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“For all of the river’s 4,200 exotic miles, Running the Amazon is a crisp book, the offering of a narrator who followed his instincts to a fabulously rich strike and then spent the proceeds wisely.”

—Washington Post Book World




“A good adventurer is rarer than a good adventure; an easygoing book about fear and bravado is a very rare thing indeed.”

—San Francisco Chronicle




“The reader will feel the bruises and the exhilaration as they battle the river, Indians, guerrillas, drug dealers and each other … It’s a wonderful adventure story.”

—Dallas Morning News




“An extraordinary adventure … Borne along by well-crafted, muscular prose, we survive close calls with rapids and revolutionaries, encounter strange species (human and otherwise), endure the heat and insects and white water—all without leaving the comfort of the den.”

—New York Newsday




“Kane’s eloquence lends his story a you-are-there quality.”
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ONE • HIGH COUNTRY


1 • The Pacific

Southern Peru, late August 1985. Beneath a rust-colored winter sky an old GMC flatbed bounced slowly through the high Andean badlands known as the puna. It is a lunar landscape, flat, treeless, ringed with bald dun hills and sharp gray peaks, bone-dry nine months of the year, beaten by frigid, dust-coated winds. At fifteen thousand feet, where the oxygen content of the air is about half that at sea level, the head throbs, and in those rare moments when the sky brightens, cold sunlight races down uncut and stings the eyeballs. I beheld the puna through an involuntary squint. And I thought, uneasily, that I did not at all understand what I was getting into.

There were five of us hunkered down on the truck bed. We proposed to make the first source-to-sea navigation of the planet’s longest river, the Amazon, to see with our own eyes every foot of the four-thousand-mile chain of water that rises in southern Peru and spills north through the Andes and east to the Atlantic. To do that we had to find the river’s source, hidden somewhere in those bleak highlands. But in searching for the birthplace of the Amazon, we had found only dust. Though we hacked and spit and squeezed our eyelids shut, the howling puna wind drove dust into every throat, ear, eye and pore. Dust penetrated food crates, water bottles, the soul itself.

Sitting to my right was a thirty-year-old Pole, Zbigniew Bzdak, a squat, bearish man with soft blue eyes, a flowing red beard, and a balding dome fringed with blond hair. Despite the conditions, he could no more go without talking than without air.

“Six years ago I was living in Krakow,” he shouted to me. “I was studying photography and nuclear physics. Not a great life, but not bad. You have coffee in the morning and beer in the afternoon. One day my neighbor, this is Piotr, comes to visit. He tells me that he is going to Latin America to kayak every big river he can find.” Piotr was Piotr Chmielinski, who had recently earned a master’s degree in mechanical engineering. He and his nine-man expedition had finagled a seven-ton truck from the Polish military, stocked it with twenty kayaks and a year’s supply of kielbasa, and loaded it on a freighter. “The boat is ready to leave but the photographer has disappeared,” Bzdak said. “Piotr wants to know am I interested.”

They left Poland together two weeks later, thinking they would be gone for six months. Neither man had yet returned.

“First river we run is the Pescados, in Mexico. We put seven kayaks in the river. In fifteen minutes we lose six of them. River just takes them away. Big Polish joke.”

But they persisted, ultimately running twenty-three rivers, thirteen of them first descents, in eleven countries. The Mexican government hired them to study six previously uncharted rivers. The National Geographic Society commissioned them to report on the deepest canyon in the world, Peru’s Colca. Jacques Cousteau invited them to join the white-water team for his Amazon film project (an invitation they declined in the face of other commitments).

“Big difference between Cousteau’s Amazon expedition and this one,” Bzdak said.

“What is that?” I asked.

“Four million dollars. Even in the Amazon Cousteau is drinking good wine. We are flat broken.”

In 1981 the Poles made the first recorded descent of the Colca canyon. When they returned to the Colca in 1983 for National Geographic, they recruited a South African, Tim Biggs, to be their lead kayaker. Biggs was now sitting across from me with his knees pulled up beneath an Abe Lincoln beard. Thirty-three, short, muscular, dark-eyed, his curly brown hair going gray, Biggs had a reputation as a bold riverman with extraordinary energy (once, solo, he had beaten an eight-man rowing team in a twelve-hour race) and strong, sometimes perplexing convictions. He was, for example, a third-generation vegetarian from a family that raised beef cattle. For the past two hours he’d been blowing a harmonica nonstop into the teeth of the wind, playing the only tune he knew, “Waltzing Matilda,” again and again, faster and faster.

