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  I am grateful to Richard Fowler, IOIst Airborne Division, for keeping his promise.


  Perhaps where Lear has raved and Hamlet died On flying cars new sorcerers may ride.

  SAMUEL JOHNSON
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  I

  The Feather

  The trail began at an auction of shrunken heads. Anxious with greed, a pack of dealers and curiosity-hunters pushed into the library where the sale was about to begin. They had come by strict invitation, as the learned British society was eager to avoid the press. In the current climate of political correctness trophy heads are regarded as an embarrassment, something to be disposed of as quietly as possible. For years I had been an admirer of this unusual handicraft, and was desperate to start a collection of my own. Even though I'd managed to squirm my way onto the underground auction lists, I was lacking the funds of a serious collector. The shrunken head business is a small one, with only a few major players world-wide. I recognised most of them, as they lolled back on their chairs, their wax jackets wet with rain, their hands damp with sweat. All were well aware that such exquisite tsantsas are rarely put up for sale.

  Wasting no time, the society’s secretary held up the first miniature head. Framed in a mane of jet-black hair, its skin was gnarled, its facial features distended. The nose was dark and shiny, and the lips had been sewn together with a magnificent length of interwoven twine. The dealers leaned forward, and swallowed hard, as the bidding began.

  Fifteen minutes later the auction was over. All eleven heads had been sold to the same Japanese collector. Well-known and equally well disliked, he’d been trying to corner the shrunken head market for years.

  As we filed out, I got chatting to an elderly Frenchman. He was wearing a Norfolk jacket and brown suede brogues, and said he’d come from Paris for the sale. Like me, he was going home headless and empty-handed. We shared a mutual interest in ethnographic curiosities. I lamented that, once again, the crème de la crème in tsantsas was going East, to Japan.

  The Frenchman looked me in the eye and said that if he were forty years younger, he would drop everything and go to Peru.

  'To search for tsantsas?'

  ‘Not for shrunken heads’ he replied, ‘but for the Birdmen.’ ‘Who are the Birdmen?’

  The man buttoned up his jacket, smiled wryly, and walked off into the rain. I didn’t go after him. For, at shrunken head sales, you get more than the usual smattering of madmen.

  *

  A week later a long manila envelope fell through my letter-box. It was post-marked Paris. Inside was a rust-coloured feather and a slip of paper. The feather was evidently old. Three triangular notches had been cut into one side. It appeared to have been dipped in blood many years before. On one side of the paper was a crude sketch of a man with wings; on the reverse was a single sentence in classic French script. It read:

  ‘… and the Incas flew over the jungle like birds. Calancha.’

  I assumed that the Norfolk-jacketed Frenchman had sent it, and I wondered what it meant. Was there a connection between shrunken heads and men with wings?

  While at the British Library a few days later, I looked up ‘Calancha’. There was only one author by this name, Friar Antonio de la Calancha. A single work was credited to him. It was entitled Crónica moializada del Orden de San Augustin en el Peru. Bound in dull speckled calf, with dented corners, it was a huge book, as long as the Bible. The tooled spine was embossed Barcelona 1638. Eight woodcuts adorned the title page. They showed Catholic monks civilising a tribal people, whose bodies were decorated in feathers.

  Were these the Birdmen?

  From what I could make out, the text rambled on about taming peasants and teaching the Catholic message. I could see no mention of Birdmen.

  I left the library but couldn’t stop thinking about the flight of ancient man. We all know the tale of Icarus. When he flew too close to the sun, the wax on his wings melted and the feathers fell apart. There’s an Arab version as well: Abu'l Qasim ibn Firnas, the ninth century ‘Sage of Spain’, who made a pair of tremendous wings, cloaked himself in feathers … and flew. But like Icarus before him, he crashed to Earth.

  The more I ran the Frenchman’s quote through my mind, the more it teased me. Had the Incas glided over the jungles or had flight begun, as we are always told, a century ago with the Wright brothers? Days passed, and I found myself thinking of little else. I tried to contact the Frenchman, but without luck.

  An old fixation was coming to life again. As a teenager I had been obsessed with aircraft and flying. At sixteen I nagged my parents into buying me an air-pass valid for unlimited flights around the United States. For a month I flew from one airport to the next, without ever leaving the aviation system. I slept on departure lounge floors or, better still, took night flights across the nation. I lived on airline food, and prided myself on the fact that I never once paid for a meal. I remember thinking that I’d hit upon a new form of existence, and wondered whether in the future everyone would live like me.

  A friend suggested that I check for a mention of primitive flight at the library of the Royal Aeronautical Society. At noon the next day, I cycled through the pouring rain up to the Society’s lavish headquarters, a stone’s throw from Park Lane.

  By any standards the Royal Aeronautical Society is a mysterious institution. Rather like a gentlemen’s club, it is shrouded from the prying eyes of commoners. Once you’re inside, you wonder how you could never have known about it before. Strangely, the Society was established in 1866, a full thirty-seven years before the Wright brothers made their first powered flight. The eighth Duke of Argyll, its founder, must have known he was onto a winner. Perhaps, I pondered, he had known of flight in more ancient times.

  Pushing open the door to the library on the third floor, I slipped inside. A modest-sized room, looking out onto the gates of Hyde Park, it was laid with maroon carpet and cluttered with desks. Half a dozen wintry gentlemen were sitting in silence, poring over picture books of early fighter aircraft.

  I trawled the rounded shelves for a mention of the Incas or Calancha. Most of the books were concerned with twentieth century aviation. A handful of forward-thinking pamphlets about aircraft had been printed during the 1800s. None referred to the Incas, though. Dismayed at the lack of relevant information, I approached the librarian’s office.

  From the moment he first saw me, I could sense that the thin, bald librarian had branded me a trouble-maker. He glanced down at a half-eaten Marmite sandwich, in a nest of tin-foil on his desk. Then he looked up and blinked. I explained my interest in the Incas. Had he heard about Calancha’s chronicle? Did he know whether the ancient Americans had actually flown? Was there a connection between ancient flight and shrunken heads?

  Spreading a single curl of hair across his polished head, the librarian gnawed at the sandwich, and grimaced.

  ‘Incas?’

