

CHAPTER EIGHT

Risk

Looking back now, I wonder whether part of the reason I so readily embraced the whole idea of this journey was because it was a counterbalance to the uncertainty of infertility and the process of attempting to have a child. The journey was a quest, a challenge, and one that I felt I could endure and complete, with maps and planning and schedules, even when following the line began to take me towards serious danger.

When I first traced the Tropic of Cancer line around the world on a globe, I could see that it cut right across Burma. Myanmar, as its military dictatorship called it, had a terrible reputation for human rights abuses. Burma was a place where rebel armies were fighting government soldiers in seemingly endless conflicts, human rights activists disappeared, terrible suffering was inflicted on ethnic minority groups like the Shan, Chin and the Karen, and much of the population lived in fear.

It was not the easiest place to film even at the best of times, and the ruling generals had recently banned many foreign film crews from entering. Tourists were still allowed to visit Burma, but the line went through remote parts of the country that were not on any visitor route and hadn’t really been seen by foreign TV cameras for years, if at all. I found that intriguing, almost exciting. What was life like in those remote areas of Burma? What was going on off the tourist trail? The desire to follow the line into unknown parts of the world had been the main reason I wanted to make the series after my Marco Polo project was rejected.

We had one of our first meetings to discuss the situation in Burma in the Frankie Howerd Room at New Broadcasting House at the BBC. We pored over detailed maps we’d bought from Stanfords in Covent Garden, the famous travel bookshop, then talked about the armies fighting in Burma, which included the Arakan Liberation Army, Chin National Army, United Wa State Army, Ta’ang National Liberation Army, Shan State Army-North, Karen National Liberation Army and the Kachin Independence Army. Then we were booted out after an hour because someone else at the BBC had booked a high-level meeting about a cookery show.

One possible way inside Burma, though still not safe, was to try to go in undercover as tourists, perhaps via one of the main cities, and try to do some covert filming. But when we investigated further we were told the Burmese secret police had a small team of officers at the main airports who specialised in finding hidden camera equipment. Apparently they were remarkably efficient. When discussing situations like that I always want to know specifics. Being told ‘there is a risk’ isn’t quite clear enough. Is it a small risk or a major risk? I usually ask for a percentage chance. I need to know the likely situation we are dealing with or projecting ourselves into.

We thought there was a 60 to 80 per cent chance that if we were caught in Burma pretending to be tourists we would be arrested. We would probably be deported fairly swiftly, but perhaps we would have been held for a few days or longer.

I was strongly in favour of going into the forgotten areas of Burma, even if that was more dangerous, and staying faithful to the original concept of following the Tropic line. Andrew Carter, the lovely and committed director who would be travelling with Anya and me for that leg of the journey, spent weeks investigating all the options. Along with other members of the team he talked to campaigning groups, NGOs and charity workers operating in Burma, international journalists and undercover camera specialists about what was possible, and what was not. Everything was considered.

We studied all the options and gamed out the likely consequences, and eventually decided our best chance of actually getting into the country, filming, and getting out with the footage, was to try and sneak across the border from a remote region of India into an area of Burma populated by the Chin ethnic group, one of several populations in Burma that had suffered horrific abuses. The highly respected campaigning organisation Human Rights Watch had recently reported that Burmese soldiers were using torture, arbitrary arrest and killings as part of a campaign to suppress the more than 1.5 million largely Christian Chin people.

We could talk to people in advance as much as we liked, but one thing we couldn’t do was completely guarantee safety. If we were going to attempt to travel through tricky parts of the world and film an adventure like this, we all had to accept risk and a degree of fear.

 

We don’t get anywhere without confronting fear. The richest rewards in life come from a bit of risk-taking, from pushing ourselves out of our comfort zones. When we take chances, we get the best memories and experiences.

We confront fear by testing ourselves, by exercising our confidence like a muscle, and by building it up. Start with experiences that resemble small weights: 1kg, then 2kg, then 5, 10, 20, 30, and your tolerance of new situations, and even danger, increases. Start with simple encounters, as if you are an arachnophobe trying to overcome a horror of spiders. They wouldn’t start by stroking a tarantula, they would build up to it. First they would look at a cartoon picture of a spider, then a real photo of a spider, then a kids’ toy spider, then a realistic spider, then a small real spider, and so on and so on until, yes, maybe one day they could be stroking a tarantula. Exercise your confidence muscle enough, and eventually you can run towards your own demons.

Once we tackle and defeat the issues or experiences that frighten us the most, our minds readjust and reset on to a more adventurous plane. We develop and we evolve.

Personally, I didn’t leap out of a box ready to walk into Burma, go to danger zones or track terrorists. I was a depressed, terrified, suicidal teenager. I spent years changing myself from a frightened kid to a more confident adult. I did it step by step. I started small, with experiences that I could cope with. After I began working as a post boy on a newspaper, sorting the mail, I started running errands for people, getting them a sandwich, doing their photocopying. Then I volunteered to be sent out on errands to talk to people, then questioning people, going to demonstrations, riots, bombings, investigating crimes. Initially I was terrified. But taking things step by step was the key. Soon I was working as an investigative journalist, sometimes undercover, sometimes in disguise, tracking arms dealers and terrorists. I built up my tolerance for fear and my understanding of risk, until I felt comfortable going to really tricky parts of the world and travelling to war zones.

Of course it’s possible to take that tolerance too far. A few years ago I was in San Pedro Sula, Honduras, then the most dangerous city in the world outside of an active war zone. We had been filming in areas of the city riddled with gang violence, where there were daily shoot-outs and murders, when we had a phone call warning us that two police officers had just been assassinated by gunmen on a motorcycle.

I was with the brilliant cameraman Craig Hastings, and we grabbed our flak jackets and helmets and raced off to the scene of the murders with our guide. We managed to link up with a police car and tailgated them at speed through heavy traffic on a motorway until the road became completely blocked and we were stuck. After a moment of swearing, one of our guides then jokingly suggested we cross the grassy mound that was the Honduran equivalent of a central reservation, and drive the wrong way down the motorway. I thought he was serious, and turned to Craig in the back and asked if it was OK with him. He nodded and said it was fine. Our driver bumped the cars in front and behind us to make space, then we crossed on to the other side in our big 4x4 and started driving the wrong way up the motorway, dodging cars coming at us. I thought back to it afterwards and decided it had felt worryingly normal. I realised I’d been munching on a flapjack and Craig had been texting. I wondered if we were becoming just slightly too immune to risk.

