THE VIEW FROM THE RIVER

The cold had kept me awake for the last hour, in spite of my three seasons sleeping bag and the heavy Norwegian Army jumper I was wearing. Luke shuffling about between the two tents, trying to light the Volcano kettle, roused me from the state of half slumber which I had just managed to achieve and prompted me to face the new morning. Of sleep there had been plenty enough as we had gone to bed by about 9 o’clock the night before, unable to do much in the approaching darkness of the Bolivian night. There had been no cloud then to obscure the brilliant display of the millions of stars above the Southern Hemisphere. This lack of cloud cover meant that there was nothing to hold in the escaping heat of the day and so heralded another cold night on the high plains of the Altiplano.

Today would be Day Five on the river since we had ‘portaged’ the boat by truck down to the ‘Japanese Bridge’. The last four days had been a long hard haul down the Eighty kilometres of ‘El Rio Desaguadero’ whose name translates literally from Spanish to mean ‘water drainage’. With a little help from ‘El Nino’: the freak climatic changes taking place across the whole of the Pacific this year, the water levels of the Desaguadero had reduced to their lowest yet for this time of year. The Altiplano’s rainy season, which normally lasts over forty days, this year had only managed to produce three full days of rain.

I wriggled out of the sleeping bag and hesitantly pulled on my trousers, which were still cold, wet and muddy from the night before. The material crackled with the morning frost. It was better to get up and get moving about than to stay shivering in bed.

Luke always arose first just after quarter past six to crank up the two tall ‘Kelly’s Kettles’ which had been prepared the night before. This expedition was the first time I had come across these stoves. Burning just about anything for fuel these volcano kettles were a godsend, boiling two litres of water within a few minutes. 

Breakfast was to be a hot cereal and a cup of tea; Just the thing to flush the chill from my bones prior to dismantling the tents and loading the boats. Maximo, Alexandro and Freddy; the three Bolivians with us on this part of the trip, soon emerged from our tent at the sound of the now boiling kettles. Over the past five days they had really begun to gel with the rest of the team, confident now of the routine which we had established, and started to contribute to the camp activities. It was on the river where they truly proved their worth with their local knowledge of both the Totora Reed boat (‘Balsa’) and the river itself. 

Maximo Catari had constructed the Balsa himself in the traditional Aymara Indian methods with the help of his protégé, young Alexandro whose fifteen years of age were belied by his enthusiasm and endurance. Sergeant Freddy Ramos was the Bolivian Navy’s representative on the boat team, a topographic specialist who had conducted the recce of the river the year before with Colonel John Blashford Snell.

The Balsa; “Pachachotek” and the Avon safety boat waited where we had left them the night before, beached on the mud shelf by the river’s edge; evidence of the continuing fall of the water level.

After breakfast and breaking camp, the boats were loaded with the tents and personal kit of the eight man boat team; Four in the Balsa, two safety boat crewmen and the two walkers who would wade in, literally, to assist where the river level was so low that the Balsa would have to be pushed, dragged and cajoled over the shallows. After lunch the walkers would change places with two of the boatcrew in order to give a fresh team  for the afternoon’s endeavours.

Within a hundred yards of casting off from the shore the Balsa had managed to locate the first sandbank  of the day and ground to a halt while the muddy brown waters of the Desaguadero swirled past us and continued on its southward journey. The waters simply took the course of least resistance in the way that liquids do. Unfortunately neither the overloaded Avon inflatable nor the now waterlogged Totora reed boat, which weighed almost a ton, could flit quite so lucidly across the surface of the mud and silt riverbed. “Would that it could” I thought to myself as I eased myself over the bound reed gunwhales and into the icy waters for the first time of the day. It would take a couple of hours for the sun to warm the slow flowing waters to the point that it would become less unpleasant. In the first week’s river trip I had badly sunburned the tops of my feet and so now had taken to wearing the ‘Porelle’ waterproof socks, which had, been donated to the expedition for field-testing. The socks were certainly waterproof, unfortunately the draught of the Balsa is deeper than my calf and the cold waters had seeped in over the top to remain contained within the waterproof layer which although breathable was unable to drain this veritable deluge. As a result my feet remained frozen, even on board the Balsa; the socks thermal properties retaining the cold water from the warming effects of the rising sun.

