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IMPOSSIBLE DREAMS:
EVEREST AND ERADICATING WORLD BLINDNESS*
Geoffrey Tabin"
You cannot stay on the summit forever; you must come down eventually.
So why bother in the first place? It's just this: what is above knows what is
below, but what is below does not know what is above. One climbs, one sees
and afterward one descends where one no longer sees, but one has seen.
There is an art to conducting oneself in the lower regions where one can no
longer see, but one can, at least, still know.
Ren6 Daumal, Mount Analogue'

I
BEGINNINGS: GOD IS THE MOTHER OF THE EARTH
Eight-five percent of the blindness in our world could be easily
preventable or treatable. This talk is about my personal journey of
getting involved in international healthcare and international eye
care. That journey began with climbing Mount Everest, where two
otherwise perhaps impossible dreams coalesced. Thinking about
climbing the east face of Mount Everest was overwhelming: it would
be a daunting task. Many people were pessimistic that we would get
very far. Likewise, when we started thinking about how we could
overcome preventable and treatable blindness, we were facing a
daunting task. But, as with any difficult process, we approached such
tasks one step at a time.
* Edited transcript of address delivered at the Annual Convention of the
International Society of Barristers, Lanai, Hawaii, 7 March 2011. Transcript
available upon request.
**M.D., Codirector of the Himalayan Cataract Project; Professor of Ophthalmology
and Visual Sciences and Director, Division of International Ophthalmology, John A.
Moran Eye Center, University of Utah.
1. RENt DAUMAL, MOUNT ANALOGUE: A NOVEL OF SYMBOLICALLY AUTHENTIC NON-EUCLIDEAN
ADVENTURES IN MOUNTAIN CLIMBING (LEMONTANALOGUE) (2004).
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Mount Everest is the highest point on our planet-29,028 feet
above sea level. It's a three-sided pyramid on the border of Nepal
and Tibet. It was first seen, of course, by the people who live in the
mountain's shadow. Nepalese call it the Mountain Sagarmatha, and
in Tibet they call the mountain Chomolungma. Both loosely translate
to "God is mother of the earth."
The British "discovered" the mountain on their survey of India.
Using just trigonometry up from points along the Bay of Bengal, they
found a height within fifteen feet of Everest's actual height. In 1863
Queen Victoria renamed the mountain Everest after Sir George
Everest, who had been Surveyor General of India.
The British, again, were the first with the audacity to think that
maybe the mountain could or should be climbed. It was George Lee
Mallory whose name became synonymous with the pre-World War
II expeditions to Mount Everest. He's the one who, when asked in
1924 why he was trying to climb Mount Everest, said, "Because it's
there." Later that year, he and an Oxford undergraduate named
Andrew Irvine disappeared, high on Everest's slopes. Before they
perished, they were the first to circumambulate the mountain, of
which they then made a topographic map. The map shows that by far
the largest and steepest side of Mount Everest is the eastern side.
Mallory had looked at it in 1921 and felt that, certainly by his team's
own climbing abilities, it was impossible to scale. He concluded that
other men less wise might attempt this way if they would, but that it
was emphatically not for them. So they went around to the north,
which is the easiest way up Mount Everest. Nonetheless, it was there
that Colonel Noel Odell, another member of their expedition,
watched Mallory and Andrew Irvine, ascending the Northeast Ridge
route, disappear into the clouds. Whether they made it to the summit
before they were lost is still disputed. But, actually, when you climb
mountains, you learn very quickly that getting to the top of a
mountain is optional, but getting down is mandatory. The more
important point is that they didn't make it back down.
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Mallory's body was recently found on a National Geographic
expedition by an American climber named Conrad Anker. Though
the question remains as to whether Mallory and Irvine summited,
the first to get to the top and back down approached the summit not
from the north, as Mallory and Irvine had, but from Nepal. After
World War II, access to Everest through Tibet, occupied by the
People's Republic of China, was closed off, but the government of
Nepal opened the southern flanks of Mount Everest to climbers. It
was from the mountain's south side that Sir Edmund Hillary and
Tenzing Norgay Sherpa succeeded in climbing to the summit on
Coronation Day 1953.
By 1983 virtually every side of the mountain had been climbed
and in every sort of condition. The mountain had been climbed
without supplemental oxygen by Reinhold Messner and Peter
Habeler. It had been climbed in winter. It had been climbed in the
monsoon. It had been climbed solo. But no outsider after Mallory had
ever gazed on Everest's eastern side.
11
A KID WHO LIKED TO CLIMB

I was just a kid who liked to climb. I became a pretty devoted
rock climber in high school, beginning with a local crag called the
Shawangunks, outside of New Paltz, New York. During my college
years I became rather a climbing fanatic, working my way slowly
through grades of difficulty. But on those climbs-as opposed to
where I was later to go on Everest-I could always learn the
idiosyncrasies of where I was going based on guidebooks, which
include descriptions and little maps of different routes.
My focus in my early climbing years was on big wall climbingclimbing routes in Yosemite on El Capitan, Half Dome-and I never
really thought about the Himalayas, let alone Everest. It was the sort
of thing that mythical gods, a different species than mine would do. I
did go up to New Hampshire quite a bit, climbing frozen waterfalls
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and some of our frozen cliffs in winter. And I did a little bit of
moderate mountaineering.
What changed my climbing life was getting a Marshall
Scholarship to go to Oxford University in England. Oxford has an
eight-week term, then a six-week break, then an eight-week term
and a six-week break, an eight-week term and a three-month break.
So I basically had twenty-eight weeks of paid climbing holiday for
two years. Moreover, Oxford had some trust funds that were
remnants of the days when Oxford students were supposed to
civilize various parts of the world, and my partner and I tapped into
those. We found out that the more exotic the locale we chose and the
more audacious our objective, the more cash they'd give us. My
climbing partner and I went on a couple of trips and were very lucky
with the weather. We certainly weren't the best twenty-year-old
climbers in the world, but we were the only ones who were getting
funded to go to these remote big walls. We were lucky with more
than just weather.
It was a wonderful time for me because I had already been
accepted to medical school. I had always been focused on a sort of
American, put-one-foot-in-front-of-the-other, straightforward track.
But Oxford gave me the opportunity to step back. I read philosophy,
and I looked hard at international healthcare-delivery systems and
the economics of healthcare worldwide. I became especially
interested in the inequities and the moral aspects of healthcare
delivery-first, healthcare delivery in America and in Asia, then that
in Africa. My whole focus on what I wanted to do in medicine started
to change.
I came back to the United States and matriculated in medical
school. In the middle of my first year, I was invited to give a lecture
at the American Alpine Club meeting about a climb my partner and I
had done on the north side of Carstensz Pyramid in Papua New
Guinea. A couple of people thought my talk was pretty funny, and out
of nowhere I got a phone call. The speaker said, "Geoff, would you
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like to be part of team that's going to make the first exploration in an
attempt to climb the last unclimbed face on Mount Everest? It's fully
sponsored by ABC television and National Geographic." My
teammates would all be my heroes-those I'd read about since I'd
started climbing. And I'd get paid a full-year's tuition in medical
school and a little bit more to go on the trip. "Would you like to go?"
"Yes!" I shouted. "Yes, I'll do it!" I naturally got all excited, and one of
my climbing heroes, a New Zealander named George Lowe, came out
to Cambridge, Massachusetts, to meet me. We climbed rock for a
weekend together. The team ended up picking a guy named David
Breashears, who has subsequently acquired a bit of notoriety. He
made the Imax Everest film and was very involved in the 1996
rescue on Everest described in Jon Krakauer's book, Into Thin Air. I
was the first alternate.
A week before the team was leaving, I called everybody on the
team and said, "Hey, thank you so much for considering me. Maybe
we'll get to climb another time." Then, two days before the
expedition, someone had to drop out. I got a call. "Geoff, you still
want to go?" And I hollared, "Wahoo!" And all my climbing friends
hollared, "Wahoo!"
I jumped on a plane, I flew to San Francisco, and I joined the
expedition. Rushing around getting visas and getting my equipment
together, I realized at the last minute that I hadn't informed my
medical school that I was leaving. Now, it was Sunday morning. My
flight to China was leaving in about two hours. So I sent them a
postcard. It said, "I'm on my way to the last unclimbed face on
Everest. Will call when I get back. Love, Geoff." And I set out.
III
MOUNT EVEREST, EAST FACE

A. First Ascents
It was a great trip for me: I was with all my climbing heroes; I
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learned so much. Despite the past and current political issues
concerning China and Tibet, it was a fascinating time to go to Tibet,
which was just opening up. We got our first glimpse of Everest from
the northern side. From there, we would go around to the east.
It was an incredible walk in. We trekked beneath amazing 21-,
22-, 23,000-foot peaks that had never been attempted. I would have
been ecstatic to climb any one of them.
When we came around to the east side of Everest, we saw that
it is just huge. To give some perspective, the base is about 16,500
feet, and the top of a rock and ice buttress above it is at 23,000 feet.
That's over a vertical mile. And we had a team with lots of chiefsnot too many Indians-resulting in a lot of argument about which
way we should go. A couple of the very famous American climbers
felt it was too difficult and that we should go around to the north
because at that time only six Americans had been to the top of
Everest, and it would've been great for anybody's career as a
professional climber just to stand on the summit. Yet after a month
of climbing, all we had done was work out a route up this eastern
face. We got to 23,000 feet-to the top of the buttress-then the
weather turned bad. So we turned back. On our way out, George
Lowe and I climbed several of those previously unclimbed, beautiful
peaks that had excited me so on our way up. We did the first ascents
of some spectacular peaks and had a great time.
B. Back to the East Face
I came back to learn I'd been kicked out of medical school. I
said, "What do mean I'm out of medical school?" They said, "Well,
you left." I said, "No, no. I was climbing." "That's the same thing. You
left." I said, "Didn't you get my postcard?" And they said, "Well, yes.
But, actually, this school has been around a long time. You just can't
do that." I had to go before a faculty committee and explain why I had
acted so impetuously. They let me back in.
But we now knew exactly where we wanted to go on Everest's
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east-face route. I got a phone call from George saying, "Hey, Geoffwe still have full National Geographic sponsorship. We're going back
next year. Are you with us?" And I said, "Of course." This time, I
thought I'd be a little bit smarter, that I would send the medical
school administration an official application for a leave of absence.
About two nights after that I got a phone call. The guy said, "Is
this Geoff Tabin?" I said, "Yeah." He said, "You're a complete moron."
I said, "What?" He said, "You're an idiot! I can't believe Harvard
Medical School ever accepted anyone as stupid as you. I think you're
probably the stupidest person ever to gain acceptance to this
school." I said, "Who is this?" He said, "My name is Professor Mike
Wiedman, and I'm an ophthalmologist on the committee looking at
leaves of absences, and anybody should know that with your record,
there's zero chance you'd ever get a leave of absence to go climbing.
"But anybody with half the intelligence to get into this school
should know that if you apply to do research you can get credit. And
I happen to be interested in the question whether high-altitude
retinal hemorrhaging can be used as a prognosticator of highaltitude cerebral edema. And I've taken the liberty of ripping up your
application for a leave of absence. Let's talk about your research over
dinner tomorrow night."
So, later, I assembled a research team and a lab team. I had a
little camera that took pictures of blood vessels and retinas, and I
photographed the eyes of everyone on the climbing team before the
expedition, during the expedition, and after the expedition. So for
three sets of photographs I got three months credit.
This time, knowing just where we wanted to go, we followed a
route pretty much up the center of the 23,000-foot rock-and-ice
buttress; every other route posed too much avalanche danger. The
first 1000 feet were fairly straightforward rock climbing. Our first
camp on the mountain was on a ridgeline. Then we moved up
through some unconsolidated snow.
That route is still the only new route to have been climbed on
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Everest with no native support whatsoever. Everything that was
carried up the mountain we carried ourselves. We moved up through
a little ice gulley. We had one comfortable camp on the face, then,
during a short break of good weather, all twelve of us climbed above
the 26,000-foot rock-and-ice buttress with no supplemental oxygen.
We followed a ridgeline up. Our team strategy was to have our
three strongest people-Carlos Buhler, Lou Reichardt, and Kim
Momb-push on to the summit. Lou Reichardt was the first to the
summit of Everest after the first ascent of the mountain's east face.
Dan Reid, Jay Cassell, and George Lowe went to the top the next day.
I was with a third group that had been a little bit weaker, a little
slower.
As the youngest person on the team, I had been pushing and
pushing as hard as I could. I was the one who was always staying up
all night, melting snow, and just trying to do that little bit extra. I was
exhausted, but I was very lucky, I think, knowing what I know nowthat the weather closed in and our group didn't get a chance to try
for the summit. We probably would've been in a little bit of trouble
had we tried.
So we ended up coming down. We had six Americans get to the
top. Our team had gone in as friends and came out as brothers. We
still have reunions, and we stay in very, very close touch. My
teammates are still some of my closest friends.
IV
SUMMITING MOUNT EVEREST
I came back to Cambridge and finished medical school. At that

