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Journey from a land-locked country: how the Viracocha reached the ocean.




Prologue

Can I Borrow Your Safety Harness?
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I woke in the darkness, groggy yet anxious, to a sound I couldn’t place. The usual cacophony of the bamboo cabin, flexing and creaking like a rabble of ancient rocking chairs, had ceased. Instead came a kind of muffled roaring.

Holding back a swill of fear, I groped for the few familiar reference points: the rounded bamboo roof beams; my spectacles hanging from a string; my life-jacket used as a pillow; my harness at the end of my bunk. Good: all there. It was 1.30 a.m. I lay there feeling the shift of my body against the safety rope, waiting to remember.

The noise was constant like radio static, yet swelling too, all around me, as if I were inside it. Familiar yet . . .

Something snatched at the canvas flap of the cabin door, flung it wetly open.

Rain. Torrential rain. A wall of rain so dense that the head which appeared, sleek and seal-like in the magnesium glare of a hurricane lamp, seemed to be suspended behind the glazed panel of an aquarium.

‘Everybody up! We have an emergency!’ shouted Phil, spitting raindrops into the cabin. Our captain sounded different, his voice stretched tauter than usual. At the other end of the cabin, Marco’s buzz-saw snoring had conspicuously ceased. None of us spoke as we pulled on waterproofs. Was this . . . it? I wriggled into my harness, checked its built-in strobe rescue light, fastened my life-jacket, and stepped outside.

The Viracocha was a mess. Both her sails were blown taut against the wrong side of the masts, hollowed out and hugging the shrouds and spars like skin across the ribs of a carcass. We were sliding sideways before the wind, two wooden leeboards hanging splintered in the water at a strange angle. The bundled reed hull rode the swell uncertainly, and the windward foot of the A-shaped foremast was lifting six inches from its rope binding at every wave. A strong gust might topple it.

‘The wind just changed again,’ shouted Phil, straining vainly on a rope pulled tight as a crowbar. ‘We need to haul the sails round the mast or pull them down completely before it gets any worse.’

Peering out into the darkness I could make out only the glittering curtains of falling rain, the outer circumference of the pool of light around our hurricane lamp. The wind had swung round to a northeasterly, the waves fractious, confused, jostling up against each other, occasionally spraying upwards over the plump gunwales. Even with the wind on our side and all eight of us pulling, we had never yet managed to change the complex sails in less than half an hour. Now we had to pull against the full force of the wind, in a storm, in the middle of the night.

‘Are you sure it wouldn’t be safer to wait till morning?’ I asked Phil, trying to sound thoughtful rather than terrified.

‘Maybe. But if the wind strengthens any more it’ll be too late to do anything. Except maybe cut the sails off to save the mast.’ He looked haggard. ‘It’s a tough call.’

Another fear gnawed, unspoken. Somewhere ahead of us lay a rocky island with a submerged reef. In our 2500-mile voyage from northern Chile to Easter Island, the uninhabited territory of Sala y Gómez was to have been our first and last Pacific landing before our destination. Now we needed to avoid it at all costs.

I wiped my rain-mottled spectacles and looked around at my crewmates. Lined up in differently coloured raingear, Marco, Jorge and Greg looked like damp garden gnomes. Marco grinned nervously and began drumming on the lid of a water vat, steeling us for a decision. As Phil’s Chilean brother-in-law, he often assumed the role of right-hand man, though his only prior maritime experience was a summer spent towing tourists round a beach resort on a large inflatable banana. Carlos, on his own atop the rickety bamboo steering platform at the back of the boat, was yelling something that sounded like ‘What course?’ as he struggled to control rudder shafts the size of telegraph poles. Phil appeared not to hear him, as he craned his neck up into the torrent, scrutinising the reversed sails as if looking for operating instructions.

I clambered sodden and squelching astern in search of Erik, our Bolivian Aymara boatbuilder and the man to whom I often turned when I was having difficulty remembering what the hell I was doing on a bundle of reeds in the middle of the Pacific.

I found him hanging off the windward side of the boat, up to his waist in the boiling seas, struggling to pull a broken leeboard up before we lost it altogether. As I edged along the side of the boat to help him, sheet lightning flashed soundlessly around us, briefly illuminating a wilderness of angry, rain-pocked water.

‘No es bueno - not good,’ murmured Erik, with characteristic understatement. He threw a sodden rope up to me and together we pulled out the leeboard. The upper layers of totora reeds were for the first time beginning to feel spongy underfoot. ‘The boat’s already sunk a foot lower than it was when we left Arica,’ he said gravely, plastering his black hair across his forehead. ‘But now the rain will soak the reeds from above as well as below. If it buckets down like this for much longer we may be too low in the water to continue.’

Meaning what exactly? We would sink? I looked at the water line, now barely two feet from the deck, and decided not to enquire any further.

Through the flimsy woven bamboo of the cabin walls, Marco’s voice was clearly audible, radioing urgently for a weather report on the VHF. ‘Viracocha calling all shipping. Do you copy?’ Nobody did. We had had no radio contact for days.

The only other source of weather information, a Trimble Navigation system with satellite link, had never actually worked in the first place. Its egg-shaped aerial hung pointlessly upside down from the crossbar of the steering platform, a monument to our technical ineptitude. Whatever weather lay ahead of us, we weren’t going to know about it until we sailed into it.

As we edged our way back along the side planking towards the foredeck, I clipped my harness onto the safety line. Ever since we had left Chile’s northernmost port of Arica a month earlier, a single nightmare had haunted me. I knew it like an old enemy, could reach into my mind for it and feel its familiar shape like a cold pebble in a coat pocket. It was always the same:

 

Alone on night watch, I lose my footing and tumble into dark waters. I surface coughing and mute with shock to find the rounded stern of the boat already 10 metres away, out of reach and retreating by the second, my shipmates asleep. I  scramble to locate the safety buoy, trailing on 30 metres of nylon rope. Too late I see its tiny wake, rippling past, moving quickly. I thrash out for it, catch it momentarily in my palm like a rugby ball, and then a surge tugs it from my grasp. I swim in abject panic to catch up, gasping and swallowing water, but my clothes hold me back and it retreats into the darkness before me. And then, after my yelling, my cracked and feeble cries, the silence in response, comes a strange icy calm, a terrible, rational weighing up of my situation as the ocean gently tugs at my boots.

Even if someone saw me fall, the ship will be a mile away by the time they get the sails down. And if nobody saw me, it could be dawn - 30 miles of sailing - before anyone notices my absence. I am alone on this black ocean, 1000 miles from land in any direction, and 3 miles of unknown beneath me. Nobody will ever find me.

I pull down on my life jacket to relieve the growing tension under my arms, and in doing so remember my one last hope of rescue. The strobe safety light on my harness. I am fumbling with it when something makes me stop. If I switch it on, I raise the stakes, perhaps speed my own death. Even if my crewmates use it to home in on me, so too will other, more predatory life forms in the infinite waters below me, attracted by the light. And that is the decision that leaves my nightmare jammed and flickering. Which is it to be? A long, slow draining of hope, a death from thirst or worse, with nothing to guide a rescuer? Or the Russian roulette of my strobe light, every second promising either a cry of a friend from the darkness or the shock of a shark’s razored teeth closing around my legs . . .

 

I shivered and wrenched myself back to the present. The rain on my hood sounded like ripping fabric, and a thin stream of water was trickling down my spine.

Whatever happens I’ll stay with the boat. As long as I clip onto the safety line.

Stephane appeared, grinning and wet, swinging round a mast stay. ‘Excellent!’ he shouted, yelping happily at the rain. ‘Now we see how this boat really performs!’

