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Is Martin Strel crazy? Does he have a death wish?


OK, I’ll be honest. When I signed on as a kayaker to help navigate Martin Strel down the Amazon River, I gave him about a 50 per cent chance of survival. Myself, I gave a 90 per cent chance. One thing was certain though. Martin Strel would either swim the entire Amazon River, or die trying.


The man had the whole country of Slovenia on his back, and he had too much pride to return to his homeland having failed in doing what he’d set out to do. Martin isn’t the type of man who will be content riding out his waning years in some swank villa on the beach, peacefully watching the tide ebb and flow. Martin is a man of adventure. I’ve personally watched the man swim every mile of the Mississippi and the Paraná, and closely followed his exploits on the Danube, Yangtze, and other large rivers. But this is the Amazon. I gave him some credit for swimming those other big rivers. But still, I set the over/under at 50 per cent. Is he crazy? Well, read the book and decide for yourself.
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Lima


The huge, sticky, shirtless man to my immediate left is Slovenian ultra-marathon swimmer Martin Strel. Beads of water drip from his forehead down his enormous frame, yet he gazes out the window, unaffected. It’s already nearly a hundred degrees, but Martin doesn’t allow air conditioning, and won’t let us roll down the windows. He thinks it might make him sick.


If you’ve ever watched sumo wrestling, there’s always that one ‘little guy’ who charges the other fatties like a bolt of energy and ends up beating all the giants with his quickness. Well, that’s the build Martin possesses; he’s like the little sumo guy. Still, as his sweaty shoulders nudge me to the edge of the bench seat and nearer to the window in the crowded van, I’m reminded he outweighs me by 100 pounds.


I met Martin on 1 July 2002, three days before he began swimming the Mississippi River. I watched as the ‘world-class athlete’ lazed in a lawn chair and pounded eight beers and at least six bratwurst. He was nearly fifty years old and weighed 250 pounds. His son, Borut, then a twenty-year-old pup, now expedition leader, explained to me that Martin is like a bear; he must fatten up before the swim. He’d end up shedding 50 pounds over the course of that swim.


Martin had first contacted me in 2001 because he’d read my book, Floating Down the Country, in which I paddled down the Mississippi River on a three-dollar-per-day budget, looking for girls and a good buzz. Martin needed a few kayakers who knew the river, could give up three months of their lives, were physically capable of spending fourteen hours a day in a kayak, and would do the work for free. I guess there were only a few of us who qualified.


I wasn’t informed until two weeks ago that I’d be out of the kayak on the Amazon expedition. Instead, I’ve been given the task of navigating and journal writing. Why me? For one, I’m lucky; or at least, Martin thinks I’m lucky. Second, and most important, I can find current. When I don’t find current, Martin tears into me. It’s not a pleasant experience to have Martin Strel yelling at me while boring a hole into the bridge of my nose with his eyes, so I’ve become pretty good at finding him current.


Lima flies by us out of the car window in a whirr of colours and strange billboards. We’d arrived in Peru just a few hours earlier after twenty-four stressful hours of travel. Bleary-eyed and jet-lagged, we’ve trudged forward purely on adrenaline from the lure of the Amazon. I pick up fragmented pieces of people’s lives out the window to my right. Girls in skintight blue skirts vigorously pump gas. Small brown men sell fresh bananas at every street corner.


Pedestrians constantly jump out in front of us, and the rule of intersections seems to be that whatever car is bigger and moving faster gets the right of way. In the small town in Wisconsin where I live, everyone stops at an intersection and is afraid to be the first to go. Here, they all go at once, then honk. A frantically crying woman with wildly frizzled hair and demon eyes waves her hands at each car as she walks in the lane against incoming traffic. I have a strong premonition she won’t survive the day.


