
In Birkenhead You Can Kick The Pigeons If You’re Quick Enough 
 
Peter McKenzie awoke with a start, the red digits on his alarm clock informing him not 

that he was to be treated to Wigan’s premier local radio station in three minutes and so once 
again why bother setting the alarm, but that it had just gone three o’clock. The almost ecstatic 
feelings that could be roused in a person when the gift of four more hours sleep is bestowed 
upon them were not present in Peter as he knew that no more sleep would be possible that 
night, or indeed when would he sleep well again? 

 
Peter is in his early forties, unmarried, a woodwork teacher in a dull secondary modern 

on the outskirts of Wigan. More often than not he had found himself pensively pondering in 
the staff room with such heart wrenching questions as “If I had my time again would I be 
happy if I found myself in the self same position?” He knew the answer was no, and every day 
saw himself more as a non-descript man going through the motions of a non-descript life. 
Since hitting forty this feeling has been exacerbated, he observed the relationships and lives of 
his ever-shrinking circle of friends and could not justify a change in his life towards the role of 
father and husband would make things any better, indeed, it would probably be the opposite 
as he was sure that all he would be able to scrape together would no doubt be some divorcee 
with kids in tow and enough emotional baggage to rise Samsonite’s share prices a good few 
pennies.  

 
As sleep was not an option any more, Peter got out of bed and decided on the East End 

stalwart of brewed leaves from old Ceylon to save his evening and aid his thinking process. If 
procreation was not the answer nor the union of his soul and body with a consenting partner, 
the answer then must be in some way spiritual. At just after three in the morning it is however 
rather tricky for an atheist to find a spiritual answer to the woes of his life even with the help 
of Tetley’s roundest and most flavoursome drop. Peter was not particularly adept at making 
decisions at the best of times, he was more accustomed to decisions on the scale of blue shirt 
or white, caravan or tent, crisps or peanuts amongst others, these causing him all manner of 
panting and puffing before some random method was employed to save him from all the 
preoccupation and palpitations involved in such vile proliferation. As he sat at the kitchen table 
awaiting inspiration it occurred to him that maybe biscuits would be of some use in this 
process or at least would not have a negative effect on the positive decision co-efficient. It was 
clear that Wigan had given him all that it could offer and perhaps that this bilateral agreement 
was helped by Peter having expectations that the town would not find excessive. As he 
reached for a chocolate hobnob (he always bought these from the corner shop to avoid the 
difficult supermarket decision of plain or milk chocolate) he felt the first pang of inspiration, he 
realised that the world was a little bit bigger than the one he had experienced. If he couldn’t 
decide, then the biscuits would. He fetched an atlas from the living room and opened it on the 
somewhat lacking-in-detail double page political map of the world.  He took a bit of the all-
time-winner snack, now promoted to the role of orchestrator in the future of Mr. Peter 
McKenzie, deliberately being careless and allowing a chunk to fall to the table, unfortunately 
the aforementioned chunk was three times the size of New York and so precision would not be 
an element. He decided on the rules. He would, with his eyes closed, toss the chunk onto the 
map to first find his “destination country”. When this had been ascertained he would go to the 
country’s page and repeat the performance to find his new home.  Obviously, there were some 
permutations that would need to be computed or end in a re-throw, taking into account the 
rather large amount of water on the world’s surface many places would not be suitable. He 
already doubted his capacity to live a full and meaningful life above water, so below it was 
clearly out of the question. He took the piece and looking up at his teaching certificate hanging 
from the wall and with more than a small amount of apprehension, hurled the hobnob into 
destiny. Somewhat disappointingly, the crumb fell on the UK and edging towards the North 



West, reluctantly he opened the Atlas on the UK political page and thinking to himself that 
there were some advantages to be had from a move inside his native land, at least he wouldn’t 
have any linguistic problems like that time in France. He had skills to offer and although tired 
of teaching via the state education system felt he had something to offer in another sector. He 
had lived what some may consider a frugal life but this had not been his intention, more the 
result of an unsatisfactory social life and an inability to remain dignified after more than two 
pints of mild. Various social disasters as a result of this had led him to a disassociation from 
other staff members in a social sense and as the years rolled by, the invitations stopped 
coming. He saw all this flash before him, but decidedly rolled again. To his utter 
disappointment the crumb fell on top of the insignificant dot on the map which was marked 
Wigan.  

