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Sunday 3rd November
08:44

This is it, again. I’ve had a good night’s sleep. I swung my legs over the side of the bed at 8am and the phone rang as my feet touched the floor. Dad, unsure of my flight times, wanted to catch me before I went. He is worried as always. The only worries I have are catching all the connecting flights and having no problems with the planes. These will not dissipate until I am in a hotel in Palmas (which is still not booked) on Tuesday evening. I have a few last minute things to do this morning before heading to mum’s for lunch. I wonder if I will meet any of the team prior to Palmas. The Indonesian thought he was on the same Palmas flight as me when he e-mailed me. Just six of us on the team. From the e-mails, they already sound like a nice group. I hope I get the room at the hotel in Palmas. I will put the Nepalese lucky travel charm on that Lisa gave me and then have my breakfast. If I feel hungry on the journey, I have the packet of flat-fizz-bombs from Noelle to eat. It’s good to be writing one of these diaries again after over a year away from South America.

10:16

I am far too organised. Everything sorted. I just have to drop the keys off to Richard and Fiona, so they can feed my fish while I’m away, on the way to mum’s. Still over six and a half hours before check-in so I think I have plenty of time.

17:53

After mum had fed me with some dinner and Laurie had filled me up with some interesting caramel-filled doughnuts, they dropped me off at Heathrow Terminal Two. I went straight to check-in to find a very short queue. Of course the people in front of me were double-booked on their seats so I waited for a while but I had and still have time. I won’t see my rucksack again until Sao Paulo (if I’m lucky and it hasn’t ended up in Istanbul or Chuggawarale). It will be transferred between planes directly at Madrid. As usual, I have gone straight through to the departure lounge and, as usual, I can’t help but smile at the difficulty people have in walking through the metal detector. Anyone would think they had to walk through a hoop of fire. This trip’s ‘sheep-of-the-day’ routine was the coat trick. It seems someone further up the line must have been asked to put their coat through the luggage scanner for some reason. After this, everyone thought they had to take their coat off to step through. I shook my head, walked through, picked up my day-sack off the rack and left them behind to fumbling to put their coats back on. First bit of bad news is that the flight is running forty minutes late. That still leaves a forty-minute window when I arrive at Madrid to catch the connecting flight to Brazil. I hope the delay isn’t extended! I wonder if I’ll get a meal on both flights? I have been extremely excited all week and, after a calmer day today, am now excited again. However, I’ll feel happier when I’ve made the connection and am on the next flight out of Madrid. I just hope my rucksack will be on the same plane.

19:19

Well, the flight should have left four minutes ago but the board still says ‘delayed to 19:55’. I reckon the gate number will show in the next five minutes or so. I have picked a seat, quite unintentionally but typically, near to a toy outlet and have been listening to the sounds of a walking, talking cuddly pig for the last half an hour. The cuddly pig has now been joined by a bear, dressed as a guardsman, that is banging a base drum. I think I may have to move to a different seat soon.

19:25

I told me the gate number would show between five and ten minutes!

19:37

Still waiting to board. The lights are so bright in here and it is so dark outside, it feels like the middle of the night. I wonder what it will feel like when I’m waiting for the next flight and it is the middle of the night!

19:40

People are creating a long queue to get on the plane. I can’t see the point in rushing when everyone has an allocated seat number. The queue grows larger. I watch them from my comfortable seat. Time for the first flat-fizz-bomb!

19:43

Most of the passengers are Spanish. Why is it that so many of these young Spanish women look like they are psychopathic murderers, even when they are smiling? Spanish men must be brave, I realise. Oh, we are boarding.

19:56

In my seat. They boarded us by seat row number so I actually jumped the queue and got on the plane early. Ha-ha, suckers for queuing!

20:01

It really is incredible how difficult people find the simplest of tasks. The seat rows are clearly marked in numerals. There is no language to translate. The seat numbers are clearly marked on the boarding tickets. The rows have, of course, been placed most confusingly in numerical order and it must be this reason that is causing my fellow passengers the problems when finding their seats. It makes me wonder how they will find their house number when they get back to their respective streets at home. Perhaps there has been a European Postman Convention? If that’s the case, they are all sitting in the wrong seats anyway. I hope we take off soon or I will be running for the connecting flight.

20:56

We have only just taken to the air. We are an incredible one hour forty minutes late and my window between landing and the Brazil flight taking off was two hours. That means it is extremely tight and I am a bit worried about it. I actually hope the next flight is running very late. Even if I make it to the next plane, will my rucksack? Not much I can do about it so I may as well get on with some reading. Ho hum.

21:05

A bit of good news: they will be serving dinner shortly!

21:59

Maybe ‘shortly’ wasn’t the word to use. Anyway, I’ve just finished the dinner, which included a rather nice quiche and a chicken goujon and some green stuff that I think is called salad. I’ve seen it being eaten before by rabbits. The dessert had a certain chockie element to it, which made me happy and I also rescued a piece of cheese from a fiendishly diabolical escape-proof plastic wrapper, eventually. I am still quite concerned about the connecting flight and am waiting for the attendants to clear away the dinner trays before I ask for some assistance. They may be able to check if the Brazil flight is also running late. If it is also about an hour late, that will be just fine. We shall see.

22:31

I have spoken to a stewardess and she is going to find out about the connecting flight. Fortunately, it is also Iberia and they will be aware that I will be on it and that this flight is late. As I write, another hostess has told me they have no information about the connecting flight and I will have to ask when we land. We are about to start our descent now so it shouldn’t be long. The other flight is not due to depart for 55 minutes so I should make it. It is just my rucksack that I worry about!

22:38

I move my watch to Spanish time. It is now 11:38. We are coming in to land. We have made up time so I should be okay.

23:42

We have touched down. Check-in for the Brazil flight is in eight minutes.

Monday 4th November
00:08

Felt like an age getting off the plane and then the bus from the plane to the terminal building took longer. Went through to Information. The information they gave me was that I didn’t have much time and should hurry! Found the departure gates and then found that the entry to them was shut after 11:30pm! Found another entrance and ran. No problems through passport control and am now at the departure gate. They have not started to board yet. I wonder where my rucksack is?

00:14

I don’t know why we are not boarding. There are no messages and everyone is looking at each other with blank faces, including the staff. At least this is giving my rucksack more time to run across the tarmac and jump on the plane. Do I risk going to the loo? I can’t see where one is so the answer is ‘no’.

00:19

Still waiting. Relieved that I made it. I was rubbing my yak-bone good luck charm like mad as we came in to land so that I wouldn’t miss the connection. Lisa, it worked! Time for a flat-fizz-bomb to calm the nerves and get rid of that adrenaline build-up.

00:26

Just back from the loo (must have been the fizz-bomb) wondering if the place would be empty on my return but we’re still waiting to board.

00:35

No announcement at all. The longer we wait, the more chance I have of Mr Rucksack getting on the plane. Maybe Mr Rucksack is the cause of the delay? He might be causing havoc down there for them to let it in. I wonder if the Earthwatch sticker has fallen off it yet? It fell off this morning and mum and I had to stick it back on with double-sided sticky tape. Judging by the way they handle the baggage, I’d be amazed if the sticker is still on it at Sao Paulo. As I disembarked the plane earlier, someone’s case fell from the hold, missing the conveyor belt and dropped about twenty feet to the floor with a thud. I hope it didn’t have any breakables in it.

00:47

We’re boarding. Must mean Mr Rucksack has negotiated his way on board!

00:58

I’m in my seat and I’m smiling. All ready to go to South America once again after a break of over a year. Of course, I wasn’t worried about missing the connecting flight anyway (hmmm). I’m sure I saw Mr Rucksack waving at me through the window of the walkway as I boarded so it seems he did make it on board. I’ll find out in about twelve to thirteen hours time.

01:34

The plane is in the air. The land that I have wanted to visit since school (and have only done so when visiting briefly for lunch once last year) awaits.

01:54

The Captain has just introduced himself (over the intercom of course, not personally as he is busy flying the plane). He expects the journey to take another ten hours. In apologising for the delay in take-off, he blamed it on taking a long time to fit a new component to the plane’s computer system. Of course, I know the real reason was the trouble caused by Mr Rucksack! The crew have just handed me a pair of headphones and a pair of socks. Perhaps they think the socks I am wearing are smelly. There are a few empty seats and some lucky people have been able to put their feet up and lie down. At least I have an aisle seat and can stretch my legs out in the aisle. I don’t want to go to sleep just yet as I don’t want to miss a film or some food.

02:20

Food is being served and this one is a hot meal by the sound of it. All I need is a good film now and then some sleep.

02:57

We actually had a choice of meals. As I had chicken on the flight earlier, I opted for the fettuccine, which was very nice and a coke. A pleasant but not chocolatey dessert was followed by a coffee. I’m ready for a film now, then sleep and then wake up in time for breakfast.

09:44

Well, I got to see my film. The screen had gone blank and the headphones silent. I was about to fall asleep when the music started for the film. Managed to stay awake for it and then got some on and off sleep afterwards. The lights had been switched off in the cabin and the blinds pulled down to cover the windows. Most people were asleep. The man next to me was snoring but not loudly. Oh, breakfast is being served! The view outside resembles Antarctica but is, of course, the roof of the clouds. The map display on the tv screen shows that we are approaching the coast of Brazil.

10:14

Breakfast was a modest affair of ham, cheese, salami, a roll, a muffin, orange juice, coffee and half a peach. I have been watching the information on the monitor and am a little confused. The time in Brazil was supposedly four hours behind the UK. That makes five hours behind continental Europe. However, the display shows it as just three hours behind Europe. I can only think that the two hours difference is caused by Brazil not putting the clocks back and forward as we do so they are four hours behind BST but only three behind GMT and that Brazil has two time zones with my ultimate destination being a further hour behind Sao Paulo. At any rate, we only have an hour and a quarter until arrival. I hope Mr Rucksack had a good night’s sleep in the hold.

10:26

I am adjusting to local time, which is now 07:26.

07:49

Have just completed the two entry visa slips for customs and passport control. Thankfully, they were in English and so were very straightforward. I seem to recall the Peruvian ones last year were much more complicated. Three quarters of an hour until arrival.

08:21

We have flown over Belo Horizonte and are bypassing Rio De Janeiro to the east on our way to Sao Paulo. Outside, a gap in the clouds reveals a flooded landscape of lakes and interconnecting rivers. We will be arriving very soon. We have actually passed by Brasilia to the north-west and so my next flight later today will be back-tracking somewhat.

08:42

We have started our descent and the Captain has just announced touchdown in ten minutes. The weather is slightly better than the UK with clear, blue skies and already at 19 degrees C.

08:46

As I look out at the rivers meandering below, I don’t think I will ever stop being excited and pleased to be arriving in South America, no matter how many times I return (and I hope that is many times).

08:49

As the landing gear drops and the nose dips, we pass over a sprawl of houses littering the hillsides, too solid to be shanty towns but no doubt originating from them.

08:51

The wheels touch. Brazil!

09:02

We are waiting out on the tarmac as it seems that someone has taken our parking space. I bet it’s an old bloke in a Volvo.