‘Smell today,’ Martin instructs us as we re-enter the Lima airport. ‘Tomorrow will be different smell. Tomorrow will be jungle.’ We’d landed at this same airport just four hours ago and transferred thousands of pounds of equipment across town to a hotel, only to bring it all back again to catch another flight to Pucallpa. We’d spent three of the last four hours drenched in sweat, loading and unloading equipment in order to gain one hour of comfortable sleep. We all gasped for air as we tried to acclimatise to our new environment. It was excruciatingly hot, even in the late evening and early morning hours, and I secretly wished we had all just grabbed a corner in the busy Lima airport and tried to sleep for a few hours while waiting for our connecting flight. It all seemed very unnecessary, but Martin is the boss. When the expedition chief tells us to do something, we do it, even if it doesn’t make much sense at the time.


Martin is beaming. He enjoys strutting around with his entourage, all of us in matching team uniforms loaded with European team sponsors. Although tired, Martin’s energy has given us all a second wind. We’re a pretty fierce bunch, ready to take on the jungle. At the airport, Martin has two goals: to find beer and to find food. It’s crunch time, and he’s on a mission to pack on as many pounds as possible before the start of the expedition.
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Martin’s a fun guy when he’s not swimming a river. He likes music, he enjoys the sight of a pretty woman, he likes to laugh and he loves to have a beer or glass of wine with his friends. On the other hand, when he’s in the midst of a swimming expedition, Martin is for the most part unapproachable. His mind goes somewhere else and he turns into a machine that just eats, sleeps and swims.


Personally, I enjoy those rare moments before and after a swim when I can spend time with the real Martin Strel, before he puts his mind away into some far off compartment, locks the door, and becomes Martin Strel the swimming robot.
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Pucallpa, Peru


At Pucallpa, we are scheduled to board a small plane which will carry us over 300 miles deeper into the jungle to the town of Atalaya, which is the farthest village upstream on the river that can be reached by boat. Unfortunately, we’re told the plane can not take off until all twenty seats on the plane are sold, and we’re told to come back tomorrow morning. Martin tells us it’s just a ploy by the city officials to get us to stay in their town an extra day and spend some money.


While unloading our equipment at the landing strip, we’re surrounded by aggressive looking men on motorbike taxis that look like chariots. Each man emphatically directs us to crawl into a two seat carriage on the back that is covered by a sun canopy so they can take us to a hotel. ‘There are dangerous people here,’ Martin warns us. ‘Stay near.’ The men prove to be friendly – just excited to see gringos and in desperate competition for our business.


‘I like to drink. I like to dance. I like to make the fookie fookie,’ our wild-eyed driver tells us in broken English as he makes a sexual hand gesture. I nod with one hand over my mouth to protect my lungs from all the dust being kicked up along the dirt road. A race of sorts ensues as motorbike taxis carrying different team members jockey for position on the busy street, each differentiated by the colour of their sun canopy. Pucallpa is a party town with a carefree attitude. One man lies naked on the dirt by the side of the road, fully exposed to the world. Another man buys ice cream dressed with only a thin blanket slung over his shoulder.


During lunch at a damp, riverside bodega, we have a hard time understanding the owner over the loud disco music pumping out of a small boom box on a nearby rickety table. The thin woman who is attempting to take our order has young features, but is already sporting wrinkles and greying hair. She could be anywhere from twenty-five to fifty years old; it’s hard to tell. She becomes frustrated with our communication barriers and goes back into the kitchen, returning a few minutes later with a young boy. In broken English, the timid youngster provides us with two choices for lunch, ‘dog or pig’. We all choose pig. In the afternoon, I take three separate taxi rides in a wild goose chase to acquire a fishing pole. My quest ends when an older gentleman in a shoddy hardware store uses his hands and some very simplified Spanish to enlighten me to the fact there is no such thing as a fishing pole on the upper Amazon. They use their hands to throw a line.


The team is taking malaria pills, but nothing is 100 per cent effective. Natives tell us that some of us may go home with ‘just a little malaria’. Martin is very concerned about the malaria medications we’re all taking. He reprimands American river guide Jamie Zelazny for taking the medication his doctor had recommended.


