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1. Walking the


Forgotten Country:


The Equator to Ingapirca





4:03 a.m.


I awake in pitch blackness, a knot of tension in my solar plexus. Without looking, I know the time: 4:03 a.m. I have woken sweating at this same hour every morning for six weeks. The dream varies. Sometimes the knife slits through the tent’s thin fabric. My arms are trapped inside the sleeping bag. Before I can free them, the blade is at my neck. The second cut opens my throat and senseless whispers come from my new mouth. Cold air flows in through the wound, followed by a pool of blackness. So this is death, the undiscovered country. Other times I realise, with that hideous certainty of dreams, that I don’t have enough water to get me back to the last stream. If the crest ahead of me does not lead down to a river, I will die. The crest comes; a weary plain opens up in front of me. The dust smells of bone meal, and gnaws at the kerbstones of an ancient road whose edges converge on the empty horizon.


The joy of waking from nightmares is that in seconds you shake off the darkness, realising these foolish fears have no power to hurt you. However, I know all this and worse is possible, and in some areas, likely. I stagger to the bathroom, coughing. My chest is rigid with tension. I am afraid of the journey I have planned for myself. I cough until I vomit: it is bright red with the wine I drink to try to sleep through these dreams. Back in bed, wide awake, I worry about money, navigation, robbery, injury and illness. In the country regions, human sacrifice is still practised. For preference, they choose the young, the beautiful, the most perfect; I may yet be safe. Dawn brings a sliver of light at the curtain’s edge. With anemone fingertips I put feelers out into the dark. There is another creature, here, at my side, breath coming and going, small snuffles in her nose, a wisp of fine hair tickling my face. Elaine is a pool of warmth. When I touch the smooth skin of her shoulder, her breathing hesitates, resumes its rhythm, familiar as habit. My closing eyelids brush her back. In such love, we come and go.


Quito Drowning


When I got off the plane in Ecuador I was still two miles above sea level. Lungs panicked, gasping for oxygen that wasn’t there. The taxi pulled out into Quito’s thinning night traffic; at nine, the capital was already shutting down. The weak headlights gave sudden glimpses of streets awash, and the driver swerved round sheets of ribbed sand. He gave me a nervous grin, one gold tooth glinting. ‘Hey, Gringo, you speak good Spanish! Where did you learn it?’


‘At home in Wales.’


‘Why, do they speak Spanish there too?’


‘No, I learned because I wanted to come here.’ Deluges smashed down from the encircling hills, over the roads and into the squares, forming pools, rounding street corners in choppy eddies. The young conquistador historian Cieza de León looked down on Quito, and noted that on such a small plain it would be hard for the city to grow. He was right. To squeeze in the 1.4 million people who now live here, shanties have been thrown up on the hills around the city. After prolonged heavy rain those slopes are unstable, and this week, the afternoon thunderstorms had been pitiless. The vehicles which hadn’t drowned spewed skirts of filthy spray over the pavements. Side roads were caked with foot-high clay ridges autographed by truck tyres. Away left were the skyscrapers of the new Quito; offices and high-rise apartments springing up from well-lit streets. We sped below the twin spires of the nineteenth-century cathedral, a mound of soulless stone, and entered the half-lit narrow streets of the old town. I checked into the Hotel Viena International, two blocks below the main square. Its handsome, three-storey, nineteenth-century courtyard sported a stone fountain topped by a blue plastic Virgin. In the dark bathroom, I glared balefully at myself in the mirror to examine my state of mind. The old glass warped my face into a Francis Bacon portrait. I took myself to bed with a book.


To save weight, I could only afford one book for leisure reading. It might have to last me months. I had decided on Don Quixote. One opening passage was a sermon. ‘Reader, you must know that when our gentleman had nothing to do, (which was most of the year), he passed his time in reading books of knight-errantry; which he did with such application and delight that in the end he abandoned his usual country sports, and even the care of his estates; he grew so strangely besotted with those amusements that he sold many acres of land to purchase books of that kind.’ Like me. Don Quixote is usually portrayed as an old man, who, in senile dementia, leaves his home and steps into the world of his delusions, and builds a fantasy space in which to survive. I discovered in the first few pages that the old fool was close to fifty: same as me.


Next morning, the television anchor man catalogued the destruction: twelve people had been killed in the city, mostly by mudslides, £4 million of damage to schools, 500 miles of highway unusable, slowing distribution of the 53,000 food parcels they had prepared. River levels were four feet above the previous record levels. There were grainy colour pictures of homeless people linking arms across brown streams running down filthy earth-slips, slithering obscenely where, ten minutes before, their houses had stood. A man was being hauled out of a swollen river. A paramedic pushed a paperclip up his nose until he vomited up filthy water.


Flooded backyards bred billions of mosquitoes. Quito is too high for malarial species, but these can carry dengue fever, which causes fever and agonising pains in the muscles and joints. There are no drugs to protect against it, and none to cure. Mortality among ill-nourished children, like those of Quito, is high.


From time to time, trucks carrying firemen and soldiers into the hills passed in a blur of sirens and red lights. The men’s eye-sockets were dark circles of exhaustion: the whites showed all round the iris, globes of fear. They were trained to face flames and bullets, not burial alive: the anoxic glory of having their mouths stoppered by red clay.


I walked towards Santo Domingo Square along Flores Street, where crumbling colonial houses were opening their tall, heavy doors to reveal small sewing and tailoring businesses. Men settled tinny typewriters on spindly tables, and waited for customers who needed a letter written or a bill typed. In one door, a young spiv sat on the step. A coarse-featured woman in a gaudy maroon mini-dress stood over him eating sponge cake from a fold of greaseproof paper. The man nodded at me, ‘What about him?’ She took two steps towards me, nearly losing a stiletto, struck a pose in front of me and yelled ‘Fwocky, fwocky!’, spraying me with cake crumbs. I stepped round her; she shrugged, hitched up her dress and pissed in the gutter.


Things hadn’t changed. In 1861, the young Friedrich Hassaurek arrived as US Ambassador to Ecuador, a reward for his campaigning for the newly elected President Abraham Lincoln. Judging by his memoir, Four Years Among the Ecuadorians, he seems to have had his handkerchief to his nose the whole time: ‘Men, women and children, of all ages and colors, may be seen in the middle of the street in broad daylight, making privies of the most public thoroughfares; and while thus engaged, they will stare into the faces of passers-by with a shamelessness that beggars description.’ Nor was he keen on the carnival week habit of dunking passing strangers in the sewers.


That night, the first explosion terrified me. I groped for my alarm clock: 04:03. Another huge bang shattered the silence. Was it heavy firearms or explosives? A volley shook the city and echoed round the empty streets. It went on for nearly twenty minutes, sometimes creeping nearer, sometimes retreating, but always coming up the hill from the poor district of La Marín. Just before dawn, around six o’clock, the street below my window blared into life. With car horns, shouts, laughter and catcalls, the market traders began to set up in the street. I went out to look for breakfast. The stalls were homemade from poles and plastic sheets, and stored in nearby lock-ups. A wiry old man, with three yards of rope he could wrap round anything, helped ferry the stalls and the stock to their pitches for fifty cents a time. He could carry fruit boxes stacked six high, with the rope looped across the front of his shaven head: a stagger-legged samurai.


Beggars arrived for business just as promptly. One man laid a mat and a megaphone on the pedestrian side street. He undid his belt and trousers, exposed his backside, and lay face down. His buttocks were covered in syphilis sores, red-raw, eating holes in his flesh. He picked up the megaphone and described his life of sin, frequenting prostitutes, neglecting his family for the sins of adultery and fornication. He called on St George, the patron saint of syphilitics, to witness how God had punished him for his evil. He did very well. It was a story people wanted to hear.


Returning to the hotel, I asked the receptionist about the early morning gunfire. She looked puzzled. ‘At 4 a.m.,’ I prompted. ‘Oh,’ she smiled, ‘you mean the fireworks, it is the feast of the Virgen Dolorosa on Saturday. All week the faithful go to Novenas at four o’clock and let off fireworks. Did it wake you up?’





Genesis


My journey began in a long-ago half-hour, waiting in a queue with my father in an old-fashioned barber’s shop at the foot of precipitous Killigrew Street in Falmouth, Cornwall. It must have been one of the last times I went to the barber’s with him, before becoming a teenager made me self-conscious about being seen with my parents. The shop still had a red and white striped pole. Two white granite steps took us up from the street into the gentle crypt of their salon. A surgeon’s knife lying in a porcelain bowl full of blood would have completed the décor.


They wore white coats and stood with patient gravitas; like umpires testing the weight on their feet in the slow afternoons. They seldom spoke, and then softly, the lips scarcely parting, a gentleman’s code. It was an ordered game; we knew the rules.


I teased out a battered copy of National Geographic from the stack of week-old newspapers and opened it at a picture of a city that grew out of the very rock of the wild peak on which it perched. Machu Picchu! It looked as if the stones had been cast down from the sky with the casual genius of gods. Only later did those temporary encumbrances arrive: people. In the centre of the picture was a level lawn. To one side of the lawn stood a single tree. I put my finger to the lawn and whispered, ‘I want to be there.’


‘Next, please!’


I waited, and watched Mr Blenkinsop’s cool hands glide the clippers’ chromium antlers around the trellised creases of my father’s neck. Soft brown and grey curls fell to the green linoleum floor, like songbirds stunned by frost. The room had absorbed the restfulness of church into its mahogany fittings. The combs, razors, brushes and clippers were gleaming and ordered. A sweep of white sheet made choirboys of us all. My turn. The scissors began their crisp march across my fringe: the sand-edged sound of blade cutting hair. Straight black locks fell into the white cwm between my arms.


That night, as I lay down to sleep, and the white worm in the eye of the light bulb faded away, I breathed through a tiny gap between my pursed lips, practising survival in the thin air of the Andes, and imagined against my legs the prickle of the lawns of Machu Picchu, lost Inca city. The journey evolved in my mind.


In every atlas, there is a country missing from the maps of South America: the Andean nation. It runs from southern Colombia, through Ecuador, Peru and Bolivia, right down into Chile. The world’s longest mountain chain threads it together. The people who live there call it the Sierra. Their culture, economy and beliefs are Andean. Physiologically they are far more like other Andean groups, however distant, than their neighbours lower down the mountain. For a brief spell, an eddy in time’s river, it was unified politically; not as a nation, a people with shared origins and ambitions, but as an empire. Like an industrial conglomerate, the Inca Empire was built by growth, voluntary take-over and aggressive acquisition. Bloated by rapid expansion, brittle with internal tensions between the state and the conquered nations, it was torn apart by two royal sons fighting for the crown. When strangers appeared on its shores and blew, the house of cards fell down.


I wanted to journey through this secret country, to put my ear to the ground and hear the beat of the heart of the Andes. To experience it in the raw, I planned to walk the most remote sections and penetrate rural areas where outside influences had scarcely touched a way of life that continued as if Columbus had never sailed. There was an ancient road running along the spine of this secret country. It was the first great road of the Incas: the Camino Real, or Royal Road. It was hand-built over five hundred years ago, to cross the most difficult and dangerous mountains in all the Americas. It’s still there, sometimes little different from the days when the Inca was carried in his litter, curtains drawn, sweeping past fields where every face was pressed to the soil in veneration. Other sections are now degraded beyond recognition, sometimes buried under modern asphalt. But the line may be followed, and my eyes would see highlands little changed from the views seen by the last great native ruler, Inca Wayna Capac. He decreed, ‘Cuzco will be the head and defence of my kingdom to one end, and Quito at the other.’ I would travel 1,500 miles between his twin capitals, beginning in Quito.


Quito Shining


I spent the next days walking across the sprawling city getting used to the altitude. Flat was easy, but a few hills soon reminded me that a third of the oxygen was missing. Carrying a backpack would double the effect. When training for the trip, I had kept a secret from my doctor, but been unable to hide it from Elaine. My lower back would sometimes disassemble itself, muscles stiffening and cramping, bones pinching nerves into violent pain, like spider-threads shot out into the wind, laced with delicate venom. I hoped, with no medical evidence at all, that a Spartan life would straighten it out. However, my feet seemed tough enough, and there was no pain from the new boots I had been breaking in for two months.


I hiked to the modern centre around Amazonas Avenue to see the Vivarium, a private collection of snakes and reptiles in a corner house in a quiet residential side-street named Volcanoes Avenue. Behind the glass, snakes lay coiled and draped in torpor. Skeletons showed their slender construction: their ribs as fine as fish bones. The false coral snake grows up to six feet long and has a Latin name to match: Lampropeltis triangulum micropholis. It is striped in red and cream and white and common around Quito, and, in block capitals, HARMLESS. Unfortunately the Vivarium had no specimen of the highly venomous true coral snake for me to learn the difference. Nearby was the creature I really needed to get to know, the fer-de-lance: mottled green with darker bands on its flanks, the colour of grass in shadow. It favours cultivated fields and riverbanks. I would be passing through a lot of those. It is extremely dangerous, and, I realised, soberly contemplating its bored, lidded eye, extremely hard to see. I looked at the map which showed its long narrow range. It was a map of my route.