  ‘That’s right, I’ve heard they flew … over the jungles of Peru.’

  The librarian raised an eyebrow.

  ‘When did all this happen?’

  Oh, um,’ I stammered, ‘ages ago…’

  ‘Before the Wright brothers?’

  I did a quick calculation.

  ‘Almost certainly’

  Choking down the last bite of bread, he said he’d see what he could find.

  Half an hour later, he stumbled over with a single A3 sheet. ‘This is all we have,’ he said.

  I glanced at the page, a clipping from The Brentwood Review, 8 March 1985. The main photograph showed a moustachioed man hurling into the air what looked like an oversized pillowcase. I scanned the columns. The article focused on a retired cash machine repairman, called William Isadore Deiches. A self-proclaimed expert of flight in ancient times, Mr Deiches, so the article said, had cracked a secret code, and could build a flying carpet. He could even make a doormat fly - for Deiches had deciphered aircraft designs from several countries, including Egypt, Japan, Tibet, Mexico and Peru. And, the piece explained, he had even written a book on the secret lore of the Pyramids.

  Mr Deiches was my only lead. Somehow he must have worked this out when I called him. His response implied that only desperate people telephoned the Deiches residence. A child-like voice answered the phone.

  ‘I know how they built the Pyramids’ it said.

  ‘Is that Mr Deiches?’

  ‘You’ll never guess how they did it.’

  ‘I want to know if the Incas flew’ I said, changing the subject.’ ‘Course they did,’ the voice replied easily. ‘Are you sure?'

  ‘You’d better come round and have a chat.’


  2

  Valley of the Dead Pilots

  William Isadore Deiches opened the door to his Brentwood maisonette no more than a crack. The iris of a single ice-blue eye widened as it observed me. I whispered my name. The door slammed shut. I stood firm and repeated my name. A security chain clattered, and was followed by the sound of unoiled hinges moving slowly. I greeted Mr Deiches. A man of retirement age, he was of average height, with a slender neck, thin lips and an aquiline nose. His hair was concealed by a black Stetson, with a tan leather band; and his skin was oyster-grey, wrinkled like rhino hide.

  ‘Can’t be too careful,’ said Deiches, leading the way through the hall, into the lounge, ‘there are a lot of crackpots out there.’

  It might have been a pleasant spring day in Brentwood, but the maisonette’s rooms were frigid, dank and smelled of death. Remembering that I’d come in the name of scientific research, I sat down in a low armchair and braced myself. Around me, the scarlet paisley wallpaper seemed to be closing in. Ring-binders were piled up everywhere, and a clutch of mangy soft toys poked out from under a coffee table. Crumbs from a thousand TV-dinners circled my chair.

  Deiches handed me a mug of steaming tea, and swept an arm across the coffee table to clear it.

  ‘The Valley of the Kings wasn’t that at all,’ he said, settling into a rocking-chair, ‘it was really the Valley of the Dead Pilots.’

  ‘Egypt?’ I said.

  Of course,’ he replied. ‘Who d’you think taught the Incas to fly?’

  I frowned politely.

  ‘Tutankhamen was their best pilot,’ he went on, ‘but he crashed, poor chap, and died of multiple fractures’ Deiches paused to sip his tea. ‘The Egyptians based everything on watching birds’ he said. ‘You only ever got a single-seater in Ancient Egypt, because they’d never seen a bird with two heads. Haven’t you ever heard of the Saqqara glider?’ I shook my head.

  ‘In 1898’ said Deiches, ‘a model of a plane was discovered in a tomb there. No one knew what it was, because the Wright brothers hadn’t done their stuff yet, so it got tossed into a box. Then in the ‘70s someone fished it out and realised it was a prototype of a high-wing monoplane.’

  ‘What about the Americas?’ I asked.

  Deiches’ eyes glazed over. I sensed that it had been a long time since the last visitor had graced his living-room.

  ‘I’m the only man alive who can translate Mayan’ he announced proudly. ‘It’s a bloody nightmare of a language.’

  The expert took a gulp of tea.

  ‘They all had aircraft,’ he said, ‘the Maya, the Aztecs, and the Incas. What d’you think Mexico’s Pyramid of the Moon was for?’ Again, I looked blank-faced. ‘For launching gliders, of course!’

  A self-schooled authority on ancient flight, Deiches was having a whale of a time. Like a theoretical physicist, he could come out with the wildest ideas and get away with it. Despite my reservations, some of his facts did check out. The Saqqara glider, for instance, well-known to Egyptologists, is on display at the Cairo Museum.

  ‘I’m quite famous in my own little way’ he said, ‘everyone knows me in Brentwood. Some people think I’m a crank but I’m not half as cranky as the lunatic who’s been calling me with death threats.’

  Mr Deiches tugged a tattered folder from an upper shelf and rifled through it. Then he handed me a photocopy. The piece, from a 1934 edition of the New York Times, was headed ‘Aztec Gliders Flew in Mexico’. I ran my eyes over the article. It reported that an obscure Polish archaeologist, Professor M J Tenenbaum, was claiming he’d found stone etchings of Aztec gliders, which they had called crirs. Not unlike King Solomon’s fleet of aircraft (known as rasheds) the crirs had been made of stork feathers. Tenenbaum, the clipping went on, said that the primitive craft had been mentioned in Friar Clausijiro’s 18th century book History of Mexico, where it said the Aztecs

  ‘could fly like birds’. The similarity with the Frenchman’s quote about the Incas caught my attention.

  Had ancient American cultures managed to construct a crude form of hang-glider? Surely it wasn’t so impossible for a mountain people to have designed a basic flying canopy? I wondered why such an obvious question was ranked as being on the lunatic fringe. Looking over at Deiches, his face pressed into the tattered file, I began to remember why. But even so, I found it strange that no mainstream scientists had considered the idea of gliding in ancient times.

  ‘I know how they made flying carpets,’ winced Deiches, eager to regain his audience.

  ‘How?’

  ‘The designs of Persian carpets … they hold the secret blueprints,’ he lisped. ‘Decode the patterns, and you can make a carpet fly.’

  Deiches smiled the smile of a man who had solved this, and many other riddles.

