

  


  [image: cover]




  
    
  


  [image: img]


  
    
  


  [image: img]


  
    
  


  [image: img]


  
    
  


  First published in Great Britain in 2009 by Simon & Schuster UK Ltd

  A CBS COMPANY


  Copyright  2008 by David Grann


  This book is copyright under the Berne Convention.

  No reproduction without permission.

  All rights reserved.


  The right of David Grann to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted by him in accordance with sections 77 and 78 of the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act,
  1988.


  10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1


  Simon & Schuster UK Ltd

  1st Floor 222 Grays Inn Road

  London

  WC1X 8HB


  www.simonsays.co.uk


  Simon & Schuster Australia

  Sydney


  Grateful acknowledgment is made to Rolette de Montet-Guerin for permission to repoduce text, photographs, and drawings controlled by the Fawcett estate. Copyright  R. de
  Montet-Guerin


  Book design by Maria Carella


  Title page photograph  Beth Wald/Aurora Photos Background photograph on photo insert pages by Nigel Hicks/Alamy


  A CIP catalogue for this book is available from the British Library.

  ISBN: 9781847374363

eBook ISBN: 9781847378057


  Printed in the UK by CPI Mackays, Chatham ME5 8TD


  
    
  


  For my intrepid Kyra
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  At times all I need is a brief glimpse, an opening in the midst of an incongruous landscape, a glint of lights in the fog, the dialogue of two passersby
  meeting in the crowd, and I think that, setting out from there, I will put together, piece by piece, the perfect city . . . If I tell you that the city toward which my journey tends is
  discontinuous in space and time, now scattered, now more condensed,


  
    you must not believe the search for it can stop.
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    Italo Calvino, Invisible Cities
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  Preface


  I pulled the map from my back pocket. It was wet and crumpled, the lines I had traced to highlight my route now faded. I stared at my markings,
  hoping that they might lead me out of the Amazon, rather than deeper into it.


  The letter Z was still visible in the center of the map. Yet it seemed less like a signpost than like a taunt, another testament to my folly.


  I had always considered myself a disinterested reporter who did not get involved personally in his stories. While others often seemed to succumb to their mad dreams and obsessions, I tried to be
  the invisible witness. And I had convinced myself that that was why I had traveled more than ten thousand miles, from New York to London to the Xingu River, one of the longest tributaries of the
  Amazon, why I had spent months poring over hundreds of pages of Victorian diaries and letters, and why I had left behind my wife and one-year-old son and taken out an extra insurance policy on my
  life.


  I told myself that I had come simply to record how generations of scientists and adventurers became fatally obsessed with solving what has often been described as
  the greatest exploration mystery of the twentieth centurythe whereabouts of the lost City of Z. The ancient city, with its network of roads and bridges and temples, was
  believed to be hidden in the Amazon, the largest jungle in the world. In an age of airplanes and satellites, the area remains one of the last blank spaces on the map. For hundreds of years, it has
  haunted geographers, archaeologists, empire builders, treasure hunters, and philosophers. When Europeans first arrived in South America, around the turn of the sixteenth century, they were
  convinced that the jungle contained the glittering kingdom of El Dorado. Thousands died looking for it. In more recent times, many scientists have concluded that no complex civilization could have
  emerged in so hostile an environment, where the soil is agriculturally poor, mosquitoes carry lethal diseases, and predators lurk in the forest canopy.


  The region has generally been regarded as a primeval wilderness, a place in which there are, as Thomas Hobbes described the state of nature, no Arts; no Letters; no Society; and which is
  worst of all, continuall feare, and danger of violent death. The Amazons merciless conditions have fueled one of the most enduring theories of human development: environmental
  determinism. According to this theory, even if some early humans eked out an existence in the harshest conditions on the planet, they rarely advanced beyond a few primitive tribes. Society, in
  other words, is a captive of geography. And so if Z was found in such a seemingly uninhabitable environment it would be more than a repository of golden treasure, more than an intellectual
  curiosity; it would, as one newspaper declared in 1925, write a new chapter of human history.


  For nearly a century, explorers have sacrificed everything, even their lives, to find the City of Z. The search for the civilization, and for the countless men who vanished while looking for it,
  has eclipsed the Victorian quest novels of Arthur Conan Doyle and H. Rider Haggardboth of whom, as it happens, were drawn into the real-life hunt for Z. At times, I had to remind myself that
  everything in this story is true: a movie star really was abducted by Indians; there were cannibals, ruins, secret maps, and spies; explorers died from starvation,
  disease, attacks by wild animals, and poisonous arrows; and at stake amid the adventure and death was the very understanding of the Americas before Christopher Columbus came ashore in the New
  World.


  Now, as I examined my creased map, none of that mattered. I looked up at the tangle of trees and creepers around me, and at the biting flies and mosquitoes that left streaks of blood on my skin.
  I had lost my guide. I was out of food and water. Putting the map back in my pocket, I pressed forward, trying to find my way out, as branches snapped in my face. Then I saw something moving in the
  trees. Whos there? I called. There was no reply. A figure flitted among the branches, and then another. They were coming closer, and for the first time I asked myself, What
  the hell am I doing here?
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  We Shall Return


  On a cold January day in 1925, a tall, distinguished gentleman hurried across the docks in Hoboken, New Jersey, toward the SS Vauban, a
  five-hundred-and-eleven-foot ocean liner bound for Rio de Janeiro. He was fifty-seven years old and stood over six feet, his long arms corded with muscles. Although his hair was thinning and his
  mustache was flecked with white, he was so fit that he could walk for days with little, if any, rest or nourishment. His nose was crooked like a boxers, and there was something ferocious
  about his appearance, especially his eyes. They were set close together and peered out from under thick tufts of hair. No one, not even his family, seemed to agree on their color some
  thought they were blue, others gray. Yet virtually everyone who encountered him was struck by their intensity: some called them the eyes of a visionary. He had frequently been
  photographed in riding boots and wearing a Stetson, with a rifle slung over his shoulder, but even in a suit and a tie, and without his customary wild beard, he could be recognized by the crowds on
  the pier. He was Colonel Percy Harrison Fawcett, and his name was known throughout the world.


  He was the last of the great Victorian explorers who ventured into uncharted realms with little more than a machete, a compass, and an almost divine sense of
  purpose. For nearly two decades, stories of his adventures had captivated the publics imagination: how he had survived in the South American wilderness without contact with the outside
  world; how he was ambushed by hostile tribesmen, many of whom had never before seen a white man; how he battled piranhas, electric eels, jaguars, crocodiles, vampire bats, and anacondas, including
  one that almost crushed him; and how he emerged with maps of regions from which no previous expedition had returned. He was renowned as the David Livingstone of the Amazon, and was
  believed to have such unrivaled powers of endurance that a few colleagues even claimed he was immune to death. An American explorer described him as a man of indomitable will, infinite
  resource, fearless; another said that he could outwalk and outhike and outexplore anybody else. The London Geographical Journal, the preeminent publication in its field,
  observed in 1953 that Fawcett marked the end of an age. One might almost call him the last of the individualist explorers. The day of the aeroplane, the radio, the organized and heavily
  financed modern expedition had not arrived. With him, it was the heroic story of a man against the forest.


  In 1916, the Royal Geographical Society had awarded him, with the blessing of King George V, a gold medal for his contributions to the mapping of South America. And every few
  years, when he emerged from the jungle, spidery thin and bedraggled, dozens of scientists and luminaries would pack into the Societys hall to hear him speak. Among them was Sir Arthur Conan
  Doyle, who was said to have drawn on Fawcetts experiences for his 1912 book The Lost World, in which explorers disappear into the unknown of South America and find, on a
  remote plateau, a land where dinosaurs have escaped extinction.


  As Fawcett made his way to the gangplank that day in January, he eerily resembled one of the books protagonists, Lord John Roxton:


  
    
      Something there was of Napoleon III, something of Don Quixote, and yet again something which was the essence of the English country gentleman . . . He has a
      gentle voice and a quiet manner, but behind his twinkling blue eyes there lurks a capacity for furious wrath and implacable resolution, the more dangerous because they are held in leash.

    

  


  None of Fawcetts previous expeditions compared with what he was about to do, and he could barely conceal his impatience as he fell into line with the other passengers boarding the SS
  Vauban. The ship, advertised as the finest in the world, was part of the Lamport & Holt elite V class. The Germans had sunk several of the companys
  ocean liners during World War I, but this one had survived, with its black, salt-streaked hull and elegant white decks and striped funnel billowing smoke into the sky. Model T Fords shepherded
  passengers to the dock, where longshoremen helped cart luggage into the ships hold. Many of the male passengers wore silk ties and bowler hats; women had on fur coats and feathered caps, as
  if they were attending a society event, which, in some ways, they werethe passenger lists of luxury ocean liners were chronicled in gossip columns and scoured by young girls searching for
  eligible bachelors.


  Fawcett pushed forward with his gear. His trunks were loaded with guns, canned food, powdered milk, flares, and handcrafted machetes. He also carried a kit of surveying instruments: a sextant
  and a chronometer for determining latitude and longitude, an aneroid for measuring atmospheric pressure, and a glycerin compass that could fit in his pocket. Fawcett had chosen each item based on
  years of experience; even the clothes he had packed were made of lightweight, tear-proof gabardine. He had seen men die from the most innocuous-seeming oversighta torn net, a boot that was
  too tight.


  Fawcett was setting out into the Amazon, a wilderness nearly the size of the continental United States, to make what he called the great discovery of the
  centurya lost civilization. By then, most of the world had been explored, its veil of enchantment lifted, but the Amazon remained as mysterious as the dark side of the moon. As Sir
  John Scott Keltie, the former secretary of the Royal Geographical Society and one of the worlds most acclaimed geographers at the time, noted, What is there no one knows.


  Ever since Francisco de Orellana and his army of Spanish conquistadores descended the Amazon River, in 1542, perhaps no place on the planet had so ignited the imaginationor lured men to
  their deaths. Gaspar de Carvajal, a Dominican friar who accompanied Orellana, described woman warriors in the jungle who resembled the mythical Greek Amazons. Half a century later, Sir Walter
  Raleigh spoke of Indians with their eyes in their shoulders, and their mouths in the middle of their breastsa legend that Shakespeare wove into Othello:


  
    
      And of the Cannibals that each other eat,


      The Anthropophagi, and men whose heads


      Do grow beneath their shoulders.

    

  


  What was true about the regionserpents as long as trees, rodents the size of pigswas sufficiently beyond belief that no embellishment seemed too fanciful. And the
  most entrancing vision of all was of El Dorado. Raleigh claimed that the kingdom, which the conquistadores had heard about from Indians, was so plentiful in gold that its inhabitants ground the
  metal into powder and blew it thorow hollow canes upon their naked bodies untill they be al shining from the foote to the head.


  Yet each expedition that had tried to find El Dorado ended in disaster. Carvajal, whose party had been searching for the kingdom, wrote in his diary, We reached a [state of] privation so
  great that we were eating nothing but leather, belts and soles of shoes, cooked with certain herbs, with the result that so great was our weakness that we could not remain standing. Some
  four thousand men died during that expedition alone, of starvation and disease and at the hands of Indians defending their territory with arrows dipped in poison.
  Other El Dorado parties resorted to cannibalism. Many explorers went mad. In 1561, Lope de Aguirre led his men on a murderous rampage, screaming, Does God think that, because it is raining,
  I am not going to . . . destroy the world? Aguirre even stabbed his own child, whispering, Commend thyself to God, my daughter, for I am about to kill thee. Before the Spanish
  crown sent forces to stop him, Aguirre warned in a letter, I swear to you, King, on my word as a Christian, that if a hundred thousand men came, none would escape. For the reports are false:
  there is nothing on that river but despair. Aguirres companions finally rose up and killed him; his body was quartered, and Spanish authorities displayed the head of the Wrath
  of God in a metal cage. Still, for three centuries, expeditions continued to search, until, after a toll of death and suffering worthy of Joseph Conrad, most archaeologists had concluded
  that El Dorado was no more than an illusion.


  Fawcett, however, was certain that the Amazon contained a fabulous kingdom, and he was not another soldier of fortune or a crackpot. A man of science, he had spent years gathering evidence to
  prove his case digging up artifacts, studying petroglyphs, and interviewing tribes. And after fierce battles with skeptics Fawcett had received funding from the most respected scientific
  institutions, including the Royal Geographical Society, the American Geographical Society, and the Museum of the American Indian. Newspapers were proclaiming that he would soon startle the world.
  The Atlanta Constitution declared, It is perhaps the most hazardous and certainly the most spectacular adventure of the kind ever undertaken by a reputable scientist with the backing
  of conservative scientific bodies.


  Fawcett had determined that an ancient, highly cultured people still existed in the Brazilian Amazon and that their civilization was so old and sophisticated it would forever alter the Western
  view of the Americas. He had christened this lost world the City of Z. The central place I call Z our main objectiveis in a valley . . . about ten miles wide, and
  the city is on an eminence in the middle of it, approached by a barreled roadway of stone, Fawcett had stated earlier. The houses are low and
  windowless, and there is a pyramidal temple.


  Reporters on the dock in Hoboken, across the Hudson River from Manhattan, shouted questions, hoping to learn the location of Z. In the wake of the technological horrors of World War I, and amid
  the spread of urbanization and industrialization, few events so captivated the public. One newspaper exulted, Not since the days when Ponce de Len crossed unknown Florida in search
  of the Waters of Perpetual Youth . . . has a more alluring adventure been planned.


  Fawcett welcomed the fuss, as he described it in a letter to a friend, but he was careful about how he responded. He knew that his main rival, Alexander Hamilton Rice, a
  multimillionaire American doctor who commanded vast resources, was already entering the jungle with an unprecedented array of equipment. The prospect of Dr. Rice finding Z terrified Fawcett.
  Several years earlier, Fawcett had watched as a colleague from the Royal Geographical Society, Robert Falcon Scott, had set out to become the first explorer to reach the South Pole, only to
  discover when he got there, and shortly before he froze to death, that his Norwegian rival, Roald Amundsen, had beaten him by thirty-three days. In a recent letter to the Royal Geographical
  Society, Fawcett wrote, I cannot say all I know, or even be precise as to locality, for these things leak out, and there can be nothing so bitter to the pioneer as to find the crown of his
  work anticipated.


  He was also afraid that if he released details of his route, and others attempted to find Z or rescue him, it would result in countless deaths. An expedition of fourteen hundred armed men had
  previously vanished in the same region. A news bulletin telegraphed around the globe declared, Fawcett Expedition . . . to Penetrate Land Whence None Returned. And Fawcett, who was
  determined to reach the most inaccessible areas, did not intend, like other explorers, to go by boat; rather, he planned to hack straight through the jungle on foot. The Royal Geographical Society
  had warned that Fawcett is about the only living geographer who could successfully attempt such an expedition and that it would be hopeless for
  any people to follow in his footsteps. Before he left England, Fawcett confided to his younger son, Brian, If with all my experience we cant make it, theres not much
  hope for others.


  As reporters clamored around him, Fawcett explained that only a small expedition would have any chance of survival. It would be able to live off the land, and not pose a threat to hostile
  Indians. The expedition, he had stated, will be no pampered exploration party, with an army of bearers, guides and cargo animals. Such top-heavy expeditions get nowhere; they linger on the
  fringe of civilization and bask in publicity. Where the real wilds start, bearers are not to be had anyway, for fear of the savages. Animals cannot be taken because of lack of pasture and the
  attack of insects and bats. There are no guides, for no one knows the country. It is a matter of cutting equipment to the absolute minimum, carrying it all oneself, and trusting that one will be
  able to exist by making friends with the various tribes one meets. He now added, We will have to suffer every form of exposure . . . We will have to achieve a nervous and mental
  resistance, as well as physical, as men under these conditions are often broken by their minds succumbing before their bodies.


  Fawcett had chosen only two people to go with him: his twenty-one-year-old son, Jack, and Jacks best friend, Raleigh Rimell. Although they had never been on an expedition, Fawcett
  believed that they were ideal for the mission: tough, loyal, and, because they were so close, unlikely, after months of isolation and suffering, to harass and persecute each
  otheror, as was common on such expeditions, to mutiny. Jack was, as his brother, Brian, put it, the reflection of his father: tall, frighteningly fit, and ascetic.
  Neither he nor his father smoked cigarettes or drank. Brian noted that Jacks six feet three inches were sheer bone and muscle, and the three chief agents of bodily
  degenerationalcohol, tobacco and loose livingwere revolting to him. Colonel Fawcett, who followed a strict Victorian code, put it slightly differently: He is. . .
  absolutely virgin in mind and body.


  Jack, who had wanted to accompany his father on an expedition since he was a boy, had spent years preparinglifting weights, maintaining a rigid diet,
  studying Portuguese, and learning how to navigate by the stars. Still, he had suffered little real deprivation, and his face, with its luminescent skin, crisp mustache, and slick brown hair,
  betrayed none of the hardness of his fathers. With his stylish clothes, he looked more like a movie star, which is what he hoped to become upon his triumphant return.


  Raleigh, though smaller than Jack, was still nearly six feet tall and muscular. (A fine physique, Fawcett told the RGS.) His father had been a surgeon in the Royal Navy and had
  died of cancer in 1917, when Raleigh was fifteen. Dark haired, with a pronounced widows peak and a riverboat gamblers mustache, Raleigh had a jocular, mischievous nature. He
  was a born clown, said Brian Fawcett, the perfect counterpart of the serious Jack. The two boys had been virtually inseparable since they roamed the countryside around Seaton,
  Devonshire, where they grew up, riding bicycles and shooting rifles in the air. In a letter to one of Fawcetts confidants, Jack wrote, Now we have Raleigh Rimell on board who is every
  bit as keen as I am . . . He is the only intimate friend I have ever had. I knew him before I was seven years old and we have been more or less together ever since. He is absolutely honest and
  decent in every sense of the word and we know each other inside out.


  As Jack and Raleigh now excitedly stepped on board the ship, they encountered dozens of stewards, in starched white uniforms, rushing through the corridors with telegrams and bon voyage fruit
  baskets. A steward, carefully avoiding the aft quarters, where passengers in steerage rode, guided the explorers to the first-class cabins, in the center of the ship, far from the rattling of the
  propellers. The conditions bore little resemblance to those that had prevailed when Fawcett made his first South American voyage, two decades earlier, or when Charles Dickens, crossing the Atlantic
  in 1842, described his cabin as an utterly impracticable, thoroughly hopeless and profoundly preposterous box. (The dining room, Dickens added, resembled a hearse with windows.) Now everything was designed to accommodate the new breed of touristsmere travelers, as Fawcett dismissed them, who had little
  notion of the places which today exact a degree of endurance and a toll of life, with the physique necessary to face dangers. The first-class quarters had beds and running water;
  portholes allowed in sunlight and fresh air, and electric fans circulated overhead. The ships brochure touted the Vaubans perfect ventilation secured by modern
  appliances, which helped to counteract the impression that a voyage to and through the tropics is necessarily attended with discomfort.


  Fawcett, like many other Victorian explorers, was a professional dabbler who, in addition to being a self-styled geographer and archaeologist, was a talented artist (his ink drawings had been
  displayed at the Royal Academy) and shipbuilder (he had patented the ichthoid curve, which added knots to a vessels speed). Despite his interest in the sea, he wrote to his
  wife, Nina, who was his staunchest supporter and served as his spokesperson whenever he was away, that he found the SS Vauban and the voyage rather tiresome: all he wanted was
  to be in the jungle.


  Jack and Raleigh, meanwhile, were eager to explore the ships luxurious interior. Around one corner was a lounge with vaulted ceilings and marble columns. Around another was a dining room
  with white-linened tables and with waiters, in black tie, who served roasted rack of lamb and wine from decanters as an orchestra played. The ship even had a gymnasium where the young men could
  train for their mission.


  Jack and Raleigh were no longer two anonymous kids: they were, as the newspapers hailed them, brave, ramrod Englishmen, each of whom resembled Sir Lancelot. They met
  dignitaries, who wanted them to sit at their tables, and women smoking long cigarettes who offered what Colonel Fawcett called looks of unblushing boldness. By all accounts, Jack was
  uncertain how to act around women: to him, it seemed, they were as mysterious and remote as Z. But Raleigh was soon flirting with a girl, surely boasting of his upcoming adventures.


  Fawcett knew that for Jack and Raleigh the expedition was still no more than a feat of imagination. In New York, the young men had relished the constant fanfare:
  the nights in the Waldorf-Astoria Hotel, where, on their final evening, dignitaries and scientists from around the city had gathered in the Gold Room to throw them a Godspeed party;
  the toasts at the Camp Fire Club and at the National Arts Club; the stopover at Ellis Island (an immigration official had noted that no one in the party was an atheist, a
  polygamist, an anarchist, or deformed); and the motion-picture palaces, which Jack had haunted day and night.


  Whereas Fawcett had built up his stamina over years of exploration, Jack and Raleigh would have to do it all at once. But Fawcett had no doubt they would succeed. In his journals, he wrote that
  Jack has the makings of the right sort, and predicted, He is young enough to adapt himself to anything, and a few months on the trail will toughen him sufficiently. If he takes
  after me, he will not contract the various ills and diseases . . . and in an emergency I think his courage will stand. Fawcett expressed the same confidence in Raleigh, who looked up to Jack
  almost as intensely as Jack did to his father. Raleigh will follow him anywhere, he observed.


  The ships crew began to yell, All ashore thats going ashore. The captains whistle reverberated across the port, and the boat creaked and heaved as it receded
  from the docks. Fawcett could see the skyline of Manhattan, with the Metropolitan Life Insurance Tower, once the tallest on the planet, and the Woolworth Building, which had now surpassed
  itthe metropolis blazing with lights, as if someone had gathered up all the stars. With Jack and Raleigh at his side, Fawcett shouted to the reporters on the pier, We shall return,
  and we shall bring back what we seek!
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  The Vanishing


  How easily the Amazon can deceive.


  It begins as barely a rivulet, this, the mightiest river in the world, mightier than the Nile and the Ganges, mightier than the Mississippi and all the rivers in China. Over eighteen thousand
  feet high in the Andes, amid snow and clouds, it emerges through a rocky seama trickle of crystal water. Here it is indistinguishable from so many other streams coursing through the Andes,
  some cascading down the western face toward the Pacific, sixty miles away, others, like this one, rolling down the eastern facade on a seemingly impossible journey toward the Atlantic Oceana
  distance farther than New York City to Paris. At this altitude, the air is too cold for jungle or many predators. And yet it is in this place that the Amazon is born, nourished by melting snows and
  rain, and pulled by gravity over cliffs.


  From its source, the river descends sharply. As it gathers speed, it is joined by hundreds of other rivulets, most of them so small they remain nameless. Seven thousand feet down, the water
  enters a valley with the first glimmers of green. Soon larger streams converge upon it. Churning toward the plains below, the river has three thousand more miles to
  go to reach the ocean. It is unstoppable. So, too, is the jungle, which, owing to equatorial heat and heavy rainfalls, gradually engulfs the riverbanks. Spreading toward the horizon, this
  wilderness contains the greatest variety of species in the world. And, for the first time, the river becomes recognizableit is the Amazon.


  Still, the river is not what it seems. Curling eastward, it enters an enormous region shaped like a shallow bowl, and because the Amazon rests at the bottom of this basin, nearly 40 percent of
  the waters from South Americafrom rivers as far as Colombia, Venezuela, Bolivia, and Ecuador drain into it. And so the Amazon becomes even mightier. Three hundred feet deep in places,
  it no longer needs to rush, conquering at its own pace. It meanders past the Rio Negro and the Rio Madeira; past the Tapajs and the Xingu, two of the biggest southern tributaries; past
  Maraj, an island larger than Switzerland, until finally, after traversing four thousand miles and collecting water from a thousand tributaries, the Amazon reaches its two-hundred-mile-wide
  mouth and gushes into the Atlantic Ocean. What began as a trickle now expels fifty-seven million gallons of water every seconda discharge sixty times that of the Nile. The Amazons
  fresh waters push so far out to sea that, in 1500, Vicente Pinzn, a Spanish commander who had earlier accompanied Columbus, discovered the river while sailing miles off the coast of Brazil.
  He called it Mar Dulce, or Sweet Sea.