point I had a vague desire to do something in pediatric orthopedics.
In my travels in Africa and Asia, I'd seen a lot of crippled children,
and I thought this was a problem I'd like to do something about. So I
began an orthopedic residency. I was in my third year of that
residency when I looked at options in international orthopedics, and
realized it was quite a bit more difficult than just setting broken
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bones. In the third world, if you take a child with a broken leg and set
it, then you operate and the child gets a bone infection, it's pretty
much a death sentence. And on a public-health or large scale it was
difficult to figure out how to do a big orthopedic project.
But I got lucky again. I was asked to come back to Everest as the
physician on a team sponsored to get the first American woman to
the top of Mount Everest. We would be following the more
traditional trekking line. This was in 1988, before all the big crowds
started coming to Everest, and it was hard to get permits. The
governments of China and Nepal gave out only one permit for one
team per side of the mountain per year. So you couldn't really choose
when you wanted to go or what route; we were fortunate to have
gotten a permit for the traditional line, but it was for the fall season.
Most people climb in the spring, before the monsoon. We were going
to be climbing at the end of the monsoon.
Usually there's a one- or two-week window of a little bit better
weather between when the monsoons end and the winter winds
start. We had a team with four very strong American women and
seven American men, but we also had a full complement of climbing
Sherpas who would be climbing with and helping us. Our twelve
Sherpas made the expedition much, much easier for me.
We walked in from the town of Jiri. We were in pretty much
constant rain and storm. We wore nylon tights, not so much to get in
touch with our female side and bond with our female teammates, but
to keep off the leeches. The leech inspired me to write a poem, which
I sent to the New Yorker. But the New Yorker turned it down. I don't
know why. It's called "Leech on my Dingus."
Leech on my dingus, leech on my dingus,
You gave me quite a scare
This morning before breakfast
When I found you there.
I even wore nylons to keep you away,
But they ran at the crotch, hiking yesterday.
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Leech on my dingus, leech on my dingus,
You crawled in through that hole
And made a beeline straight for my pole.
Why is it I that must suffer the hacks
Of an engorged leech feeding at my sex?
Leech on my dingus, leech on my dingus
I don't wish to be intimate anymore.
To me you are nothing but a blank sucking whore,
And no matter how much you suck my dingus
I will never reciprocate with leech a-lingus.
We moved up through the center of the Sherpa world. It was an
especially nice trip for me because I was a doctor now, and I was
essentially doing a medical call at each little village we were in.
Though the route we went up was much easier than the one my
team and I'd taken to get to Everest's east face, this one was still a
little scary because we had to go through unconsolidated ice, which
is a little like where rapids are on a river. It's called an icefall. Though
it's easy climbing and walking, the problem is that sometimes those
big towers topple. And we had to cross crevices, which constantly
widen. Plus, coming in as we did in the post-monsoon season, we had
to be careful for avalanches triggered by monsoon storms.
We went through the Khumbu icefall up the Western Cwm. 2
This is the route that's now become very well known from John
Krakauer's book, Into Thin Air. It had also been the first ascent by Sir
Edmond Hillary and Tenzing Norgay Sherpa up the Lhasa face to
Camp IV, the last high camp.
On September 29th, Stacey Allison, along with Pansang Gyaljen
Sherpa and the first pink plastic lawn flamingo to adorn Everest,
reached the summit. Two days later, I went with a second American
2. Pronounced "coom," cwm is Welsh for a bowl-shaped valley, this one named by
George Mallory in 1921. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/WesternCwm
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woman, Peggy Luce, along with Dawa Tshering Sherpa and Nima
Tashi Sherpa. It's a beautiful, classic mount, and relatively easy. We
were climbing without any ropes, though, so we really didn't want to
make any mistakes. It's fairly straightforward climbing, but if you fall
off the left side you go 7000 feet into Nepal. Off the right side, it's
12,000 feet down into Tibet. So we stayed somewhat more on the
left side of that ridge. The last little obstacle is the Hillary Step.
Just after 9:00 in the morning I was alone on the summit. It
forms a little differently every year. In 1988, it was a windswept,
pure summit about the size of a podium. Then after about twenty
minutes, Nima Tashi, Dawa Tshering, and Peggy came up to join me.
On this trip I experienced another great little bit of serendipity.
I had met Sir Edmund Hillary in Nepal in 1983. Though he had not
been on the actual climb up the east face, he had been one of our
honorary expedition members. And he had been one of my heroesnot so much for his climbing and exploration, which have been
phenomenal in addition to Everest-but really for what he has given
back to the people. He has been building schools, building hospitals.
One of the hospitals Sir Edmund built in a little village had been
staffed by a doctor from New Zealand who had taken ill and had to
go home, and I was asked to fill in as the doctor at that hospital. It
was immensely rewarding, but it was also hard for me because I was
seeing that most of the issues I was trying to fight were public-health
issues. The actual good an individual doctor could do was fairly
marginal. I saw children come in with horrible diarrhea. I would
rehydrate them, give them antibiotics, then watch the cycle repeat
itself and the children eventually die. I saw people dying from things
that would be easy to change in the western world. It was really a
matter of trying to change the overall economy and health of the
community. Public-health intervention was needed, not a doctor.
But the one inspiring, unbelievable miracle I saw there was
cataract surgery. I'm sure many of you have had cataract surgery or
your parents or an acquaintance has had cataract surgery. It's a fairly
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routine thing in America. It's number one among the services billed
to Medicare right now. It's both the most common operation
performed in America and one of the most successful and best things
we do in medicine. But in the developing world, cataracts are still a
plague. In our village it was just accepted that your hair turns white,
your eye turns white, and then you die.
Worldwide, eighteen million people can't see the shadow of a
hand move in front of their faces; they are unable to do the tasks of
daily living because they're blind from completely treatable
cataracts. In our village it's a huge burden. A Nepali expression for a
blind person is a mouth with no hands. When you're in an agrarian,
subsistence economy and you have a mouth with no hands in your
family, it's a huge problem. Children have to stay home from school;
someone in the family has to stay away from working the fields to
take care of the blind person.
But I watched a Dutch team come to our hospital and do
surgery, and I was amazed. The people with cataracts get depressed;
they just wait to die. Yet after the Dutch team did the surgery, I
watched one woman just blossom back to life. I thought, Wow-this
is what I need to do with my medical career.
V
PROFESSIONAL SUMMITS
A. Opthalamic Residency
I came back to the States and, again, I got really lucky. My
research project with Prof. Wiedman at Harvard was instrumental in
my getting into a great ophthalmology residency, and I just slid
immediately into it.
Right now there are about 20 million people-the current
World Health Organization estimate is 18 million people-blind
from cataracts. If we don't do anything to change things, it will be 40
million by the year 2020. And this is blind. Most of the people I
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operate on in America have pretty good vision. A typical person I'll
operate on at the University of Utah will be having trouble driving at
night. They'll have perfect vision in one eye and 20/40, 20/50 vision
in the other. I'll say, "Oh, you've got an early cataract," and they'll say,
"Well, let's fix it."
If we were to look at operating on people worldwide just at the
level at which they could see functionally-say we operate only
when the person was what we would call legally blind in America,
i.e., with 20/100 or 20/200 vision-then the number of people
waiting for surgery would probably be up around 100 million. When
I finished my residency I was thinking, Now, how do I get involved in
international healthcare? How do I get involved in international eye
care?
When I was in Nepal I had found that no surgeon there at that
time was doing modern cataract surgery. Yet a very good survey of
blindness showed an estimated 200,000-person backlog of those
blind from cataracts who could be cured. What is more, about 60,000
additional people were going blind each year. And in Nepal, once you
go blind, your life expectancy is very short.
Now, what I didn't know at the time was that an Asian
ophthalmologist, Sanduk Ruit, was already involved in a three-year
stint of state-of-the-art retraining in Australia. He had gone to the
best training program in India, then went back to Nepal and realized
the need for modern cataract surgery. He wanted to figure out how
to bring the cost down. He'd gone to the Netherlands for two years to
learn microsurgery and had then gone to Australia. So when I was in
Nepal finding out there was nobody, he was actually just finishing his
training in Australia.
Sanduk Ruit's mentor in Australia and one of my own
philosophic mentors was Fred Hollows, whom I first encountered
when I was a second-year resident. I went to an international eye
meeting where people were talking about what the best treatment
worldwide for cataracts was. You might remember the old cataract
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surgery that maybe your grandparents had in which the surgeon
would take the whole lens out and give the patient a pair of cokebottle-bottom-like glasses. That method was inexpensive; the
surgeons didn't need a lot of fancy equipment. So those at the
international eye meeting were offering a resolution stating that this
was still the appropriate surgery for the developing world.
This was a very formal, staid meeting at which everybody was
wearing a tie. The elite of American ophthalmology were all there.
An Australian man stands up in the back and says, "Bullshit! You're
the pus in the pimple of the arsehole of everything that's wrong with
this world! You wouldn't have that surgery; you wouldn't let your
mother have that surgery. I don't want to have anything more to do
with this organization!" And he stormed out. I said, "Wow, who was
that man?"
When I learned who he was, I started corresponding with him.
He was, at the time, the only international ophthalmologist who was
advocating teaching locals-teaching locals not just to do the
surgery, but to empower them to develop systems of care.
B. Fellowship: Learning
I subsequently came over to do my fellowship in Australia
under the auspices of the Fred Hollows Foundation. I did a corneal
transplantation fellowship with Hugh Taylor, another of my real
mentors. And they sent me over to work with Dr. Ruit. I had come
over with the fancy pedigree, all sorts of fancy-best residency, best
fellowship-and I thought, you know, that I'd teach something. But
all I did was learn. It was amazing.
The first thing that happened was that Fred came up with the
idea that lens implants could be manufactured in Asia at a much
lower cost than elsewhere. At the time, the least expensive lens
implant on the world market cost $200. Fred organized a lab that
began manufacturing lens implants of the same quality for $5 in
Nepal. These lens implants have changed the whole economy of eye
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care in the developing world.
Next, Dr. Ruit began doing remote eye camps. He developed a
system of high-volume surgery benefiting from a streamlined
process in which no one does anything that somebody with lesser
training can do. So you don't have a trained nurse putting in eye
drops. You don't have a trained assistant merely walking patients
from one place to another. And, beyond this, Dr. Ruit developed a
system of sterilization that brought the infection rate down to
essentially what we have in the west. I was just mesmerized.
I went with Dr. Ruit and his group to an eye camp. We hiked in.
It was similar to a mountaineering expedition, but this time our
teammates were medical workers. And our patients walked in, too.
One woman who could barely see came in after four days of walking
to our eye clinic, leading her sister, who couldn't see at all.
We were looking for patients whose eyes were occluded with
white cataracts but who had a good pupillary response, showing that
the retina and optic nerve were working. For three days Dr. Ruit and
I operated side-by-side. We operated on 224 cataracts. This sounds
impressive when you first hear it-two doctors, three days, 224
cataracts-until you get the breakdown: Dr. Ruit did 201 whereas I
did twenty-three. What's more, I had to call Dr. Ruit over to my table
to help me probably ten times out of my twenty-three cases.
The next morning was like a religious revival. It was absolutely
incredible. Two hundred twenty-four people who had been totally
blind could see, and they and the families of the two-hundred
twenty-four people who had been blind were dancing; they were
shouting; they were screaming. I said, "Wow. I need to be part of this.
Dr. Ruit, I need to work with you." Fred Hollows, Dr. Ruit's partner,
had unfortunately developed cancer, but his very bad fortune led to
my very good fortune in that Dr. Ruit was looking for a western
partner. We just sort of melded together.
Other than legal blindness-the vision of people who can still
see, but too poorly for lenses to correct their vision-we don't have a
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lot of blindness here in the United States. Those who are legally blind
number about three per 1000. Most of our blindness is something
we can't do much about-it's related to aging. Our most common
cause of blindness is age-related macular degeneration. In the
developing world, blindness is ten times more prevalent. It's three
per 100 through most of Africa. Of that blindness, eighty-five percent
is preventable or treatable.
Cataracts are about fifty percent treatable. The big problem
with cataract surgery in other places in the developing worldparticularly in China and India, where there's a huge number of the
cataract blind as well-is that the actual blind people are cocooned
within those who can pay. That is, people with 20/200 vision want to
have their surgery done, and there's a huge burgeoning middle class
in China and India who are willing to pay. There are even people
willing to pay for eye surgery when they have 20/60 or 20/40 vision.
The Indian doctors are extremely good now, and India is a lucrative
place to practice ophthalmology. But because of demand by those
who can pay, the doctors in India and China are falling behind on the
actual blind and the poor blind. Those unable to pay are really still
getting lost. Their life expectancy is short.
Just not having glasses is a big cause of legal blindness,
particularly for kids in Asia. So are a number of diseases: Trachoma,
an infection that's spread from living in close quarters without
having good water, is a disease of poverty. Onchocerciasis is an
infectious blindness spread by black flies. It's endemic in Central
Africa. Xerophthalmia, Vitamin A deficiency, is the leading cause of
blindness in children. Other blindness is caused by small trauma or
infection that gets out of hand because no doctor is available to take
care of people. Glaucoma is a big problem in both the developing
world and the developed world. We don't have a great answer for it,
but if it's detected early, it can be prevented.
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C.Fellowship: Teaching
I went back to Nepal. Dr. Ruit sent me to southern Nepal where
I spent my time teaching Dr. Ruit's techniques and method in a
number of cities on the border with India. My home hospital was
Golchha Eye Hospital in Biratnagar. I was working really to teach Dr.
Ruit's methods. It wasn't just the surgical technique, but the whole
system.
The doctor I was working with in Biratnagar is a wonderful
gentleman. He had been the previous president of the Nepal
Ophthalmology Society. He had had one year of training in eye and
ear, nose, and throat twenty-five years before and was proud that he
hadn't looked at a book in over ten years. He was the only eye doctor
for almost two million people. His name was a wonderful misnomer:
it was I.C. Biswas because few of his patients could. He was trying to
see 350 patients a day. He was just overwhelmed.
So the task wasn't just teaching him to do good modern
surgery; it was figuring how to see that many patients. How could we
divide things up? How could we teach people to screen in triage and
establish Dr. Ruit's whole system? Meanwhile, in Kathmandu we had
started a post-high-school, three-year program for ophthalmic
technicians, a post-eighth-grade, one-year program for ophthalmic
assistants, a post-nursing-school, one-year program for ophthalmic
nurses, as well as a program to train doctors to do cataract surgery.
The training is really about the whole system. It's not just about
training the doctors. Once we trained the doctors to do good cataract
surgery, we sent our best young cataract surgeons to America or
Australia for subspecialty fellowships. We would train a corneal
surgeon or retinal surgeon in ocular plastics. Once we had a full
cadre out of all the subspecialists, we began a full residency program
to train full ophthalmologists. And then we would have the full
complement. We now have several doctors who are routinely doing
over 100 cataract surgeries a day.
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VI
NOT JUST CATARACT SURGERY