09:06

We’ve found a parking space. It will probably be at the end of the car park, on the top floor and miles from an elevator.

09:54

I’m through passport control and customs with no problem and there, waiting for me already at the baggage claim, was Mr Rucksack. The Earthwatch sticker is still on it! I now have nearly eight hours to spare before my flight to Brasilia so I think I’m a bit early to check in. I’ll have a wander, find a loo and change some currency.

10:33

After listening to some schoolchildren singing songs in the main hall, I took a walk, finding the loo and, on the way, a bona fide money exchange. In fact, I passed two exchanges but one displayed no rates. I am well aware of the notoriety of money exchange places in South America, even official ones and I am very careful. I worked out the exchange amount in my head first so that I knew what to expect. I said out loud the amount I gave to the cashier and I watched her like a hawk, especially when she gave me a form to fill in. This one was one of the honest ones, speaking English, giving me the exact amount with a receipt (which you must keep in order to change any back on the way home) and she also changed some in to smaller notes, which I needed for taxis as many will not have change. The rate was $Rs5.55 to the £. I have a long time to wait but I note that the check-in is already displayed for my flight. It may be worth me checking in Mr Rucksack as early as possible so that I don’t have to carry him around. I will see if I can in a minute and then I will be free to walk around or just rest for the day. There are plenty of food places to get some lunch at.

11:19

I found the check-in but decided it was far too early to do so. Instead, I looked at the souvenir shops and then went for a walk outside for some fresh air. As I walked out of the doors, I found the heat to be quite oppressive. I still walked for a way until I had some sort of view of the world outside the airport. The view was very urban and not worth dwelling on and so I returned to the air-conditioned terminal building.

11:32

I am quite tired. My flight is on screen three of the departure board but there are no earlier flights via or to Brasilia. I think I’ll wait until it gets to screen two and then try and check in and then get a drink and some food. My eyes are feeling very heavy.

11:51

A lovely lady rep’ from TAM airlines told me in fluent English that it was not too early to check in and so I went straight to another lovely lady, who also spoke fluent English, and thirty seconds later, I had my boarding card. Mr Rucksack was whisked off safely. With only my day-sack now, I am much freer to move around and get something to eat and drink. Boarding is at 17:15 so I have nearly five and a half hours to kill.

11:57

Just thought I’d add that I am very happy at this stage of the journey. Both Mr Rucksack and myself have arrived safely in Brazil, I have my currency already with no fraud problems from the cashier, Mr Rucksack and I are now checked in for this afternoon’s flight and I have plenty of time. No rush, no hassle, no stress. I’m happy. Now I need food.

12:20

I’m not at McDonalds, I’m at ‘Jet’ (no it’s not a petrol station). I’m having the equivalent of a Big Mac, fries and a coke for under £1.50 ($Rs7.50). I am in a quiet secluded seat looking out at the planes and relaxing. The good thing about Jet is that they don’t muck about with small, medium or large, you just have fries and coke.

14:28

I window shopped for nearly two hours and considering how few shops there are and how little each has, I ought to know them off by heart. I am now sitting in front of a bank of information screens but it is a long time until my flight boards. My eyes keep shutting and my head keeps jerking back as I nearly fall asleep. There is a man attending a sales stall nearby. The product is a large amount of cling film or similar which is wrapped copiously around the luggage to protect it. I haven’t seen a punter all day and he looks very bored.

15:06

After nodding off for the umpteenth time and knocking my glasses off my face in the process, I decided to head straight over to the coffee bar and get a strong cup of expresso. Not bad for $R1.20 (about twenty pence). I am going to walk around again to keep me awake. There are still two hours before boarding begins so it looks like I’ll have to walk around the whole airport again. My eyes are too tired to sit and read.

15:59

There’s only so much walking around the same shops that you can do! Have decided to come through to the departure lounge even though it doesn’t start to board for an hour and a quarter. The departure areas are all almost empty and it is very quiet. The seats are very comfortable too. The skies are grey now outside and there has obviously been a rain shower. To be expected in the rainy season. I realise that with all the shops, I haven’t seen a single post card (and that’s not just an excuse for not sending any)!

17:38

In my seat and ready for take-off. It may only be a small airline but I can’t complain at the comfortable leather seats! I have a window seat for a change in the hope that I will see some of the countryside on route. The plane is nearly empty and I have two empty seats next to me at the moment. People are still boarding I think, or maybe not.HHhhhhhhh The airhostess appears to be having difficulty working out how to close the door. I hope it is shut properly!

17:45

The very pretty blonde airhostess (Leticia according to her name badge) has just given me a black butter toffee. And very nice it is too. I wonder if we’ll get dinner on this flight? We are backing out to the runway right on time. I hope we’re not going backwards all the way. That would be interesting.

17:48

We’re still going backwards. Leticia is demonstrating the life jacket routine. Her colleague is explaining. I don’t understand a word of it. Portuguese is completely different to Spanish. I wonder if Leticia will give me another toffee? She did have a whole basket of them after all! Ahaa, the Captain has found the forward gear.

18:00

As we gain altitude and move away from Sao Paulo, what was sparse areas of green amongst the sprawling urban mass, has given way to sparse habitation between hectares of green. From this height, it could be England. We bank steeply and I find us flying between two separate layers of clouds, one upper level above us and a lower level of cumulus below. Now the lakes and rivers appear. The stewardess is addressing us over the intercom but I still haven’t a clue what she’s saying. For all I know, she’s just taken over the plane and is demanding all our chocolates (which is okay as I have none and she’s not getting my flat fizz-bombs). We pass over a series of lakes where the land reaches in to them like tendrils of seaweed and now the cloud obscures everything. Dinner is served.

18:11

The meal is lovely. The tray is huge with none of this trying to manoeuvre things around. Mind you, the seats also seem wider than normal. Esther (another hostess) has just corrected me on my pronunciation of ‘naranja’. It looked the same on the orange juice carton as Spanish but is not pronounced the same. Now I know. The main part of the meal I can only describe as an upside down pizza. There is a layer of tomato sauce covered by melted cheese and a topping of ham, peppers, and some green healthy-looking stuff but the thin crust is on the top like a pie instead of underneath as a base. It is the best, tastiest in-flight meal I’ve had so far. The dessert was like a crème caramel except with strawberry sauce instead of caramel. I had no idea what I was spreading on my cream cracker but it turned out to be some sort of cheese spread. Leticia came past with a trolley and offered me something, which I declined. I have no idea what I turned down but I hope it wasn’t the chance of a lifetime! The Captain has just been on the intercom and gave us some very helpful descriptions of the route we will be taking. Once again, I have no idea what he said but I am sure it was very helpful. He has just repeated it in French. That wasn’t very helpful at all because I wasn’t listening. This is mainly because the lovely Leticia has just been offering me things again. I accepted this time, just in case, but all I got was a plastic cup marginally larger than a thimble (I’m not joking here) containing very sweet black coffee. The Captain has not repeated the message in English. This is strange as I have not heard any French people since leaving Heathrow.

19:05

After flying for a considerable time through the upper level cloud with nothing but white water vapour outside the window, we descended to the clean air between, revealing the polaresque cloud landscape before now dropping through the lower mist as we approach Brasilia airport. The land below appears to be a patchwork of mixed agriculture. Exact circles of green and reddish brown are laid out like carpet tiles over misshapen fields of light brown and more green. There is an obvious structure to it and man’s influence is clear to see.

19:16

We are quite low and must be flying over a wealthy district as a large conclave of houses all have their own swimming pools. A wide river traversed by a modern bridge with three large arches. More houses with swimming pools and now the airport.

19:20

A very smooth landing, five minutes early.

19:51

After the red carpet treatment (literally) on leaving the plane, I am now reunited once again with Mr Rucksack and, yes, the sticker is still in place. I was surprised to see a desk chair minus the base also revolving around the conveyor belt. Interesting luggage. Anyway, now I need to get a taxi. Will they speak English?

20:24

I’m in the hotel room. That was easy enough. There was a queue for the taxis and you just wait in line. There are so many taxis, it doesn’t take long. A porter at the front shows you your taxi. I just told the driver the hotel name when he asked and away we went. There was a meter in the cab so I could keep an eye on it. In the end it took about fifteen to twenty minutes and cost $R21. I made it up to $R26, which is just under a fiver. It would cost me more to get a cab from Hatfield station to home and that’s only two and a half miles! Brasilia, being built in the seventies as a purpose made capital city has very wide, fully tarmacked roads and the journey was quick and comfortable. No potholes everywhere like Lima. The hotel had my reservation and I gave the porter $R5 (a quid) for bringing Mr Rucksack up for me. The room is modest but very clean and comfortable. I have eaten on the plane and so don’t need to go to the restaurant and I shan’t explore outside at night when I don’t know where anything is. The best option, as I am extremely tired, is to go to bed and sleep. I don’t need to be at the airport until about 3:30pm tomorrow, as the flight is not until 4:25pm, so I don’t have to worry about oversleeping a little. Time for bed I think.

Tuesday 5th November
11:45

I looked at my watch at 8:30 this morning and worked out that I had slept for about eleven hours solid. I must have fallen asleep again as I didn’t get up until 11am. This was just after the maid had aborted her effort to clean the room when she realised I was there. I have had a hot shower, the last I will get for a couple of weeks probably, unless I have one at the hotel in Palmas (assuming I get a room). I have clean clothes on and have decided to wear my Earthwatch tee-shirt on the off-chance that one of my fellow team mates will be on the same Palmas flight. I have missed breakfast but am now going down to reception to see when I need to vacate the room, to pay and see if I can get some food. I have three hours before I need to get a cab to the airport but am not sure if it is worth going walkabout.

12:54

First initiative test of the day. The lift numbers counted down to one and then went ‘M’ then ‘T’. I figured ‘M’ was ground and went to that. The doors opened to a small area leading to what seemed a conference room. Spiral stairs, I guessed went down to the restaurant. I got back in the lift and tried floor one (I didn’t want the basement). This presented me with some exercise machines and a sign for the swimming pool. I tried ‘T’ for ‘basement’ and found reception at the third attempt. I asked at reception and a polite, English speaking receptionist told me I needed to vacate by 1pm. I asked about some breakfast and she took me to a bar in the lobby. I said coffee, some bread and scrambled eggs was fine. She arranged it for me. I sat in the atrium of the lobby and was amazed when they served it to me. A plate of scrambled eggs, a coffee pot, a large bowl of assorted rolls, biscuits and pastries, a plate of fruit, two yoghurts, a plate of ham and cheese and some fresh fruit juice. I left the yoghurt and the biscuits. Now I need to check out. I will go walking before I go to the airport.

13:07

I’m checked out but reception are holding on to Mr Rucksack until later so that I can walk about without him. I hope I will be able to find my way back to the hotel.