My spirits were not lifted by returning to the old city and touring the colonial churches. They are virtually windowless – faith is a shade-loving plant – but within them shone the wealth of the Americas. The builders commanded gold and silver by the mule-load, precious stones by the sack. Many wealthy people did not invest in business. Instead they saved and hoarded, and when they died they bequeathed their loot to the church; that is, if death granted them time to reveal where it was hidden. Even now, when colonial houses are demolished or damaged by earthquake, treasure may spill out among the rubble and dust, testaments to misers who would not trust a wife, son, daughter or lawyer, and died with their secret hidden in their dried-up hearts. The fortunes passing to the church would have embarrassed Croesus. The gold and silver which smothers the church altars is not leaf, but plate, as thick as card. The architects’ only problem was when to stop; frequently they didn’t.


In the San Francisco Monastery, the paintings were amok with gruesome sado-masochistic scenes: Franciscans were sawn in half by devils using a rather fine wooden bow-saw, demons knelt on their chests and beat them about the face with stout cudgels. In the scenes above them, dimly visible in the profounder gloom, demons pursued their individual fascinations: lashing, flaying and amateur dentistry. However much the Spanish abused the physical welfare of the Indians, they took the saving of souls very seriously. They spread the name of Christ in a way the English and French showed no interest in doing in North America, even debating what shape a native soul might be. The endless Council of Trent, 1545–63, recommended the conversion of natives and other illiterates through the visual arts. The toiling masses took their texts from the paintings on the church wall; almost all showed Jesus suffering.


In the monastery’s museum is a display of work by the old masters of Quitan woodcarving. They delivered the party line, the orthodoxy of Catholic Spain. Christ is never the teacher, the healer or the man of love; he is a piece of surgery, scourged and nailed. The last dark hours of his life are the only ones that mattered, when his love was expressed in sacrifice. In an illiterate society these bloodily insistent images bear a message, and it is not love, but guilt: he died for you, sin is within every baby, you are a sinner, and the church dispenses forgiveness. The Bible itself was dangerous; a rival source of authority for Spanish Imperial Catholicism. Priests boasted that they had never read the Bible and never would. As late as 1907, the Easter Week sermon of Bishop Holguín of Arequipa called for the prohibition of seditious work, naming Zola, Voltaire, Rousseau and the ‘Protestant’ Bible, meaning the Bible in translation.


The painting Infierno, completed in 1620 by Hernando de la Cruz, spells out the cost of sin. The unjust boil in a pot, some still wearing their crowns. A rumour-monger is in a hole with a snake. Professionally, I check to see if it is a true or false coral snake: can’t be sure, he could get away with this. The burlesque show depicting homicides looks like the night a knife-thrower took LSD. A male adulterer is suffering in the places he enjoyed his sin: in a nice touch of local colour, a monkey vomits molten lava onto his genitals. A grinning devil pours more into his mouth, using a funnel to ensure none goes to waste. Plainly he likes his work, and wants to get on.


Until recently, Santo Domingo church seemed on the edge of ruin; an emergency roof looked ready to totter and fall at the next thunderclap. Steel beams had been put across the nave and a suspended steel ceiling was in place. I edged my way by the vendors of candles, texts and icons of the saints, past the smart man hawking a luxury edition of the Bible, past a bundle of rags with a single, brown claw extended for alms. Mass was finishing. The faithful spilled out into the square, many wiping tears from their eyes.


The main square was a pleasant park flanked by the old cathedral, rambling down the hill on my left-hand side. Colonnades with small shops stood behind me and to my right. The top was commanded by the long, graceful Government Palace. The square is a great meeting place in the short evenings, somewhere to stroll and sit, for lovers to meet and sit on the rim of the fountain, for men to take a shoe-shine, read the newspaper, smoke a cigarette. Tonight the thunderclouds, which had been crackling over the surrounding hills in the late afternoon, had cleared, and a warm honey-coloured light bathed the palace’s stucco extravagances. The craftsmen who made them were called ‘silversmiths in plaster’. On the next bench to me were twin sisters, wearing denim skirts, pearl tights and salmon-coloured cardigans. They fiddled incessantly with their hair: combed straight back, with a single metal grip to hold up the fringe. Maybe thirteen years old, they were already stocky, with broad peasant hips, deep rib cages. Their heads were large, with heavy features. They were the shape of women who have had two children; and please-God-I’m-only-late. They have blinked and gone from children to miniature adults. Adolescence went missing; childhood, when was it? Above, in the tree’s white limbs, a bird sang sweetly; from the next, another responded.


One night the peace was shattered. Suddenly the square teemed with riot police and soldiers with automatic weapons at the ready. Orange tape barred people from the garden, and an armoured vehicle stood on the pavement. An old, blind lady, with a pyramid of black hair falling from her shoulders, tapped her way across the street, and met a strange lump of iron blocking her usual route home: a tank. Her white stick groped its way over the armour plate, down the side and along the caterpillar tracks with a rat-a-tat-tat. Suddenly floodlights had drowned the front of the palace in light. Perhaps I was witnessing the beginning of a revolution. I asked a sergeant what was happening. ‘They are filming an American movie!’ he said. ‘Proof of Life, a kidnap story starring Meg Ryan and Russell Crowe. We’re all extras!’


Next lunchtime San Francisco Square was again full of soldiers and military police, surrounding the ministry building next to the church. One called me over, conspiratorially: ‘Get closer, you’re a journalist, aren’t you?’


‘Yes,’ seemed to be the right answer, and I took out my notebook. He placed me in front of the wall of guards, with the officers. ‘Who are we waiting for?’ I asked, looking down at the waiting motorcade: two police cars, a Lincoln Continental limousine with black windows and seven Chevrolet four-wheel drives.


‘The President and Vice-President.’


In a few minutes a tall man with a grey beard but no moustache passed down the steps next to me. President Noboa was thick-waisted and moved slowly and deliberately, with a slight stoop. He wore a grey suit with a maroon tie. My overall impression was of an avuncular academic, which, in a politician, always makes me cautious. Stalin looked avuncular. Amongst other things, Dr Gustavo Noboa was actually a career academic before taking up politics; again, not necessarily good news. So was Peru’s ex-President and disgraced embezzler, Alberto Fujimori. But his quiet manner was reassuring after Ecuador’s experience when President Abdula Bucaram celebrated his 1996 election by releasing a record of himself singing ‘Jailhouse Rock’. He was nicknamed ‘The Nutter’, and after further bizarre public behaviour he was removed from office for mental incapacity, and went to jail.


Vice-President Calvites, a smaller man in a black suit, emerged with his head bowed deeply, talking to his feet while the men around him nodded continuously. He sported the President’s missing moustache, and a ruby birthmark, splashed across his right cheek.


The problems they face are profound. Ecuador had recently suffered the collapse of its currency and per capita income is less than a third of the Latin American average, while it labours under one of the heaviest debt burdens. Presidential power is weakened by the prevalence of many moderate-sized political parties, who group and re-group in shifting coalitions and alliances. With some exceptions, the economy has done badly for twenty years, often going backwards. Most children will suffer protein deficiency, which, if unrelieved for the first five years of life, will permanently destroy a quarter of the intelligence they would have enjoyed. For many of Ecuador’s citizens, each day is a struggle to find food, their bodies leached of energy by long-term under-nourishment.


The demonstration of fraternal flesh-pressing with the ordinary man and woman in the street rang hollow. Doctor Noboa’s other job is being a banana billionaire. Many of his citizens survive on $1 a day. By comparison, every cow in the European Union receives a daily subsidy of $2.25.


I entered the silent haven of a barber’s shop and stepped back thirty years. From the linoleum beneath my feet to the bevel-edge mirrors, it was a double for Blenkinsop’s in Falmouth. I picked through the old sports magazines and last week’s papers, while two men in white coats snipped away the shocks of hair around the ears, and whispered the news. When my turn came, my hair, falling as if sound was suspended, was brown and grey like my father’s nearly four decades before, when I first put my finger to the picture of Machu Picchu and wished the impossible wish.


I stood outside fingering hair clippings from my collar. It was time to hit the road. I decided, to neaten things up, that I would bus north out of the city to the equator itself, and begin my long journey south at the earth’s middle.


The Earth’s Belly


You would have thought the equator was a difficult place to lose. One hundred feet below me, the circular lawn was laid out as a giant compass with paths leading along the four cardinal points to the pyramid on which I stood. Above me was a bronze globe fifteen feet across. A plaque on the monument told me I was standing 78° 27′ 08″ west of the Greenwich Meridian, and my latitude was 0° 0.0′ 0.0″. I was on top of the monument in Ciudad del Mitad del Mundo, the City at the Centre of the World, admission 50 cents. It is not a city or even a village, but a collection of modern tourist shops and cafés, single-storey whitewash with pantile roofs the colour of pencil lead. Further away, below the sprawling car park, ice-cream coloured buses growled over the smart grey paviours of the new boulevard and up the belly of the earth, to deposit their passengers on its imaginary belt. Ecuador is only one of twelve countries on the equator, but for two reasons it has prime call on it. Firstly, it is named after the line, and, secondly, it was here that a famous and bitter argument about the shape of the earth was finally settled.


It may seem strange that some of the greatest minds of their day spat feathers over whether or not our planet is fatter round the middle or the poles, but, firstly, the answer had a vital theoretical significance, and split the scientists of two great rival nations, more or less on national lines. In the British camp was a good candidate for the title of the greatest intellect that ever lived, Isaac Newton, or rather his ghost, as he had died eight years before the expedition set sail. He argued, from his own gravitational laws, that the rotation of the earth would flatten it at the poles and fatten it at the equator. Newton had shown that the gravity of a large object, like the earth, behaves as if all its mass were located in a single point at its centre. Since gravity diminished with distance, if gravity was less at the equator, it was because it was further from the centre.


In the French camp was the cantankerous shade of Jean Dominique Cassini, a talented but conceited Italian, headhunted by Louis XIV to be head of his new Observatory in Paris. He had an impressive pedigree, having discovered four more moons orbiting Saturn, plus the gap in its rings which bears his name. Cassini argued, from measurements taken in his adopted France, that the size of a degree of arc diminished as you went south.


Egos aside, the shape of the earth was also of great practical importance. Despite improvements in maps and instruments, mariners still made lethal errors in their navigation. If the earth wasn’t round, the length of a degree would vary, getting bigger the further you were from the earth’s centre. To settle the matter, an experiment spanning the globe was devised by the French Académie des Sciences. One expedition, under the mathematician Pierre Louis Moreau de Maupertuis, would go to Lapland to measure the length of a degree in the far north. A second was sent to the equator, and, since most equatorial land was unexplored rainforest, the most practical place to conduct the survey was in highland Ecuador, then a part of the Spanish Viceroyalty of Peru. The snag was that Spain had let no foreigners enter her New World possessions for two hundred years, unless they were fighting in her armies. But political fortune was with them. The King of Spain was Philip V, put on the throne by his grandfather, who happened to be Louis XIV of France. Permission to enter Ecuador was obtained, but on condition that Spanish overseers would work alongside them. The man chosen to lead this expedition was Charles Marie de La Condamine, a 34-year-old geographer.


Arriving in Quito in 1736, they first took readings to establish the exact position of the equator, then measured a base line along it with surveying chains. It required the utmost care; every subsequent measurement would depend on the accuracy of this first one. They then began to work south, to measure the distance over the ground of three degrees of latitude, over two hundred miles. The terrain was rough and the mountain climate uncomfortable, freezing them at night and cooking them by day. The work was brutal, hauling heavy but delicate equipment up mountains, then taking precision readings from temperamental instruments. It was two years before they finished, using the church tower at the town of Cuenca as a final triangulation point. To test the accuracy of their work, they calculated the length of the final side of the last triangle, before actually measuring it, on the ground. The discrepancy was just a few feet.


The final months dragged terribly. The astronomer Godin was seldom well, another man died of fever and their doctor Senièrgues meddled in a society love-affair and was lynched. The draughtsman, Morainville, who had designed a church, was climbing the scaffolding to inspect progress when it collapsed and crushed him to death. Depressed by the toll on himself and his party, La Condamine laboured on. He faced one final task: to mark the original baseline with permanent monuments, both to record their efforts, and so that the crucial first measurement could, if necessary, be re-examined by future scientists. He decided to build two modest pyramids, one at each end. It was months before this labour was complete and he was able to carve the French fleur-de-lis on the pinnacles and, finally, the names of himself, Godin and Bouguer. Crassly, in an age when etiquette was all, he recorded neither the role of the Spanish Crown in granting permission for the work, nor the participation of the two Spanish overseers. The Spanish authorities were furious. La Condamine pompously refused to admit he was wrong. The Spanish demanded that the pyramids be pulled down altogether. A court ordered him to add the missing Spanish names and strike off the fleur-de-lis. Six years later, the Council of the Indies, Spain’s Foreign and Colonial Office, sitting in Seville, decided that this was insufficient, and ordered the pyramids destroyed. The order was despatched, but La Condamine appealed, and won. News of the reprieve arrived too late; the pyramids were already rubble.


La Condamine’s results proved the earth did indeed belly out at the equator, with a circumference around eighty-five miles greater than that around the poles. Voltaire, a champion of Newton, boasted, ‘They have flattened both the earth and the Cassinis.’