  It is difficult to explore this region under any circumstances, but in November the onset of the rainy season renders it virtually impassable. Wavesincluding the fifteen-mile-an-hour
  monthly tidal bore known as pororoca, or big roarcrash against the shore. At Belm, the Amazon frequently rises twelve feet; at Iquitos, twenty feet; at
  bidos, thirty-five feet. The Madeira, the Amazons longest tributary, can swell even more, rising over sixty-five feet. After months of inundation, many of these and other rivers
  explode over their banks, cascading through the forest, uprooting plants and rocks, and transforming the southern basin almost into an inland sea, which it was millions of years ago. Then the sun
  comes out and scorches the region. The ground cracks as if from an earthquake. Swamps evaporate, leaving piranhas stranded in desiccated pools, eating one
  anothers flesh. Bogs turn into meadows; islands become hills.


  This is how the dry season has arrived in the southern basin of the Amazon for as long as almost anyone can remember. And so it was in June of 1996, when an expedition of Brazilian scientists
  and adventurers headed into the jungle. They were searching for signs of Colonel Percy Fawcett, who had vanished, along with his son Jack and Raleigh Rimell, more than seventy years earlier.


  The expedition was led by a forty-two-year-old Brazilian banker named James Lynch. After a reporter mentioned to him the story of Fawcett, he had read everything he could on the subject. He
  learned that the colonels disappearance in 1925 had shocked the worldamong the most celebrated vanishing acts of modern times, as one observer called it. For five
  months, Fawcett had sent dispatches, which were carried through the jungle, crumpled and stained, by Indian runners and, in what seemed like a feat of magic, tapped out on telegraph machines and
  printed on virtually every continent; in an early example of the all-consuming modern news story, Africans, Asians, Europeans, Australians, and Americans were riveted by the same distant event. The
  expedition, one newspaper wrote, captured the imagination of every child who ever dreamed of undiscovered lands.


  Then the dispatches ceased. Lynch read how Fawcett had warned that he might be out of contact for months, but a year passed, then two, and the public fascination grew. Were Fawcett and the two
  young men being held hostage by Indians? Had they starved to death? Were they too entranced by Z to return? Debates raged in salons and speakeasies; cables were exchanged at the highest levels of
  governments. Radio plays, novels (Evelyn Waughs A Handful of Dust is believed to have been influenced by Fawcetts saga), poems, documentaries, movies, stamps, childrens
  stories, comic books, ballads, stage plays, graphic novels, and museum exhibits were devoted to the affair. In 1933 a travel writer exclaimed, Enough legend
  has grown up round the subject to form a new and separate branch of folk-lore. Fawcett had earned his place in the annals of exploration not for what he revealed about the world but for what
  he concealed. He had vowed to make the great discovery of the century instead, he had given birth to the greatest exploration mystery of the twentieth
  century.


  Lynch also learned, to his amazement, that scores of scientists, explorers, and adventurers had plunged into the wilderness, determined to recover the Fawcett party, alive or dead, and to return
  with proof of Z. In February 1955, the New York Times claimed that Fawcetts disappearance had set off more searches than those launched through the centuries to find the
  fabulous El Dorado. Some parties were wiped out by starvation and disease, or retreated in despair; others were murdered by tribesmen. Then there were those adventurers who had gone to find
  Fawcett and, instead, disappeared along with him in the forests that travelers had long ago christened the green hell. Because so many seekers went without fanfare, there are no
  reliable statistics on the numbers who died. One recent estimate, however, put the total as high as a hundred.


  Lynch seemed resistant to flights of fancy. A tall, slender man, with blue eyes and pale skin that burned in the sun, he worked at Chase Bank in So Paulo. He was married with two
  children. But, when he was thirty, he had become restless and began to disappear for days into the Amazon, trekking through the jungle. He soon entered several grueling adventure contests: once, he
  hiked for seventy-two hours without sleep and traversed a canyon by shimmying across a rope. The idea is to drain yourself physically and mentally and see how you respond under such
  circumstances, Lynch said, adding, Some people would break, but I always found it slightly exhilarating.


  Lynch was more than an adventurer. Drawn to quests that were intellectual as well as physical, he hoped to illuminate some little-known aspect of the world, and he often spent months in the
  library researching a topic. He had, for instance, ventured to the source of the Amazon and had found a colony of Mennonites living in the Bolivian desert. But he
  had never encountered a case like that of Colonel Fawcett.


  Not only had previous search parties failed to discover the partys fateeach disappearance becoming a conundrum unto itselfbut no one had unraveled what Lynch considered the
  biggest enigma of all: Z. Indeed, Lynch found out that unlike other lost explorerssuch as Amelia Earhart, who disappeared in 1937 while trying to fly around the globeFawcett had made
  it all but impossible to trace him. He had kept his route so secret that even his wife, Nina, confessed that he had concealed crucial details from her. Lynch dug up old newspaper accounts, but they
  provided few tangible clues. Then he found a dog-eared copy of Exploration Fawcett, a collection of some of the explorers writings edited by his surviving son, Brian, and published in
  1953. (Ernest Hemingway had kept a copy of the book on his shelf.) The book appeared to contain one of the few hints of the colonels final course, quoting Fawcett as saying, Our route
  will be from Dead Horse Camp, 1143' south and 5435' west, where my horse died in 1921. Although the coordinates were only a starting point, Lynch plugged them into his Global
  Positioning System. It pinpointed a spot in the southern basin of the Amazon in Mato Grossoits name means thick foresta Brazilian state bigger than France and Great
  Britain combined. To reach Dead Horse Camp would require traversing some of the Amazons most intractable jungle; it would also entail entering lands controlled by indigenous tribes, which
  had secluded themselves in the dense forest and fiercely guarded their territory.


  The challenge seemed insurmountable. But, as Lynch pored over financial spreadsheets at work, he wondered: What if there really is a Z? What if the jungle had concealed such a place? Even today,
  the Brazilian government estimates that there are more than sixty Indian tribes that have never been contacted by outsiders. These forests are . . . almost the only place on earth where
  indigenous people can survive in isolation from the rest of mankind, John Hemming, the distinguished historian of Brazilian Indians and a former director of the Royal Geographical Society,
  wrote. Sydney Possuelo, who was in charge of the Brazilian department set up to protect Indian tribes, has said of these groups, No one knows for sure who
  they are, where they are, how many they are, and what languages they speak. In 2006, members of a nomadic tribe called Nukak-Mak emerged from the Amazon in Colombia and announced
  that they were ready to join the modern world, though they were unaware that Colombia was a country and asked if the planes overhead were on an invisible road.


  One night Lynch, unable to sleep, went into his study, which was cluttered with maps and relics from his previous expeditions. Amid his papers on Fawcett, he came across the colonels
  warning to his son: If with all my experience we cant make it, theres not much hope for others. Rather than deter Lynch, the words only compelled him. I have to
  go, he told his wife.


  He soon secured a partner, Rene Delmotte, a Brazilian engineer whom he had met during an adventure competition. For months, the two men studied satellite images of the Amazon, honing their
  trajectory. Lynch obtained the best equipment: turbocharged jeeps with puncture-resistant tires, walkie-talkies, shortwave radios, and generators. Like Fawcett, Lynch had experience designing
  boats, and with a shipbuilder he constructed two twenty-five-foot aluminum vessels that would be shallow enough to pass through swamps. He also put together a medical kit that contained dozens of
  antidotes for snake poisons.


  He chose his party with equal care. He recruited two mechanics, who could repair all the equipment, and two veteran off-road drivers. He also enlisted Dr. Daniel Muoz, an acclaimed
  forensic anthropologist who, in 1985, had helped to identify the remains of Josef Mengele, the Nazi fugitive, and who could help confirm the origins of any object they might find from
  Fawcetts party: a belt buckle, a bone fragment, a bullet.


  Although Fawcett had warned that large expeditions have only one and all come to grief, the party soon grew to include sixteen men. Still, there
  was one more person who wanted to go: Lynchs sixteen-year-old son, James, Jr. Athletic and more muscular than his father, with bushy brown hair and large brown eyes, he had gone on a
  previous expedition and acquitted himself well. And so Lynch agreed, like Fawcett, to take his son with him.


  The team assembled in Cuiab, the capital of Mato Grosso, along the southern edge of the Amazon basin. Lynch handed out T-shirts that he had made up with a picture of footprints leading
  into the jungle. In England, the Daily Mail published a story about the expedition under the headline Are We About to Solve the Enduring Mystery of Colonel Percy Fawcett? For
  days, the group drove through the Amazon basin, traversing unpaved roads scarred with ruts and brambles. The forest grew thicker, and James, Jr., pressed his face against the window. Wiping steam
  from the glass, he could see the leafy crowns of trees unfurling overhead, before breaking apart, as shafts of sunlight poured into the forest, the yellow wings of butterflies and macaws suddenly
  visible. Once, he spotted a six-foot snake, half-burrowed in mud, with a deep depression between its eyes. Jararaca his father said. It was a pit viper, one of the most
  venomous snakes in the Americas. (A jararaca bite will cause a person to bleed from the eyes and become, as a biologist put it, a corpse piece by piece.) Lynch swerved around
  the snake, while the roar of the engine sent other animals, including howler monkeys, scattering into the treetops; only the mosquitoes seemed to remain, hovering over the vehicles like
  sentries.


  After stopping several times to camp, the expedition followed the trail to a clearing along the Xingu River, where Lynch tried to get a reading on his GPS.


  What is it? one of his colleagues asked.


  Lynch stared at the coordinates on the screen. Were not far from where Fawcett was last seen, he said.


  A net of vines and lianas covered the trails extending from the clearing, and Lynch decided that the expedition would have to proceed by boat. He instructed
  several members to turn back with some of the heaviest gear; once he found a place where a bush plane could land, he would radio in the coordinates, so that the equipment could be delivered by
  air.


  The remaining team members, including James, Jr., slipped the two boats into the water and began their journey down the Xingu. The currents carried them quickly, past spiny ferns and
  buriti palms, creepers and myrtlesan endless mesh that rose on either side of them. Shortly before sunset, Lynch was going around another bend, when he thought he spotted something on
  the distant bank. He lifted the brim of his hat. In a break amid the branches, he could see several pairs of eyes staring at him. He told his men to cut the engines; no one made a sound. As the
  boats drifted onto the shore, scraping against the sand, Lynch and his men leaped out. At the same time, Indiansnaked, their ears pierced with dazzling macaw feathers emerged from the
  forest. Eventually, a powerfully built man, his eyes encircled in black paint, stepped forward. According to some of the Indians who spoke broken Portuguese and served as translators, he was the
  chief of the Kuikuro tribe. Lynch told his men to get out their gifts, which included beads, candy, and matches. The chief seemed welcoming, and he granted the expedition permission to camp by the
  Kuikuro village and to land a propeller plane in a nearby clearing.


  That night, as James, Jr., tried to sleep, he wondered if Jack Fawcett had lain in a similar spot and seen such wondrous things. The sun woke him the next morning at dawn, and he poked his head
  in his fathers tent. Happy birthday, Dad, he said. Lynch had forgotten that it was his birthday. He was forty-two years old.


  Several Kuikuros invited Lynch and his son to a nearby lagoon later that day, where they bathed alongside hundred-pound turtles. Lynch heard the sound of a plane landing with the rest of his men
  and equipment. The expedition was finally coming together.


  Moments later, a Kuikuro came running down the path, yelling in his native language. The Kuikuros rushed out of the water. What is it? Lynch asked in Portuguese.


  Trouble, a Kuikuro replied.


  The Indians began to run toward the village, and Lynch and his son followed, branches ricocheting in their faces. When they arrived, a member of their expedition approached them.
  Whats happening? Lynch asked.


  Theyre surrounding our camp.


  Lynch could see more than two dozen Indian men, presumably from neighboring tribes, rushing toward them. They, too, had heard the sound of the arriving plane. Many wore black and red paint
  slashed across their naked bodies. They carried bows with six-foot arrows, antique rifles, and spears. Five of Lynchs men darted toward the plane. The pilot was still in the cockpit, and the
  five jumped into the cabin, though it was designed for only four passengers. They shouted for the pilot to take off, but he didnt seem to realize what was happening. Then he looked out the
  window and saw several Indians hurrying toward him, aiming their bows and arrows. As the pilot started the engine, the Indians grabbed onto the wings, trying to keep the plane grounded. The pilot,
  concerned that the plane was dangerously heavy, threw whatever he could find out the windowclothes and papers, which twirled in the propellers thrust. The plane rumbled down the
  makeshift runway, bouncing and roaring and swerving between trees. Just before the wheels lifted off, the last of the Indians let go.


  Lynch watched the plane disappear, red dust from its wake swirling around him. A young Indian, whose body was covered in paint and who seemed to be leading the assault, stepped toward Lynch,
  waving a borduna, a four-foot-long club that warriors used to smash their enemies heads. He herded Lynch and the eleven remaining members of his team into small boats. Where
  are you taking us? Lynch asked.


  You are our prisoners for life, the young man responded.


  James, Jr., fingered the cross around his neck. Lynch had always believed that there was no adventure until, as he put it, shit happens. But this was something he had never
  anticipated. He had no backup plan, no experience to call upon. He didnt even have a weapon.


  He squeezed his sons hand. Whatever happens, Lynch whispered, dont do anything unless I tell you.


  The boats turned off the major river and down a narrow stream. As they floated farther into the jungle, Lynch surveyed the surroundingsthe crystal clear water filled with rainbow-colored
  fish, the increasingly dense thicket of vegetation. It was, he thought, the most beautiful place he had ever seen.
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  The Search Begins


  Every quest, we are led to believe, has a romantic origin. Yet, even now, I cant provide a good one for mine.


  Let me be clear: I am not an explorer or an adventurer. I dont climb mountains or hunt. I dont even like to camp. I stand less than five feet nine inches tall and am nearly forty
  years old, with a blossoming waistline and thinning black hair. I suffer from keratoconusa degenerative eye condition that makes it hard for me to see at night. I have a terrible sense of
  direction and tend to forget where I am on the subway and miss my stop in Brooklyn. I like newspapers, take-out food, sports highlights (recorded on TiVo), and the air-conditioning on high. Given a
  choice each day between climbing the two flights of stairs to my apartment and riding the elevator, I invariably take the elevator.


  But when Im working on a story things are different. Ever since I was young, Ive been drawn to mystery and adventure tales, ones that had what Rider Haggard called the
  grip. The first stories I remember being told were about my grandfather Monya. In his seventies at the time, and sick with Parkinsons disease, he would sit trembling on our porch in
  Westport, Connecticut, looking vacantly toward the horizon. My grandmother, meanwhile, would recount memories of his adventures. She told me that he had been a
  Russian furrier and a freelance National Geographic photographer who, in the 1920s, was one of the few Western cameramen allowed into various parts of China and Tibet. (Some relatives
  suspect that he was a spy, though we have never found any evidence to support such a theory.) My grandmother recalled how, not long before their wedding, Monya went to India to purchase some prized
  furs. Weeks went by without word from him. Finally, a crumpled envelope arrived in the mail. There was nothing inside but a smudged photograph: it showed Monya lying contorted and pale under a
  mosquito net, racked with malaria. He eventually returned, but, because he was still convalescing, the wedding took place at a hospital. I knew then I was in for it, my grandmother
  said. She told me that Monya became a professional motorcycle racer, and when I gave her a skeptical look she unwrapped a handkerchief, revealing one of his gold medals. Once, while in Afghanistan
  collecting furs, he was driving through the Khyber Pass on a motorcycle with a friend in a sidecar when his brakes failed. As the motorcycle was spinning out of control, your grandfather
  said goodbye to his friend, my grandmother recalled. Then Monya spotted some men doing construction on the road; beside them was a big mound of dirt, and he steered right for it. Your
  grandfather and his friend were catapulted into it. They broke some bones, nothing worse. Of course, that never stopped your grandfather from riding again.


  For me, the most amazing part of these adventures was the figure at the center of them. I had known my grandfather only as an old man who could barely walk. The more my grandmother told me about
  him, the hungrier I became for details that might help me understand him; still, there was an element about him that seemed to elude even my grandmother. Thats just Monya,
  shed say, with a wave of her hand.


  When I became a reporter, I was drawn to stories that put you in the grip. In the 1990s, I worked as a congressional correspondent, but I kept wandering off my beat to investigate
  stories about con men, mobsters, and spies. While most of my articles seem unrelated, they typically have one common thread: obsession. They are about ordinary
  people driven to do extraordinary thingsthings that most of us would never darewho get some germ of an idea in their heads that metastasizes until it consumes them.


  I have always thought that my interest in these people is merely professional: they provide the best copy. But at times I wonder whether Im more similar to them than I care to believe.
  Reporting involves an endless quest to ferret out details, in the hopes of discovering some hidden truth. To my wifes chagrin, when I work on stories, I tend to lose sight of everything
  else. I forget to pay bills or to shave. I dont change my clothes as often as I should. I even take risks that I never would otherwise: crawling hundreds of feet beneath the streets of
  Manhattan with tunnel diggers known as sandhogs or riding in a skiff with a giant-squid hunter during a violent storm. After I returned from the boat trip, my mother said, You know, you
  remind me of your grandfather.


  In 2004, while researching a story on the mysterious death of a Conan Doyle and Sherlock Holmes expert, I stumbled upon a reference to Fawcetts role in inspiring The Lost World. As
  I read more about him, I became intrigued by the fantastical notion of Z: that a sophisticated civilization with monumental architecture could have existed in the Amazon. Like others, I suspect, my
  only impression of the Amazon was of scattered tribes living in the Stone Agea view that derived not only from adventure tales and Hollywood movies but also from scholarly accounts.


  Environmentalists have often portrayed the Amazon as a virgin forest, which, until recent incursions by loggers and trespassers, was all but unspoiled by human hands. Moreover,
  many archaeologists and geographers argue that conditions in the Amazon, like those in the Arctic, had made it impossible to develop the large populations necessary for a complex society, with
  divisions of labor and political hierarchies such as chiefdoms and kingdoms. Betty Meggers of the Smithsonian Institution is perhaps the most in fluential modern archaeologist of the Amazon. In
  1971, she famously summed up the region as a counterfeit paradise, a place that, for all its fauna and flora, is inimical to human life. Rains and
  floods, as well as the pounding sun, leach vital nutrients from the soil and make large-scale agriculture impossible. In such a brutal landscape, she and other scientists contend, only small
  nomadic tribes could survive. Because the land had provided so little nutrition, Meggers wrote, even when tribes had managed to overcome attrition from starvation and diseases, they still had to
  come up with cultural substitutes to control their populationsincluding killing their own. Some tribes committed infanticide, abandoned their sick in the woods, or engaged in
  blood revenge and warfare. In the 1970s, Claudio Villas Boas, who was one of the great defenders of Amazonian Indians, told a reporter, This is the jungle and to kill a deformed
  childto abandon the man without familycan be essential for the survival of the tribe. Its only now that the jungle is vanishing, and its laws are losing their meaning, that we
  are shocked.


  As Charles Mann notes in his book 1491, the anthropologist Allan R. Holmberg helped to crystallize the popular and scientific view of Amazonian Indians as primitives. After studying
  members of the Sirion tribe in Bolivia in the early 1940s, Holmberg described them as among the most culturally backward peoples of the world, a society so consumed by the
  quest for food that it had developed no art, religion, clothes, domesticated animals, solid shelter, commerce, roads, or even the ability to count beyond three. No records of time are
  kept, Holmberg said, and no type of calendar exists. The Sirion didnt even have a concept of romantic love. They were, he concluded, man in
  the raw state of nature. According to Meggers, a more sophisticated civilization from the Andes had migrated down to Maraj Island, at the mouth of the Amazon, only to slowly unravel
  and die out. For civilization, the Amazon was, in short, a death trap.


  While looking into Z, I discovered that a group of revisionist anthropologists and archaeologists have increasingly begun to challenge these long-standing views, believing that an advanced
  civilization could have in fact emerged in the Amazon. In essence, they argue that the traditionalists have underestimated the power of cultures and societies to transform and transcend their natural environments, much the way humans are now creating stations in outer space and growing crops in the Israeli desert. Some contend that the traditionalists
  ideas still carry a taint of the racist views of Native Americans, which had once infused earlier reductive theories of environmental determinism. The traditionalists, in turn, charge that the
  revisionists are an example of political correctness run amok, and that they perpetuate a long history of projecting onto the Amazon an imaginary landscape, a fantasy of the Western mind. At stake
  in the debate is a fundamental understanding of human nature and the ancient world, and the feud has pitted scholars viciously against each other. When I called Meggers at the Smithsonian
  Institution, she dismissed the possibility of anyone discovering a lost civilization in the Amazon. Too many archaeologists, she said, are still chasing El Dorado.


  One acclaimed archaeologist from the University of Florida, in particular, disputes the conventional interpretation of the Amazon as a counterfeit paradise. His name is Michael Heckenberger, and
  he works in the Xingu region where Fawcett is believed to have vanished. Several anthropologists told me that he was the person I should talk to, but warned that he rarely emerges from the jungle
  and avoids any distractions from his work. James Petersen, who in 2005 was head of the anthropology department at the University of Vermont and had trained Heckenberger, told me, Mike is
  absolutely brilliant and on the cutting edge of archaeology in the Amazon, but Im afraid youre barking up the wrong tree. Look, the guy was the best man at my wedding and I
  cant get him to respond to any of my communications.


  With the University of Floridas help, I eventually succeeded in reaching Heckenberger on his satellite phone. Through static and what sounded like the jungle in the background, he said
  that he was going to be staying in the Kuikuro village in the Xingu and, to my surprise, would be willing to meet me if I made it that far. Only later, as I began to piece together more of the
  story of Z, did I discover that this was the very place where James Lynch and his men had been kidnapped.


  
    YOURE GOING TO the Amazon to try to find someone who disappeared two hundred years ago? my wife, Kyra, asked. It
    was a January night in 2005, and she was standing in the kitchen of our apartment, serving cold sesame noodles from Hunan Delight.

  


  It was only eighty years ago.


  So youre going to look for someone who vanished eighty years ago?


  Thats the basic idea.


  How will you even know where to look?


  I havent quite figured that part out yet. My wife, who is a producer at 60 Minutes and notably sensible, put the plates on the table, waiting for me to elaborate.
  Its not like Ill be the first to go, I added. Hundreds of others have done it.


  And what happened to them?


  I took a bite of the noodles, hesitating. Many of them disappeared.


  She looked at me for a long moment. I hope you know what youre doing.


  I promised her that I would not rush into the Xingu, at least until I knew where to begin my route. Most recent expeditions had relied on the coordinates for Dead Horse Camp contained in
  Exploration Fawcett, but, given the colonels elaborate subterfuge, it seemed strange that the camp would be that easy to find. While Fawcett had taken meticulous notes about his
  expeditions, his most sensitive papers were believed to have been either lost or kept private by his family. Some of Fawcetts correspondence and the diaries of members of his expeditions,
  however, had ended up in British archives. And so, before plunging into the jungle, I set out to England to see if I could uncover more about Fawcetts zealously guarded route and the man
  who, in 1925, had seemingly vanished from the earth.
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  Buried Treasure


  Percy Harrison Fawcett had rarely, if ever, felt so alive.


  It was 1888, and he was a twenty-one-year-old lieutenant in the Royal Artillery. He had just received a months leave from his garrison in the British colony of Ceylon and was decked out
  in a crisp white uniform with gold buttons and a spiked helmet strapped under his chin. Even with a rifle and a sword, though, he looked like a boythe callowest of young
  officers, as he called himself.


  He went into his bungalow at Fort Frederick, which overlooked the shimmering blue harbor in Trincomalee. Fawcett, who was an inveterate dog lover, shared his room with seven fox terriers, which,
  in those days, often followed an officer into battle. He searched among the local artifacts cluttering his quarters for a letter he had stashed. There it was, with strange curling characters
  scrawled across the front in sepia ink. Fawcett had received the note from a colonial administrator, who had been given it by a village headman for whom he had done a favor. As Fawcett later wrote
  in his journal, a message, in English, was attached to the mysterious script and said that in the city of Badulla, in the interior of the island, was a plain
  covered at one end with rocks. In Sinhalese, the spot was sometimes called Galla-pita-GallaRock upon Rock. The message went on:


  
    
      Beneath these rocks is a cave, once easy to enter, but now difficult of approach as the entrance is obscured by stones, jungle and long grass. Leopards are sometimes found there. In that
      cave is a treasure . . . [of] uncut jewels and gold to an extent greater than that possessed of many kings.