  ‘Your Incas flew all right,’ he said. ‘How d’you think they built the gigantic lines in Peru’s Nazca Desert? Beware of the crackpots - like the ones who say the symbols were landing strips for aliens. That’s nonsense! They were no such thing … they were landing strips for gliders, Incan gliders.’

  With a deep sigh, I looked over at William Isadore Deiches, as he bobbed back and forth in his chair. Condemning him as a psychopath would have been too easy. Most of his expertise was beyond me, but he was the one man prepared to accept the idea of American flight in ancient times.

  I drained my tea and thanked Mr Deiches for his time.

  ‘You can’t go yet,’ he said. ‘I’ve got to show you this…’

  The retired cash register repairman, turned aviation specialist, ripped a fragment of paper from his file. He passed it over. My head jerked back as I focused on the sketch. It depicted a glowering figure with outstretched wings, taloned feet, and a crown covering his scalp. Writhing sea-snakes and trophy heads decorated the motif, which was labelled at the bottom. The label read ‘Peruvian Birdman’.

  Deiches squinted, and wiped his nose with a grubby handkerchief.

  ‘Thought you’d like it,’ he said.

  ‘Is it an Inca? Is there a link between the Birdmen and trophy heads?’

  ‘I’m not going to give you all the answers,’ he riposted. ‘If you’re so keen, why don’t you go and do your own research?’

  ‘Where would I go?’ I asked. ‘I’ve already been to the British Library and the Aeronautical Society.’

  Deiches wasn’t impressed.

  ‘You can’t do research sitting here in England,’ he said. ‘But what would I look for?’

  The flying carpet expert took another gulp of his tea. ‘You have to look for the Birdmen, of course.’

  *

  A few days after my encounter with Deiches, I took the train down to Purley to visit Sir Wilfred Thesiger, who was living in a residential home nearby. I would always try to meet the veteran explorer before setting off on a journey. He is a master when it comes to advice on planning an expedition.

  While on the train, I scribbled what I knew on the back of an envelope: (i) Feather dipped in blood. (2) Spanish monk who may have thought the Incas could fly (3) Many references to flight in ancient times. (4) Mystery of the Nazca Lines in Peru. (5) Picture of Birdman, decorated with trophy heads. It wasn’t much to go on but, as I stared at the notes, I felt a surge of adrenaline. The puzzle was without doubt cryptic, but I was sure there was a trail leading to an answer, a trail leading to a journey.

  The late-Georgian building, set in acres of lush grounds, was a far cry from Kenya’s Samburuland, where I had first met Thesiger a decade earlier. Even though in his ninetieth year, Sir Wilfred was still hard as nails, bursting with strength. Bounding up the stairs to the second floor, he led the way to his room. Knick-knacks from Africa and Arabia were dotted about: a curved jambiyah dagger from Yemen, an Abyssinian talisman, a Zulu shield and assagai.

  ‘So, tell me,’ Thesiger said, once installed in his favourite chair, ‘where are you off to?’

  ‘I’ve decided to go to Peru.’

  ‘Never been to the Americas myself,’ he replied. ‘Peru … was that the Aztecs?’ 

  ‘Incas.’

  ‘Ah, yes, the Incas,’ said Thesiger, staring into space, ‘and what’s taking you down there?’

  Previous discussions with the great explorer had established his aversion to air travel. Most of his journeys had begun with a sea voyage. So it was with unease that I mentioned my interest in Incan gliders.

  I've heard that the Incas could fly’ I said casually.

  Thesiger drew in a sharp breath.

  ‘Aeroplanes! Can’t stand the things’ he said. That infernal combustion engine.’

  ‘A don’t think they were actual planes with engines’ I said weakly, ‘probably more like gliders.’ Sir Wilfred cocked his head back.

  ‘You’re going to need some good equipment’ he replied. ‘What’re you taking?’

  Until that moment, sitting as I was in Sir Wilfred’s study, I hadn’t given much thought to the technicalities of the trip. A trailblazer of the old school, Thesiger judged expeditions on the quality and amount of equipment taken along. He was a man who’d never been hampered by the stringent luggage restrictions of modern air travel.

  ‘I’ll be taking all the usual stuff’ I said, motioning sideways with my arms.

  Thesiger scratched his cheek. He was waiting for an inventory.

  ‘Ropes’ I mumbled, ‘lots of rope … and some mosquito repellent, a good water-bottle, and of course some tins of corned beef.’

  ‘Rations … very important’ wheezed Sir Wilfred. ‘But what about transport once you’re there?’

  In line with his dislike of aircraft, I was aware of Thesiger’s hatred of all motor vehicles. Stretching in my chair, I announced: ‘Llamas, I’ll be using llamas.’

  ‘Ah’ he said, slapping his hands together with relish, ‘animal transport. Can’t beat it. Never used llamas myself.’

  They’re basically camels’ I said knowledgeably, ‘just with smaller humps.’

  ‘A camel could take you to the ends of the Earth’ he replied dreamily. As someone who had twice crossed Rub’ al-Khali, the Empty Quarter of the Arabian Desert, barefoot, Thesiger was a man who knew his camels.

  Satisfied with my transport arrangements, he swivelled in his chair. Another pressing question was concerning him.

  ‘What if the rations run out, and you’re starving?’ he asked darkly.

  My eyes widened at the thought.

  Sir Wilfred leaned forward, the shadow of his towering frame looming over me like a storm-cloud.

  ‘You may have to turn the transport into food’ he said.

  *

  A large-scale map of Peru was unfurled at Extreme Journey Supplies, a trekking shop in north London. The salesman cast an eye across it and shook his head. ‘Peru’ he said with loathing, ‘it’s a hard one.’

  ‘Hard?'

  ‘There’s mountains’ he mumbled, running a thumbnail down the Andes. ‘Then you got desert over ‘ere, jungles down ‘ere, and coastline … lots of coastline.’

  ‘Diverse little country, isn’t it?’ I said.

  ‘Gonna cost ‘ya’ he replied, fishing a check-list from a draw. ‘What d’you want first?’ ‘I think I’d better start with a knife.’ ‘What sorta knife?’

  ‘I’m going to need one with a sharp blade.’ 