One of the demolished pyramids was re-erected in 1836, by local landowner Vicente Rocafuerte, in fields near Yaraqui. When the Alpinist Edward Whymper was here in 1880, he found one of the inscribed stones standing in a farmyard, the centre of its legend worn away, where the farmer had used it as a block to mount his horse. The pyramid at the south end of the baseline was re-erected at the order of a president of Ecuador, but was moved several hundred feet to one side so that it could be seen to better advantage. The original position is lost; all La Condamine’s efforts to preserve his work were in vain.


Nowadays, finding your location is easier: I had brought my GPS. The size of a mobile phone, it contacted satellites and confirmed that it was currently accurate to thirty-four feet. There was a slight problem. It gave my latitude as 0° 0.129′ south, nearly eight hundred feet from the equator. I looked down at a tiny Japanese woman tiptoeing along the painted yellow line like a tightrope walker, striking balletic poses and giggling. It wasn’t the equator, or even close. Why?


I showed the guides my GPS readings, and they smiled coyly at each other. There was a kind of ‘You tell him, no you’ conversation and then one of the women said, ‘It’s true, we are close to the equator but not on it. The Government was offered some land that was flat and convenient. The equator runs along a ravine and it was not possible to build on the actual equator without great expense.’


I followed my GPS north, skirting the small steep-sided ravine, and found myself in a privately run open-air museum, Museo Inti-Ñan. The name means Path of the Sun, in Quechua, the language of the Incas, which still has more speakers than any other native language. Fabián Vera, a handsome pure-blooded Indian, showed me round. They had set up a few equator games: the sink where the water doesn’t rotate, and ‘balance the egg upright’. It took me a couple of minutes but I did make it stand on end. Fabián said, ‘It is much easier on the equator because there is no Coriolis force’ (the rotational force which everywhere else makes draining water spin). I couldn’t see why this was relevant to a stationary object, but sure enough, when I got home, I couldn’t do it. Mind you, at home, I have better things to do.


Fabián led me along the path through the centre of their site. ‘This was a religious route for the local tribes even before the Incas came. It is exactly on the equator,’ he waved with good humour at the tourist village, ‘not like that. The original inhabitants built a stone cylinder here, sixty feet in diameter and twenty-six feet high to mark the true site.’ I took out my GPS and walked on through the garden and into the dusty potato patch behind it, and came out of his back gate onto a road. In the middle of the road I got a full set of noughts, accurate to within thirty-four feet. The official monument was no longer in sight. I walked another fifty feet to make sure I was in the northern hemisphere, then I turned round and began to walk south. I walked back through Ciudad del Mitad del Mundo and skipped over the yellow line. My journey had begun.


Each of the equators makes sense. Native interest in astronomy reflected the dominance of agriculture in their economy. La Condamine’s interests reflected the economic importance of navigation in his. The new pyramid is a monument to tourism, and is located where it collects the most dollars.


It was warm and sunny with a light breeze ruffling the flowers. It felt so good, after all the preparation, to actually be on the road, walking. I bought fruit from a small grocer’s, and chatted to the dumpy lady with just two long thin teeth, one at either side of her lower jaw, like an abandoned cricket match. It seemed unfair to start without a soul here knowing what I was attempting. ‘I am walking to Cuzco,’ I said. ‘I’ve just started.’


‘That’s nice,’ she said. ‘My son likes walking.’


It was just after midday and I sought out the scraps of shade. I knew the old Inca road was buried underneath modern tarmac. The road turned into dual carriageway, and I walked the tree-lined central reservation enjoying the grass underfoot, the shade and the continual flow of boxy, pugnacious trucks ferrying sand and gravel to the ever-open mouths of the cement mixers of Quito. My lungs and leg muscles were coping well, and I soared up my first long hill. Then, after two-and-a-half hours, I felt sandpaper patches tingling next to the ball of each foot. I was getting blisters. I made a painful mistake: I did not get on a bus and ride back to the hotel. I carried on, believing I was close to the city edge and could find a hotel there: wishful thinking. I must have walked the only route into Quito where you are not surrounded by cheap hotels. Eventually I limped round a corner and found the airport taxi rank. After a twenty-minute drive I booked myself back into the room I had left only that morning, a long time ago. The staff whispered and conferred: the lunatic was back.


I pulled off my boots. There was a large blister in the middle of each foot and the tops of my toes had all been cut by a seam running across the toe of the boot, and were bleeding. The heat and perspiration had softened my skin. In Wales, in winter, heat was something I could not train for. I lay on the bed cursing the socks, the boots, but most of all, myself. I read Don Quixote. He and Sancho Panza had been beaten up and were licking their wounds and rubbing their bruises. Was my project just the male menopause? Couldn’t I just have stayed at home, grown a silly ponytail and bought a motorbike? Until now I had never before been for a walk of more than four days. Don Quixote knew why: ‘One of the Devil’s greatest temptations is to put it into a man’s head that he can write and print a book, and gain both money and fame by it.’


In the morning, I went to the flower market and asked the herb sellers if there was a traditional medicine for blisters. ‘Stinging nettles,’ he said grinning, and took out a sheaf. It came complete with a butterfly; the bottom of its wings inlaid with mother-of-pearl. It flew to my shoulder. When I passed a flower stall, I put it down on the tip of a bouquet. The woman looked at me as if I had clouds of them to give away. Back in the hotel I mashed up the nettles and strapped them round my feet. It took my mind off the pain of the blisters. I punctured the most painful one and yellow pus oozed out. After that, it felt more comfortable.


I had time to kill. Most television programmes consisted of fat middle-aged men working with blondes dancing in bikinis so small you could make three from an average hotel sewing kit. I returned to fellow middle-aged fool, Don Quixote, and started to consume my single, precious, English-language book. On the second evening, I went down into La Marín, along a lane fizzing and spitting with stalls charcoal-grilling parts of animals that are normally pulped for pet food, or buried in a simple but moving ceremony. Peeking down into one pot my gaze was met by another, yellow eye, staring accusingly at me for a few seconds, before drifting out to the edge of the stew, and subsiding into the depths again.


The city was waking up after the siesta; traders hustled and huckstered. A wheelbarrow bounced with coconuts from the coast, trimmed by machete. Firewood sellers burned samples of their hardwood in little iron incense bowls, glowing red and black in the dark. A five-year-old boy was so angry at life that he was stamping both feet at once. Mother tired of the tantrum, picked him up and told him how to behave, and punctuated the lecture with insistent slaps about the head and face. I picked one of a row of bright plastic-and-vinyl cafés. Tiny children selling sweets asked permission to come in and beg the leftover knuckle joints from the plates. They slurped off the skin and chewed the gristle off the joints. The customers were courteous and helpful in putting aside what they wouldn’t eat. They themselves were only a rung or two higher on a rotten ladder.





The Avenue of the Volcanoes


It was nine days before I could risk a serious hike south, beginning with an area of town that visitors are told to stay well away from. To avoid mugging, I began at dawn, planning to walk to the edge of town, a location that receded with every day of building development.


The line of the ancient Inca road to the south runs across the front of the Government Palace, skirts the hill of El Panecillo, topped by a monstrous white Christ, and leads away over a steep ridge. At ten to six, the streets were cold and foggy; the few stragglers muffled up, wearing sullen wintry faces. The darkness was thinning as I crossed the main square and turned left past the great Jesuit Church of La Compañia, where a scatter of people spilled out of Mass, bowed forward like dark ghosts. Light was seeping into the narrow cobbled streets around El Panecillo. A mute man skipped towards me, crying out inarticulate sounds, and pointing a crooked finger back at the sky over his shoulder like a ragamuffin John the Baptist. He smiled as if he were speaking in tongues.


Higher up, a young man stopped me to ask if I needed directions, and offered me a drink of clear alcohol from an unlabelled bottle he drew from his pocket. I declined. It might have been drugged, but in any case, I make a strict point of not hitting spirits before half past six in the morning. Walking up the avenue of Bahía de Caraquez was like climbing a ski-jump, but my heavily strapped feet took it well; my legs had lost little fitness and I felt optimistic. The city came to life rapidly with the dawn; buses were suddenly everywhere. Gold flakes of light now encrusted the rotting walls.


Wherever the line of the Royal Road was known, I had marked it on my maps. Their scale, 1:25,000, was good for walking, but these copies, although the most recent, were still forty years old. They said the edge of the city was two miles away, but now it might be five, maybe more. Country women were tying donkeys to trees in the grassed central reservation and selling their milk, straight from the teat. I drank the warm, thin, frothy milk, watched dolefully by a foal with a sock over its nose to stop it suckling. At nine, I stopped for a coffee and fried eggs. I asked the owner, ‘How far is it to Chillogallo?’ – the first settlement shown to the south of Quito.


‘You’re in it,’ he said, ‘swallowed by the city.’


A sow slept in a yard beneath a churning cement mixer. Country becomes town. Outside a small workshop, I talked to Victor, a grizzled 50-year-old, paint-spraying iron stoves. He was green to the elbows. ‘How many children have you got?’ he asked me.


‘None.’


‘I have eight: five boys and three girls. That’s why I’m working and you are on holiday. With the old money, you used to be able to buy something for a hundred sucres. Now you spend four dollars and there’s not enough to eat.’


He still worked to the sound of roosters: soon traffic and radios would drown them out. The temperature was 85°F; I rested in the gutter and repaired my feet. Blank walls become the pamphlets of the dispossessed: their politics and poetry. ‘Justice is sacrificed on the altar of Capitalism’ next to ‘Tenderness is passion in repose’. After seven more miles, I reached the next settlement marked on the map, Guamaní Alto, and knew I was approaching the countryside because a man raced across the road saying, ‘Look! A fresh wolf-pelt, only thirty dollars!’ Last year Guamaní Alto was a village, now it is a suburb. When I crossed the little square, which straddled a low ridge, I could see open countryside; maize fields, pasture, towering hills and the snow-tipped mountains marching south along both sides of a huge valley. For the moment, it was the edge of Quito. Tomorrow I would enter the vale that the explorer Alexander von Humboldt christened the Avenue of the Volcanoes. My route would be lined with the richest and most destructive high volcanoes in the world.


I was unsure where I could reach by the following nightfall, since, reckless though it may sound, my maps did not always join up. It was impossible to carry original, detailed maps of a 1,500-mile journey. Instead I had photocopies of the line of march, but I had been forced to leave gaps. I could not always be sure how much land lay between them. In a few miles, I could hear the Panamerican Highway, a route running down the whole of the Americas from Prudhoe Bay, on Alaska’s north shore, to Ushuaia in south Argentina. It varies from a gravel track to what it is here: a major highway. Huge American Mack trucks rolled by, their articulated rigs as showy as calliopes. Gleaming pipes burst from the bonnet, and the horns gave off Jurassic bellows. Beneath these four lanes of tarmac was a finely engineered Inca road.


As the road slipped over a col and began to carve hairpins down into the valley, I had my first real sight of the Avenue of the Volcanoes. I took off my boots and gorged on a soft ripe mango and woody bananas, and savoured the view. A broad valley ran away, almost perfectly straight, to the south. It was fertile and well cultivated, rich greens filled the valley floor, the sides rose paler and the pattern of small fields on the huge hills was like a fine mesh net cast over the landscape. To my left, the main mountain mass commanded the col. A pall of cloud obscured the summits. Grey skirts of torrential rain were swirling through the half-light beneath. A glimmer of lightning flickered inside it. The scale was so large it was difficult to guess distances. I saw I was going to have to develop an attitude to cope with walking all day in a huge landscape: it might feel like walking on a treadmill. A path left the modern highway and plunged straight down the hill; it would save me over a mile and take me away from the traffic. As I started to descend it, my excitement grew. The even, half-trimmed stones surfacing it, and neatly engineered drains on either side, told me I had found the Camino Real. At the other end of it was Cuzco, in far-off southern Peru. My stride lengthened.


The crops around me added subtlety to the texture and colour of the land. Maize, the ancient subsistence crop, and still a rival to cereals and other grain crops, changes delicately as it grows. The young shoots are vivid green against the earth, like young wheat. The eight-foot-high mature plants have purple sheaths round the corncobs, and their tall stems give a coarse weave to the fields, like a soft tweed. Groups of eucalyptus grace the knolls and line the streams; the slender young trees feathery and delicate, the maturing trees like green candyflosses.


I saw the cloud on the mountain start to roll downhill towards me, and speeded my step. In half an hour, I was picking my way down a narrow path across the face of a low cliff, back down onto the Panamerican. In light rain, I walked into the village of Tambillo. My feet told me I had walked long enough. My back and shoulders were sore. There was a petrol station, a concrete church, fruit stalls serving the passengers on the buses and trains, but no hostel. I caught a bus the short ride south to Machachi, a tiny market town, built astride the old main road but now by-passed by the Panamerican. When the American Ambassador, Hassaurek, came here, after a long, muddy trek from the coast, he seems to have reached the end of his tether.


Two long rows of miserable huts line both sides of the main road. These inns are detestable hovels, built of earth, thatched with dried grasses, and without windows and floorings. They are notorious for their filth and vermin. In one of them, I once passed a horrible night. I was literally lacerated by fleas. Cleanliness is unknown to the inhabitants. Their chief pleasure is aguardiente. It looks down on a beautiful valley, destined by nature to be a home of plenty and comfort, but converted by man into a haunt of sloth, filth, idleness, poverty, vice and ignorance.


