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And the dead tree gives no shelter, the cricket no relief,

And the dry stone no sound of water. Only

There is shadow under this red rock,

(Come in under the shadow of this red rock),

And I will show you something different from either.

T. S. Eliot, The Waste Land
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

The names of development sites in what follows are entirely the author’s creation. Any similarities between these fictitious names and existing or intended developments are coincidental and no direct correlation should be inferred.
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1

QUIETLY VANISHING

Half-light. Late September. A field. An hour before dawn. Tiny insects bombard my head-torch, looping-the-loop across blacks, greys and silhouettes except where the torch picks out dried stems, withered leaves and brittle seed-head caskets. Few are taller than my knees. No sign of what I am seeking. I continue walking, sweeping the torchlight in slow arcs, searching, conscious that each second is bringing dawn closer.

This is private land. I do not have permission to be here. If caught, I risk imprisonment and fines I cannot afford.

It takes several anxious minutes before the first small, ghostly spiral appears amid the dry grass. Fixing it in the puddle of light, I lower my pack, pull out a blade and push it into the ground. The blade, the kind used to scrape off old wallpaper, sinks in, severing leaves and roots. I pause. The whisperings of the field flow back in. Listen. No heavy footfalls.

Heart pounding, I plunge the blade in again and again, quickly making a circle about 20 centimetres wide, before inserting it for a final time to lever out a ball of earth. The earth resists. Dropping the scraper, I squeeze my fingers in, clutching the planet’s heavy, cool, moist-gritty flesh. It becomes a wrestling match: me against the field, me braced against this patch of soil and, more importantly, that one life which has brought me here.

A minute later, the dusty ball is in my hands. I angle the torch to check the top. It sprouts leaves of grass, a bed of moss, tiny clumps of self-heal and mouse-ear chickweed. In its centre sits a rosette of small flat leaves shaped like green arrowheads. This is why I am in this field at five o’clock in the morning: those leaves and that helix of trembling, white-green, trumpet-shaped flowers with frayed rims. I take a deep sniff. Honey. Rich, sweet honey.

This aromatic orchid, Spiranthes spiralis, has the common name Autumn Lady’s-tresses. When its flowers appear in the autumn, they pierce the world of light and air like a tiny ornate spear thrust upwards from the underground realm. Over a couple of weeks, that spear becomes a flower spike resembling plaited pale-green strands. Hence their name, Lady’s-tresses, the braided hair of Lady Autumn hung with little white-green bells, winding around the stalk, each promising droplets of nectar.

This was one of the first orchids ever recorded in English. William Turner, a sixteenth-century theologian and naturalist, described it in The Names of Herbes. Published in 1548, the book was revolutionary in recording the ‘commune’ (common) names of the plants used by healers alongside the more respectable official ones in Latin and Greek. Turner describes a plant which ‘bryngeth furth whyte floures in the ende of harueste, and it is called Lady traces’. They are particularly prevalent, he mentions, at Syon.

Turner’s book appeared in the aftermath of Henry VIII’s split from the Roman Catholic Church, when Syon was a recently dissolved abbey on the northern bank of the River Thames. I imagine dappled riverside pastures with a ghostly haze of these delicate flowers, their sweet perfume mingling with autumn musk, their incongruously large bumblebee pollinators buzzing between them.

A few centuries later, all traces of Syon’s abbey have gone. So too its fields of Autumn Lady’s-tresses. Their disappearance was probably gradual, the result of the habitat being ploughed up for farmland and then built on as London sprawled outwards. Much of the abbey’s estate was incorporated into that of Syon House, now the residence of the Duke of Northumberland, but no Autumn Lady’s-tresses remain. From a sizeable population worth remarking upon to no plants at all – this is typical of the quiet vanishing that has occurred across the country. Today, this once locally common orchid is extinct across large tracts of Britain. It will soon be extinct in the field where I stand too.

Twenty metres to my right, two large banners rise above the black embroidery of a dishevelled hedge and a stark new steel fence hung with signs. ‘TRESPASSERS WILL BE PROSECUTED.’ A gust sends the banners chinking against their metal poles. ‘Coming Soon – The Meadows – Development of Luxury 2, 3 and 4 Bedroom Homes.’ The name of this development and that of so many others – Cherrytree Vista, The Elms, West Orchard – are ironic reminders of what they are destroying. The meadows will be gone, cherry trees, elms, orchards and orchids too, native flora and fauna razed.