The lens of the eye sits right behind the pupil. The lens is like a
peanut M&M. In a cataract surgery, I make an incision half the
thickness of the eye wall that will be self-sealing. Using just a needle,
I open the candy shell of the M&M. I finish the incision, which sort of
a veil of incision so that the fluid pressure inside the eye will seal it
shut. And then using just fluid I irrigate that hard peanut up out of
the candy shell. So now that peanut is free. Removing the hard
peanut is sort of like delivering a baby. Then I suck out the
chocolatey mess. What's left is nice and clear. A person with a dense
cataract-the peanut-would be seeing only light and dark before
the surgery. The first day after surgery, about ninety percent of the
patients who were completely blind will see well enough to be able
to pass the American driver's test. One of the nice things about
cataracts is, no matter how advanced the cataract, the results are still
just as good. A person who could see only light and dark will go to
seeing 20/20 the next day.
Again, our program is not my doing the surgery; it's creating the
system and transferring the skills. When I came back to the U.S., we
formed the Himalayan Cataract Project,3 through which we are
working to try and overcome the problem through educating
surgical teams and establishing an efficient, functioning
infrastructure.
We do a lot of skills transfer at these eye camps. The patients
are totally blind. The teaching doctor will operate on the first eye,
then our training doctor will operate on the second eye. (I use a lot of
"we" grandly, but actually the real genius behind everything we're
doing is Dr. Ruit. I like to analogize my role to the fat boy who gets to
play because he brings the ball.)
3. www.cureblindness.org
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They're getting so good in Nepal that it's actually kind of sad for
me to have been away from there so long. I'm going back in April, but
I used to spend most of my time there. But now things are so good
that I've now trained five corneal specialists for the country of Nepal.
When I go in April, I'll show those specialists what is state-of-the art,
the cutting edge work we're doing in Utah. It will take me forty-five
minutes. Then I'll come back six months later and our doctors in
Nepal will all be doing the same thing, even better, in twenty
minutes.
It has been amazing to see the changes in the treatment of
cataracts all over Nepal. In 1994, the backlog was over 200,000, and
only 15,000 surgeries were being performed in the whole country.
Last year, Nepali doctors did over 200,000 cataract surgeries, and
the quality is uniformly great. We did an eye camp in one of the most
remote areas in northeastern Nepal, about as far as you can get from
a road. Had we done that same eye camp five years ago, everybody
there would've been totally blind. This year we had about 200
cataract surgeries. Five of our patients were totally blind. Our
average patient had had cataract surgery in one eye three years
before and had perfect vision in that eye; vision in the other eye was
just blurry.
We just finished building a new full-eye center in Nepal with
the help of a USAID grant. We're using it as our teaching base and
model for a similar program of eye care we're starting up in Africa.
We have full cost recovery in Nepal. About sixty percent of our
surgery is done for free, about twenty-five percent of the patients
have the same state-of-the-art surgery that anyone who had cataract
surgery in America would have had. About fifteen percent of our
patients have very advanced cataracts, which we treat like the
peanut M&M surgical technique I described. We have the full
spectrum of subspecialties; we're running subspecialty fellowships
for doctors from around the world. Still, much is done by the
technicians, the assistants, so unless you really need to see a doctor
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with a medical problem, you get cared for by very good technicians.
Our assistants do everything, including give the blocks for
anesthesia.
We even have an eye bank. When we first started it, nobody
came because people felt that you'd be sending your loved one blind
into their reincarnation. So we now have the only temple-based eye
bank. Hindu priests and Buddhist monks explain that if one donates
just a little contact lens from the front of the eye, it will enhance the
loved one's afterlife. This his or her last act of compassion.
I started working in Tibet in 1999. Tibetans have the highest
published rate of cataract blindness. Reasons include a little bit of
genetics and a good bit of the environment: the intense UV light
changes the proteins through oxygen-free radicals because of a lack
of antioxidants in the diet. And then there's just lack of care. When
we started working in Tibet, there were no doctors doing surgery.
We've now trained thirty-two doctors in Tibet.
I started working in Northern Pakistan in 1999. Our work there
is mentioned in David Relin's and Greg Mortenson's book, Three Cups
of Tea. We brought a doctor from Northern Pakistan back to Nepal,
trained him there, then brought him back to Pakistan.
We were going to start a big eye camp in Pakistan, but no
patients came because, it turned out, the local ayatollah had said,
referring to the little lens implants, that we were going to put
Christian eyes in the patients' heads. So Greg had the brilliant idea to
buy Holy Korans. We bought a 100 Holy Korans, and the first lucky
100 cataract patients got Korans. It was the first thing they saw with
their new Christian eyes.
We started working in Bhutan in 1999, too. It's a fantastic place
to work. The outgoing king, Jigme Singye Wangchuck, abdicated to
his son in 2006. He created the wonderful concept of measuring and
maximizing the Gross National Happiness of his people, rather than
the Gross National Product. Bhutan has a wonderful system of roads,
primary healthcare, and schools into which we were able to dovetail,
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so we now have a great comprehensive pediatric eye program.
We've now trained subspecialists in all the opthalamic subspecialties
in Bhutan. The most dramatic improvement in any healthcare
discipline I know of is eye care in Bhutan.
After Bhutan, Dr. Ruit started working in North Korea. He has
now trained eight doctors there. 4
Because things are going so well in Asia, our focus now is Africa.
Africa has a great deal of infectious blindness, and many children go
blind from nutritional deficiencies. Blindness is feared. People say,
"Mayou mama duku"-"I don't want to be a blind man." Africa
currently has about one ophthalmologist per million people; in
America we have one per 18,000. Our main centers in Africa are in
Rwanda, Ethiopia, and Ghana. We've now linked the Ghanaian
training program with the Nepal training program. Our whole focus,
again, is on education and on trying to duplicate the system with
which we had such success in Nepal and Bhutan. The University of
Utah has a wonderful international division where we're focusing on
partnering with some of the training programs in Africa, as well as
doing combined fellowships and residencies for physicians to go
from Utah to Nepal for training.
I have started working with the UN Millennium Villages
development project, which is a program promoted by Jeffrey Sacks,
George Soros, and UN Secretary General Ban Ki-moon, which looks at
how we can overcome poverty in a certain overall gestalt. We're
doing a survey of blindness in all twelve of the UN Millennium
Development Research Villages and looking at the costs of training
an ophthalmic nurse-a health worker in basic eye care-for each
community, and at creating a cataract program to which people can
be referred. We're also doing research in conjunction with Columbia
University and with the Rand Corporation on the economic impact of
blindness and how it impedes a nation's development. How many
4. Dr. Ruit and his work in North Korea were featured in a National Geographic
special with Lisa Ling.
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people does blindness actually take out of the community?
QUESTIONS & ANSWERS