 

When deciding whether I was prepared to enter Burma, perhaps the most vital element for me was the team. I had to trust the people I would be travelling with. There are times when we might need to run together towards gunfire, or a bombing. But I also needed to believe in the wider group working on the journeys, including Sam Bagnall, the executive producer, and Simon Frost, the production co-ordinator, who was organising equipment, coordinating accommodation, permits, visas, travel and schedules. On a journey like this, Frostie’s job could be a logistical nightmare.

Sam and I had worked together on a couple of journeys by this point, and I trusted him completely. After the exec for the Equator series had left the BBC, it was suggested to me that Sam might be a good fit moving forward. Most of the TV people I had met seemed to have been called Sam. Generally they had gone to a good school and then Oxbridge. I wasn’t sure which of the various ‘Sams’ he actually was, so I was quite wary at our first meeting – which was a bit of a blind date – in a fancy Chinese restaurant in Soho in central London. When I walked downstairs he was already there and he looked up, gave me a big beaming smile and, even before he’d said a word, I felt immense relief and a certainty we would click. I was right. We’ve worked together regularly in the years since, and he’s been a partner, foil and friend.

Sam already had a reputation as a tough film-maker, largely picked up from when he worked undercover on a TV series about football hooligans. His fundamental rule about storytelling on TV is that you’ve got to see it. Show not tell. No commentary, or PTC from me (a piece to camera) can ever substitute for putting the story on the screen. In the edit suite, Sam is magnificent at cutting to the chase and sensing the best way of structuring a tale from scores of different clips. But most importantly for me, Sam has always been committed to making programmes like mine, often shot in dark corners of the world and incorporating stories and issues that usually only get seen on Channel 4 by people who all read the international news section of the Guardian. Sam and I really believe it’s important that we get as many people as possible to take an interest in what’s happening on the wider planet, and we package and structure programmes in ways that entice families to sit and watch them together.

In due course Sam was given a more senior job and a grander title at the BBC. I take all the credit. I told him he was wearing the wrong sort of spectacles. They were too old school for working in television. He looked like he was still hoping to infiltrate the Chelsea Headhunters. I said he had to go and get some pretentious and wanky glasses, the sort ‘media people’ wear. He went to an expensive opticians in London’s West End and told them exactly what I’d said.

‘Sir,’ came the response, ‘you’ve come to just the right place.’

But Sam wasn’t just a producer behind a desk. Early on I got to know him in the field. For a programme about Argentina he flew out with Jonathan Young and me to form a three-man team. As an undercover expert on football hooligans, he was giddy with excitement as we went to film an iconic grudge match between Boca Juniors and River Plate in Buenos Aires at the legendary Bombonera stadium. We arrived just as the game was about to start. It felt as if we were walking into the Colosseum in ancient Rome. The atmosphere was more intense and electrifying than any game I’d ever experienced. The passion of the supporters was fanatical, like an energy force field. There were fireworks, smoke grenades, toilet rolls hurling through the air. Then the Boca fans set up a mortar to launch a home-made firework at the River Plate fans. In response they pulled out live chickens from under their jackets, ripped the heads off them and threw the bloodied bodies at the Boca fans. I looked at Sam expecting him to be a little stunned, but he looked at me and, above the din of explosions, he shouted, ‘It’s just like Arsenal!’

Later on that trip we were in a town in the foothills of the Argentinian Andes. Sam speaks fluent Spanish, and he woke up early and walked a short distance to collect our hire car through falling snow, marvelling slightly at the number of people who seemed to be packing cars and trucks outside their homes. The manager of the hire firm was closing up.

‘What’s going on?’ said Sam.

‘Everybody’s leaving town because of this,’ said the guy, gesturing quickly outside the window. Sam was a bit bleary-eyed.

‘Because it’s snowing?’ queried Sam in disbelief.

‘That’s not snow!’ said the manager. ‘That’s ash! The volcano has erupted.’

The manager threw the keys to a hire truck at Sam, who jumped in, raced back to our guest house, and banged on our doors. It was all over the news. A huge volcano had erupted on the other side of the Andes and was busy smothering the lower half of South America. The ash was now like talcum powder in the air.

‘I don’t think we can film,’ said Jonathan, looking gutted. ‘The dust will kill the camera.’

We tried some shots outside with a basic tape camera but it died within a few minutes. Then we stood in a coughing huddle in our hotel foyer, and, in a rapid way that colleagues can do when they’re also friends, made a swift assessment of the situation. Although we had several filming days remaining, the coverage area of the volcano was vast. We realised that if we didn’t leave immediately we could get stuck. The conversation took no more than a minute. Then we began reminding each other what we needed to grab to have with us. Jonathan said we needed both satellite phones. Sam asked if we had swimming goggles. I remembered the trauma kit and some scarves. We ran back to our rooms, chucked the rest of our belongings into our Peli hard cases and were on the road within ten minutes.

The goggles were for keeping the ash from our eyes, the scarves to keep it out of our mouths and noses. The satellite phones were for ringing contacts to find out how bad the ash cloud was and how we could escape. As we hightailed it east out of town, there was a haunting sight. Sun was piercing through clouds of ash to create a luminous morning glow. In a field the ash was piling up on the backs of cattle who were all wheezing, struggling to breathe and slowly suffocating. It was like the apocalypse. The ash seemed to drift in clouds, sometimes thickening so dramatically we could see only 20 metres ahead, then only 10. We drove with our lights on full, hazards flashing, and pressed our faces up against the window while we shone powerful torches through cracks in the windows to check we were still actually on the road. Vehicles would suddenly loom up out of the ash, either ahead of us or a few times coming in from the side as if to ram us. Somehow, with the help of our GPS and pure luck, three hours later we made it to the far edge of the ash cloud without sustaining even a scratch. All the while we were checking how we could get further out of the area. We were told the ash would reach the Atlantic coast by the end of the day. Our team managed to book us the final three seats on the final plane leaving the south of the continent. Driving non-stop all the way from the Andes, we made the flight. Back at Heathrow I theatrically shook my hair and left a little deposit of Andean volcanic dust on the desk at customs.