  ‘How sharp?’

  ‘Sharp enough to skin a llama,’ I said.

  An hour later I found myself inspecting a mass of gear. The shop’s manager had come to attend to me himself. A major journey called for the best equipment money could buy. I surveyed my purchases and grinned, Thesiger would be proud. Like him, I was becoming preoccupied by inventories.

  Realising that I was every salesman’s dream customer, the manager went over the check-list. A team of assistants scrambled to pack the gear into bags.

  ‘Water purifying pump, Force Ten high altitude tent’ he began in a baritone voice, ‘Omega Synergy sleeping bag, mosquito net, two litres of Deet, jungle hammock, trekking pole with built-in compass, thermometer, signalling mirror and distress whistle, titanium Primus stove with extra fuel, six carabiners, two hundred feet of caving rope, a four-cell Maglite, self-inflating mattress, wire saw, hypothermia blanket, folding spade with combined entrenching tool, fire-lighting flint, lightweight mess tin, more rope, emergency surgery unit with brain drip, mentholated foot powder, ergonomie water bottle with in-built drinking straw, and twenty-two family-sized sachets of Lancashire Hot Pot’ ‘What about the knife?’

  The manager tapped the sheet with the end of his pen.

  ‘And last but not least’ he declared grandly, ‘a sixteen-inch, nickel-coated Alaskan moose knife, with a blade sharp enough to …’ the manager paused to look at me. ‘Sharp enough to skin a llama’ he said.
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  Inca Trail Warriors

  It was well below freezing as I stumbled out of my tent into the blackness, a torch in one hand, a soggy roll of loo paper in the other. With the night to cloak me, I went in search of a patch of field in which to purge my faltering digestive tract. Within a week I’d ripened from headstrong adventurer with a quest, to incontinent wreck.

  I had arrived in Lima with the intention of picking up the trail to the elusive Birdmen, whoever they might be. I had no idea where the path might lead, or the hazards which might line its route. My modus operandi was to forge ahead, quizzing anyone and everyone for scraps of information. Looking back, I can only marvel that I embarked on such a long journey with so little in the way of concrete data. But, in hindsight, this lack of research may have been my greatest asset.

  Weighted down instead with equipment, I made a beeline to the ancient city of Cusco. From there I signed up for the Inca Trail, the trek across the mountains to Machu Picchu. The Incas’ most sacred city seemed the obvious place to pick up the trail in search for the Birdmen of Peru.

  The four-day hike was described by my guide-book as ‘ten times harsher than Everest’. Waving it off as no more than a piffling stroll, I had thrust my trekking pole into the dirt. A man with as much gear as me, I mused, was surely unstoppable.

  Since my rendezvous with Deiches, I’d read what little I could find regarding flight in antiquarian times. The line between myth and fact was clouded in uncertainty. Cold hard facts were few and far between. I scrutinised the more reputable ancient texts, hunting for clues.

  I read of a man named Ki-Kung-Shi who supposedly built a chariot with wings in the reign of Chinese Emperor Ch’eng T’ang, eighteen centuries before the birth of Christ. The chariot looked rather like a paddle steamer. Another source recorded that two thousand years ago, in the Chinese kingdom of Ki-Kuang, (its people, supposedly, had one arm and three eyes each) flying machines were common. And, in Ancient Greece, Archytas of Tarentum, a friend of Plato, had constructed a wooden dove. When it flew it became one of the wonders of the ancient world.

  Dig deep in folklore and you start unearthing examples of primitive flight. Most test the boundaries of belief. Danish legends tell of flying sun chariots over Trundholm two millennia ago; the Indian epics Ramayana and Mahabharata contain references to flight - the most famous being the zeppelin-like Vimana aircraft. Zimbabwe had ‘towers of the flight’; the Maoris had a tradition of flying-men, as did the English, beginning with King Bladud.

  For some reason the notion of Incan flight shone more brightly for me than all the rest. Perhaps because the empire of the Incas rose at a time when a few scientists and free-thinkers in Europe were working on the idea of flight. Roger Bacon, Leonardo Da Vinci and others, gave serious thought to the problem of sustaining a man’s weight in air. But they were lampooned for using hammers and nails rather than magic, alchemy, and other accepted tools of the time.

  *

  On the third night on the Inca Trail, after a suspect bowl of stewed cuy, which we know as guinea pig, I asked the guide, Patricia, if she had heard whether the Incas flew. A sensitive woman with deep-set eyes and an infectious smile, she’d laughed at my question. Only when I declared that I wasn’t joking, did she become more serious. Like many Peruvians I quizzed, she was capable of extraordinary perception in esoteric matters. And, as with many others, she had a nugget of information to pass on.

  ‘When my grandfather was a young man in Urubamba,’ she said, stirring her guinea pig goulash to cool it, ‘he was walking in the woods near his home. At the foot of a tall tree he came across a young condor. Its wing had been broken. Taking pity on it, my grandfather gave the bird a little meat. He took it home, where he cared for it through the winter. After many weeks, when it had recovered, he let it go free.’

  Patricia slurped her stew and stared into the camp-fire.

  'From that day on he had wild, vivid dreams’ she said. ‘He dreamt he was an Inca flying, gliding through the empty sky … he dreamt he was part condor, part man, a man from ancient times’

  *

  By the time I had struggled back to my tent from the lavatory field, Patricia was ready to leave. It was just before three a.m. She supervised the porters, two of whom had been assigned to haul my luggage across the passes to Machu Picchu.

  Laden down with non-essential knick-knacks, I limped forward on bleeding feet. I cursed myself for giving in to the salesman’s tempting merchandise; and I damned Deiches. If it hadn’t been for him, I would have been tucked up at home dreaming of adventure. The porters scuttled ahead under the weight of survival gear, their sandals biting into the granite-paved path. All around us the jungle slept.

  Patricia told me to keep a look out for Cuscomys ashaninka, a new genus of mammal, the size of a domestic cat, which had been discovered in the hills for the first time a few days before. But I was in no mood for nature. I inched forward through the darkness, my hand on Patricia’s shoulder, like a gas victim from a forgotten war.

