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IT WASN’T UNTIL WE REACHEDone-third of the way up theunnamed 3,000-foot peak inGuyana’s Iwokrama Mountainrange that I was suddenlystricken by the need to dance. 
It was a foolish-looking number that involved flailingyour arms, stomping your feet, and slapping your-self silly. I performed it with such gusto—slap, slap,hop; slap, hop, slap—that Jon, watching frombehind, sarcastically asked, ‘What’s the matter,ants in your pants?’ I inserted an impressive spinbetween hops and rapidly informed him ‘I’m doingthe ant dance, the latest jungle craze; and the ants,thanks for asking, are in my shirt, not my pants.’ Ilooked down and saw hundreds of the scurryinginsects determined to defend their nests and toldhim it can be infectious. Sure enough, before I evenhad a chance to ask him to dance, Jon was movingto the same unheard jungle beat.

A short while later we came across the remnants ofa trail, although I use the word trail lightly. Therewere faded machete marks on random trees butthe foliage had grown back so thickly that our localMakushi Amerindian guides, Harold and Lawrence,had to keep their machetes in a constant choppingmotion. The steep jungle climb took us past tower-ing buttress trees and under swaying palms; westepped over endless deadfall, chopped throughtangles of vines, and gave ant dance recitals morethan once. Spider, capuchin, and squirrel monkeysbounded effortlessly through the trees and macawssquawked unseen above the canopy. 
Suddenly the foliage thinned out and the steeplysloped forest floor levelled off; we reached the topand were rewarded with an amazing panorama ofjungle-covered mountains that receded into the far-reaching Rupununi Savannah of southern Guyana.For the past week we had been living under thethick jungle canopy where sunlight was sparse;seeing miles of blue sky filled with puffy cumulousclouds was sublime. The ceiling of flora became a

carpet of treetops, hawks soared at eye level, andbeautiful blue and red macaws finally came intoview below us. The pain in my blistered feet andaching legs faded, and each and every burning antbite became tolerable.
Hours later, on the long walk down, I consideredasking Ian why he left the ant dance out of the jun-gle training prior to the trek, but then realized it’smore natural reaction than learned moves. Still,two-stepping aside, the jungle is unforgiving terrain,and before loading up our rucksacks and walkinginto its bowels it was necessary to acclimatize andgain a bit of knowledge. Ian Craddock, our trekleader who has been guiding trips through theremote jungles of Guyana for three years, was justthe man for the job.
Even with the relative obscurity of South America’soften-overlooked English speaking country, it’s easyto see why Ian has chosen Guyana for his jungletrips. Guyana is slightly smaller in size than GreatBritain, but has more rain forest than all of Central
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Kirk Smock treksinto the lively jungles ofGuyanawith Ants
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America. And with most of the 750,000 inhabitantsliving along the Atlantic coast, Guyana’s interior(roughly 80 percent of the landmass) is relativelyunpopulated outside of migrant mining towns andAmerindian villages home to Guyana’s indigenouspeoples.
Within Guyana, we mainly stuck to the boundariesof Iwokrama Centre for Rainforest Conservation andDevelopment. Guyana’s gift to the world, Iwokramais a one million-acre preserve set aside as a livinglaboratory for tropical forest management, rangingfrom eco-tourism to scientific research. It’s locationwithin one of the last four untouched tropicalforests in the world provides a perfect home tomore than 1,500 species of flora, 200 mammals,500 birds, 420 fish, and 150 species of amphibiansand reptiles.
Our first two days were spent in the comfortablesurroundings of Iwokrama’s field station; we hadbeds to sleep in, cold beer at night, and we ate in abeautiful open dining room overlooking South

America’s third largest river, the Essequibo. Onceour equipment was issued (necessary jungle gear,ranging from hammocks to mosquito nets, water-proof canoe bags to machetes, were supplied) wespent the time covering jungle hazards.
We discussed serious health problems like heat ill-ness, dehydration, and broken bones, while cover-ing the best ways to avoid them. But it was thethreats that come from the forest itself—and thenumerous creatures within it—that made thebiggest impact.
On land you have mammals including big cats likethe jaguar, puma, and ocelot; monkeys, includingthe red howlers who fill the pre-dawn forest witheerie, prehistoric-sounding screams; there are alsotapirs (known as the bush cow), giant anteaters,giant armadillos, and oversized rodents, includingthe capybara, the world’s largest. But we were toldthe most menacing mammal is the white-lippedpeccary, a stinky, noisy wild boar that travels inherds of up to 200. Besides mammals, there are the