At the top corner of the field, near the banners and fences, a pair of Portaloos and a command-centre Portakabin have been deposited. Next week, the armoured division will begin their offensive. Diggers will uproot the hedges and engineer this gentle slope into foundations and pipeline trenches. The orchid colony will vanish. A year from now, this earth will be smothered in asphalt, paving slabs, brick, plastic, glass and concrete.

In accordance with English law, the construction company carried out environmental reports and impact statements for this site. Why do they not mention orchids? First, many native British orchids are easily recognisable only for the few weeks each year when they have flowers or buds. Although government guidance stipulates that field surveys ‘should’ be carried out at the correct time of year and ‘where possible’ developments ‘should avoid affecting plants, fungi or lichens’, construction companies have the financial power and prerogative to focus on ‘should’ and ‘where possible’, safe in the knowledge that destroying protected plants is not considered unreasonable if that destruction is ‘an incidental result of a lawful action’.1 Constructing an approved housing development is, of course, a lawful action.

Autumn Lady’s-tresses did not spend millions of years evolving flowering times to fit in with the recommendations of today’s national environmental impact guidelines. Autumn Lady’s-tresses flower from late August. When not in bloom, their leaves are inconspicuous, so any survey done in July (as this survey was) is unlikely to find them. What’s more, it can take over a decade for this orchid species to produce flowers. No one is sure what makes their little spires suddenly appear and then sometimes disappear for years, but unless field surveys are completed over many years, these rare plants can be missed. No development company waits that long. There could be hundreds here underground. Although planning applications include exhaustive surveys of site geology, none consider the unseen life within the soil.

For these reasons the clod in my hands is far more than earth containing a plant that needs rescuing. Until a few years ago, it had never occurred to me that soil is a product of timescales poorly grasped by humans. Innumerable cycles of ice, wind, rain and sun, along with the action of fungi, lichens and plants, cracked, splintered and ground bare rock to form this substance. Millions of years of volcanic ash fell, generations upon generations of organic matter were decomposed through trillions upon trillions of ancient, unseen creatures, each extracting and releasing minerals and chemicals into what would otherwise be a planet-wide mass of sand. Without them our planet would be like the surface of the moon.2

It takes 10,000 years to produce one metre depth of soil.3 At about 12 centimetres in depth, a crude calculation suggests I have just extracted a ball of earth that could have taken around a thousand years to form. As its components were laid down, those particles joined a complex web of relationships connecting millions of organisms. Those relationships and those organisms evolved in and on this land over hundreds of millions – and for some, billions – of years. In fact, the combination of creatures living in this clod evolved only in this soil. This area. Any notion that soil is soil the world over – or even the county, city or one field over – is simplistic. Orchids taught me that.

The world is gathering substance and colour. A crow rasps three times. Another responds. The birds’ dark shapes appear, swimming overhead through the lightening sky towards nearby suburbs.

I check the time: 5:20. About thirty minutes before sunrise. It is already light enough to turn off the torch. Soon my presence will be obvious to anyone who cares to look. I move the orchid in its soil nest to a moist cotton bag, gently tucking the cloth around it. Then I take up the blade again. I want to save as many of these orchids as I can. Each one takes time. Of the three dozen little spirals I can see trembling in the growing light, I only have time to rescue four.

This is why I am here. I have a day job and a family and little opportunity to raise planning objections based on the presence of threatened orchids at The Meadows. Even if I did, the number of housing developments – or new runways, power stations, dams, high-speed train lines, bypasses, retail parks, industrial parks, car parks, roads – that have been halted because of orchid colonies hovers around zero. Even the presence of one of the country’s rarest orchids was not enough to stop a site from being destroyed.4 So, in my own small way I do what I think is right: I take the law into my own hands to save a few plant species from being driven to extinction. 