This was typical of Stephane. If I was the ship’s Woody Allen, neurotically rehearsing the risks, he was its stunt-driving James Dean, always ready to leap before he looked. As for a harness, he would sooner be seen wearing women’s underwear. Only four of us had brought professional harnesses in any case, but he had constantly brushed off suggestions that he splice his own makeshift one from spare rope. ‘I feel more alive without one!’ he told me early in the trip, hanging from the masthead with one arm while trying to thread a shackle. The day Stephane resorted to wearing a harness, ran the joke, we would know we were really screwed. What would it take? A typhoon?

Phil, an experienced mountaineer but a novice captain, had an altogether more complicated approach to risk. Standing tired and drenched on the foredeck now after a solid five hours on watch, he was still weighing up the danger to his crew of manhandling two heavy sails in pitch darkness with no safety equipment.

‘We’ll change the sails at first light,’ he pronounced finally. ‘It’s too dangerous to attempt at night, in case someone goes overboard. As long as the wind doesn’t get any stronger, we can afford to drift for a while. I’ve got to get some sleep. Keep an eye on the GPS and wake me if there are problems.’

I swung myself wetly up to the steering platform to help Carlos. ‘Hey Neeky!’ wailed the Chilean, his curly beard dangling like a wet mop as he struggled with the huge tiller. ‘I can’t hold the course! What is happening to us?’

‘Everything’s OK,’ I lied. ‘Just let her go with the wind for now.’

We stood in silence together, watching the compass swing, grunting as the twin tillers nudged us in the chest like truculent oxen. Hours merged. Occasionally I checked the small handheld GPS in the cabin, the satellite-linked Global Positioning System. We were still 20 miles from Sala y Gómez, but closing at about 3 knots on a course which should take us a few miles to the north of  the island . . . give or take a few miles. The rain eased to a drizzle and the wind seemed to relent, with sheet lightning still flickering sporadically.

At about 6 a.m. I tried to snatch some sleep, contorting my body into an S shape to avoid various drips now coming through the ceiling. Maybe we had seen the worst of it.

What woke me, an hour and a half later, was the sensation of being thrown against the side of my bunk. I swung myself down to the cabin floor only to find it awash with water spattering through the roof in dozens of places. The boat tipped and lurched again, pitching me against Phil’s bunk.

‘Holy shit, what was that?’ groaned the captain. We listened, hanging on to any available upright. The roaring of torrential rain was back again, but accompanied this time by a new noise, the noise no sailor wants to hear: the rising moan of a gale in the shrouds.

‘We’re going to lose the sails,’ muttered Phil. ‘Everybody out on deck!’ A wave broke heavily on the side of the boat and the GPS tumbled to the floor. I cursed as I was thrown against the bunk again and felt the rising of fear and anger in my stomach. I thought suddenly of my wife Ali, my family, and experienced an odd pang of guilt, guilt that I might be about to leave them for this foolishness. Man dies on floating haystack. What kind of legacy was that?

I pulled aside the canvas door flap and stepped into horizontal rain. In a malign grey half light, enormous waves were rolling in from the south, their whitish windblown peaks level with the cabin roof before they heaved our pitching bulk aloft, giving brief glimpses of deep valleys of water striped with trails of white foam. Rain and swirling clouds cut off the view after 20 metres. Up aloft, the eucalyptus yardarms were bowed in huge arcs round the masts, the taut sails quivering under the strain. It was a miracle they had not already been torn off. We were sailing into the centre of  the storm only miles from dangerous rocks. Could the omens get any worse?

A moment later they did. Stephane staggered through the doorway and grabbed my shoulder. ‘I’m going up the mast to try and free the sails,’ he said, avoiding my gaze. ‘Can I borrow your safety harness?’




1

The Bus of Destiny
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The day Stephane Guerin materialised like an unshaven ghost from the exhaust fumes and clambered on to my bus, I had no reason to expect that he would alter my life. Four months on Bolivian public transport had taught me not to expect anything very much, and certainly not from a backpacker.

I could tell he was a backpacker, though he had done his best to disguise it. He had a natural tan, studied casualness, filterless Bolivian cigarette dangling listlessly from the corner of his mouth. The usual gargantuan rucksack had been craftily replaced by an anonymous-looking shoulder bag, and his Spanish even extended to local slang, I noticed, as he greeted a passenger. He could almost have passed as a Latino, had he not ruined it all with his striped  llama-wool jumper of the authentic home-knitted type only ever worn by tourists.

Like me, he was also permanently handicapped by being well over six feet tall - a good foot taller than most Bolivians. An Australian couple were already muttering in discomfort a few cramped seats in front of me, their legs folded up level with their shoulders like huge grasshoppers.

‘No legroom left I’m afraid,’ I grinned, as his eyes flicked up and down the crowded bus, and met mine. Despite arriving early I had failed to bag the one good seat near the door, and was now wedged in behind an Aymara woman and her enormous multicoloured bundle. I was damned if this interloper thought he was going to recline comfortably all the way to Lake Titicaca.

He registered my presence with a smile, waved his smouldering cigarette between two fingers and said: ‘OK brother . . .’ Then, to my outrage, he got off the bus, strolled up to its front door, and clambered brazenly into the spacious seat next to the driver, whom he greeted like an old friend. As he spread out his long legs under the dashboard, he turned briefly and winked at me.

Utter bastard.

I turned rigidly to the window, ripped off a piece of yellowing sticky tape that seemed to be holding it shut, and gazed out, defeated. We were still sitting outside La Paz municipal cemetery, point of departure for disembodied souls and, apparently, buses to Copacabana. Teenage alcoholics with bloated faces were drinking something from plastic bags, their eyes dull and empty, heading for makeshift shelters among the tombstones. Aymara women hawked coca leaves from giant bundles, chewing slowly, and the taxi drivers read the tabloids through the bluish haze of their idling engines. The smell of stale urine lingered, mingling with rotten fruit.

I’ve been here too long, I thought.

I had arrived with my wife Ali in Southern Chile nearly eight  months previously on a year-long travel-writing contract with the  Scotsman newspaper. We had intended, a little naively, to backpack all the way up the Americas to Alaska, passing through eighteen countries. So far we’d managed three.

This had been a slow-moving weekend, even by Bolivian standards. I had only meant to be in La Paz long enough to email an article home, leaving Ali to take photos in Copacabana for the day. But I had found myself stranded in the capital overnight by a municipal election. Such is the enthusiasm for local democracy in Bolivia, that the only way to persuade anyone to bother voting is to ban all transport and trading on polling day, thus making it almost impossible to do anything else.

So I had spent polling day walking the empty streets, killing time. I had watched a solitary child skateboard down the deserted main city thoroughfare, then wandered to the only café that was open and found it packed full of fleece-jacketed British backpackers sipping cappuccino. I might as well be in Hampstead, I thought, blankly.

I was escaping to phone Ali when a notice in the entrance hall caught my eye. It advertised a ‘Ritual Moondance’ on a nearby mountain. Perhaps here, at last, was something authentically Bolivian which might make a good article. I decided to enquire.

A man named Angelo answered the phone. ‘What is a moondance, exactly?’ I asked, slightly thrown by his flawless American English.

‘OK, basically, we climb a sacred mountain, abstain from all food and drink for three days and dance ourselves into a trance in celebration of the solstice,’ said Angelo. There was a pause. ‘It’s an ancient indigenous ceremony. There are some preparatory saunas here in the city if you’re interested.’

Preparatory saunas? I frowned. ‘Could I come up the mountain to interview the indigenous dancers?’

Angelo cleared his throat. ‘Actually most of the dancers are backpackers from New Zealand,’ he said. ‘And I’m not sure an interview would really work. The whole point is that we’ll all be in a state of altered consciousness.’

I thanked him and hung up.

It was ironic, I thought now, as I sat on this idling bus. I had come to the other side of the world to work in a different culture, to make contact with another way of life only to find myself dogged by people I could as easily have met on a London tube train. Even with Aymara passengers all around me, I felt no shared experience, no sense of connection with their lives. They seemed a quiet, shy people, who watched gringos only out of the corner of their eyes. I needed a project, I mused, something to immerse me in this place.