smaller, more bothersome creatures that include—but are not limited to—snakes (from the highly ven-omous labaria to obscenely large anacondas), scor-pions, spiders, wasps, bees, mosquitoes, bot flies,caterpillars (even they aren’t safe), centipedes,ticks, and ants.
Before having a chance to digest the land creatures,Ian casually moved on to rivers. Water threatsinclude black caiman, the largest freshwater croco-dile that can grow up to 24 feet; sting rays; six-footlong electric eels that discharge 500 volts; toothypiranhas; and the tiny candiru, barbed parasites thatare known to plant themselves in the urethras ofswimmers who mistakenly decide to pee in theriver.
Hearing the risks posed by the jungle’s inhabitantscan certainly cause one to feel a bit of fear and trep-idation, but we were quickly reminded that ourchances of having a harmful encounter are slim;jaguars are known to shy away from humans, pira-nha only bite if you’re bleeding, and venomous crea-
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tures like snakes and scorpions usually only attackif they feel threatened. Besides, most of the fear isovershadowed by a desire to see the animals out-side of a zoo and in their natural habitats.
From the field station we piled into a boat andmoved an hour downriver to a camp at the base of900-foot Turtle Mountain. For three days we accli-matized and got into the rhythm of camp life. Welearned how to set up our hammocks, mosquitonets, and rain tarps, discussed necessary choresranging from cooking to digging latrines, and weretrained in the art of the machete—your bestfriend in the jungle.
Besides providing you with a sense of security(real or imagined), the machete clears your path,helps to prepare food, chop firewood, build shel-ter, and even find potable water in various vines,bamboo, and banana plants. Swinging a 16-inchblade can be a bit intimidating at first, but it was-n’t long before I bonded with my new multi-pur-pose tool and quickly understood why it rarely leftthe hands of our guides, Lawrence and Harold.
Heading into the jungle without a local guide, isfoolish, if not suicidal—it’s possible to get lost bystraying too far from camp to relieve yourself, letalone trekking for miles. Besides, with a guide, youessentially have a living jungle encyclopedia. Theyare usually the first to discern a monkey in thetrees, a caiman on the banks, a jaguar print on theground, or an orange and black poison dart frog onthe rocks; they know every tree, plant, and vineand what tangible use they have. And theirrelaxed nature in the jungle was refreshingly intox-icating, except when holding an upset snake.
d TOP: - Ian, John and Kirk preparing dinner ABOVE LEFT: - John, Kirk and Ian bathing in the 

river after the day’s trek

ABOVE RIGHT: - John starting a morning fire BELOW: - Our guide Lawrence, absorbs the view 
from the top of the unnamed peak
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SELF-ADJUSTING LENSES for VARIABLELIGHT CONDITIONS