Little had changed. I loved it.


I asked a local boy: ‘Is the Hotel Miraville still open?’


‘Dunno.’


It was strange to have to ask, as we were both leaning on it at the time, but you couldn’t tell. I kicked the door a while, then went elsewhere. The open-air market was huge; it needed to be to contain the produce. Plants grew large to cope with altitude; tomatoes reached the size of oranges, beetroots made cannonballs. Cabbages were carried one at a time, filling a man’s arms. At every corner, tripe, fish and sausages were thrown sizzling onto rice and spooned down the mouths of workers and shoppers. The only real bar was a two-room affair with a corridor that cut down the middle and out to the back yard. At twenty past five in the afternoon the hardened drinkers were already in there. The concrete floor was painted red and scored to look like tiles; it was furnished from a skip. But there was a Rock-Ola jukebox full of old-fashioned Ecuadorian music: the ballads of Vicente Jarra and my own favourite, Julio Jaramillo – Nat King Cole, without the sugar. I put in some money. Julio Jaramillo’s light crooning voice filled the room. Customers nodded appreciatively. Two middle-aged men arrived at the next table. The barmaid looked at them very carefully. One had an ill-repaired harelip; he was quiet and wore a smart, grey, cable-stitch jersey. His friend was a burly, teak-coloured Indian, sunburned on the outside, and rum-cured on the inside. He had broad cheekbones, narrow eyes and greasy black hair swept back over his collar. A half litre of rum was 80 cents and they took two dollars’ worth to the table and drained a half litre before I finished my first beer. After a while, Harelip stood up and took steps towards me. His friend said, ‘Don’t bother him.’


But he advanced with one hand behind his back. When he was close, he whipped out the arm, offering me sweets from a bag. I took one, he bowed slightly, and returned to his seat. In five minutes he was back. He picked up my bottle, topped up my drink with great formality, kissed my hand and bowed again, before retiring. I put on more music and carried on making notes about the day, head well down. Within minutes, Harelip was standing, pointing at the dark Indian, trembling with rage, his arm shaking incoherent accusations at him. He stormed out. One drink later he was back. He marched straight up to the Indian, and before he could get up, raised something high above his head in his right hand, and smashed it down over his head. I flung my arms protectively across my face as the room exploded in a cloud of coloured fragments. It seemed as if he had filled the room with Christmas tree lights. The floor made a noise like a snare drum. I lowered my arms to look: he had smashed his bag of sweets over the man’s head.


Next day I bussed back to Tambillo to pick up the trail. I bought oranges from the stalls and a pepino, a heavy, creamy-coloured fruit with purple spatters down it. I followed the railway line uphill. Lush copses alternated with smallholdings where the flourishing plants held each other in choking embraces. It was warm and humid; you could almost hear the chlorophyll prickling in the bud, the sap unfurling the tendril and starching the leaf.


The Royal Road led away from the railway down a narrow track, where brown piglets basked in the sunny hedgerow, unbelievably pleased with life. It was a sub-tropical version of an English country lane. Sulphur-coloured butterflies pittered past me and, in the ditches, the white sleeves of arum lilies were fertilised by torpid black flies. The path on the map was supposed to continue straight ahead but the path on the ground was having none of it, and took a sharp left turn down a hard cobbled road to the Panamerican. A tumbledown house stood where the cartographic and real paths parted, and a sign outside proclaimed the unlikely: ‘Señor Escobar, Lawyer.’ The shoeless old man who came out to calm his furious dogs peered at my map. ‘This is all wrong! There is no road going straight on. The Royal Road does not run anywhere near here.’ To summarise: there had never been any other road in the world except the one which took me directly away from his property and down to the bus-stop on the Panamerican.


I snacked, lying in the hedge, mulling over the maps and the GPS. The oranges were full of pips, but the juice was deliciously sweet. The pepino looked beautiful but tasted like a bland melon. There was still no road to follow except the one to the Panamerican. I went down and continued south beneath the Mack trucks. After a mile on the tarmac, my feet began to burn. I walked on for two more hours, back into Machachi. For the last mile, I was walking on knives. I tried a new remedy for blisters; it began with the large rum I drank before I could face looking at them. One had begun to tear open. I was worried about infection but could not get antiseptic cream behind the skin and into the wound. I tipped a little of my rum in. There was a short stinging sensation and then, as it ran onto the raw skin, a huge shot of pain which seemed to electrify my whole body. I applied the rest of the rum in the more usual way, re-bandaged and went to find the jukebox bar.


I went to the spot where the bar had been the night before. It wasn’t there. Shutters prevented me looking inside. A pile of timber was stacked against the side of the passage, and breezeblocks had closed the doors to the barrooms. It echoed the chapter from Don Quixote where he arrives at an inn late at night, imagines it to be a castle and recasts the host and guests as characters in a tale of fantasy. Mayhem follows. In the morning, he groans to see how his demons have been tormenting him, for everything has changed, and is now cunningly disguised as an ordinary country inn.


I retreated next door to a café and ordered chicken and chips. One drunk came in for a take-away, staggered blindly as far as the door, fell down headlong and went to sleep. The manager took his food and put it on the passenger seat of his pick-up, picked the man up by the shoulders and dumped him behind the wheel. Two minutes later the man woke up and drove off. Foreigners were so unusual here that all three waitresses came over to serve me, and one gave me her phone number.


‘The bar next door,’ I asked, ‘has it shut down because of the fight?’


‘There’s no bar in this street.’


Fiction stalks reality, subverting, drawing you in.


Into Thin Air


It took from 1908 to 1957 to construct Ecuador’s railways. It was an expression of ambition, confidence and the cheapness of human life. Hundreds died building them: mostly native Indians, black slave-descendants and immigrant Jamaicans. As roads have improved, that investment in money and blood has slipped into decay. Trains south from Quito now only run on weekends, ferrying day-trippers to Cotopaxi National Park. The rails lack the sheen of a line in regular use, and the sleepers support extravagant orange fungi.


I was following the railway to avoid the Panamerican, whose asphalt covers this section of the Royal Road. The day began warm, and walking the line was a mixed blessing. When I had to walk on the track itself, some sleepers were trimmed square beams while others were rough logs, set at irregular intervals, which stopped me getting into any kind of stride. Bridges over the rivers were simply wooden frames holding up the line. Sometimes locals had put planks between the rails; if not I had to hop from sleeper to sleeper. As it was Sunday, and excursions were running, it would be handy to avoid being on a bridge when a train came. But there was only one line, so I wouldn’t get lost.


When the line ran through steep and very narrow cuts, the banks were thick with ferns and the air was sewn by the startled flights of giant southern thrushes. After a few hours, the track began to rise and wind, and I entered a deep airless cutting with only a couple of feet of space on either side of the track. Sweat prickled on my scalp. The only sound was birdsong. Then a different note caught my attention, and I hurried ahead and pressed myself into a niche in the earth wall of the embankment. A huge orange diesel locomotive roared round the bend and swept by inches from my face. Inside, the carriages were almost empty, just a few sedate local families with small children. But the roofs were covered with people, partying, waving, gone. Birdsong tinkled in my ears again, the engine’s clamour a memory.


The valley was narrowing, and the line turned left to make its way to a pass at 11,500 feet. I climbed a bank overlooking the ground I had walked, and ate lunch. Below me, in a small tributary valley, dark Spanish pines looked down on a verdurous flower meadow where blossoms of cream, white and yellow lolled in the long grass. The young seed heads caught the sunlight in silver beads, and black and white cows waded belly-deep through the dappled billows and glossy pools of herbage. I could hear the contented rip of their tongues through the luxuriance. A short walk brought me out above the head of that valley onto bare moorland. The ground was undulating and the occasional purple pea flowers on tendrilled stems whispered of abandoned hopes to till this high bare land. Cloud clung to the ridge, and it grew cool and windy. I made the pass in the late afternoon, and called it a day, pitching my tent out of sight in a copse of Spanish pines.


Continuing next morning, I rolled down the Pan-american for five miles, then down the lanes into the Cutuchi Valley, where a stone bridge crossed a rowdy stream. Here, among the new eucalyptus plantations, were the headwaters of the Cutuchi River, which descended to the next town: Latacunga. I rested on the parapet. Behind me to the east, a bank of clouds hid the mountains. Then suddenly I saw, high in their folds, another land, an ice kingdom in the sky. The clouds closed. But, still higher, another rent opened in my ordinary world and revealed snowy slopes that looked like icing smoothed by a knife. I was glimpsing the flanks of Mount Cotopaxi, the world’s highest active volcano. The clouds broke again to reveal the lip of the crater, slightly dished, higher at the edges. It stood like a colossal barnacle, the feathers of cloud feeding in the thin cold air. In a moment, the curtain closed. I was alone on the empty road.


Lower down, plantations of mature eucalyptus overarched the lane in magnificent avenues, like the nave of a church. Eucalyptus and Spanish pines are the only trees now cultivated in any numbers in the mountains, and they are both introduced species. The eucalyptuses, or gum trees, are by far the most popular. No local tree performs like these Australian imports. Dr Nicolás Martínez, Governor of Tungurahua province, first planted Eucalyptus globulus in Ecuador in 1865. He found they could grow at great speed, attaining heights of fifty feet in six years. A section of that first tree now stands in Ambato Museum. It was said to have reached a height of two hundred and fifty feet, and a circumference of twenty-six feet. The trunk and limbs naturally grow straight and produce dense, strong wood. Where roadside lopping had taken place, smaller branches had been left, and I cut myself a long walking stick that came up to my chin.


In the hedgebanks were strange succulents whose narrow, spiked leaves curved upwards to form a sphere. The stems grew long and sinuously, and blackened when the plant died, looking disturbingly like burnt elephants’ trunks. Behind these armoured hedges were large farms growing cut flowers in huge polythene greenhouses. Millions of roses and gladioli, a native plant here, come out of this valley every month, mostly for the $60 million annual export trade.


A small football stadium announced my arrival in the village of Mulaló. The small square looked as though no one could decide whether to look after the plants better, or carry out mercy killings. From a small bar came Eric Clapton playing the song to his dead son, Would you know my name, if I saw you in heaven? A five-year-old boy played football with his big sister, shouting ‘Goal, Barcelona!’ every time he kicked it past her, and crying every time she tackled him. There was little to Mulaló except the square. New roads had been built in anticipation of growth, but there had been few takers for the building plots; hope was on hold. It was a village with its hands in empty pockets, looking down at the holes in its shoes.


In the morning, I took a track beneath another avenue of huge eucalyptuses. When a shower of rain came, not a drop got through, but a heady scent rose from the leaves bruised by my boots. The leaves are still used to allay rheumatism, and to help cuts and bruises to heal. At the roadside men were trimming cabuya cactus, each blue-green leaf a heavy sword blade, serrated with sharks’ teeth. Then two flashes of incendiary orange-red brilliance flying across the field drew my eye away. They were Andean Cocks-of-the-Rock, the national bird of Peru. The tail and lower wings are black and light grey. The rest is a startling tangerine colour, exploding in a crest over the head that almost completely covers the beak.


The track became a lane, then a road. Buses bellowed by. Soon I was in Latacunga, where catastrophes have become a habit. The 19,340-foot high volcano Cotopaxi destroyed Latacunga in 1742, 1768 and 1877, and it shows. Derived from the Quechua, Llacta Cunani, ‘Land of my Choice’, the town’s name is one of the few beautiful things to survive. La Condamine saw the 1742 eruption throwing flames 2,000 feet into the air. He wanted to ascend to study it; but he could find no scientist or local guide to go with him. I crossed a litter-strewn gorge at whose foot the River Cutuchi, which I had seen rising as a swift, bright brook in the national park, crawled in shame. Below Latacunga it is one of the most polluted rivers in Ecuador, although still heavily used for irrigation and domestic supplies.


I checked into the Hostal Jackeline, a grubby pile of bare rooms: there were floorboards, a bed, a table and a chair. At a first glance, that seemed to be all, but I was promptly colonised by fleas. Hassaurek called them ‘the chief production of the place’. The mountaineer Edward Whymper was more offended by the daughters standing by their doorways, over their seated parents, apparently stroking their hair. On closer inspection he saw they were picking out lice and eating them.


But in front of my window, somewhere above the forest of television aerials and the reinforcing rods forming steel thickets, somewhere behind the dense clouds, hid Cotopaxi. The most interesting accounts of the volcano are those of Whymper, the first man to climb the Matterhorn. As a child, I read about him in The Eagle Annual, where, naturally, he was portrayed as a clean-cut Edwardian hero, conquering the Alps in hobnailed boots and plus-fours. The reality was a little different. The mountaineer Francis Smythe wrote of him: ‘There is nothing to show in his correspondence that he ever loved anyone. He never loved any women, not even his wife.’ A wood engraver by training, Whymper was, by chance, commissioned to make woodcuts of the Alps. The trip began his strange, cold relationship with mountains. They never moved him emotionally: ‘Saw of course the Matterhorn repeatedly; what precious stuff Ruskin has written about this. Grand it is but beautiful I think not.’


