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SECTION 1 









ANDES 


 



'Everything that has happened since the marvellous discovery of the Americas… has been so extraordinary that the whole story remains quite incredible to anyone who has not experienced it at first hand.' 




 



A Very Brief Account of the Destruction of the Indies,


Bartolomé de las Casas (1552) 




CHAPTER 1 


 


ECUADOR: MAMA NEGRA 









in-flight entertainment 


Mark took his last seventy mushrooms on the plane from London to Quito. 


  How they let him into Ecuador remains a mystery. He strode across the tarmac – for Mark always marched everywhere – towards the big shed that passed for an arrivals hall, dressed in a purple shell suit, head and shoulders above all the Ecuadoreans and most of the tourists. His hair was a tangled mess. His pupils were wildly dilated. The veins on his arms and neck bulged. Melissa and I waited outside and watched him (it's a small airport) grinning maniacally at the customs officials and then grinning maniacally at the immigration officials. He couldn't have looked more conspicuous if he'd painted himself fluorescent pink and stuck a sign on his forehead saying 'Stoned'. 




  They let Mark through. I guess Ecuadorean customs aren't really on the lookout for people bringing hallucinogenic drugs into South America. Anyway, Mark's were safely inside him by the time he got off the plane. His wild eyes and stupid grin could have been simply due to lack of oxygen, stepping off a plane from England into the second highest capital city in the world. It was a bad sign. 




 


* * * 


 


Charles de Gaulle airport 


Before leaving England, I'd made both Mark and Melissa promise that on no account would we take any drugs across international borders. That lasted an hour into the trip, when Melissa and I changed planes at Charles de Gaulle airport and Melissa pulled out a couple of ready-rolled joints. She pointed out that the fastest way to get rid of them was to smoke them. 'We could throw them away,' I ventured. 




  Melissa tossed her long brown hair out of her eyes and looked at me sadly. No. You can never just throw a joint away. As we smoked the dope, hiding behind a line of trolleys, the realisation dawned: no one was going to take any notice of anything I said. 




  Not that I was in charge, as such. It was just that I'd done all the work to get the trip together. 




  'If you've organised the tickets and the insurance and where we're going and what we're taking and so on… what's my role?' Mark had asked. 




  'You can buy the drugs,' I'd suggested. 




  Mark had missed the plane altogether, postponing his flight by three weeks while he worked through the two thousand magic mushrooms drying in his front room. That's how Melissa and I came to be in Quito already, waiting for him. I knew that if Mark came to South America, life wouldn't be dull. I also knew that he would be a pain in the arse. I was right, as it turned out, on both counts. 




 


* * * 


 


slacker 


Mark was probably the most intelligent person I knew. He certainly thought so. 




  I remember an entire night, a few years earlier, wandering around the Glastonbury Festival while Mark explained why sines and cosines were fundamental to the working of the universe. It all made sense. As he spoke, sines and cosines leaped into life, danced across the fields and sang through the air. I cared about them. I instantly forgot every word. (Well, I was tripping.) Most people who talk about maths and chemistry and stuff like that for more than, say, three seconds are immediately consigned to a social status slightly below that of a fungal infection. But Mark could carry it off, even with guys I regarded as seriously dangerous. Guys who stole cars to get home from the pub. Of course, this had much to do with the fact that he was always the last one standing in any drug-taking contest. That earned you the right to talk about cosines. 




  I'd originally met Mark at university, where he'd studied anthropology and I'd studied politics. For the last two years, though, he'd been happily unemployed. In between, he'd been 'Northern European sales manager' of an American computer company. What he liked about the job – apart from the huge salary and trips to southern California where 'girls go crazy when they hear an English accent' – was that the 'Northern European office' comprised one person and was located in his front room. The very room in which he kept his dope. The company was taken over. Mark was made redundant. He adjusted to the massive drop in income by cranking up his speed intake so he didn't need to buy food, and not paying any bills. He stopped paying the mortgage, phone, electricity, gas, water and TV licence. Nothing happened. A stream of red letters threatened legal action, but his house wasn't repossessed. His phone wasn't cut off. Electricity, water and gas continued to flow from their appropriate taps and sockets. He even got to keep his most treasured possession: his three-litre, fuel-injected Toyota Supra sports car. 




  While he was still working, he'd assembled a solid wall of television, hi-fi, videos, amps, guitars and speakers, all arranged to direct maximum-volume, state-of-the-art sound and vision at one chair in the middle of the living room. This was Mark's chair, and prolonged psychological warfare ensued if anyone else dared to sit there. Every other bit of floor space was piled high with debris: CDs, tapes, old cigarette packets, empty beer cans, half-roached Rizla packets, unfinished plates of food, unwashed mugs with mould in the bottom, smelly shoes, dirty clothes, half-inflated footballs, golf clubs, books, comics, a chessboard and a game called Fantasy For Lovers. 