My boots squelched down deep into the silt, trying to purchase on the slippery riverbed. It was all hands on deck as we pushed the Balsa over this first encumbrance. Only two meters before the sculpted Puma’s head on the Balsa’s bow dipped slightly into the deeper water of the channel which twisted and turned it’s way down the course of the river. Throughout the day this channel proved elusive and unpredictable, only a half meter deep in parts, normally only two or three meters wide and never more than a meter deep over the whole length. Frequently it crossed the river at right angles and in places it would disappear altogether only to reappear five meters to a flank. The Avon would nudge thirty meters ahead trying to fathom the course of the channel using a paddle to measure the depth when the engine was able to work in deep enough water. At other times it required the two crewmen to use their own legs, dragging the Avon behind them. When possible the Avon would try to take Pachachotek in tow, using the 15 horsepower Mariner engine to tug the Balsa along for as far as possible. Usually this would only be for a hundred meters or so before the channel disappeared from underneath once more. This game of hide and seek continued over the course of four hours in the morning prior to a half hour lunch break , on the riverbank which consisted of a Cereal Bar, a Mars Bar and a half cup of coffee from a thermos flask. Another three and a half hours then followed this brief interlude from the pushing and pulling over the sandbanks before we stopped to pitch camp for the night. With the afternoon had come a strong wind, which would frequently blow the boats across the river breadth and off the side of the channels. In the first week we had managed to set the sails and  breeze down the deeper parts of the river but here the first time that we had rigged the sail the Balsa had immediately been blown onto a sandbank and the strong gusts had ripped the sail at the mast foot. The channel never followed the same direction long enough for the sails to be of any use before the Balsa’s bulk floundered on yet another shallow section or sandbank. After that first attempt the sail had been consigned to its stowage.

The river slowly wound its course in a serpentine fashion often opening out into broader estuaries which lowered the average depth across the river and required the boats to be dragged over water a mere six inches deep. The mud sucked at the boat hulls as they passed over and the only technique was to keep up the momentum over the whole shallow in order to avoid permitting the hulls to settle back into the clinging mud. At each estuary a conundrum of choices would be presented to us as the river would split into two three or four separate courses around the larger sandbank islands. Sometimes it could be up to a kilometre further on before these courses would rejoin. The possibilities of choosing the wrong course only to find it too shallow or a dead end were exasperated by the high riverbanks with their collapsing mud walls which became our horizons left and right and the twisting course of the river itself which permitted a view ahead limited to the next hundred meters or so. On many occasions we found ourselves dragging the boats both over the shallows and against the 2/3 Knot current back up river to start again down a new course.

For the first four days I had been on the Avon trying to identify our elusive deep channel  ahead of the Balsa with Ben Cartwright, the expedition’s mechanical engineer. Today I had swopped over to steer Pachachotek in the morning and then walk on the bank in the afternoon. It was a pleasant surprise then to have my horizons restored once more to permit a glorious view of the Altiplano unrestricted by the mud riverbanks. Tonight we camped early at quarter to four, having made good time over the distance. We had begun to be more efficient at second guessing our sparring partner, the deep channel, and become more adept at assessing its course. We were now in sight of Eucalyptus; our next destination only eight kilometres away, a Gold mining town that drew the waters from the river in its mining processes. There we could rest for a day or so before considering whether the Deseguadero would be deep enough to permit us on our way to Lake Poopo, our journey’s end.

The camp was pitched and dinner cooked with the efficiency of routine acquired over the past five days. Our daily radio contact with the support group was made quickly over the Motorola UHF radio. All was well and the town was awaiting our arrival with some anticipation. The FTSE had just reached the 6,000 mark and some mail had arrived at last via the British Embassy in Bolivia’s capital; La Paz.

As darkness fell we burned the sticks of bushes on a bonfire to retard the arrival of darkness and sleep. The lights of Eucalyptus beckoned but they would have to wait until tomorrow. The night sky was clear of clouds and the millions of stars twinkled brightly. It was going to be a cold night again.
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