‘So, where are you from, mate?’ It was one of the Australians, opening another tired old conversation with someone further up the bus. ‘France.’ It was the backpacker in disguise, blowing his cover from the driver’s seat. ‘Ah, right. Nice one. Where are ya headed?’

Here we go again. The gringo trail was well worn.

The Frenchman settled back against the window, ready to begin his travelogue.

Please, I thought, just for once, surprise me.

‘I am going to see some Aymara boat builders at Huatajota,’ he said, with a spreading grin. ‘And then I’m going to sail to Easter Island on a boat made out of reeds.’

Had I misheard him? Evidently the Aussie backpacker wasn’t too sure either. He blinked and stared at the Frenchman as if waiting for the end of a sentence. ‘Reeds?’ he repeated. ‘Right! You mean like whatsisname, Kon-Tiki man . . .’

‘Thor Heyerdahl, yes,’ said the Frenchman. ‘Except that the  Kon-Tiki never sailed to Easter Island. And also, this expedition will  continue right around the world in five different reed boats. It will be a new record. Look, I’ll show you . . .’

He pulled a well-fingered map out of his daypack. I caught a glimpse of large blotches of deep blue dissected by a fat red dotted line running roughly east to west. The bus was moving now, beginning its coughing, spiralling ascent inside the fume-filled basin of La Paz. But my mind was already scanning wider horizons.

What little I knew of the Norwegian explorer Thor Heyerdahl was centred on a grainy newsreel image of his 1947 balsa raft, the  Kon-Tiki, resembling a garden shed lashed to some logs and set adrift on mountainous seas. I remembered the wild, bearded men seen waving from it, their eyes strange and sun-blasted like old-testament prophets. I could not have told you their purpose, but it hardly mattered to me. What inspired me was their sheer unorthodoxy, their pioneering spirit, so different from the sheep-like existence of modern travellers. And yet here on my bus was a present-day pioneer! How wrong could you be about someone? I swallowed my pride, squeezed out past my neighbour and edged up the aisle.

‘Ten years?’ the Aussie was saying. ‘Blimey, I hope you get on with your crew mates. All it’ll take is a couple of irritating little habits, and you’ll end up feeding each other to the sharks! How many of you are there?’

The Frenchman frowned. ‘Eight. Two Chileans, two Bolivians, three North Americans and one European. I think it will be OK. This first voyage is the test. I have not met them all yet, but the captain is a good man.’

At that point he saw me approaching and grinned widely. ‘Ah, I think I got the best seat in the end, no?’ he crowed. ‘You have to know the local ways to travel in comfort. I think you are angry with me, no?’

Yes, I thought, resisting the impulse to poke his Gallic lights out.

‘No,’ I grinned. ‘Just interested in your mad trip.’ I shuffled one buttock on to the corner of a seat occupied by an enormous man. ‘Sorry for eavesdropping. I’m a journalist.’

And that was how it started. A possible lead for a possible news story, just to keep the money coming in. At least that was as much as I would admit to myself, as our bus laboured through the flat wastes and thin air of the Altiplano towards Lake Titicaca.

‘I’m sure the captain would be interested in showing you the boat,’ said Stephane. ‘His name is Phil Buck. But come soon. We leave for Chile on Friday.’

 

The village of Huatajata was easy to miss. I had barely noticed it before except as a two-minute interlude of adobe houses scrolling past the bus window on trips between La Paz and Copacabana. ‘Are you sure this is the right place?’ asked Ali, squinting sceptically, when we got off the bus there two days later. The only residents immediately apparent were a few dogs lying asleep, or possibly dead, at the side of the road. A mile or so away, a woman looked up from a field, then turned away, a flash of colour among the corn. There was no sign of a large reed boat.

Since pointing out the village from the bus window two days ago, Stephane had journeyed on to Peru to buy fishing gear and was not due back until tomorrow. We wandered into a small shop apparently managed by a small boy whose head was barely visible over the counter.

‘I’m looking for a very big boat made out of reeds,’ I began, my broken Spanish sounding thin and ridiculous above the quacking of a lunchtime soap opera on a small black and white television. ‘Do you know where it is?’

The boy stared at us, and wrinkled his nose as if a very bad smell had just entered his shop. A single car whined past on the road behind us. Seconds passed. We left.

Further up the road an Indian woman was hanging out washing. ‘This might sound a little strange,’ I began again, ‘but we’re looking for a big reed boat.’ The woman flashed us a row of brown teeth and yelled something in Aymara. Instantly, three other women peered over the fence behind her.

‘Mas locos! More mad gringos for Hostal Inti Karka!’ she said, and all four cackled with laughter. Presently, she collected herself long enough to jab a finger over her shoulder. ‘A mile down the road, Señor Catari’s place.’ They were still cackling as we walked away.

You could see the funny side. Why would a man hoping to sail round the world in a reed boat choose to set up his base camp in one of the two landlocked countries in South America? As we turned down a narrow lane towards the lakeside hostel, I was imagining an eccentric old sea dog of a character. Even the name seemed to hint at it. Phil Buck. Buckshot. Buccaneer. A beard big enough to support nesting birds.

As it turned out, Buck Rogers would have been closer to the mark.

Standing at the foot of the track was a tall, muscular American about my age wearing an expensive fleece jacket and wrap-around sunglasses propped on top of his head. A well-clipped goatee softened his angular Hollywood jaw, while behind him something monstrous lurked beneath luminous tarpaulins. On the tarpaulins were taped skulls and crossbones printed with the words: ‘Danger, Toxic’. There was a noticeable absence of swagger about the man, no sign of the American need to shout. He was speaking quietly to an Aymara man in a tentlike poncho.

‘What do you need for the ceremony?’ he was asking the man, who wore the traditional knitted gorro hat with earflaps and pom-poms, and was a good foot shorter than him. ‘I want the proper rites, a symbolic blessing for the boat. From the village shaman. That’s you, right?’

The man nodded sagely. ‘Many things are necessary for a cha ’lla. Beer, firewood, a llama foetus for sacrifice . . .’ He rummaged inside his poncho and brought out a crumpled shopping list to show the gringo.

‘Right,’ said Phil Buck. ‘Sure. How much do you think it will cost?’

The shaman looked thoughtful, allowing the ghost of a smile to flicker across his face as he sized up the captain. Then he ran down his list with a stub of pencil, making little mutterings and nodding movements with his head, before looking up.

‘Two hundred dollars,’ he said, firmly.

‘Ah,’ breathed Phil. ‘Look, um, wait a second . . .’ He glanced round the yard. ‘ELI!’ he yelled.

A beautiful Latina woman appeared from the door of the hostel. ‘What?’ she said bluntly. At a guess, his Chilean wife.

‘Can you sweet-talk this guy?’ Phil asked her quietly in English. ‘He wants two hundred bucks to bless the boat. Seems a lot to me, but we need it for the video. Can you see if you can get him down a little? You’re better than me at this kind of thing.’

‘That’s way too much,’ agreed Eli, shaking her head. ‘It should be a hundred maximum.’ They both turned back to the shaman. It was at that point that Phil glanced over his shoulder and noticed us watching. He excused himself and came over.

‘Hi there,’ he said, offering his hand. ‘Can I help you?’

‘We’re looking for the captain of the Viracocha,’ I said.

‘That’s me,’ he replied with a cautious smile. ‘Phil Buck. Who’s asking?’

Some people clam up when they hear you’re a journalist. Others tell you their life stories. Phil Buck grinned with the easy confidence of a man who knows from experience that publicity almost always equals funding.

