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"Fascinating insights that I will apply to my own life." 
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"A remarkable journey." 
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"A wonderful read, exhilarating from start to finish. Pip shares her unique knowledge of this jungle frontier and takes us on a journey of discovery through some of the harshest terrain on earth. An incredible adventure." 


Levison Wood, explorer, writer and photographer



 



"A tough jungle expedition by an even tougher team. Life Lessons from the Amazon is their story told with humour, humility and honesty." 
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"An absolute page-turner in which Pip shares her fascinating inner journey including doubt, struggles and overcoming challenges. A brilliantly candid and thought-provoking escape to the wild." 
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"Stewart is a wonderful travelling companion. Not only does she take us through the physical and mental highs and lows of adventure travel, she tackles head-on the ethics and morals of modern-day travel, addressing privilege, over-tourism and sustainability: an absolute joy." 
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For the people of Masakenari: Kîrwanhê.


Thank you for making this expedition possible.













Author's Note









As you navigate your own journey through life, I do hope this book may be of assistance. However, it may not be, so it's probably best to be clear about that from the get-go. What follows are reflections born from near-death experiences; literal blood, sweat and tears – and a flesh-eating parasite thrown in for good measure. Experience has been my greatest teacher and I hope to share some of the lessons I've learned. However, take these words with a pinch of salt; they are not a "quick fix" to achieve happiness, nor would I want them to be. Life is beautifully messy and striving for something other than that will always be like paddling upstream.




  I am not sure the term "explorer" has much credence in modern life. However, I think a desire to explore lurks deep within some of us – that alluring pull to understand what exists beyond our horizons. It's partly why I found myself embarking on a life-changing river journey, joining a multinational team and attempting a world-first source-to-sea kayak expedition. The siren song of adventure would lead us up mountains and through dense jungle, before depositing us at the mouth of an ocean. The river offered us a chance to deepen our understanding of ourselves and the world around us; our journey would be an exploration of life.




  I'd ventured into the wilderness before. However, this expedition would be the most remote I'd ever been on, and my teammates and I would spend nearly three months in the rainforest in one of the most isolated and unexplored parts of the planet. The "world-first" bit wasn't what appealed; I was drawn to the opportunity to escape in this hyperconnected world. A chance to go off-grid, at least for a while. To return to a more natural way of living. To explore what really matters in life – learnings I'd love to share with you. Perhaps, ironically, much of what we discovered could have been learned from home, but then that's part of the point of this book: daily life is echoed in the extreme, and vice versa.




  I often think people are either running from something, or toward something. In my case, if I'm honest, I was running from the feeling that, somehow, I wasn't making the most of my life. A fear of not fully living. In this busy, fast-paced world it's easy to feel overwhelmed – I know I do. Fear propels me, and it's why I found myself flying out to paddle the 1,014 kilometres of Guyana's Essequibo River. I hope the following pages will offer insights for anyone who has ever felt the same and help on your own journey through life – ideally without a flesh-eating parasite in tow.




  We knew this journey was going to be difficult and potentially life-threatening. What I hadn't anticipated was how being hunted by caimans or having a jaguar prowl through our camp would make me reconsider how I use technology. I could never have imagined that a hummingbird would change my perspective on criticism and happiness or that an ant would tutor me in appreciation. As such, our expedition went far beyond a physical one. It often became a mental exercise in how to become more loving and accepting, as well as in how to handle fear, self-doubt and extreme distress.




  These are all learnings I still use today, and they're the basis for this book. Where needed, a few names and details have been changed to protect people's identities. Each chapter starts with a reflection that came up for us during the expedition – a "life lesson". I've then shared the stories that led me to those thoughts, so that, when you need to, you can flick to the start of the chapter that most resonates – whether it's about being able to handle more than you think you can (even if it doesn't always feel like that) or about how to deal with the crazy thoughts your brain comes up with at 3 a.m.




  It's also key to acknowledge that adventure travel is a privilege that many of us have access to purely through an accident of birth. This is why the author fee from this book is going to be shared between the community of Masakenari – without whom this trip and these words would not have been possible – and the Drugs for Neglected Diseases initiative (DNDi), which works tirelessly to find cures for illnesses that impact some of the world's poorest and most remote communities.




  Ultimately, we are all trying to find our way in the world. You're the only person who knows what the best life for you looks like: find what works. Discard the rest. I am not a trained therapist, medical practitioner, psychologist or soothsayer. I am a hypocritical idealist who has made many cock-ups and taken wrong turns in life, and is likely to do so again. I am working on having the humility to acknowledge when I'm wrong and the courage to improve. This book is written from my perspective, and with that comes my inability to see my own blind spots. Apologies in advance. However, for all our individual quirks and self-doubt, I truly believe everyone can teach you something. This book may not change your life, but I do hope it helps you along the path you choose to tread…











Pip x
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PART ONE


 


LIFE IN THE JUNGLE
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Direction


(noun): a course along which someone or something moves.















How do you shape the most fulfilling life possible? It's a question I've pondered a lot over the last few years. If you're unsure about where you're trying to get to or what you want out of life, it's a question that can feel massively overwhelming. Perhaps I've spent too long around rivers, but the clay found in them has helped me to develop a weird visual to deal with a lack of direction: I think of life as pottery.