But this is about more than a few plants. This is my attempt to hold together pieces of an intricate tapestry far older than humankind, to salvage part of Britain’s natural, cultural and national heritage. It is about taking action to protect a future too often overlooked by the whims of policy-makers; it is about the relationship between humans and orchids, and what that reveals about the land left to us and which we leave for future generations. It is about life, our place on this planet and the duty we all have to protect it. It is about trying to save some of its beauty for my son, who at this hour is in bed sleeping (I hope) like his mum. It is about disobeying outdated laws and backward habits and securing a future for all children, for all lives on and in Earth. This may sound strange, but by the end of this book you may realise it is not: humans are bound to orchids and orchids to us.

I gather the four plants and, as a flamingo-pink dawn sets the sky alight, return to the top of the field and squeeze through a gap between the hedge and the steel fence. Looking back at the field feels like a farewell. I do not know for how many centuries wild orchids have existed here. I suspect that the contents of these two bags will soon be the last of an ancient line.




2

ORCHID MAGIC

Sweat sheened the skin of Wilhelm Micholitz. The sun beat down. Broiling heat rose from the sand. Bleached human bones lay scattered across the burial ground, pale and bright. Among them, orchids grew in majestic profusion. Each plant was covered in blooms; each flower, at least three inches across, was a mix of white, rose and crimson. They were Dendrobium phalaenopsis var. schroederianum, the Elephant Moth Dendrobe, one of the most sought-after orchids in the world.

It was 1891. There were only a handful of Elephant Moth Dendrobes in Europe and all belonged to Baron Schroeder.1 Britain’s orchid collectors were willing to pay almost any price to own one too.

The thing was, mused Micholitz, trying not to get distracted by the human remains around him, no matter how much orchid-obsessed collectors were prepared to pay for one of those plants, they weren’t risking the highest price of all. The first time he had come to this island he had encountered human sacrifice and lost every orchid he collected in a fire onboard his ship.2 This time, well … As the local tribe tore orchids off the bones and deposited them in wicker baskets, Micholitz wondered how long the loyalty he had purchased with looking glasses, beads and brass wire would last. Time was against him. The beach would soon be cut off by the tide, and the warlike tribesmen were growing twitchy about disturbing the resting place of their ancestors. It felt increasingly unlikely that he would be able to secure the plants and his own safety.

Several more bribes and a couple of months later, Micholitz made it back to England. ‘With great pleasure,’ he wrote, ‘I announce to you the fact that I arrived here yesterday with my plants in the finest order, and you will at last get striking novelties from this terrible country.’3 The terrible country was New Guinea. Micholitz’s shipment of Dendrobium phalaenopsis was auctioned at the main plant-trading centre of the world at the that time, Covent Garden, London, for £2,000 (£800,000 today). When Frederick Sander, one of the most successful importers of tropical orchids to Victorian London, asked the orchid hunter to go back and collect more, Micholitz flatly refused. ‘I value [my skull] far too much to risk it,’ he replied.4

The Victorian fashion for tropical orchids was, in part, sparked by the immensely wealthy 6th Duke of Devonshire, William Cavendish. After encountering a tropical orchid for the first time in 1833, he became smitten, and invested millions of pounds (in today’s money) in buying exotic orchids and building glasshouses big enough to ride carriages through to house them.5 The duke’s passion was contagious, and when Baron Schroeder joined in, the fashion snowballed and became an obsession of the wealthiest section of society. This fad was variously known as Orchidelirium, Orchid Mania and Orchid Fever.

At the peak of Orchid Fever, the greatest botanical minds estimated that an astonishing 6,000 orchid species existed.6 Today’s best guess puts the number at around 30,000, the vast majority of them tropical. This compares to around 12,000 species of grass and 6,399 of mammal. It is thanks to the ubiquitous presence of tropical orchids in supermarkets and florists, TV and film sets, decorations on books, stationery, wallpaper and textiles, that the word ‘orchid’ tends to conjure up in people’s minds these descendants of that Victorian craze. Until ten years ago, that applied to me too.