    

  


  Although Ceylon (today Sri Lanka) was renowned as the jewel box of the Indian Ocean, the colonial administrator had placed little credence in such an extravagant tale and passed
  the documents to Fawcett, who he thought might find them interesting. Fawcett had no idea what to make of themthey might well be poppycock. But, unlike most of the aristocratic officer
  corps, he had little money. As an impecunious Artillery lieutenant, he wrote, the idea of treasure was too attractive to abandon. It was also a chance to escape from the
  base and its white ruling caste, which mirrored upper-class English societya society that, beneath its veneer of social respectability, had always contained for Fawcett a somewhat Dickensian
  horror.


  His father, Captain Edward Boyd Fawcett, was a Victorian aristocrat who had been a member of the Prince of Waless inner circle and one of the empires great batsmen in cricket. But
  as a young man he had degenerated into alcoholismhis nickname was Bulb, because his nose had become so bulbous from liquorand, in addition to philandering, he squandered the
  familys wealth. Years later, a relative, straining to describe him in the best light, wrote that Captain Fawcett possessed great abilities which found no true applicationa good
  man gone wrong . . . A Balliol scholar and fine athlete . . . yachtsman, charmer and wit, equerry to the Prince of Wales (later to succeed Queen Victoria as Edward VII), he dissipated two
  substantial fortunes at court, neglected his wife and children . . . and, in consequence of his dissolute ways and addiction to drink at the end of his short life,
  died of consumption aged forty-five.


  Percys mother, Myra Elizabeth, provided little refuge from this disturbed environment. Her unhappy married life caused her much frustration and embitterment,
  inclining her to caprice and injustice, particularly towards her children, the family member wrote. Percy later confided to Conan Doyle, with whom he corresponded, that his mother was all
  but hateful. Still, Percy tried to protect her reputation, along with his fathers, by alluding to them only obliquely in Exploration Fawcett: Perhaps it was all
  for the best that my childhood . . . was so devoid of parental affection that it turned me in upon myself.


  With what money they had left, Fawcetts parents sent him to Britains elite public schoolsincluding Westminsterwhich were notorious for their harsh methods. Though
  Fawcett insisted that his frequent canings did nothing to alter my outlook, he was forced to conform to the Victorian notion of a gentleman. Dress was considered an unmistakable index
  of character, and he often wore a black frock coat and a waistcoat and, on formal occasions, tails and a top hat; immaculate gloves, prepared with stretcher and powder machines, were so essential
  that some men went through six pairs in a day. Years later, Fawcett complained that the memorable horror of [such garments] still lingered from drab days at Westminster School.


  Reclusive, combative, and hypersensitive, Fawcett had to learn to converse about works of art (though never to flaunt his knowledge), to waltz without reversing himself, and to be unerringly
  proper in the presence of the opposite sex. Victorian society, fearful that industrialization was eroding Christian values, was obsessed with mastery over bodily instincts. There were crusades
  against obscene literature and masturbatory disease, and abstinence pamphlets disseminated in the countryside instructing mothers to keep a watchful eye on the
  hayfields. Doctors recommended spiked penile rings to restrain uncontrolled urges. Such fervor contributed to Fawcetts view of life as a
  never-ending war against the physical forces surrounding him. In later writings, he warned of craving for sensual excitement and vices and desires that are too often
  concealed.


  Gentlemanliness, though, was about more than propriety. Fawcett was expected to be, as one historian wrote of the Victorian gentleman, a natural leader of men . . . fearless in
  war. Sports were considered the ultimate training for young men who would soon prove their mettle on distant battlefields. Fawcett became, like his father, a top-notch cricket player. Local
  newspaper accounts repeatedly hailed his brilliant play. Tall and lean, with remarkable hand-eye coordination, he was a natural athlete, but spectators noticed an almost maniacal
  determination about his style of play. One observer said that Fawcett invariably showed the bowlers that it takes something more than the ordinary to dislodge him when once set. When
  he took up rugby and boxing, he displayed the same stubborn ferocity; in one rugby match, he plowed through his opponents, even after his front teeth had been knocked out.


  Already uncommonly tough, Fawcett was made even more so when he was dispatched, at the age of seventeen, to the Royal Military Academy at Woolwich, or the Shop, as it was known.
  Although Fawcett had no desire to be a soldier, his mother apparently forced him to go because she liked the splendid uniforms. The coldness of the Shop supplanted the coldness of his home.
  Snookersnew cadets like Fawcettunderwent hours of drills, and if they violated the code of a gentleman cadet they were flogged. Older cadets often made the
  younger ones look out for squalls, which meant sticking their naked arms and legs out an open window in the cold for hours. Or snookers were ordered to stand on two stacked stools
  balanced on top of a table as the bottom legs were kicked out from under them. Or their skin was pressed against a scalding poker. The fashion of torture was often ingenious, and sometimes
  worthy of the most savage races, a historian of the academy stated.


  By the time Fawcett graduated, almost two years later, he had been taught, as a contemporary put it, to regard the risk of death as the most piquant sauce
  to life. More important, he was trained to be an apostle of Western civilization: to go forth and convert the world to capitalism and Christianity, to transform pastures into plantations and
  huts into hotels, to introduce to those living in the Stone Age the marvels of the steam engine and locomotive, and to ensure that the sun never set on the British Empire.


  
    NOW, AS FAWCETT slipped away from the secluded base in Ceylon with his treasure map in hand, he suddenly found himself amid verdant forests and
    crystalline beaches and mountains, and people dressed in colors that he had never seen before, not funereal blacks and whites like in London, but purples and yellows and rubies, all flashing and
    radiating and pulsatinga vista so astonishing that even the arch cynic Mark Twain, who visited the island around the same time period, remarked, Dear me, it is beautiful!

  


  Fawcett hopped a ride on a cramped sailing vessel that, alongside the British battleships, was only a speck of wood and canvas. As the boat left the inlet, he could see Fort Frederick high on
  the bluff, its outer wall pocked with cannon holes from the late eighteenth century, when the British had tried to seize the promontory from the Dutch, who had previously seized it from the
  Portuguese. After traveling some eighty miles down the countrys eastern seaboard, the boat pulled in to port at Batticaloa, where canoes circulated around incoming ships. Sinhalese traders,
  shouting above the splash of the oars, would offer precious stones, especially to a sahib who, wearing a top hat and with a fob watch dangling from his vest, no doubt had pockets filled with
  sterling. Upon disembarking, Fawcett would have been surrounded by more merchants: some Sinhalese, some Tamils, some Muslims, all crowded in the bazaar, hawking fresh produce. The air was suffused
  with the aroma of dried tea leaves, the sweet scent of vanilla and cacao, and something more pungentdried fish, only not with the usual rancid odor of the sea but laden with curry. And
  there were people: astrologers, peddlers, dhobis, jaggery sellers, goldsmiths, tom-tom beaters, and beggars. To reach Badulla, about a hundred miles inland, Fawcett
  took a bullock cart, which rattled and groaned as the drivers whip lashed against the bulls flanks, prodding the beast up the mountain road, past rice fields and tea plantations. In
  Badulla, Fawcett asked a British plantation owner if he had heard of a place called Galla-pita-Galla.


  Im afraid I cant tell you anything, Fawcett recalled him saying. Theres a ruin up there they call the Kings Bath, which may once
  have been a tank [reservoir] or something, but as for rockswhy, dammit, its all rocks! He recommended that Fawcett talk to a local headman named Jumna Das, a descendant of the
  Kandyan kings who ruled the country until 1815. If anyone can tell you where Galla-pita-Galla is, its him, the Englishman said.


  That evening, Fawcett found Jumna Das, who was tall and elderly, with an elegant white beard. Das explained that the treasure of the Kandyan kings was rumored to have been buried in this region.
  There was no doubt, Das went on, that archaeological remains and mineral deposits lay around the foothills to the southeast of Badulla, perhaps near Galla-pita-Galla.


  Fawcett was unable to locate the treasure, but the prospect of the jewels still glimmered in his mind. Did the hound find its greatest pleasure in the chase or in the killing of its
  quarry? he wondered. Later, he set out again with a map. This time, with the help of a team of hired laborers, he discovered a spot that seemed to resemble the cave described in the note.
  For hours, the men dug as mounds of earth formed around them, but all they uncovered were shards of pottery and a white cobra, which sent the workers scattering in terror.


  Fawcett, despite his failure, relished his flight from everything he knew. Ceylon is a very old country, and ancient peoples had more wisdom than we of today know, Das told
  Fawcett.


  That spring, after reluctantly returning to Fort Frederick, Fawcett learned that Archduke Franz Ferdinand, a nephew of the Austro-Hungarian emperor, was planning
  to visit Ceylon. A gala party was announced in Ferdinands honor, and many of the ruling elite, including Fawcett, turned out. The men wore long black dress coats and white silk cravats, the
  women billowing bustle skirts, with corsets pulled so tight they could barely breathe. Fawcett, who would have worn his most ceremonial dress, was a commanding and charismatic presence.


  He obviously did exert some fascination on women, a relative observed. Once, at a charity event, a reporter noted that the way the ladies obeyed him was a sight for a
  king. Fawcett did not meet Ferdinand, but he spotted a more alluring figure, a girl who seemed no more than seventeen or eighteen, her skin pale, her long brown hair pinned atop her head,
  highlighting her exquisite features. Her name was Nina Agnes Paterson, and she was the daughter of a colonial magistrate.


  Although Fawcett never acknowledged it, he must have felt some of the desires that so terrified him. (Among his papers he had kept a fortunetellers warning: Your greatest dangers
  come through women, who are greatly attracted to you, and to whom you are greatly attracted, yet they more often bring you sorrow and boundless troubles than anything else.) Not permitted by
  custom to approach Nina and ask her to dance, he had to find someone to officially present him, which he did.


  Despite being bubbly and flighty, Nina was highly cultured. She spoke German and French, and had been tutored in geography, religious studies, and Shakespeare. She also shared some of
  Fawcetts brashness (she advocated womens rights) and independent curiosity (she liked to explore the island and read Buddhist texts).


  The next day Fawcett wrote to his mother to tell her that he had met the ideal woman, the only one I want to marry. Nina lived with her family on the opposite end of the island, in
  Galle, in a large house filled with servants, and Fawcett made pilgrimages to court her. He began to call her Cheeky, in part, one family member said, because she always had to
  have the last word; she, in turn, called him Puggy, because of his tenacity. I was very happy and I had nothing but admiration for
  Percys character: an austere, serious and generous man, Nina later told a reporter.


  On October 29, 1890, two years after they met, Fawcett proposed. My life would have no meaning without you, he told her. Nina agreed immediately, and her family held a party to
  celebrate. But, according to relatives, some members of Fawcetts family opposed the engagement and lied to Fawcett, telling him that Nina was not the lady he thought she wasin other
  words, that she was not a virgin. It is unclear why the family objected to the marriage and leveled such an allegation, but Fawcetts mother appears to have been at the center of the
  machinations. In a letter years later to Conan Doyle, Fawcett implied that his mother had been a silly old thing and an ugly old thing for being so hateful to Nina, and that she had
  a good deal to make up for. At the time, though, Fawcetts fury was unleashed not at his mother but at Nina. He wrote her a letter, saying, You are not the pure young
  girl I thought you to be. He then terminated their engagement.


  For years, they had no more contact. Fawcett remained at the fort, where, high on the cliffs, he could see a pillar dedicated to a Dutch maiden who, in 1687, had leaped to her death after her
  fianc deserted her. Nina, meanwhile, returned to Great Britain. It took me a long time to recover from this blow, she later told a reporter, though concealing the true reason
  for Fawcetts decision. Eventually, she met a captain in the Army named Herbert Christie Prichard, who was either unaware of the charge against her or unwilling to cast her out. In the summer
  of 1897, the two wed. But five months later he collapsed from a cerebral embolism. As Nina put it, Destiny cruelly struck me again for the second time. Moments before he died,
  Prichard reputedly told her, Go . . . and marry Fawcett! He is the real man for you. By then, Fawcett had discovered his familys deception and, according to one relative, wrote
  to Nina and begged her to take him back.


  I thought I had no love left for him, Nina confessed. I thought that he had killed the passion I had for him with his brutish
  behavior. But, when they met again, she could not bring herself to rebuff him: We looked at each other and, invincibly this time, happiness jumped all over us. We had found each other
  again!


  On January 31, 1901, nine days after Queen Victoria died, ending a reign that lasted almost sixty-four years, Nina Paterson and Percy Harrison Fawcett were finally married, and eventually
  settled at the military garrison in Ceylon. In May 1903, their first child, Jack, was born. He looked like his father, only with his mothers fairer skin and finer features. A
  particularly beautiful boy, Fawcett wrote. Jack seemed preternaturally gifted, at least to his parents. He ran about at seven months old and talked freely at a year old,
  Fawcett boasted. He was and is, physically and intellectually, far ahead.


  Although Ceylon had become for his wife and son an earthly paradise, Fawcett began to chafe at the confines of Victorian society. He was too much of a loner, too ambitious and
  headstrong (audacious to the point of rashness, as one observer put it), too intellectually curious to fit within the officer corps. While his wife had dispelled some of his
  moodiness, he remained, as he put it, a lone wolf, determined to seek paths of my own rather than take the well-trodden ways.


  These paths led him to one of the most unconventional figures to emerge in the Victorian era: Helena Petrovna Blavatsky, or, as she was usually called, Madame Blavatsky. For a moment during the
  late nineteenth century, Blavatsky, who claimed to be psychic, seemed on the threshold of founding a lasting religious movement. Marion Meade, one of her most dispassionate biographers, wrote that
  during her lifetime people across the globe furiously debated whether she was a genius, a consummate fraud, or simply a lunatic. By that time, an excellent case could have been made for any
  of the three. Born in Russia in 1831, Blavatsky was short and fat, with bulging eyes and folds of skin falling from her multiple chins. Her face was so broad that some people suspected she
  was a man. She professed to be a virgin (in fact, she had two husbands and an illegitimate son) and an apostle of asceticism (she smoked up to two hundred
  cigarettes a day and swore like a soldier). Meade wrote, She weighed more than other people, ate more, smoked more, swore more, and visualized heaven and earth in terms that dwarfed any
  previous conception. The poet William Butler Yeats, who fell under her spell, described her as the most human person alive.


  As she traveled to America and Europe in the 1870s and 1880s, she gathered followers who were mesmerized by her odd charms and Gothic appetites and, whats more, by her powers to seemingly
  levitate objects and speak with the dead. The rise of science in the nineteenth century had had a paradoxical effect: while it undermined faith in Christianity and the literal word of the Bible, it
  also created an enormous void for someone to explain the mysteries of the universe that lay beyond microbes and evolution and capitalist greed. George Bernard Shaw wrote that perhaps never be fore
  had so many people been addicted to table-rapping, materialization sances, clairvoyance, palmistry, crystal-gazing and the like.


  The new powers of science to harness invisible forces often made these beliefs seem more credible, not less. If phonographs could capture human voices, and if telegraphs could send messages from
  one continent to the other, then why couldnt science eventually peel back the Other World? In 1882, some of Englands most distinguished scientists formed the Society for Psychical
  Research. Members soon included a prime minister and Nobel Prize laureates, as well as Alfred Tennyson, Sigmund Freud, and Alfred Russel Wallace, who, along with Darwin, developed the theory of
  evolution. Conan Doyle, who in Sherlock Holmes had created the embodiment of the rationalist mind, spent years trying to confirm the existence of fairies and sprites. I suppose I am Sherlock
  Holmes, if anybody is, and I say that the case for spiritualism is absolutely proved, Conan Doyle once declared.


  While Madame Blavatsky continued to practice the arts of a medium, she gradually turned her attention to more ambitious psychic frontiers. Claiming that she was a conduit for a brotherhood of
  reincarnated Tibetan mahatmas, she tried to give birth to a new religion called Theosophy, or wisdom of the gods. It drew heavily on occult teachings
  and Eastern religions, particularly Buddhism, and for many Westerners it came to represent a kind of counterculture, replete with vegetarianism. As the historian Janet Oppenheim noted in The
  Other World, For those who wanted to rebel dramatically against the constraints of the Victorian ethoshowever they perceived that elusive entitythe flavor of heresy must
  have been particularly alluring when concocted by so unabashed an outsider as H. P. Blavatsky.


  Some Theosophists, taking their heresy even further, became Buddhists and aligned themselves with religious leaders in India and Ceylon who opposed colonial rule. Among these Theosophists was
  Fawcetts older brother, Edward, to whom Percy had always looked up. A hulking mountain climber who wore a gold monocle, Edward, who had been a child prodigy and published an epic poem at the
  age of thirteen, helped Blavatsky research and write her 1893 magnum opus, The Secret Doctrine. In 1890, he traveled to Ceylon, where Percy was stationed, to take the Pansil, or five
  precepts of Buddhism, which includes vows not to kill, drink liquor, or commit adultery. An Indian newspaper carried an account of the ceremony under the headline Conversion of an Englishman
  to Buddhism:


  
    
      The ceremony commenced at about 8:30 p.m., in the sanctum sanctorum of the Buddhist Hall, where the High Priest Sumangala examined the candidate. Satisfied with the views of Mr.
      Fawcett, the High Priest . . . said that it gave him the greatest pleasure to introduce Mr. Fawcett, an educated Englishman . . . Mr. Fawcett then stood up and begged the High Priest to give
      him the Pansil. The High Priest assented, and the Pansil was given, Mr. Fawcett repeating it after the High Priest. At the last line of the Five
      Precepts the English Buddhist was cheered vociferously by his co-religionists present.

    

  


  On another occasion, according to family members, Percy Fawcett, apparently inspired by his brother, took the Pansil as wellan act that, for a colonial
  military officer who was supposed to be suppressing Buddhists and promoting Christianity on the island, was more seditious. In The Victorians, the British novelist and historian A. N. Wilson
  noted, At the very time in history when the white races were imposing Imperialism on Egypt and Asia, there is something gloriously subversive about those Westerners who succumbed to the
  Wisdom of the East, in however garbled or preposterous a form. Other scholars point out that nineteenth and early twentieth century Europeanseven the most benignly
  motivatedexoticized the East, which only helped to legitimize imperialism. At least in Fawcetts mind, what he had been taught his whole life about the superiority of Western
  civilization clashed with what he experienced beyond its shores. I transgressed again and again the awful laws of traditional behavior, but in doing so learned a great deal, he said.
  Over the years, his attempt to reconcile these opposing forces, to balance his moral absolutism and cultural relativism, would force him into bizarre contradictions and greater heresies.


  Now, though, the tension merely fueled his fascination with explorers like Richard Francis Burton and David Livingstone, who had been esteemed by Victorian society, even worshipped by it, and
  yet were able to live outside it. Fawcett devoured accounts of their adventures in the penny presses, which were being churned out by new steam-powered printing machines. In 1853, Burton, disguised
  as a Muslim pilgrim, had managed to sneak into Mecca. Four years later, in the race to find the source of the Nile, John Speke had gone nearly blind from an infection and almost deaf from stabbing
  a beetle that was boring into his ear canal. In the late 1860s, the missionary David Livingstone, also searching for the Niles source, vanished into the heart of Africa, and in January 1871,
  Henry Morton Stanley set out to find him, vowing, No living man . . . shall stop me. Only death can prevent me. Incredibly, ten months later, Stanley succeeded, famously greeting him,
  Dr. Livingstone, I presume? Livingstone, intent on continuing his search, refused to return with him. Suffering from a clot in his artery,
  disoriented, bleeding internally, and hungry, he died in northeast Zambia in 1873; in his last moments, he had been kneeling in prayer. His heart, as he requested, was buried there, while the rest
  of his body was carried by his followers across the continent, borne aloft as if he were a saint, and transported back to England, where throngs of people paid tribute to him at Westminster
  Abbey.


  Fawcett later became friendly with the novelist who most vividly conjured up this world of the Victorian adventurer-savant: Sir Henry Rider Haggard. In 1885, Haggard published King
  Solomons Mines, which was advertised as THE MOST AMAZING BOOK EVER WRITTEN. Like many quest novels, it was patterned on folktales and myths, such as that of the Holy Grail.
  The hero is the iconic Allan Quatermain, a no-nonsense elephant hunter who searches for a hidden cache of diamonds in Africa with a map traced in blood. V. S. Pritchett noted that, whereas
  E. M. Forster once spoke of the novelist sending down a bucket into the unconscious, Haggard installed a suction pump. He drained the whole reservoir of the publics
  secret desires.


  Yet Fawcett did not have to look so far to see his desires spilled on the page. After abandoning Theosophy, Fawcetts older brother, Edward, remade himself into a popular adventure
  novelist who for a time was hailed as the English answer to Jules Verne. In 1894, he published Swallowed by an Earthquake, which tells the story of a group of friends who are plunged into a
  subterranean world where they discover dinosaurs and a tribe of wild-man that eats men.


  It was Edwards next novel, however, that most acutely reflected his younger brothers private fantasiesand, in many ways, chillingly foretold Percys future. Called
  The Secret of the Desert and published in 1895, the novel appeared with a blood-red cover that was engraved with a picture of an explorer wearing a pith helmet who was dangling from a rope
  over a palace wall. The tale centers on an amateur cartographer and archaeologist named Arthur Mannersthe very personification of the Victorian sensibility. With funding from a scientific
  body, Manners, the most venturesome of travellers, abandons the quaint British countryside to explore the perilous region of central Arabia. Insisting
  on going alone (possibly thinking that it would be just as well to enjoy what celebrity might be in store for him unshared), Manners wanders into the depths of the Great Red Desert in
  search of unknown tribes and archaeological ruins. After two years elapse without any word from him, many in England fear that he has starved or been taken hostage by a tribe. Three of
  Mannerss colleagues launch a rescue mission, using an armor-plated vehicle that one of them has constructeda futuristic contraption that, like Vernes submarine in 20,000
  Leagues Under the Sea, reflects both the progress and the terrifying capabilities of European civilization. The expedition picks up reports that Manners headed in the direction of the fabled
  Oasis of Gazelles, which is said to contain strange ruins, relics of some race once no doubt of great renown, but now wholly forgotten. Anyone who has attempted to reach it has either
  vanished or been killed. As Mannerss friends make toward it, they run out of water and fear that we would-be rescuers are ourselves lost men. Then they spot a shimmering
  poolthe Oasis of Gazelles. And beside it are the ruins of a temple laden with treasure. I was overcome with admiration for the forgotten race that had reared this astounding
  fabric, the narrator says.


  The explorers discover that Manners is being held prisoner inside the temple and spirit him away in the high-speed tank. Without time to bring any artifacts to prove to the world their
  discovery, they must rely on Manners to persuade the skeptics. But a member of the expedition, planning to return and excavate the ruins before anyone else, says of Manners, He
  wont, I hope, be very particular about mentioning the exact latitude and longitude.


  
    ONE DAY FAWCETT set out from Fort Frederick, trekking inland through a morass of vines and brambles. Everywhere about me there was
    soundthe sound of the wild, he wrote of Ceylons jungle. After hours, he came upon what he was looking for: a half-buried wall carved with hundreds of images of elephants. It was a remnant of an ancient temple, and all around it Fawcett could see adjoining ruins: stone pillars and palace archways and dagobas. They were
    part of Anuradhapura, a city that had been built more than two thousand years earlier. Now, as a contemporary of Fawcetts put it, the city has vanished like a dream . . . Where are
    the hands which reared it, the men who sought its shelter in the burning heat of noon? Later, Fawcett wrote a friend that the old Ceylon is buried under forest and mould . . . There
    are bricks and vanishing dagobas and inexplicable mounds, pits, and inscriptions.