His Matterhorn party included Lord Francis Douglas, the brother of Oscar Wilde’s lover and nemesis, Lord Alfred Douglas. On the way down, one of the novices slipped. Douglas was one of four men dragged to their death. In England, the fatalities were seen as pointless. Queen Victoria even consulted the Lord Chamberlain, with a view to banning mountaineering altogether. The tragedy did not break Whymper, but it wreaked a slow alchemy on his heart, and he began to drink.


His Andean expedition was launched fourteen years later in 1879. Its main objective was not to conquer peaks for their own sake, but to study the effect of altitude on the human body. If men could not camp without danger and discomfort at heights over twenty thousand feet, he wrote, ‘It is idle to suppose that men will ever reach the loftiest points on the globe.’ The deadly effects of extreme altitude were well known. Memory was still fresh of the disastrous ballooning experiment conducted in 1875, when three aeronauts ascended from sea level to 26,000 feet in just two hours. Two, Crocé-Spinelli and Sivel, were found suffocated, with their mouths full of blood. The sole survivor, Tissandier, was in too poor a state to give a coherent account of what had happened. Most contemporaries wrongly believed it was low air pressure, rather than lack of oxygen, which was so damaging to the human body.


Whymper started his attempt on Cotopaxi from the village of Machachi, and, travelling through countryside still in ruins, heard tales of the eruption of two years before. He was told that in 1877, a black column of fine ash had towered three and a half miles above the cone. That night, the cone could be seen glowing deep red. At the hamlet of Mulaló, beneath the very skirts of the volcano, locals had briefly seen lava pouring over the lip of the crater, bubbling and smoking, before the snow and ice encasing the entire summit melted, releasing huge vapour clouds that enveloped the mountain. From its core came a deep and terrifying roar. Whole glaciers were blown into the air, raining an apocalyptic brew of ice and fire on the terrified people below. Some ice landed thirty miles away. The eruption was creating one of the most destructive phenomena on the planet, a lahar. Ash and fines blown out by the eruption had become saturated by melted snow, and were flowing across the country at astonishing speed, much faster than lava. One cut north, scything a 300-mile furrow of disaster to the port of Esmeraldas.


Cotopaxi is a straightforward climb for a mountaineer. Whymper climbed roped between two guides he had worked with in the Alps. He completed an ascent to the crater rim, aiming successfully for an area of loose ash without snow. They camped overnight, hampered only by the smell of burning rubber, telling them they had put their rubber ground sheet over a hot-spot. Next day, Whymper had himself held by the legs and leaned over the lip of the crater to gaze down twelve hundred feet into the cavernous funnel below, where worms of lava still crawled out of the volcanic pipes. He climbed back down to Machachi to find the expedition’s work had already been transmuted by the gossip of their porters. Whymper, they said, had collected gold from the mountain and his guides were so afraid of him that they tied ropes to his waist to control him, one walking before, and one behind.


It is very hard for a poor country to rebuild a city. The drab buildings of Latacunga make the disaster feel far more recent. There is a Spanish watermill, renovated as a museum and park. One square redeems the centre. It contains the town hall, a cluster of banks in fine old colonial buildings and Vicente León Park. The town hall is made from volcanic pumice, quarried from the very volcano that periodically destroys it. The design is a classical–colonial fusion. A central pediment is topped by two very dodgy stone condors, wings aloft, as if they were conductors pulling an orchestra together.


There were phone centres and internet cafes where I could catch up on my friends. I phoned Elaine twice a day, updated her on key news, like my continuing grasp on life, and said I love you in whatever way I could. She was coming out to join me in Peru for one month in the middle of my journey. I tried not to think how long that still was, how many footsteps.


She asked, ‘How is Don Quixote doing?’


‘I’m beginning it for the third time. He’s still mad, but he seems less mad each time I read it.’


‘Sounds like it’s time I got out there!’


When I put the phone down, I savoured the sound of her laughter, but I couldn’t hold it in memory, and by the time I reached a colonial doorway in a street of blind buildings it was gone. It opened up onto two garden courtyards housing the town’s minuscule library. I asked the many-cardiganed librarian if I could see the artefacts from an archaeological dig in 1993 that had excavated a textile factory overwhelmed by the lahar. A half-buried Italianate tower at the entrance to the town was almost all that had been left standing. She summoned the caretaker. Raúl Ucelli was a sixty-year-old who nursed his left hand: the fingers were swollen like baby plantains. He was red-eyed and itchy-nosed, as if the dust were still falling. He unlocked a dusty room, where strange agglomerations lay in labelled plastic bags on trestle tables.


From the ruins emerged machine tools made in Sheffield, England, and the neighbouring Don Valley, all caked in Andean ash and mud. They found the bones of a girl around eight years old, who was overcome running away from the lahar. It had rampaged the twenty-seven miles from Cotopaxi in half an hour, and smashed through the town at rooftop level. There was no time to evacuate, nowhere to run. Like a citizen of Pompeii, she was frozen in the moment of her death, sprawled flat in the street. The little girl’s bones were there in front of me. In ten years since the dig, no one had thought to bury her with dignity.


It is a strange thing to live your life in the shadow of such destructive power. A whole city lives like those ascetics who slept in coffins to remind themselves of their mortality. But all life here is more fragile, uncertain. Next morning at ten minutes to six, the bed shook gently, as if someone next to me were turning over. Then the whole building did a shimmy from side to side: an early morning call from Cotopaxi.


Cotopaxi


I don’t know when I got the idea that I wanted to climb Mount Cotopaxi. I am no mountaineer, and am often afraid of heights. Real climbers say it is little more than a walk, but I believed that once before, and ended up at 16,400 feet on Mount Kenya climbing a twenty foot rock face where a slip meant a half mile sleigh ride to the top of a precipice. While my feet healed, I talked to an agency that hired out guides and equipment, and suddenly I had agreed to go and was waiting only for companions. A few days later, I was in the agency storeroom trying on crampons, choosing ice-axes and sharing out equipment with Elcita, a pretty twenty-six-year-old Ecuadorian woman, working in Hamburg as a child-minder. She wore a charm bracelet hung with tiny figures that danced as she gestured humorously with her slender hands. She was home for three weeks and had decided, and she admitted she did not know why either, she would like to climb Cotopaxi.


There were three guides. John was tall, a mountaineer, salsa teacher and bar owner; three qualifications for the dark, cobalt-blue sunglasses which he never took off. Fabián was a stocky, powerful build, always looking for a joke; Julián a lithe, wiry young man, shy and eager to please. We loaded up a battered Toyota Land Cruiser and drove up through pine forests. A forestry truck reversed into us and added another dent. The drivers exchanged details. As we drove away, I saw the truck driver throw the details from the window. We emerged onto a moorland of low grasses and pretty flowers, calling at a campsite to pick up two Dutch women, Hoeni and Anna-Mika. Hoeni introduced herself as a doctor, which I thought might come in useful. I wondered what the field cure for a screaming attack of vertigo might be: probably instructing John to give me a right hook, then telling Fabián and Julián to toboggan me back down the ice. I looked out of the window again, and the Alpine grass, flowers and even the soil had gone, replaced by bare lavas, pumices, honeycombed red pyroclasts and shining nuggets of black obsidian. The Land Cruiser pulled up where the ash and pumice became too soft to drive further.


We were 15,200 feet high, and a stiff wind was putting a chill into air that was already down to 44°F. We trudged through soft loose gravel to a refuge hut 750 feet above. I knew the best technique was to take tiny steps, and to go far slower than seemed necessary. It was very steep, and the gravel sank beneath my feet: two steps up, one step back. This was familiar. Memory crystallized: I had climbed a small volcano on Penguin Island off the tip of the Antarctic Peninsula. The gravel was the same, the bareness, and the cold. Volcanoes make their own landscapes. Wherever they are on the planet, it is volcano-land: their rules. It was hard walking, but when I rested, I recovered rapidly: a good sign. Elcita and Hoeni were walking more slowly, breathing harder and taking frequent rests. The true summit was hidden, but I could see a shimmering white cone of snow going away, like a stairway to the sky.


The wooden and stone hut was comfortable, although I would like to have a couple of thumbscrews handy if I ever get the chance to ask the architect why he put the toilets in a separate block on the other side of an icy yard. Like marathon runners, we filled ourselves with carbohydrates for slow-release energy. We put away bowls of pasta-filled soup and basins of chicken and rice, washed down with hot sweet tea. The plan of attack was based on the fact that the snow crust hid many crevasses. These bridges were much stronger at night, when the snow froze, than in the day, when it melted and weakened. We would sleep until midnight, make the climb in the dark and continue upwards for no more than forty minutes after sunrise.


We went out to watch the sunset from a ridge above the refuge. The temperature was down to 35°F and a strong wind made our position feel precarious, as though we could be whisked off into the night, weightless as dandelion seeds. Over a mile below us, clouds lay rippled like pack ice, stretching away as far as the eye could see, which seemed to be over half the planet. The dish of bright amber beads, almost beneath our feet, was Quito, thirty miles away. A new moon rose over the city, strangely reversed, light first finding its left-hand rim like an opening parenthesis. The Plough hung upside down, Venus blazed. The Incas knew Venus was a good friend of the Sun because it followed that great lord around the sky. To the north-east was Antisana, a classic cone-shaped volcano. Cayembe, which straddles the equator, looked like a giant iceberg trapped in sea ice, blocky and hostile. It was sixty miles away. We could also glimpse another volcano, Altar, 17,450 feet high, and nearly seventy miles to the south. There is a local tradition that it was once the highest of them all, but after eight years of calamitous eruptions the rim of the crater collapsed inwards. The wind began the thin song it would sing all night.


I scarcely seemed to have dozed off when my alarm piped me awake. I felt maddening itches from fleabites. If the fleas were still on my clothes when we went outside, they were in for an unpleasant surprise. I began to pile on layers of clothing: neck-to-ankles silk underwear, then a shirt and thick trousers, next a fleece and waterproof jacket and trousers, a scarf and two layers of gloves, a hat and a hood.


We ate again: bread, cheese and mugs of hot Oxo. We put on the harnesses and tested the lamps, and laid out the ropes and karabiners. I felt stressed about small things, such as John making me pour away my chemically purified water because it wasn’t hot, and would freeze solid in my uninsulated water bottle. As we left the hut, I realized the stress was fear, pure and simple. I was walking out at half past one in the morning into a biting wind, my way lit only by the shallow pool of blue-white light from my head-torch, wearing a harness and carrying an ice-axe, to climb an enormous active volcano. I was warm, but I shuddered. Elcita looked nervous; I straightened out her hood and joked with her; she looked very small. We all did.


We began the slow drudgery of walking a zigzag path up the last of the soft ash. In the dark, you had no feeling of where you were on the mountain, but the path felt recklessly steep. Each breath out formed a little cloud of ice crystals. Each cloud expanded with a minute crackling sound like distant static. My eyes were glued to my feet. I only saw what came within my vision without lifting my head. Needles of falling snow entered the enchanted circle of the lamp. Our lights produced the strange impression that we were walking on a rounded but narrow ridge, and that the ground fell away steeply on both sides.


It was over an hour before we reached the edge of the ice, and put on our crampons and roped up. Hoeni, the doctor, was rehearsing the symptoms of acute mountain sickness to the guides: ‘And if I vomit you are to take me down straight away, that is a very dangerous sign.’ They nodded in agreement. John roped himself to Elcita, and then Elcita to me. ‘You have to keep the rope off the ground but not taut. If it’s taut, you can pull the other person off balance. If it’s too slack and someone falls, they’ll build up too much speed before the rope bites, and pull everyone down. You must always have the ice-axe on the uphill side and the rope on the downhill. That way, if you slip you don’t land on your own axe and stab yourself to death, and the rope falls away from you not under your feet.’ We listened like hawks, but there was no more. He marched into the blackness.


Crampons do everything you want and more: the only thing that might fail is your nerve. From time to time, we came to fields of horizontal crevasses and zigzagged between them, at one time walking an eighteen-inch-wide bridge between two deep blue chasms. Had I been alone I would have frozen with fear but Elcita crossed without pausing and I followed, gluing my eyes to her crampon bites in the snow, then looking ahead to the beauty of a row of icicles beneath a lip of ice, like a stringed harp.


The next section seemed more or less straight up. I could not work out whether facing the slope, feet splayed, was better than turning a shoulder and stepping up half-sideways, feet parallel: I fidgeted between the two methods. We came round a shoulder, and the snow seemed to dive away deep into darkness below and right. I felt every step was a risk, and looked up to keep my mind away from the fall. There were other groups, higher up the mountain, little chains of lamps vanishing above us. Hoeni, who had been ahead of us, stood bent over at the next hairpin, gasping for air, Fabián’s arm around her shoulder. ‘Down,’ she said, ‘down.’


The next stretch was much steeper. We entered a gully and each step needed a light kick into the face of the ice to make a foothold. Every single step, I bedded the ice-axe in the slope above me, becoming a three-legged animal in a monotonous routine: kick, breathe; axe, breathe; kick, breathe; axe, breathe. The huge mountain was reduced to three feet of iced snow in front of me, the crunch of the crampons, the rasping of my breath, the punch of the axe. It was aerobics from hell, my calf muscles screaming with lactic acid they were unable to disperse. I thought of half-remembered lines where Faustus swears that if his only route from hell to heaven were barefoot up a ladder of ten thousand rungs, each one a knife blade, that would be some consolation for his soul. I felt I was doing his penance. Elcita and I took turns to call for breaks and swig greedily at our water bottles. John paused and stood talking to another guide whose group we had caught up. In the east, there was a band of light over the cloud sea a mile and a half below. Elcita’s legs trembled uncontrollably. I thought she was near to exhaustion. The two guides swept the slope ahead with their torches. ‘It’s gone.’


