civilians. He said that the US military sometimes ask him to train élite SEAL units in jungle survival. Infrequent adverts placed in Soldier of Fortune bring him a few more battle-hardened adventurers, tough enough to withstand what he calls the real jungle.

The difference between Richard and the others, and me, was that they understood the rain forest. They loved it. They were a part of it. As far as I was concerned that abyss of green was something to fear; something to despise. From the moment I took my first jungle steps, it sensed an intruder had violated its boundary. I was soon drenched with sweat, my mouth cold and rasping, parched beyond words. I followed in Richard’s size eleven footprints, focusing on them and nothing else.

Let your eyes strain too closely at a branch or twig, and you start seeing the hideous detail. With fear, the jungle closes in, the insects get bigger, magnified by the mind. How could Richard have prowled through the forests of Vietnam, hunting and being hunted at the same time?

When I asked him, he told me to concentrate on the five rules of jungle travel. One: chop stems downward and as low to the ground as possible; then they’ll fall away from the path. Two: go slow, as speed only snags you on fish-hook thorns. Three: rest frequently and drink liquid. Four: love the jungle, don’t hate it. Five: check your groin for parasites twice an hour.

Our Shuar companions must have thought it was mad. Whenever we stopped, I’d pull down my trousers and forage about in my boxer shorts. The area was inflamed by chafing and sweat. But there were no bugs. To tell the truth, I didn’t really know what parasites to expect. I’d seen some cocoons which Richard had eaten, and plenty of roaches and wolfies, but surely they were too big to nestle comfortably in my crotch. Richard said any self-respecting grub would want to burrow into my private parts – it’s what they are programmed to do. I told him of the inflammation and the chafing.

‘The rawer and bloodier it is down there,’ he said, ‘the snugger the larvae will be.’

We marched on, but the chafing only got worse. I tried lubricating the area with Vaseline. Then I sprinkled it with mentholated foot powder. But a dark purple rash developed. Alberto asked to see the inflammation. While Enrique held the sloth, the shaman scraped a fingernail over the rash. He made a clicking sound, tramped off into the jungle, and returned with a mass of foliage. Then he rubbed the thin milky sap from the leaves onto the inflammation. The itching was soothed immediately. A couple of hours later, the rash was gone.

‘Huayra caspi,’ said Richard. ‘It’s a tree with red bark; the milk eases irritations. It’s especially good for venereal disease.’

We moved forward for another hour or so, until about four o’clock. Then Alberto said we should camp for the first night.

‘First night? How far is Ramón’s village?’

The shaman fed the sloth a clump of cecropia leaves.

‘Two or three nights more,’ he said.

I sat on a sheet of plastic while Richard built a basic shelter from branches of yarena palm. I dared not move. The Shuars had never been to a city, but they knew I was a city type. My hands weren’t scarred like theirs, and I jumped at any sound. They enjoyed my reaction to giant spiders most. I whimpered when I saw them. All around in the darkness spiders’ eyes reflected my torchlight, thousands of them, glinting like pearls. Pink-toed tarantulas were everywhere. They were out hunting. Richard caught one and tried to make me watch as it scurried over his face and his back. He drew my reluctant attention to the tips of their legs, which looked as though they had been coated neatly with pretty pink nail varnish.

I wondered how I would go on. Nature had become my tormentor. I had begun to regard it with absolute loathing. But then I spotted something wonderful squatting on a low branch. It was a frog, like none I’d seen before. Its skin, which glistened as if coated with lacquer, was indigo blue, marbled with splotches of black. Most of the other animals I had come across were timid, expecting imminent death. The indigo frog was far more self-assured. He sat on his branch, looking out at the green world.

So impressed was I with the little creature’s confidence, I told Richard to come and have a look. He wiped his machete on his fatigues and peered down at the frog.

‘Dendrobates azureus,’ he mumbled, ‘they’re fuckin’ wild suckers.’

‘What’s wild about ’em?’

‘Poison arrow frogs,’ he said. ‘When they get stressed they secrete nerve toxins onto their skin. Any predator not warded off by the bright colours gets floored.’

As far as Richard was concerned, the indigo frog was dangerous but not unfriendly. The reptile’s yellow cousin, living over in the jungles of Surinam, was another story altogether.

‘They call it Phyllobates terriblis,’ he mumbled, ‘the terrible one.’

‘Terrible!’

‘They’ve got enough toxins to kill twenty thousand mice. They look like glazed lemons. They’re kings of the jungle.’

While we were admiring the indigo frog, Enrique strode over. Before I could stop him, he jabbed a sliver of sharpened stick through the reptile’s neck, until it came out its back. The creature didn’t die, but exuded a thick foam onto its back. Mindful not to touch the frog, the Shuar chief dipped three or four darts into the foam. Then he headed away into the jungle with the dogs.

By the time the shelter was completed, it was getting dark. The fluorescent green of glow-worms glimmered in the undergrowth, hinting at secret life. Alberto helped me find some rotting wood to feed the beetles. The smaller one looked very forlorn, its powerful mandibles uninterested in crushing any food. I considered tossing the Titanus giganticuses back into the jungle then and there. But, unfortunately for them, they’d become pawns in a despicable human game. Too much money was at stake, and I still hoped to recoup my funds. I whispered to them that in Tokyo or in New York a big bug lover was waiting to pamper them.

Alberto told me to skewer the beetles on a spike and roast them. He said they tasted nutty, like Brazil nuts. At that moment Enrique stepped from the undergrowth, his blowpipe in one hand, a young paca in the other.

We lit a fire and roasted the paca on a spit. The flames lit up the night, shooting sparks into the trees. The smoke, and the smell of charred meat, kept the insects away. I was in no mood for another rodent meal, so I sprinkled a few grains of Ajinomoto powder onto my tongue and thought of roast beef. As I had expected Ramón to live close to the river, I hadn’t brought much equipment. With no insect repellent or sleeping-bag, and little drinking water, I prepared myself for a tortuous night.

I hunkered down beneath the shelter, praying for the giant insects, the snakes and the poison-arrow frogs to keep away. Richard slept soundly, snoring beside me. Alberto and Enrique bedded down on a natural platform in a lapuna tree, making mattresses of its dark green foliage. As I tried to sleep, I cautioned myself never to return to the jungle. This, the real experience, was the preserve of the professionals. People like me should stay at home and watch it on TV.

 

From Trail of Feathers


The Story of Henrique de Cabarone

DURING THE QUEST for the lost Inca city of Paititi, the so-called ‘House of the Tiger King’, I spent sixteen weeks in the Madre de Dios cloud forest.

From the outset, the expedition was far too large. It comprised of dozens of porters, an entire film crew, assorted tribesmen, as well as mountains of equipment. With such a large team to feed, and so much gear to lug upriver, we needed extra porters to carry all the food necessary to feed them… the mother of all vicious circles.

Those sixteen weeks introduced me to misery on an unknown scale. Thrown in at the deep end, I grappled to learn the ins and outs of assembling a team, and keeping them together – even when they were at the point of mutiny.

While leading the ragtag procession into ever deeper jungle, I came to understand the elements of good leadership – even though I was not myself an especially good example of implementing best practice.

The first thing I learned was never to select two people with the same skill set. A team’s strength lies in its diversity. Each member of the team should have a different background and different skills. This means that, when unified as a group together, they bring different flavours to the stew.

Early on, I learned the importance of rewarding hard work and good ideas with praise and – much more importantly – with mountains of hot food. On a jungle expedition the leader ought to lead from the
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