14:44

I took an educated guess as to the direction the taxi came from last night. We had passed by an interestingly designed building and I wanted to find it. Heading towards the Central Bank of Brazil, I decided to walk in a straight line at every junction so that it would be easy to find my way back. Fortunately, there were a number of tall landmarks. Brasilia is a city of very wide roads and very tall buildings. Main junctions tended to have areas of grass between the roads too, which took away the congested feel associated with Lima. There was no litter either. The architecture varies, many buildings have metal blinds across every window to be opened and closed to make use of the heat of the sun and to avoid it. Street vendors congregated, selling fruit, sunglasses, umbrellas, watches, jewelry and general rubbish. I found the building I was seeking. It was a dome shaped cathedral in white with an underground entrance and completed in glass and white concrete. Nearby, the buildings of the Government offices flanked each side of the dual carriageways. They all had green window shutters. I started to walk back towards a large television mast and to the hotel. Along the way, I realised my watch had stopped and in attempting to wind it, I inadvertently moved the minute and hour hands so I only had a vague idea of the time. Fortunately, atop the Bank of Brazil was an electronic sign displaying the time and the temperature. It is quite warm, 21 degrees C (about 70 degrees F) and I am already sweating in my clean clothes. I realise it the most when I enter the air-conditioned hotel lobby. Time to collect Mr Rucksack and get a taxi to the airport. 

15:30

Mr Rucksack has already been checked in and I shall shortly go through to departure as boarding starts in twenty-five minutes. I will get a drink first. The drive here seemed very quick but then the driver was doing 80kmph along the carriageway. A roadway sign indicated the temperature had risen to 25 degrees C and moments later it started to rain lightly. The next board put the temperature at 27 degrees C and then 28 degrees C. That is fairly hot but by that time the driver had the air-conditioning on and it is, of course, on here at the airport. The final leg of the journey awaits, at least the flying part anyway.

16:21

On the flight and ready for take-off to Palmas. The rain is coming down in proof of the rainy season. Met two of the team in the departure lounge, who recognised my tee-shirt. The Australian, Beth, and the Indonesian, Dewi (who turns out to be a woman after all, not a man). They are very chatty and we talked about my previous trips to South America and they told me about the HSBC sponsored project, which is why they are all here. As we boarded the plane, we found the Englishman, Phil, already seated. I sat next to him and we have chatted. He is also trying to write a novel so we have things in common. Just two of the team still to meet.

16:31

The plane moves for takeoff. Raindrops accumulate on the windows as we move. The plane is half empty so I am sitting in the wrong seat instead of wedged next to a rather large Brazilian.

17:31

As we come in to land, the scenery has changed dramatically. There is a huge floodplain, stretches of water with sparse trees standing at intervals. On the banks are wide swathes of trees. Not many houses here and the scenery is more picturesque.

18:10

We are still at the airport. The hotel was supposed to arrange a free transfer from the airport but it isn’t here. The lady at the information desk couldn’t speak English but in the end, she rang the hotel and they spoke English. They are sending a free taxi for us and they have confirmed they have a spare room for me too. Excellent. Everything sorted. My team mates are really nice too and we have been swapping stories. The in-joke for us now is that Dewi has a large suitcase on wheels instead of a backpack. We wonder if it converts to an inflatable boat for transporting it down river to the campsite!

18:30

We are on the way. We pass through a small town and the roads are just as impressive as Brasilia with no potholes. There are even sleeping policeman to slow the traffic (even though there is no traffic). There are many people, especially children on bikes and the landscape is very flat and open, very green with that characteristic deep red earth. It seems like a new town, as there are lots of empty plots that look like they will be developed. Despite the lack of cars, the road is three lanes wide in each direction. The hills are very low and are thickly forested. We have just learned from our Indonesian friend that in their houses in Indonesia, they have two kitchens. One is very expensive with all the best design and equipment but is never used. It is just for showing visitors. The other is at the back of the house and that is where they do all their cooking. We asked a few questions about ‘why?’ and she hadn’t really thought about it before. Now she has, she will go back and wonder why they do in fact do it. We pass a range of hills that appear flat-topped and remind me of the Venezuelan Sabana.

18:46

We enter the main part of Palmas. It is very pretty, with wide green lawns separating the lanes of traffic. Other avenues are tree-lined, mainly palms. We are now coming up to the hotel.

18:59

I’m in my little tan room and the air-conditioning unit is working overtime. The air is fairly humid. There didn’t appear to be any fuss at the reception. I completed the same form as the others and I was given a key. There was a note at reception from another member of the team who is already checked in, giving her room details. On the way, we passed by what we thought was the hotel the sixth member is staying in. She was going to contact us at the hotel so hopefully we will all have dinner together tonight. The hotel is beautifully laid out with an atrium near reception with hanging plants dangling like lianas. We passed through a few corridors to get to our rooms, brightly coloured and wonderfully designed.

23:10

Four of us met for drinks at the bar and then went for a meal. Dewi wasn’t feeling too well and stayed in her room. We chatted for a long time about various things and I think we will all get on fine during the stay. We all appear to be around the same ages (the others may be slightly younger). Phil and I have ordered a wake-up call for the morning but, on reflection, we may have ordered breakfast instead. We are not sure but will find out. Mine is set for 6:30 as we are meeting for breakfast at 7:15 and getting a taxi at 7:45. I have learned my first Portuguese – ‘Ubregada’ (I’m not sure of the spelling) means ‘thank you’.

Wednesday 6th November
06:43

I’m awake and it was indeed an alarm call that we had placed last night at the reception. I was already awake and, having switched off the air-conditioning unit last night, the room was already hot and humid. I have switched it back on and, although it is very noisy, it is having an effect. About to have a shower and then get dressed for breakfast. I’m already red from the sun but I don’t feel burnt.

07:10

My hiking boots are on for the first time since the Inca Trail over a year ago. They feel good. Standing under the strange shower head a few minutes ago was like standing beneath a fine misty rain. Strange.

12:34

Breakfast consisted of bread, fruit, orange juice and coffee. We had to check out in a hurry but were still a little late arriving at the Ecologica Office. We arrived at about 8:30 and were introduced to the staff and to the sixth team member, Angeline, from Hong Kong. Two of the assistants are English students in their ‘gap’ year so language is no longer a problem. We first had an introduction about the project and the area and then a representative from IBAMA, the government organisation told of his role. The whole island area is a restricted area and other than the indigenous people, only persons with IBAMA approval can go there. We were then introduced to the biologist working on the project and she told us about the turtles themselves and the predators. After this, we walked to a restaurant for lunch. It is extremely hot out and Palmas is supposed to be one of the hottest places in Brazil. It can reach 45 degrees C! The restaurant, however, was nice and cool and we enjoyed a meal of steak, rice, manioc, chicken and fried banana followed by crème caramel. The banana was actually part of the main course. I had a fresh mango fruit juice and also tried a local fizzy drink which tasted similar to ginger ale. We are now preparing to leave for the research centre. It will be a four to six hour drive and we are waiting to see if we will have the new air-conditioned minibus or the old, smaller one which lets in all the dust and dirt as it travels. We shall see what it is shortly.

13:00

I have applied some suntan lotion. I hope not too belatedly. Whether it will work or not with so much sweat on the skin, I don’t know. I think it’s time I found my faithful hat in the rucksack.

13:15

On the minibus and ready to go. It’s actually a small coach, comfortable and with air-conditioning. I found my hat but wish I had taken more things out of my daysack and put them in the rucksack. Off we go.

13:24

The coach crosses a bridge over a flooded area of land. In the wet season, the river levels can rise by seven metres. A few stranded and sickly palm trees stand sentinel a short way from the bank.

13:29

We are exiting the bridge and the landscape changes to shrub-land. It is very flat and easy to see how it floods so quickly. There are trees as far as I can see but they are not densely packed. Many are saplings. As before on the plane, I notice a very evident layered effect to the cumulus clouds above. They create huge wispy steps upwards to the blue sky. The trees are a mixture of acacia and palms. There is evidence of land clearance and preparation for new roads. Sadly, much of this landscape will ultimately be developed.

13:36

About a third of the scrub is dead and dry. It would ignite so easily and of course, this is what the farmers do to expand their grazing land in to the forest. This can have dire consequences with many places filled with smoke at times and leading to respiratory problems for the locals.

13:48

The road is paved but still very bumpy. Our driver, who bears a striking resemblance to Fidel Castro, avoids the occasional pothole. He has the radio on and, if I’m not mistaken, we are listening to some Columbian music, recognised by its heavy accordion content.

14:14

We have passed a number of ranch areas, marked out by short fences. Remnants of burnt trees lie on the ground and saplings are growing to replace them. The cattle are few and very thin. There is the occasional horse.

14:36

The music has been replaced by a video. It is an old western with Klaus Kinski, called ‘Santana’. It’s been dubbed in to Portuguese and the sound track is pretty bad, along with the acting.

14:48

We have stopped at a small town for provisions. The buildings are single storey and brightly coloured with painted signs.

15:15

We leave the town after a brief rest. I had a chockie milkshake. We expect to be at the centre between 6-6:30pm. The paved road is being extended close to the centre.

15:25

There are a large number of termite mounds in the fields. No sign of any anteaters though.

15:39

The land is very open now with few trees. Tracks at the side of the road are filled with muddy puddles from the rain but there is no sign of that today.

15:41

Suddenly we come across a huge expanse of land with no grass, very few trees and flattened mud. There is no sign of living but it must have been cleared by farmers.

15:46

We turn off the tarmac onto dirt track. There’s a big difference!

15:50

Huge dumper trucks come hurtling towards us and narrowly squeeze by on the narrow track.

16:14

The track crosses a small river and we pass over a very rickety-looking wooden bridge. It takes the weight.

16:44

After some heavy driving and swerving, the driver comes to an abrupt stop and jumps out. I thought we had a problem but he has decided to have a loo stop!

16:50

We slow to a stop as we encounter a herd of cows blocking the road. There are some cowboys with them… on their donkeys!

17:19

The road has become narrower and really is now a simple dirt track. We stop as a lorry comes in the opposite direction. The termite mounds are getting more common and larger.

17:27

We stop at the river and need to wait for a boat. Some got off to walk but by the time I had done my laces up, I was too late to join them.

17:38

The flies are out and the insect repellent is on. It is also starting to rain.

18:01

Apart from the hoverflies, it is very tranquil here. There are birds on the other shore and if you walk in to the trees, you can hear the insects humming. I inspected a couple of termite nests but both seemed dead and empty. I followed a small lizard through the undergrowth and in the clearing, a number of saplings, a few feet tall, were pushing their way upward. The river is serene and laps quietly on the steep banks. There are no signs of the dolphins that often frequent the river. I don’t know how long we need to wait for the boat but I am quite relaxed and contented here. I think it’s flat fizz-bomb time again.

18:18

The driver spots a caiman in the water. I scramble to retrieve the binoculars I had just put away and watch it for a few minutes until it disappears beneath the water as the boat arrives to pick us up.

18:45

Phil and I are in our room at the research centre. There are birds in the trees, Golden Orioles. The lodge is beautiful. Wooden huts on stilts connected by walkways. It is extremely humid and I am sweating profusely.

22:54

It is now actually 21:54 as the area is one hour behind Palmas. We had a meal of beef in a sauce similar to stroganoff with rice and salad items and beans. This was followed by water melon. We then sampled a local alcoholic drink with lime and sugar. It was very refreshing. We have breakfast at 7:30 so now it’s time to see if I can sleep through this humidity. Just now, the research workers showed the girls some Brazilian dancing, which was fun.