I found the breath to ask, ‘What has?’


‘There has been a big avalanche. The path we use is gone, the snow is fresh and soft and will slow us down.’ We walked on a little longer and the sky began to lighten, showing us the ridge above. In a few minutes, grey light turned to daylight. I punched my axe into the snow and sat down. Cotopaxi was one of three tiny islands in an archipelago. The snow field below us was full of crevasses I had never seen. Over pathless snow, the top was still two hours away; we only had forty minutes before the hard snow crust began melting. I felt gutted. I knew I could have walked for two more hours. Two hours we didn’t have: this was it. We walked on until the sun rose, then, at nearly 18,000 feet, stabbed our axes into the snow and sat down holding on to them. The slope was about forty degrees, which feels like sixty. I looked down on that view of seventy, eighty miles, impressing it on memory. It was beautiful, utterly beautiful. The white snow was cut by turquoise crevasses and the sky around us was swimming pool blue. The sun would not tiptoe down into the valleys below for another forty minutes. Until then, we alone owned the sun and stood on the ice kingdom in the sky, a place ordinary men and women could only glimpse through the filament gaps in the morning cloud: gods on Olympus. Soon we had to turn and go down, and become mortal once more. Soon.


When the Earth Trembles


It was a two-day walk to the next town of Ambato; I began walking the morning after coming down from Cotopaxi. I was reassured that my insane theory that Spartan living would cure my back was paying off. It was feeling better already. Walking, even up mountains, was healthier than sitting staring at a computer screen or ploughing through three-inch thick histories.


Shortly after seven thirty, I found a gravelled country road which gave no sign of once being a highway of empire. It soon became a green lane, which wound down to a stream with no bridge. The bank on my side was higher and I took as much of a flying leap as one can with a fifty-pound pack and crash-landed on the far bank. There were colourful birds all around, the tangerine cock-of-the-rock and the yellow and black flashes of siskins.


At midday, I reached a fork in the road that wasn’t on my map. The more promising road led to a prosperous house, protected by a large pair of locked gates guarded by a young Alsatian. Its efforts to eat me through the wrought iron were watched with idle disdain by a fat hearthrug of a dog, camped in the shade of a tree. The Alsatian’s paroxysms of rage eventually brought a lady from the house. Perhaps concerned at seeing a lone man at the gate, she walked so slowly towards me that, like a character in one of Xeno’s paradoxes, it seemed she would never arrive. She held out her hand, ‘Señora Isabela Castillo. Yes, the Inca road runs through here. Please come through. We have been here two years but, being a little remote, we had to fence ourselves in; there are many thieves.’ She walked me through her neat garden, at the back of which was a deep ravine. She pointed far below, ‘The real bridge fell down, but there are some logs across.’ I picked my way down, filled my water bottles, and took a look: three slim tree trunks propped up at a thirty-degree angle. I crawled across: safety before dignity.


The path rose again and clung to the side of a steep-sided valley where a large river, the road and the railway all squeezed into the same canyon. I detoured from the Inca road to visit a sleepy town named Panzaleo, which preserves the name of the tribe which once ruled the area that is now Quito. There was a neat square topped by a long, low, whitewashed church, whose freshly painted dark green doors sported gold detailing. I went into a small grocery. The old woman wore traditional heavy multi-layered skirts and was onioned in cardigans. The two other customers fell silent. She served me first so they could all see what the Gringo would buy. I bought bananas, bread and cheese, and lunched under a young monkey-puzzle tree in the park. The grocery shops were time capsules for me, like the poorly stocked shops of inner-city Liverpool in the early fifties.


The Ambato road continued very steeply out of the back of the square. Rough cobbles gave way to a sandy rural lane. There were clouds of butterflies in the drying pools along the path, feeding on the salts which help them regulate their hormones. I felt I could do with a little myself. In the late afternoon I reached the village of Laguna Yambo, and called it a day.


The next morning, four boys, around eleven years old, stopped their bikes to interview me. I explained what I was doing.


‘Why don’t you just get the bus, you can be in Ambato in an hour, and if you are going to Peru, you can be at the border in twenty-four hours.’ They even priced the ticket for me.


‘But I couldn’t see the country or talk to people like you.’ The leader pursed his lips; this didn’t strike him as much of a plus.


‘So, did you walk here from England?’


‘No, I came by plane, the Atlantic Ocean is between Peru and England.’


They mounted their bikes to get back to school. One stood up on the pedals pointing across the valley. ‘The bus stop is over there.’


By early afternoon, I was on a ridge overlooking Ambato, five miles further on. It was a long, gentle descent: easy walking with the destination in sight. Life felt good. The Inca road enters the bustling city from a bluff high above the river. As it reaches the shanty suburbs, it suddenly becomes a fine cobbled Inca road. Ambato’s 175,000 people live on slopes so steep that the boring gridiron, which city planners try to impose on every location, couldn’t be made to work. The result is a more interesting place, with twists and turns, and views opening and closing. The few people out in the heat were as mad as I was, in their case from drinking caña, the dirtcheap pure alcohol distilled from cane. One stood on an orange box and lectured an invisible audience; another was conducting an orchestra with great precision and seriousness. A third lay unconscious, dangerously close to the embers of a fire, holding his penis through his trousers and smiling, winning something in life, if only in his dreams. The road went over a high bridge above the river where a hundred or more people were washing their clothes and laying them out to dry on the grass, a mobile abstract painting.


Commercial streets are often themed, containing only one kind of business. The next hill was dedicated to automobiles. Each specialised: wheels, batteries, bumpers, diesels, suspension, lights, tools, gaskets and seals, bodywork, hi-fi, grilles, tyres, paints, custom paintwork, decoration, bull-bars and chrome. One sign simply said: ‘We make and repair everything.’ I found a hostel near the main square and sought out the civic archives. I found the edition of the daily paper, La Cronica, for 5 August 1949. It was the day time stood still in Ambato.


The new 1949 census proudly reported a prosperous and thriving new city. Its 34,378 inhabitants had no fewer than 1,267 lavatories, one for every 27 people. Cocoa production had grown, and, another headline predicted, tourism would bring millions to Latin America. There were some local and foreign concerns. The sucre was being devalued and the movement of 4,000 troops in a far-off Asian peninsula signalled, the newspaper recognised, the start of the Korean War. But the general tone was cheery: the Hollywood column noted Bob Hope was deserting radio, but only for the new-fangled medium of television.


There were no more editions of La Cronica for nine days. Their offices, like most of the town, lay somewhere in the stinking debris, flattened by a massive earthquake whose epicentre lay beneath Mount Cotopaxi. The most prominent advertisement in the next edition was placed by the Red Cross, giving the address of their headquarters for the duration of the emergency. Work was continuing in the ruins of the cathedral to dynamite the huge blocks of masonry that had tumbled into the nave. The bodies recovered included the priest, Dr Señor Segundo Aguirre. The electricity plant would be out until the conduit, which provided water for cooling the turbines, had been cleared. Tent-towns surrounded the rubble. Over three thousand lay dead; no family was unscathed. A tribunal was trying to place orphaned and abandoned children.


I left the archive office and walked out into a city paralysed only by a children’s parade, holding up the choking traffic, giving the drivers a moment to look up at the sun’s silk on the encircling hills. There was a small museum at the Simón Bolívar Institute. Its opening times are an amusing fiction; admission is best gained by breaking and entering. When I eventually got inside, there was an interesting display about natural herbal medicines, and a section from the first eucalyptus planted in Ecuador. Otherwise, there were the usual collections of badly stuffed things in an animal hall of shame, and a corner for people whose idea of an afternoon out is to peer at stillborn monsters in glass jars. People like me. A brown calf had come to full term with a very kindly expression on both its faces. The back of the skull was more or less normal but two noses and jaws left it, one face looking forty-five degrees left, the other forty-five degrees right. Four eyes stared with quiet curiosity, trying to puzzle it out. It looked like a Picasso, a turn of the head recorded in the start and finish of the movement. Pickling jars exhibited the foetuses of frowning piglets, their brows eternally wrinkled against unborn worries.


Chimborazo


I liked Ambato without ever really finding anything to do there, so I moved base one town south to Riobamba. Getting out of Ambato was tricky. Following locals’ enthusiastic directions, I walked circuits of the centre and eventually left in a spiral, like a rocket only just escaping from gravity. For six hours it was all uphill, but the line of the Inca road soon left the noisy main highway and followed a parallel country lane where every dog had been trained to regard pedestrians as illegal. I reached a sandy plateau where dusty plants choked in dusty gardens. Farmers were planting young trees in what looked like vacuum cleaner dust. I crossed a new highway under construction. Half-naked turbaned labourers flung dirt from ditches, flung it in heaps or just flung it in the air for the wind to carry away and cake the fields deeper. They pointed at me, then went back to the dirt.


I was hurting from the climb and the miserable conditions; squinting, head down, with little to look at, each moment dragging: all I could think of was how sore I was. In the litter at the roadside, I saw a doll’s severed head and grimly jammed it on the head of my stick, giving it a voodoo air. When I was begging for the gritty wind to drop or to have some real countryside to look at instead of this dustbowl, a long-tailed hummingbird appeared, darting in swift semi-circles from blossom to blossom, and lightening my spirits. But I nearly jumped out of my skin when a hand seized my elbow.


‘My name is Caterina,’ she whispered. She was thirteen years old, and she held three washed apples in her hands, the water standing in little globes on the waxy skin. ‘For you,’ she said shyly, and began to walk with me. ‘I saw you walking, and thought that fruit would refresh you.’ I was more moved than I could explain. I realized that she had stopped me feeling so lonely in my solitary exertions. She walked with me to where the Inca highway crossed the modern road. ‘There is a fork in the path ahead, ignore the obvious road, it is the wrong one. Cross the irrigation channel and follow the small path.’ It proved good advice; without it, I should have lost my way. Gradually, the land became greener, until, by late afternoon, at a hamlet called Santo Domingo de Cevallos, I stopped at a well-built two-storey farmhouse. A woman and her two daughters helped me find a level spot for my tent between a large polythene greenhouse and a small orchard, then went into the fields to cut maize for their evening meal. As dusk came, small children appeared silently in the undergrowth on the bank above me, like the hidden figures in a Douanier Rousseau painting. Later, the owner’s husband, Luis Rojas, came with her to my tent door, and we chatted.


‘I have my own bus, I have just finished work driving.’


‘The traffic must be very tiring.’


‘It’s the police and the passengers that get my blood pressure going. Are you married?’


‘I live with my girlfriend.’


‘You can get away with that on the coast. Here in the Sierra it’s more conservative,’ he said. Both of them were grinning. ‘If you don’t sign up in church, you don’t get any.’ I went to sleep wishing Elaine were at my side. She had begun a PhD on the European Discovery of the Americas and our discussions of source materials that overlapped our interests had helped me so much in seeing fresh and novel ways of interrogating old accounts. Her skills in critical theory helped me tease out what was said and unsaid; and what could not, across the gulf between two cultures, be said at all. She didn’t have to look so good to be so beautiful to me; the brain is the sexiest organ.


The next day I felt tired when I started, and spent a lot of the day shifting my pack on my shoulders, trying to ease the muscles. Lunch was chicken broth in a village called Mocha, where all the able men seemed to have left to look for work. An old man approached me. His mouth was an open black oval, like a face you throw wooden balls at in a fairground booth. He held his hand out and gurgled for money. I gave a little. Two other men asked, ‘Are you American?’


‘English.’


‘Good! On your way home could you take a message to my friends in Washington and Toronto? Would it be so very far out of your way?’


When I returned to the road a long and very steep ascent began. It was more like climbing a ladder than walking, and went on for an hour. The path went into tight sunken S-bends which still had the Inca cobbles. A young man gave me water and he pointed at my GPS: ‘I am not ignorant like many people here. I know that is a cell-phone, and you use it to speak to your guide, who walks ahead.’ The cultivated land was giving way to pasture as the road continued to climb. Gauchos in cow-leather chaps, with the red hair still on them, rode by with a blanket but no saddles or stirrups, the labouring horses snorting clouds into the cool air. White-collared swifts, the largest of the Andean swifts, with a wingspan over eighteen inches, were zinging through the air above me. When I stopped to drink I soon became cold, but the shelter of the long grass nurtured violets, and a bright yellow orchid. Looking closely, I saw each flower was a miniature horse skull.


The road levelled at last. It was late afternoon, cold, and the walking had been almost entirely uphill. I had been planning to stop and camp soon, but decided to go on to a red roof I could see in the distance. It turned out to be the old railway station of La Urbina. At 11,940 feet, it is the highest point on all the Ecuadorian railway system. It is now an inn run by Rodrigo, a mountaineering guide in his early fifties, with a long thin beard and a ponytail. I went inside and drank coffee in front of a wood stove. I asked Rodrigo about the trains which were still in service.