Biggs, of British ancestry, had been a world-class distance kayaker for nearly a decade, but eventually, banned from one country after another as a South African athlete, he had retired from competitive racing. He had met the Poles in Peru in 1981, when he captained a South African expedition on the deadly Urubamba River, which flows beneath the walls of Machu Picchu. Afterward, Biggs had joined Chmielinski on a first descent of the most difficult section of the nearby Apurimac River, considered the furthest tributary of the Amazon. Later, in the city of Arequipa, he’d led the Polish team through long evenings of drinking and dancing. Bzdak had nicknamed him “Zulu.”

Since then, however, Biggs had married, adopting his wife’s evangelical Christianity, and he now spent long evenings reading his Bible. He was ready to settle down, work the family farm, and raise kids. Still, he figured he had time for one more expedition.

Next to Biggs sat Dr. Kate Durrant, her teeth chattering despite the sleeping bag in which she’d wrapped herself. Thirty, sharp-eyed, lean and British, she had a long, aristocratic face and auburn hair cut in a short punk style laced with orange. She stuck her head up and, as best she could, surveyed the barren puna. “At times like this,” she shouted, “I wonder why I ever came here.”

“You come because it is better than your boring life in London,” Bzdak shouted back.

“I suppose so.”

She was the only woman on the expedition, which included five other men in addition to the four of us on the truck bed. Prior to her arrival in Peru she had met only two of her teammates face-to-face. She had been working in London as a general practitioner for the National Health Service when friends in the television industry mentioned a project to film the first descent of the Amazon. Thinking a female doctor would lend romance to their story, the film’s producers selected Durrant from some sixty applicants. Ultimately the producers withdrew from the project, but Durrant pushed ahead. She had spent the last year researching high-altitude and tropical medicine and assembling a medical kit designed to prevent, or nurse the team through, malaria, yellow fever, hepatitis, rabies, gangrene, intestinal parasites, toothaches, poisonous snakebites, dysentery, broken bones, and a list of other horrors up to and including the wretched candiru, a tiny, parasitic catfish that pins itself inside the human urethra with nonretractable spines. Once in place it must be cut out.

Leaning against me for warmth, suffering in silence, was Sergio Leon. A devout Christian Scientist (only with reluctance had he agreed to ingest the twice-weekly malaria prophylaxis upon which Durrant insisted), he was short and dark, the strong cheekbones of his Indian ancestry mixing handsomely with a leafy black mustache bequeathed him by Spanish forebears. He had taken leave from his post as director of Costa Rica’s Corcovado National Park to participate in the expedition. He was the team’s only native Spanish speaker and its expert on tropical biology. Though as cold and uncomfortable as he ever had been, he displayed a bright-eyed tropical sangfroid. He looked twenty-five; he was forty-seven.

I was the expedition’s only American, and, as I was to see with the painful clarity of hindsight, by far its most naive member. It was, or should have been, a telling sign that I carried in my duffel bag a copy of The Portable Conrad and wore a new great-white-hunter felt safari hat and a khaki shirt with epaulets—the sort of vogue paramilitary garb that can get one shot on sight in a violent country such as Peru.

I was miserable, freezing, and nauseous from the altitude. I was also bewildered, what self-knowledge I possessed arising from panic rather than insight. When I’d left the United States for Peru I’d seen myself in a romantic light—as a man on the run from something, though from exactly what I hadn’t determined. On that bone-jarring truck ride, however, I vaguely, and with some horror, understood that I was also running toward something: the black hole of the Amazon. With nine complete strangers.

For me it did not start with a wild love of the Amazon, though later I did learn to love it. It began in a more ordinary way, with a telephone call from a stranger.

The call came on one of those bright June San Francisco days when, as they say, the weather is so perfect there does not seem to be any weather at all. The bay’s sweet-salt air drifted in through the open window of my office as I sat at my desk trying to finish a newspaper column, a sort of consumers’ service I wrote for the San Francisco Chronicle.

The voice on the line was guttural, Germanic in tone; later I would learn it was Afrikaans. The caller identified himself as Dr. François Odendaal and said he studied butterflies for an American university. But he wanted to discuss an independent project, one that he had been developing for the last six years. He intended to become the first man to navigate the length of “the greatest of all rivers,” the Amazon.

I was skeptical. Man had golfed on the moon but had yet to travel his planet’s most famous river from source to sea? Still, I listened.

Odendaal’s expedition would begin with a climb to the source of the Amazon, a snowfield high in the Andes. There his team would mount white-water kayaks, which they would paddle some four hundred miles down the Apurimac, one of the most dangerous white-water rivers on Earth. Once on the jungle floor, they would switch to sea kayaks for the three-thousand-eight-hundred-mile haul through the Amazon basin to the Atlantic Ocean. Odendaal estimated his journey would take four months.