Just like the rest of us on the filming team, Sam had personal experience of adventures, danger and how to deal with situations when everything is going wrong.

Many years ago I spent a little too much time with American spies and special forces guys while investigating al-Qaeda for my first major book. I was drinking in a bar in Virginia with one of them when he said something that really stuck with me. He had been on operations alongside his British counterparts and said that although American special forces teams had access to more resources, such as equipment, planes and satellites, the British were especially good because they endlessly ran through war-game scenarios. They practised, over and over. They prepared.

‘Then when it all goes south,’ said the American admiringly, ‘they really know what to do.’

Thinking through scenarios in advance became something of a guiding principle for me whenever I was heading into a dangerous situation while researching my books. It also became really useful on my TV journeys, where we don’t have a producer going on a recce beforehand and setting up loads of pre-scripted encounters, and instead we sometimes walk into extremely tricky places and I have to react. We don’t wait for things to go wrong; we talk things through beforehand, over and over, and work out what we’re going to do if disaster hits so we know all our options in the moment. There are times when we absolutely cannot wing it.

This is where my negativity can be especially useful. Although we are now often surrounded by a cult of positivity, with endless books, lifestyle coaches and corporations encouraging us to think we are all winners who can simply visualise and then manifest our own success, being relentlessly positive can simply mean we fail to prepare for complications. A bout of negative thinking can actually be healthy, especially when you are planning to do something difficult or dangerous. Imagining the worst-case scenario with a bit of ‘negative visualisation’, which in my case probably just flows naturally from my cynical grumpiness, helps me to prepare, mentally and practically. Why is a plan not likely to work? What does my negativity suggest might go wrong? If we’ve got a long trek through the jungle and a clamber up a rock face, we don’t want everyone on the team to be convinced everything will go smoothly. Someone needs to be the negative voice that suggests one of us could sprain or break an ankle. Making sure we take a light splint and an ultralight fabric stretcher the size of an apple could then make the difference between a manageable crisis and a full catastrophe.

Practising a bit of negative visualisation as a more regular mental health exercise is a technique recommended from the time of the stoic philosophers. By thinking briefly and calmly about disaster, about how we would cope if we lost something or someone we love, or if we were to fail at a race, business or project, we can be reminded about what we actually already have to be thankful for, and simultaneously build our resilience and personal ability to cope with disappointment or worse.

In the weeks before we headed towards Burma we gamed out our plans, talking through what could go wrong and what we would do. Never, before or since, have I spent more time preparing for an adventure or mission. But we knew we had to min-imise any risk that was within our control, because there was plenty more that would be far beyond our power to influence.

For a journey or an expedition, but also any new project, business, and in so much of life, preparation is the key to success. You’ve got to be aware of how hard it’s going to be. You’ve got to be flexible and realise that no plan survives first contact with the enemy, as army types say. You need to be working with a good team, and you have to trust and use them.

But then if things go wrong, or when things go wrong, what are you going to do? Whether I’m in a war zone, up a mountain or dealing with an issue at home or in life, the first thing I ask myself is whether it’s worth it. Do I want to be where I am? Do I want to resolve the problem enough to use my time or risk my life? Do I need to do it?

If the answer’s yes, then I start to work through the problem, thinking about my next action, my very next step. Whether it is turn the gas off at a fire, trek for miles or call someone. What can I control? It’s critical that we focus our minds on what we have the power to shape, rather than what is uncontrollable.

Then I start thinking about my overall plan. What do I need to achieve by fixing a problem? Where do I need to get to? And then how am I going to get there? One of my favourite quotes is from American General Douglas MacArthur, who said: ‘Have a good plan, execute it violently, and do it today.’

There are times when many of us feel we can’t get out of bed because the challenges are too great. Personally I try to avoid perceiving any specific problem or task as the mountain it might actually be. I choose to see it as separate smaller elements. There’s always the journey to a mountain, the approach, the foothills, and an easy stretch at the bottom. Breaking it down makes it less overwhelming. Then I start to tackle the challenge step by step, using that same piece of utterly critical, foundational advice I was given in a jobcentre decades ago as I bounced along the bottom of life.

When it’s not a challenge I need to face, but something simply thrown at me by life, at a time when I have lost hope, perhaps when someone has died, I still use my step by step motto. Except I don’t head in a specific direction. I just try to do something – anything – and the sheer act of movement, in any direction, and the simple physicality of putting one foot in front of another starts to provide answers, solutions, and helps bring light into darkness.

 

To reach the Burmese border, with the right team, mindset, back-up and hopefully an appropriate balance of courage and trepidation, we left the flatlands and floodplains of Bangladesh and headed steadily upwards into forest-covered hills in the remote Indian regions of Tripura and Mizoram.

The north-east of the country is known as the Seven Sister States, much of it home to ancient and diverse forests under attack by subsistence farming, logging and road building.

People we met were stunned by our journey. ‘The mainland’ was what they called the rest of India. The Seven Sisters are connected to India by a narrow geographic corridor across the top of Bangladesh. It was 1,000 miles all the way round to Kolkata. It could take four days to drive. Yet they had little dealing with Bangladesh, partly because India was steadily erecting a fence and wall along its entire border. The construction is rapidly becoming one of the longest fenced and controlled lines on the planet, a ring of steel, concrete and barbed wire around a country that India already views as a major source of illegal migration. Some fear vast floods of refugees in the future if, or when, Bangladesh begins to sink beneath the waves due to climate change.

Also bordered by Bhutan, China and Burma, itself a melting pot, and with Nepal and Tibet nearby, the Seven Sisters are one of the most linguistically and culturally diverse regions in the world, an area with an almost unimaginable ethnic mix. There are more than 200 languages spoken in the Seven Sister States, and just as many ethnic groups. But then there are also tribes within tribes.