‘You’ve come just in time,’ he said warmly. ‘We leave for Chile by  road tomorrow. Do you want to look up on the boat? The guys are just about to take the tarps off. Just don’t breathe in too deeply - we’ve been fumigating her for bugs. A Chilean customs thing.’

I watched, fascinated, as several Aymara untied the orange tarpaulins and the Viracocha began to show herself. There was a first glimpse of reeds showing like bunched muscle through a gap, then her coverings crumpled downwards to reveal a sandy-coloured curved hull of almost disturbing beauty, vulnerable like the soft interior of some crustacean, removed from its shell. Propped on eucalyptus logs, her huge reed haunches stood several feet above our heads, and the tapered bow and stern curved up to pointed ends like a crescent moon, a good 60 feet from tip to tip. I crept into the cleavage beneath her bow, patted the surface gingerly, and to my surprise found it not soft and spongy but taut as a drum. The thick, hairy ropes that held her together spiralled around the two vast intersecting barrels as rigid and evenly spaced as ribs. Awestruck, I could almost believe she was alive.

‘Beautiful isn’t she?’ said Phil, smiling. ‘Come on up.’

We scaled a home-made ladder and found ourselves on the bare back of the Viracocha, where smaller reed cylinders as thick as tree trunks formed protecting gunwales. Down the centre ran the V-shaped furrow where the twin hulls met - the only place you could say you were in a boat rather than simply on one. She was the very antithesis of modern sea-going vessels, with their blade-like hulls, clanking innards and hard, blank walls of fibreglass or steel. I looked out over the silver blue of the lake, and imagined instead this stately prow breasting a Pacific swell, the reeds firm beneath my feet. Centuries, perhaps millennia ago, ancient mariners had ventured out in just such a boat. I envied them their simpler age, their simpler faith.

Something in me was lifted like a flag in a breeze. Ali caught my expression and gave me a knowing smile.

‘You’re sure she’ll float?’ I asked Phil, trying to stay hard-headed about the thing.

‘For a while at least,’ he replied, poking at a rope with his designer hiking boot. ‘Totora reeds float pretty well for a while, but Easter Island is 2500 miles away, which could mean up to three months at sea. If it takes much longer than that we could get a little wet. The best man to tell you about that is Erik.’

He introduced me to the Cataris, one of the last remaining reed boatbuilding families in the world who, in a colourful cluster of red ponchos and leathery faces were trimming reeds together at the upturned bow. Erik, the youngest, had taken a break from his engineering degree in La Paz to join the expedition. He showed me a little reed model with a cut-away cross section.

‘The Viracocha is a very good boat,’ he told me earnestly. ‘The best thing about her is that she has two boats inside her, one bundle inside another for extra firmness.’ He pointed out the two parts on the model.1 ‘We kept on tightening the ropes, day after day, until our whole bodies ached. That means it will take much longer for the water to penetrate the reeds. But there could still be problems.’ He paused and looked at Phil, who nodded for him to continue. ‘As each reed is soaked with water and loses buoyancy, the boat sinks lower in the water, a little each day. We should have enough time to reach land, but if a storm comes and soaks the reeds from above and below . . .’ He trailed off and shrugged. ‘We will see.’

I laughed nervously. ‘Any other nagging doubts, Phil?’

‘Sharks,’ said the captain without hesitation. ‘Sharks like slow-moving boats because of the smaller fish that shelter underneath. And we’ll be pretty slow moving - about walking pace. So we’ll need to keep a close eye on each other whenever we’re making repairs.’

I wanted to find it ludicrous, I really did: the slowly sinking boat, surrounded by sharks; eight men with eight sets of irritating little habits squashed into 18 metres of deck space. But as I stood there grinning and shaking my head in the dying afternoon light, I knew I loved everything about it.

‘So you’ve chosen your crew, then,’ I said, hoping to shut the door on my growing hope, an outrageous hope. What if there were vacancies?

‘Pretty much,’ said Phil. ‘You’ve met Stephane and Erik and me. Then there’s Erik’s Uncle Ramón and Craig the navigator - they’re both around here somewhere - and my Chilean brother-in-law Marco, and a US cinematographer friend who’s flying down next month. The only doubtful one is a Chilean TV cameraman who hasn’t called us in a while. I must give him a call tomorrow.’

Ali raised her eyebrows and shot me a strange, inscrutable smile, which Phil noticed.

‘It wasn’t supposed to be an all-male ship,’ he explained, misinterpreting her. ‘I asked a couple of very good women friends but both dropped out for work reasons. And my wife Eli would love to go, but someone needs to stay home and look after our son Mark.’

Eli poked her head over the side of the boat and grinned. Down below, the shaman called a farewell and wandered off with his ceremonial shopping list. ‘Ninety dollars,’ whispered Eli, looking pleased with herself. ‘And I’ve told him we want to do it tomorrow before it gets dark.’ She lifted their little four-year-old up on to the bundles. He grinned impishly and hugged his dad.

‘It must be great having a dad who makes Superman look dull,’ I joked.

‘It has its drawbacks,’ said Eli, sitting down by her husband. ‘When I went into labour seven weeks early, Phil was climbing a mountain. It wasn’t easy, but I knew the deal when I married him. It’s certainly never boring.’ She smiled playfully and slid her arm round him.

‘Eli is an integral part of the expedition in any case,’ put in Phil, quickly. ‘She’ll be running it with me from Arica while we build the cabin and masts and sail system over the next month or so, and then she’ll be the land-based co-ordinator while we’re at sea, typing up our satellite reports for the website, handling the media. We couldn’t do it without her.’

We had a two-hour trip back to our hostel in Copacabana, so we thanked them, wished them all luck with loading the boat on to the lorry tomorrow, and promised to send on the resulting article. As we walked back up to the main road I sensed the hiss of a retreating dream.

‘Fancy it?’ I said to Ali jokingly.

‘No, but it’s right up your street,’ she said, giving my hand a significant squeeze. ‘You’d absolutely love it.’ I didn’t argue.

‘I bet he’d let you come,’ she persisted. There was a playful tone in her voice, but I sensed she was serious. ‘You should at least ask him about it.’

‘What about you?’ I asked, trying to keep my voice calm.

‘I’d find something else to do. It’s only for a few months. Why don’t you ask him?’ She looked up at me, scrutinising my eyes. ‘Nick, you’ve spent the last month telling me you want a new challenge. When are you ever going to get an opportunity like this again?’

My heart was beating very fast. ‘We don’t even know there is an opportunity,’ I said, weakly. ‘He just said the eighth guy hadn’t been in touch. It may not mean anything.’

‘Yes, but it could mean a lot. And if you get on a bus and leave now you could spend years wondering what if. You should at least make sure. We could stay here tonight.’

I stood there in the darkness weighing up the situation, shivering slightly. Ali knew she only had to say the word and I would cast the whole mad idea out of my mind like any responsible husband. But she was deliberately holding the door open.

A minibus roared past in the darkness, its headlights sweeping our white faces. Another followed, crammed with passengers. Neither stopped for us.

But the next one might, and we might climb aboard and leave behind this moment, this crossroads crackling with possibilities.

‘I think we’ve missed the bus,’ I said slowly. ‘Let’s stay here tonight.’
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The Missing Voyage
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‘Phil, have you got a minute?’ I asked, around mid-morning the following day.

The crane was coughing blue exhaust, and huge canvas lifting slings were about to rumple the wide buttocks of the Viracocha for the first time. The crane driver was steeling himself with a quick cigarette break.

‘Sure,’ said Phil. ‘What’s up?’

‘I’ve been thinking,’ I began, trying hard not to sound like a man delivering a line he had been mentally rehearsing all morning. ‘If your Chilean TV man doesn’t turn up - and I know he still might, so this is only hypothetical . . .’ I swallowed. ‘Could I come instead?’

Phil rubbed his beard and looked at me in a new and interested way.