He had a problem, however. At the last minute, the British film company that was to have sponsored him had withdrawn its backing. The expedition, scheduled to depart for South America in six weeks, was about to collapse. He said mutual acquaintances had suggested I might write press releases to help him raise money.

I said I didn’t do that kind of work; he should try a public relations firm instead. I gave him a name and wished him luck. We hung up.

I finished the newspaper column in mid-afternoon, bought a six-pack of beer, and walked to the beach. I swam in the cold Pacific. Then I lay down in the sand, opened a beer, and settled into that glazed state that precedes an afternoon nap. Tropical images bubbled up from my subconscious: parrots, palm trees, monkeys swinging on vines.

I bolted awake, anxious, and found myself ticking off the reasons a man like me could not go to the Amazon. I had just begun living with a woman who had recently graduated from law school. We might soon marry. Though my job was nothing spectacular, I was competent at it, and it was secure.

The relationship scared me and I was bored with the job. That was the source of my anxiety. When I got home, I called the night line at Odendaal’s university. “Don’t look at the dog!”

I looked at the dog, looked right into the beast’s beady eyes. It sprang at my face but got instead the car window between its fangs and my neck—and a swift fist from François Odendaal.

“My apologies,” he said. “I should have warned you sooner.” He leaned into the car and cooed to the whimpering animal. “The dog is a dingo. I found him when I was studying in Australia. He wandered in from the outback, starving and nearly dead, and I saved him. He has been with me ever since. He hates people. He would tear your eyes out.”

The small dog frightened me. It was shorthaired, wiry, and ugly, and even after the punch it glowered at me, muttering from low in its throat. When I looked at it again it exploded in wild barking and threw itself at the window a second time. I didn’t look at it after that.

I looked at Odendaal. We were about the same age (he had said he was thirty), but he was not what I had expected. He was tall and had thinning red hair and the beginning of a pot belly and a funny kind of bouncing limp when he walked, as if he had sprained an ankle. He did not look like an athlete.

He said, “You do not look like the man I expected,” and I thought: Well.

I stared at his feet, rudely. I couldn’t help it. They were oddly small for his height. “Polio,” he said, without reproach, as if my reaction were one he often experienced. Offering no further explanation, he asked, “May I buy you a beer?”

We were in a resort town high in the Colorado Rockies, near where Odendaal was spending a part of the summer supervising a butterfly research station. We found a bar and sat down at a table. Odendaal spread out a map rendered in garish colors, as if it had been lifted from the bulletin board of an elementary-school classroom. Here, on what turned out to be a map prepared by the Peruvian military, were the mountains, in lurid orange; the cloud forest, in bubbly pink and screaming gold; the jungle, in—of course—funky, primordial green.

I watched Odendaal trace the blue vein that would define his journey. It was an intoxicating exercise; maps are such seductive fictions. The river names bewitched me. Apacheta, Lloqueta, Hornillos, Apurimac, Ene, Tambo, Ucayali, Marañón, Solimões, Amazon. Pronounced, they twisted the tongue in sensual ways. They sang, they enticed.

So did the campaign Odendaal laid out. He would climb big mountains, kayak wild rivers, at least one of which had never been run, and travel areas that were virtually unmapped. In one of those unmapped places, called the Red Zone, the Peruvian government was engaged in an exceptionally grisly war with the Sendero Luminoso, or Shining Path. “These are guerrillas,” Odendaal said. “You may have heard of them. Every once in a while they kill people, including journalists.” He looked at me and laughed. The Red Zone was under martial law and closed to outsiders. Odendaal would have to sneak through it. Later, he would spend weeks in the heart of Peru’s cocaine-producing country. He would meet exotic tribes. Britain’s prestigious Royal Geographical Society had already invited him to speak upon completion of his journey.

Odendaal lit a cigarette and sat back. “What do you think?” he asked.

The deal was this: If I could raise money from a publisher and contribute it to the expedition, Odendaal would let me write about his adventure. I would shadow the team as best I could. For the first month I would ride in a support truck, but after that, when we ran out of road, it would be raft, banana boat, whatever.

I wasn’t particularly qualified for the trip. I spoke Spanish, and I was in decent physical shape—I ran five miles a day and did two hundred push-ups—but I had never been on a white-water raft, and I was not a good swimmer. By no means was I an “explorer.” Still, I felt that the life I lived was a step removed: filtered, rehearsed, relayed.

Six weeks after that first phone call, I quit my job and kissed my girlfriend good-bye. Feverish and sweating from a battery of injections received the night before, I met François Odendaal at the San Francisco airport, where we boarded a plane for Lima, Peru.

Over Mexico we spoke about the expedition. Odendaal was worried about the river, about his health, about money. But the thing that worried him most, the thing that had his guts in an uproar, was Piotr Chmielinski.