‘This isn’t North America, this is South America. It is very different. Don’t listen to doctor. I am your doctor.’ From handling the baggage to choosing the seats on the plane, Martin takes control of every situation he finds himself in. Tall and rugged with a boyish sense of zestful curiosity about everything new he encounters in life, Jamie just nods his head and looks at the floor as Martin corrects him.


We are greeted at the hotel by Carlos Henderson and his lovely daughter, Lady. Carlos is a prominent city official and philanthropist. He offers to take us on a tour of the town, and suggests we utilise his daughter’s interpreting skills . Lady steps forward to introduce herself with nearly perfect English. She’s less than five foot tall and weighs about ninety pounds, but speaks eloquently and her magnetic presence nullifies her diminutive size.


Carlos introduces us to the mayor and other city officials who take us out for a fabulous dinner of carne asada, pork and fried bananas. With concerned faces, they warn Martin about many of the dangerous animals that he will encounter on the river such as crocodiles, anacondas, piranha and candiru. Martin just smiles and nods his head with a look to mean something like, ‘I know something you don’t know.’


Martin goes for a quick swim in the hotel pool after dinner, has a glass of red wine, and retires early as we are told by city officials the plane has filled and will be leaving tomorrow morning.
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Atalaya, Peru


We’re forced to wait another two hours for the last two seats on the plane to fill, but by 10 a.m., we are airborne. They seat us according to weight on the tiny plane from Pucallpa, big guys in front, small guys in the back. Martin sits in the front of the plane and passes around a bottle of Peruvian whisky. I’m sandwiched between two little guys in the backseat, and they are more than happy to take a pull from the bottle each time it migrates back to me. The slight buzz from the alcohol helps to alleviate the fear from flying in the little puddle jumper as it shakes and creaks its way over the vast jungle below. I can’t see out the window from my position between the two sweaty, half drunk men on either side of me, so make the most of the situation by practising my Spanish. The conversation could probably be translated to something like:


‘I like river. River big. Amazon big river. I like Amazon. Peru is nice. Many pretty girls,’ with lots of laughter and slaps on the back in between fragmented sentences.


A barrel-chested Martin Strel steps of our twelve-passenger jungle plane amidst a throng of puzzled Peruvian faces. Atalaya is a jungle town. The only way to reach it is by boat or plane. Everything is alive with green as the jungle tries to retake the city. ‘I love the smell of the jungle,’ a sweat-drenched Martin declares as he exits the plane with his new Peruvian guitar in his hand.


The founder of Atalaya was Juan Santos Atahualpa. He was an Apu Inca who led 50,000 Asháninka Indians against the Spaniards in 1742. ‘There will be no slavery,’ he declared, and they gave up their lives to ensure the future freedom of these same Incan descendants who gaze on Martin today. We are the first white men some of these warm people have ever seen and Martin is twice as big as most of them.


We have dinner in a shaded hut on top of the largest hill in town. After a few beers Martin lies in a hammock and listens to some peaceful Peruvian music while three chickens roost around him. ‘I love the jungle,’ he tells us with a smile. He had visited Atalaya a few years earlier to exchange gifts with some tribal chiefs and shamans in order to be granted permission to pass through certain remote areas of the river. In doing so, he had fallen in love with the city a little.


Martin has developed a thing for the new machete he purchased from a native last evening, and has been gleefully carrying it around the village with him all day. His behaviour is somehow childlike, innocent. I’ve been relishing these last few days of enjoying South America with Martin, because I know that the moment he dips a toe into that Amazon River, he will transform into an entirely different man. Martin the man is my friend. Martin the swimmer is just a guy I work for, and I know that the moment he flips the switch, he’ll be a tough man to deal with for the next seventy days.
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Atalaya, Peru


Martin is given the honour of raising the flag of the city for its annual holiday. Children are permitted to throw water balloons all day in order to commemorate the Incan battle that took place in 1742. After the ceremony, the mayor takes us on a jungle tour in his jeep. Curious Peruvian faces peek out of every hut along the terribly rutted dirt road.