 


* * * 


 


acid stories: the erect penis-coloured supra 


One of Mark's hobbies was racing his erect penis-coloured Supra through the narrow country lanes near his house in Kent, on acid, while the rest of us hung on in terror. It's scary enough being a passenger when you're tripping: driving was a minor miracle. We had no idea if he was driving safely, but we seemed to get there alive. As he was stopped more than once doing 110 mph at 2 a.m., stoned and half-drunk, with no tax or insurance, it was another minor miracle that he was never even cautioned, let alone arrested. 'I was just born lucky,' Mark would say. 




  He pushed that luck to the limit. Once, he spun off a narrow country lane at a point where the road contoured around a hill. The car hit loose gravel at 80 mph and launched itself into space before crashing down onto the slope below, rebounding over a hedge, uprooting two small trees and disappearing into a field of wheat. A crowd of passing motorists began to assemble. His friend Tris, who'd been standing on the passenger seat with his upper body through the sunroof, was sprawled across the roof of the car, either dead or unconscious. It didn't look good. Mark turned on the radio. It worked. Tris groaned. Not dead. The other passenger, Si, who'd been sitting on the window of the passenger door, was also stirring. Mark tried the ignition. It started first time. He drove off through the wheat, only the aerial visible, and out of the gate on the far side of the field. When the police arrived, he was gone. 




  Unable to afford the petrol-guzzling Supra, he traded it for a Honda 650 motorbike, which was twice as fast and twice as dangerous. Every journey became a TT race. 'And besides,' he said, 'girls go crazy when they see you walk into a pub stroking your purple helmet.' 




 


* * * 


 


acid stories: the Cheshire Cat 


Mark had a lump of wood embedded beneath the skin of his left hand. He acquired it from playing Paintball, a game in which supposed adults run around in the woods firing paint pellets at one other. Asked to raise a team to oppose some chemists, he'd produced a slightly scary bunch of bikers, minor criminals, speed freaks, slackers and me. At lunch, having won every round with embarrassing ease, everyone on Mark's team took a tab of acid. This didn't stop us winning, but it did add an element of confusion to the afternoon. I spent half an hour attacking a small plant before I realised that everyone else was having a tea break. 




  During the next game, Mark slipped. His hand went down to break his fall and a broken branch, sticking out of the mud, pierced his palm. It passed clean through his hand and out the other side. He stood up. The wood extended about six inches on either side. 




  Mark held his hand up for inspection. The sight made my head spin. 




  Someone drove him to a hospital. He wandered into the sterile glare of the busy emergency department, still wide-eyed and tripping. A nurse asked him if it hurt. As she spoke, another accident came in. Without waiting for his answer, she stuck a nitrous-oxide mask over his face and raced off. Everyone forgot about Mark. When they finally remembered him, the doctor had to wrestle the nitrous oxide tank away from him. 




  'I'm afraid this is going to hurt,' he said, as he yanked the wood – or most of it – out of Mark's hand. As it came out, Mark was grinning like the Cheshire Cat. 




 


* * * 


 


planning 


Physically, Mark was a fine advert for a speed-only diet. Tall, lean and muscular, he remained in perfect health. The amphetamines made his veins and muscles bulge like a boxer pumped up for a fight. Still, we both sensed that he needed a change before he sank too deeply into this slacker lifestyle. And anyway, we knew his debts must eventually catch up with him. 'What you need,' I told him, 'is to travel.' 




  What I actually meant was that I wanted to travel myself, and Mark seemed a good companion. Not perfect: he was too selfish and intense. But you had to accept Mark for what he was. He had vitality, an energy. Mark thought he was Superman, invincible and indestructible, and when you were with him, he tended to make you feel the same way too. Life was a game. Weird things happened (such as the time someone fed his Doberman a tab of LSD and it ejaculated all over the carpet in the middle of a party). He was also, I figured, a useful person to have along if things ever got ugly – if we were arrested, or had to fight our way out of some dark Third World backstreet. Mark could handle that sort of shit – even if he did make it more likely to happen in the first place. 




  I planned the usual trip to Asia. I spent months researching it. I scribbled timetables on scraps of paper that filled my house: when to see leatherback turtles in Malaysia and Komodo Dragons in Indonesia; how to avoid the monsoon in India while arriving in Thailand in the cool season. Then Mark saw a programme about hallucinogenic plants in South America. 'Let's go there,' he suggested. 




  Well, why not? I buried myself beneath another hastily assembled mountain of guidebooks. I phoned travel agents. I compiled lists of equipment. I pored over maps and planned routes. Mark went to a field and picked two thousand magic mushrooms. 




  It was a month before we were due to leave and Mark still had huge debts. I suggested he go to Amsterdam and make a false travel insurance claim, but he was too lazy. I suggested he sell his bike, but he couldn't bring himself to part with it. Then we hit upon the idea of him going bankrupt. You fill in a form and all your debts disappear. Where was the catch? But there was no catch. With one bound, as they say, he was free. The building society still didn't ask him to move out. The Inland Revenue even gave him a tax rebate. And, as I knew all along, I had to lend him the rest of the money for the trip. 