  We all start with a lump of clay and – regardless of how much we have, its consistency or type – we all have the ability to shape something out of it. Whenever I feel out of my depth about where I'm going or what I'm doing, I always try to remind myself: Don't worry! I'm still shaping my pot; I just don't know what it's going to look like yet. We might not be sure what the artistic direction of our masterpiece will be, but the key is in showing up to the potter's wheel and giving it a whirl. If we get our hands dirty and attempt to shape the clay in some way, then at least we have created something. The jungle showed me that even if you have a plan in life, you need to be flexible. However much you try, your pot might look squiffy, have a wonky handle or end up a different shape than you expected. Embrace these things as part of your story, and don't let them throw you.




  Thorough preparation is a good way to arm yourself against a change of plan, and will stand you in good stead whether your goal is to kayak down a river or deliver a presentation at work. First, figure out everything you might need for the undertaking, practise the skills you require, ask for help from those with more experience and check that your plan makes sense. Think about your physical and mental prep; what's your backup if it all goes wrong? Work through these scenarios in your brain and then factor in the unexpected. If you do so, you're less likely to get flustered when something does threaten to change the shape of your pot – which will probably happen, because that's life.




  Changing direction in life – whether this is taking up something new, starting or ending relationships, moving, or having an honest conversation – is scary. For many of us it's bravery in action, as we must acknowledge our fears and the stress they bring. In some ways our fear acts as a barometer, showing us the size of our challenge and how much we have to do to reach our goal. But, if you do decide you want it, how do you push through that feeling?




  There might not be an answer other than to just accept it. I took the fear with me to the jungle. I kept my hands, however shaky, on the potter's wheel. Yet, for all the angst, a larger dread lay underneath. It propelled me in the direction I knew, deep down, I wanted to go. It was a simple question that you may find useful, too: what would happen if I didn't go for it?






















Days on expedition: 4



Location: heading upstream of the Essequibo River, south of Masakenari



Status: bricking it





















I wish I could say I took to life in the jungle like a duck to water but, truthfully, it took me a little while to get used to it.




  "Watch out for the bamboo…" Nereus Chekema warned as I picked up what I thought was dead wood for the fire. "It's like a bomb."




  He said it just as I'd placed the sticks on the flames. Too late – the bamboo was alight. I beat a hasty retreat from the fire, bracing myself for an explosion. When I realized that a Hollywood-esque boom hadn't yet catapulted me from the camp, I tentatively turned around. My teammates hadn't moved from their positions around the fire and were looking amused. The burning bamboo suddenly sprang into action: a wheezing noise followed by a short, sharp "pop". It turned out it was more of a firecracker than a bomb.




  I breathed a sigh of relief and tried to style out my overreaction by pretending I was on the way to get something from a bag next to my hammock. Judging by the laughing I  heard as I rummaged around in one of my large dry bags, I'm not sure I pulled it off. On the plus side, I hadn't blown up myself – or my teammates – so I took that as a win. We'd survived, for now at least.




  "You're such a klutz, Pip," shouted my friend Laura from around the campfire, teasingly.




  "Well, you invited me along. I hold you entirely responsible," I shot back, smiling.




  I'm pretty certain everybody has a friend that gets them into trouble. You know the sort: the person who convinces you that one last drink on an already boozy night is a good idea or that you're entirely capable of running a marathon in three weeks with zero training. I have a friend like this. Her name is Laura Bingham.




  Laura doesn't do things by halves. It's fair to say she is one of the most driven people I've ever met. Over the years Laura has sailed across the Atlantic and cycled across South America, with no money, to raise funds and awareness for Operation South America, a children's charity in Paraguay. She's also got a sharp sense of humour and an uncanny ability to persuade people to do things – which is perhaps how we became friends. I found myself offering to help change her baby's dirty nappy at Campfire, an adventure festival we were both speaking at less than a year before.




  In all honesty, I'd rather change a nappy than engage in small talk. I'm not very good at it and I'd rather know the content of your soul than bore you to death with chat about the weather. On this particular occasion I chose to get stuck into the contents of her son Ran's nappy. Laura's soul would have to wait. Getting to know each other over poo – particularly yellow poo, if I remember correctly – perhaps wasn't the most promising start to a friendship, but it created an immediate bond between us.




  Two months later, I  received a call from her just after lunch, while I was sitting at my desk at Red Bull, where I was working as their Adventure Editor. I didn't make a note of the conversation, so forgive the creative licence, but I am pretty sure it went something along the lines of:




  Laura: "How do you feel about attempting a world-first expedition through the Guiana Shield – 'the greenhouse of the world' – and part of the larger Amazon biome? Paddling down the Essequibo, Guyana's largest river, through dense rainforest, from source to sea? Around three months? We will need to hike to the source, which is exceptionally mountainous and located in the Acarai Mountains, but we should be physically fit enough after the training. Oh, and it's a fairly quick turnaround – we're talking in eight months' time..."




  Me: "Floating down a river, watching wildlife, with a piña colada in hand, no experience required? Yes, brilliant. Sign me up!"




  I am not a natural office person. In fact, 20 minutes doesn't go by without me standing up, pacing the room or making at least one cup of tea. It's not that I'm avoiding work (well, not most of the time). Movement just helps my mind. Clearly, on the day Laura called, I had been sitting down for far too long and my brain had addled. However, our conversation made me realize that I was craving a new direction in life.