Q: How long after the surgery can these cataract patients see?
When do they take the bandage off?
A: We take the bandage off the next day after surgery. It's
actually still one of my very favorite things. I get such a thrill out of
watching the doctors we train doing good surgery, but I still get a
tremendous thrill watching someone see again, especially in a place
where they didn't expect ever to see again. You take the patch off and
there's a couple of seconds of disbelief, and then they're ecstatic.
In America I actually don't put eye patches on the patients. I do
the surgery, and they just put in drops and they see. It's a little like
looking through water for the first hour or two, but patients see very
well right after surgery. In Nepal and Africa, because of the risk of
infection, we inject antibiotic into the tissue around the eye and
patch it overnight.
Q:

[How often does this surgery result in a retinal tear?]
A: It's very rare. I described the lens of the eye earlier as being a
bit like a peanut M&M, and on the back side of the candy shell is the
vitreous jelly. On the other side of the vitreous jelly is the retina. If
there's a tear in the candy shell, then the vitreous jelly can come
forward which can tug on the retina and lead to a tear.
There are certainly situations when people have trauma to the
eye, but our statistics are great. In America the candy shell generally
breaks in about one per 250 to 300 cases; that opens the eye to a lot
of other complications and makes the chance of a retinal tear or an
infection much higher. Our statistics in Nepal are pretty much the
same, or even lower than, in America. The higher the volume of the
surgeon's operations, the less likely it is there will be such
complications. Many of our surgeons in Nepal are doing 2,000 to
3,000 surgeries a year, and their complications rates are very low.

THE LOST CITY OF Z:
A TALE OF DEADLY OBSESSION IN THE AMAZON*
David Grann**

I
INTRODUCTION

As many of you can tell, I'm not quite like some of our other
speakers here, like Geoff Tabin. I'm not an explorer. I don't camp. I
don't hike. I nearly keeled over on some little trip along the rocks
here on the island. I suffer from keratoconus, which is a degenerative
eye condition that makes me pretty much blind at night. And I tend
to get lost on the subway on my way to work in Times Square. So the
question some of you may be wondering about-and the question
my lovely wife, Kyra, who is here still wondering about and still
asking me-is how the hell did somebody like me end up in the
middle of the Amazon trying to solve what has been described as the
greatest exploration mystery of the twenty-first century?
That mystery was what had happened to the legendary British
explorer, Percy Harrison Fawcett, who disappeared in 1925 while
looking for an ancient civilization, a place he called simply and rather
cryptically the City of Z, or, as I discovered when I was in London on
book tour, the City of Zed.
I first learned about Fawcett when I was doing another story
for the New Yorker on the death of the world's greatest Sherlock
Holmes scholar, who had been found mysteriously garroted in his
apartment. In the course of that research, I read everything I could
* Address delivered at the Annual Convention of the International Society of
Barristers, Lanai, Hawaii, 8 March 2011.
**Author, LOST CITY OF Z: A TALE OF DEADLY OBSESSION IN THE AMAZON (2010); Staff
Writer, the NEW YORKER.
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about Conan Doyle, and I came across a reference to Percy Harrison
Fawcett as having helped inspire Conan Doyle's novel, The Lost
World.
I had read The Lost World as a kid, and I was curious. I typed
Fawcett's name into one of the historical databases we have at the
New Yorker, where you can search archives, and up came all these
absolutely crazy headlines-banner headlines-in the Washington
Post,the New York Times, and all around the world. I soon discovered
that Fawcett was the last of the great Victorian and Edwardian
explorers, men (they were mostly men in that period) who would
venture into blank spots on the map with little more than a machete,
a compass, and an almost divine sense of purpose.
Even before Fawcett disappeared, stories of his adventures in
the jungle had captivated the world and made him a legend-how he
would survive for years at a time in the Amazon without contact
with the outside world, how he would battle piranha and electric
eels and anacondas, and how he would emerge with maps from
regions where no white man or foreigner had ever been and
returned from. Stories of his physical prowess were so burnished at
the time that even fellow explorers speculated whether he was
immune to death, given his ability to survive. An American explorer
at the time said Fawcett could out-hike and out-walk and out-explore
anybody. In 1953, London's Geographical Journal said, "Fawcett
marked the end of an age. One might almost call him the last of the
individualist explorers. The day of the airplane, the radio, the
organized and heavily financed modern expedition had not arrived.
With him, it was the heroic story of man against the forest." 1

1. K.G.G., Review: ExplorationFawcett,GEOGRAPHICAL

JOURNAL 352,

Sept. 1953.
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II
FAWCETT INTHE AMAZON

Fawcett began exploring the Amazon in 1906. By then, most of
the world had been explored, but the Amazon remained the last
large blank space on the map. It was so unknown at the time that, for
people who lived anywhere else, it was like looking out at the dark
side of the moon.
To give some sense of its size, it was-and is-as big as the
continental United States. Because of the impenetrable jungle, it had
remained unexplored even into the twentieth century. Parts of it
were so unknown that the borders for countries in the interior of
South America-Brazil and Bolivia and Peru-were unknown. They
were simply lines sketched across mountains and rivers. The
National Geographic Society needed somebody to come in and map
precisely where the borders actually were in the jungle.
The Society recruited Fawcett, who had been a British spy,
then had trained as a mapmaker. So Fawcett went to the Amazon and
began to map the area. He mapped thousands of square miles. His
expeditions were extraordinary in their own right. Many of the
Victorians and, later, Edwardians would go to the Society itself,
where they would be trained as explorers. This was the place that
had trained John Hanning Speke and David Livingston and all the
other explorers of the day, including Fawcett.
A. The Assaults of the Jungle
Even though this was a little more than 100 years ago, Fawcett
and his companions had no protections against the assaults of the
jungle. The manuals Fawcett was given when he went to explorer
school and that he took with him when he went into the jungle said,
for example, that if you were bitten by a poisonous snake, you were
to pack gun powder into the wound and ignite it. If you had a
poisonous snakebite wound that was hemorrhaging, you were to

26

INTERNATIONAL SOCIETY OF BARRISTERS QUARTERLY

take boiling grease and pour it into the wound to help cauterize it.
The dangers Fawcett encountered were not just poisonous
snakes and piranha and deadly frogs, like the poison dart frog,
phyllobates terribilis,each of which has enough toxins in it to kill 100
people. What was most perilous to these explorers weren't the
predators we associate with the jungle. It was the little things you
could barely even see and the invisible pests they carried and
transmitted. Mosquitoes transported everything from bone-crusher
fever to yellow fever to malaria to elephantiasis. The explorers had
no immunities against these diseases. Fawcett's diary would often
describe marking a place along the river with a few twigs above the
grave where he had to bury one of his fellow explorers.
The bugs brought not only disease, but misery, simply by
virtue of their number and persistence. The men wore handkerchiefs
over their faces to keep off the insects, but this was far less than
effective. One of Fawcett's expedition colleagues was Ernest Holt, an
American from Alabama who had aspirations of becoming a great
explorer and a great naturalist like Darwin. Unfortunately, Holt
began to go mad, and all he cataloged in his diary after awhile were
the bugs biting him.
[November 20] Attacked in hammocks by tiny gnat, not
over 1/10 inch in length. Mosquito nets no protection.
Gnats bite all night allowing no sleep.
[November 21] Another sleepless night on account of
blood sucking gnats.
[November 22] My body a mass of bumps from insect
bites. Wrists and hands swollen. Simply terrible.
[November 23] Horrible night with worst biting gnats
yet. Even smoke of no avail.
[November 24] More than half ill from insects. Wrists
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and hands swollen.
[December 3] Bees and gnats worse than ever. Truly,
there is no rest for the weary.
[December 5] My first experience with flesh and
carrion[-] eating bees. Biting gnats in clouds. Very worst
we have encountered, rendering one's food unpalatable
by filling it with their filthy bodies, their bellies red and
disgustingly distended with one's own blood.
[And finally] Days of toil, nights of torture, an explorer's
life. Where is the romance now?
Fawcett was conducting these expeditions during the rubber
boom. Bicycle tires, the growing use of cars in cities, and the
development of industrial areas had caused rubber to come into
great demand. It could be tapped only in the Amazon at that time,
but this was very difficult to do because of the conditions in the
rainforest. So many rubber barons would enslave the indigenous
people, the Native Americans, and forced them to work on the
rubber plantations. If the natives resisted, they would be massacred.
For this reason, exploring during that era was especially deadly
because even once-friendly tribes now fired upon any outsider who
entered their territories.
Fawcett was surprisingly counterintuitive. He believed in
taking only a very small party, usually a dozen or fewer men, and he
refused to let his men fire on the Indians under any circumstances. In
one crazy encounter, he ordered his men to sing "God Save the
Queen." He removed the handkerchief from his face, raised his
hands, and marched into a fusillade of arrows while his Victorian
brethren sang on.
Fawcett enforced a rule, a very strict rule, for every person
who went with him: If someone was too ill to carry on, he had to
accept abandonment, for getting him out of such a vast territory,
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over land would risk the welfare of the entire party.
B. Fawcett's 1907 Exploration of the Rio Verde
The Rio Verde was so unknown in the early twentieth century
that its source was yet to be discovered. This evoked for Fawcett
memories of his heroes who had looked for the source of the Nile.
Fawcett took eight men with him on this expedition, including his
second in command, a man named Frank Fisher. Despite cutting,
chopping, pulling, and pushing through jungle from morning until
night, the party usually advanced no more than half a mile per day.
Their legs sank in mud. Their shoes disintegrated. Their eyes blurred
from a tiny species of bee that is drawn to sweat and that invades the
pupil. The Brazilians called the bees eye-lickers. Fawcett counted his
paces and crawled up banks to better see the stars and to fix their
position, as if reducing the wilderness to figures and diagrams might
enable him to overcome its impenetrability. His men didn't need
such signposts. They knew where they were: the green hell.
The men were supposed to conserve the rations, but most
broke down and consumed them quickly. Within days, they had run
out of food. The men wanted to turn back, but Fawcett was
determined to find the Verde's source. They stumbled forward,
mouths open, trying to capture every drop of rain. Fisher muttered
that they were going to leave their bones here. Others prayed for
salvation. They had gone nearly a month with no food. Their blood
pressure plummeted, and their bodies consumed their own tissues.
"The voices of the others and the sounds of the forest seemed to
come from a vast distance, as though through a long tube," Fawcett
wrote in his diary.
As they staggered on, many of the men, inured to their fate, no
longer tried to slap at the pestilent mosquitoes or keep watch against
the Indians. "An ambush, in spite of its moment of terror and agony,"
Fawcett wrote, "is quickly over. If you regard these matters in a
reasonable way, it would be considered merciful compared to
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starvation."
Finally, the men reached what appeared to be the source of
the river. Fawcett took measurements, even though he was so
depleted that he had trouble moving his limbs. The party paused
momentarily for a photograph. They looked like dead men, their
cheeks whittled to the bones, their beards matted against their faces
like growth from the forest itself, their eyes half mad. On that trip
alone, half those men died of disease and starvation. When Fawcett
finally returned to La Paz, Bolivia, a bearded skeleton, he sent off a
message to the Royal Geographical Society. It said simply, "Hell
Verde, conquered."
C. "ACounterfeit Paradise"
It was during these expeditions that Fawcett began to piece
together his very radical theory that the Amazon may have once
contained an ancient civilization. Ever since the first Spanish
conquistadors had arrived in South America, no place on the planet
had so excited and ignited the imagination or lured men to their
deaths.
What was true about the region-snakes that could be as long
as a bus today, rats that were the size of pigs-were so beyond belief
that no embellishment, even to human anatomy, seemed too fanciful.
Sir Walter Raleigh believed that the faces of Indians sat not on a head
perched on a neck-but as features of their chests, between their
shoulders.
The most entrancing vision of all had always been that of El
Dorado. The conquistadors had first heard about this civilization,
said to be in the middle of the jungle and to be so plentiful in gold
that the inhabitants ground the metal into powder and painted and
anointed their bodies with it until they'd be gleaming in the sun from
the head to the toe. El Dorado literally means "the gilded man."
The conquistadors, lusting after gold, didn't take long. They
quickly put together an expedition of some 4000 men and charged
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over the mountains to try to find this wondrous place. Except for a
few who made it back to tell of their fates, every single one died of
disease and starvation. Other El Dorado expeditions descended into
cannibalism-explorers who ate their own in order to try to survive.
Those on still other expeditions simply went mad and were never
seen again.
It was only after centuries of death and suffering worthy of
anything Joseph Conrad would write that most people concluded
that El Dorado was no more than a deadly delusion. Indeed, most
modern scientists of the twentieth century concluded that the
Amazon was, as one put it, "a counterfeit paradise"-a place that,
despite the wealth of its flora and fauna, was inimical to human life.
This wasn't simply because of the predators. The belief was that
because of the floods and the pounding sun and the competition for
nutrients in the soil, the soil became too depleted to cultivate crops.
And without agriculture, the Amazon couldn't support a large
population, which is a precursor to any kind of complex society.
But during his expeditions, Fawcett began to believe that these
notions about the impossibility of the Amazon's having nurtured a
civilization had been misconstrued. He pushed deeper and farther
into the forest, and the farther he went, he began to encounter tribes
that had previously had no contact with westerners. Because of that,
they were healthier; they were more robust; they had not yet
suffered from disease. He was struck by the size of their populations.
It also struck him that, whereas he and his men were always hungry,
the Indians often had plenty of food. They would plant on the flood
plains, which were more fertile, and they had ingenious ways of
using the poisons and the plants in order to transcend even the most
difficult conditions in which they lived. Fawcett was also struck by
the complexity of much of their culture. A tribe Fawcett called the
Mashubi had names for the stars and their music as well.
One day, Fawcett was climbing a large flood plain in the
Brazilian Amazon where he saw a number of enormous earth
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mounds. They're still there to this day. As he was climbing one of
them, he saw something sticking out of the ground, and he bent
down and picked it up. It was a shard of pottery. This was an era
before carbon dating, but it looked old, and it was brittle. And it was
beautiful. Fawcett thought it was as refined as anything he had seen
before. Everywhere he began to look-he wrote in his diaryeverywhere he scratched, he found other bits of pottery. Yet there
were no people around. He didn't know where this pottery came
from. Then, when Fawcett looked out from one earth mound to the
other, he could see something buried just beneath the jungle floor. It
looked almost like straight lines, and he could swear they looked like
buried causeways.
III