 


* * * 


 


luggage 


The next bad sign was Mark's luggage. 


  Melissa and I had staggered off the plane, our rucksacks bulging with the latest expedition-quality, ultralight vibram-Gore-tex-qualofil-hydrolite-aquadril-pertex camping gear. We had torches, compasses, guidebooks, thermals, fleeces, Gore-tex over-trousers and the lightest camping stove in the world (not that I could ever get the fucker to work). We had mosquito nets, coils, DEET, anti-malaria tablets, six types of antibiotics, antifungal creams, antihistamine cream, eight types of bandages and plasters and wound dressings, sterile syringes and tropical medical kits. We had glucose tablets and concentrated power-bars for mountain survival. We had travel plugs, lightweight travel towels the size of a handkerchief and toothbrushes with the ends cut off to reduce weight. We had Swiss Army penknives and spare Swiss Army penknives in case we lost our original Swiss Army penknives. 




  Mark arrived in Quito with a half-empty second-hand backpack. I looked inside. One porn magazine, a large hardback copy of Stephen Hawking's A Brief History of Time borrowed from Chatham Library, two changes of clothes and two dozen packets of king-size cigarette papers. 




  'I don't know if they sell Rizlas here,' he explained. 




  'Where's the tent?' Melissa asked. She'd arranged for Mark to borrow a very good, very expensive tent from a friend of hers. 




  'Well, John's car broke down on the way to the airport, and the stupid bastard was pissed anyway and turned up late in the first place, so we didn't have time to pick it up. But I've got this.' Mark pulled out a thin silk jacket. 'Did you know that silk is the warmest material known to man? And I've also got… this.' He waved what looked like a small bag made of kitchen foil. 'Astronauts use it. It reflects heat inwards.' 




  Mark launched into a long, scientific-sounding explanation of different types of heat loss. There was no point arguing with Mark. You ended up either baffled by science, or he went on so long that you simply forgot what you were arguing about. 'I reckon that silver foil thing is crap,' Melissa muttered to me quietly. 




 


* * * 


 


the Gran Gringo 


We were staying at El Gran Casino, a famous travellers' dive universally known as the 'Gran Gringo'. There's a hangout like it in most Third World cities. The original; the cheapest. Windowless rooms with damp walls and peeling paint. Collapsed, lumpy beds. Fleas, cockroaches, rats; hippies and junkies – although it was rumoured that the owner's son was a cop and if you smoked dope there you stood a good chance of ending up in prison. 


  The Gran Casino had some good features: a half-decent cafe, a shady cobbled courtyard and, oddly, a sauna. It stood at the bottom of a long flight of steps that led up to El Panecillo ('the Little Loaf'), a hill topped with a prominent statue of the Virgin Mary. Robbery ruled these steps off-limits for tourists. In the same street was the 'Gran Casino 2', whose bar served basket chicken and had a pool table. It became our meeting place in Quito. 


  The Gran Casino 2 stood near the corner of a sloping square which periodically turned into a junk market. Wooden stalls creaked beneath piles of scrap metal, broken-down kettles, rusty nails, the entrails of ancient radios, old shoes and clothes – all worn out and seemingly beyond repair. 




 


* * * 


 


Quito 


Quito stretches like a finger along the central valley of the Andes – what Alexander von Humboldt called the 'Avenue of the Volcanoes'. About twelve kilometers long, it's rarely more than 2 km wide. That makes it hard to get lost: you just work out how far north or south you are. On either side, the parallel mountains of the Cordillera Occidental and the Cordillera Oriental rise up. Their predominantly green slopes (for here on the equator the snow-line is 5,000 m) are interspersed with Humboldt's great snow-capped volcanoes – Cotopaxi, Cayambe, Chimborazo. These are visible on clear mornings, while the grassy flanks of 4,800 m Rucu Pichincha seem to rise right out of the city centre. 




  The Gran Casino stood in the Old Town, Quito's original heart, with its compact grid of colonial streets, churches and plazas. The church of San Francisco, for instance, which was begun in 1534, was the first major Spanish church to be built in South America. It commanded a huge square which street performers turned into an open-air theatre every afternoon. The Plaza de la Independencia, in contrast, was more like a small village square in southern Spain – palms sheltering young couples and weary old men – despite being flanked by the Cathedral and Presidential Palace. 




  The churches were decorated in the 'Quito School', a baroque fusion of Spanish and Native Indian imagery. Gold plastered every altar wall from floor to ceiling. To my mind, it said more about the conquistadores' obsession with shiny metal than anything spiritual. In dimly lit side chapels, poor Indians knelt in silent supplication before impassive, blue-eyed portraits of Jesus, Mary and various saints, all drawn in the image of the people who had enslaved them. 




  The Old Town was full of Quechua faces. Short Indian men in felt hats and woollen ponchos struggled uphill, bent beneath the weight of huge sacks. Indian women in their voluminous woollen skirts and pork-pie hats tended little pavement stalls. 