 


Set your compass in the rough direction you want to travel




 


It was only when I had put down the phone to Laura and called my partner Charlie that the reality of what I'd just agreed to began to sink in.


"You hate kayaking," Charlie reminded me when I  started to explain the plan. "I  remember you saying, when you tried it in New Zealand, that it was – and I quote – 'a rubbish sport, and I can't understand why anyone does it', and that your shoulders felt like they were on fire."




  It was also around this time that words from my conversation with Laura,   such as "caiman", "piranha", "machete", "waterfalls" and "jungle training", began to emerge through a post-lunch-induced brain fog.




  "Who else is on board?" Charlie asked.


  "Laura's best friend – Ness Knight. You know, the one I have a girl crush on, the woman who was the first female to swim the River Thames."




  I'd never actually met Ness, but if she was anything like how she came across on social media, I knew I'd like her.




  "So, in summary," Charlie clarified, "in eight months' time you're planning on kayaking a river through the rainforest with two women – one of whom you've only recently met and the other you don't know at all – for three months, and you don't currently know how to kayak, let alone take on white water. Good luck!"




  Thankfully, Charlie – my partner of 12 years – is both used to, and supportive of, the adventures I get myself into. Together we cycled home from Asia, where we'd been living for five years, to London: a journey that took us 13 months and through 24 countries. I  hadn't had much experience when we set off. I'd only ever really cycled around in a city, while I was at uni, so I was hardly a pro athlete. In fact, the whole journey nearly ended in disaster when, three weeks in, at the sight of our first small incline (I can barely call it a hill), I threw an absolute tantrum, flung my heavily loaded bike to the ground and declared that Charlie had picked the wrong woman. I wasn't capable of this and there was no way I was continuing either with the journey or the relationship. The reality of the situation was that I was embarrassed: I was unfit. I'd told my friends and family that I was going to "cycle halfway around the world" and, when push came to shove, my legs burned, my chest wheezed and my bloody inner critic set in.




 


Don't let your inner critic take over (it will try)




 


  To his credit, Charlie handled my snot-filled meltdown brilliantly. After nearly three hours (yes, three!) of trying to calm me down on a Malaysian side road, he offered to take me to the nearest airport, although we had no option but to cycle there. He then said something to me that I've never forgotten and have repeated to myself on every subsequent journey: "Pip, these are not physical journeys; they are mental ones."




  Something switched in me that day. I knew that if I could spend 8 hours a day at work, I could spend 8 hours a day on a bike. I realized that if I could quieten my inner critic that told me I was "too slow, too unfit, too fat, too much of this and not enough of that" then perhaps, just perhaps, I could do what I knew deep down I really wanted to. After 13 months, a few days before Christmas Day 2014, we cycled to Big Ben in London, where our family and friends were waiting with banners of congratulations. We'd done it. Through tears of joy, it dawned on me that we'd experienced a journey of over 10,000 miles that would stay with us forever; a journey that was possible because I'd pushed through my own fear and self-doubt.


  I didn't overcome fear on that expedition; I just learned to live with it. I began to realize that whenever I made a decision that would alter the path I was travelling on  – be this a massive expedition, or a change in a job, a relationship or a flat – uncomfortable feelings would always arise. You too may find that, at times of upheaval, fear will often pop up and announce that it has come to move in with you for a while. It's a blooming annoying housemate but, in a sense, it shows we're alive, and are fully functioning humans with the prerequisite insecurities that ultimately serve to keep us safe and out of trouble.




 


Break your goal into smaller chunks and work on what you can control




 


  Even though fear had taken up residence in my brain since signing up to the kayak expedition, I focused on what I could control. I'm not a natural planner, but fear propelled me to take action. For an expedition of this magnitude, we needed to plan and prepare properly. In the build-up to the trip, Laura had done the bulk of the heavy lifting when it came to organization.




  First up, we needed permission for our journey. The headwaters of the Essequibo and the surrounding 625,000-hectare area of pristine forest are protected by the indigenous people of the community of Masakenari. We needed their authorization to enter for the expedition. Their village is the closest settlement to the river's source and it was the place where we were planning on starting our paddle. We connected over Facebook to Paul Chekema, the leader of the village (known as the Toshao) and used fixers on the ground in the capital Georgetown.




  We also had the backing of the then First Lady of Guyana, Sandra Granger. She had heard about our trip and said it was a great thing for young women to see other women embarking on such "out-of-the-box" adventures. She even agreed to be a patron of our journey – and asked our fixers to pass on the message that we were to put every possible safety procedure in place, as the Essequibo was the country's biggest and mightiest river. As well as highlighting possibilities for women in adventure, both in Guyana and elsewhere, the joint expedition also offered opportunities to showcase, explore and document the incredible natural beauty of the nation and its rainforest. The country is one of South America's most heavily forested and has one of the world's most flourishing jungles. The Tourism Authority asked us to share with them, on our return, our thoughts and insights about what we witnessed on the journey.