SEEKING THE CITY OF Z
Finally, by 1925, after years of battling skeptics and nearly
going bankrupt trying to convince people of his vision, Fawcett
finally set out to find the lost City of Z. He took with him only two
people-his older son, Jack, and Jack's best friend, Raleigh Rimmel.
Jack was twenty-one years old; he had his twenty-second birthday in
the jungle. He looked like a movie star and in fact had aspirations of
becoming one upon his triumphant return. Jack and Raleigh had
been best friends since they'd been kids. And even though they had
no exploring experience, Fawcett believed they were ideal for the
mission-tough, loyal, and, because they were so close, unlikely to
do what was so common on these expeditions: mutiny.
Fawcett was secretive about where he was going because he
didn't want one of his rivals to beat him there-and he had lots of
competition. But we know he was going into the Xingu area of the
Amazon, the southern basin of the Amazon. The only clue he ever left
was some coordinates for Dead Horse Camp. It was so named
because Fawcett would use pack animals early in the expedition,
then abandon them. Fawcett did this on many of his trips, and the
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description of what the animals went through before they were
abandoned and shot is heartrending.
On the reconnaissance trip on which Fawcett shot his pack
horse at Dead Horse Camp and released those coordinates, the party
included two guides-they were kind of camp helpers-for the early
part of the expedition. But once the party got into the moredangerous territory, the guides became scared and were sent back.
But they didn't go back empty-handed. Fawcett, in trying to raise
money, was sponsored by a newspaper syndicate. Along with letters
home, he would write dispatches describing his expedition. He
would give these to the helpers or to Indians along the way, who
would then transport little crumpled pieces of papers describing
Fawcett's expedition. Indian runners would carry these papers for
hundreds of miles. The dispatches would get passed on and on until
eventually they reached a town, then be passed on to another town.
Finally, the papers would somehow make their way to Rio de Janeiro
or Sio Paolo. They'd be typed on telegraph machines and blasted
around the world.
This human chain of transmission created one of the first
great modern news events in which millions of people on every
continent were following Fawcett's experiences, holding their
collective breath. These dispatches emerged for five months, then
suddenly ceased. Now, Fawcett had warned that he might be out of
contact for a while; but a year passed, then two years, and people
began to grow anxious. A great amount of lore grew up around this
about the mystery. Where were they? Were they being held hostage?
Were they too sick? Did they need help? Did they need rescue? Had
they found Z and they were too entranced by it to bother to let the
rest of the world know?
The mystery spawned museum exhibits and novels. Evelyn
Waugh's A Handful of Dust is inspired in part by Fawcett. In one Tin
Tin episode, Fawcett is sketched as a bearded man saying he was
happy in the jungle, that he didn't like cities, so he was going to stay.
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Indiana Jones is said to be based partly on Fawcett, and a book that
tied into a movie had Fawcett and Indiana Jones escape death by
plunging into, of all places, the River of Death.

IV
SEEKING FAWCETT
A. The First Expeditions
Fawcett had warned that because of the danger nobody
should go in search of him. But before long, the first rescue
expeditions began. Over time, hundreds and hundreds of people
would search for Fawcett and his party, seeking either to find
evidence of them, to recover them alive or dead, or to find evidence
of Z.
The first expedition was led by Commander George Dyott, who
was partly British, partly American, and who lived in New York. To
give some sense of how this story transfixed the world, when Dyott
needed one extra explorer, a recruit to go with him, he put an ad in
the newspaper. Tens of thousands of people volunteered for what
was believed to be basically a suicide mission. The volunteers' letters
indicated that they came from all walks of life. There were butlers,
and there were captains of industry. Dyott was one of the lucky ones.
He made it back, barely. Others were much less fortunate.
A Swiss trapper believed he had found evidence that Fawcett
was being held captive by a tribe. He set out to find Fawcett, bringing
with him a party including a reporter from UPI-or the United Press,
as it was then called. They were never seen again. They vanished into
the wilderness. A movie star, Albert de Winton, who had great
aspirations of becoming the next great Stanley and finding his
Livingstone, likewise set out to find Fawcett but was taken prisoner
by a tribe and held captive. Though a note emerged begging for his
rescue, he was never seen again, either.
Most interesting was that the stories of people searching for
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Fawcett occurred not just in the twenties, the thirties, the forties and
the fifties. They go on into the present. In 1996, a large Brazilian
expedition led by a Brazilian financier went into the Amazon in
search of Fawcett. In one of those odd recurrences, he, like Fawcett,
took his son-a 16-year-old, James Jr. They too were captured by a
tribe and held hostage for several days before escaping.
B. An Archival Expedition
My own interest in this story first expressed itself in a way
suited to my paltry physical attributes: in the archives of libraries. I
thought I would go around and tell the story of all these other
lunatics, including Fawcett, and why they had done this and what
had compelled them. Eventually, I tracked down Fawcett's
granddaughter, who lived in Cardiff, Wales, and told her of my
interest in Fawcett. We talked for a long time. Eventually she said,
"Well, do you really want to know what happened to my
grandfather?" And I said, "Well, sure, if at all possible."
She led me into a back room where she had an old chest. She
opened up the chest, and inside were books covered in dust and held
together by little ribbons. The bindings were breaking apart. I asked,
"What are they?" She said, "Those are my grandfather's secret diaries
and log books." And she allowed me to go through them. Now, if
Fawcett's Z was some city in the middle of the jungle, I, as a writer
and a biographer on a biographical chase, had found the equivalent
of my Z. So I went through them, enthralled.
At one point I found Fawcett's log book from a reconnaissance
trip made in 1925, preparing his route for Z. It had coordinates for
Dead Horse Camp. I compared those coordinates to the ones Fawcett
had released publicly, and I discovered that they were different. I
realized-and the granddaughter confirmed-that the coordinates
Fawcett had released were a blind to throw his rivals off the trail.
Consequently, hundreds of people had not only headed in the wrong
direction, they had often headed fatally in the wrong direction. And I
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thought, if everybody went the wrong way, what would happen if I
went the right way? So I decided to go into the jungle myself.
C. Into the Xingu
Even today, parts of the Amazon remain unexplored. In the
Brazilian Amazon alone the Brazilian government estimates that
some sixty tribes remain uncontacted. The person in charge of those
areas of terrain in the Brazilian government has said, "We don't
know who they are, where they come from, what languages they
speak." Just a few years ago, a member of a nomadic tribe in
Colombia emerged from the Amazon saying that she was ready and
the tribe was ready to join the modern world, though they weren't
really aware of what kind of a world that was. They were unaware
that Colombia was a country, and they asked if the planes overhead
were on invisible roads.
I was going was into the Xingu area. The Xingu today is a
reservation. It wasn't in Fawcett's day. It's about the size of Belgium.
It's one of the largest territories on earth that remains under
indigenous control. These areas function almost as countries within
a country; you can't just wander onto the territory. Because of the
bloody history of their contact with loggers and trappers moving
onto the territory, which continues today, the tribes' relationship
with outsiders is fraught. You can't just walk into these territories.
So the first thing I had to do was find a guide. Now, as you can
imagine, finding a guide for my expedition wasn't the easiest thing in
the world. When I called a number of Brazilians and told them my
plans, they paused and said what would seem to be a polite way of
saying in Portuguese, "You're out of your mind."
But eventually I found a guide, a guy named Paulo Pinage.
Paulo is a professional samba dancer, and I can attest he was
extremely good. But he also once worked for FUNAI (Fundagio
Nacional do fndio), a group that helps protect indigenous
communities in the Xingu area. He could help us make contact, and
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spoke some of their language.
So we set off. I had carried copies of Fawcett's letters and
diaries, and we mapped out a trail, using them to figure out the
precise route. Then we followed that trail as closely as possible.
At one point we were trying to cross a river that Fawcett had
crossed. Now, we had a boat. When Fawcett crossed the river, there
was a big storm, and Jack, his son, had to swim across. Fawcett wrote
home to Nina, his wife, how proud he was of Jack for doing this very
brave deed, swimming across this river in such difficult conditions.
But we had a boat, and when we crossed it was calm.
D. A Trail Transformed
I wanted to find a place called Rio Novo, a ranch where,
according to one of Fawcett's letters, he had stayed. At that point,
Raleigh Rimmel was already very sick. The ranch was one of the last
outposts on the frontier. Hermenegildo Galvio, its owner, was a
ruthless frontiersman, and he had enslaved many of the Indians. His
manor had been fairly large; I knew more or less where it was and
thought perhaps I could find it. I got to the area, and I found a Bakairi
Indian and asked him, "Do you know where Galvios ranch is?" He
said, "Oh, yes, yes, yes." He took out a machete, and he led us into the
jungle, cutting away the vines and the trees.
Suddenly he took his machete, smashed it straight into the
ground, and said, "Here." I said, "What do you mean, here?" He said,
"Right here." Sure enough, when I looked down, I could see some tiny
bricks. That's all that remained of Galvios's great ranch. It had been
entirely consumed by the jungle. And it was in that moment when I
had some sense about how an ancient civilization, an ancient city,
might disappear in the middle of the Amazon.
In other places, I had read Fawcett's letters describing the
difficulty of hacking through the forest at that spot. I would look out
and see nothing there. The entire area has been deforested and was
being converted into soybean farms. It looked like Nebraska or Iowa.
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As we pushed farther north, the jungle resumed, and we began
to make contact with various indigenous communities. The first was
the Bakairi Indians. When we got to their settlement, everyone said,
"You have to meet this woman." She was the oldest woman in the
settlement. She didn't know her exact age, but she was about 100
years old. She had been a little girl when Fawcett had come through
with his party. She had memories of it because these were the first
white men they had ever seen. She described details I knew to be
correct because they were recounted in Fawcett's letters. She told
how because Fawcett and his companions appeared to be special,
strange creatures, the Bakairi had put them in a new school they had
built. Sure enough, Jack had described staying in this new school in
his letters home. This old woman was probably the last person still
alive today who had seen Fawcett and his party alive.
Farther north, the jungle gets deeper into the Xingu area,
where the indigenous communities have been much more insulated
and have maintained their ways of life. The Kuikuro settlement is
particularly interesting: around the perimeter of a cleared, circular
plaza are structures that look like giant, upside-down ship hulls.
These are the Kuikuro homes. They're enormous.
When we stayed with the Kuikuro Indians, I met Michael
Heckenberger, an archaeologist who had been working in the Xingu
area for more than a decade pretty much consistently-almost living
there. He had been there so long that the Kuikuro built him one of
their immense, domed homes, in which he lived.
E. Lost Cities
Michael said that even though Fawcett was an amateur, in
many ways he understood the Amazon better than many of the
professionals. At one point, demonstrating what he meant by this,
Michael led me into the wilderness. He took me to an excavated
space where there was a long, long moat, which extended for over
half a mile. I asked, "What's this moat doing here in the middle of the