All orchids have shared traits, whether growing in temperate or tropical zones, but there are huge differences when it comes to size, scent, flowers and preferred habitat. The largest species, the Tiger Orchid, Grammatophyllum speciosum, is as big as a Volkswagen Beetle; the smallest, Campylocentrum insulare, has flowers only 0.5 millimetres across and was initially mistaken for a fungus.7 Scents range from decomposing meat to vanilla, chocolate, citrus and honey. The flowers of the little red-haired Bulbophyllum barbigerum flip up and down in the faintest breeze like a crowd of punk flies giving a Mexican wave, while the twin metre-long burgundy petals of Paphiopedilum sanderianum cascade like regal sashes to provide a convenient highway for ants in Borneo to reach the flower’s nectar. In habitats as varied as humid equatorial jungles and mountainsides buried in snow for months at a time, powered only by air, water, sun and wind, orchids have colonised every continent on the planet (except, today, Antarctica). You might consider all this a success story, but another trait they all share is that, worldwide, orchids are dying.8

Today’s tally places fifty-one native orchid species in the British Isles.9 Discussion is ongoing as to whether several more species are recent invaders that have spread due to a warming climate. Some of these represent the westernmost outpost of species which range north to the Arctic circle, east to Siberia, the Himalayas and Japan, or south to the Atlas Mountains and parts of the Middle East. A few are also found in North America. Every one is in decline. Some are found in no more than a handful of sites around the country. One species exists in Britain as a lone wild plant. Another might already be extinct. Over the past century and a half some of Britain’s orchid species have been thought extinct several times, only to be rediscovered, miraculously, years later.

Only among concerned scientists, conservationists and enthusiasts does this disappearance receive attention. Ten years ago I too didn’t care about it. It was only thanks to a series of unexpected events – involving ancient Chinese writings, Asian jungles, English meadows, the birth of modern science, industrialisation, commercial farming, the British Empire, apothecaries, legislation, climate change, soil biology, a baby boy, a mugging and a broken back (not necessarily in that order) – that I became aware of how wrong I had been. It’s been quite a journey of discovery, one that began in Caracas, the capital of Venezuela, when a hand descended heavily on my shoulder …

I was returning from forty-eight hours spent photographing wild orchids among hummingbirds and strange, fleshy-leaved, high-altitude plants on a mountain ridge that looked out over slopes of jungle canopy to the aquamarine Caribbean. I had hiked back down to the city, pack and tent on my back, and was making my way through a thronged street, past sellers pushing trolleys piled high with mobile-phone cases and white plastic carts full of ice cream. The noise was deafening: ringing bells and cries competing with the electronic beat of reggaetón blasting from nearby shops. Open-air cafés offered olfactory hints of arepas and chicharronadas, which all mingled with dust, heat, flies and the fumes of bleating, grunting, shunting traffic, like a slow procession celebrating the cheapest petrol on the planet. After time on the mountain away from people, all that banging, clanging, grumbling, hooting, shouting and beating had clogged my early-warning systems.

I snapped my head around. Fingers were gripping my shoulder. They emerged from the dark-blue sleeve of a tunic criss-crossed with belts and holsters. Embroidered in white above the breast pocket were four words: Policía Metropolitana de Caracas. 

Grinning, the policeman demanded, ‘Passport?’ He looked as if he had just won the gringo lottery.

This was not about my passport. With the Metropolitan Police of Caracas it never was. At that time the city had the highest per capita murder rate in the world. Statistically, the chances of getting killed were higher there than in Iraq, where a war was raging, and I had just learned that Venezuela’s police were responsible for a significant percentage of the city’s murders. (Shortly after I was grabbed, the city’s entire police force was disbanded – on full benefits – amid reports that they were responsible for a fifth of all local crime.)

Propelled by those strange confluences of events that sweep us through life, I had not actually travelled to Venezuela to become a murder statistic. Ostensibly, I was there to teach English – largely, as it turned out, to moneyed professionals (and the offspring of moneyed professionals) desperate to emigrate to countries where the police were less overtly corrupt. Really, though, I was there for the orchids.

Tropical orchids had enchanted me since my first encounter with one in an English garden centre. I was nine. Admittedly, compared to Venus flytraps, my other obsession, that orchid was more conventionally attractive, but it was also more … simply more … than any flower I had seen. It might have been teleported from a prehistoric jungle within earshot of a bellowing Tyrannosaurus rex. Its weird and beautiful flower possessed an exuberant prehuman glory. It was starlike, the petals resembling sultry lips sculpted out of wax and then tinted with hues distilled from ruby, cinnabar, coral, specks of opal, washes of topaz. 