  It smelled of stale piss and dampness. Old 1950s buses that once collected school children in Kansas or Idaho now groaned up the steep, too-narrow streets, belching black exhaust that enveloped pedestrians and turned the historic whitewashed facades a dirty grey. The day after we arrived, we were eating some fried rice in a Chinese restaurant (Ecuador, like the rest of South America, is full of Chinese restaurants) – when a wall of diesel smoke from a passing bus drifted through the open door. For a few seconds the whole room vanished inside a dense black cloud. 




  That was the Old Town. The New Town, a couple of kilometres north across the Parque El Ejido, was entirely different. It was modern(-ish), clean(-ish), quiet(-ish) and uncongested. Smarter restaurants, bars, clubs, cinemas, tour agencies offering mountain climbs and jungle trips, banks, souvenir shops and upmarket hotels catered for the every need of tourists and expats. 




  Home to a million, mainly Quechua, inhabitants, Quito is a quiet and conservative town, small for a capital. It's not even the biggest city in Ecuador, the busy port of Guayaquil having taken over as the nation's economic hub. There is plenty of hustle and bustle in Quito – street sellers and markets and traffic and so on – but it stops short of the uncontrolled chaos of so many Third World capitals. That suited me just fine. I didn't like cities, anyway. 




 


* * * 


 


Mama Negra 


Mark dumped his bag in his room. We went downstairs for coffee in the Gran Casino's cafe. I mentioned that there was a fiesta called 'Mama Negra' that afternoon in Latacunga, a town 50 miles south of Quito. Mark was keen, and any jet-lag was outweighed by the effect of the mushrooms. It was fiesta time. 




  The bus was packed with teenagers in their best gear, laughing and joking. Mark sat beside two pretty girls, squeezed into low-cut dresses, with scarlet ribbons in their hair, scarlet lipstick and two-inch scarlet high heels, obviously brand new. He offered them some sweets. They giggled. 




  'Look's like you've scored already,' said Melissa. 




  We reached Latacunga. The town's buildings were mainly the plain concrete boxes typical of the Ecuadorean Andes. Steel supports protruded from flat roofs in anticipation of imaginary storeys still to come. A vast, hangar-like market building dominated one end of the main street and Cotopaxi's symmetrical cone loomed ominously over the town. At 5,897 m, Cotopaxi is claimed to be the world's highest active volcano: its eruptions buried the town in 1742, 1768 and 1877 and each time the locals stoically (or maybe that should be 'stupidly') rebuilt it. 




  The streets were packed with men in baseball caps and stout women in heavy skirts and red shawls. Their jetblack hair was parted in the middle and gathered into two plaits, giving even the most ancient grandmother an incongruously girlish look1. We found a spot where we could see, which wasn't hard for Mark and me as we already stood head-and-shoulders above most of the crowd. 




  In front of us, noise and colour lit up the grey street. A procession of honking, marching bands and dancers swayed drunkenly past and disappeared around a corner. The men wore lace shirts and ponchos and danced in one line opposite the women, who hitched up their skirts and swirled them from side to side. Everyone looked exhausted from hours of continuous dancing. 




  Each group was accompanied by a couple of men in drag, cracking whips with mock ferocity. They'd rush threateningly at anyone straying onto the procession route, and kiss them. Other costumed characters mixed with the dancers: demons, slaves, Napoleonic soldiers and strange masked figures called huacos. Dressed all in white, they reminded me of Olympic fencers, except that instead of an épée, they waved shields decorated with bits of glass, mirrors, matchboxes, medals, buttons and so on. 




  Mama Negra literally means 'black mother'. The celebrations focus around the parade of the statue of a black virgin. Just how a black virgin came to be revered in this entirely-Quechua town remains a mystery. One explanation is that she symbolises the expulsion of the Arabs from Spain in 1492. Why the people of Latacunga should feel that an event worth celebrating, I've no idea. 




  In any case, this was no sombre Christian parade, but a Bacchanalian, pagan celebration of a complex allegorical world of strange spirits and beliefs. The Spanish may have tried to stamp out the religion they found in the Andes, but they only succeeded in diverting it, as the Indians took Christian symbols and gave them their own meanings2. In this way, something of the old religion of the Andes survives. And we were looking at it. At the heart of each ensemble, one man shuffled along with a pole strapped to his back, usually bent double and looking ready to drop. And no wonder. Impaled on the pole was an entire pig, ready for roasting, eyes staring blindly upwards. Uncooked chickens, guinea pigs, packets of cigarettes and bottles of rum or aguardiente hung from the carcass. 




  Other bottles passed freely between the marchers. The bands sounded as if they assembled each year without rehearsal, hoping to remember the tune from the year before. Which, I found out later, is more or less what does happen. They make it easier by playing only one tune all day. Marching bands in Ecuador only ever play one tune as far as I can tell, which consists of a few bars repeated interminably. Even that was a fair enough achievement, considering how drunk everyone seemed. 