After driving deeper and deeper into the jungle for two hours the road becomes too rough to continue in the jeep. The mayor leads us on a short hike down a steep hill which opens to a crystal-clear stream, full of tiny, colourful fish. The day is unbearably hot, and although hesitant at first, we all strip down into our underwear and jump into a large pool in the brook. After leaping off a few small cliffs near a waterfall, Martin pauses for a quick can of tuna in his tight, white underwear. He’s just like a kid, laughing, swimming, joking, and playing. The mayor shows us some edible plants, and we lounge around our little secret paradise all afternoon, having a blast, but getting burned to a crisp.


Later in the day, Martin does some training in the Amazon. Despite numerous warnings, he decides it’s too hot for his wetsuit. We follow in a peké peké (peck E peck E), a motorised dugout canoe that is 3 feet wide and 30 feet long. Martin swims like a champion, impressing the media representatives among the nine on-board the peké peké who’d never seen him swim, but the boat ride is a nightmare. Floating chunks of debris are everywhere, the currents are unpredictable, and we have way too many people in the canoe, many of whom have no idea how to counterbalance such a tipsy craft. With two people in a canoe, the guy in the back can lean a little to his right when he sees the guy in the front lean a little to the left. We have nine people packed into a canoe, half of whom have never been in one before and don’t realise that every time they lean over to snap a photo or comment on how beautiful the Amazon is, the entire boat shifts and the brown water rises to within a half inch of the side of the boat. Looking to the shoreline, I unlace my shoes in case I need to kick them of in order to swim, and put a hand on either side of the canoe, trying to anticipate the movements of those in front of me so I can counterbalance the boat. At first many of the occupants laugh at me, but after water splashes in from the right side causing everyone to gasp and quickly lean left, everyone has assumed a similar position as we all struggle together to keep water from pouring into the boat and capsizing us.


For the last year I’ve been that cocky bartender who’s ‘going down the Amazon’. Every guy in the bar had a million questions and I was always happy to oblige. I loved to see their faces light up in disbelief as they imagined travelling through the most dangerous jungle in the world. My chest puffed out proudly as they shook their heads and returned to their beer mugs while I went to serve the next customer.


I’ve been on the Amazon River for exactly ten minutes now and I’m scared out of my wits. The expedition hasn’t even started yet, and part of me already wishes I was safe back behind the bar again. I’d expected the headwaters of the Amazon to be fairly gentle, but it’s already bigger and wilder than the Mississippi at her worst. Again I scan the shoreline, remembering not to fight the current but to let it take me. I expect to drift at least 2 miles in order to make the half-mile swim back to shore.


I’m fairly sure I can make it, but not so sure of the others. They seem to be more concerned about their cameras getting wet than their bodies. With all nine of us motivated by fear and working together now, we manage to keep the thing afloat, but I vow never to enter another peké peké.


The solar rays here are more extreme than most of us have ever experienced. After a full day in the direct sun, some of us on the team have a rough evening as we deal with sunburn and a little heat exhaustion.


We see our first Amazon woman in Atalaya. She’s barefoot, exhausted, incredibly ugly, and has thunderous thighs and calves. She walks with a machete in one hand and a long stick in the other. I guess from her appearance that she may have walked as many as 10 miles to come into the village to buy supplies.


The mayor and other local government officials warn Martin of a potential problem. Strong whirlpools have overturned many large boats at the confluence of the Ucayali and Pachitea Rivers. Villagers are still abuzz about one boat that capsized, resulting in the loss of 170 lives. Many of these people lived in Atalaya. The team makes plans to send a boat ahead to scout the area to provide Martin with the least dangerous route.
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Atalaya, Peru


The people of Atalaya are curious, but mind their own business. They never take more than one quick peek at us. They’re poor, but will give away anything they possess as a symbol of friendship. This is expected to be reciprocated, however, and anything a new friend sees on you can be considered fair game.