Chmielinski was the expedition’s co-organizer. Odendaal had met him only once, but he said that he had found the Pole brilliant, tireless, and ambitious. Chmielinski’s first descent of the Colca had made him a celebrity in Peru, and he had an easy way with the Byzantine workings of the Peruvian bureaucracy. He knew how to get equipment into the country without its being confiscated, was adept at wheedling favors from government officials, understood the peasants who lived along the rivers.

But Odendaal feared that Chmielinski would try to seize control of the expedition at the first opportunity. In fact, he said, Chmielinski had already attempted one such coup. When Odendaal’s film backing had collapsed, Chmielinski had found new money, from a Wyoming millionaire who’d cornered the U.S. market for highway-stripe paint. Odendaal said that Chmielinski had then tried to force him to surrender his role as leader, but Odendaal had contacted the sponsor himself and won his support. (“Do you know how a millionaire’s asshole smells? Wonderful, just wonderful.”) Odendaal said he would have thrown the Pole off the expedition had he not sorely needed his expertise. But he was worried. Peru was Chmielinski’s turf.

The plane bounced twice: Lima.


2 • The Colca

Lima, Melville wrote in Moby Dick, is “the strangest saddest city thou canst see … there is a higher horror in the whiteness of her woe.” There was woe aplenty in the city the night we arrived, but we couldn’t see it, for its color was not white but black. Guerrillas had bombed the city’s main power plants, plunging her into a darkness punctuated only by an occasional oil-drum fire.

Sergio Leon, with whom Odendaal had worked in Costa Rica, arrived on the flight after ours. We spent three days together in Lima, but I never got a good look at the city. My perspective was jaundiced. I fell sick the second day, erupting in a fit of spasms brought on, I suspected, by nerves, travel fatigue, and the medicine I was taking to prevent altitude sickness, one of whose side effects, apparently, was altitude sickness.

That third morning I awoke drained and beaten, my clothes soaked with sweat, my head hot with fever. Nevertheless, while Odendaal remained in Lima to await other expedition members, Leon and I set off on an eighteen-hour bus ride down Peru’s desolate Pacific coast. We were bound for Arequipa, from where we would commence our climb to the source of the Amazon, and where we hoped to meet the notorious Chmielinski and his partner, Zbigniew Bzdak.

At some time during the night we veered east and began climbing into the Andes. At dawn we pulled into Arequipa, Peru’s forgotten metropolis, a high, sunny, desert city set against a spectacular trio of snow-covered volcanoes. Arequipa is home to six hundred thousand short, calm people, no flies, and no joggers. The city takes its name from a Quechua expression that means “You are welcome to stay.”

We went to our lodgings. That night I received a phone call.

“Hola,” I said when I picked up the phone.

“Hello,” the voice came back in English. “How going is everything?”

Piotr Chmielinski proved to be a crisp, auburn-haired man of medium height, lean but muscular, with a dapper mustache and the cool blue eyes of a wolf. Polite but reserved, he did not smile as we ate ice cream in Arequipa’s Plaza de Armas and watched a shuffling parade of Quechua Indians play “Jesus Christ Superstar” on quena flutes, their round tones soothing after the jarring bus ride.

I was surprised when Chmielinski said he had rented a house to serve as expedition headquarters. It seemed extravagant. Odendaal, I said, had told us he would be in Arequipa in a few days and that we would leave the day after he arrived.

“Two weeks,” Chmielinski said. “At the least.” His tone implied that the discussion was closed.

When Leon and I reported for duty the next morning Chmielinski assigned us to help Bzdak provision the expedition.

“Call me Zbyszek,” the photographer said, offering a Polish diminutive that rhymed roughly with fish shack. “It is easier.” He was wrong about that, but he didn’t seem to mind my fumbling his name. He was Chmielinski’s opposite, loose and easygoing, and he quickly formulated what would be our only guideline in securing food: “No mess.” If it couldn’t be boiled, dissolved, or eaten cold, we didn’t want it.

We had a few supplies on hand already. Chmielinski had persuaded a Canadian company, Yurika, to provide us with a stock of their product, which was designed for the survivalist market. It was whole food vacuum-packed into aluminum envelopes. You dropped an envelope in boiling water for five minutes, then dumped the stuff over instant rice or potatoes. Our diet in some of the planet’s most desolate locales would include beef burgundy, chicken cacciatore, and, for those nights of complete abandon, sweet-and-sour shrimp.

But that alone wouldn’t be enough. We spent the next week scrambling about Arequipa’s labyrinthine marketplace. One old woman sold us cinnamon and oatmeal, another canned sardines, a third tins of black-market chocolate. We found local cheese in waxed two-kilo wheels, which would keep well. We bought all we could afford, as well as bagged tea, instant coffee, powdered milk, sacks of sugar.