‘They were steam until recently, 1940s Pennsylvania-built, then they bought nine French engines, but in Ecuador we don’t make the specialist lubricants the manufacturers specified and the Government wouldn’t grant a licence to import them, saying it was not necessary, just a scam to milk poor countries. Seven out of nine engines are now useless.’ He pointed into the toneless grey cloud behind the moors, ‘There is Chimborazo, but we haven’t seen it all day.’


The only other guests were four Frenchmen; two of them were acclimatising before attempting Chimborazo. The mountain’s peak is a nice trophy for moderate mountaineers because at 20,700 feet it is the point furthest away from the centre of the planet. Everest is over 1.5 miles higher, but, at 28° north, sits on only 9.3 miles of the earth’s equatorial bulge, while Chimborazo, little more than 1° south of the equator, stands on a 13.5 mile-high bulge, elevating its peak 2.7 miles further from the centre.


After supper, Rodrigo gave a slide lecture on the great peaks of the Andes, and afterwards we chatted about the first man to investigate Chimborazo: Baron Friedrich Wilhelm Heinrich Alexander von Humboldt. Rodrigo flung a hand towards the cloud-shrouded monster. ‘Here, at the foot of Mount Chimborazo, he began the Essai sur la géographie des plantes. You know he preferred to write in French but was also fluent in German, English, Spanish, Russian and Italian!’


This essay invented plant geography, and encouraged fully documented collection of specimens. For the first time plants and animals were accurately related to their environment, allowing Alfred Wallace and Charles Darwin to perceive the physical adaptations of animals which led them both to conceive the law of natural selection by survival of the fittest. At the beginning of Humboldt’s trip he wrote down the guiding principle that underpinned all his future achievements: ‘I must find out more about the unity of nature.’ He often said, ‘Rather than discovering new, isolated facts I prefer linking together ones already known.’ One of his typical innovations was the isotherm, a line on a map joining points experiencing equal temperatures, so that the overall patterns of weather and climate could be described.


Rodrigo had a coffee-table catalogue from a recent exhibition on Humboldt, in Quito. The great man gazed with confidence and composure from the many portraits which he sat for during his long life. Humboldt was five feet eight inches tall, with light brown hair, grey eyes and old smallpox scars on his forehead. Rather vain, in a self-portrait he looks considerably more handsome than in other artists’ portraits of him. Trained in geology and mining, he became a polymath free to make his own path once he received an inheritance from his mother when he was twenty-seven. Within two years he was in South America, from 1799 to 1804, re-writing science. Humboldt displayed a broader variety of scientific interests and intellectual concerns than any other explorer before or since.


A key problem in the philosophy of the late eighteenth century was how people’s sensory information about the external world could be used to describe and investigate the ultimate reality of things. Immanuel Kant argued that our sensory data limited our investigations absolutely. Others argued that trained aesthetic sensitivities could transcend pure reason and explore intuitively the underlying unities. Humboldt fervently believed so. He was fascinated by the emotional dimension of the natural world: that the physical world could move the soul. To be true to nature, he argued, natural science must, like nature itself, be aesthetically satisfying. Poetry and science should work in harness to describe and explain reality. However, this was not an excuse for subjective or impressionistic science; the range of his instruments shows the thoroughness of his methods. There was even a cyanometer to measure the blueness of the sky, something the poet Byron satirised.


Humboldt’s team took his battery of instruments up into the clouds on Chimborazo to measure anything that would stand still long enough to be measured. In Humboldt’s day little was known of the effects of high altitude on the human body. Like seasickness, altitude sickness is capricious in its effects on individuals, but they all began to suffer in some degree from nausea and uncertain balance. Their local companion, the revolutionary Carlos Montufar, suffered horribly, struggling on despite bleeding from his nose, ears and mouth. When it seemed the summit was in reach, they found themselves standing on the edge of a chasm. Their route led to a dead end. They calculated their height at 19,286 feet, and estimated the summit at around 21,400, lower than later measurements. When they got down and looked in a mirror, they recoiled from the ghastly scarlet eyes staring back at them. Tiny veins in their eyes had ruptured, leaving them gruesomely bloodshot. Until Alpinists went to the Himalayas, this was a world record ascent; Humboldt bragged ‘of all mortals, I was the one who had risen highest in all the world’.


After witnessing oppressive Spanish rule, Humboldt encouraged the young Simón Bolívar to help liberate South America, but he pronounced Bolívar himself unfit to lead the task. ‘His brilliant career shortly after we met astonished me,’ he declared, adding stubbornness to misjudgement. Bolívar was more astute about Humboldt: he ‘was the true discoverer of America because his work has produced more benefit to our people than all the conquistadors’.


When Humboldt sat for his last portrait, he asked the artist to place Chimborazo’s snowy cone in the background. He died soon after, in 1859, the year a great admirer published a book called The Origin of Species.


In 1861, the American Ambassador Hassaurek saw Chimborazo’s triple peaks and wrote ‘no human foot ever profaned them, no human foot ever will’. Within eighteen years, Edward Whymper dared, and succeeded. In his book Travels Amongst the Great Andes of the Equator Whymper attempts a self-portrait as the consummate professional. Between the lines one plainly sees a curmudgeon, a man for whom fellow expedition members are not companions, but handicaps to his genius. He sounds middle-aged, but he was only thirty-nine years old. Drinking had taken its toll. When, at the age of sixty, he took elite Swiss guides to the Canadian Rockies, their main job was to carry crates of whisky on long hikes. In 1911 he was taken ill at the Couttet Hotel, Chamonix, refused treatment, locked himself in his room and died alone.


I went to bed early. The room was freezing; I slept in my sleeping bag inside the bed. In the morning, Chimborazo was still invisible. I was away by seven in light rain. Rodrigo waved me off: ‘Don’t follow the railway route. There is a very bad family in the village of San Andrés; a foreign cyclist was robbed of everything.’ I followed an irrigation ditch along the contour then dropped down a lane that wove between fields. Labourers looked up like nocturnal animals surprised by a spotlight. In three hours, I was coming over the crest of mature eucalyptus plantations, willing Riobamba closer. It didn’t come. The wind caught the map hung round my neck and slapped me in the face with it. My sandals were filling with grit, and I could scarcely open my eyes for the dust. One knee was stiffening, and dogs circled me, snarling and barking. On the corner of two dusty lanes, by a smallholding that looked like a set for the dustbowl farms of The Grapes of Wrath, I stood checking my map. An old woman pulled a black shawl over her bent back and made her way across the dirt of her vegetable garden towards me. I thought how kind it was of her to come out in the uncomfortable conditions to help me. She stabbed a shrivelled finger at my pack. ‘What are you selling?’


‘Nothing, it’s my tent and clothes.’


‘Hah!’ she said.


I glanced at my map and looked up to ask her a question. She was gone, rolling back through the dust-caked potatoes. I turned round to look back up the trail, and there, at last, a dozen miles behind me, was the mountain I had slept under the night before: Chimborazo. It had thrown off the cloud, and was shining. It is a very high volcano: the top seven thousand feet lie under permanent snow and ice; but the sheer bulk of it was overwhelming. It belongs in another, vaster, landscape but has been lent to us to remind men they have souls. For Humboldt, such sights must have clinched his theories that the whole could be intuited from such Olympian examples of nature. I took my tired feet into the town, with many long backward glances. In town, there was a bonus: the volcano Tungurahua was erupting.


Riobamba


Like most Andean cities, Riobamba has been flattened by a natural disaster, in this case, an earthquake in 1797 which levelled much of Ecuador and killed 40,000 people. A contemporary, González Suárez, captured the peculiar terror that earth-changing events commanded in an era when Christian men believed the earth was made in seven days, and had remained unchanged ever since:




and some mountains, letting go of their foundations, turned over on grasslands and smothered them completely, changing the face of the earth: the Culca Hill descended over the city of Riobamba, and buried a large part of the population; in some places the ground split apart swallowing trees, gardens, homes and cattle.





Having been rebuilt over two centuries, Riobamba lacks the look of Ambato, that it was all built by the same company, or, worse, Latacunga, which looks as if it was all made from the same batch of cement. In the handsome main square, the old Colonial façade of the cathedral was side-lit, throwing the heavily carved columns, doors and panels into high relief. Behind it, the side-streets looked east, up to the mountains where large cumulus and cumulo-nimbus clouds were building. As the afternoon grew late, their whites and pale dove-greys were picking up tints of lemon, rose and gold, when, suddenly, as the clouds rolled back for a few minutes, I could see black dust boiling out of the crater of Tungurahua: a glimpse of a devil’s kitchen under those celestial clouds.


At 16,475 feet, Tungurahua, meaning Black Giant, is not one of the tallest Ecuadorian volcanoes but it is one of the most active, almost continuously belching out steam and dust, creating its own mantle of cloud and vapour. The latest eruption began in October 1999, and initially prompted temporary evacuation of the entire town of Baños, on the north side of the volcano. I climbed to a small park which overlooked the whole of Riobamba. To the north, the snow and ice of Chimborazo was glazed in the delicate pink of water seeping from cut strawberries. To the south, Tungurahua poured coils of dense black clouds up into the fluffy gold and white cumulus. The Local Puruha people of Pastaza valley believed Chimborazo was male and Tungurahua female, and they were the gods who had created their people and the cosmos: no wonder. I stopped, mouth open; but no one else gave it a glance. Just another day living with volcanoes.


A few blocks above the main square, there is a famous Museum of Religious Art at Riobamba’s convent. The Andes produced some superb woodcarvers, and Riobamba had works by the very best: a native Ecuadorian called José Olmos who was active in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries. The anatomy of his figures is superb, and the carving approaches perfection. The limbs have an eerie sheen to them, like that on a body hovering between life and death. It was produced by rubbing animal fat into the wood before painting. He ushered in a period where the limbs became a little longer and more slender, exemplifying a Christ in greater repose with his suffering. But even José Olmos’s best crucifixion has a Christ whose back is in ribbons: love is expressed by blood. Were they telling the Incas and the Aztecs anything new? Both had long known that the gods demanded the blood of the most perfect. There was simply an inversion: a religion in which people were sacrificed for the gods was replaced by one in which a god was sacrificed for people.


By contrast, the cathedral concealed a wonderful surprise. The exterior is classic early colonial; exuberant carving romps over the whole façade. But the renovated chapel has a series of modern murals which are native in style and subversive in subject matter. The disciples at the Last Supper are modern Ecuadorians; the ordinary people who every day bend their knees at the pews. Christ is the only bearded figure – native Sierra men have little or no facial hair – and he is not central, but seated to one side. He cups a handful of soil in which a seedling is uncurling, an image central to traditional fertility beliefs. The focus of the composition is a woman in native dress, breaking bread. She is the Inca Earth-Mother: Pachamama. Around the table, next to bowls of local fruits and roast guinea pig, a lute lies ready for the dancing which will follow. On the walls are celebrations of the richness of the life of the Andes: hummingbirds sip nectar from garlands of flowers. Men and women dance in close, and mildly drunken, embrace. Small children stand on tiptoe to hug the warm neck of a favourite llama. A businessman appears as a basin-jawed pinstriped thug. One half of his face is a skull topped by a general’s hat. He is white, of course. Judas is a reporter with a cassette recorder and microphone. Resistance to the conquest continues.


I gave my feet a holiday and took a coach day trip along the road to Baños to look for living fossils of the Inca empire: the people of Salasaca. As we left the town, street vendors invaded at every junction, walking the aisle, touting banana chips, lemonade, water, apples, mandarins, four scented pens for a dollar, sweets and ice creams. A man dressed like an evangelist made a wellprepared speech to introduce us to a particularly uplifting chocolate bar promotion he was running.


Salasaca straggled aimlessly along the dusty main road, then stopped abruptly because it had run out of ideas. The very first man I saw was wearing a broad-brimmed white hat, white shirt and trousers and a soft black woollen poncho. It is a traditional outfit that the people in this small area still wear, but it is not from Ecuador, or even neighbouring Peru. He is a political exile, and his ancestors were brought here from Bolivia over five hundred years ago by the Incas, as part of their imperial policy for pacifying newly conquered lands.


For as far back as we can see, Andean history has always gone through cycles of unification and disintegration. Major cultural expansion and empire building were only favoured when rainfall was reliable. Otherwise, the huge vertical changes in climate, and therefore agriculture, encouraged small cultures closely adapted to local conditions. Occasionally, opportunism and ambition united them. The most astounding expansion was that of a small hill tribe. In little more than a hundred years, the Incas expanded from their heartland around Cuzco to create what was then the greatest empire in the world, stretching 3,400 miles from the south Colombian border to central Chile. They did not, like the Mongols in Asia, operate as a purely military force. Where possible, they preferred to absorb rather than conquer, and exercised considerable diplomatic efforts to avoid outright war. Where they met military resistance, they responded with two main strategies: either conciliatory negotiation, assuring the enemy of the Inca’s kindly future intentions, or a savage assault to annihilate resistance.