38

INTERNATIONAL SOCIETY OF BARRISTERS QUARTERLY

wilderness?" He said, "You're standing in the middle of a preColumbian settlement." Heckenberger has discovered more than
twenty pre-Columbian settlements in the very area where Fawcett
believed he would find Z and where Fawcett had disappeared. These
settlements date from between 800 and 1500 AD. They had
populations, it is estimated, of between 2500 to 5000, which would
have made them the size of many medieval cities at that same period.
The settlements were connected by roads built at right angles and
laid out along cardinal plans matching up with the stars. They had
bridges and palisade walls. Heckenberger has helped upend the old
notion of the Amazon jungle as a counterfeit paradise and has
shown that there really could have been a glorious, ancient, complex
society in the middle of the Amazon, as Fawcett had envisioned.
And Heckenberger is not alone. Using tools that Fawcett could
never have imagined-satellite imagery, ground penetrating radarscientists today have begun to discover ancient settlements
scattered throughout the Amazon. I had myself seen enormous earth
mounds on the vast Amazonian flood plains. Clark Erickson, an
archaeologist from the University of Pennsylvania has studied those
mounds and determined that they were in fact manmade and that
they were built up to avoid flooding so the Indians could grow food.
The mounds were in fact connected by causeways. Erickson has
described the engineering that went into building these, the complex
irrigation system and roadways. He has compared the labor and
complexity of their construction to that of the Egyptian pyramids.
Discoveries like this are happening constantly. Just recently,
archeologists, using satellite imagery (ironically, thanks in part to
deforestation) have begun to find other such enormous earthworks
scattered through the Amazon. They look like geometrical shapes
diagrammed into the earth, appearing as enormous squares and
circles from above, scattered out over more than a 100-kilometer
area. And they all seem to have been built by the same people about
the time of Christ. The population is estimated to have been about
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60,000.
These discoveries are transforming and shattering not only
our notion of Fawcett, who was one of the more eccentric and daring
of the explorers, but exploding as well our perceptions about what
the Amazon and the Americas more generally looked like before the
arrival of Christopher Columbus.
F. Fawcett Remembered
The Amazon tribes will say that they have no written records,
but they do have oral histories that they pass down for generations.
These are beautiful epic poems. To my amazement, the Kalapalo
Indians have such a poem about Fawcett, who was one of the first
white people they had ever seen. They had recorded and preserved
the strange moment of his arrival in their history.
Like the memories of the centenarian Bakairi woman, this
poem contains details I knew were true because of their occurrence
in Fawcett's letters home and in his private writings. In one of
Fawcett's letters, he had written to his wife, Nina, saying he had
brought a little flute-like recorder to keep from going mad in the
solitude of the jungle. This poem describes the leader of this white
party, whom they refer to as the Christians, playing a flute-like
recorder instrument. The poem has been translated from the
Kalapao dialect by an anthropologist, preserving the great epic
rhythms of that tribe's oral histories.
One of them remained by himself.
While he sang, he played a musical instrument.
His musical instrument worked like this, like this....
He sang and sang.
He put his arm around me this way.
While he was playing, we watched the Christians.
While he was playing.
Father and the others.
Then, "I'll have to be going," he said.
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The poem continues for awhile, describing how the Kalapalo tried to
dissuade Fawcett and his party from heading east towards an area
that they knew to be occupied by fierce Indians. The Kalapalo
beseeched Fawcett to not go that way, but Fawcett insisted on going.
For several days the Kalapalo Indians could see the fire rising from
Fawcett's camp.
"There's the Christians' fire," we said to one another,
that was going on as the sun set.
The next day as the sun set, again their fire rose up.
The following day, again, just a little smoke spread out
in the sky.
On this day, mbouk, their fire had gone out....
It looked as if the Englishmen's fire was no longer alive,
as if it had been put out.
"What a shame!" Why did he keep insisting they go
away?"

AMERICAN WARS: PHOTOGRAPHS AND STORIES FROM
IRAQ, AFGHANISTAN, IRAN, AND THE USA-2006-2011
Peter Van Agtmael*
I
INTRODUCTION
Photographs are, in a way, fragments of experiences.
Photographs don't tell stories in a traditional sense: they're not
linear. But they can act as symbols and metaphor. So there's no Point
A to Point Z with these images;' nor is there a Point A to Point Z with
war and the human experience in war. Still, even in a confusing kind
of array of drifting in and out of different countries and different
situations, there will be something in the photograph that
symbolizes the whole. Likewise, even though any one photograph
represents a tiny point in time, it represents as well its contextual
place and circumstances, its country at a time of war.
These sixty pictures, of probably 50,000 pictures I've taken in
the last five years of covering the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan and of
their consequences at home, make up maybe sixty seconds of that
five-year period. They are moments when I was looking in one
direction but could have been looking in another; inevitably, they
frame a miniscule portion of what I was seeing and doing. If you

* Address delivered at the Annual Convention of the International Society of
Barristers, Lanai, Hawaii, 7 March 2011.
- Photographer, winner of the World Press Photo Award.
1. Editor's note: The author's color photographs cannot be reproduced here, so his
stories and descriptions of a number of the images supply the text for this article.
Many of these photographs are collected and published in 2nd Tour Hope I Don'tDie
(2009); many more will be published in Disco NightSeptember 11 (forthcoming
2012).
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magnify those photographs of experiences, those representative
shreds of experiences, in the vast continuum of what is happening at
any given moment in that individual war in Iraq or in Afghanistan
and all the silent stories behind closed doors in the US-you start to
appreciate the epically unimaginable scale of suffering and loss that
has come from these wars and all wars.
There is a certain purity of impulse, I think, that a photograph
can relay. When I was studying history in school, I was profoundly
affected by seeing pictures. Photographs and videos from 9/11 had a
big impact, of course, because they brought the meaning of that
moment home. Being twenty years old and idealistic, I started
looking at more photographs, especially photographs taken
throughout the history of photography. I observed, I thought, a kind
of conceit among photographers, especially photographers of war,
that by bringing and communicating in specific terms the facts, the
truths, about war in a form that was irrefutable evidence-not
etchings, not stories, but the very moments themselvesphotographs could one day end war. We certainly haven't seen that,
and who knows if we ever will. We do know, though, that in the scale
of human history, photography and video and these other mass
forms of communication are extremely new technologies. Although
no one knows what will come next and even whether we as a species
are evolving in some way, I would like to believe that, long after
we're dead, in some beautiful, distant future, those of us who played
a role in communicating these events will have contributed
somehow to the evolution of humanity.
II