Once, urchins jumped me and tried to steal the bundles of paper money (soles) strapped to my body in bulging lumps. Bzdak slapped them away and, unbowed under twenty kilos of chocolate, continued his charge down Arequipa’s narrow cobbled streets, stopping to chat every block or so in Spanish, English, or Polish with some old friend or recent acquaintance. Leon and I staggered along behind, gasping in the thin mountain air and wondering if the expedition would ever begin.

Tim Biggs arrived in Arequipa next, accompanied by a tall, blond, twenty-nine-year-old South African named Jerome Truran. Biggs, appointed river captain by Odendaal, would have final say over how each section of the river would be run. Truran would assist him, sharing the lead through the most difficult rapids. The two men had been teammates on the South African kayaking circuit for almost a decade, a relationship that had ended in the face of international sanctions against South African athletes. Biggs had retired, but Truran had emigrated to England, where he eventually gained citizenship (his great-grandfather had been British). Truran had quickly won a berth on the British national team and established himself as one of the world’s premier kayakers, winning a gold medal at the 1980 European Wild Water Championship, a silver medal at the 1981 World WWC, and a gold medal at the 1982 National WWC.

Biggs had turned to exploring. During three river trips with Odendaal (to Africa’s Limpopo River, Alaska’s Colville, and the Urubamba) he had developed a deep affection for the Afrikaner. Biggs had seen the hell of polio firsthand—his older brother had been crippled by it—and he respected the effort Odendaal had made to rise above his handicap. For Biggs, Odendaal had the soul of a poet. He was a visionary, a mystic.

But Biggs worried about him. Odendaal’s handicap stoked a great ambition, but he was not much of a kayaker, and his expeditions were not always smoothly run. And so Biggs had urged Odendaal to invite Chmielinski and Truran. Biggs admired the Pole’s organizational skills and his knowledge of Peru, and Truran he trusted with his life. Biggs knew he would spend most of his time on the river protecting Odendaal; he wanted someone looking out for Tim Biggs.

Kate Durrant rode the bus into Arequipa alone, a day behind Biggs and Truran, and immediately set to work assembling individual medical kits for each of us to carry, going over our medical records, bringing us up to date on injections, and double-checking the hundreds of items in the big aluminum medical crate that would accompany us down the Amazon.

Meanwhile, Chmielinski managed to borrow a Land Rover—no small feat in Peru—and he, Truran, and Biggs took on the imposing task of retrofitting it. El Condorito (“The Little Condor”) would be our mother ship for the first four to six weeks of our journey, rendezvousing with the kayakers (Odendaal, Biggs, Truran, and Chmielinski) every week or so and hauling the support-team members, food, the medical crate, spare kayaks and paddles, camping gear, and film.

Or so we had hoped, until we made a test loading. When Chmielinski drove poor Condorito down one of Arequipa’s pitted streets the truck rocked violently and listed hard to port. We would have to reduce our load. More important, we saw for a fact what most of us had suspected: Condorito could not possibly carry the entire support crew.

That night I studied the topographic maps I had bought in Lima. The headwaters and the upper Apurimac flowed through high, desolate plateaus and steep, sparsely inhabited canyons, but there did appear to be trails. I told Chmielinski that if I were able to handle the climb to the source, I would then be willing to try to walk the first leg of the trip.

I couldn’t determine exactly how long that walk would be. It would cover about a hundred and fifty river miles, but given all the climbing and descending of canyon walls, it might be three hundred miles by foot. (A British man, John Ridgway, had hiked the lower country in 1970. It would take weeks just to get down to the point at which he had begun his walk.)

Despite the trek’s length, my plan was selfish and pragmatic. I was bound to be the first man booted off the overcrowded truck, in which case I would have to fly ahead to the city of Cuzco and hole up there for a month or more while I waited for the rest of the expedition to work its way down out of the high mountains.

I was relieved when Chmielinski endorsed my proposal.

[image: ]

When the British filmmakers pulled out of the Amazon project (Odendaal said they had demanded more control of the project than he was willing to relinquish), Odendaal decided to make his own documentary. He recruited a two-man camera crew from South Africa. Two weeks after Leon and I arrived in Arequipa, Odendaal flew in from Lima with Fanie Van der Merwe, who taught at a film school in Pretoria, and Pierre Van Heerden, one of Van der Merwe’s former students. Both had experience as cameramen for mountaineering expeditions, and both were tall, dark, hard-drinking, chain-smoking Afrikaners.