We didn’t have much luck in Tripura. We wanted to film some of the remaining wildlife of the region to illustrate what was at threat from the loss of the forests. But even in the Sepahijala Wildlife Sanctuary we struggled to get good shots of elusive spectacled langurs – cheeky, energetic and flighty little monkeys. There were only around 2,000 left in the entire state. Then we were shown two spectacular clouded leopards languishing in small cages at the underfunded reserve, which I found deeply upsetting. They are extremely rare, magnificent creatures, and their pathetic captivity symbolised the endless destruction of their habitat.

I tried to discuss this with one of the directors of the reserve, an earnest conservationist who clearly cared about the loss of forest in this biodiverse corner of the planet. But his accent was incredibly strong. He launched straight into a diatribe in English about how his reserve struggled to get funding. I thought he was saying that American Jews were to blame because they had all the power, influence and money. I was horrified. Behind the camera I could see Jonathan immediately reacting. Andrew the director lowered our boom microphone. Then we all realised he was saying American zoos. I asked him to repeat himself, stressing the word myself clearly as a pointer. But it was still impossible. My benchmark is that if we are struggling to understand anyone when we are with them, especially after spending time in the country and tuning our ears to local accents, it will almost certainly be too much to ask of people watching at home. We want viewers to be listening and understanding, not discussing what’s being said and missing the next bit.

Usually I suggest people might like to talk in their own language. We are in their country, after all. It slows things down due to the need for an instant rough translation, and it is more costly later on because we need interpreters to check the conversation with real accuracy, but on the plus side it means we can then have clear subtitles or an actor reading the lines. When we’re filming, people often deliver powerful or critical stories in emotionless voices, so actors can also add a tiny bit more depth and dynamism, helping the viewer to understand the importance of what’s being conveyed. It’s also why I’m so often repeating back what people have said to me with perhaps slightly too much drama. Someone will say ‘. . . we lost 20 acres of land and two villages to climate change’ in a flat voice that sounds as though they’re talking about losing a small bet with their neighbour. So I’ll bellow back at them: ‘You Lost 20 Acres, and Two Villages?! To Climate Change?!’

I’m sure many people watching must think, ‘Yeah, duh, that’s what they just said.’ But I hope repeating it with more emotion reinforces the point. There are people suffering. Our planet is under attack. We need to get more emotional. We need to realise what is at stake. Let me know if I’m wrong.

With the reserve director the situation was hopeless. We asked whether he might feel more comfortable talking in Bengali, his native language, but he said no thank you he was fine with English. Then we asked if he really could talk in Bengali, please, because we were in Tripura, and he said no thank you, English is an official language here. Then I tried talking about the loss of forest and wildlife with one of our guides. He was young, clever and eloquent. But as soon as we started filming him he began using an incredibly sonorous voice as if he was delivering a live war report on CNN. I tried to coach him to relax, but nothing worked. We were stuffed.

We drove on to the centre of a small market town next to a lake we were planning to cross by boat. I was unloading our bags, ready to go and look for someone to take us out on the lake, when I suddenly stopped. Around me, I realised, was one of the richest displays of humanity I had ever seen.

There were people from the Bengali, Mizo, Darlong, Tripuri, Chakma, Jamatia and Noatia groups, wearing shawls, red sarongs, cotton cloaks, bright saris and orange robes. There were priests, monks, tiny schoolgirls in frilly dresses, and a farmer passing a 12ft saw blade up to someone to carry on top of a bright green bus. It was like national costume day at the Methodist church I went to as a kid, and that was in an almost ludicrously diverse area of London, where more than 300 languages are spoken, making it perhaps the most diverse city that has ever existed.

Jonathan was filming the scene while Andrew kindly sheltered him from the sweltering sun under a rainbow-coloured umbrella, appropriately. Anya was off to the side under the awning of a ramshackle wooden hut, asking politely if it was possible to film some tiny elderly women sitting on the ground. It’s rude to gasp, of course, but the women, who were from the Brus or Reang tribe, looked astonishing. Exquisitely beautiful, they were each wearing dozens of thick silver metal and glass bead necklaces, with huge chunky metal rings through their lower ears. Two had thick horn-shaped earrings sticking out of the upper ears. We wanted to ask where they were going, but our CNN guide had vanished. A crowd of friendly faces was surrounding us. In desperation, I turned to them and said loudly: ‘Sorry, but does anyone here speak English?’

‘Yeah, I do,’ said a Tripuri lad at the back who introduced himself as Pradip.

He was in his early twenties, spoke several of the tribal languages, and had learned English by watching football and listening to American rap music on bootleg CDs.

‘Do you fancy a job?’ I said.

We explored the market, then took a boat out on the lake. Much of the forest on the steep hills around the shore looked like the setting for a battle between warring dragons. Thousands of trees had been chopped close to the ground, leaving sharp stumps, and the whole area including the ground was blackened by fire.

‘Some of it is still burning,’ said Pradip. ‘Look, you can see the smoke.’

Pradip explained that villagers practised ‘jhum’, a basic form of slash-and-burn farming. Unlike in the temperate zone of Europe or North America, soil in the Tropics can be remarkably lacking in nutrients for crops, because Life gets its energy from the guaranteed sun above. So poor farmers chop trees down, burn them, then mix the ash into the soil as a natural fertiliser for the crops they plant.

‘It works for a couple of harvests, and then they move on to chop somewhere else,’ said Pradip.

It is a complete catastrophe. Vast swathes of forests are being lost around the Tropics to slash and burn, which is completely unnecessary if farmers were trained how to grow sustainably (as they are in many areas of Cuba, for example), and also, in truth, if there were slightly fewer of us wanting land.

We chugged along the lake towards a village where Pradip thought we might be able to find farmers who could explain jhum to us, but our boat began to struggle through invasive water hyacinths that had spread across the surface of the lake like a mesh. We tried to go on, dangling our legs over the side to push the weeds out of the way, but after another hour it became clear we would never make it, and it was getting too late to turn back. We made it to the bank and found a family living in a long wooden hut. They agreed to let us sleep inside for the night and then began busying themselves with food and fires.