  Four hours later the undergrowth appeared to know that dawn was near. The food chain had woken and was hungry. After breakfasting, one creature would become an early meal for another with wider jaws. A thousand birds nudged about in the foliage, restless to take flight. Each nest sheltered a clutch of mouths waiting to be fed. Darkness lifted by gradual degrees, although there was still no real light. At last the first shades of cypress and olive green came to life.

  The track had levelled out, and was now clearly visible. I responded by moving faster, bounding across the neatly-fitting flagstones. A thermometer, distress whistle, and signalling mirror clattered from my jacket, like tools hanging from an astronaut’s suit.

  Turning a sharp bend, I was struck dumb by the view. Stretching out ahead was a valley. At its centre lay the ruins of a city. The valley was like none other I have ever witnessed, just as the city itself has no equal. The colours, the shadows and the sense of secrecy, were bewitching.

  I rested there at Intipunku, the Gate of the Sun, before starting the short walk down into the ruins. The air, which had shed its nocturnal blanket, smelled of fennel, although I could not see that aromatic herb growing among the smooth-edged granite stones. As I descended, the first fragment of dawn rose out over the dark peaks, giving them colour. No more than a glow of light at first but, as the moments passed, the glow transformed into a bolt of gold. I watched transfixed and, as I did so, it struck the ancient ruins of Machu Picchu.

  The Spanish ravaged the Incan kingdom, stripping away its riches. But they missed this, the greatest jewel of all. Before walking the Inca Trail I had wondered how the sacred city could have eluded the Conquistadors. Far too steep for their horses, the trail - supposedly the original route of pilgrimage - appears to lead nowhere. Only after four days of hiking across mountain passes, do you reach the city itself. The elusive path had kept the Incas’ secret safe.

  Current thinking says that Machu Picchu was probably deserted before the Conquistadors arrived. Some experts say it was abandoned after a plague,- others that the religious centre may have moved elsewhere.

  The American scholar Hiram Bingham is credited with rediscovering Machu Picchu. Leading a Yale University team to the site in July 1911, he claimed to have found the Incan stronghold of Vilcabamba. A historian rather than an archaeologist, Bingham knew how to put together an expedition and his team was remarkably well-equipped. When I read his book Inca Land, I wondered if he’d visited the same mountaineering shop as me. The inventory of his equipment suggested that superior salesmen had been at work.

  Bingham’s gear included: a mummery tent with pegs and poles, a hypsometer, a mountain-mercurial barometer, two Watkins aneroid barometers, a pair of Zeiss glasses, two 3A Kodak camera, six films, a sling psychrometer, a prismatic compass and clinometer, a Stanley pocket level, an eighty-foot red-strand mountain rope, three ice axes, a seven-foot flagpole with an American flag and a Yale University flag, four Silver’s self-heating cans of Irish Stew, a cake of chocolate, eight hardtack biscuits, as well as raisins, sugar cubes and mock-turtle soup.

  Gazing down across the valley, it was hard to imagine that until Bingham’s arrival Machu Picchu was lost in jungle. The canopy of trees which had hidden and protected the sacred city for centuries has long since been hacked down. Modern times have brought mod cons in abundance, paving the way for the tourist bandwagon. The most notable additions were an exclusive hotel and the railway, which runs from the nearby town of Aguas Calientes down to Cusco. Each year brings newer and more costly comforts. The latest idea is to build a cable-car which will ferry even more tourists up to the sacred city from the valley floor.

  But for two hours each morning, Machu Picchu belongs to the weary, stomach-clutching legion of Inca Trail warriors. The ruins are deserted and lie silent. For those who have staggered over the passes, the reward is like slipping into Disneyland before the gates open. You have a chance to breathe deeply, to soak up the textures, and to absorb the lack of human sound. But then, on the dot of nine, as if some invisible gong has been struck, the first of a thousand tourist coaches winds its way up the hairpin bends to Machu Picchu. Within moments, the turnstiles are spinning, the flush toilets are churning, and soft drinks fizzing, as the seething mass of Banana Republic explorers descends.

  Tour groups, speaking every language in the world, criss-cross the place like spiders weaving a giant web. Stubbing out their duty-free cigarettes underfoot, rubbing sun-cream into their wrinkles, troupe after troupe of khaki-clothed tourists hustles forward, desperate to get their money’s worth in this, the greatest archaeological theme park on earth.

  *

  On the western edge of Machu Picchu, we came across a group of seven East Europeans, clustered around a curiously-shaped granite block. The tourists, dressed in matching lilac robes, were barefoot, except for one woman who was wearing purple moonboots. They were chanting some kind of invocation. Patricia frowned, then shook her head woefully.

  They are always doing this’ she said.

  ‘Who?’

  Those purple people. They come from Poland and think they are Incas. They come to take power from the Intihuatana, the Sacred Stone’

  We watched as the Poles, their palms pressed against the granite surface and their eyes tightly closed, sapped the rock’s energy. ‘What’s so sacred about that stone?’

  ‘The Incas used to tie the sun to it’ said Patricia. ‘It proved their power over nature. When the Spanish found those special stones, they broke them up. I wish this one could be broken’ she said, her voice rasping with anger, ‘then maybe the Polish people would go away’

  Soon after, Patricia’s wish was granted. The sacred stone was crushed to bits during the filming of a beer commercial.

  Without wasting time Patricia led me from the holy rock, down through the terraced ruins, pointing out the principal buildings along the way.

  Since Bingham, every generation has dreamed up new theories to explain the ruined city. Experts have claimed it was a fortress, a private hacienda, a nunnery, centre of learning or religion, even an observatory.

  ‘Look at this place’ Patricia said, sweeping her arm in an arc over a bluff of rocks, ‘this is called the Temple of the Condor.’ I entered the shrine.

  ‘To me it does look like a temple dedicated to birds’ said Patricia. ‘See here, how the wings of the condor are represented by the rock. And here, how the image of a condor has been carved from a piece of granite.’

  The guide wiped her neck with her hand. ‘But has it got anything to do with birds at all?’ ‘What do you mean?’

  ‘Bingham thought it was the prison, where convicts were chained up or killed’ she said. ‘Others have said it’s a princess’s tomb, a kitchen, or a place where maize was stored.’