A few nights later we gathered by candlelight around the broad wooden table in the kitchen of our Arequipa headquarters. Odendaal sat at one end of the table, Chmielinski at the other, while the rest of us sat between, passing a bottle of the Peruvian grape brandy called pisco. Odendaal delivered a long speech, emphasizing that he had included Chmielinski as co-organizer of the expedition out of respect for his skill and his knowledge of Peru, but that he, Odendaal, was the leader, alone and uncontested, and anyone unwilling to accept that was invited to leave.

When he had finished, he looked to each of us, and then to the end of the table. He asked Chmielinski for comment.

“What is the problem?” the Pole asked in a low voice. “You are the leader. We all know that.”

Through a Peruvian friend, Mauricio De Romaña, the resourceful Chmielinski borrowed a second truck, an old but sturdy GMC flatbed. This and Condorito would haul the entire team up to the Colca valley, some fifty miles inland from, and five thousand feet above, Arequipa. From the Colca, Odendaal, Chmielinski, Bzdak, Biggs, Van der Merwe, Van Heerden, and I would attempt to climb by foot to the source of the Amazon, a snowfield atop 18,000-foot Mount Mismi. Durrant, Truran, and Leon would drive Condorito around the mountain and meet us fifteen miles beyond the source, on the Atlantic side of the continental divide. From there, on foot, we would trace the runoff from the divide until it grew deep enough to support the four-man kayak team.

This, at any rate, was the plan, and the next morning, beneath a blood-colored dawn, we loaded the trucks and set course for the high Andes. We made our jarring ascent via a dirt track that contoured the flank of Mount Chachani, one of the trio of volcanoes hovering over Arequipa like brooding monks. Arequipa was quickly swallowed by the dust-swept puna, and within a matter of hours, as we climbed to fifteen thousand feet (higher than any point in the continental United States), my every effort became concentrated on choking back the nausea of soroche, or altitude sickness.

Given my pain and the lunar bleakness of the landscape, it was easy to see why the indigenous Andeans, who refer to themselves as Runa, or “the people,” but who are more widely known as Quechua (the name describes a linguistic group; Quechua was the language the Incas imposed on their subjects), call the puna “savage” and consider it forbidding not only physically but spiritually. It is, for example, where one must go to perform sexual acts, such as incest, that are prohibited within the villages, and it is home to the most powerful deities in the Andes, the apus and wamanis, often described as bearded white men who wear European clothing and live inside mountains and lakes. If not placated through ritual offerings, a wamani may eat a man’s heart, cause his wife to miscarry, or kill his infant child.

Shrouded in dust, rumbling through the lonely Aguada Blanca Reserve, the truck offered the only wrinkle of motion on the puna’s dun canvas until, flushed by our intrusion, five long-necked, goggle-eyed vicuña galloped suddenly along a ridgetop. They were a sight at once otherworldly and heartbreaking. They and their fellow ruminants, the guanaco (both, though humpless, are related to the camel), are the largest wild creatures in the puna, but they are not big at all, about the size of small North American deer. By the late 1960s the vicuña had been hunted almost to extinction for their fine wool. Though they have come back strong in the reserve, and though they are swift, graceful beasts, moving easily at thirty miles an hour, their speed seemed annulled by the sprawling brown plateau. They ran and they ran, but they appeared not to get anywhere at all.

Such immensity of scale overwhelms the first-time visitor to the Andes. They are the planet’s tallest mountains outside the Himalayas and the Pamirs, running north and south like a spine along the west side of the continent in a series of ridges, or cordilleras, separated by impossibly deep canyons and high, endless puna plateaus. However, although the Andes are never more than a hundred miles from the Pacific coast, their quixotic and frequently violent weather is greatly influenced by the mass of hot, moist air that rises from the Amazon basin and drops its moisture as it moves west. Consequently, the Atlantic slope is lush, the Pacific parched and nearly lifeless. It is said that in the Atacama Desert, southwest of Arequipa, one can travel a hundred and fifty miles at a stretch without finding life large enough to be seen with the naked eye.

I witnessed the puna from the bouncing bed of the GMC. The bodies around me changed constantly, shifting from bed to cab and back, but the ride was miserable, and I quickly abandoned any effort to communicate. Instead, silently and without success, I tried to divine some order, some binding pattern, in the babble of strange tongues that percolated above the wind: Polish, Spanish, Afrikaans, English spoken in dialects I had never heard before coming to Peru. Altogether, nine men and one woman; a born-again Christian, an Old World Catholic, a Christian Scientist, agnostics and pagans of various stripes; two Poles, one Brit, three Afrikaners, two South Africans of British heritage, a Costa Rican, an American; four husbands, two fathers; political convictions from far left to far right.

Only four would reach the sea.