  If the participants were falling down drunk, then many of the spectators had already fallen. Little groups stumbled past, clinging to bottles of rum and to each other. Mark and I invested two dollars in a superiorlooking brand. We wandered through the crowds, swigging rum, dodging drunks and stepping over bodies asleep on the pavement. Three teenage boys waylaid us, slapping us on the back and repeatedly shouting 'You are gringos, gringos', just in case we'd forgotten and mistakenly assumed we were Ecuadoreans. The boy in the middle hung limply between his friends, unfocused eyes pointing towards the pavement. The other two insisted that we share some of their rum. To be polite, we insisted that they should have some of ours. So, naturally, they insisted we should have more of theirs. Soon, both bottles were empty. 




  I noticed that Mark was no longer walking in a straight line. The next time I looked, he was dancing with a six-foot transvestite dressed in a Shirley Temple wig, a pink nightie and enormous Adidas trainers. The crowd cheered them on. The transvestite kissed Mark. 




  'Looks like you've scored again,' Melissa joked. 




  Mark's knees gave way. He crashed backwards in a heap on the pavement. 




  'And I thought Mark could hold his drink,' I said to Melissa. Melissa was looking down at me from above. I worked out that I must be lying on the pavement too. Melissa started to revolve. 




  Now I understood why everyone was in such a state. Alcohol hits without warning at this altitude. One moment you're fine, the next… unconscious. There's no happy bit in the middle, no hazy realisation that you're smashed, barely even time to make a fool of yourself. Just… wham. Knockout. 




  I sat up gingerly. I was dimly aware of Mark struggling to his feet and careering around behind us in wildly unbalanced circles, after which he came back and sat down beside me. 'I always feel better after throwing up,' he grinned. 




  'We'd better find a hotel,' Melissa said. We hauled ourselves upright and leaned on her from different sides. One 5 ft 4 in. woman trying to hold up two 6 ft men. First, my weight would send us veering to the right, then Mark's counterbalancing weight brought us lurching back to the left. Around us, other trios performed a similar routine. Melissa spotted someone in the crowd. 'Hey, Mark, there are those girls you were chatting up on the bus.' 




  Mark turned his head instinctively. Unfortunately, he did so a little too quickly for his stomach to handle. A jet of liquid vomit arched from his mouth and landed on one of the girls' prized red stilettos. She stood transfixed, her smile frozen in shock. Then she burst into tears. We tried to look apologetic as Melissa dragged us hurriedly off into the crowd. 




  The rest was a blur. I recall a series of run-down hotels, looking in vain for a room. Pandemonium at the bus station. Melissa forcing us onto a bus ahead of a stampede of Ecuadoreans. Slumping into the seat behind the driver. I remember that he was wearing a brand-new leather jacket, still crisp and stiff. The bus pulled off, lurching over potholes I'd hardly noticed on the way there. They seemed like craters. I was going to throw up. But where? 




  The only open window was the driver's. Reaching it meant resting my head sideways on his shoulder. I just made it. Most of it went out of the window, but a few bits dribbled down the back of the driver's new jacket. He didn't look happy. Then, my head still on his shoulder, I fell asleep. 




 


* * * 


 


a small demonstration 


I awoke on the bed of our hotel room. My head was throbbing. Mark was asleep on the floor. Melissa was rolling a joint. Mark came to and discovered that he'd lost his silk jacket. A good start. We wandered out to get breakfast in a cafe: fried eggs, bread and coffee. 




  On our way back, we passed a small demonstration. A couple of hundred striking teachers were half-heartedly chanting and waving placards. They'd been on strike for six months without pay. Knots of soldiers waited idly with machine guns. Two tanks were parked at one end of the street. 




 


* * * 


 


angels' bollocks 


We spent the afternoon in the hotel, nursing hangovers. Mark decided to pass the time by explaining some religion to Melissa. 




  'The people here are animists,' he said. 'Well, they're now Christian, technically, but underneath that they're still animists.' 




  'Isn't that a bit racist?' Melissa said. 




  'What?' 




  'Well, calling them animals.' 




  'Not animals, Melissa. Anim-ists. Look, animists are people who believe that everything has a spirit, or soul. People, animals, plants, rocks, whatever. That's the big difference from Christianity. Christianity basically sees mankind as a special case, superior to the rest of creation. I don't think a Christian would argue that the life of, say, a tree or an animal, is of equal importance to the life of a human. To an animist, all of Nature is equal. 


  'The Spanish, you see, were more selective about what they admitted into the Kingdom of Heaven. Never mind rocks and animals, sixteenth-century Europeans didn't even credit all humans with souls. It was pretty commonly accepted, for instance, that blacks had no souls, and so-called 'theologians' debated whether or not the newly discovered Indians possessed them.' 


  'What if you were Chinese?' asked Melissa, who was half-Chinese. 