My first orchid sat on the landing for years, happily growing long, dark-green leaves, but after those first flowers faded, it took a long time, and much more knowledge, before it blossomed again. That orchid was a Cymbidium, a native of China, bred to satisfy a continuing worldwide demand for tropical orchids worth hundreds of millions of pounds a year.10 At that age, I had no idea about GDP, exports, international trade. All I knew was that I liked those flowers. A lot.

So began a lifelong fascination. I was interested in many aspects of the natural world – animals, birds, insects – which my parents encouraged with gifts of David Attenborough books and Saturdays spent birdwatching. Science was part of the school curriculum, and there I dutifully learned a few things about botany – photosynthesis, germination, chlorophyll – but my personal interest in nature never married with formally studying it. That must be why the notion of a career in ecology never occurred to me. Instead, I focused on literature. This didn’t lead to a career in botany or conservation, but neither did it mean I entirely abandoned orchids. Rather, studying how stories worked helped me see orchids as more than, in dull scientific terms, perennial herbs of the family Orchidaceae – terrestrial, lithophytic or epiphytic, sympodial or monopodial vascular flowering monocotyledons. I came to see them as symbols, reflections, living objects which, for centuries, humans in cultures worldwide have endowed with special significance. 

I learned that, in ancient China, some of the first recorded descriptions of orchids are offered in the Shen Nong Ben Cao Jing (‘The Divine Farmer’s Materia Medica Classic’), a text with origins lost in the half-mythical mists of Chinese history, when divine beings descended from Heaven. They are presented as medicinal herbs with applications ranging from prolonging life to stopping bleeding, quenching ‘vexatious thirst’, promoting lactation, removing small worms, brightening the eyes and countering the effects of ageing.11 

Centuries later, the wandering scholar known to the West as Confucius consolidated the importance of orchids in the Orient when, so the tale goes, he stumbled across a woodland grove full of orchids in bloom filling the air with sweet perfume (the Chinese for orchid – lan – also means ‘fragrant’). For Confucius, those plants created beauty whether there was an audience or not.12 They were emblems of determination, humility and true nobility. As Confucianism spread, those desirable traits transformed lan into more than medicine: the orchid became the aspirational model for millions, the subject of poetry and art, and one of the four noble plants of Oriental culture.

In Central America the Totonacs and Aztecs used vanilla – the dried seed pod of the Vanilla Orchid (Vanilla planifolia) – to flavour their chocolate. Spanish colonisers learned its secrets from the Aztecs, other Europeans from the Spanish, and even today its labour-intensive production means vanilla remains one of the world’s most expensive spices.13

The European love affair with tropical orchids soon extended far beyond vanilla. Between the early and mid-nineteenth century, European colonization, trade, military and missionary networks opened up new areas of the world. Commodities – cotton, wool, sugar, tea, rice, silk – flowed back in larger quantities than ever. Alongside these came rarer goods: hardwood, ivory, ostrich and bird-of-paradise feathers; the carapaces of dead beetles and butterflies to adorn the hats of wealthy ladies; tortoise shells, crocodile skins and beautiful exotic plants. These luxuries fed a growing demand for the ‘exotic’. It was in the early years of this influx that William Cavendish encountered the tiger-striped bloom of an Oncidium papilio and became enchanted. Soon after that, owning tropical orchids became a vogue, an industry, a competition among the wealthy.14

Commercial plant nurseries sprang up, but long before the discovery of cloning and micropropagation techniques, nurseries could only source tropical orchids in the wild. Plant hunters such as Wilhelm Micholitz trekked through malarial swamps and jungle, up treacherous mountains, and through rapids. They were prepared to endure floods, disease, dangerous animals, shipwrecks and hostile indigenous tribes in order to locate, extract and transport exotic plants – in particular orchids – to Europe, and perhaps most of all to Britain.