  Once we were granted the necessary permits from the village, as well as from the Ministry of Indigenous Peoples' Affairs and the Protected Areas Commission, we were left with the small matter of working out how to pay for the expedition. Like many large-scale projects, unless you're utterly minted, you need to find sponsorship. Given the remote nature and inaccessibility of the trip, Laura was looking to find around £30,000. This would be used to cover the cost of flights  – both to and from Guyana, and internally – guiding fees, food en route and hotels in Georgetown, as well as any kit that we couldn't get sponsored. Often, getting these trips off the ground is as hard, if not harder, than the actual journey. Our success in this instance was down to Laura; she produced a stellar pitch document, outlining who we were, what we were doing and what companies could expect in return for their support (e.g. social media posts, their logos on our boats, and talks and blog posts that we'd produce for them when we returned).




  Then there was the mind-boggling task of organizing logistics: arranging flights, internationally and locally, getting the right travel jabs, learning about navigation and remote, emergency medicine, preparing our kit, and figuring out how much food we'd need. There was also the small matter of actually getting fit enough to manage the journey. The list of things to do seemed endless. Laura farmed out a few tasks to Ness and me but, for the most part, she pulled the whole thing together. How she managed to do it while looking after a young baby is beyond me.




  I realized how incredibly driven she could be when Ness and I went to stay with her around Christmastime to do some kayak and jungle training. Thankfully, Ness was just as I imagined her to be: ballsy, charming and up for a laugh. The expedition prep also meant I got to know Laura's husband, Ed Stafford, better. Ed was the first person to walk the length of the Amazon River. Following such an incredible feat, he made a TV career out of adventure and one journey took him to Guyana. Apparently, after this trip he told Laura that the rainforest there was like nothing he'd ever seen – "Disneyland for animals" was how she described it to me. His description of how remote the Essequibo was planted a seed in Laura's brain. The comment had clearly taken root, as the idea turned from concept to reality. Slowly, step after step, it morphed into our source-to-sea expedition.




  Having settled into my room at their house in Leicestershire, I pottered down to the kitchen, where Ed was fixing us up a cup of coffee with a dollop of coconut cream.




  "I'm on a keto diet," he said, "trying to get in shape for First Man Out." His new series involved pitting himself against other world survival experts in a race to get out of hostile environments. It was during his break from filming that we were attempting the expedition, so that he could look after Ran.




  Given that Ed was both a world expert in jungle survival and Laura's husband, I asked him how the preparation had been going since we last spoke.




  "I don't know. She won't let me look at it," he said, shrugging and handing me a surprisingly punchy coffee.




  "Damn right," said Laura, coming through the kitchen door after having fed the chickens in the garden. Winston and Maggie, their two large, beautiful – but seriously slobbery – Newfoundland dogs, were in tow. "Although I have said he can help us with a jungle survival lesson." She added, "You get used to the dribble," as one of the dogs made its way straight to my groin. A massive drool patch now covered my crotch.




  "Before we get cracking with the lesson, we've got you some presents," said Ed, as Laura disappeared off to get them. "You'll need them where you're going."




  "Aw, mate, that's so kind of you guys," said Ness, when Laura returned and handed over two parcels. I  reiterated the sentiment.




  We opened a small box first: an electronic Casio watch from Laura.




  "It's not sponsored or anything," she said. "They're not expensive but they're waterproof and the light function is super useful. I love mine and my bridesmaids even had to force me to take it off for my wedding."




  Ed then handed us both a long, thin parcel. "Careful how you open it."




  Ness and I slowly unwrapped a machete in a leather sheath.




  "I picked these up in Brazil. I used the same for the Amazon. Hopefully, they won't let you down."




  The gifts spoke to the very generous and thoughtful nature of the couple.




  "Right, let's get cracking!" said Ed, once we'd thanked them again. We were going to disappear into the woods at the end of their garden to string up hammocks and tarps, learn how to find material to light a fire in the jungle, and practise using our new machetes.




  "Not you, Winston," said Laura, shoving the dog back into the kitchen. "We'll be back soon."




 


That training day seemed like a world away, as I  stood in the middle of the rainforest in Guyana, fiddling around in my hammock. It felt as if a million cicadas were buzzing and clicking around the canopy. I knew we had done all we could in the build-up to the trip. Our team had trained through the cold winter days. We asked for assistance from the outdoors community and received more than we ever could have anticipated, including fitness training, survival tips and help with analyzing topographical maps to gauge how big the rapids might be. But I'd still been nervous when getting on the flight to Guyana, as this was the most dangerous journey of our lives to date. Fear left me acting in peculiar ways.




  Before we left, I was having nightmares and lashing out at the people I loved the most. I felt as if I had been put in a washing machine and churned around. Matters didn't improve when we visited the helicopter rescue team in Georgetown, who had agreed to ensure that a medical evacuation plane would be on standby during the expedition. As we were shown around the chopper they'd use in an emergency, we were told that rescue was entirely possible but there were a few issues. One: they didn't currently have a winch operator in the country. Two: they wouldn't fly at night. And three (the final nail in the coffin, so to speak): in order to land, they'd need either a sandbank or an area slightly larger than the chopper's rotor blades and tail. Given that we were heading to dense primary rainforest, the subtext was quite clear: get into trouble deep in the jungle and you're stuffed.