  'Well, you're half-European, so I guess you'd have had half a soul.' 




  'Maybe they'd let you in from the waist up,' I suggested. 'With your legs dangling below the clouds?' 


  'I'm short enough as it is. I'd spend eternity staring at angels' bollocks.' 


  'I don't think angels have bollocks,' said Mark. 




 


* * * 


 


Otavalo 


Like every other tourist in Ecuador, we went to Otavalo. Halfway there, I woke from a doze to find the bus was overtaking a car that was overtaking two trucks on a blind corner with a sheer drop off one side. A truck was aiming straight towards us, headlights on full beam and horn blaring. I froze in my seat. Just in time, all three overtaking vehicles swerved back onto our side of the road and the oncoming truck thundered past. 




  That's Ecuadorean driving. If you come up behind a slower vehicle, you overtake it. There's no namby-pamby stuff like waiting for a clear stretch of road, or checking for oncoming traffic. After all, we've all got to die sometime. Right? 




  Otavalo, two hours north of Quito, nestles in a densely populated, fertile farming region of lakes and volcanoes whose slopes are parcelled up into patchworks of green fields. The town itself is famous for its market. Traders come from all over South America, peddling every conceivable tourist handicraft from jade masks and oil paintings to dope pipes and hippie jewellery. 




  Mostly, though, the market is famous for the Otavalo Indians' own alpaca wool rugs, weavings, jumpers and ponchos, which have made them one of South America's most prosperous indigenous groups. The girls, short and plump, wear red and black skirts, delicate white lace blouses and gold necklaces. Proud young men fix you with an even, direct gaze. Their hair is black as tar and tied into a long pony-tail, like Red Indian braves in Westerns. 




 


* * * 


 


Mama Rosita's 


The hole-in-the-wall cafe that we adopted, Mama Rosita's, was a typical Ecuadorean eatery. It consisted of four tables, grimy walls with old posters and a sign in English advertising 'Mama Rosita's world-famous pancakes'. The kitchen was a greasy booth at the back of the room. 




  The eponymous proprietor was assisted – or more often hindered – by two of the shortest women I've ever seen. Since we'd been in Otavalo, we'd noticed some especially tiny people (and most Ecuadoreans are short enough to start with). Maybe they were the product of some genetic disorder, for most seemed retarded as well. They were bottom of the local pecking order, and mainly employed as (no doubt cheaper) substitutes for donkeys. Men well under 5 ft tall staggered past beneath double beds or wardrobes, held in place by a strap running across their forehead and behind the load – a pre-Conquest carrying device called a tumpline. 




  Sitting down, we could still see over the heads of Mama Rosita's two helpers. The two women buzzed around the room, knocking things over and messing things up until Rosita shouted at them in exasperation. She'd send one on some errand – to borrow some salt from a neighbouring shop, for instance – only for her to return with the wrong thing. Then Rosita would scold her again, while her friend pulled silly faces behind Rosita's back – only to stare innocently into space if she looked round. Both women were about fifty. 




  Rosita herself was a friendly, maternal woman, always eager to tell us what we were eating. We might have preferred ignorance, for her specialities seemed to be either the boiled skin or stomach lining of cows. Luckily, these less-than-enticing delicacies came with soup, rice, potatoes, fried banana, avocado and a glass of watered-down fruit juice. This constitutes a basic set meal – known variously as almuerzo (lunch), cena (supper) or simply comida (food) – that remains much the same the length of South America. Only the origin and quality of the lump of meat varies, occasionally reaching the dizzy heights of chicken or fish. There was no sign of the world-famous pancakes. 




 


* * * 


 


the animal market 


Saturday was market day in Otavalo. In fact, there were three markets in Otavalo. While the tourists bought their alpaca rugs and ponchos in the plaza, the locals crowded into the market at the other end of town to buy food, jeans and Metallica T-shirts. And then there was the animal market. Out in a grassy clearing on the edge of town, sharp-eyed farmers and their solid, no-nonsense wives inspected an assortment of cows, pigs, horses and donkeys. One by one, the animals were sold and led away quietly. Only the pigs seemed upset. Their new owners – and their wives and children – dragged the reluctant swine through the dust by ropes tied around their necks; a tug of war with the pig bucking and digging in its trotters and honking and squealing. It took a halfdozen people to heave a large animal onto the back of a truck – lifting it by the tail and ears – from where it continued to honk in distress. It's said that pigs are the most intelligent domesticated animals. 




 


* * * 


 


Campesinos, Mestizos and Latinos 



The basic Andean mix consists of Native Indian (mainly Quechua) and Spanish. Roughly five out of ten people in Ecuador, Peru and Bolivia are full-blooded Indians, known in the highlands as campesinos (which literally means peasants). Three or four are mestizos (mixed-race) and only one is a Latino, or blanco – that is, a 'white' person with Spanish/European ancestry.3




  It's not quite that straightforward. As Ronald Wright says in his book Cut Stones and Crossroads, a mestizo is often a full-blooded Indian who's moved to a town, learned Spanish instead of Quechua and adopted Western clothes. And some of the elite Latino families in Peru trace their ancestry to liaisons between conquistadores and Inca noblewomen, making them ethnically mestizos. 