We haven’t seen any people over the age of fifty. It’s possible they die from lack of proper medicine or because of the harsh climate. Little dogs run free all over town. They’re timid, sickly and gangly looking, but seem to have a sense of purpose when they do get of their butts to go walking around. Usually, they just lie around, each occupying its own street corner, looking for scraps of food. They squat down shamelessly right in the middle of the street and most have constant diarrhoea; some have sore, infected looking asses, and crapping looks painful.


In the evening, Martin is invited to attend a special ceremony among Asháninka chieftains. They have agreed to give him their blessing to swim through the Provincia of Ucayali. The climax of the meeting occurs when an indigenous woman with a painted face offers a spirited song to pray to her gods to offer Martin protection. At the end of the song she surprises all in attendance by taking Martin’s hand and having him join her in a ritual dance. Martin seems a little shy and awkward, but he does his best to keep up a good smile and follow the native woman’s lead to perform the ceremonial dance.
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Some of the natives express great concern over the dangers in this part of the river. The candiru is a small fish that is attracted to the smell of urine and blood. It darts into a human orifice such as an anus, vagina, or even penis, erects a razor-sharp spike to hold it in place, then latches onto an artery and feeds of blood. Once it has lodged into this cosy position, it’s nearly impossible to remove except by surgery. It’s by far the creature most feared by Amazon locals, much more than the piranha. We’ve brought some condoms along to use as a precautionary device, and an experienced river man has also suggested to Martin that he supplement these with lemon juice as a natural repellent. Crocodiles are also very common here and Martin will be in great jeopardy each time he swims in dark, still waters away from the fast current. This will make getting into and out of the river extremely dangerous. Anacondas and piranha are also attracted to the slower moving water.


We’ve heard a few reports of banditos who do some smuggling downstream from here, and as a result Martin is looking to acquire some guns. Martin listens to all of these warnings soberly, nods his head a few times and asks a few questions, but doesn’t seem overly concerned.


I ask Borut about this later and he tells me that Martin will make friends with the animals of the river over the course of the seventy-day swim. By the end of the trip, they will accept him completely as just another big fish. Martin believes he’s invincible to the predators of the Amazon.
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Atalaya, Peru


Martin and Borut have been immersed in the planning for this expedition every day for the last two years. The planning has become an obsession them both, working out every detail of the trip, day by day, mile by mile. Our twenty-two-member team will be eating and sleeping on a large escort boat, while Martin will swim near a smaller escort boat manned by a Peruvian guide and one of Martin’s navigators, either Jamie or myself.
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Training in the Amazon has given Martin a painful sunburn as he adjusts to the climate. Our support boat carrying supplies from Pucallpa has still not arrived, and we’re unable to make radio contact. Our last report indicated they were approximately 62 miles downstream and struggling with some unpredictable river conditions. We make plans to send another boat to meet them on the following day as we have some essential supplies on-board.


The local people have an interesting way of sharing drinks here. One large bottle of beer is shared by up to eight people using only one glass. The first person in line pours as much as they want, passes the bottle, drinks the beer and passes the glass. The bottle rarely makes it around the group more than one time. It gives me a whole new mental image of the song ‘99 Bottles of Beer on the Wall’, as they just keep taking one down and passing it around. The locals always buy the first beer, or so I thought, then the beers keep coming and coming and of course we always get stuck with the bill.
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Atalaya, Peru


A tense mood hangs over the team today. This is always the case in the waning hours before starting an expedition. Many small details need to be resolved and new problems are always coming up at the last minute. Martin, Borut and Jamie go on a scouting mission to find our support boat, the Cielito Lindo. After weaving through a maze of islands and floating debris in a speedboat, they locate her 60 miles downstream. They transfer some essential supplies and delegate Jamie to stay with the support boat and help navigate an all-night trip upstream that is projected to reach Atalaya at 5 a.m. Martin will begin swimming at 8 a.m.