  Thankfully, we weren't entirely on our own. After leaving Georgetown, we headed in a small chartered plane to the village of Masakenari, where we would meet our guides from the Waî Waî community, who would help us on our journey to the Acarai Mountains. This mountain range also serves as the modern border between southern Guyana and northern Brazil, and we were hoping to find the source of the river there. We expected the journey to the source to take a few weeks and then we would begin our paddle to the Atlantic Ocean. As the plane took off, I  saw the ocean stretch before the capital city. Only around 800,000 people live in Guyana – a country of a similar size to Britain – and 90 per cent live along the northern coast we were flying over. The plane turned and headed to Guyana's interior.




  I  spent a good proportion of the three-hour plane ride watching the numerous waterways winding through the lush green terrain beneath us. To think we would spend months paddling back was mind-blowing. Looking down at the rivers beneath, I  could understand why Guyana is an Amerindian word for "land of many waters". For better or for worse, in so many ways, water links us all.




  Guyana is one of the greenest and most forested places on Earth and, although it is naturally resource-rich, it has historically been one of South America's poorest countries. It has had a turbulent history: it was colonized by the Dutch and later the British – in 1814 it became known as British Guiana – until independence was declared in 1966. Venezuela and Guyana are still locked in a long-standing border dispute over the territory to the west of the Essequibo, which makes up a large proportion of Guyana's current land mass. The impact of the centuries-old division of land by Spain, the Netherlands and the United Kingdom can still be felt today, as Venezuela refuses to acknowledge the border. Similarly, the diversity of Guyana's current population – indigenous Amerindian, African, Indian, Chinese, Portuguese and other Europeans  – has its roots in colonial rule, the forcible moving of people across the globe for slavery and indenture, and a colonial plantation labour economy that helped fuel an empire.




  I peered out the window, at the very waterways that gave life to the British Empire. Demerara sugar comes from the river of the same name. Rubber and gold, and other precious metals, flowed from Guyana's rivers into oceans and onto British shores. We had yet to realize it, but the twists and turns of our journey down the Essequibo River would reveal some uncomfortable truths about life past and present.




 


Now, fully immersed in the jungle, I stood by my hammock and looked up at my tarp. Small spiders seemed to be building a home for the night there, too. At least my mosquito net should protect me, I thought. After a few nights in the jungle, the journey had gone from being theoretical and conceptual to being very, very real. The fear was still there but I was getting more comfortable with it. I reminded myself that I just had to implement what I  already knew and listen to what our Waî Waî guides were teaching us. We had brought with us a Garmin inReach Explorer for sending and receiving messages, as well as for navigation. We also had a satellite phone for emergencies and a BGAN – a Broadband Global Area Network – a nifty device that provided broadband if there was enough clear sky for us to point it toward. We also had our mobiles and a generator to charge electronics. However, despite safety precautions, we knew there was little chance of rescue if something went wrong on this section of the journey, as it was so remote. We had to rely on each other.


  I looked over my shoulder at the team gathered around the fire. Ness and Laura were chatting away to Cemci Suse, the oldest and most experienced member of the group. Next to him was his 16-year-old grandson, Nigel Issacs. It was his first time joining an expedition and you could tell he was excited. He'd made me chuckle earlier in the day; he shared that when the village was told of our expedition, he'd assumed we'd be men, so he was quite surprised to see three women step out of the plane.




  I  watched as a bright orange firefly flew past his face, perilously close to the fire and into tomorrow's potential breakfast: armadillo.




  Brothers Jackson and Aaron Marawanaru were checking on how it was cooking. The armadillo had been shot with a bow and arrow earlier in the day and was now in halves, roasting. From where I was standing, I could see pools of blood and juices collecting in its cavities. Jackson had mentioned that armadillo usually takes a while to cook but should be ready by the morning. It was also, apparently, a highly unusual catch, as armadillos tend to clock up around 16 hours of sleep a day. This one had been spotted running out of its burrow and we were told that it had probably been under attack from a jaguar – a theory made even more likely when Cemci pointed out some fresh, distinctly cat-like paw prints on the sandy riverbank near where we'd set up our camp.




  I rejoined the campfire in time to hear Nereus, the son of the village Toshao, deliver some advice in the eventuality we ever did encounter a jaguar.




  "Don't run away or it will get you. Instead, take out your machete and get ready to fight," he cautioned. It's fair to say, as far as bedtime stories go, I wasn't sitting comfortably for this one. The thought of encountering a jaguar, or "tigers" as our guides referred to them, wasn't exactly filling me with joy. It's not quite as relaxing as counting sheep, that's for sure.




  "Oh, and always take your machete with you if you go to defecate alone," he added.




  "Are you ever scared of the jungle?" I asked him.




  "No, the jungle is my home. I've been going into the forest on my own since I was 14 or 15," he said, staring at the stack of bamboo that I had mistaken for dead wood. Nereus gestured to it.




  "When I  was little, my grandfather burned bamboo and smeared the ash on my face. He told me that tigers can't get through bamboo, so it will protect me. He's passed away now, so unfortunately my younger brother didn't get the ceremony. My grandfather loved the jungle. He taught me a lot."




  The embers dimmed to ash and the team slunk off to bed. The next few weeks, as we made our way to the source, were going to involve very hard, physical labour. Any sleep we could get was precious. In the brief period we'd been in the jungle, I  had learned not to panic if I  heard a low-pitched, otherworldly growl; it was likely just a howler monkey, not a sign of impending death and doom. That being said, I looked at the fire and pondered tales of jaguar. I wondered about retrieving the ash from the now exploded bamboo – I would happily receive all the protection I could get for this journey. As fate would have it, we were going to need it.
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Patience


(noun): the capacity to accept or tolerate delay, problems or suffering, without becoming annoyed or anxious.