Thursday 7th November
06:44

I’m awake and the Orioles outside have been at the cacophonous chorus for some while. I woke up several times in the night but have had a good sleep. It was surprisingly pleasant, not as humid as expected and no insects buzzing around. I shall have a shower in a minute and get ready for breakfast.

07:12

One cold shower later (perhaps you have to be in this sort of climate to appreciate a cold shower but trust me, it’s good). Dressed in a clean shirt but I don’t know how long that will feel clean. Off to take some photos before breakfast.

07:19

I am at the top of the lookout tower, level with the tree canopy. There are large sandbanks in the river making it shallow. It is nice and cool up here. The sun is not fully risen and is hidden beneath clouds and there is a soft breeze. The beautiful but noisy Orioles are flying nearby and the resident Macaw has decided to issue it’s own alarm call for the day.

08:16

Another breakfast of fruit, cheese and ham. Gunge duty done and I am now nicely uncomfortable in my layers of sun cream and insect repellent. I managed to get a quick shave-trim in as well. We are now waiting to get going to the boat. Hat on and ready to go.

09:12

We have stopped off on route to pick some fruit apparently. The others have gone ahead up the sandy bank. Having left my diary and everything else in the other boat, I have now retrieved it and am taking the opportunity to update things. The river is very shallow and we had to avoid the sandbanks. We saw a small Caiman basking close by but it was not close enough to get a good picture from my camera. At one point we had to jump out in to the shallow, foot-deep water to push the boat. My boots and socks were soaking of course but they will dry very quickly. I’m going to join the others now.

09:28

After collecting some fruit, we head off again. There was a small, dilapidated hut on the shore and, living inside, were some fruit bats. Everybody is very pleased that I am reunited with my diary, which once again is becoming an in-joke because of the frequency of entries.

09:59

Large Petrel-type birds stretch their wings on dead branches lying in the shallows. They don’t seem bothered by our presence. We see a pair of Tracaja turtles, our first of the trip, sunning themselves but they dive in to the river as we approach. Dewi spots the head of a Caiman close by but it ducks under and is gone in seconds.

10:13

We arrive at the landing point for the campsite.

11:19

We formed a human chain to get the provisions and belongings off the boats and up the steep, sandy bank. It was tiring work in this heat. The campsite is directly at the top of the wooden steps, so we didn’t have to carry anything far. It is taking a long time for some to clean out their tents. They are not in the best of condition and some were damp and dirty. Having been the last to help bring up provisions, I was the last to be allocated a tent. There was one small one, squeezed in between two others, covered in a large black plastic sheet. It looked awful but when the sheet was taken away, it turned out to be very dry inside, except for a small puddle by the entrance, which I cleaned up. The tents contain two soft mattresses, one on top of the other and we have been given clean sheets. The only thing is that the zips have broken on my flysheet so I will have to rely on the main flap, which I haven’t tested yet. Lianas hang down from the trees and we needed to cut these to above head height as the termites and ants crawl down them. On reaching up to cut one bunch, I was bitten. I pulled my hand down to find a fairly large, bright orange ant on it. I hope I don’t get too many of these in the tent. I am not as fastidious as the others in cleaning my tent, as it is inevitable that we will get sand and insects inside. The only insects that are painful are apparently the very small red ants. I am having second thoughts about wearing sandals instead of boots but my boots are still wet and I should be okay with my socks on too. There are lots of hammocks and I am in one now. Time to get up and wash my hands.

13:26

Just finished lunch of chicken, rice and beans with a caramelised fudge sweet for dessert. We will rest until 2:30pm and then have a briefing before starting the afternoon nesting checks at the nesting beaches. Before lunch, I spotted a large Caiman and watched it for a while. Phil, Dewi and myself sat in a boat tied at the shore and started to fish for Piranha with fruit as bait. The Caiman returned and came within about twenty feet of the boat but my camera film had run out. The Caiman was beautiful, about seven feet in length and it arched its back and tail out of the water so we could see its full length. Eventually it disappeared and I returned to put new film in the camera. Fortunately, the Caiman came back again when I got back to the boat. Phil and I took the boat out a bit further in to the river to see if we could have more success with the Piranha. We had plenty of bites and we saw lots of them splashing at the surface. I eventually caught one, my first in three attempts and we brought it back to eat later. We were called back for lunch at that point and ended up having to paddle the boat to shore, as Phil seemed to succeed in flooding the motor! It is very hot and the sweat, as ever, is pouring off me.

14:35

Phil and I have just been Piranha fishing again but this time we were given some meat for bait instead of fruit. The result: six more caught from the bank with no hassle. The Caiman was still around. It must be its territory.

15:25

We have had our briefing. We were shown how we will measure the size of the hatchlings and also the abnormalities we will be checking for. We are going to check the transference beaches first and then the natural beaches. The transference ones are where the original nests were in places that could be flooded and the eggs had to be moved. It looks like it’s going to rain and I have transferred to a tent with zips that work.

19:15

We have just returned from the natural beaches. It is very dark now, more so for me as I still had my prescription sunglasses on and everything was black! My normal glasses were back here at the camp. Navigating the shallows and the sand banks in the dark was not easy and was slow going. Still, we’ve made it and the generator is now running so the camp lights are on. The transference area had two areas of nests, one for the Amazon Turtles and one for the Tracaja Turtles. All of the nests have circular wire mesh covers over them to stop predators eating the eggs and the hatchlings. They don’t always work but they help a great deal. Taking the cage off and digging directly in front of the wooden peg marking the nest number, we eventually came across eggs or hatchlings. The Amazon Turtles dig deeper as they are much larger. Eggs that we leave are either not ready to hatch, are infertile or are called ‘oil eggs’. The exact reasons for the oil eggs being there are not yet known but as they only contain the oil of the egg and no yolk or embryo, they may be to regulate the humidity in the nest. They are usually large and elongated. We found some hatchlings ready to emerge but the rest were not ready. We tested the temperature of the sand in the nest, covered them over again and left them until tomorrow. Further downstream were the beaches with the natural nests. Walking along the beaches to the nesting sites was like walking across the dunes of a desert. Along the way we came across the skeleton of a large bird, possibly the prey of a jaguar. We split in to groups and went in different directions to find the staked out nests. One of the first nests was a Tracaja nest. We found a hatchling. It wasn’t moving. Even with some prompting, neither the head nor the legs would move. It was lifeless. We found another and then another until we had four or five the same. They were smaller than they should have been and had some shell defects. It was the adult turtle’s first batch. Suddenly, we found movement and uncovered two or three live hatchlings. All the hatchlings were put in a bucket. Amazingly, the ones that appeared dead started to move slowly, one by one. They were all alive but just asleep and not yet ready to climb out of the nest. However, they are still all very small and weak and their chances or normal survival would be small. We moved on to an Amazonian nest and dug deep. One by one, we pulled infertile eggs from the sand. In all there were 140 infertile or inviable eggs and one oil egg. We found only five living hatchlings and fortunately they seem lively and healthy. Two further nests had been predated and there was nothing but eggshells. The larger birds, Malibu Storks manage to move the cage and dig for the eggs. After meeting the other group, most of the others went for a quick swim before we trekked back to the boats and the night journey back. I have just been invited to do a rum and lime slammer, which I of course accepted. The only problem is that I have put the salt on my hand as is custom and after licking it off and downing the drink, I realised my hand still had a mixture of insect repellent, sun cream and sweat on it. Lovely. Never mind, I’ve just been given a lollipop!

22:51

After dinner, we played a game of cards where the cards were passed around the table and you swapped cards until you had four of a kind. You were then allowed to pick up a spoon from the centre of the table. Others could also pick up a spoon when they saw you pick one up. There is one spoon short and the person without a spoon loses. Three losses equal a forfeit. It was good fun. Now it’s late, I’m tired and I need some sleep. Breakfast is 6:30am.

Friday 8th November
05:56

I am awake, sort of. The sound of the insects has given way to the sound of the birds and the generator. It’s quite warm in my tent. I could do with a shower really.

06:18

One cold semi-shower later and I feel awake! I was lucky the shower was free although the pipe did start gushing all over the floor.

06:50

Breakfast was pineapple, ham, various breads and some manioc cake. There are at least two Caiman patrolling the river this morning. I notice from the board that I will be helping to clean the bathrooms today but before that we are off to the transfer beach to check all the Tracaja nests and check the nest temperatures.

08:11

We have been to the Transfer Beach and brought back some hatchlings. Others have been left for two to five days, as they are not ready to hatch. It is a wonderful sight to see the sleepy hatchlings burst in to life and make their bids for freedom. I admit to having to say they are really cute!

08:27

We are waiting to start the measurement of the hatchlings and to check for deformities in the shell. We will also use a Granulator to check the size of the grain samples from the nests. This will help determine the best type of sand for future, when artificial nests are created. The measuring instrument is very accurate and we will measure to a tenth of a millimetre. We will also weigh the hatchlings.

11:59

It has taken a very long time to measure the Tracaja turtles. Tomorrow, we will need to do the Amazon turtles and, as there are more per nest, it will take even longer. Some of the hatchlings were very docile while others tried to escape continually, especially when in the weighing dish. We are breaking for lunch now and will then measure the sand granules this afternoon.

13:21

Just finished my washing up duty. There was a heavy downpour of rain just after we ate and some of the tents have flooded. Mine has a small pool of water at one end but not too much.

14:28

The gong has sounded and we are about to start granulating! We have just been watching a Caiman again. There were four eventually but one appears to be dominant, maybe the one from yesterday. It was closest to the shore and actually grabbed some Piranha from the shore before withdrawing again. It was very close. Fantastic. Phil wasn’t too happy though as he had just spent a while catching those Piranha for his own dinner!

15:12

We are waiting for a sample of sand to be sorted by the Granulator. A sample is weighed initially on scales to a tenth of a gram. The Granulator has eight trays, each with a different size mesh. The largest size sits on top and the bottom tray is a normal flat-bottomed dish. The machine shakes the sample vigorously for ten minutes and the granules are separated, with the largest on top and finest at the base. They are poured on to sheets and then weighed in plastic cups. The total of all should agree with the initial total. By comparing the weight of each granule size total, we can work out what percentage of the total was for each size. The highest percentage indicates the type of sand typical of the nest. While waiting, Angelina finds some chocolate powder and I have a quick chockie milkshake!

15:53

We are tidying up now, eating some popcorn and then we are off to Bonita Beach to check some Amazon Turtle nests.

18:43

We are back from Bonita Beach, where we only had three nests to check. They were all for the larger Amazon Turtle. The first was surprising in that there were only a few hatchlings but a trail of shells leading to the river leads us to believe that the others have already dug their way out and scrambled to freedom. The beach and another we stopped at on the way back, had a number of trees scattered across the dunes. There are also pieces of burnt wood that have probably been used by the indigenous Indians. There were more Caiman to see, some basking on the shore even though the light was already dim and the temperature low. We have done our work for the day and now it is time for dinner. It is suddenly very dark, the sun seems to set so quickly here.