  I stepped out of the way as a river of retired Israelis flooded in. Before we knew it they were upon us. We held our ground. The Israeli leader, waving a pink flag - embroidered with the legend Moses Basket Tours - was a force to be reckoned with. He spewed out a couple of lines about the temple, clapped his hands signalling for photography to begin; glared at the Bengalis; clapped again, and led the way to the Temple of the Rainbow.

  Every three minutes another wave of white-skinned, blue-rinsed retirees splashed in, and swirled around us. Between the waves, I made a hurried inspection of the sanctuary. The form of the condor was blatantly obvious, lying outstretched on the floor, its wings writhing behind, and its beak lurching ahead. This was no prison block or princess’s tomb, but quite obviously a shrine dedicated to flight.

  Patricia pointed out the groove in the bird’s ruff, where sacrificial llama blood might once have run. A rush of energy gripped me as the next swell of Israelis surged into the cove. Surely this, the Temple of the Condor, was connected to the Birdmen?

  Patricia noticed my particular interest in this shrine.

  ‘Why are you so interested in birds?’ she asked, scrunching her cheeks into a smile.

  ‘I have heard that the Incas glided over the jungles,’ I said.

  ‘They may have done so,’ Patricia said. ‘But you don’t understand.’

  ‘Understand, what?’

  ‘You are thinking of the flight itself, which is meaningless’ she said. ‘And, you’re missing the real question.’

  I paused, as another wave of tourists hurled themselves into the temple. A moment later they were gone.

  ‘What is the real meaning, the real question?’

  Patricia ran her fingers across the stylised stone wing of the condor.

  ‘Whether the Incas flew or not is irrelevant’ she said. ‘Instead, you must ask why they wanted to fly.’

  Reflecting on Patricia’s words, I recalled that, on a trip to Mexico, I had once come across a fiesta in the small Yucatan town of Ticul. The highlight of the festival was a ceremony, called Volador. It’s said to have been started by the Aztecs. Three men, guised as birds, with papier-maché beaks and feathered robes, leapt off a miniature platform at the top of a towering pole. Each had a cord tied to his ankles, which had been wound around the pole. As the men vaulted from the platform, they swung round and round, unwinding as they flew.

  A Mexican friend told me that Volador represented freedom, and the devotion of man to God. For years I had puzzled over this. But it helped me to understand why the Incas might have wanted to fly. It wasn’t about getting from A to B. It was about something far more fundamental, far more spectacular.

  The Incas could have had no need to use flight as a means of transport. Such a thing would surely have trivialised what they considered to be a sacred medium. Yet they must have had good reason for yearning to glide, to soar free in the air. Perhaps, like the condor, the Incan Birdmen were messengers to the Gods.

  Two hours later I was perched up on the summit of Huayna Picchu, the sugar loaf peak which overlooks the ancient city. The climb is strenuous, especially when you have a bout of the runs. Crawling on my hands and knees up the sheer faces of stone, I began to wish that Pd stayed with Patricia. I had left her in the café down below, with a plate of roasted guinea pig.

  Staring out across the valley, down to the Urubamba River, was invigorating beyond words. The light was now a syrupy yellow, bright yet not harsh. A chill wind ripped through my hair, whistling between the crags. I yelled at the top of my voice. But no one heard me. Then, like a cat stuck in a tree, I peeped down at the ruins. The lack of safety devices was unnerving, but at the same time exhilarating. One slip of the heel and Huayna Picchu would have embraced another victim.

  The rush of the wind was telling me to thrust away from the rock and jump. ‘You will fly! You will fly!’ it called. ‘But I have no wings. It’ll be suicide.’

  ‘Make a canopy,’ urged the wind. ‘With a sail streaming above you, you’ll glide down to Earth.’

  I closed my eyes and sensed the current of air on my face. Then I breathed in deeply.

  ‘Trust me, and I will protect you … I will hold you as you fly’

  I opened my eyes a crack, and began to understand the significance of Machu Picchu. Stretching out in symmetrical flanks, on east and west, the ruins were arranged as wings. Once I saw them, I couldn’t get them out of my mind. They gleamed up at me, glinting in the yellow light.

  Machu Picchu was laid out in the shape of a condor.

  I would have slithered my way back down to the café much sooner. But a refined-looking Peruvian man was watching me.

  ‘It’s a condor!’ I shouted. ‘Machu Picchu’s a gigantic condor!’

  The man was dressed in a sheepskin jacket, with the flaps of a woollen hat pulled down snugly over his ears. His nose was streaming, and his cheeks were scarlet. In his hands was a tin, and in it were coca leaves.

  ‘The condor is the messenger,’ he said in English, offering me some of the leaves. ‘Whose messenger?’

  Resting the tin on his knee, the man washed his hands over his face.

  The condor links us to heaven’ he said. ‘Just as it did the Incas. It is the bridge, the bridge between man and God.’ ‘Could the Incas glide like condors?’ The man twisted the corners of his mouth into a smile. ‘We can all fly’ he said. ‘All of us?’ The man nodded. ‘Si, all of us.’

  He paused, to regard me sideways on.

  ‘Todos tenemos alas, we all have wings,’ he said, ‘but we have forgotten how to use them.’


  4

  Cusco

  Long ago, when the Incan empire was no more than a twinkle in the Creator’s eye, the land was dim and untamed. Manco Capac, the son of the sun, and Mama Ocllo, the moon’s daughter, set off to dispel the darkness. Emerging from the still waters of Lake Titicaca, the couple roamed the Andean wilderness in search of a place in which to construct a great capital. When they arrived where Cusco now stands, Manco Capac thrust his staff into the soil to test its fertility. The rod sank deep, verifying the land’s richness. So he told Mama Ocllo to bury a magic pip in the earth. From that seed, Cusco grew…

  Some say the city was built in the shape of a puma, others that it was designed to match the harmony of the Milky Way. As with Machu Picchu, we may never know the real secrets of its past. The Conquistadors reported to Madrid that they had set eyes on the most magnificent treasure in the New World. They were not speaking of the fine buildings, but of the gold which lay within them.