‘Hypothetically, I think the answer is . . . maybe. I think you’d fit right in. But it could be a few weeks before I know what the full crew situation is. Have you done much sailing before?’ he added, a little too casually.

‘Oh, loads,’ I answered, a little too quickly. I trawled for every more-or-less maritime experience I had ever had, and threw them at him in roughly chronological order. There were the weeks spent messing about in dinghies on family holidays in the west of Scotland, and a youth holiday in a 30-footer on Lake Windermere. Later I joined a sailing club on the river Thames in London, where I capsized near a sewage outlet and contracted a bout of rats’ syphilis (I did not mention this part to Phil). Moving north to Scotland for my first reporting job, I had been assigned on a trip across the North Sea on the schooner Sir Winston Churchill to cover the Tall Ships Race. ‘That’s when I really fell in love with bigger sailing boats,’ I said, as enthusiastically as I could. ‘In between filing reports over the VHF radio, I got my competent crew certificate and learned some basics of navigation . . . port, starboard . . .’ I was struggling. ‘Pulling lots of ropes . . .’

None of this seemed to have quite the desired effect on Phil. He was nodding in that automatic way that people do when they’re still waiting for you to deliver the punchline.

‘I almost forgot,’ I concluded desperately. ‘I used to row for Oxford.’

This wasn’t a lie exactly, just creatively misleading. In fact I had spent two terms rowing in a reserve college squad so miserably inept that our boat was known as Eeyore. One of the few memories I still retained was the day we almost rowed over a weir.

Still, I felt, it wasn’t a bad haul of experience. I was gratified to see that Phil’s well-groomed eyebrows had risen about half an inch. ‘Great,’ he said, with a slight grin. ‘If we can’t work out how to operate the sails, you could row us to Easter Island.’

We were prevented from discussing the matter further by the crane driver finishing his cigarette and revving the engine. Not that this necessarily heralded anything very much. We seemed to have been stuck all morning in a small convoy of slow-moving problems, each presenting a new obstacle to the central task of hoisting the Viracocha from her cradle of eucalyptus logs on to the large flatbed lorry waiting alongside.

The first headache had been the crane itself, which arrived promptly but in several pieces, requiring us to assemble its 60-foot arm in grunting groups of twenty. The high wall of the Cataris’ boatyard then proved to be blocking the way between the cradle and the lorry, but the family had obligingly solved this one by demolishing the mud and stone barrier with sledgehammers.

Now attention turned to a tangle of electricity lines passing only metres above the boat. We were, it seemed, in danger of lifting the  Viracocha through the village power supply. A local official had been summoned for advice, and his solution was perilously simple. As the crane now winched the hull slowly upwards, he balanced himself on its swaying prow and poked at the electricity lines with a long stick. About half the village stood watching with folded arms, genuinely interested to see if their expert would be electrocuted.

‘Isn’t that a bit dangerous?’ queried Ali, appearing behind me, as the splayed reeds of the prow nudged the crane arm with a loud rustle, the wires sprung back, and the man tottered like a high wire performer to excited shouts from the crowd.

‘I’m sure Phil knows what he’s doing,’ I muttered. Phil was checking the reinforcement planks, placed at strategic points under the slings to protect the totora.

‘He seems a good man,’ said Ali presently, as the boat touched down on the flatbed truck to a chorus of cheers. ‘But are you sure he’s a good sailor?’

My already well-thumbed copy of the Viracocha expedition  brochure was, admittedly, ambiguous on this point. It listed awe-inspiring mountaineering adventures he had undertaken, but didn’t quite explain the sudden change of direction into seafaring.

‘I’d say I’ve been gearing up for this trip for nearly twenty-five years,’ said Phil, a touch defensively, when I asked him at sunset that same day what his qualifications were for it. ‘This is the expedition that all the others led up to.’

At age eleven, I learned, Phil Buck was already rather overactive. A bored fifth-grader in a small New England town, he had tried out most things before deciding to be heroic for a living. From what I could gather, there was a time when he could have gone either way: a reed boat or state penitentiary. The act which had really set him on the road to clean-living was breaking into his own school.

‘It was an eleven-year-old’s dream, running through the empty corridors, playing soccer, that buzz of knowing you could be caught at any moment. But I pushed it too far. I stole five meal tickets from the canteen, and gave them to a friend. I just forgot about it, but I hadn’t realised each one had a number, and our lunch ladies were waiting for the numbers to come up.’

The lunch ladies got their man. ‘There were terrible scenes in the principal’s office, police questioning, even a trip to juvenile court. My parents were devastated. They grounded me completely for several months - some kind of last ditch effort to save me from the beckoning finger of crime.

‘And I guess it worked, because that’s when I went rummaging in my dad’s bookcase. I’d been too busy to even notice it before, but now there was no TV, no ping-pong, no baseball, it was all I had. And the first book I picked up was The Kon-Tiki Expedition.’

He looked out over the lake, where the clouds were lit like yellow loft insulation by a low sun. ‘It changed my life, swallowed me whole. I still remember being awestruck at this amazing, crazy  guy setting sail from Peru on a balsa raft and actually making it to Polynesia. I still am.’

The 1947 expedition was a controversial affair. For years anthropologists had held that the South Sea islands of Polynesia were settled from Asia. Polynesians had a strong seafaring tradition, it was argued, while South Americans were known only for their coastal trading on balsa rafts or reed boats. Few experts had even countenanced the possibility of migration from the west, because it was assumed that South American craft were unsuited to open-sea voyages. Thor Heyerdahl, biologist by training and anthropologist only by enthusiasm, blew this assumption out of the water in a way that armchair academics found intensely irritating.

From the moment his authentic Peruvian balsa raft crash-landed on a Polynesian reef at Raroia after 101 days at sea, Heyerdahl and his five crewmates became instant folk heroes.

By the time the young Phil came across him in the mid-seventies, Heyerdahl had made several other strange journeys, including the  Ra expeditions in boats made of papyrus reeds from Egypt. In 1969, Ra I had foundered in the Atlantic 500 miles from Barbados in its journey from Morocco, and its crew had to be picked off by yacht; but Ra II had made it all the way the following year, despite being virtually submerged by the time it arrived. Within a few years would come the Tigris expedition, another reed boat attempt, this time navigating from Iraq down the Persian Gulf and across to Djibouti in a replica of a 5000-year-old Sumerian boat.

‘I couldn’t get enough of it,’ said Phil. ‘I raided the local library for everything he had written. It was a very long summer, but by the end of it I knew I was going to be an explorer.’ He looked up at the Viracocha, now silhouetted above us. ‘And here I am.’

At moments like this, I find even my most curmudgeonly English recesses warmed by the power of the American dream. Which eleven-year-old boy has not dreamed of becoming an adventurer, or  an astronaut, football player or film star? Most of the world watches its dreams gently erode into something more manageable, yet so many Americans seem uniquely and doggedly literal about seeing them through. As an inveterate Brit, expert in the art of being realistic about things, my own yearnings to be an explorer probably lasted until the end of my first damp, scout camp.

Phil, by contrast was stubbornly determined, low on fuss, high on adrenalin - from the moment he read Kon-Tiki. Before he’d even left high school, he cycled 4000 miles across the USA one summer with a friend. Then at the next available slot on the calendar - shortly before finishing his Wildlife Biology degree at the University of Massachusetts - he had embarked on a seven-month canoe trek from coast to coast with a girlfriend, covering 5000 miles from Oregon to Washington DC and following, in reverse, the route of the pioneers Lewis and Clark.