19:03

I look at the Amazon Turtles in the bucket and think of the hard life they will be facing soon. We will keep them in buckets for a few days and then transfer them to the nursery, a netted-off area in the river. When we release them, they will have to contend with Piranha, Caiman, large birds such as storks and also Jaguars when they come on to land. The poor things don’t know what they are in for and I wonder how many will survive. Without us, the normal survival rate is one in a thousand.

Saturday 9th November
07:55

Last night we ate fish for dinner, prepared over a traditional fire. A pit was dug and the fire was made inside it. The fish were then laid on top and smoked. We also had plenty of rum and lime and I think I had a little too much (say no more)! This morning I was surprised to find no queue for the shower but when I tried it, I found there was no water in the system. A few minutes later, however, the generator was switched on and I was able to enjoy a nice cold shower. I am now sitting at the top of the bank overlooking the boats and the river. The birds seem to have quietened down now but that could be due to the generator noise. I can see a couple of small Caiman floating in the centre of the river. Occasionally, there are quick splashes and circular ripples as fish, most likely Piranha, break the surface.

08:56

We are back from the transfer beach after collecting some more hatchlings. Once again, we are forced to return after we run out of buckets. A separate bucket has to be used for each nest so that the data can be collated accurately. It is an incredible feeling when your hands dig through the sand then something moves and a hatchling scrambles to the surface. If you put them on the sand, they make a desperate dash to the river. The contents of the nests vary considerably. One nest had just two hatchlings while Angeline and Beth collected eighty from a single nest. There are also many unviable eggs and some that have been attacked by maggots (though these are few). As we dig, two vultures hopped closer hoping to get a meal. Now we need to measure all the hatchlings. That could take a while! Meanwhile, Phil is suffering from the effects of last night’s rum!

09:53

We are taking a break from measuring the hatchlings to go and assist in moving some hatchlings from a full holding pen in the nursery to another one.

09:59

We are now staying but will go later on in the day.

10:01

Now we are going!

10:29

The nursery is a small fenced-off area of river at the shore. It has large-holed wire fencing around it. Inside are wooden-framed boxes with finer mesh, containing the hatchlings. One container had too many hatchlings that were climbing all over each other. Some were taken out and put in another box.

12:03

We have stopped for lunch. It has been raining heavily again for about the last three quarters of an hour. There has been thunder too. I hope my tent stays dry this time and that it clears up when we go to the nesting beach later. Meanwhile, Martyn (one of the English Gap students) and Marcos are out in the boat fishing for our dinner!

16:03

We started measuring the hatchlings again at 2pm. We have nearly cleared all of the buckets but are now going to another beach to collect more. I found that the hatchlings stopped wriggling in your hand if you stroked the top of their head.

16:06

Some hot roasted peanuts with sugar have been prepared. They are delicious. It has also just started to pour with rain again. Will we be going?

16:10

We are not going to the beach. Instead we will continue with the granulometric tests (and I can have some more roasted peanuts)!

16:38

It is still pouring. A man from the wildlife agency has stopped by. It is the season for lots of fish egg laying and it is forbidden to fish particular species. He is stopping over due to the rain. Meanwhile, I am really getting the hang of this Granulator machine.

16:53

The rain is so heavy on the tarpaulin roof that we can barely hear each other speak. I thought these showers were supposed to be heavy but short?

17:53

One hour later and it’s still raining heavily. At least the rain has kept the temperature down this afternoon and it’s fairly cool. There are puddles everywhere, no doubt a large one in my tent by now. A large frog was hopping between them earlier. The river has probably risen a great deal already and it will be noticeable when we go to the beaches tomorrow.

18:03

The testing is done for the day and I am sitting, watching the rain until dinner is served. The frogs are out in force now. My pen is running out of ink but I am not going to the tent in this rain for another one just yet!

18:13

We have made a small water channel to route rain that is draining in to the sides of the shelter back out again. Someone has decided to have a shower, which seems strange as there is no roof to it and the other students in the project have stolen his clothes. Marcos is now stranded in the rain with nothing on.

19:25

The rain has actually stopped, although the trees are still persistently dripping. I have checked my tent and the expected puddle was in the expected place! A rolled up sheet I had placed there had soaked up a lot of water and I used it to soak up the rest. I wring it out, outside. The base of my daysack is wet but it is waterproof and the contents should be fine. It’s starting to feel a bit chilly and there are lots of flying ants about so I have put my sweatshirt on. Where is dinner?

19:40

One of the local helpers, Kennedy, has a guitar but the (awful) singalong was ruined by the generator shutting down. Some gaslights have been lit but they are not too good. The singing has now continued regardless. The numbers of flying and jumping bugs are starting to annoy me.

20:37

Dinner was served but we have been invaded by flying ants. They have emerged by the millions abd swarmed around the lights. We switched the electric lights off and left the gas one. They are now swarming around that. We ate as far away as possible as they are now covering the table.

Sunday 10th November
05:59

It’s been an uncomfortable night. The sheet was wet so I slept on the bare mattress. I crawled up in to a ball to keep my feet from the wet end of the tent and woke up frequently. It sounds like it is raining again, though only lightly. My arms are itching from insect bites, despite the repellent and I feel dirty and horrible.

06:41

What a difference a cold shower and warm, clean hiking socks make! I feel much better. Time for breakfast. I wish they’d fix the plastic pipe for the shower though. It keeps bursting apart for no reason. 

07:12

Warm socks in my snug boots, a clean tee-shirt and hot coffee. I am feeling good. The sun is shining too. Only thing is I have to gunge up in a minute.

10:04

We are back from Coco Beach. Some nests had very little and were mainly Tracaja Turtles but there was one Amazon Turtle nest with over one hundred hatchlings in. I’m glad to say it has remained dry and in fact was already 28 degrees C when we started out. People are doing their washing and I have hung out my sheets and socks to dry in the hope that we will have no rain today. I feel more comfortable in dry socks and boots instead of bare feet and sandals as yesterday. Unfortunately I just slipped getting out of the boat and scraped my shin. It’s a bit better after ten minutes of solid rubbing.

12:13

The hatchlings are all measured. The large nest actually came to ninety-five, not over one hundred but that’s still impressive. There is no sign of rain. The weather is very hot once again and my tent and sheets are virtually dry (which is more than I can say for the socks I wore the day before yesterday). Now we are on lunch and siesta time again.

12:46

Such a difference from yesterday. Bright sunshine and everyone is happy. A dinner of Bolognese, rice, fish, pasta and followed by the thick strawberry jelly – virtually a solid block of strawberry jam. I am now having a nice hot cup of coffee with some cream in it and we have an hour and a quarter to rest before we start the granulometrics again.

13:36

I am looking out across the river in my deck chair in the shade. A Caiman is sunning itself on the end of the beach opposite and, just in front, is a large bird preening itself on a partially submerged tree. If only my binoculars could take pictures! Around them, the Piranha are splashing and creating ripples in the otherwise still water. It is so tranquil and beautiful and it is easy to forget the downpour of yesterday, though it is bound to happen again in the days ahead.

13:45

The Caiman is gaping and must be very hot. It’s huge grin makes me think the bird has just told it a joke.

13:52

As I observe the Caiman through my binoculars, I see for a fleeting moment, a dolphin break the surface and then dive again.

13:59

A bird is fishing for its dinner. It dives completely under the water and then resurfaces somewhere else after about thirty seconds. On one occasion, it emerges with a large fish in its beak, which it dutifully swallows with one gulp.

16:07

We have been visited by some rep’s from the environmental police for the State and we are being told about the work they do, which is very varied. They fight fires, remove dangerous animals from houses, conduct educational programmes in schools and generally patrol the State and undertake specific tasks.

16:31

Bedding dry and back in the tent. Off to Goiaba Beach for more hatchlings.

18:21

Back from Goiaba and extreme results. Two nests completely empty. One of them possibly emptied by indigenous Indians early in the year. They replace the wire mesh so that it isn’t noticed. Another nest, however, we opened to find one hundred and thirty-five live hatchlings. The bucket was barely big enough. We released three on to the sand briefly and it was so funny to watch them scramble towards the river. The sunset was beautiful on the horizon on the way back and now, as dusk falls, I am sitting once again above the riverbank watching the Caiman drift along on the far bank. The wading birds are making very loud croaking noises. I think I’ll have a quick shower before it gets completely dark and while most of the group are off swimming so there is no queue.

22:19

Time for bed. The practical jokes continued tonight. The students found five large frogs and put them through the flysheet of Marcos’ tent. It wasn’t too long before a torchlight appeared in the tent and, one by one, they were ejected. They seem to be attracted to the light as they are now jumping on to the outside of my tent where my torchlight is. 6:15 start tomorrow but at least I have a dry bed tonight!

Monday 11th November
06:14

Another beautiful sunrise. Marcos decided to have his revenge for the frog episode last night by parading around the camp at 5:45 banging the breakfast gong very loudly. I think most of us were awake anyway.

09:15

We have been to the transfer nest site. I have had to come back for some shade, rest and water as we are digging out the nests in over ninety degrees heat and it is quite exhausting. The Amazon Turtle nests are very deep and take a surprising amount of effort. I just emptied a nest of eighty-nine hatchlings with only five unviable eggs. Other nests were not so lucky with many unviable eggs. We threw these away from the site and immediately, the vultures descended to eat them. We ran out of buckets at one point and were using upturned cages. Two hatchlings were left under a cage and they escaped. We had to follow their trails through the sand to find them, which we did.

09:59

Ahhh, the pleasure of sitting in a chair in the shade, eating fresh oranges. I am cooling down and the fruit is soooo refreshing. Time to get my breath back before we start the measuring.

11:52

We have stopped a little early for lunch. I am starving. Claudia keeps getting bitten by a nasty flying insect that draws blood and Phil has a stomach ache. I seem to be okay so far, thank goodness. There were some monkeys earlier but I didn’t see them and they were quickly gone. Sadly, the hatchlings in one of the batches we just checked were all blind. They all had large black eyes. They are still going to be released in to the nursery. Dewi wants to do another batch of washing. She likes clean clothes.

12:28

I am nicely stuffed with food after a generous helping of fresh fruit salad and cream. I am now going to let the food go down by relaxing in my usual place above the riverbank. I can then look out for Caiman or ‘Jacara’, as they are known locally.

13:38

It is so hot that I have been resting in my tent. The sweat is pouring off me. A huge clap of thunder has woken everyone and they all dive for the clothes on the lines.

14:52

The deluge hit us as expected but my tent appears to be thankfully dry. I watched the river in the rain and two Caiman floated to the surface and drifted. Giovanni took us for a short walk in the forest. There was evidence of a Tapir, including its bed, but it wasn’t around.