It took us hours to get back to the market town the next day and divert around the lake. Eventually we made it to the neighbouring state of Mizoram, our last stop before Burma. Aizawl, the capital, was an extraordinary place that seemed to consist entirely of three-, four- and five-storey buildings perched precariously on high hills. We were taken to the Aliens Registration Department to sign in to the state. There had only been 381 visitors in the previous ten years. Most of them were Nigerian footballers travelling overland to play in the Chinese soccer league.

We had lugged cases of kit along with us specifically for the next part of the journey, our entry into Burma. It was time for us to prepare for what would become the most nerve-wracking and rewarding part of my journey around the Tropic of Cancer, and one of the most impossible experiences of my life. This is the first time I have written down the full story of what we did and what happened.

In Aizawl we hired an entire guest house and turned it into a forward operating base, then, on advice, taped fabric over some of the windows as blackout curtains so passing locals couldn’t see what we were up to. Despite its global reputation as a friendly democracy, there are elements of the Indian state that act more like the Chinese secret police, and we knew that if spies realised what we were doing, we could be in deep trouble, partly because we had satellite phones, satellite photos and incriminating maps marking out routes we were hoping to take east.

Then we spent hours conducting a full inventory of all our equipment, working out precisely what we needed. It was vital to get it right as from that point on there would be no opportunity to resupply or replace.

Our plan was to head towards a remote stretch of the border between India and Burma, cross over, somehow, into neighbouring Chin State, then make our way to a village of the Chin people, somehow, and try to learn what life was like for people in a forgotten corner of the country. Being in the Indian border zone was illegal. Crossing the border was illegal. Being in Burma was illegal. There was plenty that could go wrong.

It was likely we would be travelling on foot, but in what conditions or weather we didn’t know. We also didn’t know how we could cross the Tiau River at the border or what might be waiting for us on the other side. Nor were we entirely sure where we’d go when we got into Burma, or how long we’d be there. It might be a couple of days, or it might take much longer, especially if we got cut off by troop movements. Much of the terrain was under jungle, which doesn’t reveal its secrets to satellite photos or Google Maps, so we had no idea how many rivers we’d have to cross, or if they’d be narrow or fast or deep. Basically, we had to prepare for travelling into a black hole.

What was absolutely clear was that we needed to avoid the Burmese army. They were effectively an occupying force in the Chin region, committing terrible crimes against the population, who are a Christian ethnic minority group. There were dozens of Burmese military bases scattered around on the other side of the border. We had intelligence on all their locations and had them mapped out so we could avoid them. But the Burmese soldiers would go on long patrols into the jungle hunting for armed Chin rebel groups, so there was a serious risk of encounter and capture.

However bad that might have been for us on the team, it was bound to be infinitely worse for Cheery, our new guide, who was now smuggled into our guest house. Cheery was a campaigner and activist from the Chin ethnic group who at that point was living in exile in northern Thailand. She had flown to Mizoram to translate, guide and help us on our mission. I was struck by how young and jolly she was, and short and slight, but also how determined. Cheery is without doubt one of the bravest people I have ever met. Because of her campaigning work, she was on a Burmese military wanted list, possibly even a death list. She knew that if she was caught back in Burma she would be either disappeared or executed on the spot. She was completely realistic about the risks of accompanying us.

‘Going to Chin State, and going to Burma, is always dangerous as you don’t know what will happen,’ she told me. Cheery knew she was doing something exceptionally dangerous. ‘They don’t want me to be there. They said that I am being empowered by the Western rich nations and now I try to disunite the union of Myanmar.’

I asked her why she was prepared to take the risk and enter Burma. ‘Because if we don’t speak up,’ she replied, ‘if we don’t tell the stories of the people under this repressive military regime, then no one will know what’s happening, and if they don’t know, they will not do anything.’ I liked Cheery instantly. She had a real warmth and clear honesty in her aura. She was brave, really brave, but she wasn’t suicidal. I trusted her implicitly.

There is something strangely beautiful and ancient about trusting someone you hardly know with your life. We live in a time of fear when people can be reluctant to trust anyone, let alone give them responsibility. To get a job stacking shelves in a supermarket when I was younger, I had to go through two interviews and a short personality quiz. With Cheery I had to rely largely on my gut feeling and the instincts of my colleagues. If Jonathan, Anya or Andrew had thought there was something suspicious or funny about anyone we were trusting, we would have pulled out. But finding someone to believe in, someone you can have faith in, can lead to experiences that are revelatory.

Just a few years ago when I was in San Pedro Sula in Honduras – on the same trip when we raced the wrong way down the motorway to the police murder scene – we decided we wanted to meet the leaders of the criminal gangs who were helping to destroy the country. It became clear that most of them were actually locked up in the city prison. I was told it might be possible to go into the jail to meet them, but we were warned the guards had no real control inside. The prison was itself under the control of gangsters who had seized power by capturing the previous inmate ruler, stringing him up and beheading him. Then they cut out his heart and fed it to his own dogs.

It was a hyper-dangerous environment to be entering, and especially to try and film. As we researched the trip in advance from London, I asked one of our guides if our best bet was to go into the prison with a small group of special forces soldiers as bodyguards. There was a hollow laugh on the Skype call and a voice said softly, ‘None of you would leave alive.’

We realised the only person who could take us inside, and keep us safe, and get us out, was actually the Bishop of San Pedro Sula. The gang members had faith in him because he was attempting to broker a truce between the gangs and the government. We entered through the prison gate, met the bishop inside for just a couple of minutes, and had to make a rapid decision about whether we could trust him. Not just whether he was honest and true, but whether we thought he was someone the inmates inside would definitely respect enough to keep us safe if we were with him. I remember turning to my friend Matt Brandon, who was directing, and Craig who was filming, widening my eyes at them and asking: ‘OK?’ with weight and meaning. They knew what I was saying, and said they were good to continue. We followed the bishop, in his starched white shirt and large crucifix, as we walked among men with face tattoos identifying their allegiance to the Sinaloa cartel or the ferociously violent gang MS13. We stuck to the bishop like glue, as if he was the Archangel Gabriel, and he kept us safe.