  Despite this blurring of the edges, it's glaringly obvious that a mainly European-descended Latino elite rules a mainly Indian population. Politicians, landowners, businessmen, judges, lawyers, doctors, journalists and writers are almost all Latino. The more Indian a person, the poorer he or she is likely to be. The more Latino, the richer. (This rule seems to apply to South American countries, too, with Bolivia, Ecuador and Peru bottom of the poverty scale and Argentina at the top.) 




  In short, the Andes are Indian nations ruled by a Latin minority. It's a hidden system of racism and apartheid, and a social order that has changed little since the Conquest, 500 years ago. 




 


* * * 


 


a walk on the páramo 


Leaving Mark in our hotel trying to chat up an Israeli girl, Melissa and I went for a walk on the páramo, Ecuador's grassy upland moors. We took a taxi to some lakes called the Lagunas Mojanda. Thirty miles north of the equator, it reminded me of the Scottish highlands. Tough grasses and heather-like moss covered craggy hills and waterlogged bogs. An early-morning mist hung over the lakes. 


  'And I thought Ecuador was in the tropics,' Melissa joked. 




  We planned to hike to a small pre-Colombian ruin, Cochasquí, about three hours away, where we could catch a bus back. But at 4,000 m, ten-minute climbs became one-hour slogs. We gasped for breath at every step. The 'grass' turned out to be waist-deep and painfully spiky. After four hours, I had to admit that we were lost. A number of vague paths criss-crossed a broad moorland valley. We picked one and slogged on, hoping it would lead somewhere, until we reached a solitary house beside a wooded creek. An old man leaned on a gate and eyed us warily. 




  'Is this the way to Cochasquí?' I asked. 




  'Si,' the old man nodded sagely. So at least we were on track. 




  'How far is it to Cochasquí?' 




  'Si.' 




  'Do you have the time?' 




  'Si.' 




  'What time is it, please?' 




  'Si.' 




  'Is this the way to Otavalo?' 




  The old man paused, considered this question for a while, then nodded again. I gave up. 




  We carried on. After a while, three men and a young boy ambled up the track towards us, probably returning from the fields. They all carried machetes. I wasn't used to meeting people with something as large, sharp and deadly as a machete. It doesn't happen to me very often in London. 




  Melissa wasn't used to it either. 'Quick, give me your penknife,' she demanded. 


  'What use will a penknife be against three guys with machetes?' I asked. 




  'It's all right for you. They rape women, you know,' Melissa said. 'Just give it to me.' 




  'I still don't see what good a penknife will be,' I insisted. 


  'It'll be more good than you.' 




  Melissa had just read a horrific account of some miners in Colombia, or maybe Venezuela. The sex-starved men, stuck in remote jungle, hired a prostitute to come to their camp, where they raped her. Then, to prevent her going to the police, they decapitated her. 




  'They can kill me, but they're not going to rape me,' she vowed. 




  The men looked surprised to see us, and asked where we were going. I explained in broken Spanish. Melissa clutched the penknife beneath her jacket. But the men led us to a little village and waved goodbye without bothering to rape or decapitate us. 




  A small building in the main square had a sign outside saying 'bus station', so we went inside. 


  'What time does the bus go back to Otavalo?' I asked. 




  'Tuesday,' said the woman behind the desk, without looking up. Today was Sunday. Instead, we negotiated an expensive lift from the only car in the village, when we finally persuaded its owner to stop polishing it. We'd ended up over twenty miles off-course. Not bad for a three-hour stroll. 




 


* * * 


 


the rabies jab 


Back in Quito, we decided, in a moment of travellers' paranoia, to have a rabies vaccination. The jab extends the time you've got to reach a hospital, when bitten, from one day to a week, a consideration if trekking in remote areas. We went to the American hospital. As the Ecuadorean system requires, we bought the medicine first – which came in a single bottle with ten doses – and waited for the doctor, an American reassuringly called Dr Ringenberg. An Ecuadorean doctor passed. 




  'I'll give you the injection,' he offered, picking up the ten-person bottle. 'Who wants it?' 




  'That's for ten people,' I pointed out. 




  'But there's only one bottle here,' the doctor replied, puzzled. 




  We decided to wait for Dr Ringenberg. 