We let a flower blossom in its own time, yet we don't often seem to extend the same patience to ourselves. We feel so much pressure to achieve instantaneous results – be these mental, physical or material – and much of modern culture is geared toward quick fixes, fast delivery and overnight transformations.




  In a world that encourages everything to be done as quickly as possible, I  think there's much to be said for positioning yourself in the direction you want to go and then taking your foot off the gas (a little bit at least), allowing for setbacks and giving yourself permission to let things unfold in due course. Changing ingrained habits takes time and patience; you can't expect to be transformed immediately, so have a sense of humour about it. Reflection is a key part of the process, too. Take time to look back – in a week, a month or a year – as this will help you to appreciate the journey you've been on already. This is why at the end of each day in the jungle I'd ask my teammates for their highlights and thoughts. Taking that moment to pause, reflect and learn opened up so many conversations and informed many of the reflections in this book.




  There's tremendous power in making small, daily changes to your habits. Over time, results will come. Don't be disheartened if the "New Year, New You" bollocks doesn't materialize in one month or even 12. We tend to overestimate how much we can achieve in a year but underestimate how much we can achieve in a decade. Results born from effort are worth the wait. Removing that time pressure from yourself to achieve everything right now might even allow you to enjoy the journey that little bit more.






















Days on expedition: 14



Location: the Sipu River, a tributary of the Essequibo



Status: barred from entry





















As far as Valentine's Days go, this was certainly one to remember. I've never been a fan of the occasion, since I find it somewhat hollow being guilt-tripped into buying overpriced set menus, flowers, chocolates or gifts in order to show your love. I will salute Ed, however, who managed to pull off a truly romantic gesture. Before we left the UK, he'd asked me to smuggle both a Valentine's Day card and a birthday card for Laura. After she'd disappeared into the jungle for a morning pee I rushed over to her hammock and popped the card in it. The look of surprise and happiness on her face when she returned was heart-warming. The gesture was about the most romantic thing that happened that day, unless your idea of romance is spending hours – sweaty, odorous and covered in insect bites – in a dugout canoe.




  "This is not Valentine's Day! This is obstacle day," remarked Jackson when we hit yet another river block. A fallen tree, swollen with water, lay across our path. There is a distinct smell to wet, rotting wood and, let's just say, it's not a scent you'd use to get yourself in the mood for love.




  We'd been travelling for two weeks and were making our way up the Sipu River, a tributary of the Essequibo and the waterway we were following to its source. The narrowing river, and the merging of water and trees – creating an increasingly dark green sky above us – had thrown up a fair few problems for the team. It felt like we were slowly being sucked into the rainforest.




  We were travelling in two traditional dugout canoes, each made from large, hollowed-out tree trunks. Considering there were four of us in each canoe – plus a generator, all our food supplies, medical kit, a chainsaw, an axe, sat phones and general equipment for life in the jungle – they were surprisingly roomy. The craftsmanship was beautiful, although they did require a fair bit of maintenance; a few leaks were beginning to appear at the base, as evidenced by our wet shoes. I made a mental note to dry them out by the fire that evening.




  Ness, Laura and I  had brought out two pairs each: one lightweight that was suitable for paddling and the other a leather jungle boot designed for life under the canopy. Our guides had asked us to bring wellies out for them for the trip, which they now wore when they weren't using flip-flops. On the subject of jungle attire, Laura had made me laugh when she'd appeared a few days earlier wearing a long-sleeved floral top and Ed's oversized jungle trousers.




  "I had so much to organize in the run-up to the trip, my outfit choices weren't top of the priority list," she said, as Ness and I ribbed her for wearing a shirt that screamed: "Eat me now, insects of the jungle!"




  "Admittedly, it probably isn't the best pattern, but at least it keeps the sun off. I also brought a skirt to change into in the evenings," she added, smiling.




  "You're joking, right?" said Ness.




  "No, really, I  have. It will keep me cool and it's good for aeration."




  I  had to hand it to Laura: it wasn't packing advice you'd find on any websites, but I'd come to learn she did things her own way. Most of the time this paid off – although I was still unconvinced by the floral shirt…




  Some very useful bits of kit were the outboard engines attached to the backs of the canoes, which we had hoped would take some of the strain out of our journey toward the source. We planned to use these engines to power upstream for as long as the fuel would last, and only switch to paddle power when the water became too shallow. At least, that was the plan. But given the size of the rotting tree currently in front of us, I began to wonder if we'd ever even make it upstream, let alone down.




  "Obstacle number one hundred and one," said Laura, who had been keeping a log of everything blocking our path.




  "Technically, it's one hundred," corrected Ness. "I don't think we can count that vine we just chopped down."




  Navigating up the river had become a puzzle, an exercise in pitting tools against obstacles. Sometimes it would be the chainsaw. Others the machete. Sometimes the best thing was good old-fashioned body weight: jumping up and down on a log, in order to create enough depth for the heavy canoes to be pushed and hauled over the top. The worst instances by far were when there was just enough space to squeeze under a log. This involved us lying as flat as we could in the canoe and sliding underneath. Inevitably, we'd pick up a fair few unwanted stowaways in the process. It wasn't uncommon to find spiders as large as our hands in the boat. Not what you want to be eyeballing when lying flat on your back, under a log, in a wet dugout canoe.