On our trip into Burma, Cheery was to be our archangel. She had worked out several possible routes we could take and several villages we could visit, depending on army activity in the area. She had contacted village elders using trusted runners and asked if it was appropriate for us to visit. Most importantly, she had warned them about the possible consequences if we were caught with them. They all wanted us to come.

Then we met up with three wiry, muscular young Chin guys from a group called the Free Burma Rangers (FBR), an extraordinary organisation that had been giving us advice and information over the previous weeks. The Free Burma Rangers is, in its own words, a multi-ethnic humanitarian service movement that has worked to bring help, hope and love to people in the conflict zones of Burma, Iraq and Sudan. It was founded by a gung-ho, can-do American special forces veteran called David Eubank, a Texan who grew up as the son of missionaries in Thailand. The FBR trains, supplies and coordinates mobile relief teams who provide critical emergency medical care, shelter, food, clothing and human rights monitoring. One of their driving motivations is certainly religious belief, but in the Free Burma Rangers you don’t have to be Christian.

‘You can be any or no religion,’ Eubank has said. ‘You can be a man or woman; you just have to do this for love. And you can’t run if people can’t run.’

The three Chin men from the FBR were a highly trained undercover unit taking health care and medicine across the line into remote areas of Chin State. They were taking a colossal risk. Rangers have been shot, tortured, blown up by landmines and executed by the Burmese military. They intimidate and worry some other relief groups because they operate right on the front lines of conflict, or even covertly behind the lines deep in enemy territory, and they sometimes arm some of their personnel for their own defence. They’re what you might get if you crossed the SAS with Oxfam.

We sat talking with the Rangers for hours in the guest house in Aizawl. I was hugely impressed by the men. They seemed much older than their years, with an air of confidence and calm that felt almost supernatural. They talked to us about the risks they faced, and the risks we would face, and the dangers of our entire mission suddenly became very stark.

Our slightly crazy plan was that the Rangers would go ahead of us, cross the border on their own and launch their medical mission, walking from remote village to remote village. We would be crossing later in a different place, but we would try to reach a specific village around the same time as them so we could film what they were doing.

We confirmed with Cheery that contact had been made with village elders and they were happy for us to visit. We suggested that we would avoid filming any landmarks that could identify a village, and that we would obscure faces of anyone who could be at risk. Cheery told the Rangers, and had told village elders by message, that the film would be shown around the world, possibly on the global BBC World channel, but also by other broadcasters in the region. Like Cheery, they were adamant they wanted their story to be told. Travelling the Tropic of Cancer was one of the first times I came across a truth confirmed many times since on my journeys, that people who are suffering ter-ribly will so often take the great risk of more suffering just to experience the free oxygen that recognition can bring.

 

Whenever packing for a covert mission, one sensible rule, particularly if you are trying to illegally enter a military dictatorship, is best to avoid dressing like a mercenary. Too many travellers, and TV presenters, go for an excessively rugged, military look. But that can create serious danger. There is a terrible story of a group of French backpackers in North Africa killed by rogue government forces because they were wearing cheap army surplus gear and were mistaken for soldiers. I went through all our stuff stripping out any army surplus gear, including a military machete with a camouflage pattern on the sheath.

One vital bit of kit that could get us into a whole world of trouble, but we still needed to take, were two satellite phones. Without them we had no way of maintaining contact with the outside world as soon as we were out of Indian mobile phone coverage. But we had been told by different intelligence sources that if we made a call on the Burmese side of the border, the military might detect the call, assume we were rebels and fire mortar shells at our position. I had friends who had been bombed just like that in northern Burma. We were also warned that even if we ran into trouble on the Indian side and made a satellite call, the Indian army could also triangulate our position, also assume we were rebels fighting against the Indian authorities, fire artillery shells at the location, as they had been know to do previously. We took our main satellite phone, and another as back-up, but agreed we would only use it in an absolute emergency, and only then while moving quickly so it would be harder to bomb us. I took one, Jonathan had the other, while Andrew carried an emergency position indicating radio beacon – EPIRB for short.

We were following the straightforward mission advice I was given in the Amazon: two is one, and one is none. We all agreed there was a solid chance something vital could malfunction or break. You never want to be the muppet who didn’t bring a replacement. You cannot go on a secret mission into Burma with just one of something that really matters, particularly if it’s technical. If we only took one camera, and it had broken, then everything would have been for nought. Also, we had no idea how long we were going to be there and recharging our kit might not be an option. So we took extra camera equipment and extra batteries, even though they were really heavy. Everything was sealed inside waterproof bags.

As for what to wear, to operate in the jungle for days or weeks, you start with the naked body and work out the fundamentals of what you need to survive individually, collectively and to film as a team. I had to put my fertility-friendly boxers aside for this trip and dig out my jungle underwear, which looked a little too like hot pants, but was great for holding things together and reducing chafing on long, sweaty walks. As does wearing the seams on the outside.

We went for long-sleeved shirts to reduce the risk of sunstroke and to help us cover the skin from mosquitoes, and trousers that were quick-drying. I planned to walk in trekking trainers, while Andrew and Jonathan went for jungle boots, which were slightly too militaristic for my liking, but they have drainage holes so you don’t need to take them off when fording rivers. The boots come with hard, uncomfortable insoles, but they resisted the temptation to replace them with more absorbent and comfortable alternatives as they would soak up water like a sponge. For trekking in jungles I often tuck my trousers into my socks or boots and then smear thick natural insect repellent cream around them to deter leeches.

I would normally wear a poncho in tropical rain but, although I took one into Burma, I didn’t expect we’d have time to dig out waterproof clothing from our rucksacks. We weren’t going on a jolly hike, we were heading into what was effectively enemy territory. We needed to keep moving, not pause to put on waterproofs. In a downpour in the jungle, water will always penetrate whatever you’re wearing, and anyway we would be sweating buckets. We knew we’d be soaked through after just a few hours, one way or another. But we did take one extra set of dry clothes each in a waterproof bag. At night after a long jungle trek, you dry yourself, put a dab of antibacterial powder on damp feet to protect against infections, get into a hammock wearing the dry clothes and then – the fun bit – put your wet clothes back on in the morning.