1 These clothes and hairstyle were imposed by King Charles III of Spain in the eighteenth century, in imitation of the Spanish peasantry of the time. (BACK)  





2 Jesus, for instance, is identified with the Inca Sun God; the Virgin Mary with the Moon, or with Pachamama, the Andean earth-goddess. The Inca God of Thunder became linked to St James of Santiago, the patron saint of the gunpowder-equipped Spanish soldiers. Ayamarca, the Inca Month of the Dead, survives in the Day of the Dead on November 1, when people visit family graves. (BACK) 





3 Campesina, mestiza and blanca are simply the feminine versions (the -a ending indicating feminine gender in Spanish). There are also a few black communities, mainly along the Pacific coast, plus a few scattered 'others' – Chinese, Japanese, Lebanese. As all generic terms for the indigenous people of the Americas are colonial impositions - there was no need for a collective description before the Spanish arrived – I'll stick to the most recognisable one, Indians, despite its obvious problems (i.e. they don't come from India). (BACK)






CHAPTER 2 


 


PERU: BUSES, BIMBOS AND BANDITOS










'In 1531, another great villain journeyed with a number of men to the kingdoms of Peru… he criminally murdered and plundered his way through the region, razing towns and cities to the ground and slaughtering and otherwise tormenting in the most barbaric fashion imaginable the people who lived there.' 




 



A Very Brief Account of the Destruction of the Indies, Bartolomé de las Casas (1552) 









warrior woman 


Three weeks before I was due to leave England, I still didn't know if Mark would be coming with me. It was a grey and overcast autumn day in north London and some workmen were digging up the pavement outside my house with pneumatic drills. My doorbell rang and there was Melissa, standing on my front step in tears. 




  'I want to come with you,' she said. 




  'But you don't even know where Ecuador is,' I pointed out. 




  'Well, it's got to be better than here.' 




  Melissa had her reasons for wanting to leave London, and love for me was only one of them. 




  Melissa was thirty-three – three years older than me – and beautiful. More beautiful (and healthy) than someone with her past had any right to be. She looked ten years younger than she was, when she should have looked ten years older. She was slim and athletic with olive skin, long brown hair and seductive almond eyes. Half-Chinese and half-Scottish, her Eurasian looks gave her a dark sensuality. 


  'Mixed-race girls are always the most beautiful,' she told me. 




  She was open, friendly and quick to laugh, with an unaffected charm and a natural smile. This brightness was broken by periods of introspection, and she would go off on ten-day silent meditation retreats, her way of dealing with the traumas of her past. 




  It wasn't easy making sense of Melissa. If her life story had been told straightforwardly, it would have been confusing enough. But she made it harder by explaining things in a way that only made sense if you already knew the story. When I first met her, she'd just split up from a long relationship and some tangled association with a martial arts group. 




  'Well, it's not really martial arts.' 




  'Oh. So what's it about then?' 




  'Cheese.' 




  'Cheese?' 




  'Yes, cheese. It's about stimulating the flow of cheese around your body.' 




  'Must be pretty runny cheese.' 




  'No, not cheese. Chi. C-H-I. Chi. It's the Chinese word for energy. Opening the energy channels in your body. In this case, through movement. It's the basis of all Chinese medicine.' 




  Melissa explained that her last boyfriend had been sleeping with all her friends. On top of that, she was living in a house with her mum and another man, who had terrible arguments and fights. In the meantime, she'd been studying martial arts with a brilliant and inspirational teacher, who dragged her out into the park at 5 a.m. on dark December mornings and made her wave a stick around for hours. 




  Eventually, the penny dropped. 




  'So, are these all the same person?' I asked. 




  'Are who the same person?' Melissa asked back. 




  'Well, the guy living with your mum. Is he called Peter?' 




  'Yes.' 




  'And your ex-boyfriend. Is he called Peter?' 




  'Yes.' 




  'And this teacher bloke? Peter?' 




  'Yes.' 




  'So, they're all the same person then?' 




  Melissa considered this proposition for a moment. 




  'Well… I suppose they are.' She looked surprised, as if making the discovery for the first time herself. 




  Melissa had unwisely persuaded Peter and her mother to buy a house in Chiswick together, and now the three of them were stuck. The house was full of his fishing gear and her mother's Chinese medicines. The freezer was stuffed with maggot balls and other bait, and when you opened the fridge you were faced with pickled bats' intestines or frogs' skin. Melissa's mum and her ex-boyfriend argued all the time and drove each other mad, and their driving each other mad was driving Melissa mad. 




  A constant stream of Peter's adoring disciples and assorted New Age gurus, spiritual teachers, Buddhist monks and Indian yoga masters wandered through the house. Apart from the Indian yogi, who got up at four every morning to have a shit before the sun rose and seemed to do very little after that, most of the great spiritual teachers seemed to be screwing around. Melissa explained the New Age to me. 




  'It's like musicians and groupies. These guys have loads of charisma and energy and dynamism. What they say is often genuinely inspiring. They are attractive – their energy attracts people. That's how they got to be leaders and gurus in the first place. So all these starry-eyed young women latch onto them and keep sticking their big, firm, young, juicy tits in their faces. What do you expect is going to happen?' Melissa pushed out her pert A-cups as far as they would go. Melissa loved breasts; she loved to talk about them and look at them, and even to feel them now and again, given the chance. She just didn't have them herself. Small but perfectly formed, that was Melissa. 
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