The Romans kept citizenship as an honour, not a right. As long as respect was paid to key Roman deities, conquered people could fill out their pantheon with other gods as they pleased. Likewise, this expanding Cuzco tribe knew they could not make everyone Incas, nor did they want to: that was a privilege they guarded jealously for themselves. As long as the authority of the Inca and his father, the Sun, was respected, local culture could continue. Indeed, conquered peoples were required to maintain their original dress so their identity could always be seen. When people from newly absorbed nations were brought to Cuzco, they were allocated separate precincts to live in, arranged so the map of the city slowly became both a microcosm and a map of the empire. To absorb new tribes smoothly into empire, people from older, well-integrated regions of empire were moved to freshly acquired territories. This was called mitimaes, and was devised to ease the tensions and dangers of rapid conquest and expansion. If new subjects absconded and were caught, they were tortured for a first offence, and killed for a second. The man in white clothes and black poncho was a living record of this exchange. It is clothing from the shores of Lake Titikaka, 1,150 miles away as the condor flies, and Salasaca’s people are of Bolivian descent.


The Bartolomé de las Casas Secondary School spilled out its pupils at lunchtime, all the boys wearing traditional Bolivian dress. They stood chatting in front of the motto on the school wall:






El mayor bien es la cultura;


el mayor mal, la ignorancia.


The greatest good is culture;


the greatest evil, ignorance.








I asked Ramiro, a fourteen-year-old with huge teeth and bigger hair, if he knew the history of the clothing. He said ‘Certainly!’ and told the story well.


‘Do you feel Bolivian?’ He and his friend Mariano smiled bashfully, ‘No, Bolivia is backward!’


I did a small walk south, to the village of Punín. Soon, I was over a small hill, Riobamba was out of sight, and I dropped into a steep-sided green canyon. It was humid, and the air was practically crackling. Still on tarmac, I was tracking up the hairpins with my head down, a bad habit that I was cured of the next minute. Suddenly, just five feet in front of me, there was no tarmac, no road, no land, just fresh air. Had I been carrying a full pack my momentum would have carried me right up to the edge, which was snaked with fissures and highly unstable. A strip fifty yards long and several yards wide along the side of the road had fallen into the valley below, leaving a vertical cliff a hundred and fifty feet high.


The whole of the rest of the walk was a depressing reminder of one of the problems facing Ecuador today: soil erosion. This is not the gradual depletion of surface soil, but the complete re-forming of the landscape. The valley floor to my left was once flat agricultural land sloping gently down to Riobamba. Now there is a V-shaped gorge cut hundreds of feet deep into it, whose sides are so steep it is uncrossable in most places. In a single river basin, you would measure the lost soil in cubic miles. Deforestation, regular burning and poor farming techniques are the main culprits. In this parish of Punín, families farm small plots and suffer many other problems, including poor soil fertility and an extreme range of temperatures. Few people have access to affordable credit, and the traditional way of life is under threat as family incomes fall. Many have gone to the towns seeking, but seldom getting, work. Catholic Relief Services are working with five hundred families in the area, teaching new methods of cultivating crops, and raising small livestock such as guinea pigs, rabbits, chickens and sheep. They are also setting up community banks to offer micro-credit: in a severely cash-poor rural economy, small sums make the difference between survival and failure.


Punín village was a few poor adobe houses around a huge square. A massive church occupied all one side of it; a school and convent took much of two others. Sad shops with empty shelves made an effort to make the town seem half-alive. Although there was no hostel, a rusting old sign welcomed me to ‘The Tourist Capital of the Central Country’. The church was shut, and there was no reply at the convent. The main occupation seemed to be waiting for a bus to get out of town. I stayed ten minutes and joined the queue.


Back in my room, black eyes stared back at me from the mirror. My skin was dry, and I looked very tired; there were lazy droops at the corner of my mouth. I shaved. Removing my beard takes five years from me so I shave when I need cheering up. My exposed face shone, naked and exposed, like a peeled egg. The person in the mirror, whom I only saw every week or so, was a stranger to me: a photograph of a long-dead relative I had never met. I couldn’t imagine how this fellow-traveller fared in the world; I had no more skill to read his heart than if he had sat beside me on the bus. I pushed the wrinkles about. I remembered, on one of the rare summer’s days when my father sunbathed, casting a teenager’s cold eye over his slim, milk-white body, cuffed by neck and hands sunburnt deep brown from gardening. I resolved that the lack of attention which had let his body grow old would not happen to me. I am now older than he was then. My eyes, hazel like his, have begun to lose their intensity. My grandfather, a tough old sailor, and still a belligerent man in his eighties, also ambushed my reflection with his fleshy, aquiline nose and prominent ears. I stripped for the cold water shower; my neck, face and hands were sunburnt, everything else ivory. With the white soap I stroked the backs of my hands: tide-washed skin crossed by turquoise veins, dry fish-scale skin.


Next day, feeling a little better, I bussed back to Punín. The walk up out of the village was a pleasant, even climb on a dirt road. The map showed a walk of about four and a half miles to the next village, Flores, but I had my first experience of one of the difficulties of walking in the mountains. At eleven o’clock, after five miles, there was no sign of Flores. I was on the right road, everyone assured me, but the village was ‘¡Más arriba!’, higher up, making a loose shrug with their arms. Although the map indicated a few broad curves in the ascending road, the actual track over the ground was an endless sequence of ever steeper hairpins clawing their way up the mountain. My planned walking for the morning was three times the length shown on the map, whose curves were just the cartographer’s equivalent of the local’s forearm shrug: a general indication; a loose idea of what was there. By cutting down on rests, I made Flores by half past twelve. The streets were nearly empty. The owner of the corner shop was a slim, very upright woman wearing a hard, brown traditional felt hat in the shape of a bowler. Her front teeth were fashionably edged with gold, and her Spanish was a pleasure to listen to. I told her what I was doing. She laughed and said, ‘I am as old as you. Tell me what you eat to make you so strong!’


As I gained height, I left a lush, narrow valley of smallholdings below me. When I next stopped to drink, a pretty little girl with a filthy face, bare feet and miniature oysters of snot on her top lip stood five yards off, staring with eyes old beyond her years. I gave her some biscuits. She took them the way a wild animal might, coming close enough to snatch, and darting back. When I stood up to leave, she held out a hand that was nearly black with dirt, ‘¡Plata!’ – money.


I seldom gave money for nothing. It is a hard but necessary policy. Tossing a child fifty cents might make you feel good for five minutes, but it teaches the child that foreigners provide something for nothing and it’s okay to beg. It can also belittle the money adults make from their work; a porter might get fifty cents for ten minutes of heavy work. I would pay for photographs or tip someone who walked with me to show the way. But sometimes you look into the eyes of the person asking and your hand goes to your pocket and pushes your principles out of reach.


At last, in late afternoon the road began to fall. People now seemed a little more prosperous. A girl and her mother came, bent double under huge sheaves, down the hill from a steep field, where they had been cutting hay. They had a big American pick-up waiting at the road, but could not get a jammed tailgate to drop. I stopped to help them throw the sheaves in. Even with three of us helping, we could only just get them over the head-high sides. When we finished, we were all wreathed in sweat and laughing, picking bits of grass out of each other’s clothes and hair.


At the end of the afternoon I stopped in a large hamlet and sat chatting in the village shop, whose owner had to be called down from the mountain to unlock it. I bought biscuits and poured a couple of litres of water back into my system. The owner gave me a sweet bun. We chatted and he offered to let me sleep in various buildings, but they were all very dusty and I was keen to have the privacy of my tent. Someone offered me the rough lawn in front of his house. The village seemed a nice sleepy place where I would be left in peace, so I said yes. As soon as I began to erect the tent, a lorry stopped opposite and twenty agricultural workers jumped down and crossed the road to watch me for two hours. When I returned home I read, with heart-felt comradeship, Robert Louis Stevenson’s Travels with a Donkey in the Cevennes:




If the camp is not secret, it is but a troubled resting-place; you become a public character; the convivial rustic visits your bedside after an early supper; and you must sleep with one eye open, and be up before the day.





Worryingly, my stove would not prime properly. I could not rely on buying gas canisters, so I had bought a new stove, which could take paraffin, unleaded petrol and a few other liquid fuels. A hand-plunger provided the pressure, and although it was supposed to be suited to high altitude, it was temperamental; the mixture of air pressure and fuel flow had to be just right. If you did not obtain the intended roaring blue flame, the leaflet provided the following troubleshooting advice:




	too much pressure: symptom, large yellow flames


	too little pressure: symptom, large yellow flames


	too much fuel: symptom, large yellow flames


	too little fuel: you’ve guessed it.





Supper was bread and bananas and water.


Like Stevenson I couldn’t face performing breakfast and toilet next morning as another theatre piece, so I set the alarm for five fifteen, packed the tent wet and was on the road before dawn, munching nuts and dried fruit, and began to climb. It was still early when I came up through light mist onto a broad ridge at 11,320 feet. The little villages on the hill were waking up, livestock being turned out to pasture, children packed off to school. Knots of curious people gathered good humouredly about me. I shook hands until my own smelled of sheep, goats and warm milk. Often one person would relay all the questions to me. ‘So, how far are you walking?’


I told him. There was a small twinkle in his eye as he asked me, ‘Why? As a punishment?’


Small triangular fields parcelled huge hillsides in ever-varying patterns. The land was reminiscent of shaken laundry, half-smoothed green sheets that had floated to ground under their own weight. A long-tailed hawk came over the ridge, each narrow wing like a dark sabre. It followed a gully down, careful as a thief.





Sunset with Death


In Peru, spring, summer, autumn and winter are imported ideas; they mean little. There are two seasons, wet and dry. Now, in mid-May, the wet season’s six inches of rain a month was finishing. The dry season, with an inch or so a month, would last until November. The days were becoming hotter; the threat of rain seemed less each day. Once the sun had cleared the tops of the mountains, the air temperature rose quickly. By noon, when I reached Guamote, a small, poor town with the railway running right down the main street, it was hot. The Inca road was again buried under the Panamerican so I walked the railway line. At the first break, I spread the tent out to dry, which it did in minutes. Below me were green irrigated fields. Above me was a dust-dry sandy hillside, on which two figures appeared: twelve-year-old girls who ran down squealing, kicking up billowing clouds of dirt. They smiled a lot, showing brown tidemarks along their teeth. One talked as loud as a megaphone and wouldn’t believe England was a real country. The other treated her as if she were one llama short of a full flock.


They walked with me back to their home, just above the river. The railway crossed the river on a high bridge where we hopped from one rough sleeper to another, each leap offering a fine view of the river far beneath our feet. They were unconcerned; it was just their walk to and from school. On the other side they waved me goodbye, and pointed the way ahead. In a scrubby stand of trees, men had been felling, and there was an overpowering aroma of pine sap and eucalyptus oil. Then came another longer, higher river bridge to be hopped across. Women washing their clothes stopped to watch, sitting in the freezing waters.


Once over, I sat on the end of a sleeper to rest and drink. There was a faint singing in the rails so I moved off the track. A hand-driven flatcar came racing down the hill; five men squeezed on top of sacks of grain and vegetables. They had been to market, and were flying home to Guamote, waving to me, grinning at life. Had I been five minutes later, we would have met on the bridge, and I would have been grinning at death.


The valley became higher, shallower and bleaker. Families were burning off clumps of pampas grass, the tall ornamental grass that adorns a million suburban lawns. It burnt fiercely and quickly, the fires difficult to control. I was too tired for company. When I reached a copse of pine trees by a clean stream, I pitched the tent as much out of sight as I could manage, like a criminal on the run. The stove worked first time and I cooked pasta, and added a packet of soup, a simple and light meal, but something only a hungry person would relish; that wasn’t a problem. It was dark when I had cleaned up. I sat outside with a mug of coffee and watched the rings of fire spread wider but fainter over the hills. With darkness came the frogs’ cord-throated night music.


In the morning I soon reached an abandoned railway station called Velez before the railway slipped over a shallow watershed of black, silty peat, puddled to a mire by cattle. It was breezy, and the grasses rustled in a million minute tinkles; like running water. In puddles at the trackside, beefy tadpoles kicked the silt. As the sun’s heat grew, the rails expanded, and groaned in their ties. Coming over the top of the hill, I saw the track run away in a dead straight line as far as the eye could see, through sandy dirt studded with pine cones the size of grapefruit. The next station, Palmira Davila, was a shimmering pale gable-end, which grew larger without ever seeming to get any nearer, shuddering in the rippling air at the dead eye of the rails’ vanishing point.


I walked into the village feeling like Clint Eastwood remaking High Plains Drifter without a horse. A tall, thin puppy, all wisps and crescents, cringed itself into a black omega, and crapped on the hot rail. Maria Ana came out from the first house. She was a young housewife with a round pretty face and an engaging smile and manner. I asked where I could buy food.


‘I wouldn’t buy here. Wait until you get to Palmira, there’s more shops there.’


‘You’re not local?’


‘How did you know?’


‘A local would not tell me to spend my money in the next town.’


She grinned sheepishly. ‘I am from Quito, my husband is from here, and all his family.’


The pup came over and snarled at me. It had an open sore over its right eye. A gust of wind threw dust and grit all over us. ‘Do you like it here?’


‘It’s okay, but so dusty. Last week we had dust storms, it was awful. But it is nice and quiet. Quito is polluted by so many chemicals.’ Every remote place I go, they say it is quiet and clean. The boredom and claustrophobia that would stifle and choke me is never mentioned. Do they suffer silently, or is it an unfelt absence?
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