  


  Fawcett was no longer a boy; he was in his thirties, and he could not bear to spend the rest of his life sequestered in one military garrison after another, entombed in his imagination. He
  wanted to become what Joseph Conrad had dubbed a geography militant, someone who, bearing in his breast a spark of the sacred fire, discovered along the secret latitudes
  and longitudes of the earth the mysteries of mankind. And he knew that there was only one place for him to go: the Royal Geographical Society, in London. It had launched Livingstone and Speke and
  Burton and given birth to the Victorian age of discovery. And Fawcett had no doubt that it would help him realize what he called my Destiny.
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  Blank Spots on the Map


  Here you go, the Royal Geographical Society, the taxi driver said, as the cab let me out in front of the entrance, across from
  Hyde Park, on a February morning in 2005. The building resembled an extravagant manor, which it had been before the Society, in need of a larger space, purchased it in 1912. Three stories high, it
  had redbrick walls, sash windows, Dutch pilasters, and an overhanging copper roof that came together, along with several chimneys, at various jumbled points, like a childs vision of a
  castle. Along the outer wall were life-size statues of Livingstone, with his trademark cap and walking stick, and of Ernest Shackleton, the Antarctic explorer, bundled in scarves and wearing boots.
  At the entrance, I asked a guard for the location of the archives, which I hoped would shed further light on Fawcetts career as an explorer, and on his last voyage.


  When I had first called John Hemming, a former director of the Royal Geographical Society and a historian of the Brazilian Indians, to ask about the Amazon explorer, he said, Youre
  not one of those Fawcett lunatics, are you? The Society had apparently become wary of people who were consumed by Fawcetts fate. Despite the passage
  of time and the diminished likelihood of finding him, some people seemed to grow more rather than less fanatical. For decades, they had pestered the Society for information, concocting their own
  bizarre theories, before setting out into the wilderness to effectively commit suicide. They were often called the Fawcett freaks. One person who went in search of Fawcett in 1995
  wrote in an unpublished article that his fascination had mutated into a virus and that, when he called upon the Society for help, an exasperated staff person said of
  Fawcett hunters, I think theyre mad. These people are completely obsessed. I felt slightly foolish descending upon the Society to request all of Fawcetts papers, but the
  Societys archives, which contain Charles Darwins sextant and Livingstones original maps, had been opened to the general public only in the previous few months, and could prove
  invaluable.


  A guard at the front desk gave me a card authorizing me to enter the building, and I walked down a cavernous marble corridor, passing an old smoking lounge and a walnut-paneled map room where
  explorers like Fawcett had once gathered. In recent years, the Society had added a modern glass pavilion, but the renovation could not dispel the anachronistic air that hung over the
  institution.


  Yet in Fawcetts day the Society was helping to engineer one of the most incredible feats of humankind: the mapping of the world. Perhaps no deed, not the building of the Brooklyn Bridge
  or the Panama Canal, rivals its scope or human toll. The endeavor, from the time the ancient Greeks laid out the main principles of sophisticated cartography, took hundreds of years, cost millions
  of dollars, and claimed thousands of lives, and, when it was all but over, the achievement was so overwhelming that few could recall what the world looked like before, or how the feat had been
  accomplished.


  In a corridor of the Royal Geographical Societys building, I noticed on the wall a gigantic seventeenth-century map of the globe. On the margins were sea monsters and dragons. For ages,
  cartographers had no means of knowing what existed on most of the earth. And more often than not these gaps were filled in with fantastical kingdoms and beasts, as
  if the make-believe, no matter how terrifying, were less frightening than the truly unknown.


  During the Middle Ages and the Renaissance, maps depicted fowl in Asia that tore humans apart, a bird in Germany that glowed in the dark, people in India with everything from sixteen toes to dog
  heads, hyenas in Africa whose shadows rendered dogs mute, and a beast called a cockatrice that could kill with a mere puff of its breath. The most dreaded place on the map was the
  land of Gog and Magog, whose armies, the book of Ezekiel had warned, would one day descend from the north to wipe out the people of Israel, like a cloud to cover the land.


  At the same time, maps expressed the eternal longing for something more alluring: a terrestrial paradise. Cartographers included as central landmarks the Fountain of Youth, for which Ponce de
  Len scoured Florida in the sixteenth century, and the Garden of Eden, which the seventh-century encyclopedist Isidore of Seville reported was filled with every kind of wood and
  fruit-bearing tree, having also the tree of life.


  In the twelfth century, these feverish visions were inflamed when a letter appeared in the court of the emperor of Byzantium, purportedly written by a king named Prester John. It said, I,
  Prester John, who reign supreme, exceed in riches, virtue, and power all creatures who dwell under heaven. Seventy-two kings pay tribute to me. It continued, Honey flows in our land,
  and milk everywhere abounds. In one of our territories no poison can do harm and no noisy frog croaks, no scorpions are there, and no serpents creep through the grass. No venomous reptiles can
  exist there or use their deadly power. Though the letter was likely written as an allegory, it was taken as proof of paradise on earth, which mapmakers placed in the unexplored territories
  of the Orient. In 1177, Pope Alexander III dispatched his personal physician to extend to the dearest son in Christ, the famous and high king of the Indians, the holy priest, his greetings
  and apostolic benediction. The doctor never returned. Still, the Church and royal courts continued for centuries to send emissaries to locate this fabulous
  kingdom. In 1459, the learned Venetian cartographer Fra Mauro created one of the most exhaustive maps of the world. At last, Prester Johns mythic kingdom was wiped from Asia. Instead, in
  Ethiopia, Mauro had written, qui il Presto Janni fa residential principalhere Prester John makes his principal residence.


  Even as late as 1740, it was estimated that fewer than a hundred and twenty places on the planet had been accurately mapped. Because precise portable clocks did not exist, navigators had no
  means of determining longitude, which is most easily measured as a function of time. Ships plowed into rocks and shoals, their captains convinced that they were hundreds of miles out to sea;
  thousands of men and millions of dollars worth of cargo were squandered. In 1714, Parliament announced that the Discovery of the Longitude is of such Consequence to Great Britain for
  the safety of the Navy and Merchant-Ships as well as for the improvement of Trade that it was offering a twenty-thousand-pound prizethe equivalent today of twelve million
  dollarsfor a Practical and Useful solution. Some of the greatest scientific minds tried to solve the problem. Most hoped to use the position of the moon and stars to fix time,
  but in 1773 John Harrison was recognized as the winner with his more feasible solution: a three-pound, diamond-and-ruby-laden chronometer.


  Despite its success, Harrisons clock could not overcome the main problem that had bedeviled mapmakers: distance. Europeans had not yet traveled to the farthest ends of the earththe
  North and South Poles. Nor had they surveyed much of the interior of Africa, Australia, or South America. Cartographers scrawled across these areas on the map a single haunting word:
  Unexplored.


  Finally, in the nineteenth century, as the British Empire was increasingly expanding, several English scientists, admirals, and merchants believed that an institution was needed to create a map
  of the world based on observation rather than on imagination, an organization that detailed both the contours of the earth and everything that lay within them. And so, in 1830, the Royal
  Geographical Society of London was born. According to its mission statement, the Society would collect, digest and print. . . new interesting facts and
  discoveries; build a repository of the best books on geography and a complete collection of maps; assemble the most sophisticated surveying equipment; and help
  launch explorers on their travels. All this was part of its mandate to chart every nook and cranny of the earth. There was not a square foot of the planets surface to which Fellows of
  this Society should not at least try to go, a later president of the institution vowed. That is our business. That is what we are out for. While the Society would serve as a
  handmaiden of the British Empire, what it was out for represented a departure from the previous age of discovery, when conquistadores, like Columbus, were dispatched strictly in pursuit of God,
  gold, and glory. In contrast, the Royal Geographical Society wanted to explore for the sake of explorationin the name of the newest god, Science.


  Within weeks of its unveiling, the Society had attracted nearly five hundred members. [It] was composed almost entirely of men of high social standing, a secretary of the
  institution later remarked, adding, It may thus be regarded as having been to some extent a Society Institution to which everybody who was anybody was expected to belong. The original
  list of members included acclaimed geologists, hydrographers, natural philosophers, astronomers, and military officers, as well as dukes, earls, and knights. Darwin became a member in 1838, as did
  one of his sons, Leonard, who in 1908 was elected president of the Society.


  As the Society launched more and more expeditions around the world, it drew into its ranks not just adventurers, scholars, and dignitaries but also eccentrics. The Industrial Revolution, in
  addition to producing appalling conditions for the lower classes, had engendered unprecedented wealth for members of the middle and upper classes in Britain, who could suddenly afford to make
  leisurely pursuits such as travel a full-time hobby. Hence the rise of the amateur in Victorian society. The Royal Geographical Society became a haven for such people, along with a few poorer
  members, like Livingstone, whose exploits it helped to finance. Many of its members were odd even by Victorian standards. Richard Burton espoused atheism and
  defended polygamy so fervently that, while he was off exploring, his wife inserted into one of his manuscripts the following disclaimer: I protest vehemently against his religious and moral
  sentiments, which belie a good and chivalrous life.


  Not surprisingly, such members produced a fractious body. Burton recalled how at a meeting attended by his wife and family he grew so agitated after an opponent had spoken falsely
  that he waved his map pointer at members of the audience, who looked as if a tiger was going to spring in amongst them, or that I was going to use the stick like a spear upon my adversary,
  who stood up from the benches. To make the scene more lively, my wifes brothers and sisters were struggling in the corner to hold down their father, an old man, who had never been used to
  public speaking, and who slowly rose up in speechless indignation at hearing me accused of making a misstatement. Years later, another member conceded, Explorers are not, perhaps, the
  most promising people with whom to build a society. Indeed, some might say that explorers become explorers precisely because they have a streak of unsociability and a need to remove themselves at
  regular intervals as far as possible from their fellow men.


  Debates raged within the Society over the course of rivers and mountains, the boundaries of cities and towns, and the size of the oceans. No less intense were the disputes over who deserved
  recognition, and the subsequent fame and fortune, for making a discovery. And the discussions often involved the most fundamental questions of morality and human existence: Were newly discovered
  tribes savages or civilized? Should they be converted to Christianity? Did all of humanity stem from one ancient civilization or from many? The struggle to answer such questions frequently pitted
  the so-called armchair geographers and theoreticians, who pored over incoming data, against the rough-and-tumble explorers, who worked in the field. One official of the Society
  reprimanded an African explorer for his suppositions, telling him, What you can do, is state accurately what you saw, leaving it to stay-at-home men of science to collate the data
  of very many travelers, in order to form a theory. The explorer Speke, in turn, denounced those geographers who sit in carpet slippers, and criticise
  those who labour in the field.


  Perhaps the most vicious feud was over the source of the Nile. After Speke claimed in 1858 that he had discovered the rivers origin, at a lake he christened Victoria, many of the
  Societys members, led by his former traveling companion Burton, refused to believe him. Speke said of Burton, B is one of those men who never can be wrong, and will never acknowledge
  an error. In September of 1864, the two men, who had once nursed each other back from death on an expedition, were supposed to square off in a public meeting. The London Times called
  it a gladiatorial exhibition. But, as the meeting was about to begin, the gatherers were informed that Speke would not be coming: he had gone hunting the previous day, and was found
  dead of a self-inflicted gunshot wound. By God, hes killed himself! Burton reportedly exclaimed, staggering on the stage; later, Burton was seen in tears, reciting his onetime
  companions name over and over. Although it was never known for certain if the shooting was intentional, many suspected, like Burton, that the protracted feud had caused the man who had
  conquered the desert to take his own life. A decade later, Spekes claim to having discovered the Niles source would be proved correct.


  During the Societys early years, no member personified the organizations eccentricities or audacious mission more than Sir Francis Galton. A cousin of Charles Darwins, he
  had been a child prodigy who, by the age of four, could read and recite Latin. He went on to concoct myriad inventions. They included a ventilating top hat; a machine called a Gumption-Reviver,
  which periodically wet his head to keep him awake during end less study; underwater goggles; and a rotating-vane steam engine. Suffering from periodic nervous breakdownssprained
  brain, as he called ithe had a compulsion to measure and count virtually everything. He quantified the sensitivity of animal hearing, using a walking stick that could make an
  inconspicuous whistle; the efficacy of prayer; the average age of death in each profession (lawyers: 66.51; doctors: 67.04); the exact amount of rope needed to
  break a criminals neck while avoiding decapitation; and levels of boredom (at meetings of the Royal Geographical Society he would count the rate of fidgets among each member of the
  audience). Notoriously, Galton, who like so many of his colleagues was a profound racist, tried to measure levels of intelligence in people and later became known as the father of eugenics.


  In another age, Galtons monomania with quantification might have made him a freak. But, as the evolutionary biologist Stephen Jay Gould once observed, no man expressed his
  eras fascination with numbers so well as Darwins celebrated cousin. And there was no place that shared his fascination more than the Royal Geographical Society. In the 1850s,
  Galton, who had inherited enough money to enable him to avoid the burden of a conventional career, became a member of the Society and, with its endorsement and guidance, explored southern Africa.
  A passion for travel seized me, he wrote, as if I had been a migratory bird. He mapped and documented everything that he could: latitudes and longitudes, topography,
  animals, climate, tribes. Returning to great fanfare, he received the Royal Geographical Societys gold medal, the fields most prestigious honor. In 1854, Galton was elected to the
  Societys governing body, on which, for the next four decades, he served in varying capacities, including honorary secretary and vice president. Together, Galton and this collection of
  menthey were all men until a divisive vote at the end of the nineteenth century admitted twenty-one womenbegan to attack, as Joseph Conrad put it of such militant geographers,
  from north and south and east and west, conquering a bit of truth here and a bit of truth there, and sometimes swallowed up by the mystery their hearts were so persistently set on
  unveiling.


  
    WHAT MATERIALS are you looking for? one of the archivists asked me.

  


  I had gone down into the small reading room in the basement. Bookshelves, illuminated under fluorescent lights, were crammed with travel guides, atlases, and
  bound copies of the Proceedings of the Royal Geographical Society. Most of the Societys collection of more than two million maps, artifacts, photographs, and expedition reports had
  been moved in recent years from what had been called Dickensian conditions to climate-controlled catacombs, and I could see staff flitting in and out of them through a side door.


  When I told the archivist that I was looking for Fawcetts papers, she gave me a quizzical look. What is it? I asked.


  Well, lets just say many people who are interested in Fawcett are a little . . . Her voice trailed off as she disappeared into the catacombs. While I was waiting, I skimmed
  through several accounts of expeditions backed by the Society. One described an 1844 expedition led by Charles Sturt and his second-in-command, James Poole, which searched the Australian desert for
  a legendary inland sea. So great is the heat that . . . our hair has ceased to grow, our nails have become brittle as glass, Sturt wrote in his diary. The scurvy shows itself
  upon us all. We are attacked by violent headaches, pains in the limbs, swollen and ulcerated gums. Mr. Poole became worse and worse: ultimately the skin over his muscles became black, and he lost
  the use of his lower extremities. On the 14th he suddenly expired. The inland sea never existed, and these accounts made me aware of how much of the discovery of the world was based on
  failure rather than on successon tactical errors and pipe dreams. The Society may have conquered the world, but not before the world had conquered its members. Among the Societys long
  list of those who were sacrificed, Fawcett filled a distinct category: neither alive nor deador, as one writer dubbed him, the living dead.


  The archivist soon emerged from the stacks carrying a half-dozen mottled folders. As she placed them on the table, they released purplish dust. Youll have to put these on,
  she said, handing me a pair of white gloves. After I slipped them over my fingers, I opened the first folder: yellowed, crumbling letters spilled out. On many of the pages were impossibly small, slanting words that ran together, as if written in code. It was Fawcetts handwriting. I took one of the pages and spread it in front of me. The letter was
  dated 1915 and began Dear Reeves. The name was familiar, and I opened one of the books on the Royal Geographical Society and scanned its index. Edward Ayearst Reeves had been the map
  curator of the institution from 1900 to 1933.


  The folders contained more than two decades of correspondence between Fawcett and officials at the Society. Many of the letters were addressed to Reeves or to Sir John Scott Keltie, who was the
  RGS secretary from 1892 to 1915 and later its vice president. There were also scores of letters from Nina, government officials, explorers, and friends concerning Fawcetts disappearance. I
  knew it would take me days, if not weeks, to go through everything, and yet I felt delight. Here was a road map to Fawcetts life as well as to his death.


  I held one of the letters up to the light. It was dated December 14, 1921. It said, There is very little doubt that the forests cover traces of a lost civilization of a most unsuspected
  and surprising character.


  I opened my reporters pad and started to take notes. One of the letters mentioned that Fawcett had received a diploma from the RGS. I had never seen any reference to the
  Society having given out diplomas, and I asked the archivist why Fawcett had been awarded one.


  He must have enrolled in one of the Societys training programs, she said. She walked over to a bookshelf and began to riffle through journals. Yes, right here. He
  apparently took a course and graduated around 1901.


  You mean he actually went to school to become an explorer?


  I guess you could call it that.
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  The Disciple


  Fawcett didnt want to be late. It was February 4, 1900, and all he had to do was get from his hotel in Redhill, Surrey, to No. 1 Savile Row,
  in the Mayfair district of London, but nothing in the city movedor, more accurately, everything seemed to be moving. Billboard men. Butcher boys. Clerks. Horse-drawn omnibuses. And that
  strange beast which was invading the streets, scaring the horses and pedestrians, breaking down on every curb: the automobile. The law had originally required drivers to proceed at no more than two
  miles per hour with a footman walking ahead waving a red flag, but in 1896 the speed limit had been raised to fourteen miles per hour. And everywhere Fawcett turned the new and the old seemed to be
  at war: electric lights, scattered on the fancier granite streets, and gas lamps, lodged on most cobblestoned corners, glowing in the fog; the Tube bolting through the earth like one of Edward
  Fawcetts science-fiction inventions, and bicycles, only a few years earlier the smartest thing on the footpaths and now already fusty. Even the smells seemed at odds: the traditional stench
  of horse dung and the newer whiff of petrol. It was as if Fawcett were glimpsing the past and the future at once.


  Since he had left England for Ceylon fourteen years earlier, London seemed to have become more crowded, more dirty, more modern, more rich, more poor, more
  everything. With over four and a half million people, London was the biggest city in the world, larger than Paris or New York. Flower girls yelled, All a growin and all a
  blowin! Newspaper boys cried,  Orrible murder!


  As Fawcett pushed his way through the crowds, he no doubt struggled to keep his clothes free of the soot from coal furnaces that had mixed with fog to form Londons own species of grime, a
  tenacious black mixture that penetrated everything; even the keyholes on houses had to be sheathed with metal plates. Then there was the horse manurethe London mud, as it was
  politely calledwhich, though swept up by street urchins and sold door-to-door as garden fertilizer, was virtually everywhere Fawcett stepped.


  Fawcett turned onto an elegant street in Burlington Gardens, away from brothels and blacking factories. On the corner was a handsome stone house with a portico. It was No. 1 Savile Row. And
  Fawcett could see the bold sign: ROYAL GEOGRAPHICAL SOCIETY.


  As Fawcett entered the three-story housethe Society had not yet moved near to Hyde Parkhe was aware that he was stepping into an enchanting place. Over the front door was a half
  window in the shape of a hemispherical lantern; each pane represented the parallels and meridians of a globe. Fawcett would have walked past the office of the chief clerk and his two assistants,
  past a stairwell that led to a council room, until he arrived at a glass-roofed chamber. Sunlight filtered in, illuminating, through dusty shafts, globes and chart tables. It was the map room, and
  usually sitting at the far end, on a dais, was the man Fawcett was looking for: Edward Ayearst Reeves.


  In his late thirties, with a receding hairline, beakish nose, and neatly trimmed mustache, Reeves was not only the map curator but also the chief instructor of surveyingand the person
  primarily charged with turning Fawcett into a gentleman explorer. A skilled draftsman, Reeves had started working at the Society in 1878, at the age of sixteen, as
  an assistant to the previous curator, and he never seemed to forget that sense of awe that newcomers felt upon arrival. How well I remember it all, he wrote in his autobiography,
  The Recollections of a Geographer. With what pride, and yet with what fear and trembling I first entered the precinct of this wonderful place of which I had read in books, and from
  which explorers had been sent out to all parts of the world and returned to tell of their marvelous discovery and heroic adventures. Unlike many of the bellicose, wild-eyed members of the
  Society, Reeves had a warm, gentle manner. He had an innate capacity for teaching, a colleague said. He knew exactly how to put a point so that the most obtuse student could
  grasp it.


  Fawcett and Reeves eventually went up to the third floor, where the classes were held. Francis Galton had advised each recruit that he would soon find himself admitted into the society of
  men with whose names he had long been familiar, and whom he had reverenced as his heroes. Taking the surveying course about the same time as Fawcett was Charles Lindsay Temple, who could
  regale his colleagues with stories of his time in the Civil Service in Brazil; Lieutenant T. Dannreuther, who was obsessed with collecting rare butterflies and insects; and Arthur Edward Seymour
  Laughton, who was gunned down by Mexican bandits in 1913, at the age of thirty-eight.


  Reeves got down to business. If Fawcett and the other students heeded his instructions, they could become the next generation of great explorers. Reeves would teach them what cartographers had
  not been able to do for most of history: fix their position anywhere. If you could blindfold a man, and take him to any spot on the earths surface, say somewhere in the middle of
  Africa, and then remove the bandage from his eyes, he could [if properly trained] show you on a map, in a short time, the exact spot upon which he stands, Reeves said. Moreover, if Fawcett
  and his colleagues dared to climb the highest peaks and penetrate the deepest forest, they could chart the worlds remaining undiscovered realms.


  Reeves displayed a series of strange objects. One looked like a telescope attached to a circular metal wheel, with various screws and chambers. Reeves explained
  that it was a theodolite, which could determine the angle between the horizon and celestial bodies. He demonstrated more toolsartificial horizons, aneroids, and sextantsand then led
  Fawcett and the others up to the roof of the building, to test the equipment. The fog often made it hard to observe the sun or the stars, but now they could see well enough. Latitude, Reeves said,
  could be found by measuring the angle of the noon sun above the horizon or the height of the North Star, and each of the students tried to use the devices to fix his position, an extremely
  difficult task for a beginner. As Fawcett took his turn, Reeves watched in astonishment. He was extremely quick at learning anything new, Reeves recalled. And, although he
  never used a sextant and artificial horizon before for star observation, I remember the first night he tried he brought the stars down into the artificial horizon, and took excellent altitude right
  away without any difficulty. Anyone who has attempted this will know that as a rule it is only done after considerable practice.


  Fawcett was taught not just how to survey but how to seeto record and classify everything around him, in what the Greeks called an autopsis. There were two principal manuals to
  help him. One was Art of Travel, written by Francis Galton for a general audience. The other was Hints to Travellers, which had been edited by Galton and served as the Societys
  unofficial bible. (Fawcett brought a copy with him even on his final trip.) The 1893 edition stated, It is a loss, both to himself and others, when a traveller does not observe. The
  manual continued, Remember that the first and best instruments are the travellers own eyes. Use them constantly, and record your observation on the spot, keeping for the purpose a
  note-book with numbered pages and a map . . . Put down, as they occur, all important objects; streams, their volume, colour; mountain ranges, their character and apparent structure and glaciation,
  the colour and forms of the landscape, prevalent winds, climate . . . In short, describe to yourself at the time all you see. (The need to record every observation was so ingrained that
  during Robert Falcon Scotts race to the South Pole he continued to make notations even as he and all his men were dying. Among the last words scribbled in
  his diary were Had we lived, I should have had a tale to tell of the hardihood, endurance, and courage of my companions which would have stirred the heart of every Englishman. These rough
  notes and our dead bodies must tell the tale.)


  To hone the aspiring explorers powers of observation, the manuals, in conjunction with seminars provided by the Society, offered basic instructions on botany, geology, and meteorology.
  Students were also initiated into the fledgling field of anthropology, what was then often called the science of savages. Despite the Victorians dizzying contact with alien
  cultures, the field was still composed almost entirely of amateurs and enthusiasts. (In 1896, Great Britain had only one university professor of anthropology.) Just as Fawcett had been taught to
  see the contours of the earth, he was now taught how to observe the Otherwhat Hints to Travellers referred to as savages, barbarians, or the lower civilised nations. The
  manual warned each student against the prejudices with which his European mode of thought has been surrounded, even as it noted that it is established that some races are
  inferior to others in volume and complexity of brain, Australians and Africans being in this respect below Europeans.


  As with mapping the world, there were tools for taking the measure of man: tapelines and calipers for calculating body proportions; dynamometers for assessing muscle strength and
  spring balances to determine weight; plaster of Paris for making impressions; and a craniometer to gauge the size of a skull. Where practicable, native skeletons, and especially skulls,
  should be sent home for accurate examination, the manual said. Of course, this could be tricky: It is hardly safe to risk the displeasure of the natives at the removal of the
  dead. It was deemed unknown how emotions are differently expressed by different races, so that it is worth while to notice particularly if their smiling, laughing, frowning, weeping,
  blushing, &c, differ perceptibly from ours.