‘Exploring became a kind of compulsion,’ he explained. ‘If I was not on an expedition or at least planning the next one, it was like there was a huge hole in my life. I wanted to go faster, higher, better all the time.’ He decided to try something a little more long-term, turning his mountaineering hobby into a quest to climb the highest peaks in all thirteen South American countries. When he ran out of mountains in 1993, he extended the challenge to the whole of the Americas, giving him another ten to conquer. If anything was going to put him off adventuring, this should have been it. By 1998 he had lost his best friend in a skiing accident, and encountered avalanches, land-mines, quick-sand, frostbite, snipers and a particularly nasty flesh-eating parasite, leishmaniasis, which left him disfigured by translucent sores.

‘I had a few narrow escapes,’ he admitted. ‘Mountaineering was beginning to feel a little dangerous, and I had Eli and little Mark to think about. So I thought: Why not pick up where Thor Heyerdahl left off? Why not sail round the world in a reed boat?’

It was the kind of logic that would have had Plato enrolling for therapy. Phil’s own maritime experience, it was emerging, consisted of a few months crewing on a small yacht during the 23 Peaks Challenge, and a stint as a filleter on board a factory fishing boat off Alaska. But once born, the new idea was hard to resist. Heyerdahl had based his migration theory on the possibility of South Americans voyaging to Easter Island, but his own ancient craft had passed well to the north. Phil decided to begin his circumnavigation with the missing voyage that would rekindle that debate, perhaps rejuvenate Heyerdahl’s now largely discredited claim.

He set to work immediately with Eli, costing the dream, trying to find someone to build the strange craft. ‘Lake Titicaca was the obvious place to start,’ said Phil. ‘It’s just about the last remaining place on earth where you still see reed boats, and these guys are just about the last reed boatbuilders. José Limache here actually worked with Thor Heyerdahl building the Tigris in the 1970s.’

A middle-aged Aymara man was inspecting a tear in the weave of reeds where it had scuffed the side of the lorry. He turned at the mention of his name, and nodded, moon-faced and sage-like, offering his hand. Phil introduced us and I complimented his workmanship.

‘I learned from my father and he learned from his,’ he said with a smile and a shrug. ‘We used to build these boats to survive, to fish, until wooden boats took over. Now it’s about preserving an art more than anything. The only market for reed boats these days is for tourist trips and expeditions. But we must make sure there will always be some people who can build them.’ The Catari family, relative newcomers to the art, were José’s first apprentices, now considered experts in their own right. It was Erik who accompanied Phil on a first, experimental voyage round Lake Titicaca in a smaller prototype reed boat. ‘It was amazingly stable, and it got better as the reeds absorbed more water,’ said Phil. ‘It was pretty  clear from the outset that we’d need more than one boat to get round the world. Even in fresh water these things only last a year, max. In salt water, with bigger waves, more turbulence, it’s going to be a lot less.’

There was only one way to know for sure, and that was to make the first sea trip. This trip. The previous year, the Cataris and Limaches had begun to harvest one and a half million reeds from around the shores of the lake, cutting well below the waterline.  Scirpus Riparius was a hardy, adaptable plant. Over on the Peruvian side, the Uros people literally lived on it, thatching the famous floating islands that still sustained small villages. Here in Huatajata, Phil’s Aymara friends had spread out the harvested reeds to dry for weeks in the sun. Then they wove them into chorizos, long sausages the thickness of tree trunks, ready for binding together to form the hull. It had been arduous work, much of it overseen by Phil between return trips to the US to seek sponsorship and funding. There had been delays, let-downs. Phil recruited among his friends and colleagues for crew members. Two women climbers signed up, but dropped out as the launch date was pushed back.

One crew member, however, stayed committed from the very beginning. Craig Homan, a Seattle-based oceanographer, had met Phil through a mutual friend. A seasoned mariner with twenty-five years’ experience of sailing and navigation around the treacherous west coat, he lived and worked on boats and couldn’t resist the opportunity to try out sailing as it was done more than a millennium ago.

I had met Craig the previous night over a trout supper, and found his presence reassuring. A stocky and jovial man with a goatee beard and a booming chuckle, he seemed to complement Phil’s determination with a sizeable chunk of technical know-how. Today he seemed more nervous, and had so far hovered on the edge of things, lending muscle where required, but otherwise saying  little. I learned later this was because he spoke no Spanish, which seemed to be the main language of the expedition.

‘So you’re the man who knows how to sail this thing!’ I said, as Craig edged in on our group, silhouetted against the sunset. He gave a short laugh. ‘Actually, I’m used to something a little faster, with sails you can change with a winch. This is going to be . . . an education.’ He guffawed again, and I wished I could see his eyes behind his sunglasses.

‘Craig and I are going to share the navigation,’ said Phil, quickly. ‘Craig’s going to read the stars like the ancients would have done, while I read the satellites on the GPS, just to check we’re not way off-course. Easter Island is a small target in a big ocean. If we miss her, it’s another few thousand miles to the next island. So, better not to miss.’

Tomorrow the team would drive down the long, winding desert road, descending nearly 4000 metres to sea level in Arica where work on the superstructure - the cabin, masts, rigging, sail system, steering mechanism - would begin. The projected launch date was 18 January 2000 - less than two months away.

From above us came a sudden whoop of joy and an exuberant sexual expletive: ‘Concha tu madre!’ It could only be Stephane, who had returned that afternoon laden with fishing gear, and was now perched on the highest tip of the crane with his camera pointing down at us. Phil shook his head and grinned. ‘Hey, monkey boy!’ he yelled. ‘Come down here - I want to ask you something!’

Monkey boy swung himself down into the group. ‘Would you sleep on the boat tonight?’ Phil asked him. ‘Someone needs to keep watch.’ Stephane agreed immediately, his cheeky grin disappearing in an almost reverential nod to his captain. But it seemed to me an odd, overanxious request. The boat, weighing 16 tonnes, was not the most obvious target for theft. What exactly was Phil afraid of?

‘Unfortunately, there are people who would very much like to see the Viracocha expedition fail,’ said Phil, cryptically, to knowing nods from the Cataris. ‘And one lit match or severed rope could be enough to destroy the entire boat. We don’t want to take that risk.’ I was intrigued. Who were these mysterious enemies?

Phil didn’t elaborate, and I was distracted from further questioning by the arrival of the village shaman, carrying a plastic shopping bag that was clinking with the weight of its beer bottles. It was almost time for the $90 ritual blessing, and time for me to go - Ali had taken an earlier bus and was now waiting for me in Copacabana. ‘You’ll be in touch then, Phil?’ I said, failing to hide the desperation in my voice, as I thrust a note of my email and hostel address into his palm. ‘Sure,’ said Phil, shaking my hand. ‘I’ll let you know by Christmas.’

Stephane winked at me. ‘Good luck, brother!’

Craig shook my hand. ‘Hope we see you again!’

Word had obviously got round that I was looking for a place on the crew. I hoped that was a good sign.

The shaman bent down by the trailer and began kindling a small fire of sticks, paper and what looked like sweets (the dried llama foetus seemed to have fallen victim to cost cuts). A circle of crew members, workmen and local residents gathered round him to watch. His lips moved silently in prayer as he squirted pure alcohol from a plastic bottle, and the flames rose momentarily higher. Then in a curiously tender movement, he kissed the flank of the  Viracocha, both hands placed flat against her, before picking up a bottle of beer, shaking it up, and spraying it along the sides of the boat. Everyone cheered and clapped, their faces lit from within the circle by an orange glow of fire.

But I was not in the circle. Sitting up front next to the bus driver (I had learned at least one thing since my first encounter with Stephane), I watched the black hills loom against the cold  steel of fading sky and imagined that in all probability, I would never see these eccentric dreamers again.

 

In the following weeks I found it almost impossible to concentrate on my work. I was supposed to be writing features on Che Guevara and on the cocaine trade, but Ali would frequently return from her photographic forays into Copacabana to find me staring absently from our hostel balcony, the cursor on my palmtop computer once again winking on an almost empty screen.