Food and hydration were huge issues. Going on a long hike in sweltering heat and humidity meant we would need to drink at least three litres of water per day. But we knew we would be wading through rivers, which at least meant we could use water filters to refill our bottles and bladder bags, dramatically reducing how much water we needed to carry. As for food, we packed expedition meal packs, which have a heating element that reacts chemically to water and provides a hot meal. We budgeted two a day for four days. Although the meals were heavier than taking light dehydrated food, they would need boiled water, which takes longer, and might slow us down. We also carried a tiny stove to heat a pot of something sustaining, if we could find it. To help our calorie intake we took nuts and raisins and, for morale, flapjacks from home.

Our equipment list ran for several pages. It included a fire lighting kit, compasses, a wrist-worn GPS, emergency water purification straws and a medical kit, including Riamet. This antimalarial medicine once saved my life in Gabon and I still didn’t feel comfortable in the jungle without it. I took my favourite parang, a heavy-duty machete with a bigger blade that gives a bit more heft when chopping through thick jungle undergrowth, and I took a squash ball. When correctly deployed it’s a low-tech bit of kit with a high impact, keeping you dry at night in a jungle hammock when everyone else is getting slowly soaked. In Burma we would be sleeping in Hennessy hammocks, which come self-contained with a bug net and a tarpaulin cover to keep out the rain. But moisture can still travel down the hammock rope and drip straight into your dry cocoon. So you simply put a slit in half a squash ball, slide it on to the rope with the cup facing inwards and bask in a feeling of smugness when it starts pelting down. To carry all this, I had a special ultralight rucksack that had a mesh panel separating the bag from my back, making me less vulnerable to heatstroke.

It was all very well humping all this kit into the jungle. But we knew that in an emergency we might have to ditch our bags and literally run for our lives. So we each had a small survival kit and I had an SOS neck kit with a wire saw necklace sheathed in plastic, so I didn’t garrotte myself, which can be used on wood or as a weapon or animal trap. Strung on that line around my neck was a pocket knife, matches, a whistle, a compass and a micro-fishing kit which could also be used as wound thread. My most intimate piece of kit was a tiny waterproof survival screw case the size of a large pill tablet which contained $200. With the tender help of my wife, I taped it just behind my testicles. Initially it felt extremely uncomfortable, until I realised I had other more important things to worry about. We strapped hundreds of US dollars to various parts of our bodies, for every eventuality we could think of and others we couldn’t.

Eventually all our equipment, tapes, cameras, kit and food were packed. Cheery took a rather different approach. She was planning to wear jeans and sandals.

‘Are you ready?’ she asked with a smile. ‘Then tomorrow we go.’





CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Good Karma

Amid the parched plateaus and mountains of south-eastern Turkey, there is a truly remarkable place. It was discovered in 1994, when a German archaeologist called Klaus Schmidt was looking for somewhere new to dig. He travelled to the site of Göbekli Tepe, which means Potbelly Hill, to inspect a collection of limestone slabs, previously dismissed as just a medieval cemetery. As soon as he arrived he realised the mound of the hill had actually been shaped by our ancient ancestors, and the site was something truly extraordinary. Intriguingly, further research revealed it could not have been a settlement as there was no water source for miles. Nor was there any evidence of habitation. So what was this impossible place?

Schmidt brought in students and locals and began to dig. Gradually the site revealed first one ring of massive standing T-shaped pillars, then another circle, and another. With the help of ground surveys, all told 200 pillars have since been identified, each up to six metres tall and weighing up to 10 tons. At nearly 12,000 years old, they were erected an astonishing 7,000 years before Stonehenge. The oldest known megaliths on the planet, they are the earliest example yet found of a place that humans congregated. Schmidt believed this was man’s first temple, and that it attracted pilgrims who would walk from up to 90 miles away.

Only a fraction of the Göbekli Tepe site has so far been uncovered, but it is probably the most important archaeological discovery of modern times. It could rewrite the history of humanity. Academics have long believed that it was only after we learned to farm and master agriculture that we settled and built our first temples, villages and eventually towns. Schmidt, who has since died, argued that Göbekli Tepe came first, and it was the need to provide for worshippers, builders and long-distance pilgrims that required us to start building human society.

For me, Göbekli Tepe is one of the wonders of the world. I truly believe that ancient and modern pilgrimage, the act of walking and travelling long distances to draw strength and inspiration from a sacred place, is evidence of how the need and desire to travel is almost embedded in human DNA. I’d even argue pilgrimage was the original spur for mass travel. Long before Freddie Laker and Ryanair opened travel to almost all, the only way of freely seeing the world was as a pilgrim. Pilgrimage got Britain on the move. At one point in medieval England, an astonishing 200,000 pilgrims would travel to Canterbury each year, out of a national population of just 2.5 million. Evidence, perhaps, that humans have almost all, almost always, gone on impossible journeys.

So when I was asked if I’d like to trace ancient and current pilgrimage routes for a TV series, it felt like the perfect opportunity to investigate these ideas more deeply, and to go on a different kind of adventure. I am not religious. There was Methodism in my upbringing, which was as much about being part of a community, yet whatever faith I had has since ebbed away. My work investigating terrorism made me wary of religious conviction. On at least a couple of occasions I have been in tight spots with people who thought their beliefs directed them to contemplate chopping my head off. I’ve encountered Christians, Hindus, Muslims and even Buddhist fundamentalists whose faith, and reluctance to question or harbour doubt, made them dangerously intolerant. But being a traveller myself, I was curious to find out more about the journeys of our ancestors and hear what inspires people today to make similar journeys of pilgrimage. As I set out, I was not consciously trying to be a pilgrim. But the further I went, the more I learned, about belief, about the inspiring people who go on such journeys, and ult-imately about the nature of travel itself.