  Fawcett and his classmates were also schooled in the fundamentals of mounting and executing an expeditioneverything from how to make pillows out of mud to
  choosing the best pack animals. Notwithstanding his inveterate obstinacy, the ass is an excellent and sober little beast, far too much despised by us, Galton pointed out, calculating,
  with his usual obsessiveness, that an ass could carry about sixty-five pounds, a horse up to a hundred pounds, and a camel up to three hundred.


  Before embarking, the explorer was instructed to have each member of his expedition sign a formal agreement, like a treaty. Galton provided a sample:


  
    
      We, the undersigned, forming an expedition about to explore the interior of , under Mr. A., consent to place ourselves (horses and
      equipments) entirely and unreservedly under his orders for the above purpose, from the date hereof until our return to , or, on failure in this
      respect, to abide all consequences that may result . . .


      We severally undertake to use our best endeavors to promote the harmony of the party, and the success of the expedition. In witness whereof we sign our names.


      (Here follow the signatures.)

    

  


  The students were warned that they should not lord it over their men and must constantly be on the lookout for cliques, dissent, and mutiny. Promote merriment, singing, fiddling, with all
  your powers, Galton advised. Care must also be taken with native helpers: A frank, joking, but determined manner, joined with an air of showing more confidence to the savage than you
  really feel, is the best.


  Disease and injury could devastate a party, and Fawcett received some basic medical tips. He learned, for instance, how to remove a decaying tooth by constantly pushing and
  pulling. If he ingested poison, he was taught to immediately make himself throw up: Use soap-suds or gun-powder if proper emetics are not at
  hand. For a venomous snakebite, Fawcett would have to ignite gunpowder in the wound or cut away the infected flesh with a knife. Afterwards burn out [the area around the bite] with
  the end of your iron ramrod, heated as near a white heat as you can readily get, Galton advised. The arteries lie deep, and as much flesh may, without much danger, be cut or burnt
  into, as the fingers can pinch up. The next step is to use the utmost energy, and even cruelty, to prevent the patients giving way to that lethargy and drowsiness which is the usual effect
  to snake poison, and too often ends in death. The treatment for a hemorrhaging woundsay, from an arrowwas equally barbarous: Pour boiling grease into the
  wound.


  Nothing, though, compared with the horrors of thirst and hunger. One trick was to excite saliva in the mouth. This can be done by chewing something, as a leaf; or by keeping
  in the mouth a bullet or a smooth, non-absorbent stone, such as a quartz pebble, Galton explained. When starving, Fawcett was instructed to drink an animals blood, if available.
  Locusts, grasshoppers, and other insects were also edibleand might save a mans life. (To prepare them, pull off the legs and wings and roast them with a little grease in an
  iron dish, like coffee.)


  Then there was the threat of hostile savages and cannibals. When penetrating such territories, an explorer was cautioned to move under the cover of darkness, with a
  rifle cocked and ready. To seize a prisoner, take your knife, put it between your teeth, and, standing over him, take the caps off your gun, and lay it down by your side. Then handcuff him,
  in whatever way you best can. The reason of setting to work in this way is, that a quick supple savage, while you are fumbling with your strings, and bothered with a loaded gun, might easily spring
  round, seize hold of it, and quite turn the tables against you.


  Finally, the students were advised how to proceed if a member of their party perished. They must write down a detailed account of what had happened and have the remaining members of the
  expedition corroborate it. If a man be lost, before you turn away and abandon him to his fate, call the party formally together, and ask them if they are
  satisfied that you have done all that was possible to save him, and record their answers, Galton stated. When a companion died, his effects must be collected for relatives and his body
  buried with dignity. Choose a well-marked situation, dig a deep grave, bush it with thorns, and weight it well over with heavy stones, as a defense against animals of prey.


  After more than a year of course work, Fawcett sat down, along with his classmates, for the final examination. The students had to demonstrate a mastery of surveying, which required a deep
  understanding of complex geometry and astronomy. Fawcett had spent hours cramming with Nina, who shared his interest in exploration and worked tirelessly to help him. If he failed, he knew that he
  would be back to square oneback to being a soldier. He carefully filled in each answer. When he finished, he handed his paper in to Reeves. Then he waited. Reeves informed the students of
  their results, and broke the news to Fawcett. He had passedand more than that. Reeves, in his memoir, singled Fawcett out, noting that he had graduated with great credit.
  Fawcett had done it; he had received the imprimatur of the Royal Geographical Societyor, as he put it, The R.G.S. bred me as an explorer. All he needed now was a mission.
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  Freeze-Dried Ice Cream and Adrenaline Socks


  You cant just go like that, my wife said.


  I looked down at the bed, where I had laid out some shorts and a pair of Adidas sneakers. Ive got a Swiss Army knife, I said.


  Youre not giving me a whole lot of confidence.


  The next day, at her prodding, I tried to find a place where I could purchase more suitable gear. Friends directed me to one of the many stores in Manhattan that cater to the growing number of
  hikers, off-road bikers, extreme-sports junkies, and weekend warriors. The store was virtually the size of an industrial warehouse, and, as I stepped inside, I was overwhelmed. There were
  rainbow-colored tents and banana-hued kayaks and mauve mountain bikes and neon snowboards dangling from the ceilings and walls. Whole aisles were devoted to insect repellents, freeze-dried foods,
  lip balms, and sunscreens. A separate section existed for footwear (Gurus can lead you to a perfect fit! a sign said), which didnt include an additional space for spring
  loaded ratchet binding snowshoes. There was an area for adrenaline socks and one for Techwick skivvies. Racks held magazines like Hooked on the Outdoors
  and Backpacker: The Outdoors at Your Doorstep, which had articles titled Survive a Bear Attack! and Americas Last Wild Places: 31
  Ways to Find Solitude, Adventureand Yourself. Wherever I turned, there were customers, or gear heads. It was as if the fewer the opportunities for genuine exploration,
  the greater the means were for anyone to attempt it, and the more baroque the waysbungee cording, snow-boardingthat people found to replicate the sensation. Exploration, however, no
  longer seemed aimed at some outward discovery; rather, it was directed inward, to what guidebooks and brochures called camping and wilderness therapy and personal growth
  through adventure.


  I was standing in bewilderment before a glass case filled with several watch-like contraptions when a young attendant with long, lean arms appeared from behind the counter. He had the glow of
  someone who had recently returned from Mount Everest.


  Can I help you with something? he asked.


  Whats that thing there? I asked.


  Oh, that rocks. He slid open the counter door and removed the item. Its a little computer. See? Itll give you the temperature wherever you are. And the
  altitude. Its also got a digital compass, clock, alarm, and chronometer. You cant beat it.


  I asked how much it was, and he said about two hundred dollars, though I wouldnt regret it.


  And whats that? I asked, pointing to another gadget.


  Pretty much the same deal. Only that one monitors your heart rate, too. Plus, its a great logbook. Itll store all the data you want to put in about weather, distances, rates
  of ascentyou name it. What kind of trip you planning anyway?


  When I explained, as best I could, my intentions, he seemed enthusiastic, and I thought of one Fawcett seeker from the 1930s who had classified people based on their reactions to his plans:


  
    
      There were the Prudent, who said: This is an extraordinarily foolish thing to do. There were the Wise, who said: This is an extraordinarily foolish thing to do; but at least you will know better next time. There were the Very Wise, who said: This is a foolish thing to do, but not nearly so
      foolish as it sounds. There were the Romantic, who appeared to believe that if everyone did this sort of thing all the time the worlds troubles would soon be over. There were the
      Envious, who thanked God they were not coming; and there were the other sort, who said with varying degrees of insincerity that they would give anything to come. There were the Correct, who
      asked me if I knew any of the people at the Embassy. There were the Practical, who spoke at length of inoculations and calibres . . . There were the Apprehensive, who asked me if I had made my
      will. There were the Men Who Had Done A Certain Amount of That Sort of Thing In Their Time, You Know, and these imparted to me elaborate stratagems for getting the better of ants and told me
      that monkeys made excellent eating, and so for that matter did lizards, and parrots; they all tasted rather like chicken.

    

  


  The salesman seemed like the Romantic type. He asked how long I intended to go, and I said I didnt knowat least a month, probably more.


  Awesome. Awesome. That should let you get immersed in the place. He seemed to be thinking of something. Then he asked if it was true that some catfish in the Amazon, called a
  candiru, you know, that it


  He didnt finish his question, though he didnt have to. I had read about the almost translucent, toothpick-like creature in Exploration Fawcett. More feared than piranhas, it
  is one of the few creatures in the world to survive strictly on a diet of blood. (It is also called the vampire fish of Brazil.) Ordinarily, it burrows in the gills of a fish and
  sucks its blood, but it also strikes human orificesa vagina or an anus. It is, perhaps, most notorious for lodging in a mans penis, where it latches on irrevocably with its spines.
  Unless removed, it means death, and in the remote Amazon victims are reported to have been castrated in order to save them. Fawcett, who had seen a candiru that had
  been surgically extricated from a mans urethra, said, Many deaths result from this fish, and the agony it can cause is excruciating.


  When I told the salesman what I knew about the candiru, he seemed to transform from the Romantic into the Practical. Although there was little to protect someone from such a creature, he told me
  about one gizmo after another that was revolutionizing the art of camping: a tool that was a digital thermometer, a flashlight, a magnifying glass, and a whistle; compression sacks that shrank
  everything inside; Swiss Army knives with a computer flash drive to store photographs and music; water-purifying bottles that doubled as lanterns; portable solar-powered hot showers; kayaks that
  folded into the size of a duffel bag; a floating flashlight that didnt need batteries; parkas that converted into sleeping bags; poleless tents; a tablet that destroys viruses and
  bacteria in 15 minutes.


  The more he explained things, the more emboldened I became. I can do this, I thought, piling several of the most James Bondlike items into my basket. Finally, the salesman said,
  Youve never camped before, have you?


  He then helped me find the things that Id really need, including comfortable hiking boots, a sturdy backpack, synthetic clothes, freeze-dried food, and a mosquito net. I also tossed in a
  handheld Global Positioning System just to be safe. Youll never get lost again, he said.


  I thanked him profusely, and when I got back to our apartment building I carried the equipment into the elevator. I hit the second-floor button. Then, as the door was about to close, I extended
  my hand to stop it. I got out and, hauling the stuff in my arms, walked up the stairs instead.


  That night, after I put my son, Zachary, to sleep, I laid out all the things I planned to take on the trip and began to pack them. Among the items was a file I had made with copies of the most
  important Fawcett documents and papers. As I flipped through them, I paused at a letter that detailed something, in Brian Fawcetts words, so
  hush-hush that his father never spoke of its objects to anyone. After receiving his diploma from the Society, the letter said, Fawcett had been given his first
  assignment, in 1901, from the British government. He was to go to Morocconot as an explorer but as a spy.


  
    
  


  8


  
    [image: img]

  


  Into the Amazon


  It was the perfect cover. Go in as a cartographer, with maps and telescope and high-powered binoculars. Survey your target the way you surveyed the
  land. Observe everything: people, places, conversations.


  In his diary, Fawcett had jotted down a list of things that his British handlersomeone he called simply Jameshad asked him to assess: nature of trails . . .
  villages . . . water . . . army and organization . . . arms and guns . . . political. Wasnt an explorer really just an infiltrator, someone who penetrated alien lands and returned
  with secrets? In the nineteenth century, the British government had increasingly recruited agents from the ranks of explorers and mapmakers. It was a way not only to sneak people into foreign
  territories with plausible deniability but also to tap recruits skilled in collecting the sensitive geographical and political data that the government most coveted. British authorities transformed
  the Survey of India Department into a full-time intelligence operation. Cartographers were trained to use cover stories and code names (Number One, The Pundit,
  The Chief Pundit), and, when entering lands forbidden to Westerners, to wear elaborate disguises. In Tibet, many surveyors dressed as Buddhist monks
  and employed prayer beads to measure distances (each sliding bead represented a hundred paces) and prayer wheels to conceal compasses and slips of paper for notations. They also installed trapdoors
  in their trunks to hide larger instruments, like sextants, and poured mercury, essential for operating an artificial horizon, into their pilgrims begging bowls. The Royal Geographical
  Society was often aware of, if not complicit in, such activitiesits ranks were scattered with current and former spies, including Francis Younghusband, who served as president of the Society
  from 1919 to 1922.


  In Morocco, Fawcett was participating in an African version of what Rudyard Kipling, referring to the colonial competition for supremacy over central Asia, called the Great Game.
  Scribbling in his secret scrolls, Fawcett wrote that he chatted with a Moroccan official who was full of information. When venturing beyond the main desert routes, where
  tribes kidnapped or murdered foreign trespassers, Fawcett later noted, some sort of Moorish disguise is considered necessary, and even then the journey is attended with very great
  risk. Fawcett managed to insinuate himself into the royal court to spy on the sultan himself. The Sultan is young and weak in character, he wrote. Personal pleasure is
  the first consideration, and time is passed bicycle trick riding, at which he is a considerable adept, in playing with motorcars, mechanical toys, photography, billiards, pig sticking on bicycles,
  feeding his menagerie. All this information Fawcett delivered to James and then returned to England in 1902. It was the only time Fawcett acted as an official spy, but his
  cunning and powers of observation caught the attention of Sir George Taubman Goldie, a British colonial administrator who in 1905 became president of the Royal Geographical Society.


  In early 1906, Goldie summoned Fawcett, who, since his Morocco trip, had been stationed in several military garrisons, most recently in Ireland. Goldie was not someone to trifle with. Famous for
  his keen intelligence and volatile temper, he had almost single-handedly imposed the British Empires control over Niger, in the 1880s and 1890s. He had shocked Victorian society by running off to Paris with a governess, and was an unrepentant atheist who championed Darwins theory of evolution. [He] was lashed into
  frenzies of impatience by stupidity, or incompetence, one of his biographers wrote. Never did man suffer fools less gladly.


  Fawcett was led into the RGS to see Goldie, whose blue eyes seemed to bore holes into one, as a subordinate once put it. Goldie, who was nearly sixty, always carried in his pocket
  a tube of poison, which he planned to take if he ever became physically handicapped or incurably ill. As Fawcett recalled, Goldie asked him, Do you know anything about Bolivia?


  When Fawcett said no, Goldie continued, One usually thinks of Bolivia as a country on the roof of the world. A great deal of it is in the mountains; but beyond the mountains, to the east,
  lies an enormous area of tropical forest and plains. Goldie reached into his desk and pulled out a large map of Bolivia, which he spread before Fawcett like a tablecloth. Here you
  are, Majorheres about as good a map of the country as I have! Look at this area! Its full of blank spaces. As Goldie traced his finger over the map, he explained that
  the area was so unexplored that Bolivia, Brazil, and Peru could not even agree on their borders: they were simply speculative lines sketched through mountains and jungles. In 1864, boundary
  disputes between Paraguay and its neighbors had erupted into one of the worst conflicts in Latin American history. (About half the Paraguayan population was killed.) Because of the extraordinary
  economic demand for rubberblack goldwhich was abundant in the region, the stakes over the Amazon delimitation were equally fraught. A major conflagration could
  arise out of this question of what territory belongs to whom, Goldie said.


  All this is most interesting, Fawcett interrupted. But what has it got to do with me?


  Goldie said that the countries had established a boundary commission and were seeking an impartial observer from the Royal Geographical Society to map the borders in questionbeginning
  with an area between Bolivia and Brazil that comprised several hundred miles in nearly impassable terrain. The expedition would take up to two years, and there was
  no guarantee that its members would survive. Disease was rampant in the region, and the Indians, who had been attacked mercilessly by rubber trappers, murdered interlopers. Would you be
  interested in taking it on? Goldie asked.


  Fawcett later said that he felt his heart pounding. He thought about his wife, Nina, who was pregnant again, and his son, Jack, who was almost three years old. Still, he didnt hesitate:
  Destiny intended me to go, so there could be no other answer!


  
    THE CRAMPED, DIRTY hold of the SS Panama was filled with toughs, would be toughs, and leather faced old scoundrels, as Fawcett put it. Prim in his
    starched white collar, Fawcett sat beside his second-in-command for the expedition, a thirty-year-old engineer and surveyor named Arthur John Chivers, whom the Royal Geographical Society had
    recommended. Fawcett passed the time by studying Spanish, while other passengers sipped whiskey, spit tobacco, played dice, and slept with whores. They were all good fellows in their
    way, Fawcett wrote, adding, To [Chivers] and myself it served as a useful introduction to an aspect of life we had not hitherto known, and much of our English reserve was knocked
    off in the process.

  


  The ship docked in Panama, where the construction of the canalthe most audacious attempt yet by man to tame naturewas under way, and the project gave Fawcett the first inkling of
  what he was about to encounter: stacked on the pier were dozens of coffins. Since the canals excavation began, in 1881, more than twenty thousand laborers had died from malaria and yellow
  fever.


  In Panama City, Fawcett boarded a ship for Peru, then proceeded by train up the glimmering, snowcapped Andes. When the train reached around twelve thousand feet, he switched to a boat and
  crossed Lake Titicaca (How strange it is to see steamers in operation up here on the roof of the world!), before squeezing into another jaw-rattling
  train, which took him across the plains to La Paz, the capital of Bolivia. There he waited more than a month for the government to provide a few thousand dollars, a sum far less than he had counted
  on, for provisions and travel expenses, his impatience provoking a row with local officials that had to be smoothed over by the British consul. Finally, on July 4, 1906, he and Chivers were ready
  to go. They loaded their mules with tea, preserved milk, Edwards Desiccated Soup, sardines in tomato sauce, lemonade effervescing powder, and kola-nut biscuits, which, according to Hints
  to Travellers, produced a marvelous effect in sustaining strength during exertion. They also brought surveying instruments, rifles, rappelling ropes, machetes, hammocks, mosquito
  nets, collecting jars, fishing lines, a stereoscopic camera, a pan for sifting gold, and gifts such as beads for tribal encounters. A medical kit was stocked with gauze bandages; iodine for
  mosquito bites; permanganate of potash for cleaning vegetables or arrow wounds; a pencil knife for cutting out flesh poisoned from snakebites or gangrene; and opium. In his rucksack, Fawcett
  stuffed a copy of Hints to Travellers and his diary with his favorite poems to recite in the wilderness. One poem he often took was Rudyard Kiplings The Explorer:


  
    
      Something hidden. Go and find it. Go


      and look behind the Ranges


      Something lost behind the Ranges. Lost and waiting


      for you. Go!

    

  


  Fawcett and Chivers went over the Andes and began their descent into the jungle. Fawcett, wearing gabardine breeches, leather boots, a Stetson, and a silk scarf wrapped around his neckhis
  standard explorers uniformmade his way along the edges of cliffs, which fell away hundreds of feet. Traveling in a blizzard, the men could see no more than a few yards ahead, though
  they heard rocks slipping from under the hooves of their pack animals and cascading into the gorges. It was hard to believe, as wind whipped around
  twenty-thousand-foot peaks, that they were on their way to the jungle. The altitude made them dizzy and nauseated. The animals staggered forward, out of breath, their noses bleeding from a lack of
  oxygen. Years later, moving through the same mountains, Fawcett would lose half a convoy of twenty-four mules. A mules load would often foul on jutting rocks, and knock [the animal]
  screaming over the precipices, he wrote.


  Occasionally, Fawcett and Chivers came upon a footbridgestrung together with palmetto slats and cablesthat stretched more than a hundred yards over a gorge and swung wildly in the
  wind, like a shredded flag. The mules, too scared to pass, had to be blindfolded. After cajoling them across, the explorers picked their way downward around boulders and cliffs, spotting the first
  signs of vegetationmagnolias and stunted trees. By three thousand feet, where the heat was palpable, they encountered roots and vines creeping up the mountainside. Then Fawcett, drenched in
  sweat, peered into a valley and saw trees shaped like spiders and parachutes and clouds of smoke; waterways threading back and forth for thousands of miles; a jungle canopy so dark it appeared
  almost blackAmazonia.


  Fawcett and Chivers eventually abandoned their pack animals for a raft made from sticks and twine and drifted into the Amazon frontier, a collection of Dodge-like towns with mocking names, such
  as Hope and Beautiful Village, that had recently been carved into the jungle by settlers who had fallen under the spell of oro negroblack gold. Christopher Columbus had
  first reported seeing Indians bouncing a ball made from the strange, sticky substance that bled from tropical trees, but it wasnt until 1896, when B. F. Goodrich manufactured the first
  automobile tires in the United States, that rubber madness consumed the Amazon, which held a virtual monopoly on the highest-quality latex. In 1912, Brazil alone exported more than thirty million
  dollars worth of rubber, the equivalent today of nearly half a billion dollars. Rubber barons had transformed Manaus, along the Amazon River, into one of the gaudiest cities in the world.
  No extravagance, however absurd, deterred them, the historian Robin Furneaux wrote in The Amazon. If one rubber baron bought a vast
  yacht, another would install a tame lion in his villa, and a third would water his horse on champagne. And nothing was more extravagant than the opera house, with its Italian marble,
  Bohemian glass, gilded balconies, crystal chandeliers, Victorian murals, and a dome bathed in the colors of the national flag. Prefabricated in Europe and costing an estimated ten million dollars
  in taxpayers money, the opera house was shipped in pieces more than a thousand miles up the Amazon River, where laborers were deployed around the clock to assemble it, working at night under
  Brazils first electric lightbulbs. It didnt matter that almost no one from Manaus had heard of Puccini or that more than half the members of a visiting opera troupe eventually died of
  yellow fever. This was the apotheosis of the rubber boom.


  The prospect of fortune had enticed thousands of illiterate workers into the wilderness, where they quickly became indebted to rubber barons who had provided them with transportation, food, and
  equipment on credit. Wearing a miners lamp to help him see, a trapper would hack through jungle, toiling from sunrise to sundown, searching for rubber trees, then, upon his return, hungry
  and feverish, would spend hours hunched over a fire, inhaling toxic smoke as he cooked the latex over a spit until it coagulated. It often took weeks to produce a single rubber ball large enough to
  sell. And it was rarely enough to discharge his debt. Countless trappers died of starvation, dysentery, and other diseases. The Brazilian writer Euclides da Cunha called the system the most
  criminal organization of labour ever devised. He noted that the rubber trapper actually comes to embody a gigantic contradiction: he is a man working to enslave himself!


  The first frontier town that Fawcett and Chivers came to was Rurrenabaque, in northwest Bolivia. Although it appeared in capital letters on Fawcetts map, it consisted of little more than
  a strip of mud with bamboo huts, and with vultures circling overhead. My heart sank, Fawcett wrote in his journals, and I began to realize how truly primitive this river
  country was.


  The region was removed from any center of power or ruling authority. In 1872, Bolivia and Brazil had attempted to build a railroad through the jungle, but so
  many workers died from disease and from Indian attacks that the project became known as the Railroad of the Dead. It was said that one man died per tie. When Fawcett arrived, more than three
  decades later, the railway was under construction by a third firm; still, only five miles of track had been laidor, as Fawcett put it, it ran from nowhere to
  nowhere.  Because the Amazon frontier was so isolated, it was governed by its own laws and, as one observer put it, made the American West seem by comparison as proper
  as a prayer meeting. When a British traveler passed through the region in 1911, he reported one resident telling him, Government? What is that? We know no government here! The
  area was a haven for bandits, fugitives, and fortune hunters who carried guns on each hip, lassoed jaguars out of boredom, and killed without hesitation.


  As Fawcett and Chivers descended deeper into this world, they reached the distant outpost of Riberalta. There, Fawcett watched a boat pulling along the bank. A worker yelled, Here come
  the cattle!and Fawcett saw guards with whips driving a chain of about thirty Indian men and women onshore, where buyers began to inspect them. Fawcett asked a customs officer who
  these people were. Slaves, the officer replied.