 


Setbacks will always occur, so figure out how to overcome them


 


  "A chainsaw for this one," Jackson said, looking at the log. The requested tool was duly passed along the canoe. Jackson lowered himself into the now waist-high water and started it up. The engine roared to life, sawdust flying all over the place and the residue clinging to his face. Two cuts at different angles were made into the wood.




  "These cuts help to stop the chainsaw jamming," Cemci explained.




  This was stage one of clearing the obstacle. We waited while Jackson sliced away. The two dugouts were lined up next to each other and I found myself sat next to Nereus in the other boat. We began discussing the rivers of Guyana.




  "Where the Essequibo split back there, if you take the other route you end up in Brazil. That's the way I go to see my aunt and uncle." As well as Guyana's Waî Waî community north of the Acarai Mountains, a larger number of Waî Waî people also live south of the mountains in Brazil. They remain connected to each other via historic family ties.




  "Would you ever leave Masakenari?" I asked Nereus.




  I got the impression it wasn't a straightforward question. He told me that his sister, Bernicia, lives in Georgetown and that there is little work in the village. He shared that he'd thought about moving elsewhere to set up a business  – he'd even considered buying a dredger to mine, but he didn't think there would be much money in it. Seeing that Jackson had completed the cuts required for the first stage of "Operation Sink the Log", he then made his way along the canoe to the tree.




  Stage two of clearing the obstacle involved body weight. As many people as was deemed safe climbed onto the log and started jumping up and down. As this was obstacle 100, we thought it was only right to commemorate the occasion, and "Eye of the Tiger" was belted out on the small portable speaker that Laura had brought with her. I watched as Ness and Laura jumped and squatted on the log in time to the beat. Finally, it sank into the river, although not fully. Thankfully, we had the precious centimetres needed for the canoes to pass – albeit with the help of shoves from those in the water and some bobsleigh-style push-starts from those of us who were still in the boat, as we passed over the top of the log. Ness and Laura, already wet and bobbing about in the river, proceeded to have a mini water fight.




  Jackson climbed into the canoe and emptied his welly boot full of water back into the Essequibo.




  "F-ing obstacles!" he said, cursing the log. "Although I thought that was serious fun," he added as he put his now damp welly back on. "I've never seen foreigners playing in the water. This is amazing for me."




  It's remarkable how quickly people adjust to the circumstances they find themselves in. It had taken us just a few days to go from watching open-mouthed as Nereus stood at the end of the canoe's narrow tip, brandishing a chainsaw, to jumping in with our machetes and getting involved – albeit with some guidance, initially. Our life choices for the day now consisted of staying in the boat and taking on spiders and scorpions when going under logs or getting into the water and taking on caimans and piranhas.




 


Allow time to adjust to new habits and routines


 


  "It's amazing to see you using the machete, but I think you need more practice," Jackson told me. "When we saw you cutting, we thought you might make a mistake. Your positioning needs work. I taught my son when he was six. He's now seven and he can chop wood," he shared proudly over a fish dinner that evening. Apparently, if cutting overhead, you should always do so in a forward motion, in case the blade drops and lands on you.




  "I like how you can light a fire without help. I was watching you, thinking you were going to ask for help, but you didn't…" Jackson continued, clearly in a bid not to dampen our enthusiasm entirely. "And seeing Ness finally break a tree was my highlight today."




  "Ha ha, yes, I must have tried cutting that tree about thirty times." Ness recounted her battle with the log to the rest of us. "Jackson was chopping one side while I tackled the other and, after what seemed like ages, it finally gave."


  Time and patience, I reminded myself. You'll get there in the end.


 


Are you as patient with yourself as you are with others?


 


It's fair to say I  didn't have the most auspicious start to learning to kayak. I struggle with any task involving spatial awareness. I  am also unbelievably clumsy. If you ever want a good laugh, watch me try to parallel park. Therefore, learning how to turn a kayak was somewhat more complicated than it really should have been. We began our training in October of 2017, six months before we were due to set off. Chris Murnin, of the Leicester Outdoor Pursuits Centre, took us through the basics of learning to kayak. Thankfully, the man has the patience of a saint, and he explained over and over again how to manoeuvre a boat and what an efficient paddle stroke looked like. Laura and Ness seemed to pick it up immediately, which didn't exactly stop me from feeling like the weakest link in the team. (At this point, I should also point out that Laura and Ness are both tall, beautiful specimens of humans, who wouldn't look out of place on a catwalk. I am 1.6 metres tall and like to eat cake.)




  Once we'd nailed the basics, pro kayakers David Bain and his partner, Gabi Ridge, helped us to familiarize ourselves with white water on Wales's River Dee. We also enlisted in a whitewater training course with the English Canoe Symposium. Let's just say I swam more than the others, but in doing so I learned some valuable lessons.




  In many ways, training in the cold and rainy UK over the winter months was about as far away as you could get from paddling in the hot and humid jungle. However, it was where I stumbled across the mantra: "Focus on the rock if you want to hit the rock." It turns out that where your focus goes, so too does your boat.