CARLIN DUNNE and PAUL BASAGOITIA and the ALL NEW

PHOTOCHROMIC SUPER METHOD

Darkness comes suddenly in the equatorial jungle of Guyana. Withinthe trees, the time when day sinks into night is not a lingeringmoment of sun-dappled colors; your surroundings quickly turn fromgreen to gray to an inky black that is quickly filled with the scream-ing sounds of beetles, the loud, back-and-forth croaking of frogs, andthe rustling of leaves and snapping of sticks as nocturnal creaturesbegin to stir. Normally, you’re in bed shortly after the sun goes down,but our first night at Turtle Mountain found us venturing back ontothe river, high-powered spotting torch in hand, in search of a littlejungle nightlife.
At first my eyes were torn between the magnificence of the MilkyWay overhead and the hopes of spotting eye shine on the darkbanks lining the river, but as a thin layer of clouds moved in andmuted the brilliance above, I resigned to searching for sets of redeyes in our beam of light. We saw the backsides of labba and agoutias they scurried away, scared by the boat’s motor, but it wasn’t longbefore Lawrence stood in the bow, holding a four-foot longcorkscrew boa that he pulled from a tree. Moments later we hov-ered over a caiman frozen in our light. While staring at the eerie redeyes, razor-sharp teeth, and long, armor-plated body sunk in mudand covered by gnarled, thorn-laden vines and exposed roots, itseemed the years between present day and the prehistoric era werebut a blip in time. 
Back on land, the thick canopy of trees made for horrible stargazing,but as I swept my headlight across the ground, I noticed hundredsof twinkling lights. Upon closer inspection I realized I was seeing eyeshine from hundreds of small spiders; it was an unnerving beauty,but no less captivating than the hidden stars overhead.
The following day we did the final phase of preparation for our trekby hiking to the top of Turtle Mountain, albeit without our 45-poundpacks. We took our time on the climb, allowing Lawrence andHarold to transform the tangled mess of green around us into some-thing more discernable. 
Colossal greenheart trees, the source of one of the world’sstrongest woods, stood next to equally massive wodalla trees, thebark of which is used to lash together shelters and make warashis,a type of Amerindian backpack. Scarred balata trees beckoned backto a time when their latex-like sap was quite valuable. Similar look-ing vines revealed distinct uses: karia and kapadula held pure drink-ing water; hiowee had a poisonous inner pulp that’s used in aninventive form of fishing; and nibi vines hung from treetops 100 feetabove and made for perfect jungle swinging, a la Tarzan.
The top of Turtle Mountain provided a view of the Essequibo River, ashimmering ribbon twisting through the never-ending forest thatstretched into the horizon where Guyana’s largest mountain range,the Pakaraimas, came into sight. From that height, the jungleappeared so impenetrable, that it was easier to imagine trekkingover it—leaping from treetop to treetop—than through it.
We left Turtle Mountain camp and headed south to the base of theIwokrama Mountains, where we began our seven-day trek. It tookus four hours to make our way from the roadside to the river at thebase of the gorge. As opposed to Guyana’s larger, low-lying riverslike the Essequibo, the river in the gorge ran clear and cool amongstexposed rocks worn smooth by days of higher waters; toweringtrees lined the banks, straining for a taste of the sun’s rays thatshone through the hole in the canopy above.
The next day, two hours further up the gorge, we came upon a largerock situated on the bank of the river and covered in an ancient pet-roglyph. The left-hand side of the carving featured an upside-downbody with arms at the waist and legs spread. To the right, attachedby a cord, was a small head with two big eyes and an open, 
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rounded mouth. It appeared to be the scene of abirth, but with no proper studies into possiblemeanings of the petroglyph, we began drawingour own conclusions.
We transported ourselves back thousands ofyears to when the carvings were done. Was thisthe spot of a sacred birth? A place where peoplewould come in search of fertility? The work of aman, full of pride, after the delivery of his firstchild? The general scenery around us—trees,rocks, river—certainly mirrored what the artistsaw while chiseling into the rock. Did they intendthe scene to last as long as it has? Was theirworld, as ours is today, obsessed with theunknown future, and they wanted to leave a per-manent reminder of yesterday?
The petroglyph became a never-ending metaphorthat occupied my mind throughout the day’s walk-ing, which ended when the river forked and westood staring at two separate waterfalls. Withcascading water in front and two steep mountainsat our sides, we decided to set up a base camp.
From our camp, we spent one day ant-dancing ourway to 3,000 feet and two more days followingthe river further up the gorge. The three-tieredwaterfalls near our camp were so stunning thatwe spent hours on top, basking in the sun andwatching jungle life: Ants completed mysteriousmissions with determination; lizards casuallyfeasted on bugs; electric blue butterflies alternat-ed between spasmodic flying and serene sittingand flies buzzed our heads, as they do.
Beyond the waterfalls, we pushed through thickjungle and found a still, swampy section. Therewas no direct sunlight and everything was cov-ered in subdued shades of green—the ground,the rocks, the trees, and the top of the water. Asa dwarf caiman disappeared into the water andspider monkeys sprung through the trees, it allseemed too perfect to be real, too archetypal. Butthis was no movie set or Disney World ride, it waspristine nature beyond the reach of the humanhands that so often destroy, only to try and recre-ate it again elsewhere.
The swamp was near the end of our push up thegorge; from there we would double-back and headout. Our trip wouldn’t end when we returned tothe road where we began—we still had stays attwo eco-resorts, along with an afternoon at 741-foot-high Kaieteur Falls, the world’s highest single-drop waterfall, to look forward to—but I felt apang of sadness when I thought about leaving thisworld behind. 
The jungle as a whole fascinated me, and I beganlikening it to a complicated lover who soothesinflicted pain with unnatural beauty. At least that’show I saw it when, as I sat watching a dark greenhummingbird hover over the swamp, I wasembraced by ants and invited to another dance.This time I knew the steps and, with a whisperedpromise to return, began slapping and hopping myway out of the jungle. d

Who’s Writing?Kirk Smock is a freelance writer who found himself faced with the propo-sition of moving to a little-known country after his girlfriend was offered apublic health fellowship in Guyana. After a few Google searches he wasable to explain to friends and family that his soon-to-be new home wasnot in Africa, but South America. Kirk currently relies on travel experiencegained while living in or exploring the United States, England, Europe,Brazil, and Central America to scour Guyana for writing fodder.