The tales of Micholitz and other plant hunters, like Benedict Roezl, a Bohemian with an iron hook in place of his left hand, who spent years scouring South and Central America extracting tons of orchids (a statue of him, without his hook, can be found in his native Prague),15 and Joseph Dalton Hooker, who explored the Kingdom of Sikkim in the Himalayan foothills (and who was imprisoned there by the Dewan of Sikkim for straying into prohibited territory, and later became director of the Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew), filled me with awe. Their names were immortalised in the rare orchid species – Phalaenopsis micholitzii, Miltoniopsis roezlii, Cymbidium hookerianum – that they collected and sent to Covent Garden. Orchids like these sold for astronomical sums. Consider, for example, the first commercially available Cypripedium spicerianum which was sold in the late 1870s for £250 (approximately £100,000 today).16 In 1881, Frederick Sander noted that the 1,000 Cattleya labiata he had imported had the potential to fetch £10,000 (more than £4 million today).17

By the end of the nineteenth century, tropical orchids were valuable living treasures. Part of a new-found commodification of the natural world, their appeal combined fantasies of far-off lands and elements of exploration, conquest, adventure and discovery. Thousands of trees were felled to collect the orchids growing on them; thousands more plants died on sea-crossings, and many of those that survived did not last long in the care of owners with far more money than botanical knowledge.18 In China, orchids had been medicines, aesthetic subjects and models of desirable nobility. In Europe, they were objects of luxury and obsession; makers of fortunes, fuel to an industry and a fever for collection.

I started to wonder whether I might follow in the hunters’ footsteps to find exotic tropical orchids in their native habitats. I was not a botanist, ecologist or scientist. I wasn’t engaged in research. I simply wanted to see them where they belonged: I wanted to see what those orchid hunters had seen.

Unfortunately (or fortunately), Orchid Mania had faded with the First World War, and my international travel would have to be self-funded. I managed this by washing dishes in restaurants, working night shifts on the production line of a margarine factory, packing tractor parts, tidying up a building site and picking parsnips. My earnings allowed me to buy cheap flights to far-flung places. So, armed with rucksack, camera, traveller’s cheques and guidebook, I set off to find orchids.

The Thailand, Malaysia, Cambodia, Sumatra and Java I experienced were utterly different from those encountered by Micholitz, Hooker and many others. I took in crowded bus stations, neon lights, skyrise office blocks. I didn’t see tigers and didn’t experience a shipwreck. Hours on planes, local buses and tuk-tuks replaced months on ships. 

On the upside, I had hiking boots, Internet cafés, malaria pills and vaccines against yellow fever and Japanese encephalitis. On the downside, I lacked a rich employer to send me additional funds, and didn’t have a team of porters paid in copper wire to carry my bag and cook all my meals. But when I gazed out over cacophonous jungle canopies, a ghostly vapour luminous above spectral trees in the light of the rising sun, it felt as if I glimpsed something those plant hunters had seen too.

Like the orchid hunters, I soon learned that, save for occasional surges of rattling cicadas, in the steamy heat of the day, jungles are mute. Trekking through them is like wading along the floor of a green-and-brown ocean. Life operates at a different pace and scale. It is a slow botanical stampede for the sky: bright splurges of tiny fungi, flashes and flickers of iridescent wings, trickles of song from unseen birds; legions of insects, arachnids and annelids, seething, writhing, scuttling, whirring. 

I learned which jungle microclimates orchids favoured and I tuned in to the subtle shifts in light and humidity of areas most likely to harbour them. If the season was right, I discovered orchids flowering, usually perching on mossy branches, their flowers shining like gold, embers, gems, in the rich green darkness.

Many evaded me and my camera. They grew out of sight in the jungle canopy, thriving in occasional downpours and tropical light. Unable to climb up to them, I had to make do with what I could find from the ground. Then I found out that many tropical orchids grow on mountain tops, where conditions are perfect for multiple species. There, they cling to stunted trees or rise from carpets of moss, basking in the moisture of passing clouds, bright days and cold nights. Most importantly (as far as I was concerned), they were within sight of an orchid explorer like me. Orchids and mountains – they were what led me to Caracas.

At the time, Caracas was home to about three million people, with another million or more packed into surrounding shanty towns. The city sprawled across a wide valley 900 metres above sea level. To its immediate north, a jungle-clad ridge rose over 2,000 metres then plunged to a strip of Caribbean coast. Officially this ridge is the Waraira Repano National Park. Locals call it ‘El Ávila’. It dwarfs the city’s steel-and-glass skyscrapers. Barrios, the vast jumbles of often gang-controlled shanty towns, lap at some of El Ávila’s lower slopes, but elsewhere across its peaks and broad, less accessible slopes, that ridge offers a big slab of wild mountain. Every window of my thirteenth-storey apartment overlooked the mountain’s mist-shrouded slopes. I knew orchids were waiting there.