  While getting to grips with the basics of white water, we were taken down a gentle route. We'd scouted it from the riverbank before running it. A rather large rock jutted out of the river, and fast-flowing water rushed either side of it. Essentially, all we had to do was pick a channel, either left or right, and avoid hitting the rock in the middle. Easy, right?




  The problem was, as I got in my boat, I kept repeating to myself: "I must not hit the rock." Predictably, I found myself pressed up against it, with water pouring into my heavy boat that wasn't self-bailing. It was filling with water at such a rate that meant I could no longer flip it. I could feel the raw power of the river bearing down on me. To both my dismay and eventual relief, our instructor came to rescue me and talked me through how to deal with a capsize situation. To add insult to injury, I was soaked. I'd borrowed a male drysuit and realized I hadn't properly done it up in the crotch area (in my defence, I don't have a penis, so a penis flap – not the technical term – wasn't an obvious place to check). When I finally flopped back into my boat, I was cold, bedraggled and deflated.




 


Focus on the rock if you want to hit the rock


 


  "Yes, mate!" Ness exclaimed when I finally made it to where she and Laura were waiting downstream. "That was awesome."




  I was somewhat bemused by the reaction.


  "At least we know what to do if we do capsize," Laura clarified.


  From that moment on, I  knew that the team would hold together well in the jungle. I'd also learned that there was no use in comparing myself. It might take me longer to get there, but with time, effort, humour and teamwork, I'd arrive in the end: focus on your path, not the rock, and have patience. Even if you mess up a few times along the way, you'll be a step closer to where you want to be.


 


Start small and build up


 


It was a lesson I would be able to put into practice when trying to learn a pastime that has never appealed: fishing. In normal life, if I was after a bit of peace and quiet, I'd prefer to just sit by a river rather than deal with all the faff and set-up of dangling a line in the water. But, in fairness, I understood the need to fish more now that our meals depended on it. We hadn't brought enough dehydrated food for every meal, since we knew we would catch fish and supplement that with rice or the traditional Amerindian staple, farine – a gravel-like flour made from a starchy root known as cassava. For dinner on Valentine's Day, the team were hoping to catch a particular type of fish known as the aimara or, more alarmingly, the wolf fish. It's how Ness, Laura and I were roped into an impromptu fishing lesson.




  The aimara is a large, meaty freshwater fish found in many of South America's rivers. And when I say large, I mean large! They can grow to be around a metre long, have exceptionally sharp teeth and can top the scales at a whopping 40 kilograms. I decided not to overthink this, given that we were spending a lot more time getting in and out of the water.




  I'd come across the fish a few years previously while filming Transamazonica with my friend Reza Pakravan – a documentary about the impacts of deforestation in Brazil and Peru. We'd learned that aimara are easily contaminated with the mercury used in gold mining, yet they remain a major food source for many who live along rivers. I recalled the heartbreaking tale of a young man who had told us how he'd lost his 24-year-old wife as a result of mercury poisoning.




  Thankfully, that wasn't something we had to worry about – not yet at least; we were in pristine jungle, with no dredgers in sight. Finding an aimara would provide us with enough food for the evening.




  In a change from the usual bait of rolled-up farine, Nereus had found an old wasp nest, which he dangled into the water. Small fish approached and were duly caught.




  "We use the belly and the guts for bait. The aimara smell them," Nigel said, as he approached with the entrails of the smaller fish.




  "My philosophy is the more fish there are out of the water, the less there are to bite me," Laura said.




  Nereus twisted the entrails onto the fish hook, accidentally piercing his thumb as he did. No emotion showed on his face.




  "Ow," I said, wincing. "You OK? Did that hurt?"




  "Yes," he smiled. You'd have never known it.




  "It's amazing how you can start off with something small and, using the right tactics, end up with bigger and bigger things," said Laura.




  Bait in place, we waited. We spotted three capybaras, the largest rodent in the world, swimming in the distance. They looked like massive guinea pigs, with barrel-shaped bodies. Or, as Laura put it, little hippos. A speckled caiman was hiding a few metres away, in tree roots woven into the riverbank. Closely related to alligators, caimans are one of the planet's oldest species, believed to have evolved little over the last 200 million years. Depending on the species, they can range in size – the largest being the black caiman, which can often grow to around 5 metres. Thankfully, the one watching the proceedings was only a tiny wee thing, its orange eyes and snout inquisitively sticking out of the water.




  While we waited for signs of movement on the fishing line, Cemci told us more about his community. The late 1940s and 50s had seen the arrival of American missionaries in the Essequibo area of Guyana. They'd established a permanent outpost on the banks of the river and called it Kanashen, which in Waî Waî means "God loves you here". Around the same time, many Waî Waî people from the Brazilian side of the Acarai Mountains moved to Guyana. Then, after the country declared independence in 1966, there was a period of political upheaval and Cemci shared that, in the 1970s, many Waî Waî people left for Brazil. Only five families remained in Guyana.




  "Now the population is growing again. There have been six babies in the village so far this year," he said as he watched the little caiman disappear back under the water. "I heard some babies are due, too, so maybe there will be seven. There are between two hundred and fifty and three hundred people in the village, mainly Waî Waî, Wapishana or Macushi."
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