  Every ounce of that intoxicating metal was turned into ingots for the voyage back to Spain. Sacrificial urns, idols and plates, crowns, exquisite brooches, buckles, and tumi, sacrificial daggers, were melted down and shipped away. Ironically, Peru has once again become the centre of a world gold rush. Multinationals have flooded in, hiring local labourers for a pittance, in the dangerous business of extracting the ore. Hundreds of mines have sprouted up across the Peruvian Andes. But little has changed in the five hundred years since the first Conquistadors arrived in search of El Dorado. The gold mines are still being worked by garimpeiros, local miners, for foreign masters, their precious bounty being shipped abroad as before.

  Recently scholars have begun to realise that, while popular with the Incas, gold was never given pride of place. The Incas regarded textiles as far more important. When they first arrived in Peru, the Spanish were presented by the Incas with spans of lavish llama-fibre cloth. Considering the gesture to be nothing short of raillery, the Spaniards began a full-scale invasion, fuelled by insatiable greed.

  After carving their way across Peru, the Conquistadors found themselves face to face with the Inca, Atahualpa. Covered by sheets of gold, and robed in blue livery, he was borne forward on a litter carried by eighty men. The young Emperor’s head was weighted down by a golden crown; a collar of enormous emeralds choked his neck; his face was shrouded by a long fringe of wool, his ears hidden by disks of virgin gold.

  Atahualpa was wrenched from the litter and thrown into a cell, and the slaughter went on. Like his people, he couldn’t understand the conquerors’ fixation. The Incas assumed the Spanish either ate gold or used it in some bizarre medicinal preparation. According to the popular tale, Atahualpa marked a line high on his cell’s wall, offering to fill the room to that mark with gold in exchange for his freedom. The chamber, eighty-eight cubic meters in size, would be filled once with gold, and twice with silver.

  The entire empire was mobilised to ferry llama-loads of gold from all corners of the realm. While his people sacrificed their assets to free their sovereign, Atahualpa remained locked up. The prison guards were said to be amazed by the richness of his costume, which included macaw-feathered robes, and an unusual bat-hair cape.

  At last almost six thousand kilos of gold and twice that of silver were accumulated and handed over. The Inca braced himself for freedom, but the Spanish general, Francisco Pizzaro, had other ideas. Perhaps sensing an Incan uprising, Pizzaro accused Atahualpa of treason, the penalty of which was to be burned at the stake. The sentence was later changed to strangulation. When he was garrotted outside his prison cell in Cajamarca, many of the Inca’s wives and sisters were said to have hanged themselves so as to accompany his spirit into the afterlife.

  *

  Plaza de Armas, Cusco’s central square, was once the point at which over twenty-five thousand miles of Incan roads converged. Before the arrival of the Conquistadors, it was known as Tahuantinsuyu, The Four Quarters of the Earth, and was laid with soil from the distant reaches of the empire. It has borne witness to battles, executions, mutinies and plagues, to great banquets, coronations and sacrificial rites. These days, virtually every central plaza in Peru is known as Plaza de Armas, in honour of those who died in the 1879 war with Chile.

  From the moment I set eyes on that great square, something stirred inside me. Along with the incessant stream of travellers, I realised at once that Cusco was different. Like them, I stopped dead in my tracks, put a hand to my mouth, and held my breath. It was as if I had been let into an extraordinary secret.

  Long shadows of the winter afternoon veiled the maze of terracotta-roofs. Cobbled passageways with sheer stone sides led off to the east and the west. Arched doorways hinted at the courtyards which lay behind. Whitewashed walls trimmed in bougainvillaea dazzled me as I explored the back-streets of what must be the most enchanting city on the Latin continent.

  At almost eleven thousand feet, the vanilla-scented air was frosty with cold. A gang of street-vendors bustled forward, wrapped up in their winter woollies, tilted bowlers pulled down tight. Every Cusqueñian seemed to be clutching a shallow basket of goods,- hand-woven Alpaca gloves, ponchos and raspy woollen socks; quenas, panpipes, under-ripe lemons, jars of honey and Inca brand cigarettes. For every tray of merchandise there were ten newly-arrived tourists with a little money to spend.

  Cusco is a city of bargains. The South American equivalent of Kathmandu, it’s saturated with impoverished adventurers who refuse to leave. Like me, they know that such precious destinations are hard to come by. Stroll down narrow alleys off the main square, and you find rows of shops, selling the effects of the desperate. Half-empty bottles of pink Pepto Bismol, goose-down sleeping bags, waterproof matches, limp loo paper and tubs of Nivea sun-cream.

  It was at the back of one such shop, which doubled as a café, beneath a rousing portrait of Ché Guevara, that I met Sven.

  He watched me carefully as I poked about in a display barrel of pawned accessories. I examined the blade of an Opinel pocket-knife, checked the sell-by-date on a slab of Kendal mint cake, flicked through a dog-eared, damaged copy of West with the Night.

  ‘Do you play chess?’ he asked with a lisp.

  ‘Badly’

  Before I could stop him, the hunched figure had pulled a board and pieces from his grubby satchel and laid them out. Male pattern baldness had robbed his head of hair, except for a long tuft at the front. His complexion was fair, his eyes an imperial blue, and his forehead was severed by lines. A much-darned grey pullover rolled up to his chin like an orthopaedic neck-brace.

  He thrust out a square hand.

  ‘Sven,’ he said, ‘from Bratislava.’

  I took a seat in the window alcove, adjacent.

  ‘What shall we play for?’ he asked.

  ‘I have no chance of winning, I’m hopeless at chess.’

  He pulled a yellow Sony Walkman from his satchel and placed it beside the board.

  ‘You can have it if you win,’ he said.

  My eyes widened with greed.

  ‘What happens if I lose?’

  Sven stretched over and tugged at my scarf.

  ‘Wool?’

  ‘Alpaca’, I replied.

  The game lasted six moves. As my king fell on his sword, the Slovak reached over, unwound my scarf, and twirled it around his own neck.

  ‘It’s quite nice,’ he said.

  ‘I should hope so, it was a birthday present from my mother. Sven swept back the tuft of liquorice hair.

  ‘I have the advantage’ he said softly. ‘I assume you’ve never been banged up in a Slovak prison.’