My first visit to El Ávila turned out to be a twenty-minute walk along quiet suburban streets past mango trees and tall barbed-wire-topped walls. There, at the foot of El Ávila, a faded green-and-yellow sign and overflowing litter bin marked the entrance to the park. I wandered in. No gate, no ticket office, no ranger station. Just a couple of curious bright-green-backed, electric-blue-headed jays watching me. I passed beneath the soaring trunks of trees. High above, a dense canopy obscured the sun. Through twilight I followed a muddy track. It forked and forked again and wound along the mountain flank. Trees, palms, ferns, vines, bamboo and walls of plants I did not know grew in rich profusion. Motes of flying insects shone in stray rays of light like tiny swirling dancers.

I followed the path upwards. Sporadic breaks in the trees offered glimpses of skyscrapers, grey rivers of winding highways and twinkling cars. I climbed higher. The tracks were deserted, save for an armadillo, which bolted, apparently astonished that a human had bothered to take that route. The further I went, the more overgrown the paths became, until most petered out, reclaimed by jungle. With evening near, I decided to turn back. As I hurriedly retraced my steps through thickening gloom, I had my first encounter with a wild Venezuelan orchid. Sitting on an overhead branch, a clump of yellow-orange starry flowers peered at me like jovial faces. Probably a Miltonia of some kind. It was too far away to be sure and it was too dark to take a decent photo, but I didn’t mind. There seemed to be plenty of paths there and my contract to teach English was for two years.

On my way back to my apartment, the city felt strangely unreal. Artificial lights, concrete and cars, garrulous diners at plastic tables – it all stood in stark contrast to the world I had emerged from. Passers-by glanced at me – who is this scruffy gringo drifting through our affluent neighbourhood? Even I started to wonder, as I walked through the city, a foreigner in more ways than one, which world I – or any of us – really belonged to.

Over subsequent months, in between days spent in a tower teaching grammar, I discovered El Ávila’s orchids. The main route to the mountain ridge was a six-hour trek through half a dozen vegetation zones (it could be done in three, but what was the point in racing when there were so many plants to see?). Along the way, the tall palms of the humid lower slopes gave way to cloud forest, where trees were draped in mosses, ferns and vines and clouds raced past like grey shadows. Above that were plateaus of strange, thick-stemmed, hairy-leafed plants. Above them the mountain ridge, strewn with boulders and stunted trees bearded with lichen. In some places the ridge was no more than the width of a path, a sheer drop on each side plummeting hundreds of metres. To the south lay Caracas; to the north, the wide blue Caribbean.

Whenever my teaching allowed, I struggled up to the ridge with water, food and a tent, and set up camp. Mostly I encountered species from genera like Epidendrum, Schomburgkia, Oncidium and Cycnoches, with starry scatterings or clusters of intricate flowers, growing as I imagined they had done for centuries, buzzed by emerald-green-and-blue hummingbirds. I photographed them and took notes of what I found before the sweltering day became an almost freezing night. Here was proof, if proof was needed, of the misguided beliefs of all those Victorian orchid collectors who kept their tropical orchids in stiflingly hot, dark, humid greenhouses and consequently caused their very expensive plants to quickly expire: in sight of the Caribbean, I was shivering on a mountain surrounded by orchids, too cold to sleep.

Caracas was a dangerous place. In hindsight, wandering around that mountain by myself was idiotic. Setting aside the dangers of any hike (sprains, falls, breaks), it was a vast uninhabited area neighbouring a city with an astronomical murder rate. I reasoned the chances of being mugged or murdered on the mountain were slim because no gun-wielding bandit would bother scaling a mountain to rob someone when the number of potential victims in the city was far higher. Thankfully, experience proved me correct: the few people I encountered on the mountain trails were other hikers. 

What I hadn’t taken into account was the walk from the jungle to the apartment. Perhaps my own variant of Orchid Fever had impaired my logic. After all, the same rationale that rendered the mountain relatively safe suggested the urban walk was not – as I discovered one hot day after a sleepless night on the ridge and a long trek down the mountain. That was the day the Hand descended onto my shoulder.