From the start, the journeys were a revelation. Like many of us, I had associated pilgrimage just with piety and blisters. But for hundreds of years a holy journey was the motivation for adventures, against which our comfy modern travels sadly pale.

I began my first journey for the Pilgrimage series off the coast of north-east England on the holy island of Lindisfarne, the home of St Cuthbert and one of the first places where Christianity was preached in the British Isles. After visits to Lincoln, Walsingham and London, I stopped in Canterbury, where for more than 300 years pilgrims flocked to worship at the shrine of Thomas à Becket, the archbishop murdered by knights of Henry II in 1170.

One of the things that attracted me to the concept of pilgrimage was the freedom of movement it originally offered. We take our right to roam now as something almost sacred. But our ability to take a holiday or even nip out for a countryside ramble would have been a dream for many of our medieval peasant ancestors, who were often tied to their land and restricted from travel. A medieval peasant had few opportunities for exploration, and if they left their fields they could be punished for vagrancy. But with written permission from their priest or bishop they could escape a life of drudgery and set off on a pilgrimage across the country or continent, on magnificent quests to places of myth and legend. Pilgrimage was a way for ordinary people to see the world. Peasants still ran the risk of being seized as vagrants and sent back where they came from. But if they stuck to an agreed route they had the chance of adventure, and a degree of freedom unlike anything else they would likely experience in their lives.

Imagine arriving for the first time at Lincoln Cathedral as a medieval pilgrim. For decades it was the tallest building on the planet. Tired, probably ragged and hungry, you would have been confronted by a sight that made your jaw drop. It would be like seeing the Eiffel Tower at the end of the 19th century, or the Empire State Building in the 20th century. I found it beautiful and awe-inspiring when visiting on my way to Canterbury. I’m ashamed to admit that I had never seen it before, but for me it’s a close runner-up to Hagia Sophia in Istanbul as the finest building on the planet, and would surely have evoked feelings of holy wonder in our distant relatives. Quite apart from the towering height of its hilltop spire, visible for many miles around, nothing a medieval peasant would have seen or heard before could have matched the shock they would have felt on entering its vast interior, with columns that soar towards heaven. Many would have fallen to their knees and cried in wonder.

But visiting Lincoln taught me that medieval pilgrimage was also an industry. Pilgrims would arrive there and find people selling souvenirs. They could buy pin badges that helped to show the journey they had made, just like people sew country flags on their rucksacks today. There was serious money to be made from credulous pilgrims and implausible products abounded. Walsingham, a pilgrimage site in Norfolk, came to be known as Falsingham thanks to stallholders who claimed to sell the Virgin Mary’s breast milk. Fake Becket blood went on the market. Inns sprang up along the way to feed pilgrims. One of my favourite moments was meeting up with Caroline Yeldham, a medieval food historian who served me up some of the offerings a pilgrim might have eaten on the way, including fish and vegetable potage and apple fritters, all utterly delicious. Too many of us have a degree of contempt for our ancestors, the lives they led and the food they ate. Often what they ate was fresher, healthier and more interesting than the processed convenience rubbish we heat in microwaves today.

Obviously huge numbers of medieval British and European pilgrims were inspired by religious devotion or fear. But pilgrimage was not just the preserve of the saintly and devout. Many were also looking for excitement, romance and adventure. In the ninth century priests were criticised for going on pilgrimage just to escape their duties. In the 13th century a French bishop complained that people were going on pilgrimage ‘out of mere curiosity and the love of novelty’. We may be much less religious in the 21st century but let’s face it, they weren’t so unlike us, were they?

In some years, a whopping fifth of the population of the European continent was either on pilgrimage or directly involved in the industry of inns and churches and hostels that sprung up around it. The origins of the modern travel industry lie in pilgrimage. It was responsible for spreading thoughts, belief, culture, food and even deeply practical concepts like washing, which fell out of favour with dirty West Europeans until pilgrimage and travel to the East reminded us of the merits of an occasional bath.

Towns were once defined by their proximity to holy sites, and shrines vied to draw pilgrims with tales of miracles and healing. Pilgrimage to such places could be astonishing, enlightening, difficult and dangerous for our ancestors, with thieves and disease a constant threat. It could also involve excitement and temptation, with inns and brothels established along major pilgrimage routes. Being away from home was an opportunity for vice as well as virtue. In Southwark, just over London Bridge, there were around 18 brothels by the early 1500s. Even there the church made a profit. The landlord receiving the rent for the brothels was the Bishop of Winchester. Prostitutes became known as Winchester Geese.

In 1538, the destruction of Becket’s shrine, which had been in Canterbury Cathedral for more than 300 years, put an end to the pilgrimage industry in England. The vast majority of people now visit it as tourists rather than pilgrims. And yet some still invest their faith in Britain’s holiest city, where the monk Augustine, sent to England by the Pope, first set up a monastery 14 centuries ago.

I was struck by this most at a 12th-century shelter for medieval pilgrims near the cathedral. I found a book where modern visitors had written prayers. One was for somebody on death row in Ohio. Another asked that a baby girl would be healed and not need an operation. As I read these simple but powerful expressions of piety and hope, I felt anger towards those who say there is no place for faith in a 21st century of science and learning. Baiting the Christians of Middle England had become an ugly public combat sport for some leading British atheists. But faith can be such a magnificent and marvellous support in difficult times. I know that if Jake had a problem there is nothing I would not do, no God I would not pray to, in the hope of getting help for him. How dare anyone take that away from people?

Travelling and filming among Brits was a culture shock. As someone who had perhaps spent a little too much time abroad, I was surprised by how much we had to pay for grotty accommodation in the UK. I stayed in some really depressing hotels, almost all of them with a view of a car park or a light industrial park, often in rooms where mould was a decorative feature. It was also difficult to film in Britain. I quickly came to realise that you need more permits than almost any other country I have visited. Finally, although I met many wonderful people, I was taken aback by how in every single town and city centre there were stroppy and aggressive people shouting and screaming threats at one another, and someone would jump in front of the camera or try to stop us filming. Near the cathedral in Canterbury, a lairy lad deliberately barged into me from behind and tried to push me over while I was talking to the camera, then
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