  Fawcett was shocked to learn that, because so many workers died in the jungle, rubber barons, in order to replenish their labor supply, dispatched armed posses into the forest to kidnap and
  enslave tribes. In one instance along the Putumayo River in Peru, the horrors inflicted on the Indians became so notorious that the British government launched an investigation after it was
  revealed that the perpetrators had sold shares in their company on the London Stock Exchange. Evidence showed that the Peruvian Amazon Company had committed virtual genocide in attempting to pacify
  and enslave the native population: it castrated and beheaded Indians, poured gasoline on them and lit them afire, crucified them upside down, beat them, mutilated them, starved them, drowned them,
  and fed them to dogs. The companys henchmen also raped women and girls and smashed childrens heads open. In some sections such an odour of
  putrefying flesh arises from the numerous bodies of the victims that the places must be temporarily abandoned, said an engineer who visited the area, which was dubbed the
  devils paradise. Sir Roger Casement, the British consul general who led the investigation, estimated that some thirty thousand Indians had died at the hands of this one rubber
  company alone. A British diplomat concluded, It is no exaggeration to say that this information as to the methods employed in the collection of rubber by the agents of the company surpass in
  horror anything hitherto reported to the civilized world during the last century.


  Long before the Casement report became public, in 1912, Fawcett denounced the atrocities in British newspaper editorials and in meetings with government officials. He once called the slave
  traders savages and scum. Moreover, he knew that the rubber boom had made his own mission exceedingly more difficult and dangerous. Even previously friendly tribes were
  now hostile to foreigners. Fawcett was told of one party of eighty men in which so many of them were killed with poisoned arrows that the rest abandoned the trip and retired; other
  travelers were found buried up to their waists and left to be eaten alive by fire ants, maggots, and bees. In the journal of the Royal Geographical Society, Fawcett wrote that the wretched
  policy which created a slave trade, and openly encouraged a reckless slaughter of the indigenous Indians, many of them races of great intelligence, had imbued the Indians with a
  deadly vengeance against the stranger and constituted one of the great dangers of South American exploration.


  On September 25, 1906, Fawcett left Riberalta with Chivers, accompanied by twenty desperadoes and native guides he had recruited on the frontier. Among them was a Jamaican prospector named
  Willis, who, despite a penchant for liquor, was a first-rate cook and fisherman (He could smell out food and drink as a hound smells out a rabbit, Fawcett quipped), and a Bolivian
  former military officer who spoke fluent English and could serve as an interpreter. Fawcett had made sure that the men understood what they were getting themselves
  into. Anyone who broke a limb or fell sick deep in the jungle would have little chance of survival. To carry the person out would jeopardize the welfare of the entire party; the logic of the jungle
  dictated that the person be abandonedor, as Fawcett grimly put it, He has his choice of opium pills, starvation, or torture if he is found by savages.


  Using canoes that they built from trees, Fawcett and his men meandered westward on their planned route of nearly six hundred miles along the frontier between Brazil and Bolivia. The river was
  barricaded with fallen trees, and from the canoes Chivers and Fawcett tried to slash through them with machetes. Piranhas were abundant, and the explorers were careful not to let their fingers skim
  the rivers surface. Theodore Roosevelt, after exploring an Amazon tributary in 1914, called the piranha the most ferocious fish in the world. He added, They will rend
  and devour alive any wounded man or beast; for blood in the water excites them to madness . . . The head, with its short muzzle, staring malignant eyes and gaping, cruelly armoured jaws, is the
  embodiment of evil ferocity.


  When bathing, Fawcett nervously checked his body for boils and cuts. The first time he swam across a river, he said, there was an unpleasant sinking feeling in the pit of my
  stomach. In addition to piranhas, he dreaded candirus and electric eels, or puraques. The latterabout six feet long, with eyes set so far forward on their flattened heads that
  they nearly rested on their upper lipswere living batteries: they sent up to six hundred and fifty volts of electricity coursing through the bodies of their victims. They could electrocute a
  frog or a fish in a tank of water without ever touching it. The German explorer-scientist Alexander von Humboldt, who traveled along the Orinoco River in the Amazon at the beginning of the
  nineteenth century, drove, with the help of Indians holding harpoons, thirty horses and mules into a bog of water filled with electric eels to see what would happen. The horses and
  mulesmanes erect, eyes inflamedreared in terror as the eels surrounded them. Some horses tried to jump out of the water, but the Indians forced them
  back with the harpoons. Within seconds, two horses had drowned, while the rest eventually broke through the Indians blockade and collapsed to the ground, exhausted and numb. One shock
  is sufficient to paralyze and drown a manbut the way of the puraque is to repeat the shocks to make sure of its victim, Fawcett wrote. He concluded that a person must do things
  in these parts that carry no hope of epitaphdone in cold blood, and too often with an aftermath of tragedy.


  One day Fawcett spied something along the edge of the sluggish river. At first it looked like a fallen tree, but it began undulating toward the canoes. It was bigger than an electric eel, and
  when Fawcetts companions saw it they screamed. Fawcett lifted his rifle and fired at the object until smoke filled the air. When the creature ceased to move, the men pulled a canoe alongside
  it. It was an anaconda. In his reports to the Royal Geographical Society, Fawcett insisted that it was longer than sixty feet (Great Snakes! blared one headline in the British press),
  though much of the anaconda was submerged and it was surely smaller: the longest officially recorded one is twenty-seven feet nine inches. (At that length, a single anaconda can still weigh over
  half a ton and, because of its elastic jaw muscles, swallow a deer whole.) Staring at the motionless snake in front of him, Fawcett removed his knife. He tried to slice off a piece of its skin, to
  put it in a specimen jar, but as he cut into the anaconda it jolted toward Fawcett and his partysending them fleeing in fear.


  As the expedition pushed onward, its members gazed at the jungle. It was one of the gloomiest journeys I had made, for the river was threatening in its quiet, and the easy current and
  deep water seemed to promise evils ahead, Fawcett wrote months after leaving Riberalta. The demons of the Amazonian rivers were abroad, manifesting their presence in lowering skies,
  downpours of torrential rain and somber forest walls.


  Fawcett enforced a strict regimen. According to Henry Costin, a former British corporal who went on several later expeditions with Fawcett, the party woke at first light with one person calling
  reveille. Then the men rushed down to the river, washed, brushed their teeth, and packed, while the person on breakfast duty started a fire. We lived
  simply, Costin recalled. Breakfast would usually be porridge, tinned milk, lots of sugar. Within minutes, the men were on their way. Collecting the extensive data for
  Fawcetts RGS reportsincluding surveys, sketches of the landscape, barometric and temperature readings, and catalogs of the flora and faunarequired painstaking work, and Fawcett
  toiled furiously. Inactivity was what I couldnt stand, he once said. The jungle seemed to exaggerate his fundamental nature: his bravery and toughness, along with his
  irascibility and intolerance of others weakness. He allowed his men only a brief pause for luncha snack of a few biscuitsand trekked up to twelve hours a day.


  Just before sundown, he would finally signal to his men to set up camp. Willis, the cook, was in charge of preparing supper and supplemented their powdered soup with whatever animals the group
  had hunted. Hunger turned anything into a delicacy: armadillos, stingrays, turtles, anacondas, rats. Monkeys are looked on as good eating, Fawcett observed. Their meat tastes
  rather pleasant; but at first the idea revolted me because when stretched over a fire to burn off the hair they looked so horribly human.


  While moving through the forest, Fawcett and his men were more susceptible to predators. Once, a pack of white-lipped wild pigs stampeded toward Chivers and the interpreter, who fired their guns
  in every direction as Willis scampered up a tree to avoid being shot by his companions. Even frogs could be deadly to the touch: a Phyllobates terribilis, which is found in the Colombian
  Amazon, has enough toxins in it to kill a hundred people. One day Fawcett stumbled upon a coral snake, whose venom shuts down the central nervous system of its victim, causing the person to
  suffocate. In the Amazon, Fawcett marveled, the animal kingdom is against man as it is nowhere else in the world.


  But it wasnt the big predators that he and his companions fretted about most. It was the ceaseless pests. The sauba ants that could reduce the mens clothes and rucksacks to threads
  in a single night. The ticks that attached like leeches (another scourge) and the red hairy chiggers that consumed human tissue. The cyanide-squirting millipedes.
  The parasitic worms that caused blindness. The berne flies that drove their ovipositors through clothing and deposited larval eggs that hatched and burrowed under the skin. The almost invisible
  biting flies called piums that left the explorers bodies covered in lesions. Then there were the kissing bugs, which bite their victim on the lips, transferring a protozoan
  called Trypanosoma cruzi; twenty years later, the person, thinking he had escaped the jungle unharmed, would begin to die of heart or brain swelling. Nothing, though, was more hazardous than
  the mosquitoes. They transmitted everything from malaria to bone-crusher fever to elephantiasis to yellow fever. [Mosquitoes] constitute the chief single reason why Amazonia is
  a frontier still to be won, Willard Price wrote in his 1952 book The Amazing Amazon.


  Fawcett and his men wrapped themselves in netting, but even this was insufficient. The piums settled on us in clouds, Fawcett wrote. We were forced to close both ends of the
  [boats] palm-leaf shelter with mosquito-nets, and to use head-veils as well, yet in spite of that our hands and faces were soon a mass of tiny, itching blood-blisters. Meanwhile,
  polvorina, which are so small they resemble powder, hid in the hair of Fawcett and his companions. Often, all that the men could think about was insects. They came to recognize the different pitch
  of each insects wings rubbing together. (The Tabana came singly, but advertised their presence by a probe like the thrust of a needle, Fawcett said.) The bugs tormented
  the explorers to the point of madness, as a diary of a naturalist who went on a later expedition with Fawcett showed:


  
    
      10/20: Attacked in hammocks by tiny gnat not over 1/10 inch in length; mosquito nets no protection; gnats bite all night allowing no sleep.


      10/21: Another sleepless night account of blood-sucking gnats.


      10/22: My body mass of bumps from insect bites, wrists and hands swollen from bites of tiny gnats. 2 nights with almost no sleepsimply terrible . . .
      Rain during noon, all afternoon and most of night. My shoes have been soaked since starting . . . Worst ticks so far.


      10/23: Horrible night with worst biting gnats yet; even smoke of no avail.


      10/24: More than half ill from insects. Wrists and hands swollen. Paint limbs with iodine.


      10/25: Arose to find termites covering everything left on the ground . . . Blood-sucking gnats still with us.


      10/30: Sweat bees, gnats and polverinahs ( blood-sucking gnats) terrible.


      11/2: My right eye is sadly blurred by gnats.


      11/3: Bees and gnats worse than ever; truly theres no rest for the weary.


      11/5: My first experience with flesh and carrion-eating bees. Biting gnats in cloudsvery worst we have encounteredrendering ones food unpalatable by filling it with
      their filthy bodies, their bellies red and disgustingly distended with ones own blood.

    

  


  Six months into the expedition, most of the men, including Chivers, were sick with fever. They were overcome with insatiable thirst, skull-splitting headaches, and uncontrollable shivering.
  Their muscles throbbed so much that it was hard to walk. They had contracted, in most cases, either yellow fever or malaria. If it was yellow fever, what the men feared most was spitting up
  mouthfuls of bloodthe so-called black vomitwhich meant that death was near. When it was malariawhich, according to one estimate, more than 80 percent of the people then working
  in the Amazon contractedthe men sometimes experienced hallucinations, and could slip into a coma and die. At one point, Fawcett shared a boat with four passengers who fell ill and perished.
  Using paddles, he helped to dig their graves along the shore. Their only monument, Fawcett noted, was a couple of crossed twigs tied with grass.


  One morning Fawcett noticed a trail of indentations on a muddy bank. He bent down to inspect them. They were human footprints. Fawcett searched the woods in the vicinity and discovered broken
  branches and trampled leaves. Indians were tracking them.


  Fawcett had been told that the Pacaguara Indians lived along the banks of the Abun River and had a reputation for kidnapping trespassers and carrying them into the forest. Two other
  tribesthe Parintinin, farther to the north, and the Kanichana, in the southern Mojo plainswere said to be cannibalistic. According to a missionary in 1781, When [the Kanichana]
  captured prisoners in their wars they either kept them forever as slaves or roasted them to devour them in their banquets. They used as drinking cups the skulls of those whom they had
  killed. Although Westerners were fixated on cannibalism (Richard Burton and some friends had started a soiree called the Cannibal Club) and often exaggerated its extent in order to justify
  their conquest of indigenous people, there is no question that some Amazonian tribes practiced it, either for ritualistic reasons or for vengeance. Human meat was typically prepared two ways:
  roasted or boiled. The Guayaki, who practiced ritualistic cannibalism when members of the tribe died, cut bodies into quarters with a bamboo knife, severing the head and the limbs from the trunk.
  The head and the intestines are not treated according to the same recipe as the muscular parts or the internal organs, explained the anthropologist Pierre Clastres, who
  spent time studying the tribe in the early 1960s. The head is first carefully shaved . . . then boiled, as are the intestines, in ceramic cooking pots. Regarding the meat proper and the
  internal organs, they are placed on a large wooden grill under which a fire is lit . . . The meat is roasted slowly and the fat released by the heat is absorbed gradually with the koto [brush].
  When the meat is considered done it is divided among all those present. Whatever is not eaten on the spot is set aside in the womens baskets and used as nutriment the next day.
  As far as the bones are concerned, they are broken and their marrow, of which the women are particularly fond, is sucked. The Guayakis preference for
  human skin is the reason that they call themselves Ach KyravwaGuayaki Eaters of Human Fat.


  Fawcett studied the forest around him, looking for Indian warriors. Amazon tribes were expert at stalking their enemies. While some liked to announce their presence before an attack, many used
  the forest to enhance their stealth. They painted their bodies and faces with black charcoal and with red ointments distilled from berries and fruits. Their weaponsblow darts and
  arrowsstruck silently, before anyone had time to flee. Certain tribes exploited the very things that made the forest so hazardous to Fawcett and his mendipping the points of their
  weapons in the lethal toxins from stingrays and dart frogs or using biting soldier ants to suture their wounds in battle. In contrast, Fawcett and his party had no experience in the jungle. They
  were, as Costin confessed during his first journey, greenhorns. Most were sick and debilitated and hungrythe perfect prey.


  That night, Fawcett and his men were all on edge. Before they set off, Fawcett had made each of them agree to a seemingly suicidal edict: they were not to fire their weapons on Indians under any
  circumstances. When the Royal Geographical Society learned of Fawcetts instructions, one member familiar with the region warned that such a method would court assassination.
  Fawcett conceded that his nonviolent approach involved mad risks. Yet he argued that it was not just the moral course; it was also the only way for a small and easily outnumbered
  party to demonstrate its friendly intentions to tribes.


  As the men now lay in their hammocks, a small fire crackling, they listened to the tumult of the forest. They tried to distinguish each sound: the plopping of a nut in the river, the rubbing of
  branches, the whine of mosquitoes, the roar of a jaguar. Occasionally, the jungle would seem silent, then a screech would shatter the darkness. While the men couldnt see anyone, they knew they could be seen. It was trying to the nerves, knowing all the time that our every movement was watched, yet seeing almost nothing of those who were
  watching, Fawcett wrote.


  On the river one day the boats came to a series of rapids, and a pilot went inland to look for a place to circumvent them. A long time elapsed with no word from him, so Fawcett went with several
  men to find him. They hacked through the forest for half a mile and suddenly came upon the pilots body, pierced with forty-two arrows.


  The men were beginning to panic. At one point, drifting on the boat toward the rapids, Willis yelled, Savages!and there they were standing on the banks. Their bodies
  [were] painted all over, Fawcett wrote, and their ears had pendulous lobes, and quills were thrust from side to side through their nostrils. He wanted to try to establish
  contact, but the other men on board were shouting and paddling frantically away. The Indians took aim with six-foot bows and fired their arrows. One ripped through the side of the boat with
  a vicious smackthrough wood an inch and a half in thickness, Fawcett said. The boat then slipped down a chute of rapids, leaving, for the moment, the tribe behind.


  Even before this confrontation, Fawcett had noticed his men, especially Chivers, unraveling. I had observed his gradual break-up, Fawcett wrote. He decided to relieve Chivers of
  his duties and sent him and several other members of the party back to the frontier. Still, two of the men died of their fevers. Fawcett himself longed for his family. What kind of a fool was he,
  Fawcett wondered, to exchange the comfort of his previous postings for such conditions? His second son, Brian, had been born in his absence. I was tempted to resign and return home,
  Fawcett wrote. Yet, unlike his men, Fawcett was in good health. He was hungry and wretched, but his skin wasnt yellow and his temperature was normal and he wasnt vomiting blood.
  Later, John Keltie, the secretary of the Royal Geographical Society, wrote a letter to Fawcetts wife, saying, Unless he had an exceptional constitution, I do not see how he could
  survive. Fawcett noted that in these parts the healthy person was regarded as a freak, an exception, extraordinary.


  Despite his yearnings for home, Fawcett continued with Willis and the interpreter to survey the border between Bolivia and Brazil, hacking for miles through the jungle. In May 1907, he completed
  his route and presented his findings to members of the South American boundary commission and the RGS. They were incredulous. He had redefined the borders of South Americaand he had done it
  nearly a year ahead of schedule.
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  The Secret Papers


  When I was in England, I tried to track down Fawcetts descendants, who, perhaps, could tell me more about the explorer and his route to Z.
  Fawcetts wife and children had died long ago, but in Cardiff, Wales, I located one of his grandchildren, Rolette de Montet-Guerin, whose mother was Fawcetts only daughter, Joan. She
  lived in a single-story house, with stucco walls and wood frame windowsan unassuming place that seemed somehow at odds with all the fanfare that had once surrounded her family. She was a
  petite, energetic woman in her fifties, with short black hair and glasses, who referred affectionately to her grandfather by his initials, PHF. (Thats what my mum and everyone in the
  family always called him.) Fawcetts wife and children, after years of being hounded by reporters, had retreated from the public eye, but Rolette welcomed me into the kitchen. As I
  told her about my plans to trace Fawcetts route, she said, You dont look much like an explorer.


  Not really.


  Well, you best be well fed for the jungle.


  She started to open cupboards, taking out pots and pans, and turned on the gas stove. The kitchen table was soon laden with bowls of risotto, steamed vegetables,
  homemade bread, and hot apple crumb cake. Its all vegetarian, she said. PHF believed it gave you greater stamina. Plus, he never liked to kill animals unless he had
  to.


  As we sat down to eat, Rolettes twenty-three-year-old daughter, Isabelle, appeared. She had shorter hair than her mothers and eyes that held some of her great-grandfathers
  intensity. She was a pilot for British Airways. I envy my great-grandfather, really, Isabelle said. In his day, you could still go marching off and discover some hidden part of
  the world. Now where can you go?


  Rolette placed an antique silver chalice in the center of the table. I brought that out especially for you, she said. It was PHFs christening cup.


  I held it up to the light. On one side were engraved flowers and buds, on the other was inscribed the number 1867, the year Fawcett was born.


  After we ate and chatted for a while, I asked her something I had long ponderedwhether, in determining my route, I should rely, like so many other parties, on the coordinates for Dead
  Horse Camp cited in Exploration Fawcett.


  Well, you must be careful with those, Rolette said.


  What do you mean?


  PHF wrote them to throw people off the trail. They were a blind.


  The news both astounded and unsettled me: if true, it meant that many people had headed, possibly fatally, in the wrong direction. When I asked why Brian Fawcett, who had edited Exploration
  Fawcett, would have perpetrated the deception, she explained that he had wanted to honor the wishes of his father and brother. The more she spoke, the more I realized that what for many was a
  tantalizing mystery was for her family a tragedy. As we finished supper, Rolette said, When someone disappears, its not like an ordinary death. There is no closure. (Later she
  told me, You know, when my mother was dying, I said to her, At least youll finally know what happened to PHF and Jack. ) Now
  Rolette paused for a long time, as if trying to make up her mind about something. Then she said, You really want to find out what happened to my grandfather?


  Yes. If its possible.


  I want to show you something.


  She led me into a back room and opened a large wooden trunk. Inside were several leather-bound books. Their covers were worn and tattered, their bindings breaking apart. Some were held together
  only by strings, tied in bows.


  What are they? I asked.


  PHFs diaries and logbooks. She handed them to me. You can look through them, but you must guard them carefully.


  I opened one of them, marked 1909. The cover left a black stain on my fingertipsa mixture, I imagined, of Victorian dust and jungle mud. The pages almost fell out when I turned them, and
  I held them gingerly between my index finger and thumb. Recognizing Fawcetts microscopic handwriting, I felt a strange sensation. Here was something that Fawcett had also held, something
  that contained his most private thoughts and that few had ever seen. The writer Janet Malcolm once compared a biographer to a professional burglar, breaking into a house, rifling through
  certain drawers that he has good reason to think contain the jewelry and money, and triumphantly bearing his loot away.


  I sat down on the couch in the living room. There was a book for almost every year from 1906 (his first expedition) to 1921 (his penultimate trip); he had obviously carried a diary on each of
  his expeditions, jotting down observations. Many of them were replete with maps and surveying calculations. On the inside covers were the poems he had copied down in order to read in the jungle
  when he was alone and desperate. One seemed meant for Nina:


  
    
      Oh love, my love! Have all your will


      I am yours to the end.

    

  


  Fawcett had also scribbled down lines from Ella Wheeler Wilcoxs Solitude:


  
    
      But no man can help you die.


      There is room in the halls of pleasure


      For a long and lordly train,


      But one by one we must all file on


      Through the narrow aisles of pain.

    

  


  Many of the diaries were filled with the mundane, from someone with no expectation of history: 9 July . . . Sleepless night . . . Much rain and wet through by midday . .
  . 11 July . . . Heavy rain from midnight. Reached [camp] on trail, caught fish . . . 17 July . . . swimming across for balsa. Then, suddenly, a casual remark revealed the harrowing nature of
  his existence: Feel very bad . . . Took 1 [vial] of morphine last night to rest from foot pain. It produced a violent stomachache and had to put finger down throat to relieve.


  A loud noise sounded in the other room and I looked up. It was Isabelle playing a video game on the computer. I picked up another of the books. It had a lock to protect the contents.
  Thats his Treasure Book,  Rolette said. The lock was unfastened, and inside were stories Fawcett had collected of buried treasures, like Galla-pita-Galla, and
  maps of their suspected locations: In that cave is a treasure, the existence of which is known to me and to me alone.


  In later diaries, as he developed his case for Z, Fawcett made more archaeological notations. There were drawings of strange hieroglyphics. The Botocudo Indians, now virtually extinct, had told
  him a legend of a city enormously rich in goldso much so as to blaze like fire. Fawcett added, It is just conceivable this may be Z. As he seemed to be nearing
  his goal, he became more secretive. In the 1921 log, he outlined a code he had apparently devised, with his wife, to send messages:


  
    
      78804 Kratzbank = Discoveries much as described


      78806 Kratzfuss = Rich, important and wonderful


      78808 Kratzka = Cities locatedfuture now secure

    

  


  Poring through the log, I noticed a word on the margins of one page: DEAD. I looked at it more closely and saw two other words alongside it. They spelled out DEAD HORSE
  CAMP. Underneath them were coordinates, and I quickly flipped through my notebook where I had scribbled down the position of the camp from Exploration Fawcett. They were significantly
  different.


  For hours, I went through the diaries, taking notes. I thought there was nothing left to glean, when Rolette appeared and said that she wanted to show me one more item. She vanished into the
  back room, and I could hear her rummaging through drawers and cabinets, muttering to herself. After several minutes, she emerged with a photograph from a book. I dont know where I put
  it, she said. But I can at least show you a picture of it.


  It was a photograph of Fawcetts gold signet ring, which was engraved with the family motto, Nec Aspera Terrentessentially, Difficulties Be
  Damned. In 1979, an Englishman named Brian Ridout, who was making a wildlife film in Brazil, heard rumors that the ring had turned up at a store in Cuiab, the capital of Mato Grosso.
  By the time Ridout tracked down the shop, the proprietor had died. His wife, however, searched through her possessions and found Colonel Fawcetts ring. Its the last concrete
  item we have from the expedition, Rolette said.


  She said that she had been desperate to learn more and had once shown the ring to a psychic.


  Did you learn anything? I asked.


  She looked down at the picture, then up at me. It had been bathed in blood.
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  The Green Hell


  Are you game? Fawcett asked.


  He was back in the jungle not long after his previous expedition, trying to persuade his new second-in-command, Frank Fisher, to explore the Rio Verde, along the Brazilian and Bolivian
  border.