d TOP: - View of Kaieteur Falls from airplane

ABOVE: - Squirrel monkeys manuevering along a palm frond
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LET’SGO •  GUYANA
WHAT’S UP?The relative obscurity of Guyana, combined withEnglish-speaking locals and an amazingly unpopu-lated interior makes for wonderful eco and adven-ture travel. However, tourism infrastructure is limit-ed, making exploration of the pristine jungle andwide-open savannah a bit tricky, but by seeking outa tour operator and enlisting a knowledgeable guideor two, you’re likely to discover a place that youhave all to yourself.
WHEN TO GOGuyana’s climate is equatorial (read: hot year-round) and has two seasons, wet and dry. Averagetemperature range is from 24 to 31 degreesCelsius, but coastal breezes temper the heat alongthe sea. The coast has two wet seasons, roughlyMay to July and December and January; rainy sea-son in the interior lasts from May to July. Theunpaved roads of the interior are often impassableafter hard rains, so it is probably best to plan yourtrip around the interior’s dry season.
GETTING THEREBWIA airlines flies directly from the UK with stopsin Barbados or Trinidad; it’s also possible to fly toTrinidad or Barbados with another airline and buy aseparate ticket with BWIA or Caribbean Star toGuyana’s capital city of Georgetown.
GETTING AROUNDTaxis and minibuses are plentiful and cheap inGeorgetown, as well as other cities along the coast.The interior is serviced by bus, minibus, airplane,and four-wheel drive vehicles, but is not entirelyaccessible on your own. It’s best to organise treksinto the interior with an experienced tour operatorwho can help provide invaluable information.
RED TAPEAll visitors require a valid passport but UK nationalsdon’t need a visa. Many areas of the interior, suchas Amerindian villages and Iwokrama, require per-mission and fees to visit, and again, are best organ-ised through a local tour operator.
MONEYThe Guyana dollar is the local currency, with theexchange rate around G$360 per pound.International cash machines do not exist so it’s nec-essary to bring traveller’s checks or cash toexchange at a local bank. Credit cards are acceptedsparsely throughout Georgetown, but the interior isa cash economy. The US dollar is also widelyaccepted. Food and drink is relatively cheap, withtravel and lodging in the interior being the biggestexpense.
FOOD AND DRINKGuyanese cuisine is a mixture of Caribbean, Indian,and African. Fresh fruits, vegetables, fish, andmeats are plentiful and curries, served with rice orroti, are popular. Lodges in the interior arerenowned for buffet-style meals featuring localdelights ranging from wild peccary to breadfruit,locally raised beef to freshly made juices. While ontrek, fresh fish often supplements tinned food andgranola bars.

ACCOMMODATIONLodging during the trek begins with the relativecomforts of Iwokrama’s Field Station and ends withthe indulgences of Rock View Lodge and BaganaraIsland Resort; the ten days in between are spentunder the jungle canopy in a hammock wrapped ina mozzy net. If you’re looking to stay on and exploreGeorgetown for an extra day or two, good accom-modation options include the basic and cheapFlorentene’s Hotel (Tel: 592 226 2283); the family-run Rima Guest House (Tel: 592 225 7401); and tidyand hospitable Friend’s Apartment Hotel (Tel: 592227 2383). 
EQUIPMENTIn general, you can pack for summer weather; light-weight pants, shorts, tee shirts and flip-flops arefine for the city. For an interior trek, you’ll want tobring two pairs of lightweight pants, two button-upjungle shirts, two pairs of socks, and two pairs ofunderwear (one set is for the daytime and is almostalways wet, either from sweat or river water; thesecond set remains dry for nighttime use). If youorganise a trip through Bushmasters, all junglenecessities are provided. You will need a light-weight sleeping sack, good head torch, comfortablewalking boots that can get wet, rucksack, river san-dals, hydration bag, swimsuit, towel, mosquitorepellent, sun cream, sunglasses, and camera.
HEALTH HAZARDSDrink only bottled water and make sure you are cur-rent on all vaccinations (ask a doctor’s advicebefore planning your trip). Malaria tablets are rec-ommended for the interior, but not necessary alongthe coast. Heatstroke, dehydration, and sunburnshould also always be a concern.
STAYING ONThe organised trek allows you to see a good cross-section of Guyana’s interior but if you have time andmoney to explore more, contact a tour operator for

information on several eco-lodges scatteredthroughout the jungle and savannahs. TheCaribbean vibe, bustling markets, good museumsand friendly English-speaking locals also makespending a day or two in Georgetown worthwhile.
INSURANCEBasic trekking and travel insurance is a good idea;contact AT’s advertisers for quotes.
MAPS & GUIDESRough Guide and Lonely Planet give an outline ofGuyana, especially the coastal areas. The rain forestis largely unmapped and a guide is an absolutemust for exploration.
CONTACTSwww.bushmasters.comAdventure travel company that offers trips inGuyana, including overland treks, jungle survivalcourses, and off-road adventures.www.evergreen-adventures.com Tel. 226-0605Evergreen Adventures offers trips from Georgetownto the Amazon basin.www.wildernessexplorers.com Tel. 592 227-7698Wilderness Explorers is a nature and adventure touroperator offering a wide range of trips to all parts ofGuyana.www.exploreguyana.com Tel. 592 225 0807Tourism & Hospitality Association of Guyana (THAG)website; THAG also publishes the yearly ExploreGuyana guide.www.guyana-tourism.com Tel. 223-6351Guyana Tourism Authority website with informationon all things Guyanawww.bwee.comBritish West Indies Airlines website, with onlinebooking.
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