Late in the day we dropped down below twelve thousand feet into an immense patchwork of delicate agricultural terraces rising sharply from the Colca River, which runs northwest through the Andes, hairpins south, and drains into the Pacific. The hand-worked terraces (tractors would fall off the steep walls) give the lower reaches of the otherwise arid Colca valley the look of a verdant amphitheater.

High overhead, two Andean condors, the world’s largest birds of prey, floated easily on the valley’s strong thermals, their ten-foot wingspans casting shadows hundreds of feet below. Viewed through binoculars, the condors, showing a white neck ring on an otherwise black body, looked like hooded executioners. Behind them, white-tipped volcanoes guarded the valley rim, and a few miles downriver, a black slit identified the point where the Colca River has carved the world’s deepest gorge, more than twice as deep as the Grand Canyon of the Colorado. At one point the canyon rim is two and a half miles above the river.

When emissaries of the Inca first penetrated the Colca valley, about 1450, they found the Collaguas, a people who worshiped volcanoes and shaped their heads like cones. (Their bizarre cranial effect was achieved by strapping boards to the soft skulls of their infants.) A century later, when the Spanish arrived, the Colca was the second-most-productive unit in the Inca agricultural system, generally recognized as the most sophisticated in the New World. Assisted by Franciscan missionaries, Gonzalo Pizarro wound up with control of the Colca. Within thirty years half the native population was dead, the rest herded into towns and their farms and irrigation systems all but destroyed.

It was a tragedy repeated throughout sixteenth-century Peru, where the Quechua death rate was two and a half times that of Europe during the Black Plague. Though there are some ten million Quechua-speaking people in Peru today (there were an estimated six million when the conquistadores arrived), they have never really recovered from the Spanish conquest. They occupy the lowest position in Peru’s variegated social stratum. The country is controlled by an oligarchy of criollos, people of predominately Spanish, or white, descent. Between criollo and Indian are several vaguely defined mestizo, or mixed, classes. Through cultural assimilation and the shedding of their traditional ways, some urban Quechua have managed to assume mestizo status. But the rural Quechua most definitely have not, and often the face they choose to display to those who bother to look back down the social ladder at them is hard as stone.

In the four centuries since Pizarro’s butchery the Colca valley has regained a delicate equilibrium, though it is not nearly as productive as it once was. Now there is also a new joker in the deck, the $900 million Majes project, which, if ever completed, will pump Andean water westward over the mountains into Peru’s coastal desert.

The Majes dam on the upper Colca was inaugurated two months before we arrived. What long-term effect it will have on the valley is unclear, but so far, according to Sister Antonia, a Brooklyn-born Maryknoll nun who has lived in the Colca for fourteen years, it has been devastating. The delicate indigenous economy, based on barter, subsistence agriculture, and cooperative labor, was blasted out of balance by the project’s sudden infusion of high technology, hard cash, and steely pragmatism. Precious farmland was bought up and destroyed, farm animals were killed on the fast new roads, and the local cosmology, which held the river and many of the surrounding mountains sacred, was callously assaulted. The few people wise enough to save money during this period left the valley quickly. Most of those who remained rejected the old life for sunglasses, Polaroid cameras, cheap cane alcohol, and, when the project closed down, unemployment.

Chmielinski had hustled free accommodations for us in Achoma, a chunk of contemporary suburbia plopped down square in the middle of the valley and protected from the rest of Peru by chain-link fence, barbed wire, guards, and an electronic gate. At one time Achoma had housed more than one hundred and forty Majes engineers and their families, from Canada, the United Kingdom, Spain, Sweden, and South Africa. Beyond the fence one smelled dung fires and the musky, freshly turned earth of fields that had been tended by the same families for generations. Inside the fence were rows of identical ranch-style houses, graded streets, yards, electric stoves. I felt I could walk into one of the houses, turn on a television set, and watch baseball.

Left with the compound, the Peruvian government had been promoting it as a tourist hotel. We had the place completely to ourselves. We spent two days there, sleeping fitfully and nursing headaches and queasy stomachs as we tried to adjust to the eleven-thousand-foot elevation. Then, on an ice-cold clear-blue Andean morning, we reloaded the trucks and followed the dirt track back along the Colca River. An old Quechua man chased us in silence, until he could run no more. We rounded a turn with two crosses erected on the outside curve. The smaller one, made of twigs, marked a road death. The larger one, aluminum, supported the power line that ran to the Achoma compound.

We crossed the Colca and drove west along the river for six miles, into the village of Lari. From there, Odendaal, Chmielinski, Bzdak, Biggs, Van der Merwe, Van Heerden, and I would begin our climb to the source. The GMC and its Peruvian driver would return to Arequipa. For the moment, Condorito waited with us in Lari. After we climbers hired burros and set off, Leon, Durrant, and Truran would drive the Land Rover back along the Colca and around the mountain to what our map said was a small weather station in the high puna some fifteen miles north of the source. We would try to meet there in three to five days.