CAMP LIBERTY, IRAQ
Camp Liberty in Iraq is something of a symbol of what the war
was looking like for a long time in Iraq and Afghanistan. After the
initial invasion, we pulled back onto giant bases surrounded by large
blast walls creating a labyrinthine maze all around. Soldiers
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ventured out from there in an effort to secure the country. That was
a very detached and almost impossible plan: Americans were in
these places, often without translators, commuting daily into the city
to patrol, then going back to these tortoise shells in the evening.
Fortified bases like these had a way of making it very difficult to be
fully involved in the country and in its culture.
The megabases have fast-food restaurants. There's McDonald's.
There's Pizza Hut and Taco Bell. There are PXs, which are big stores,
almost Wal-Mart-sized, with flat-screen TVs and video games and
DVDs. These and the products they sell contribute to a kind of
perpetual sense of homesickness.
III
ARANUS, EASTERN AFGHANISTAN
In 2007, the strategy in both Iraq and Afghanistan was to begin
shifting from housing soldiers on large megabases to outposts,
where small groups of soldiers would build a base in a small
population center and try to identify with the populace by living
nearby and patrolling daily. On my helicopter into one of these
outposts was a group of soldiers from the 173rd Airborne Division,
including a young lieutenant named Matt Ferrara who'd just come
out of West Point. We were landing there to pick up some guys from
the 10th Mountain Division. In this area, the Waygal Valley, just on
the border with Pakistan, a lieutenant named Erik Malmstrom had
set himself up with thirty soldiers on the side of a mountain fifteen
months before. Until then, there had never been an American
presence in that valley.
There were no roads connecting to the Waygal Valley to the
outside world. The Afghans there lived in utter isolation. It was a
biblical landscape. The only outsiders these people saw were
members of the Haqqani Network, an insurgent group that has been
active since the Afghan-Russian War. Within the first few weeks of
Lieutenant Malmstrom's arrival, his unit was ambushed and took
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twenty-percent casualities. Many soldiers, when their units suffer
such a devastating event, become pretty violent toward the
populace. Or they more or less cease to patrol altogether and kind of
lick their wounds for the remainder of the tour, becoming ineffectual
as combat units. At least that's been my experience.
But Lieutenant Malmstrom was an interesting case: he sat
down with all the village elders for a meeting called a shura and
asked what they needed and what he could do for them. He told
them that the Americans were there to stay and that they needed to
form a partnership with the villlage. Over the next year, he and his
unit built a girls' school and a boys' school and brought in teachers
from a neighboring village. They built the first small hydroelectric
dam that brought electricity to the town for the first time and
brokered a period of peace that lasted about nine months.
Lieutenant Malmstrom rotated out, and Lieutenant Ferrara,
with whom I'd flown in, rotated in. Ferrara's a very smart guy, but a
few months later-and it's still unclear-the village elders called
Ferrera and his men down for a shura. Evidently, the elders had been
offered a sweeter deal by the Haqqani Network. After the shura, as
Ferrera and his platoon were going back up to their patrol base, the
Taliban took up positions the Haqqani Network had set up and killed
Ferrara and five of his men and wounded thirteen, basically
devastating the whole platoon. What was left of it was forced to pull
out of the valley. Several months later, the Americans tried to
reestablish another outpost at the foot of the valley called Wanat.
Again, there was another major attack, one of the deadliest incidents
of the war. Ultimately the whole Waygal Valley was abandoned.
So the Waygal Valley symbolized for me the difficulties of this
war: you have a lot of young men with good intentions, good
training, and intelligent means of trying to construct a sustainable
peace. But relationships and alliances are fleeting. From good
intentions can flow a series of tragic events.
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IV
MIAN POSHTEH
Mian Poshteh is a village in the Helmand Province in south
Afghanistan. I went down there at the end of 2009 to do a story for
the New York Times about General McCrystal and his counterinsurgency strategy. Mian Poshteh in many ways reminded me of the
Waygal Valley. It was in the desert instead of in the mountains, but it
had a similar set of problems. A Marine company of about 150 men
had gone in there and had set up an outpost in a former school. They
were patrolling the vicinity but they couldn't really go more than
three kilometers outside their patrol base without getting attacked.
One day we were on a patrol to the west of the patrol base. We
went up a hill, and as we were looking around the area, one of the
soldiers saw a head kind of popping up and down from a ditch. So
the Marines went down to investigate. As we were walking up a dirt
path, an IED (Improvised Explosive Device) exploded. Luckily, the
trigger man had probably forgotten where he had buried it, and it
blew up too soon. Remarkably, no one was killed or badly injured.
But moments like this have come to define the war in
Afghanistan and Iraq in many ways. The areas are heavily mined at
all times and there's really no way of finding IEDs except the hard
way. This particular IED had been made out of fertilizer, so it left no
metal traces. So, despite there being mine sweepers ahead of the
main body of soldiers, the device couldn't be detected before it blew
up.
After the IED exploded, the Marines rounded up some village
elders and had them start walking in front of the Marine unit as a
kind of human shield in case there were any more buried bombs. The
reporter I was with, Dexter Filkins, is very brave and has long
chronicled these wars. He and I started heavily documenting the
scene and the Marine lieutenant decided it was probably a bad idea
to use old men as a human shield for his Marines, and he let them go.
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And we returned to the base.
The point of that story goes beyond the moment of creating ill
will with the whole village, which witnessed it. Even if Afghans wish
to have an American presence in an area like this, such a presence is
very difficult to realize. This was a tiny farming village. Although the
Marines were more or less in the population center, they were still
isolated on their base. The IED was set and exploded only a
kilometer away from that base. The Taliban, on the other hand, are
moving fairly effortlessly in and out of the town at night, so any
information they might reveal to the Marines about where bombs
are buried or where an ambush might happen is just absolutely
impossible to get. It was a conundrum for these Marines to secure a
three-kilometer area around their base over the course of a sixmonth tour. And if you take into account the vastness of this one
province and the vastness of Afghanistan, itself, you can see the
difficulty of trying to secure these small patches when the Taliban
can easily migrate to other areas.
V

DAILY LIFE
Pictures are symbols. A meeting between a Marine and a local
elder in some way represents the distance between their two worlds.
In a helicopter's coming in to land as Marines on the ground play a
game, an instrument of the war is juxtaposed to the momentary
freedom from care provided by play. The strained face of soldier in
an outpost in the east in the Pesh Valley in the middle of 2007 speaks
not of juxtaposition but of the stress and futility of defending such
outposts. He was in the last month of a sixteen-month tour in a place
that was getting attacked every day or every other day for that whole
period of time. His face reflects that futility, as well as his own
fatigue: like the Waygal District and the Korengal Valley-the most
heavily battled areas in Afghanistan-the Pesh Valley has since been
abandoned. The strategy is increasingly to stay in the large
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population centers and to pull back from these valleys. But of course
a lot of blood has been lost in the meantime.
Yet the landscape of war can bring moments of great beauty
and mystery, like a view of the green and rugged Afghan landscape
from a helicopter flying from Kabul to Mazir-e Sharif.
Like the deeper meanings inherent in many scenes of daily life
in Afghanistan, at a wedding in the north of Afghanistan I
photographed a strange moment of life imitating art imitating
culture. Two boys in the wedding party were strutting around like
Arnold Schwarzenegger in their fake Versace shirts and sunglasses.
Pictures can serve both a literal role in explaining or describing
what is seen and a more metaphorical role, representing what is
unseen-sometimes both at once. A picture I took of a sleeping child
in 2008, after I'd already been covering these wars for several years,
reminded me more of a dead child than of a sleeping one.
VI

HOW THE WAR ISWAGED
A. Patrols

To be in Iraq during the height of the insurgency was a very
strange existence. I would drive around with the soldiers in
Humvees or Strykers-armored vehicles-up and down roads.
Periodically we would dismount and walk around, getting wary
looks from the Iraqis. But, generally, nothing much would
necessarily happen. There were no big gun battles. This wasn't a war
in the traditional sense. But as these vehicles were driven around, it
wasn't infrequent that a bomb buried in the road or under a pile of
garbage or sometimes in a dead donkey or a dog would explode
under the vehicle. Sometimes these wouldn't hurt anybody;
sometimes they'd kill people.
So simply driving evoked constant tension. As the soldiers said,
"[We're] just driving around and waiting to get blown up." On one
occasion, I'd been on a patrol with some soldiers, and an lED
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exploded and hit the vehicle behind us, which happened to be a
civilian car. The medic in our vehicle jumped out and ran to the
civilian vehicle to treat the guy who had been injured and was
slumped over his steering wheel. I took a picture of the injured
driver, looking terrified into the muzzle of a gun and holding up his
hand as if to ward off a shot. But the truth was more nuanced: The
gun was being pointed at him because it had a flashlight on it and its
light was needed to illuminate the scene. So a scene that appeared
quite barbaric was actually a moment of tenderness and bravery.
Other moments are unrelievedly tragic. The 173rd Airborne
was ambushed on one of its first patrols. One soldier, nineteen years
old, was shot in the head and killed. He was the son of the top
noncommissioned officer of that unit; father and son had deployed to
Afghanistan, and the son was killed on his first patrol.
B. Raids
Nighttime brought the feeling of the real elements of a
traditional war. That's when US soldiers would go into homes
looking for suspected insurgents. The soldiers had perhaps gotten
some intelligence that a home harbored someone who had been
planting bombs or was leader of a network or was just fighting the
Americans. And they would go in the dead of night and ransack
rooms, searching for weapons, or separate and interrogate family
members, seeking discrepancies in their stories.
These raids were complicated: obviously, the American
soldiers needed to get these guys off the streets, but at the same time
they couldn't know whom they were getting or whether they were
getting the right guy. The streets are winding; there are no street
names; there are no numbers. So eighty percent of the time soldiers
were probably going into the wrong house at the wrong time and
just scaring the hell out of a lot of people. And sometimes it would be
the right house and the search might lead to a gun battle. It's a
clich6d notion, the war for hearts and minds, but the nature of
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counterinsurgency-and certainly going into these homes-contributed little to winning that battle. It was creating a lot of alienation
and distance between the Americans and the populace.
Many of the men the soldiers were seeking in these nighttime
raids of people's homes are day fighters. They're not hiding out in
the mountains or in the desert. They just pick up a gun or plant the
bomb and get that day's wages, then go back home. So almost always
whole families would be there, too-women and children. These
places had the guise of normality, of lives that we could all recognize
and imagine ourselves in.
In one particular case, the raid led to the right target. I was
with a group of US soldiers, and as we were going through a gate, a
man started firing at us with an AK-47 and wounded the first soldier
in what's called a stack-the single-file line of soldiers about to go
through the door. The soldiers returned an unbelievable amount of
fire, and the gunman was killed. As we went into the house, a young
man, demented, I think, just by the sheer violence and swiftness of
the moment, had leapt at the soldiers. They smashed him in the face
with their rifle butt and detained him against the wall. He looked at
them with a sort of blank look of hatred.
C. Appearances Deceive
It was a fairly common thing in Iraq, although it is less so there
now and certainly uncommon in Afghanistan, that the security forces
were often from the very neighborhoods and the cities in which they
were fighting. Because their families lived there and the insurgent
presence was so strong and so intertwined with the society, these
men would cover their faces so their identities wouldn't be revealed.
Their being masked evoked a strange feeling in that the images we
see in the US of terrorists are often masked men. But here the
masked men were supposedly the good guys.
War is a series of very bizarre moments. One of the strange
things about the Afghan units is that they often have soldiers who
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are designated to provide sexual release to the unit. The soldier who
usually plays the part will wear deep eye shadow and often be
carrying a flower behind his ear. Even stranger is to see these heavily
made-up men with flowers behind their ears walking on patrols with
their guns.
Another odd moment occurred when I was on patrol with
some soldiers in Mosul, Iraq, and the lead solider in the line yelled,
"That fucking midget looks just like George Bush!" I looked to the left
and, lo and behold, there's a midget in Northern Iraq who was the
spitting image of George Bush.
At the end of August, beginning of September 2010, there was
a change from Operation Iraqi Freedom to Operation New Dawn. It
was meant to be the transfer ceremony of the last combat brigade to
leave Iraq. But it was a narrative constructed for television. The last
Stryker-brigade combat team rolled out of Iraq, and people were
yelling, "The war is over! The war is over!" But, really, nothing had
changed. After that period I went out with a unit now called an
advise-and-assist brigade, and we were going out on patrols same as
the previous day, week, month, year, nearly decade now. So the
changeover was a euphemism that was bought into for whatever
reason.
VII
READING BETWEEN THE LINES
A. No Euphemisms