In the absence of any news from Phil, I decided to turn my attention to some useful research. What, for example, was the relevance of the name Viracocha? I had heard that Viracocha was the Andean creator god, adopted by the Incas from their predecessors, but I couldn’t quite see what that had to do with Easter Island. I took a day trip to the remains of the ruined city of Tiahuanaco to find out.

According to my guidebook, its architect was said to be the creator god himself.

Viracocha sounded like a hands-on kind of deity. Originally, he’d made a race of giants out of stone, but found them so evil and disobedient that he’d turned some back into stone and washed the rest away in a great flood. He started again using a different medium - clay - and formed human beings and animals instead. And this time, to help them not to become like the giants, he wandered the earth himself, a tall, pale, bearded man-god with his own entourage, busy teaching his people and founding great civilisations. The greatest of these was Tiahuanaco, a huge complex of temples, pyramids, homes and monoliths founded in around 600 BC on the shores of Lake Titicaca at the very place he had first created humans. Once a thriving city of 20,000 people governing vast areas of what are now Bolivia, Peru, Chile and Argentina, it was completely abandoned by AD 1200 following a mysterious cataclysm.

Now the lake was twelve miles away, shrinking as if from a  haunted place, and even the stones themselves were mostly gone, thanks to the Spaniards. Arriving in the 1500s, the conquistadores prised off all the gold facing and dragged off every movable stone to build churches in La Paz. A strange, otherworldly atmosphere remained.

Wandering across wind-raked, grassy plazas on a grey December afternoon, I found myself face to face with two Viracochas. One, carved into the huge sun gate in the ceremonial compound of Kalasasaya, was a stylised, hollow-eyed mask face, with rays of light standing up around the head, and thunderbolts in each hand. The creator god, supreme deity, able to call down floods and lightning. The other, carved on a tall, thin obelisk, in a subterranean temple compound, was an altogether more human god, a tall figure carved on a single piece of stone. Beneath his feet were two pumas, symbols of earth, while at his side a long, curving snake, representative of the lowest realms, took the place of a sceptre. This was an incarnated god, with a triangle of beard, who shed stone tears. He also looked vaguely familiar.

‘Kon-Tiki or Viracocha - two names for the same god,’ said Eduardo, my guide, as we looked up at him. ‘His face was painted on Thor Heyerdahl’s sail when the Kon-Tiki raft sailed to Polynesia.’

Heyerdahl was honeymooning on Fatuhiva, a small island in the Marquesas group of Eastern Polynesia, when the deity first aroused his curiosity. An ancient elder told him of a chief-god called Tiki who brought his ancestors from a land far beyond the sea. Could this be Kon-Tiki Viracocha, the god-man whose image stood at Tiahuanaco? If so, bearing in mind the more or less constant trade winds from the east, was it possible that South American navigators peopled Polynesia before the wave of Asian navigators even thought of setting sail from the west?

Returning to Tiahuanaco after the violent interruption of the Second World War, Heyerdahl found other legends that seemed to  back up his theory. When the Spanish conquistadores arrived here to find this high plateau dotted with monolithic statues, pyramids and gold-plated sungates, the Incas could only tell them it had been built by a race of tall, bearded white gods who had come before them. These architects had disappeared after an attack from a neighbouring tribe, which slaughtered many on an island on Lake Titicaca. Kon-Tiki Viracocha was among those who escaped, and he had later retreated with his surviving followers to the South American coast, where he disappeared westward across the sea.

Doubly intrigued, Heyerdahl visited Easter Island and found that one myth there spoke of the first island forefathers arriving from the east. Add to this the reports of the first European visitors to the island, who were astonished to see many islanders with pale skins and beards, and his thesis began to seem plausible.

In Copacabana, it was to be some weeks before I could get my hands on a copy of The Kon-Tiki Expedition, let alone any reference to wider academic opinion, but Phil had set out a précis of the evidence in his expedition brochure, and the apparent parallels between Easter Island and Tiahuanaco fascinated me. In both, the white teachers were distinguished by their elongated earlobes - a ceremonial feature which also found its way on to the moai, the famous statues of Easter Island. Digging on the island subsequently, Heyerdahl had also unearthed similarities with the statuary and architecture of Tiahuanaco, which suggested that the pale-skinned architects brought with them their highly developed craft of stone-masonry.

He also pointed to several plant species found in both Polynesia and South America - tomato, sweet potato, the bottle gourd, and perhaps most significantly for our purposes, the totora reed, which grew both in Lake Titicaca and in the crater lakes of Easter Island.

Wandering around the deserted plazas, I asked Eduardo what he thought of Thor Heyerdahl.

‘Nobody believes him,’ he replied, with a dismissive wave of his  hand. ‘Everybody knows the Polynesians came from the west.’ It was a response that has greeted Heyerdahl all his life. But in fact, as I was to discover later, Heyerdahl has never disputed that Polynesia was populated from Asia, only that an earlier wave of migration may also have taken place from the east. In the case of Easter Island, he suggests, those early white migrants, perhaps led by Kon-Tiki Viracocha, were later massacred by Polynesian settlers. The story is given some credence by local legends of a great battle in which the ‘long ears’ were vanquished by the ‘short ears’, and according to Heyerdahl, it helps explain the almost exclusively Polynesian genetics of the present-day islanders.

I was agnostic on such matters at this stage. What seemed more compelling was Heyerdahl’s simple argument that the Humboldt and Southern Equatorial Currents and the prevailing trade winds made east-west migration comparatively easy - indeed much easier than journeying in the opposite direction. His opponents had argued that even such a natural conveyor belt still could not compensate for the state of South American navigation - they claimed that neither the balsa log rafts commonly used for trading, nor the small reed boats like those used on Lake Titicaca, were suitable for making long, open sea voyages. Which is why Heyerdahl proved them wrong in the only way he could - by doing it himself in a balsa raft.

The one thing I found strange was that, despite decades of controversy focused on his Easter Island theory, he had never actually attempted a raft or reed boat trip to the island itself. Kon-Tiki  washed up hundreds of miles to the northwest. I couldn’t help wondering why the Viracocha was apparently the first modern reed boat ever to test precisely the link that had stirred up the controversy in the first place. It made me a little uneasy.

 

‘Telephone for Nick Torpe!’

It was the morning after Christmas Day and Manuel the hostel  manager was on the balcony, smirking down at us in the garden at Copacabana. The cleaning lady stifled a titter, as was entirely normal when my surname was pronounced in Spanish. In South America I was ‘Nick Clumsy’.

I gave a self-deprecating grin to show I was in on the joke, but I was already half-way up the stairs. There was only one person I knew who had the hostel telephone number.

‘Nick?’ It was Phil, on a crackly line.

‘Yeah, it’s me.’ My hand was trembling slightly. ‘So what’s the story?’

‘Well . . . congratulations. You’re on the boat.’

I had spent so long insuring myself against disappointment, that this blunt statement rather took my breath away. For a moment I could only grin, bug-eyed, at Ali. She gave a brave smile back.

‘Nick? Hello?’

‘Fantastic!’ I spluttered. ‘The TV man dropped out?’

‘No, actually it was Rambo, Erik’s uncle. He decided someone had to stay behind to help run the family business. But Erik’s still coming. So when can you get here?’

Suddenly, everything seemed to be moving very fast. I felt a pang for Ali.

‘How does two weeks’ time sound? I’ve got a few jobs to tie up, and we’re supposed to be spending New Year with friends on Isla del Sol.’

The Island of the Sun was a barren speck of land, clearly visible from the crags above our hostel. It marked the sacred place where the Creator Viracocha had once conjured the sun and moon from the deep waters of the lake. Now it seemed doubly fitting as our venue for the birth of a new millennium.

‘I guess I could be down in Arica by, say, January the eighth,’ I concluded.

Ten days before the projected launch date.

‘Great,’ said Phil. ‘See you then.’