Borut, the expedition leader, is taking all of the logistical burdens of the trip on his own shoulders. He prefers to handle the minutest of details himself, rather than delegate, and has been working on the computer all night for the last three nights. The arrival of director John Maringouin and his lead cinematographer Paul Marchand from the Big River Man film crew has also changed the mood of the team. It can be hard to get one’s work done when blinded by a bright light and scrutinised by the camera lens.


One of the hardest parts about these expeditions is knowing you’ll have to live on a boat in close quarters with strangers for the next seventy days. The first meeting with each new room-mate is a feeling out process to see how we might get along.


I’m a little tentative around the film crew at first, especially John. Maybe it’s my bias against the whole Hollywood scene, but he seems a little too slick for me, walking around in his plaid shirt, oversized sunglasses, whistling tunes from the seventies, and talking about people’s vibes while seeming to be completely in control of the situation at all times. He’s tall with brown hair and the kind of deep-searching eyes that usually force the other person to look away. Many of the scenarios from the Jackass movies were his brainchildren, a fact that has me on my toes as well. By the hottest part of the day he removes his plaid shirt, revealing a white wife-beater tank top, and I can faintly detect a hick Louisianan accent as he inquires about my chewing tobacco and smiles mischievously. OK, so maybe we aren’t that different. I might actually be able to be friends with this guy.


Having doctors on the boat would seem to be a comfort, but I’ve been scared to go to the doctor’s office since I was a kid. My last visit was in 1989. The doctors from the telemedicine team also come equipped with their own set of ulterior motives. Dr Mateja de Leonni Stanonik and Dr Rifat Latifi are using Martin’s swim down the Amazon as a forum to tell the world about telemedicine, a way for doctors around the world to have live conferences to treat patients in the most remote of jungle locations. They’re carrying hundreds of thousands of dollars of state-of-the-art equipment, and already had one bag stolen from the airport that was valued at about $50,000. Today they requested we all undress so they might get before and after pictures of us in case one of us might acquire some sort of bite or other skin infection. The whole idea of having before and after pictures taken of me makes me feel like some sort of guinea pig.


As I sit in the sweaty computer lab at the hostel, tiny green lizards run up and down the walls around me. Team members are frantically approaching me every few minutes, ‘Where is Martin? Where is Borut? Where is the boat?’ The bathroom seems to always be occupied, as several members of the team, me included, are already having stomach problems, before the trip has even begun.


Although Martin isn’t showing a great deal of concern about the predatory dangers of the river, Borut is taking a more proactive approach. He and I have powwow sessions each night in order to discuss logistics, and this afternoon Borut comes up with a strange solution to the threat of piranha. He theorises that if Martin is attacked, we can throw buckets of blood over the other side of the boat in order to divert the assault. Personally, I’m not sold on the idea that throwing entrails overboard will be enough to divert the attention of the razor-toothed creatures, but after Martin agrees with Borut that it’s a good plan, I’m forced to give in. My major contention stems from the logistics of the blood buckets. Where do we store them?


At evening time, Borut and I set off walking with an empty bucket, on a mission to find some blood to fill it with. We acquire about two gallons of blood from the local pig killer, but both ruin our shoes walking through the slop and nearly vomit in the process. After taking turns carefully hauling the bucket across town, we find ourselves standing around outside our Atalayan hostel, arguing about whose room we’ll keep the blood in. We finally pay a man the equivalent of one dollar to keep the slimy bucket in a storage shed across the street.


Martin will begin swimming at eight tomorrow morning. Tonight he will attempt to sleep three or four hours as he mentally prepares himself for the longest and most dangerous swim in human history.
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Amazon Jungle near Taurapa, Peru


A tone of chaos dominates the morning of the expedition’s start. 8 a.m. is fast approaching, and Jamie has still not showed up with the support boat. We hire another boat to take the team and equipment downstream to meet it, but an argument arises between Martin and the owner of the boat. The man wants 200 sol, the Peruvian currency, and Borut is only willing to give him 100. A multimillion-dollar expedition is being held up over the equivalent of thirty dollars.