  Fisher, who was a forty-one-year-old English engineer and a member of the RGS, hesitated. The boundary commission had not contracted with the party to explore the Verdeit had asked the
  men to survey a region in southwest Brazil near Corumbbut Fawcett insisted on also tracing the river, which was in such uncharted territory that nobody even knew where it began.


  Finally, Fisher said, Oh, Ill come, though he added, Surely the contracts dont call for it.


  It was only Fawcetts second South American expedition, but it would prove critical to his understanding of the Amazon and to his evolution as a scientist. With Fisher and seven other
  recruits, he set out from Corumb, trekking northwest more than four hundred miles, before shoving off on two makeshift wooden rafts. The rapids, fueled by rains and by steep descents, were intense, and the rafts were propelled over precipices before tumbling down into the foam and rocksthe grinding roaras the men hollered to hold on and
  Fawcett, eyes flashing, Stetson cocked, steered with a bamboo pole held to one side, so it wouldnt spear his chest. White-water rafting was not yet a sport, but Fawcett anticipated it:
  When . . . the enterprising traveler has to construct and manage his own balsa [raft], he will realize an exhilaration and excitement that few sports provide. Still, it was one thing
  to ride the rapids of a familiar river, and another to descend unmarked chutes that might at any moment drop hundreds of feet. If a member of the party fell overboard, he could not grab onto a raft
  without capsizing it. The only honorable course was to drown.


  The explorers paddled past the Ricardo Franco Hills, eerie sandstone plateaus that rose three thousand feet. Time and the foot of man had not touched those summits, Fawcett wrote.
  They stood like a lost world, forested to their tops, and the imagination could picture the last vestiges of an age long vanished. (Conan Doyle reportedly based the setting of The
  Lost World at least partly on these tablelands.)


  As Fawcett and his team wound through the canyon, the rapids became impassable.


  Whatll we do now? one of the men asked.


  Theres no help for it, Fawcett said. We must leave all we cant carry on our back and follow the rivers course by land.


  Fawcett ordered the men to keep only their essential items: hammocks, rifles, mosquito nets, and surveying instruments.


  What about our stores of food? Fisher asked.


  Fawcett said theyd bring only enough rations for a few days. Then theyd have to live off the land, like the Indians whose fire they had seen burning in the distance.


  Despite cutting, chopping, pulling, and pushing through jungle from morning till night, they usually advanced no more than half a mile per day. Their legs sank in mud. Their shoes disintegrated.
  Their eyes blurred from a tiny species of bee that is drawn to sweat, and that invaded their pupils. (Brazilians called the bees eye lickers.) Still,
  Fawcett counted his paces and crawled up banks to better see the stars and to fix their position, as if reducing the wilderness to figures and diagrams might enable him to overcome it. His men
  didnt need such signposts. They knew where they were: the green hell.


  The men were supposed to conserve their rations, but most broke down and consumed them quickly. By the ninth day of marching, the expedition had run out of food. It was now that Fawcett
  discovered what explorers since Orellana had learned and what would become the basis of the scientific theory of a counterfeit paradise: in the worlds thickest jungle, it was hard to find a
  morsel to eat.


  Of all the Amazons tricks, this was perhaps the most diabolical. As Fawcett put it, Starvation sounds almost unbelievable in forest country, and yet it is only too likely to
  happen. Scrounging for food, Fawcett and his men could make out only buttressed tree trunks and cascades of vines. Chemical-laced fungi and billions of termites and ants had stripped bare
  much of the jungle floor. Fawcett had been taught to scavenge for dead animals, but there were none to be found: every corpse was instantly recycled back into the living. Trees drained even more
  nutrients from a soil already leached by rain and floods. Meanwhile, vines and trees stampeded over each other as they strove to reach the canopy, to absorb a ray of light. One kind of liana called
  the matador, or killer, seemed to crystallize this competition: it wrapped itself around a tree, as if offering a tender embrace, then began to strangle it, stealing both its life and its place
  amid the forest.


  Although this death struggle for the light above created a permanent midnight below, few mammals roamed the jungle floor, where other creatures could attack them. Even those animals that Fawcett
  and his party should have been able to see remained invisible to their untutored eyes. Bats hid in tents of leaves. Armadillos burrowed in the ground. Moths looked like bark. Caimans became logs.
  One kind of caterpillar had a more frightening deception: it transformed its body into the shape of a deadly pit viper, with an enlarged, swaying triangular head
  and big gleaming eyes. As the writer Candice Millard explained in The River of Doubt, The rain forest was not a garden of easy abundance, but precisely the opposite. Its quiet, shaded
  halls of leafy opulence were not a sanctuary, but rather the greatest natural battlefield anywhere on the planet, hosting an unremitting and remorseless fight for survival that occupied every
  single one of its inhabitants, every minute of every day.


  On this battlefield, Fawcett and his men found themselves outmatched. For days, Fawcett, a world-class hunter, scoured the land with his party, only to turn up a handful of nuts and palm leaves.
  The men tried fishing, which they were sure, given how many piranhas and eels and dolphins were in other Amazonian rivers, would provide sustenance, but to the explorers amazement they could
  not catch a single fish. Fawcett speculated that something had polluted the waters, and indeed some trees and plants produce tannic acids that poison rivers in the Amazon, creating what the
  biologists Adrian Forsyth and Kenneth Miyata have called the aquatic equivalents of desert.


  And so Fawcett and his party were forced to wander hungry through the jungle. The men wanted to turn back, but Fawcett was determined to find the Verdes source. They stumbled forward,
  mouths open, trying to capture every drop of rain. At night, chills swept through their bodies. A tocandiraa poisonous ant that can cause vomiting and intense feverhad infected
  Fisher, and a tree had fallen on the leg of another member of the party, so that his load had to be dispersed among the others. Nearly a month after they started on foot, the men reached what
  appeared to be the source of the river, Fawcett insisting on taking measurements, even though he was so depleted that he had trouble moving his limbs. The party paused momentarily for a photograph:
  they looked like dead men, their cheeks whittled to the bones, their beards matted against their faces like growth from the forest, their eyes half-mad.


  Fisher muttered that they were going to leave our bones here. Others prayed for salvation.


  Fawcett tried to find an easier route back, but each time he chose a path, the expedition ended up at a cliff and was forced to turn around. How long
  could we carry on was the vital question, Fawcett wrote. Unless food was obtained soon, we should be too feeble to make our way out by any route. They had gone for more than a
  month with almost no food, and were starving; their blood pressure plummeted, and their bodies consumed their own tissue. The voices of the others and the sounds of the forest seemed to come
  from a vast distance, as though through a long tube, Fawcett wrote. Unable to think about the past or the future, about anything other than food, the men became irritable, apathetic, and
  paranoid. In their weakened state, they were more susceptible to disease and infection, and most of them had developed severe fevers. Fawcett feared mutiny. Had they begun to look at one another
  differently, not as companions but as meat? As Fawcett wrote about cannibalism, Starvation blunts ones finer feelings, and he told Fisher to collect the other mens
  guns.


  Fawcett soon noticed that one of the men had vanished. He eventually came upon him sitting collapsed against a tree. Fawcett ordered the man to get up, but he begged Fawcett to let him die
  there. He refused to move, and Fawcett took out his knife. The blade gleamed before the mans eyes; Fawcett ached with hunger. Waving the knife, Fawcett forced him to his feet. If we die,
  Fawcett said, well die walking.


  As they staggered on, many of the men, inured to their fate, no longer tried to slap at the pestilent mosquitoes or keep watch against the Indians. [An ambush], in spite of its moment of
  terror and agony, is quickly over, and if we regard these matters in a reasonable way it would be considered merciful compared with starvation, Fawcett wrote.


  Several days later, as the group was slipping in and out of consciousness, Fawcett caught sight of a deer, almost out of range. He had one shot, then it would be gone. For Gods
  sake dont miss, Fawcett! one of the men whispered. Fawcett unslung his rifle; his arms had atrophied, and his muscles strained to hold the barrel steady. He inhaled and pulled the
  trigger. The report echoed through the forest. The deer seemed to vanish, as if it had been a figment of their delirium. Then, as they stumbled closer, they saw it
  on the ground, bleeding. They cooked it over a fire, eating every bit of flesh, sucking every bone. Five days later, they came across a settlement. Still, five of Fawcetts menmore
  than half his teamwere too weak to recover and soon died. When Fawcett returned to La Paz, people pointed and stared at himhe was a virtual skeleton. He sent off a telegram to the
  Royal Geographical Society. It said, Hell Verde Conquered.
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  Dead Horse Camp


  There, I said to my wife, pointing at a satellite image of the Amazon on my computer screen. Thats where Im
  going.


  The image revealed the cracks in the earth where the massive river and its tributaries had ruthlessly carved the land. Later, I was able to show her the coordinates more clearly using Google
  Earth, which was unveiled in the summer of 2005 and allowed anyone, in seconds, to zoom within meters of virtually every place on the globe. First, I typed in our Brooklyn address. The view on the
  screen, which had shown a satellite image of the earth from outer space, zoomed, like a guided missile, toward a patchwork of buildings and streets, until I recognized the balcony of our apartment.
  The level of clarity was incredible. Then I typed in Fawcetts last published coordinates and watched the screen race over images of the Caribbean and the Atlantic Ocean, past a faint outline
  of Venezuela and Guyana, before zeroing in on a blur of green: the jungle. What was once blank space on the map was now visible in an instant.


  My wife asked how I knew where to go, and I told her about Fawcetts diaries. I showed her on the map the location that everyone assumed was Dead Horse
  Camp and then the new coordinates, more than a hundred miles south, which I had found in Fawcetts logbook. Then I revealed a copy of a document with the word CONFIDENTIAL
  printed on it, which I had discovered at the Royal Geographical Society. Unlike other documents written by Fawcett, this one was neatly typed. Dated April 13, 1924, it was titled Case for an
  Expedition in the Amazon Basin.


  Desperate for funding, Fawcett had seemingly relented to the Societys demand that he be more forthcoming about his plans. After nearly two decades of exploring, he said, he had concluded
  that in the southern basin of the Amazon, between the Tapajs and the Xingu tributaries, were the most remarkable relics of ancient civilization. Fawcett had sketched a map of
  the region and submitted it with a proposal. This area represents the greatest area of unexplored country in the world, he wrote. Portuguese exploration, and all subsequent
  geographical research by Brazilians or foreigners, has been invariably confined to waterways. Instead, he planned to blaze a path overland between the Tapajs and the Xingu and other
  tributaries, where none has penetrated. (Conceding how much more dangerous this course was, he requested extra money to get the survivors back to England, as I
  may be killed.)


  On one page of the proposal, Fawcett had included several coordinates. What are they for? my wife asked.


  I think theyre the direction he headed in after Dead Horse Camp.


  The next morning I stuffed my gear and maps in my backpack, and said goodbye to my wife and infant son. Dont be stupid, my wife said. Then I headed to the airport and
  boarded a plane for Brazil.
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  In the Hands of the Gods


  Oh, the glorious prospect of home, Fawcett wrote in his diary. Streets paved and neatly aligned, thatched cottages covered in ivy,
  pastures filled with sheep, church bells tolling in the crammed with jellies and soups and lemonades and tarts and Neapolitan ices and wines, pedestrians jostling in the streets with buses and
  trams and taxis. Home was all Fawcett could think about on the boat ride back to England at the end of 1907. And now he was back in Devon with Nina and Jack, Jack as big as could be, running and
  talking, already four years old, and little Brian staring at the man in the doorway as if he were a stranger, which he was. I wanted to forget atrocities, to put slavery, murder and horrible
  disease behind me, and to look again at respectable old ladies whose ideas of vice ended with the indiscretions of so-and-sos housemaid, Fawcett wrote in Exploration Fawcett.
  I wanted to listen to the everyday chit-chat of the village parson, discuss the uncertainties of the weather with the yokels, pick up the daily paper on my breakfast-plate. I wanted, in
  short, to be just ordinary.  He bathed in warm water with soap and trimmed his beard. He dug in the garden, tucked his children into bed,
  read by the fire, and shared Christmas with his familyas though South America had never been.


  But before long he found himself unable to sit still. Deep down inside me a tiny voice was calling, Fawcett said. At first scarcely audible, it persisted until I could no
  longer ignore it. It was the voice of the wild places, and I knew that it was now part of me for ever. He added, InexplicablyamazinglyI knew I loved that hell. Its
  fiendish grasp had captured me, and I wanted to see it again.


  So, after only a few months, Fawcett packed up his things again and fled what he called the prison gate slowly but surely shutting me in. Over the next decade and a half, he
  conducted one expedition after another in which he explored thousands of square miles of the Amazon and helped to redraw the map of South America. During that time, he was often as neglectful of
  his wife and children as his parents had been of him. Nina compared her life to that of a sailors wife: a very uncertain and lonely existence without private means,
  miserably poor, especially with children. In a letter to the Royal Geographical Society in 1911, Fawcett professed that he would not subject my wife to the perpetual anxiety of these
  risky journeys. (He had once shown her the lines on the palm of his hand and said, Note this well!someday, she might have to identify my dead body.) Yet he
  continued to subject her to his dangerous compulsions. In some ways, it must have been easier for his family when he was gone, for the longer he remained at home, the more his mood soured. Brian
  later confessed in his diary, I felt relieved when he was out of the way.


  Nina, for her part, subsumed her ambitions in her husbands. Fawcetts annual salary of about six hundred pounds from the boundary commission provided little for her and the
  children, and she was forced to shuttle the family from one rental house to the next, living in genteel poverty. Still, she made sure that Fawcett had little to worry about, performing the kinds of
  chorescooking and cleaning and washingto which she was unaccustomed and raising the children in what Brian called a riotous democracy.
  Nina also acted as her husbands chief advocate, doing everything in her power to burnish his reputation. When she learned that a member of Fawcetts 1910 expedition was trying to
  publish an unauthorized account, she quickly alerted her husband so that he could put a stop to it. And when Fawcett wrote to her about his exploits, she immediately tried to publicize them by
  funneling the information to the Royal Geographical Society and, in particular, to Keltie, the institutions longtime secretary, who was one of Fawcetts biggest boosters. (Keltie had
  agreed to be the godfather of Fawcetts daughter, Joan, who was born in 1910.) In a typical communiqu, Nina wrote of Fawcett and his men, They have had some miraculous escapes
  from deathonce they were shipwreckedtwice attacked by huge snakes. Fawcett dedicated Exploration Fawcett to his beloved Cheekybecause,
  he said, she as my partner in everything shared with me the burden of the work.


  Yet at times Nina longed to be not the person at home but the one in the wild. I, personally, am quite ready now for accompanying P.H.F. on a Brazilian journey, she once told a
  friend. She learned how to read the stars, like a geographer, and kept herself in splendid health; in 1910, while visiting Fawcett in South America, she wrote an unpublished dispatch
  for the RGS about her journey by train from Buenos Aires, Argentina, to Valparaiso, Chile, which she thought might be interesting to those who are fond of travel. At one point, she
  could see the snowcapped peaks of the Cordillera flushed with the rosy light of the rising suna vista so beautiful and grand as to stamp itself on the memory
  forever.


  Fawcett never consented to take her with him into the jungle. But Nina confided to a friend that she believed staunchly in the equality . . . between man and woman. She encouraged
  Joan to build her stamina and take physical risks, including swimming for miles in rough seas. Writing to Keltie about his goddaughter, Nina said, Some day perhaps she may win the laurels of
  the Royal Geographical Society as a lady-geographer, and so fulfill the ambition that her mother has striven for in vainso far! (Fawcett also
  spurred Joan, like all his children, to take extreme risks. Daddy gave us a tremendous amount of fun, because he didnt realize the danger, Joan later recalled. But he
  should have realized. He was always encouraging us to climb across roofs and up trees . . . Once I fell on the cervical vertebrae of my neck and that cost me a fortnight in bed with high delirium
  and unconscious. Since I had that accident my neck has always been slightly stooped.)


  It was Jack, however, who most yearned to be like his father. By the look of it, my little son Jack is going to pass through the same phase as I did when he reaches early manhood,
  Fawcett once remarked proudly. Already he is fascinated by the stories we tell him of Galla-pita-Galla. Fawcett wrote and illustrated stories for Jack, depicting him as a young
  adventurer, and when Fawcett was home the two did everything togetherhiking, playing cricket, sailing. Jack was the real apple of his eye, one relative recalled.


  In 1910, when Jack was heading off to boarding school along with Raleigh Rimell, Fawcett sent him a poem from far away in the wild. It was called Jack Going to School
  and read, in part:


  
    
      Never forget us brave little man


      Mother and father trust in you


      Be brave as a lion, yet kind returning


      Ready to fight and averse to wrong . . .


      Never forget youre a gentleman


      And never a fear youll do.


      Life is short and the world is wide


      Were just a ripple on lifes great pool


      Enjoy your life to the best you can


      All will help to enrich the span


      But never forget youre a gentleman


      And the time will come when we all with pride


      Will think of your days at school.

    

  


  In a separate letter to Nina, Fawcett spoke about his older sons character and future: A leader of men, I thinkpossibly an oratoralways an independent, loveable,
  erratic personality, which may go far . . . a bundle of nervesinexhaustible nervous energya boy of boyscapable of extremessensitive and proudthe child we longed
  for, and, I think, born for some purpose as yet obscure.


  
    WORD OF FAWCETTS feats as an explorer, meanwhile, was beginning to spread. Although his deeds lacked that single
    crystalline achievement, like reaching the North Pole or the top of Mount EverestAmazonia defied such triumphs: no single person could ever conquer itFawcett, progressing inch by
    inch through the jungle, tracing rivers and mountains, cataloging exotic species, and researching the native inhabitants, had explored as much of the region as anyone. As one reporter later put
    it, He was probably the worlds foremost expert on South America. William S. Barclay, a member of the RGS, said of Fawcett, I have for years regarded him as one of the
    best of his class that ever lived.

  


  His feats came at a time when Britain, with the death of Queen Victoria and the rise of Germany, had grown anxious about its empire. These doubts were exacerbated by an English generals
  claim that 60 percent of the countrys young men were unfit to meet the requirements of military service, and by a rash of apocalyptic novelsincluding Hartmann the Anarchist; or,
  The Doom of the Great City, by Fawcetts older brother, Edward. Published in 1893, the cult science-fiction novel detailed how an underground cell of anarchists (a disease
  bred by an effete form of civilization) invented an airplane prototype christened the Attila and, in a scene that presaged the Blitz of World War II, used it to bomb London.
  (Of the Houses of Parliament pinnacles were collapsing and walls were being riven asunder as the shells burst within them.) The public had grown so
  agitated over the state of Victorian manhood that the government created an investigative body called the Inter-Departmental Committee on Physical Deterioration.


  The press seized upon Fawcetts accomplishments, portraying him like one of his childhood heroes and holding him up as the perfect counterpoint to the national crisis of confidence. One
  newspaper declared,  The lure of the wild has not lost its power upon men of the fearless and resourceful type represented by Maj. Fawcett. Another journal urged
  children to emulate him: There is a true Scout for you to follow! He gives up all thought of his own safety or comfort, so that he may carry out the duty that has been given to
  him.


  In early 1911, at a lecture before the Royal Geographical Society, where he presented his findings, dozens of scientists and explorers from across Europe crowded into the hall to glimpse the
  Livingstone of the Amazon. Beckoning him to the front of the hall, Charles Darwins son Leonard, who was now the Societys president, described how Fawcett had mapped
  regions which have never before been visited by Europeans and had traveled up rivers that had never before been ascended by one. Darwin added that Fawcett had
  demonstrated that there was still a place where the explorer can go forth and exhibit perseverance, energy, courage, forethought, and all those qualities which go to make up the qualities of
  an explorer of the times now passing away.


  Although Fawcett liked to protest that he was not a great seeker for publicity, he clearly relished the attention. (One of his hobbies was to paste newspaper accounts about himself
  into a scrapbook.) Showing lantern slides of the jungle and sketches of his maps, he told the crowd:


  
    
      What I hope is that the publicity of these explorations may attract other adventurous spirits into this neglected part of the world. But it should be
      remembered that the difficulties are great and the tale of disasters a long one, for the few remaining unknown corners of the world exact a price for their secrets. Without any desire whatever
      for self-glorification, I can vouch for it that it requires a great enthusiasm to successfully bridge, year after year, the wide gulf which lies between the comforts of civilization and the
      very real risks and penalties which dog every footstep in the unexplored forests of this still little-known continent.

    

  


  A Bolivian emissary who was there said of the emerging map of South America, I must tell you that it is owing to Major Fawcetts bravery that this has been
  accomplished . . . If we had a few more men like him, I am sure there would not be a single corner of the unexplored regions.


  Fawcetts growing legend was predicated on the fact that not only had he made journeys that no one else had dared but he had done so at a pace that seemed inhuman. He accomplished in
  months what others took years to door, as Fawcett once put it matter-of-factly, I am a rapid worker and have no idle days. Incredibly, he rarely, if ever, seemed to get sick.
  He was fever-proof, said Thomas Charles Bridges, a popular adventure writer at the time who knew Fawcett. The trait caused rampant speculation about his physiology. Bridges attributed
  this resistance to his having a pulse below the normal. One historian observed that Fawcett had a virtual immunity from tropical disease. Perhaps this last quality was the most
  exceptional. There were other explorers, although not many, who equaled him in dedication, courage and strength, but in his resistance to disease he was unique. Even Fawcett began to marvel
  at what he called the perfect constitution.


  In addition, he was struck by his ability to elude predators. Once, after leaping over a pit viper, he wrote in his journal, What amazed me more than anything was the warning of my
  subconscious mind, and the instant muscular response . . . I had not seen it till it flashed between my legs, but the inner manif I can call it thatnot only saw it in
  time, but judged its striking height and distance exactly, and issued commands to the body accordingly! His RGS colleague William Barclay, who worked in
  Bolivia and knew Fawcetts methods as an explorer as well as anyone, said that over the years the explorer had developed the conviction that no danger could touch him and that,
  like a mythic hero, his actions and happenings were fore-ordained. Or, as Fawcett liked to say, I am in the hands of the Gods.


  Yet the very things that made Fawcett a great explorerdemonic fury, single-mindedness, and an almost divine sense of immortalityalso made him terrifying to be with. Nothing was
  allowed to stand in the way of his objector destiny. He was prepared to travel lighter and fare harder than most people would consider either possible or proper, the journal of
  the Royal Geographical Society reported. In a letter to the Society, Nina said, By the way, you will be amused to hear Major Fawcett contemplated cutting through 100 miles of forest . . . in
  a month! The others fairly gasped at the thought!!!


  To those who could keep up with him, he showed tremendous loyalty. To those who couldntwell, Fawcett came to believe that their sickness, even their death, only confirmed their
  underlying cowardice. Such journeys cannot be executed faintly, Fawcett wrote Keltie, or I should never have got anywhere. For those who can do [them] I have nothing but
  gratitude and praisefor those who cant I have little sympathy for they accept the job with their eyes openbut for the lazy or incompetent I have no use whatever. In his
  private papers, Fawcett denounced a former assistant as a hopeless rotter! A typical waster!the words scribbled beneath the mans obituary. (He had drowned in a river in
  Peru.) Several men were expelled from his expeditions or, aggrieved and bitter, deserted him. Why he would not stop to let us eat or sleep, a former member of his party complained to
  another South American explorer. We were working twenty-four hours a day and driven like bullocks before the lash.


  The strain has always been too much for members of my own parties, Fawcett informed Keltie, adding, I have no mercy for
  incompetence.


  Keltie gently chided his friend: I am very glad to think that you are keeping so very fit. You must have a wonderful constitution to stand all that you have stood and be none the worse. I
  am afraid this makes you perhaps a little intolerant of men who are not so very fit as you are.


  Keltie no doubt had in mind one man in particular, an explorer whose collaboration with Fawcett, in 1911, ended in catastrophe.


  
    IT SEEMED LIKE the perfect match: James Murray, the great polar scientist, and Fawcett, the great Amazon explorer. Together, they would break through hundreds of miles
    of unexplored jungle surrounding the Heath River along Bolivias northwestern border with Peru, to map the region and study its inhabitants and wildlife. The Royal Geographical Society had
    encouraged the excursion, and why not?