 

‘How can you be so sure that everything is going to be all right?’ said Ali, sighing. ‘You’re going on a raft made of reeds that’s sinking from the moment you step on it.’

It was New Year’s Eve, and we were sitting on a rocky hillside on Isla del Sol, waiting for the millennium’s last sunset. Since the phone call, we had both found our moods swinging violently between nervous excitement and a kind of gibbering terror. Tonight was a gibbering terror night, and I was trying to hide it.

‘It’ll only be sinking slowly,’ I said, lamely.

Ali laughed and swept a stray Irish curl out of her face. ‘Look, I’m not trying to stop you going,’ she said, patiently. ‘I know you’ll love it, and I think you’ve got a good chance of making it to Easter Island - or at least of being rescued safely. But I think it’s important we talk about . . . the other possibility.’

I gazed out over the lake in silence for a moment. A tiny boat with a red sail was moving slowly across the mouth of the bay hundreds of feet below us. It moved through a shimmering patch of reflected sun, suddenly a silhouette. At the far end of the lake, clouds were gathering.

I took a long breath. ‘OK, let’s be completely honest about this,’ I began, trying to keep my voice level. ‘Yes, it’s possible I could die.’

I let the words hang in the air in front of us for a moment for consideration. I felt somehow relieved that they were out in the open. I also felt that I might howl if I left them there too long. Ali clenched my fingers.

‘But,’ I said, hurriedly, ‘it’s also true that we could die at any moment of our lives. I honestly don’t believe this trip is any more dangerous than living in your average city.’ I paused to see if Ali  agreed with what I was saying, but I couldn’t see her eyes. Did I  agree with what I was saying? I was pleasantly surprised to find I did.

‘In some ways we’re at an advantage,’ I continued. ‘The only difference between us here and us back in Edinburgh is that here we know life is fragile, that any moment could be our last. Back home we could just as easily be killed by a heart attack or a train crash, or hit by a bus on the way to the newsagent - but we would never have had the chance to talk about it first.’

‘Right,’ said Ali quietly. ‘So let’s talk about it.’

So we did. For more than an hour we looked unflinchingly at possible death. We found ourselves weeping, laughing and, for the first time in a while, praying.

Once upon a time as a passionate teenager, I had firmly believed God was a sort of personal bodyguard, a cosmic airbag, there for my own protection. Since then, however, the armoured limo of my faith had been over some pretty rough terrain. Over the years I’d watched a lot of bits drop off. In fact, so many of my old certainties had clattered into the road behind me that these days I found myself riding something resembling one of Laurel and Hardy’s collapsing jalopies, not much more than a chassis with a steering wheel.

But, as we each discovered that afternoon, the old banger was still going, and the engine was good. We remembered what we did  believe: that God himself was a risk-taker and became participant as well as creator, an incarnate being who at some stage walked - like Kon-Tiki Viracocha - through the world he had made. He wouldn’t necessarily intervene to stop you drowning, we decided, but he’d be there alongside you, whether in this life or the next. God was love, and love was stronger than fear.

‘If you have to die some time,’ said Ali, butting my shoulder gently with her head, ‘I think I would prefer to know that you died doing something you loved. Better that than being so afraid of  taking risks that you wake up aged sixty and realise that you’ve never really lived.’

This was the reason we had both left Scotland in the first place, taken the risk of packing in our staff jobs in journalism and social work, to wake up and be closer to the fertile, dangerous edges of our lives. It all felt quite stirring and heroic in theory. From a sodden raft in the middle of the Pacific, I realised, it might feel a little different.

‘Do me a favour,’ said Ali, finally getting up. ‘Try not to die, eh?’

Walking back towards our hostel on the peak of the hill, we were overtaken by a little girl pulling a llama on a rope, and a man who looked nervously skyward carrying twigs like a human porcupine. Looking down on the lake it was now impossible to see the far shore. Instead, a sky the colour of gunmetal seemed to be dissolving the view, its shadow spreading like an oil slick across the water towards us. Occasionally a shard of brilliant lightning split the looming wall of darkness. As we climbed a dry stone wall, and jogged across a field towards our hostel, the first hailstones began to fall.

‘Maybe tonight is the end of the world after all,’ joked the landlord with his characteristic mournful smile, meeting us in the entrance hall as marbles of ice crashed on the plastic skylight. Later, over a millennial trout supper and plenty of wine, we sat with other guests and watched the ice become rain, staring through the window of the little hostel, as lightning flashed brief images of tormented trees.

It was a peculiarly unsettling omen as I prepared to trace the path of the bearded man-god over the lake towards Tiahuanaco, and away across the sea.

But Viracocha, I was later to discover, was both Creator and Storm God.

 

‘What is the purpose of your visit?’ asked the bored Chilean immigration official. I toyed briefly with the idea of telling him, but the  queue behind me stretched out of the building. ‘Tourism,’ I said. He brought down the visa stamp with a sudden violence and handed my British passport back with silent contempt. It was difficult to know whether my crime was being a scruffy backpacker or simply being British at the time of General Pinochet’s imprisonment. Ali, with her Irish passport, got a faint smile.

The usual posters, done up in cartoon colours, showed that Chile prohibited the importation of firearms, drugs, animals, semen and agricultural products. I tried to imagine the look on the bureaucrats’ faces when the Viracocha had pulled up outside, made entirely of Bolivian reeds. According to Phil, it had taken five days and a sheaf of paperwork to complete the 350-mile trip.

Our own bus journey was proving a little smoother, though no less strange at a height of 4700 metres. We gazed through wheedling altitude headaches at green lakes studded with pink flamingos, all dwarfed by the overbearing alien crags of the 6300-metre Parincota volcano.

After our discordant New Year’s celebrations on Isla del Sol - involving, at one point, a kind of millennial head-to-head between thudding techno and indigenous wind instruments - we had spent a frantic final week making last-minute plans in La Paz. Ali had arranged to join an expedition with the British youth development charity Raleigh International in Southern Chile, where she would be responsible for providing food for 120 young adventurers. ‘I don’t want to have any spare time to think about what might be happening to you,’ she explained, succinctly. It seemed an excellent idea to me, though it had the disadvantage that she had to leave within days for the long journey south, and therefore would not see the boat launched.

Outside the dusty glass of the coach, vast walls of sand were rearing up on either side, as we wound our way down from the Lauca National Park and into the desert regions of Northern  Chile. We watched in silence as the dusk closed in, draining the sky of its remaining blue or coppery hues, leaving the world in grainy sepia, and then darkness. Even the coastal lights of Arica, when they came, were not welcoming but otherworldly, seeming to rise towards us like some vast, extra-terrestrial mothership as we descended from among the black dunes.

We had planned to treat ourselves to a final night in a hotel before going to find the boat the following day, but as we flashed along garish bypasses, past filling stations, we both knew things already felt too intense, too weird. We wanted distraction from our impending separation, a few beers with people who, if not quite friends yet, were at least familiar faces. By the time the coach swung into the station with a grunt and hiss of airbrakes, we knew we were going to the beach.

‘Where do you want to go?’ asked a taxi driver, as he humped our bags into the back of a battered Datsun and got in. ‘I’m not exactly sure,’ I said. ‘It’s near to Hotel Chinchorro, on the beach.’

The driver pulled one of those expressions reserved for foreign tourists. ‘What is it you’re looking for? Is it Hotel Chinchorro or not?’

‘We’re going to the balsa de totora,’ I said. ‘You’ve probably seen it. It’s near the hotel.’

‘The big boat on the beach?’ he said, drumming his fingers on the steering wheel. We were turning down a slip road, towards the sea.

‘Exacto! ’ I smiled. ‘So you have seen it?’

The driver pulled in at the side of the road, hooked his arm over the back of the seat, and looked me in the eye.

‘Didn’t you hear, friend?’ he said gently. ‘The reed boat has already gone.’
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