After Borut finally persuades the man to compromise, a tremendous downpour begins. The team is forced to store hundreds of thousands in satellite equipment in a stinky bathroom by the riverfront. Hundreds of soaking-wet Atalayans brave the weather and slight delay to cheer Martin on from the waterfront as he exits the bathroom to greet the crowd in his wetsuit and swim cap. ‘The jungle is crying because you are leaving.’ The words of one local sum up the mood in Atalaya as Martin bids farewell to the crowd with a wave and begins his slow, duck-like walk from the bathroom to the slippery, muddy bank of the Amazon to begin his seventy-day swim. Wearing a dark swim cap, goggles, and with his black wetsuit straining to cover his bulging belly, Martin looks like a sea monster as he awkwardly puts one flipper in front of the other with ridiculously small steps and slowly waddles his way toward the water.
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Martin enters the river about an hour and a half after his scheduled starting time. He shoots away from shore so fast that the small escort boat struggles to keep up with him in the heavy current. He swims the first two hours in total silence, stopping once to utter a single word, ‘DRINK.’ The six people in the escort boat stare in disbelief as he quickly guzzles a pint of energy drink, then goes back to his powerful freestyle stroking. They’re all a little disappointed, having waited for hours for him to pop his head up and talk to them, proving that he’s human. They’d only been gifted one word. An hour later, they’re treated again. ‘How many miles?’ followed by a grunt, then more swimming.


Martin becomes a little more vocal in the early afternoon, stopping twice to give Jamie an earful. Jamie had taken his eyes off the river for a few seconds to take a few pictures of the beautiful scenery. ‘Jamie, this is not holiday. This is not tourist boat. Once mistake, we all go home.’ Grimacing, he says these last words with a throat-slashing gesture.


Jamie had volunteered to take over my morning shift after an all-night boat trip as I was struggling with a severe bout of diarrhoea. He does an excellent job directing Martin into the fastest possible current while under considerable pressure to navigate during the all-important first half-day of the expedition. After draining my whole box of Imodium, I start a five-day regimen of prescription drugs, grab a bucket and some toilet paper, and hop in the escort boat to start my first Amazon shift with Martin.


It’s impossible for Martin to swim and think about swimming at the same time. The best analogy I can offer is that while swimming, Martin is outside of his body. It’s the only way he can withstand the pain and last every day through the long hours. I watch him swim, I see his body moving, but his glazed, unfocused eyes show that he’s really not there.


As navigators, our jobs are simple. Look for the fastest current, avoid whirlpools, and blow a whistle or raise our hands up high every time danger comes. But, at the same time, I must use discretion. To blow my whistle and bring Martin back to the pains of the present moment pisses him off, so I do that as little as possible.


We use GPS and detailed topography maps to track our progress and make decisions about where to stop and what side of islands to travel on. We prepare drinks and carry bananas for Martin, and act as scapegoats for when he needs to blow off steam. Martin is a man so filled with intense energy that if he doesn’t shout out loud from time to time, I’m afraid his head would explode.


A moist morning surrenders to a tranquil afternoon of light breezes and mysterious animal noises. The rain is gone, the sun is covered in clouds, and an adventurous mood captivates the team. The foothills of the Andes are shrouded in cotton ball shaped clouds as Borut and I take turns paddling a small support boat with local guides Geraldo, Arturo and Jarvez after our small outboard motor acts up and won’t start.


Jarvez is young, burly and happy. Arturo is older, stout and wise looking, and Geraldo is wiry with the wrinkled face of a sailor. Our three guides are pleasant and content throughout the day. They only take water when offered and are only willing to give up their paddles for a break when pressured considerably by Borut and myself.
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