19:03

Back from a trip to Cangacu Beach. There were only three nests to check, all Tracaja nests. These jobs done, the others played football and then went for a swim and splash around in the river. I took the opportunity instead to walk away from the noise and explore the beach. I found two rounded trees together in the middle of the sand. Living there was a pair of small birds that were agitated by my presence. They flew back and forth and each time they landed, they half buried themselves in the sand. I also found a fern-like plant that reacted to the touch. The leaves were made of pine needles aligned together. If you stroked one end of the needles, all the needles closed up together against the spine of the leaf. Returning later, I found that all the leaves were now flattened as a reaction to the sun setting. Walking further along the shoreline, I started to be mobbed by some seagull-like birds with bright red beaks. I can’t think that they were protecting young at this time of year but maybe it was a collective community defence. A large stork landed and they mobbed that too, flying directly at their target and then veering off at the last moment. I took a photo of the stork as it moved away but it was already getting dark and it may not come out. I think I have taken far too many shots of the beach and sunset but it is very picturesque. As we headed home in the boat, only the moonlight provided a dim light, hidden as it was behind clouds. Despite this, the sky remained fascinating, with clouds of differing shades of grey and dark blues. Work is done once again for the day. Tomorrow we have hundreds of hatchlings to measure before we return to the Research Centre for a day of rest.

Tuesday 12th November

06:50

Overslept a little but the weather looks fine and I think we need to start on those hatchlings!

10:32

We are preparing to leave camp to go back to the Research Centre. Everything needs to be packed and the camp cleaned. It has been a pleasant morning so far, working in the shade, measuring the hatchlings. The Tracaja are so small compared to the Amazons. There is a lovely breeze blowing through the camp now. Earlier, a monkey decided to pay us a visit. It was in a tree above the shelter area. Everyone is feeling quite content and relaxed today although a few are having problems with insect bites. I have a few but not enough for me to be bothered about.

12:58

An hours rest in the hammock has now been rudely interrupted by the dinner gong, as we are now going to get going to the Research Centre.

15:34

The journey back was a long one, with shallow sand banks to navigate despite the rain. We had to jump out of the boat to push it several times. Concern here was not for Piranha or Caiman but Stingrays, which are easy to step on. The best way to avoid them is to shuffle your feet and not take steps. We had two boats with the occupants of the other stopping off for a swim but still able to catch us up and bombard us with water and sand as they sped past. Their second swim stop enabled us to reach the Research Centre first and I was therefore able to jump in the shower quickly. It is luxury to be in proper rooms with proper beds, an en-suite toilet and tiled shower. The shower was so cool and refreshing, I didn’t want to come out. Now I am out, I already feel clammy again. The others still haven’t turned up or if they have, they are using different rooms. I am now sitting cross-legged on the floor, sorting out my clean, used and smelly clothes!

16:23

Good news! My pre-trip planning has meant that I can get away with doing no hand washing of clothes, which is just as well as clothes usually end up coming out smellier than before. Instead, it’s all in a bin liner and can go straight in the automatic washing machine when I get back. I’ve just fetched some iced water and will spend a little time here in the watchtower. The Golden Orioles are as noisy as ever.

16:51

The Orioles are flying out to fetch pieces of Liana to use to build their nests. They appear to be using it to tie small branches together. The arguments seem to occur when an individual lands on another’s nesting site or when they start fighting over pieces of vine.

Wednesday 13th November
07:50

Nearly fell asleep last night before dinner but I’m sure the others would have come to fetch me so that I wouldn’t miss it (?) Not that they told me about the massage session that I missed! I got a good nights sleep despite the presence of two bats in the room that swooped down every now and again to catch insects. I’d rather have the bats than the insects to be honest. The Orioles, surprise, surprise, are up early this morning and I can see a few small lizards darting around the base of the trunk of a nearby tree. Breakfast is soon and then we are off to see a lagoon.

08:55

We are off to the lagoon now. One of the permanent staff here has a bandage around his big toe with blood evidenced beneath. Apparently he was transferring hatchlings in the nursery, when he was bitten by Piranhas. Ouch!

11:49

I have just washed my feet after the trek through the forest. My shin, where I hit it on the boat a few days ago, is the same shade of yellow as the small finches that flit around everywhere. Serves me right for being clumsy. The forest is not as impressive as the primary rainforest I have visited before. Some of the trees are similar but much smaller. A group of bright red caterpillars hugged each other on a branch and large blue butterflies winged their way between us, not stopping to pose for photographs. It began to rain lightly and the shower persisted as the forest opened up to reveal the lagoon. We also had to avoid cameras that were set across the paths and would take photos automatically if there were movement. These are set up to try and catch pictures of the Jaguars. The only signs of larger animals we saw, were footprints of deer and the huge Tapirs on the beach. There were no glimpses of the animals themselves, unfortunately.

13:42

Packed again and ready for the journey back to camp. It is extremely hot and this is probably the worse time of day to do the trip but that’s South American organisation for you.

14:52

We are part way back to the camp. This boat seems to sit deeper in the water than the others, although we do have a lot of provisions aboard. Beth has already helped Robert push the boat once but we are making steady progress. It is incredibly hot and I mean damn hot! Every time we slow in the shallows, we lose the cooling breeze and I can feel the sun burning through my tee shirt. We have seen many small Caiman along the way and also a couple of adult Tracaja Turtles sunbathing on a half submerged branch. The main group, who went swimming, have not caught us up yet. A short while ago, a fish dived out of the water and nearly landed in the boat. It dived straight past the back of the boat with a huge splash. I need shade. NOW!

15:16

We’re here. My tent is dry and I think I’m going to find a cold beer!

16:06

Since arriving back, all I have been able to do is sit in a chair in the shelter and watch the river. I have been so sweaty and tired. I attempted to tune Kennedy’s guitar without success, which is not surprising considering it appears to have been broken and glued together again. He manages to play it well though. Now the weather is changing. First come loud claps of thunder and a couple of lightning sheets in the distance. The sky darkened a little but the sun was still out. Suddenly, the wind started to blow strongly through the camp and it has started to rain lightly. Most of the group have not come back from the swimming yet. There is only Beth, Angeline, Robert, Jose and myself here. Jose has started cooking and I’m feeling hungry. I didn’t get that beer either.

17:08

The silence is shattered. I have been reading quietly for an hour but now the others are back from swimming, the generator has started and they are moaning about trying to dry out and clean out their flooded tents. I haven’t told them that mine was bone dry.

17:42

“Capybara, Capybara”. It sounded like Martyn had just struck gold. He had in fact spotted two of the elusive rodents across the river on the beach opposite the camp. There was an adult and a youngster. They drank from the river and munched on some grass before being frightened off by a small fishing vessel that passed by. The youngster ran for the cover of the bushes and the adult bounded after. Beth is happy, as they are the creatures she was most hoping to see while here.

19:26

We have just enjoyed a very nice meal but panic has now ensued because a very small rat has been spotted near the kitchen. It looks more like a mouse. I don’t understand it because a few hours ago, everyone was staring at two huge rats (the Capybara) and saying ‘ahh, aren’t they cute’? What would be the reaction if a Capybara were seen running around the shelves? Three or four of the students tried to catch it to throw it to the piranhas. I’m pleased to say that it got away.

Thursday 14th November
06:30 – 07:00

I am not sure of the exact time as my watch has stopped working. I am a bit upset about that. My other problem of the day is that I realise that my trousers really smell bad! The thing is, I had already put my other pair of hiking trousers in the wash bag as they were really dirty. I have retrieved them and fortunately, though dirty, they are not smelly so I have swapped them over. Today, we will be releasing some hatchlings in to the Araguaia River. That is this afternoon. Until then, we have measuring to do.

11:15

We have measured all the hatchlings in the buckets but there are still many more nests to empty. I say ‘we’ but in fact I ended up doing virtually all the last batch while the others had playtime and I also carried on when Lilyan and the other researchers gave a lecture to some students who had stopped by. I assume we are at rest now until we release the hatchlings this afternoon.

11:55

There wasn’t much to see at the riverbank so I took a walk to the transfer beach to see what work was left to be done and to take some photos. There is a big heat difference on leaving the shelter area and I felt it more after being in the shade all morning. It is nearly lunchtime. I may try and find an orange to eat.

13:40

We are not going to set the hatchlings free today. Instead we are doing more granulometrics and will then check some nests on two more beaches.

14:00

It takes ten minutes for the granulator to shake and separate the grades of sand so I use the time to make myself a chocolate milkshake. Lovely but it leaves me wanting more and I do not want to use up all our supply of milk.

19:25

We are back from Bonita and Goiaba Beaches with some more hatchlings to measure. I have been starting to think of home and I will be there in seven days time. I have had to eat a couple of flat fizz-bombs and they actually seem more fizzy than they were before. It is very dark, although we would have been back earlier had they not played a practical joke on two of the students by pretending to leave them stranded on a beach. The only light we had to return by was the moon and even this was shrouded in cloud. The trees on either bank stood as a mass of shadow with the beaches standing out starkly. The boat seemed enveloped in an unnatural light and the whole panorama was quite eerie. Arriving back at camp, the lights were on and from a distance, it seemed so bright that I thought the camp was on fire. We will be leaving at about 6am in the morning for the turtle release so another early night for me. In the meantime, the others are playing and singing what is becoming a very irritating song and I think I need another couple of flat fizz-bombs.

21:50

The generator has broken. Martyn is sure it can be fixed in the morning but tonight we had to eat by gas burner light. After dinner, Jose (the cook) presented a lovely birthday cake to Phil. I think he would have wished to be elsewhere when he blew the candle out, as he is a little tired of the heat, bugs and floods. He is still here though.

Friday 15th November
06:45

No generator means no pump means no shower. We are down to retrieving buckets of water from the river to wash with. At least it’s peaceful without the generator on. We are up in time to go with the IBAMA rep’s to release the hatchlings.

11:35

I suppose releasing the hatchlings was the job we had all been looking forward to the most and of course it is the ultimate aim of the exercise. The IBAMA people had to do the release and went with them. First, they loaded the boats (literally) with the hatchlings from the nursery and then we sped in turn to three different release sites. I was pleased that instead of emptying them in to the water, we actually poured them on to the beaches and let them run for the water. It was a thrilling sight to see them scrambling en mass for freedom. Some went in the wrong direction and needed a helping hand, some were hesitant at the water’s edge but most dived straight in and swam off. Within a few minutes of them all going in, there were only a few stragglers to be seen. The rest had already swum furiously to the depths to hide. A Caiman was nearby at one of the sites and snapped something in to its jaws but a few minutes later it snapped something else and I could see a fairly large red-tailed fish in its mouth. Only time will tell how many will survive but at least we stopped the birds and land predators from catching them. It was a wonderful experience and sight to behold. All in all, it was a bit of a ‘lashings of ginger beer’ morning because on the way back, two of the boats decided to go to war. It took us a long time to return and we were completely soaked (after drying out several times in between). However, our accumulation of various trophies from the other boat, including an oar, items of clothing and water projectile weapons (plastic jugs) made us the clear winners. Hoorah! Time for a flat fizz-bomb before lunch.

16:00

A freshly picked mango to follow my chocolate milkshake and popcorn. Now off to Cangacu Beach.

16:15

There are only two nests to check at Cangacu and I am not bothered about going swimming. I have therefore elected to stay behind (in the shade) and complete the hatchling measurements. I would rather that than get extremely hot out on the beach.