A black police truck was parked nearby. It had a sliding side door. The door was open. Four uniformed officers, pistols holstered, lounged inside. One was female, two were younger guys, one older. The older guy was in charge. Their faces lit up as the Hand shoved me towards them. One stepped out to meet me in a way which was less about hospitality than perusing the catch of the day.

Instinctively capitulating to the will of armed men in legitimate positions of authority, but suspicious of what might unfold, I tried to keep my distance from the truck’s door. The officers rattled off commands and questions in Spanish too fast for me to grasp. The gist was they wanted me in the truck. An old lady walking past remonstrated. They told her to mind her own business. She responded with angry words. When the police threatened her with her own interrogation in the truck, she sadly shook her head and drifted away. I was on my own.

They wanted my passport. I had a photocopy in my bag. I got it out, handed it over. They said it wasn’t valid without a copy of the immigration stamp. I knew that wasn’t the case and tried to say so, but they were not interested. I tried to bluff my way, saying I worked for the British Embassy. The female officer suggested they let me go. The older guy disagreed. He wanted to search my bag. One of his cronies was already tugging at it. Reluctantly, I let him take it. I wondered if that was the moment to bolt for safety, but at the same time I didn’t want to give them an excuse to shoot. I also didn’t want to abandon my orchid notebook or my camera loaded with precious photos. They took the bag inside the truck, threw it on the table and surrounded it. I couldn’t see what they were doing. I would have to go inside.

With heavy heart, I stepped in.

They were gutting my bag. One of them found the crumbly remains of a paracetamol tablet which had probably been lying at the bottom of a side pocket for years. He handed it to the older guy, who studied it, sniffed it. Looked at me.

‘What’s this?’

Gravely, the old police officer shook his head as if he had just captured a drug kingpin and I was facing several lifetimes behind bars. In the meantime, the others had extracted my notebook, tent, camera and empty food boxes. One turned the camera on and, like a moron who had never seen such an invention, planted his thumb right in the middle of the lens.

‘Cuidado!’ I exclaimed. ‘Careful!’

‘What’s in there?’ barked the older guy.

‘It’s a camera.’ Did he seriously think that pocket-sized camera was stuffed with cocaine?

Instantly the mood soured.

The older guy jabbed a finger at a partitioned area at the back of the truck.

‘We have to search you,’ he said.

Even I wasn’t stupid enough to enter that concealed area.

‘Have the camera,’ I pleaded. ‘Please give me back my book.’ 

I tried again in case my Spanish was wrong, with clear, simple gestures.

Camera you. Book me. I go. Yes?

The female officer looked from me to her colleagues. The guys were in charge. The Hand grabbed my arm and yanked me towards the back of the truck. I twisted free. The officer’s own momentum made him stumble. He whirled back with hurt pride. The small space filled with noise. Caught between doing what I was told, my notebook and the bright street where someone might – might – come to my aid, I froze. In that moment, the officers descended on me and it was too late to escape. I remember fear bearing down on me like an intense, ominous shadow. Then darkness.

Some time later I rose up through that dark until I reached a subdued artificial glow. A curtained cubicle. Tubes. Stainless steel. Machines with coloured lights, dials and numbers. The shuffling of people along a corridor. Was it the afterlife? A dream?

I am not sure how I got there. Details of my hospital stay are hazy. Was it one night or two? Which colleagues came to my bedside? Did I ever thank them? Did I eat? Drink? I dimly recall a doctor with a white beard conducting tests with electrodes on my head and showing me charts with wavy lines traced on squared paper. He said I might have brain damage.

I had lost everything. When I returned to my apartment, the door was open, the rooms empty. My passport, laptop, money, even most of my clothes were gone. The loss of most ‘things’ didn’t bother me – they could be replaced – but the loss of items with absolutely no monetary value filled me with hurt: the contents of that notebook and the photos on the camera and computer. The only images left were those I had emailed to people, and they were a fraction of what I had taken. I had lost all that, all because of orchids. Damned tropical orchids.

In a rare moment of clarity, I realised it was time to give my orchid-influenced globetrotting
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