  


  Born in Glasgow in 1865, Murray was the brilliant, peripatetic son of a grocer who, as a young man, had become obsessed with the recent discovery of microscopic creatures and, armed with little
  more than a microscope and a collecting jar, transformed himself into a virtually self-taught, world-renowned expert in the field. In 1902, he helped survey the muddy depths of the Scottish lochs.
  Five years later, Ernest Shackleton enlisted Murray for his expedition to Antarctica, where he carried out groundbreaking recordings on marine biology, physics, optics, and meteorology. Afterward,
  he co-wrote a book called Antarctic Days, which described hauling a sled across the snow: Pulling, you are uncomfortably hot, resting, you are uncomfortably cold. Always, you are
  hungry. Ahead is the barrier surface, stretching away to the horizon. Voraciously curious, vainglorious, rebellious, eccentric, daring, autodidactic: Murray seemed like Fawcetts
  doppelgnger. He was even an artist. And in September 1911, when Murray arrived at San Carlos, an outpost on the Bolivian-Peruvian border, Fawcett proclaimed in a letter to the Royal Geographical Society, He is an admirable man for the job.


  But had anyone peered closer at their characters he might have seen warning signs. Although only two years older than Fawcett, Murray, at forty-six, looked crumpled and wizened; his face, with
  its well-trimmed mustache and graying hair, was filled with crags, his body was ill shapen. During the Scottish expedition, he had suffered a physical breakdown. I had had rheumatism,
  inflamed eyes, and God knows what not, he said. On the Shackleton expedition, he had been in charge of the base camp and had not endured the most brutal conditions.


  Moreover, the qualifications for a great polar explorer and for an Amazon one are not necessarily the same. Indeed, the two forms of exploration are, in many ways, the antithesis of each other.
  A polar explorer has to endure temperatures of nearly a hundred degrees below zero, and the same terrors over and over: frostbite, crevices in the ice, and scurvy. He looks out and sees snow and
  ice, snow and icean unrelenting bleakness. The psychological horror is in knowing that this landscape will never change, and the challenge is to endure, like a prisoner in solitary
  confinement, sensory deprivation. In contrast, an Amazon explorer, immersed in a cauldron of heat, has his senses constantly assaulted. In place of ice there is rain, and everywhere an explorer
  steps some new danger lurks: a malarial mosquito, a spear, a snake, a spider, a piranha. The mind has to deal with the terror of constant siege.


  Fawcett had long been convinced that the Amazon was more grueling and of greater scientific importbotanically, zoologically, geographically, and anthropologicallythan what he
  dismissed as the exploration of barren regions of eternal ice. And he resented the hold that polar explorers had on the publics imagination and the extraordinary funding they
  received. Murray, in turn, seemed certain that his journey with Shackletona journey more heralded than any that Fawcett had undertakenhad elevated him above the man in charge of his
  latest expedition.


  While the two explorers were sizing each other up, they were joined by Henry Costin, the British corporal who in 1910, bored with military life, had answered a
  newspaper advertisement that Fawcett had posted seeking an adventurous companion. Short and stocky, with a bold Kiplingesque mustache and heavily hooded eyes, Costin had proven Fawcetts most
  durable and capable assistant. He was exceedingly fit, having been a gymnastics instructor in the Army, and was a world-class marksman. One of his sons later summed him up this way: A tough
  bugger who hated bullshit.


  Rounding out the party was Henry Manley, a twenty-six-year-old Englishman who listed his profession as explorer, though he had not yet been to many places, and a handful of native
  porters.


  On October 4, 1911, the expedition prepared to leave San Carlos to begin the trek northward along the banks of the Heath River. A Bolivian officer had warned Fawcett against traveling in this
  direction. Its impossible, he said. The Guarayos [Indians] are bad, and there are so many of them that they even dare to attack us armed soldiers right here! . . . To
  venture up into the midst of them is sheer madness.


  Fawcett was undeterred. So, too, was Murrayafter all, how difficult could the jungle be compared with the Antarctic? Early on, the men had the benefit of pack animals, which Murray used
  to carry his microscope and collecting jars. One night Murray was astonished to see vampire bats swarming from the sky and attacking the animals. Several mules with ugly wounds, and
  streaming with blood, he wrote in his diary. The bats had front teeth as sharp as razor blades, which punctured the skin so swiftly and surgically that a sleeping victim often didnt
  awake. The bats would use their grooved tongues to lap up blood for up to forty minutes, secreting a substance to keep the wound from clotting. The bats could also transmit a lethal protozoan.


  The men cleaned and dressed the mules wounds quickly to ensure they didnt become infected, but that wasnt their only concern: vampire bats also fed on humans, as Costin and
  Fawcett had discovered from a previous trip. We were all bitten by vampire bats, Costin later recalled in a letter. The major had his wounds on the head, while my four bites
  were on each knuckle of my right hand . . . It is surprising the amount of blood lost from such small wounds.


  We awoke to find our hammocks saturated with blood, Fawcett said, for any part of our persons touching the mosquito-nets or protruding beyond them were attacked by these
  loathsome animals.


  In the jungle, a pack animal would falter every few steps, tripping over sludge-covered tree trunks or sinking into a mud hole, and the men had to poke and prod and beat the miserable creatures
  forward. Surely an iron-bound rock-ribbed stomach is required to walk behind and drive these animals, a companion of Fawcetts once wrote in his diary. I am frequently
  besmirched with wet clots of rotting blood and other putrid matter that drops from their sore heads that are kept in a state of constant irritation by insects. Yesterday I probed out the maggots
  with a stick and filled the wounds with warm candle grease and sulphur mixed but it is doubtful whether this will prove effective. The animals generally survived no more than a month in such
  conditions. Another Amazon explorer wrote, The animals themselves are pitiful sights; bleeding from great, sloughing wounds . . . foam dripping from their mouths, they lunge and strain
  through this veritable hell on earth. For men and beasts alike it is a miserable existence, though a merciful death usually terminates the careers of the latter. Fawcett finally announced
  that they would abandon the pack animals and proceed on foot with only a pair of dogs, which he considered the best sorts of companions: able to hunt, uncomplaining, and loyal to the bitter
  end.


  Over the years, Fawcett had honed the number of items that his team carried on their backs, so that each pack weighed about sixty pounds. As the men loaded their gear, Fawcett asked Murray to
  carry one more thing: his pan for sifting gold. The weight of the pack startled Murray as he began to hump it through dense jungle and hip-deep mud. My strength quite gave out, and I went
  slowly, resting now and again, he wrote in his diary. Fawcett was forced to send a porter to help him carry his pack. The next day, Murray seemed even more exhausted and fell behind the rest
  of the party while ascending a summit littered with fallen trees. I climbed over them for an hour, killing work with the heavy pack, and had not made one
  hundred yards, Murray wrote. All trace of the path was lost, I couldnt get forward, I couldnt get up the steep hill, I couldnt go back.


  Scanning the forest for Fawcett and the others, Murray heard the sound of a river below and, hoping that it might lead to an easier path, took out his machete and tried to reach it, slashing at
  the grasping vines and enormous tree roots. Without a machete, he realized, it means death to be lost in such forest. His boots chafed his feet, and he threw his
  backpack in front of him, then picked it up and threw it once more. The roar of the river was growing louder and he hurried toward it, but he came at the rushing water too quickly and lost his
  balance, sending something tumbling out of his backpack . . . A portrait of his wife and letters from her. As he watched the water envelop them, he was overcome by a superstitious
  depression of spirits.


  He pushed on, desperate to find the others before night erased what little light seeped into the forest. He noticed footprints on the muddy bank. Could they be those of the Guarayos he had been
  told so much about, whose tribal name meant warlike? Then he spotted a tent in the distance and staggered toward it, only to get there and realize it was a boulder. His mind was
  deceiving him. He had been marching since sunrise, but he had progressed scarcely a few hundred yards. It was getting dark, and in a fit of panic he fired his rifle in the air. There was no
  response. His feet ached, and he sat down and removed his boots and socks; the skin had peeled off his ankles. He had no food other than a pound of caramels, which Nina Fawcett had prepared for the
  expedition. The box was intended to be shared among the team, but Murray devoured half the contents, washing them down with the rivers milky water. Lying alone in the blackness, he smoked
  three Turkish cigarettes, trying to stifle his hunger. Then he passed out.


  In the morning, the group found him, and Fawcett reprimanded Murray for slowing the groups progress. But each day Murray lagged farther and farther
  behind. He was unaccustomed to intense hungerthe ceaseless, oppressive gnawing that ate away at mind and body alike. Later, when Murray was given some cornmeal, he scooped it greedily into
  his mouth with a leaf and let it melt over his tongue. I wish no more than to be assured such food for the rest of my time, he said. The entries in his diary became choppier, more
  frantic:


  
    
      Very hot work, quite exhausted; suggest short rest, Fawcett refuses it; stay behind alone, when able to struggle on, fearfully dense scrub, cannot get through it, cut way back to river bank,
      very rough going there . . . see another playa [beach] away at next bend of the river, try to wade to it, gets too deep, return to mud playa, now night; gather some dead branches and canes and
      lianas and make fire to dry clothes; no food, some saccharine pellets, smoke three cigarettes, suck some of the cold fruits, mosquitoes pretty bad, cannot sleep from bites, cold and tiredness,
      try opium sedative, no use; weird noises in river and forest, [anteater] comes down to drink on opposite side, making great row. Think hear voices come across the river, and imagine they may be
      Guarayos. All clothes full of grit, gets in mouth, miserable night.

    

  


  He tried to do some scientific work but soon gave up. As another biologist who later traveled with Fawcett put it, I thought that I would get many valuable natural history notes but my
  experience is that when undergoing severe physical labor the mind is not at all active. One thinks of the particular problem in hand or perhaps the mind just wanders not performing coherent
  thought. As to missing various phases of civilized life, one has no time to miss anything save food or sleep or rest. In short one becomes little more than a rational animal.


  One night when Fawcett, Murray, and the others reached camp, they were so weak that most of them collapsed on the ground without pitching their hammocks. Later, Fawcett, apparently sensing the
  atmosphere of despair, and heeding what he had learned in exploring school, tried to encourage merriment. He pulled a recorder from his pack and played The
  Calabar, a gallows-humor Irish folk song about a shipwreck. He sang:


  
    
      Next day we ran short of buttermilkit was all the captains fault


      So the crew were laid up with scurvy, for the herrings were terrible salt.


      Our coloured cook said the meat was done, there wasnt a bap on the shelf;


      Then well eat the soap, the captain cried, let no man wash himself.

    

  


  Murray hadnt heard the song in thirty years and joined in along with Costin, who took out his own recorder. Manley lay listening, as the sound of their voices and instruments drowned out
  the howl of monkeys and the whir of mosquitoes. For a moment, they seemed, if not happy, at least able to mock the prospect of their own death.


  
    YOU HAVE NO RIGHT TO BE TIRED! Fawcett snapped at Murray.

  


  They were on one of two rafts that they had built to go up the Heath River. Murray said that he wanted to wait for a boat that was trailing them, but Fawcett thought that he was making another
  excuse to rest. As Costin warned, internal discord was common in the miserable conditions, and was perhaps the biggest threat to a partys survival. During the first European expedition down
  the Amazon, in the early 1540s, members were accused of deserting their commander in the greatest cruelty that faithless men have ever shown. In 1561, members of another South
  American expedition stabbed their leader to death while he slept, then, not long after, murdered the man they had chosen to replace him. Fawcett had his own view
  of mutiny: as a friend once warned him, Every party has a Judas.


  With each day, tensions mounted between Fawcett and Murray. There was something about the man whom Costin reverently called chief that scared Murray. Fawcett expected every man to
  do as much as he can and was contemptuous of anyone who succumbed to fear. (Fawcett once described fear as the motive power of all evil which had excluded
  humanity from the Garden of Eden.) Every year in the jungle seemed to make him harder and more fanatical, like a soldier who had experienced too much combat. He rarely cut a clean path
  through the forest; rather, he slashed his machete in every direction, as if he were being stung by bees. He painted his face with bright colors from berries, like an Indian warrior, and spoke
  openly of going native. There is no disgrace in it, he said in Exploration Fawcett. On the contrary, in my opinion it shows a creditable regard for the real things of
  life at the expense of the artificial. In his private papers, he jotted down thoughts under the heading Renegades from Civilization: Civilization has a relatively
  precarious hold upon us and there is an undoubted attraction in a life of absolute freedom once it has been tasted. The call o the wild is in the blood of many of us and finds
  its safety valve in adventure.


  Fawcett, who seemed to approach each journey as if it were a Buddhist rite of purification, believed that the expedition would never get anywhere with Murray. Not only was the biologist ill
  suited for the Amazon; he drained morale by complaining incessantly. Because Murray had served under Shackleton, he seemed to think that he could question Fawcetts authority. Once, while
  walking a raft loaded with gear across a river, Murray was swept off his feet by the current. Ignoring Fawcetts instructions, he grabbed onto the rafts edge, threatening to topple it.
  Fawcett told him to let go and swim to safety, but he wouldnt, which confirmed him, in Fawcetts parlance, as a pink-eyed weakling.


  Fawcett soon came to suspect the scientist of something more serious than cowardice: stealing. In addition to the missing caramels, other communal provisions
  had been pilfered. Few crimes were graver. On such an expedition the theft of food comes next to murder as a crime and should by rights be punished as such, Theodore Roosevelt said of
  his 1914 Amazon journey. When Fawcett confronted Murray about the thefts, the biologist was indignant. Told them what I had eaten, he wrote bitterly, adding, It seems my
  honorable course would have been to starve. Not long after, Costin caught Murray with maize that seemed to belong to reserves for later in the trip. Where did you get that? Costin
  demanded.


  Murray said it was surplus from his own private store.


  Fawcett ordered that because Murray had taken a handful, he wouldnt be permitted to eat the bread made from the maize. Murray pointed out that Manley had eaten corn from his own private
  store. Fawcett was unmoved. It was a matter of principle, he said.


  If it was, Murray said, it was the principles of a fool.


  The mood continued to deteriorate. As Murray put it one evening, There is no singing in camp tonight.


  
    MANLEY WAS the first stricken. His temperature rose to 104 degrees, and he shook uncontrollablyit was malaria. This is too much for me, he muttered
    to Murray. I cant manage it. Unable to stand, Manley lay on the muddy bank, trying to let the sun bake the fever out of him, though it did little good.

  


  Next, Costin contracted espundia, an illness with even more frightening symptoms. Caused by a parasite transmitted by sand flies, it destroys the flesh around the mouth, nose, and limbs, as if
  the person were slowly dissolving. It develops into . . . a mass of leprous corruption, Fawcett said. In rare instances, it leads to fatal secondary infections. In Costins
  case, the disease eventually became so bad, as Nina Fawcett later informed the Royal Geographical Society, that he had gone off his rocker.


  Murray, meanwhile, seemed to be literally coming apart. One of his fingers grew inflamed after brushing against a poisonous plant. Then the nail slid off, as
  if someone had removed it with pliers. Then his right hand developed, as he put it, a very sick, deep suppurating wound, which made it agony even to pitch his hammock.
  Then he was stricken with diarrhea. Then he woke up to find what looked like worms in his knee and arm. He peered closer. They were maggots growing inside him. He counted fifty around his elbow
  alone. Very painful now and again when they move, Murray wrote.


  Repulsed, he tried, despite Fawcetts warnings, to poison them. He put anythingnicotine, corrosive sublimate, permanganate of potashinside the wounds and then attempted to
  pick the worms out with a needle or by squeezing the flesh around them. Some worms died from the poison and started to rot inside him. Others grew as long as an inch and occasionally poked out
  their heads from his body, like a periscope on a submarine. It was as if his body were being taken over by the kind of tiny creatures he had studied. His skin smelled putrid. His feet swelled. Was
  he getting elephantiasis, too? The feet are too big for the boots, he wrote. The skin is like pulp.


  Only Fawcett seemed unmolested. He discovered one or two maggots beneath his skina species of botfly plants its eggs on a mosquito, which then deposits the hatched larvae on
  humansbut he did not poison them, and the wounds caused by their burrowing remained uninfected. Despite the partys weakened state, Fawcett and the men pressed on. At one point, a
  horrible cry rang out. According to Costin, a puma had pounced upon one of the dogs and was dragging it into the forest. Being unarmed except for a machete, it was useless to follow,
  Costin wrote. Soon after, the other dog drowned.


  Starving, wet, feverish, pocked with mosquito bites, the party began to eat itself from within, like the maggots corkscrewing through Murrays body. One night Murray and Manley fought
  bitterly over who would sleep on which side of the fire. By then, Fawcett had come to believe that Murray was a coward, a malingerer, a thief, and, worst of all,
  a cancer spreading throughout his expedition. It was no longer a question of whether Murrays slowness would cause the expedition to fail, Fawcett thought; it was whether he would keep the
  party from getting out at all.


  Murray believed that Fawcett simply lacked empathyno mercy on a sick or tired man. Fawcett could slow down to give a lame man a chance for his life, but he
  refused. As the party pushed ahead again, Murray began to fixate on Fawcetts gold-washing pan, until he couldnt bear it any longer. He opened his backpack and dumped the pan, along
  with most of his possessions, including his hammock and clothes. Fawcett warned him that he would need these things, but Murray insisted that he was trying to save his life, since Fawcett
  wouldnt wait for him.


  The lighter pack improved Murrays speed, but without his hammock he was forced to sleep on the ground in the pouring rain with bugs crawling on him. By this time the Biologist . .
  . was suffering badly from his sores and from lack of a change of clothes, for those he possessed were stinking, Fawcett wrote. He was beginning to realize how foolish he had been to
  throw away all but immediate necessities in his pack, and became increasingly morose and frightened. Fawcett added, As we had thunderstorms every day with deluges of rain, he grew
  worse instead of better. I was frankly anxious about him. If blood poisoning set in he would be a dead man, for there was nothing we could do about it.


  The prospect of getting out recedes; food is nearly done, Murray wrote in his diary.


  Murrays body had become swollen with pus and worms and gangrene; flies swirled around him as if he were already a corpse. With their route not even half done, the moment had arrived that
  Fawcett had warned every expedition member of, were he too sick to carry on: abandonment.


  Although Fawcett had prepared for such a contingency, he had never actually enforced it, and he consulted with Costin and Manley as Murray looked on grimly.
  There was a curious discussion in camp tonight, on the question of my abandonment, Murray wrote. When traveling in the uninhabited forest, without other recourses than you
  carry with you, every man realized that if he falls sick or cant keep up with the others he must take the consequences. The others cant wait and die with him. Still, Murray
  felt that they were close enough to a frontier outpost where he could be left behind. This calm admission of the willingness to abandon me . . . was a queer thing to hear from an Englishman,
  though it did not surprise me, as I had gauged his character long before.


  In the end, Fawcett, with his customary impetuousness, took a step that for him was almost as radical as leaving a man to die: he diverted his mission, at least long enough to try to get Murray
  out. Bitterly and reluctantly, he looked for the nearest settlement. Fawcett ordered Costin to remain beside Murray and ensure his evacuation. According to Costin, Murray showed signs of delirium.
  I will not detail the physical force methods I had to adopt with him, Costin later recalled. Suffice it to say I took away his revolver, so that he could not shoot me . . . But
  it was the only alternative to leaving him to die.


  Eventually, the party came across a frontiersman with a mule, who promised to try to carry the biologist back to civilization. Fawcett offered Murray some money to pay for food, though the
  enmity between them still burned. Costin told Murray that he hoped that any harsh words they had exchanged in the jungle would be forgotten. He then glanced at Murrays infected knee.
  You know that knee of yours is far worse than you think, he said.


  Murray gathered from his manner that Costin and the others expected him to diethat they would never see him again. The men loaded him onto the mule. His limbs, like his knee, had begun to
  discharge foul matter. It is surprising the quantity that comes from both arm and knee, Murray wrote. The matter from the arm is very inflammatory and makes the whole forearm
  red flesh and very painful. The discharge from the knee is more copious; it runs down in streams from half-a-dozen holes and saturates my stockings. He
  could barely sit up on the mule. Feel more ill than ever I did, knee very bad, heel very bad, kidneys upset, whether from food or poison and must pass water frequently. He prepared to
  die: Lie awake all night wondering how the end will be, and whether it is justifiable to make it easier, with drugs or otherwisean apparent allusion to suicide. He continued,
  Cannot say afraid of the end itself, but wonder if it will be very difficult.


  Fawcett, Manley, and Costin, meanwhile, trudged on, trying to complete at least part of the mission. A month later, when they left the jungle in Cojata, Peru, there was no word of Murray. He had
  vanished. Later, in La Paz, Fawcett sent off a letter to the Royal Geographical Society:


  
    
      Murray is, I regret to say, missing . . . The Govt. of Peru is instituting searching enquiries, but I fear he must have received some accident on the dangerous Cordillera trails, or have
      died en route of gangrene. The British Minister has his case in hand and his family will not be communicated with unless there is definite news of some kind or all hopes of his existence are
      abandoned.

    

  


  Pointing out that Manley had almost died as well, Fawcett concluded, I am well and fit myself but want a rest.


  Then, miraculously, Murray emerged from the forest. It turned out that, after more than a week, he had made it on the mule with the settler to Tambopata, a frontier outpost on the border of
  Bolivia and Peru that consisted of a single house; there a man named Sardon and his family had nursed him for weeks. They slowly squeezed out a good many dead maggots, big fat
  fellows, drained the pus from his sores, and fed him. When he was strong enough, they put him on a mule and sent him to La Paz. Along the way, he read enquires about Senor Murray,
  supposed dead in this region. He reached La Paz in the beginning of 1912. His arrival shocked authorities, who discovered that he was not only alive but furious.


  Murray accused Fawcett of all but trying to murder him, and was incensed that Fawcett had insinuated that he was a coward. Keltie informed Fawcett, I
  understand that there is a possibility that the matter may be put into the hands of a well known solicitor. James Murray has got powerful and wealthy friends behind him. Fawcett insisted,
  Everything that could humanely speaking be done for him was done . . . Strictly speaking, he owed his condition to unsanitary habits, insatiability for food, and excessive partiality for
  strong liquorall of which are suicidal in such places. Fawcett added, I have little sympathy with him. He knew to a detail what he would have to put up with and that on such
  journeys of a pioneering character illness and accidents cannot be allowed to jeopardize the safety of the party. Everyone who goes with me understands that much clearly before hand. It was only
  that he and Mr. Manley both were sick which compelled me to abandon the journey projected. That he was rushed rather mercilessly . . . was a matter of food supply and the necessity of saving his
  life, of which he himself was inclined to be pessimistic. Costin was willing to testify on Fawcetts behalf, as was Manley. The Royal Geographical Society, examining the initial
  evidence, suspected that Fawcett did not neglect Murray, but did his best for him under the circumstances. Nevertheless, the Society pleaded with Fawcett to quietly put the matter to
  rest before it became a national scandal. I am sure you dont want to do Murray any injury and now you are both in a temperate climate I think you might take steps to come to an
  understanding, Keltie said.


  Whether Fawcett extended an apology to Murray or vice versa is not clear, but the full details of the feud were never made public, including how close Fawcett had come to deserting his
  countryman in the jungle. Costin, meanwhile, was now the one on the verge of death. His espundia was rapidly growing worse, and was compounded by other possible infections. So far they have
  been unable to cure him, Fawcett informed Keltie. But he is undergoing a fresh and peculiarly painful course of treatment at the School of Tropical Medicine [in London]. I sincerely
  hope he will recover. After an official from the RGS visited Costin, he told Fawcett in a letter, What a dreadful sight he is poor man.
  Gradually, Costin recovered his health, and when Fawcett announced that he planned to return to the Amazon he decided to accompany him. As he put it, Its hell all right, but one kind
  of likes it. Manley, too, despite his brush with death, pledged to go with Fawcett. He and Costin were the only assistants I could ever call completely reliable and fully adaptable,
  and never have I wished for better company, Fawcett said.


  Murray, for his part, had had enough of the tropics. He longed for the familiar bleakness of ice and snow, and in June 1913 joined a Canadian scientific expedition to the Arctic. Six weeks
  later, the ship he was on, the Karluk, became embedded in the ice and eventually had to be abandoned. This time Murray helped to lead a mutiny against the captain, and with a breakaway
  faction he escaped with sleds across the barren snow. The captain was able to rescue his party. Murray and his party, however, were never seen again.
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