19:10

The light went very suddenly and as the cook, Jose, has turned the generator off, I have no lights and cannot continue to work. I have, however, measured and weighed sixty-nine turtles by myself. As I write this, I hear the motors from the boats. It seems the others are back.

22:00

It’s late and the generator has been switched off, curtailing my reading for the day. The others have gone to the transfer beach to look at the stars. I stayed behind. I’ve seen them before. Earlier, they brought an adult Tracaja Turtle back with them. It is being kept here overnight for some reason. Time for bed.

Saturday 16th November
07:00

Timing. It’s all about timing. No water for a shower but just as I go to the loo, the generator goes on and the shower is working. Timing. Off to collect more hatchlings this morning. I think it’s going to be a hot day as we are out collecting for most of it.

08:45

We have been to two beaches and checked the Tracaja nests in the transfer area. We are scheduled to continue in the transfer area for another hour but it is far too hot.

09:45

I have been helping Lilyan and Giovanni to examine the adult Tracaja that was caught last night. First, we removed parasites from the underside of the legs. Lilyan put these in a vial to study. The Tracaja has more parasites than the Amazon, maybe because it goes out of the water more often and in to the mud. We then measured and weighed her (she is a female, about fifteen years old). After this, I took her with Giovanni to the beach to take some photos of her and release her. She seemed calmer as I carried her over and indeed, when I put her down to release her, facing the beach, she turned around and ran to my feet. I turned her back again and she soon moved slowly towards the river, stopping every now and again, with head held high to say goodbye. Within a couple of minutes, she slipped in to the water and was gone.

09:55

I am now tasting some orange-leaf tea. It is surprisingly refreshing. I prefer it to Coca-leaf tea.

13:48

The heat is unforgiving. We are in a rest period before more measuring and granulometrics. The flies are buzzing everywhere and the hatchlings in the buckets continue to sound like gently falling rain. I must have a milkshake. 

13:50

Damn, can’t find the chocolate powder but cold milk is fine.

16:45

Phil and I have opted out of swimming so we have been left in the peace and quiet of the camp by ourselves, oh, and with Jose of course.

23:00

I decided to take a stroll after supper and take a look at the beach at night under a nearly full moon. It had been described to me earlier today as ‘very romantic’. Had my hands not been covered in insect repellent, I would have put my fingers down my throat without delay. I adjourned to the beach alone with my trusty Maglite. The beach was very serene in the moonlight. Shining my torch in to the water, it picked out the bright orange burning coals of the Caiman’s eyes. Some were quite close to shore but drifted further out if I approached. I stayed fairly close to one, about twelve feet, for quite a while. Neither of us moved. It was a beautiful experience to be so close to such a creature. Ultimately, I moved and it broke away with a mighty lash of its tail. I returned to camp but met some of the others on the way back. I agreed to return with them but while they sat at the top of the beach with a guitar, I sought out more Caiman and find them I did. Kumbaya sessions are not my scene and I have left them singing on the dunes. Mad people. I’m sorry that I have not done this before now and will do so again tomorrow, which is our last night here. This is pleasing for three reasons: 1) It has just taken ages to get one of the nasty blood-sucking refuse-to-die flies out of my tent 2) It is very humid tonight 3) I am starting to miss everyone back home. I think I’ll have a comforting flat fizz-bomb before I turn the torch off.

Sunday 17th November
05:45

Up with the dawn once again and once again, a lovely dawn. I could hear the showers running and wondered if the water would last as the generator was not on yet. I pulled on my trousers and went to the shower (I could spy from my tent through the flysheet that the shower door was open and so vacant). The loo system re-filled which was a good sign and I proceeded to shower successfully. The generator is still not on but breakfast is ready.

09:00

Back from Goiaba Beach. The last nests have now been emptied and it remains just to measure the last hatchlings. They will be released over later weeks by the IBAMA officials. I’m pleased that I was the one to open the last nest up. A few escapees had already made their long tracks across the sand to the river and it only took a few handfuls of sand to locate the other potential escapees. I pulled out seventy-nine happy and healthy hatchlings.

11:10

No more measuring! They are all done. Just granulometrics to do and general tidying of the camp. Marcos and Lilyan are dissecting some hatchlings to determine their sex. I am not looking too closely at that.

11:45

Looks like we have plenty of time this afternoon to complete granulometrics and do the odd jobs. Mind you, it is 91 degrees F in the shade and about 109 F in the sun!

16:00

Granulometrics nearly done after a long lunch / rest break. Phil, Martyn, Robert and I have just spent an hour collecting and then cleaning the wooden stakes that marked the nests. We are not sure exactly why we had to clean pieces of wood that are just going to be lying around and then stuck back in the sand again next year! Ho hum. I think the others are going swimming again soon and I will of course decline again to get my peace and quiet. Meanwhile, we have popcorn to eat and the President of Ecologica has just turned up with some visitors.

18:45

I started to read and nearly fell asleep in the hammock. It was quiet with everyone out swimming. Only Beth and I and Jose remained. How different it is now. I arose to take some final photos of the sunset. Beth was at the top, overlooking the riverbank and talking to an old man, a member of IBAMA. I took a couple of shots. The large Caiman that I had not seen much over the last few days was back in its position at the shoreline below. She let me get so close and we watched each other silently. The sky shone red behind her, over the water. And then came the sound. The buzzing of the outboard motor grew louder as the rest of the team returned. The boat swung in to view. Still the Caiman waited. They were shouting and raving. The boat turned to dock and in a splash, the Caiman was gone. Now the generator is back on, the people are back and the peace has been broken.

22:45

We played the silly card game, ‘spoons’, again tonight. Cards are passed around the table. When someone has four of a kind, they grab a spoon. Everyone else then grabs one as quickly as possible. The person left without a spoon loses. Three losses equal a forfeit. I lost three times and had to wear a small yellow bikini! At least I gave everyone a laugh. Last night here at camp, so I went to the beach to say goodbye to the Caiman. There were five there in the water. Only one stayed to talk with me. It stayed motionless, about twelve feet offshore and in the end I bade it goodnight. Tomorrow, we go back to the Research Centre, so back to proper beds. It’s humid again tonight so I won’t miss the tent.

Monday 18th November
06:30

Last day at the camp. I awoke to the sound of at least six different birds, each with distinct and weird calling signs. Already showered. Breakfast, then we need to empty the camp.

11:45

We’ve had an early lunch but there seems little movement on the leaving front!

13:50

We left camp behind at about 1pm. We have just passed a very shallow point and once again, have had to wade across while the boat was pushed around. Boots off and wet feet. In some spots, the water was so hot it was nearly scalding. Just proves how hot the temperature is at this time of day.

14:10

We are at Cangacu Research Centre again. Just before we arrived, the boat hit a submerged log and we broke a propeller vane. Our final half a mile was slow but rewarded by the sight of three or four dolphins breaking surface close to the boat. Phil and I are in the same room as before and the two bats are still here.

17:30

I have been snoozing off and on for the last three hours. The sweat has been oozing from me. It is so hot in the room. I am having a final sort out of my rucksack and daysack ready for tomorrow. The contents of my rucksack consist mainly of my laundry bag, which doesn’t smell too rosy!

21:30

Our last dinner together was finished off with jelly and cream. It was the least wobbly, most slidey jelly I have ever seen but it tasted good. Fidel Castro, the coach driver, is back and he brought his own three-litre bottle of wine that he is sharing out. It was actually more like a Port, very rich. After dinner, Martyn, Marcos and Giovanni went to the river to catch a Caiman. Giovanni wanted to do some studying. They cam back with a young female, about five years old, and I was very excited to be so close to one, albeit a small one. I had the chance to hold it and took the chance without hesitation. Mum and Dad will probably kill me! I have had a huge grin on my face ever since. We need to be up very early in the morning, so I will probably go to bed very soon. Ah, bed not tent. Sounds good.

Tuesday 19th November
05:30

Up, showered, dressed and packed. The epic return journey will start after breakfast – drive to Palmas, plane to Brasilia, plane to Sao Paulo domestic, bus to Sao Paulo international, plane to Madrid, plane to Heathrow, tube to London, train to Borehamwood. Breakfast has just been served.

07:05 

It is now 08:05, Palmas time. We are on the coach and off to Palmas. The boat trip was only about ten minutes but we still managed to nearly capsize as we left the jetty. Fidel was here with beaming smile, goodbyes were said. We left Beth and Claudia at the Research Centre where they are staying an extra couple of days. Here, we left Martyn and Robert with the boats. A brightly coloured Toucan welcomed us aboard the coach.

08:15

On the Savannah trail again and the termite mounds are once more towering from the ground instead of hanging in the trees. The termites make use of anything as a frame to build their nest. An upturned tree has its root and base covered, fence posts become central pillars for the insect society. We pass by small patches of land with so many mounds, they resemble tombstones in a graveyard. How quickly the landscape changes.

08:25

The coach stops and Fidel, his assistant and Giovanni, clamber out to pick fallen fruit from a tree. They collect several bags full. Fidel is happy.

10:30

We have made a brief stop at the small town that we stopped at on the way here. I am drinking an ice-cold Pepsi. For the last two weeks, at this time of day, I have been sweating in the heat and very uncomfortable but now I have drink in hand and am nice and cool in an air-conditioned coach. Sad to leave but pleased now to be going home.

13:40

Just had a nice lunch of steak, rice and fried banana and a cacao fruit drink. We are now off to the airport where I hope to get an early flight.

15:20

After a great deal of difficulty, Lilyan was able to help me arrange the earlier flight to Brasilia. It cost $R40 (about £7.50) administration fee and they had so much difficulty at the TAM desk during this that they could not do anything about the forwarding flight to Sao Paulo. I will see what I can do when I get to Brasilia. I don’t mind a wait there because at least Brasilia is a large airport with more to look at. Goodbyes were said and now it is just Phil and myself waiting for the 17:50 plane. He flies on to Rio to meet his wife though.

17:40

On the plane and ready to go to Brasilia, where a seventeen hour wait for the next stage will take place, unless I can work miracles with the TAM agents to move my flights. I am doubtful. The Volkswagon Camper Catering Van has loaded us up and driven off and so I am presumptious of a meal and a drink during the flight. I’m feeling a bit peckish. Aha! The stewardess has just handed me a toffee.

18:00 – 19:00

It’s always interesting on a plane to find out what exactly is lurking beneath the foil lid of an in-flight meal. This evening’s lid in question was piping hot when I received it and I wondered what meal awaited. I peeled back the lid and to my surprise, found a ham and cheese sandwich! It wasn’t toasted, just very hot. The dessert looked like something nasty that may have dropped out of a dog’s behind but in fact, turned out to be a caramel toffee sort of substance. It tasted pretty awful but I ate it anyway. The Pepsi was flat too!