Throughout the time I've been in the Middle East, I've been
photographing graffiti on bathroom walls. As a photographer I make
no claims towards objectivity. I'd like to try and tell some sort of
universal truth, but of course that's a very difficult thing to do. And
as nuanced as I would like my work to be, there's still a point of view.
But photographing the graffiti takes a little bit of the control out of
my hands as to what I saw and how I represented what I saw. I'm
just recording, almost forensically, what the soldiers themselves said
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in a very private place yet a very public way.
One said, "Imiss my family. Please God, forgive the lives I took,
and let my family be happy if I don't go home again." And right next
to it is a homophobic scrawl. This alone represents something about
the cross-section of society and people that the military is. There
were sociopaths and there were tender souls, and there was
everything in between. Still, this surprised me. A deep camaraderie
develops among soldiers in a war, and, in fact, I'd say the military is a
relatively progressive institution. But racism and homophobia,
which exist in subtext of any society, are still there. I was always
stunned by the amount of racist graffiti on these bathroom walls.
On an intellectual level, it has been difficult for me to
internalize any sort of firm and meaningful conclusions because I
spent a lot of my time embedded with the troops. I'm deeply
interested in the American part of this war: I made a lot of friends in
the military, and I have a lot of empathy with their position. At the
same time I've seen them do horrible deeds. The best I can do with
these contrasts is to try to take photographs that weave in and out of
both the barbaric acts and the common and universal humanity.
A photographer who works in the context of the media is often
frustrated that some of the more-depraved realities are sugar-coated
to make them more palatable, I guess, to viewers and advertisers.
Showing photographs gives me a moment of responsibility to show
and tell some of the most striking stories, which are often the most
brutal ones.
B. No Superficial Wounds: Those Who Die
One sight rarely seen but an all-too-common part of these wars
is what can happen when a vehicle is hit by an IED. An IED that hit a
Humvee in Bagdad ignited it. A young man was pulled out by his
fellow soldiers. He came into the ER with burns over ninety percent
of his body, but he was still conscious. His eyes fluttered open, and
they were a deep, clear blue. They put him on the operating table,
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and his skin was peeling off in clumps and was translucent in places;
his clothes had burnt off. And he was screaming over and over again,
"Daddy! Daddy! Daddy! Daddy!" Shortly afterwards he passed out,
and then he died.
Other soldiers with burns recover remarkably well; so you can
barely see the traces of their burns. But those who work in the ER
and see these soldiers and these injuries don't always do so well. One
medic, James Worster, was on his second tour. A few weeks after I
photographed him, he died of an overdose. He and many of the other
medics see dozens of patients a day; they see people die in their
emergency rooms every day. Many self-medicate to cope with the
horrors they are witnessing. James Worster's wife had recently
revealed she was having an affair, and I think he just kept upping his
dose more and more and died, to the surprise of almost no one in the
ER.
Seth Ricketts was killed in Afghanistan last year. His is another
story, kind of an all-American narrative. He joined the Army
September 12th, 2001. He was married to the pastor's daughter and
had two kids with a third on the way. He was on his fifth tour to
Afghanistan. He was killed in a province that had before seen almost
no violence. He was one of the first American soldiers killed. I was
doing a story for Time magazine, and when I read about Seth, I called
his family and told them who I was and that I wanted to photograph
the process of their grieving and the funeral. So I went down there,
and photographed his young son, Aden, being awakened by his
widow, Rosie. I photographed Seth's mother, the pastor talking to
the family, and Seth's younger child, who wasn't really sure what
was going on and was misbehaving. I photographed his friends. He
had a lot of friends from the military after five tours, and they all
came for the funeral. These were a lot of tough guys, but they broke
down at the sight of his casket. I photographed Seth's older son, who,
when he sees a camera, poses like Ninja. So there he was after his
father was buried, posing like a Ninja as his grandmother
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photographed him. Seth was buried in Arlington Cemetery, Section
60, where the soldiers from Iraq and Afghanistan are buried.
C. No Superficial Wounds: Those Who Survive
The Malogne House at Walter Reed Hospital is a strange place.
It looks like a generic hotel with generic lighting, and behind every
one of its doors is an amputee, usually, going through his private
battles and his private traumas. The outpatient facility at Walter
Reed is a pretty intense and bleak place: wheelchairs are jammed up
against the entrance. In them are guys just chain smoking-legless
twenty-year-olds chain smoking.
Then there's the story of Raymond Hubbard. He lost his leg in
Iraq. I met him at the screening of a documentary and became
friends with him, and I've been following his story for several years.
He's been on a long path to recovery. He's now divorced from his
wife, Sarah. He's on 100-percent disability from the Army, which
would seem to be a blessing in many ways because he's not going to
have expenses for the rest of his life. But it's also left him largely
floating and drifting. He has two young sons and all the money he
needs, really; but his life stopped in some ways when his leg was
blown off. And he's very weary of the legacy of his father who was
wounded in a similar incident in the Vietnam War and later drank
himself to death.
Americans seem to have a deep detachment from the war and
the people fighting it. At one point Raymond had taken his leg out of
his prosthetic. It was in pain, and he was rubbing the stump, and a
stranger just whipped around with a gun and pointed it at him,
laughing. Raymond half-grinned, but he was generally pretty freaked
out about the whole thing.
At some point Raymond went off all his meds and called me up
one morning at around six and said, "Hey, I'm coming to New York
tonight." I thought, "All right. And I'm going back to bed." I was a
little confused and groggy, and Raymond lived in Wisconsin, so I
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thought he was just sort of messing with me. But fifteen hours later
he showed at my doorstep with a big construction-paper list with all
kinds of things written on it. Raymond had a kind of mania, a kind of
Messiah complex, and these were his ideas: "sewing bee," "spelling
bee," "chessboard," "wax stamps," "stamps for hands," "hand stamps
for one adult," "dad," "child," "heather stamps," "Bill carves wooden
ducks." This didn't make any sense. Raymond's a good friend of mine
and he's also a potent symbol of how the war never ends for some
people. Hopefully it will, sometime, for him; but it has been a long
struggle.
I went with Raymond to visit Ground Zero. We drove there
with another friend of his who is a medic and who had major anxiety
attacks in cars. Just riding around with all the lights and the sounds
of New York completely overwhelmed him. We had to pull over for
him to vomit.
VIII
IMAGES OF AMERICAN CULTURE AND THE LEGACIES OF ITS WARS

I'm interested in taking pictures of the culture of America
throughout these wars. I see us treating serious things in a very
casual way. One example: graffiti of Zacari's dead face, inscribed,
"Gotcha!" Zacari has a little dialogue bubble coming out of his mouth
that says, "Warm up the virgins."
We at home are very detached. Weapons of war are fetishized
and embraced, and these things of great destruction-bombers and
missiles-can become a playground. They were for me, too, in my
youth. But coming back and seeing these things, having seen their
consequences, changes the feeling dramatically.
Some images record the continuing legacy of the war. On a
bathroom wall in rural Maryland, a guy wrote, "Vietnam, my old
home." And someone else came in and wrote, "Mine, too." That was
very touching. Another: a Vietnam vet living off the grid In California
peers at what's next of this current generation of veterans fighting
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these endless wars.
As ten years approaches since September 11th, that event has
faded into the background for many people. Abroad, though, where
our soldiers are serving, the vestiges of that moment are still playing
out in a dramatic fashion. Americans' short memory of September
11th is represented, in a way, in a strange ad I saw when I'd just
come back from a trip to Iraq. These wars in some ways have been
heavily commodified, which I guess is the American way. But in the
ad, the price was being cut on the Fifth Anniversary Commemorative
Proof of the September 11th Medallion. That was kind of depressing,
honestly.
Finally, a photograph of the aftermath of Obama's inauguration
showed a rather apocalyptic scene: the air was full of dust kicked up
as people left the ball. Though it seemed to me that there was a lot of
joy and expectation at his inauguration, he of course inherited a
troubled world and a troubled country and troubled war.
QUESTIONS & ANSWERS
Mike Worel: Peter just came back from Egypt. He was there
while [the revolution] in Egypt was happening. He astounded me
with a story of being attacked: they beat him and took all his camera
equipment.

Q:

What was your sense from coming in as an outsider? What
did you think was going on in Egypt? Did you see something that
substituted for an election, some sort of a mandate?
A: I'm not really an authority on this. But one thing that's
interesting to point out is the big misconception based on the
American media's desire to make everything a bit America-centric.
This was not a Twitter- or Facebook-inspired revolution, despite
what you may have heard. It was a popular revolt accomplished by
word of mouth and organized, I think, by text message. What it all
means exactly in the long term I think is going be completely
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undefined. I mean, even though a constitution is being rewritten, the
military has largely kept a steady hand throughout it.
Some protesters are still trying to eradicate some of the old
power structure, and in some ways the violence in Egypt has
continued. Several thousand protesters descended on the state
security apparatus the other day, and they were beaten back by
plainclothes cops. The media circus has moved on to Libya. But
what's playing out now in Egypt is a fruition, budding bits of
democracy. It's as of yet unresolved, I think, how it will actually play
out.

Q:

What do [the Egyptians] think of America?
A: Well, the anti-Mubarak protesters were extremely
welcoming of the foreign press, and from what I could tell, they were
largely professional and secular. I was in a media blackout in a way
while I was there, but there was some talk about Egypt's becoming
an Islamic state and the Muslim brotherhood taking over. But the
Muslim brotherhood was largely marginalized by the proceedings
and didn't seem to have a large presence at all. So I think there's
every expectation that Egypt, which is a largely secular and fairly
progressive society, is not going to be taken over by the Islamists.
And most people were very welcoming. Some weren't. The proMubarak people-I was beaten quite badly by a mob, and had all my
camera equipment stolen so, well, the pro-Mubarek people, anyway,
didn't like Americans.

Q: In that

same vein, describe, if you would, what you perceive
to be the differences between the Afghans, the Pakistanis, and the
Egyptians. It seems to me the Egyptians are a very modern,
sophisticated society. The Pakistanis are signicantly less so, and the
Afghans, in my view, are not worth the effort [for us] to go and
change [a feuding tribal culture] of 100 years.
A: I can't in good conscience pass judgment on whether it's all
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worth it. I mean, I take the long view of history. These things are
beyond my scale of comprehension, beyond anybody's, really. And I
have no control over or effect on how they're going to play out. In
these pictures-pictures of war-are more for the long term than to
galvanize public opinion in these particular wars.
For the Afghans, yes-once you get outside of Kabul and
Mazar-e Sharif and Herat and Jalalabad, the main population centers,
and Kandahar to a certain extent-but really, once you get outside of
Kabul, it's a very religious country; its people are largely uneducated.
They have no sense of national identity and are usually disconnected
from the province. The structure of power and attachment is to the
village and the family. So it becomes very difficult to create a nation
when there isn't much of a national identity. That's my personal
opinion.
Egypt is different in that regard. Egyptians have a legacy of
stability, and its society is pretty educated. Mass movements within
an established bureaucracy like that in Egypt can potentially shift the
direction of the nation. That would be my instinct. Afghanistanwell, it's going to be many decades till it approximates something
that we're familiar with in the western world, if it happens at all.
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