The Lari sun stood alone under a brutal silver-blue sky. Its glare singed the eyes, and the air, dry as cotton balls, seemed to suck the moisture right out of them. Two dozen crumbling earth shacks and one sturdy Catholic church, the largest in the valley, lined an empty, baked-earth plaza. The whole hung on the lip of the sheer canyon like a snail climbing a wall. Quechua—stocky pink-faced women in bowler hats and enormous skirts, pinched leathery men in blue jeans and holey sweaters—slouched in doorways or nodded in the sun. No one moved.

Odendaal and Chmielinski were not having an easy time hiring burros. “It’s like walking into East Selsby, Texas,” an exasperated Odendaal said, “and trying to borrow someone’s Cadillac.”

I stood at the edge of the village and peered down. The Colca’s deep drop begins just downstream from Lari. Staring into the canyon, I was overcome with a numbing, jelly-kneed vertigo, and I felt as if a little man with a hammer were beating against the backs of my eyeballs. If I had altitude sickness here, at eleven thousand feet, how would I handle the further six-thousand-foot climb to the source?

Inside my skull, the man with the hammer shouted: “MGFLARHA!”

But it was Bzdak, standing next to me and shouting above the wind that now swirled up out of the canyon. He opened his mouth to reveal a green quid. He spit it out.

“Coca leaf,” he said. “You want?”

“I don’t know.”

“You feel like shit?”

“Yes.”

“You want.”

In the Andes it is legal both to grow and to chew the leaves, and according to what Durrant had told us, they are an effective antidote to the ravages of high altitude. But that endorsement didn’t really matter to me. I hurt. I was willing to try anything.

Bzdak extracted half a dozen finger-sized leaves from a clump wrapped in newspaper and folded them in half. I tucked the wad into my right cheek. It tasted like tea leaves. Then he gave me a half-fingernail sliver of charcoal, or llipta, which I worked into the leaves. The ash, from the quinoa bush, is extremely bitter, but it catalyzes the leaves’ cocamides. Without it the leaves would have no effect.

Nor with it, at first. When my soggy wad started to disintegrate I replaced it with another, and a bigger chunk of llipta. My gums burned horribly. Minutes later the right side of my mouth went numb, then the back of my throat. I felt none of the mule-in-a-stall kick of cocaine, but the hammering man put his instrument away, and Lari no longer seemed so grim, or our expedition so improbable.

Bzdak and I walked to the plaza and joined the rest of the team around Condorito. Odendaal and Chmielinski were negotiating with two Quechua men, Pastor and José, who owned four burros between them, but there was some sort of snag.

A crowd had gathered. An old woman drooling coca-green saliva yelled “Filthy gringos!” then walked from one to another of us screaming obscenities. She was toothless and barefoot, her rumpled cotton dress torn and covered with mud. She stuck her hand on my chest and pushed me backward over one of the kayaks. Dignity shot, I left the plaza.

I found a cold, dark, windowless shop, and from amid its bags of white rice and cans of fish and evaporated milk dug out a warm bottle of soda. Shivering, I paid a dour Quechua woman and stepped toward the sunlight that filled the shop’s door.

Suddenly, through the glare, I saw a dust ball of pounding hooves and Vibram soles and plastic boats stampeding down the dirt street. Urgent cries of “Chorro! Chorro!” filled the air. Beneath the dust, sticks in hand, Chmielinski and Biggs were beating four bewildered, nostril-flaring burros.

“Get one and go!” Biggs yelled. I did as commanded, falling in behind the last wild-eyed beast and screaming “Chorro!” in a manner that convinced neither of us.

Van Heerden and Van der Merwe were trotting alongside Biggs.

“They tried to burn the truck!” Van der Merwe shouted. “Chased it out of town! We hijacked the animals!”

Back at the roadhead, Odendaal and Bzdak were holding off the Indians. “We find the end of town,” Chmielinski yelled, “then we make a deal.”

I ran down the street screaming at the clod-flinging hooves before me and thinking: It was not supposed to be like this. Three weeks in South America and already I had degenerated into burro thievery. I pictured myself strung up in sullen Lari like some raunchy outlaw in a spaghetti western.

But Chmielinski had it figured correctly. We passed the last hut on the trail and stopped. Odendaal and Bzdak caught up with us, and behind them came not an angry mob but only the burros’ owners, Pastor and José.

“It was the women,” Pastor said. “They did not trust you.”

“Yes,” José agreed. “The women. My wife does not want me to go with you.”

“What do women know?” Pastor said, and gave a dismissive wave.

The trail turned sharply north, and up. One by one, the two Quechua men in the lead, we began to climb.
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