19:30

This is pretty amazing. I lost Phil as we entered the terminal building. I assume he went straight up to transfers when I carried on to the baggage reclaim. When I picked up Mr Rucksack, I located the TAM information desk. The girl said she spoke a little English. I showed her my ticket and told her it was for tomorrow but could I fly today? She said okay, tapped in to her computer then went to check with a colleague. Before I knew it, she was printing out a boarding pass but it was for the same flight! She must have misunderstood and thought I wanted to just check-in a day early. Fortunately, her colleague who seemed to be a manager, spoke perfect English. I explained again. She said she had a flight for 06:15 instead of 10:15. I asked about tonight. She said the flights were all busy but would check. When she came back, she said all was okay. The first girl gave me a new boarding pass and told me it was boarding immediately. I had to run and am now sitting on the plane ready to depart for Sao Paulo. I had to bring Mr Rucksack on as hand luggage. Nobody seemed bothered. I saw an empty overhead locker in first class as I passed through and put him in there. I, meanwhile, am right at the back of the plane. It is bigger than the other internal flight planes and it is absolutely packed. I will have to get off the plane last to get Mr Rucksack down but at least there will be no need for baggage reclaim! It is a two hour and forty minutes flight but I will be there about seventeen hours ahead of schedule. I will need to get the bus from Sao Paulo Congonhas Airport to Sao Paulo Guarulhos and then it is a matter of whether Iberia can get me on an early flight to Madrid and home. That is likely to be more difficult as there will be fewer flights on that route but we’ll see. I didn’t even have to pay for this transfer!

19:50

Plane is on the way and it smells like I’m going to be fed again. What sandwich this time? More to the point, am I too tired to eat? Fatigue has taken hold and I am starting to feel very tired indeed. Especially my eyes. I suppose I can force the food down though!

20:10

Well, the reformed chicken and macaroni wasn’t exactly exciting but the chocolate-topped pudding was nice and at least the Pepsi wasn’t flat. I could do with a coffee though.

20:15

Coffee arrives as previously, in a plastic thimble, black and sweet with no options. Haven’t these people heard of a decent sized mug, low sugar and milk?

22:30

Ok. I’m at Sao Paulo airport (Congonhas) and so far Lisa’s yak-bone talisman is working. I had no hanging about to get Mr Rucksack from luggage reclaim and quickly found the ticket office for the bus to Guarulhos. It cost $R16.50 (about £3). I found the bus stop and very quickly a bus pulled up. The driver saw me standing waiting after they unloaded, found I didn’t speak Portuguese and then in English, showed me to a waiting seat and told me they would board in ten minutes. I don’t think it leaves until 11pm though, which gets me to the international airport probably at midnight. I have missed the same service today that I am due to get tomorrow but hopefully I may get on a plane during the day tomorrow instead of at 6pm. We’ll see in about one and a half hours! I am currently about fifteen hours ahead of schedule.

23:40

I am at the airport. The bus took a direct route along the main routes. What I saw of Sao Paulo was pretty grotty – high-rise blocks, walls and billboards covered in graffiti, abandoned buildings. I am sitting in front of a dozen display screens showing all the departures between now and 19:20 tomorrow evening. Would you believe that the first Iberia flight between now and then is at 18:00 tomorrow – the same flight I am booked on! All that good luck in getting ahead of schedule and I will still arrive home at the same time! I now have an eighteen-hour wait, assuming no delays. Ho hum. At least I know all the other legs of the journey are done and I am here safely. I will have all day tomorrow to look at the shops again, eat, drink and change my $R back to Sterling. Will I stay awake though?

Wednesday 20th November
01:30

I am barely awake. I managed to wrap myself up in my fleece and the rucksack and daysack straps for security and close my eyes for a while without falling asleep but it is not comfortable on these chairs. I really need to be lying down. The last two flights are about to depart for the night. The next is not until 06:55. There appears to be one other passenger here. Everyone else is cleaning or security staff by the looks of it. The sports channel is still blaring out of the double television screens. I’m not sure how long they keep that on, maybe twenty-four hours. If there had been a hotel attached to the airport, I would have booked in but there isn’t and I’m not getting a random taxi to a random hotel at this time of night. I may put my rucksacks between the seat rows out of the way and then sleep on them. There doesn’t appear to be any problem with staying here over night. Maybe I’ll watch the motor racing on the television.

04:04

I watched the racing while it was on and then tried to stretch out between the seat rows. Nobody objected, not that there are many here to object. I didn’t sleep but at least got some rest and a lie down for a couple of hours. I don’t feel so tired now, though I am still very tired. Still over one and a half hours before the flights begin again so I don’t know what time the cafes and shops will start to open. The television is still blaring out. Football is on now.

06:01

Time is moving, slowly. I have snoozed a little in my seat, leaning on my daysack on top of my rucksack. People are starting to arrive now but the shops are still shut. Twelve hours to go!

06:21

I have washed and brushed my teeth and am going to pretend I have had a night’s sleep. I feel a little more awake. Flights are already starting to go and my flight is now at the top of screen five on the bank of displays. I would like to check Mr Rucksack in early but I have a feeling the Iberia desk will not be open until late as they have just the one flight. When all the shops are open, I will get some breakfast.

08:04

I have passed the time with reading. My flight is now mid-way down screen four. It will be another hour before it reaches screen three. I can’t see anyone at the Iberia desk but will check before I go for some breakfast.

08:36

Someone was setting up the Iberia desk but it was not ready for checking in. I am sitting in the dining room of ‘Jet’ (a burger bar) where I have had a very reasonable breakfast. I had egg, ham, bacon pieces, two slices of toast, a large slice of melon, six salted crackers, a cappuccino and a bottle of orange juice, all for under £1.50! The sun is shining bright so I have got through the long night. Puddles on the tarmac confirm that I did indeed hear rain drumming on the roof while I had rested. The burger bar is comfortable and I feel much better for the breakfast. The book I am reading by Nick Cave is compelling and long so it should see me through most of the day. When I eventually get on the plane, I will try and sleep.

08:53

The designated check-in desks have actually been set up for a different airline so I can’t check in, though I may ask to double check. My flight is poised to move up to screen three! I sit and watch the stall where a man is shrink-wrapping people’s luggage.

09:00

On screen three!

10:04

I asked at the Avianca desk about Iberia as Avianca is currently using the same desks. I got the impression Iberia will use them later. There doesn’t appear to be any more Avianca flights after 11:25 so I shall try again after then.

11:06

We are on page two and the Avianca signs have gone from the check-in desks. They are now empty so I shall have to wait.

12:41

The book is finished, my reading disturbed by banging and music from some filming being done in the terminal building. There are still no rep’s at the check-in desk and no sign for Iberia either. It is quite annoying as Mr Rucksack is quite heavy and I was hoping to have him safely checked in before I partook of lunch. If it weren’t for two flights running late, my flight would be on page one of the monitors by now. The shrink-wrap man is doing well.

13:04

On to the main screen and main board but still nobody from Iberia has showed up for me to check in.

13:17

One of the flight staff has lost a large dangling crystal earring. She has been backwards and forwards several times trying to find it. Now it seems the whole of the cleaning staff are out looking for it. I’d rather they went looking for an Iberia rep’! I’m off to get some lunch. You never know, maybe I’ll be able to check in when I get back.

13:43

Well that didn’t take long to eat. I admit it’s not very healthy but I opted for a nice’n’easy double cheeseburger, fries, apple pie and a chockie milkshake. Well, I have been in the middle of nowhere for two weeks! Anyway, the milkshake was gorgeous. I’m still in the burger place, watching the sun and the planes. It looks hot out there. I’m not rushing back because the food has got me in a good mood again and I’m doubtful that Iberia will be there to check me in yet.

13:49

It’s a start. They’re putting up the Iberia signs. I’m not moving from the check-in area until they’ve given me a boarding card and taken care of Mr Rucksack.

15:07

Halleluiah. I’m finally checked in. I have under three hours left. I just need to change my currency back. Now, do I need to keep any for a coffee?

15:48

No choice. After changing my currency, I was given change of $R16 (about £3). I am therefore back in the burger bar having a coffee. It’s much easier ordering it here than at a coffee bar. I’m starting to feel tired again. Two hours to go.

16:50

One coffee and two small souvenirs for myself later and I am left with the grand total of five Centavos, which are worth just under one penny. I think I’ll save that. I have come through to the departure lounge, as there was no point staying where I was. Passport control had a good look at my face to compare it to the passport photo but the two men agreed that the pictures were both just as ugly as each other, so they let me through.

17:48

On the plane and waiting for everyone to board. I’m hoping for an early meal, a good early film and then lots of sleep.

Thursday 21st November
07:35 (Spanish time)

The meal was early and very nice too, thank you very much (especially the chockie pudding). There were many empty seats so I moved to the row in front of me, where I could have a pair of seats to myself. I lost my pen in the process (though I still have the lid). The film came on soon thereafter and I did manage to sleep when it was over. By bringing my pillow with me, I ended up with three and after raising the armrest, I was able to curl up across the two seats and rest. I must have slept for quite a while as soon after I awoke, they served breakfast. I am now at Madrid airport, waiting for the gate number to show up for my last flight of this journey before I transfer to train. I hope Mr Rucksack is being transferred okay. I don’t want him to end up in Barcelona.

08:30

The flight is finally on the board and appears to be on schedule. Hopefully, in three hours time, I will be back in London. I am very tired again and am looking forward to getting home.

09:00 – 10:35

That has to be one of the longest boarding gate-to-plane bus rides I have ever been on. I thought maybe we were driving all the way to London. Anyway, in the plane now. There were about eight Iberia flights in a row going to Barcelona. It must be popular. This flight, meanwhile, is half empty unless there will be a lot of late arrivals. I’m sure I spotted Mr Rucksack on the top of the baggage cart ready to be loaded. He seemed to be asleep.

Another busload has arrived and it’s chaos. People are boarding from both ends of the plane and then trying to get passed each other in the aisle as they go in opposite directions. People are squeezing bags in the overhead lockers that are bigger than most suitcases. Madness. There’s still an empty seat next to me. Who will sit in it, I wonder?

Thank goodness. They are shutting the doors and the seat remains empty. Most of my fellow passengers look like a right bunch.

Breakfast number two eaten. I don’t think I’ll need any lunch later… just sleep.

The plane descends and I hear the landing gear opening up. I stare out at the cloud and wait for England to appear and there she is. Cold and damp but green fields and home.

11:05

On the tube train in to central London. I should get there about midday. I am aiming to be at Mum’s house for 1pm if possible. Since starting, I have had a boat journey, two coaches and four planes. I now have two trains and a walk remaining. Nearly there and the Earthwatch sticker is still on Mr Rucksack.

12:05

Lisa’s talisman is working again. Train due in about three minutes and I’m waiting on the platform for it.

12:25

I look out of the train window and see the dark clouds and rain soaked platforms. Everyone is wearing a coat. I think of just a few days ago, when it was bliss to be in the shade but still be in the nineties and where a ferocious burning sun waited for me at the beach. I hope back in the Araguaia River, the hatchlings are doing well.

13:25

Stage ten, the final stage, is completed. I’ve been home for about half an hour. I started to walk away from the train station but it was drizzling and I had some change in my pocket. A phone call and a few minutes later, Mum turns up to bring me home. I’ve had a decent cup of coffee and food is being prepared. Time for some rest and then I will start preparing for the next trip – Rhinos in Africa!