  The chess-player wouldn’t say why he had done seven years in a high-security jail. But he did reveal, over a cup of coca de maté, that his friends called him Walkman. He was walking around the world in the name of peace and poetry.

  ‘The countries which pass beneath my feet’ he mumbled, staring out the window. ‘They are the future. Forget Europe, it’s finished’

  ‘Which is your favourite place?’

  The Slovak bent down to loosen his bootlaces.

  ‘How can a father choose between his children?’ he asked. ‘Macedonia was rough like the surface of the moon,- Jordan was tender as a baby’s cry,- Egypt smelled of jasmine, and the Sudan …’ Sven paused to sip his maté. The Sudan,’ he said, ‘was silent as a prophet’s grave.’

  *

  Round the corner from the pawn-shop, Senor Pedro Valentine was holding up a pair of my underpants, stretched out between his arthritic thumbs. Indicating the superior quality of the cloth, to a shop full of female customers, he pouted like a Milanese gigolo.

  ‘That’s the finest cotton I’ve seen in thirty years of laundering,’ he said. ‘I bet they hold your merchandise just right.’

  Half a dozen crones cackled. I confirmed that the underpants had served me well, especially during the hazardous days on the Inca Trail.

  Once the elderly women had left, Senor Valentine made me a business proposition. He said that if, on my return, I exported him a container of English underpants he’d sell them in Cusco. He could muster a sales force of schoolboys. We’d be sure to make a fortune. The men of Cusco, he said, were sick to the back teeth of abrasive local underwear.

  Senor Valentine handed me a stack of laundered clothes. Then he picked out a pair of barberry-red knickers and pressed them to his nostrils as if they were a rose.

  ‘Huele, have a sniff’ he said conspiratorially, ‘a German girl just brought them in, she was muy bonita, very pretty.’

  The old launderer jiggled his hands over his chest suggesting large cleavage.

  ‘My wife shouts at me’ he said, ‘she asks why we don’t have a tourist shop like everyone else. She may be angry, but every man in Cusco is jealous of Pedro Valentine. After all’ he continued, ‘who else can sniff the fragrance of fresh knickers all day long?’

  *

  Night falls fast in the Andes, and with it comes bitter cold. A boy of five or six waylaid me as I ascended the cobblestone slope towards my hotel, in Plaza Nazarene. His nose was running, his hair matted with dirt, and his cheeks the colour of oxblood; their capillaries ruptured by the daily cycle of fire and frost. He tugged at my trouser-leg, bringing me to a halt. Breaking into a tap-dance, he displayed a box of battered postcards. As I scanned them one by one, the boy advertised the extra-low price, one sol for ten. Cusco’s tourist shops peddle a fine selection of cards, all of them promoting the beauties of Peru. But the young salesman’s were from a different stock.

  The cards portrayed a lesser-known side of the nation. The first six showed an assortment of hideous mummified bodies. The next was of an Andean medicinal stall, replete with llama-foetuses; then there were a series of ferocious-looking men in ponchos, balancing guinea pigs on their heads. But it was the last card which gripped me. It was a highlight from a textile. I looked at the image closely. It showed a crazed sub-human figure, with a leering expression, claws, crude wings, and a string of decapitated heads running down its back. The picture resembled the one Deiches had shown me. Its caption read Alado hombre del Paracas: the Birdman of Paracas.

  I slipped the child a handful of coins and put the cards in my jacket pocket. This last might be the clue I’d been waiting for, for the trail to the Birdmen was growing cold. But for now it was time to rest.

  *

  Sven had had a productive morning. Piled high on an empty café chair were an assortment of his winnings. A bottle of Jack Daniel’s, a green mohair sweater, six paperbacks, two Frisbees, a canvas rucksack, and a cluster of juggling balls. His expensive Walkman was positioned prominently beside the chessboard - like an unobtainable prize at a fairground stall.

  ‘What about a cup of coffee for a poor Slovak?’

  Sven had made an art form out of attracting charity. He considered himself to be above using money. The Queen, the Pope and he had one thing in common - none of them carried cash.

  I pulled out the postcards I had bought the night before.

  ‘Wonderful,’ he said, ‘mummies and dried llama foetuses.’

  ‘What about this one?’ I pointed to the Birdman.

  Alado hombre del Paracas’ he read, rubbing the tip of his nose with a bishop. ‘Mummified bodies are one thing,’ he replied, ‘but never make light of the winged-men.’

  ‘Who are they?’

  The Slovak glanced through me with his gaze. ‘Look at that picture,’ he said. ‘What do you see?’ I studied the image: ‘A wild creature, half-man, half-bird, adorned with severed heads.’

  Is that really what you see?’ asked the Slovak. Look again. Look beyond the obvious’

  Again, I scrutinised the figure, taking in its wide psychotic eyes, its spewing tongue, the individual stitches of embroidery.

  They flew’ I said under my breath. ‘I'm sure of it….’

  Sven splayed his fingers on the table like the legs of a starfish.

  They glided, they soared’ he said, like flying squirrels’

  ‘Were the Incas the first to make a gliding wing?’

  ‘We have a saying in Bratislava’ he said: ‘The wings of an eagle are the arms of a man.’ The Slovak twisted his fingers faster and faster until they blurred. ‘If you believe they flew, then they did.’

  At that moment a tall, spindly woman entered the café. A mane of jet-black hair peaked into a crest above her forehead, before cascading down her back. Silver hoops dangled from her ears, reflecting the light as she walked.

  As soon as Sven spotted her, he covered his face with his hand and let out a groan.

  ‘Who’s she?’

  ‘It’s Ariadne,’ he said.

  On his journey through Eastern Europe, across Africa and the New World, the Walkman had encountered all kinds of obstacles. In Cairo he had been accused of dousing a shopkeeper with petrol and setting him alight. Outside Maputo, in Mozambique, he’d been attacked by a pack of wild dogs and in the back-streets of Santiago he had been accosted by a glue-sniffer with a razorblade. Yet, no scourge, it seemed, had been as great as Ariadne.

  ‘God knows why she fell for me’ he said as she sidled over. ‘She’s followed me for close to a thousand miles. I don’t know how to get rid of her.’
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