 
He sat rather deflated at the table and thought that maybe this was an overreaction, 

as he looked at the crumb on the map he laughed at how it seemed to have avoided Stockport 
and Burnley, bouncing onto his already home. He was sure if he had tried the experiment with 
a Wigan street map the crumb would have landed on his very street and probably on the right 
side. He prepared to finish his tea and head back to bed. If he couldn’t sleep then he would 
watch late-night TV in bed, secretly hoping for that programme where the feller goes round 
interviewing people who work at night in airports and weather centres etc. Tomorrow he 
could call in sick and spend the day watching his collection of The Professionals on DVD. He 
had always been envious of Doyle and should he be offered the chance of reincarnation he 
wouldn’t think twice about pulling on the tan leather jacket and parking his car sideways 
before running into a building site after a villain. He laughed to himself and got up, again his 
over-active mind stopped him. Would Doyle, or even Bodie, give up? Would he accept Wigan 
out of all the places on this planet? He was sure that some higher force was trying to test him 
or to prevent him from completing his life’s work. He took the crumb again and turning back to 
the world map tossed the biscuit again and to his excitement it fell in central South America. 
He flipped expectantly to the page which offered exotic delights that would normally bring him 
out in a rash, and  once again repeated  the ritual. It landed on a part of the map that had no 
name and appeared to be in the middle of the Amazon rain forest. He marked the point on the 
map and finally retired, tomorrow was to be a busy day.  

 
Despite a lack of snooze-based rest, he leapt out of bed with a feeling in his bones that 

he would have like to have felt when he was twenty-five. First port of call was his school. Local 
education authority cut backs have caused the school to feel the pinch and the woodwork 
department has been, without Peter’s knowledge, earmarked as an area where a few English 
pounds could be saved. So when Peter had to break the bad news to his head, the man in 
charge, out of respect for the misfit Mr. McKenzie, pretended this was a devastating blow for 
an essential part of the education system whilst wondering if he could get down to Dixon’s at 
lunchtime to get a couple of scanners for the computer room. Also he could get rid of the old 
woodwork room and have it done up into something much more useful and importantly 
profitable. Perhaps some kind of web-design project. There are some very talented youngsters 
who wouldn’t mind sharing their talents in exchange for Benson and Hedges. That would 
impress that very charming Mrs. Chalmers on the PTA whose pants were surely hot enough 
only for the Headmaster. Peter said goodbye and that he would miss the old place but he felt 
there was something that he had to do and began to explain his mission to his ex boss who 
was already ushering him out of his office and counting the savings on salaries and materials.  

 
He had a similarly tearless farewell with his students. After spending half an hour 

tidying up his things he decided to leave the school without passing by the staff room as the 
reference library beckoned.  He was no stranger to this place as he often found himself in the 
depths of the library, gathering information that would have been victorious in local pub 



quizzes had he ever received an invite. Unfortunately, the well-documented problem with the 
sauce led to temporary amnesia and if he ever got to pint number three his capacity to name 
the capital of Russia was severely diminished. With the page from the atlas now ripped out he 
set about finding information about what was to be his new abode.  He went straight to the 
encyclopaedias and began to hunt through their well-thumbed pages. He located the nearest 
civilisation to where the crumb landed to be that of the Hwundinui people, an ancient tribe 
who apparently lived in peace and harmony with the world in an unspoilt way that had seen 
no changes in the past millennium or two. It also mentioned that little was known about this 
tribe, and their contact with the North West of England had been minimal. He suddenly felt 
that this was the sign he had been waiting for, and although was none too sure how he would 
be received by these people or whether he could offer them anything in terms of woodwork 
skills, he somehow knew his destiny was in the small Hwundinui village of Mukbrukipi.  

 
Time was getting on and he had still quite a bit to do, Visas and vaccinations for a start, 

would probably be held under the umbrella term good idea. He found to his surprise and 
disgust that this was something of a lengthy process and despite explaining his utmost urgency 
to be deposited in the  less accessible part of Brazil it was made clear that this process would 
require two weeks of impetus draining. The inspiration buzz was now strong in him and a 
chance was taken in the form of a hypothetical question along the lines of, would there be any 
way that the process could be speeded up, for example if the perpetrator of the purple papers 
were to receive some form of incentive to ensure a speedy and admired piece of work?? He 
even managed to ask the question with two question marks, something he was immensely 
proud of.  Peter was sure that the responder did not reflect on all civil servant’s hypothetical 
response but was pleased as the servant in question answered in the positive. For the princely 
sum of five-hundred English pounds, the necessary documentation could be obtained in less 
than one day. Peter obliged and was sent to a private doctor used for just this type of case. 
After a final pub lunch washed down with three halves of mild he left with a sore arm and a six 
month visa valid for North and South America. He was now jolly pleased with himself and had 
only one more doubt to resolve. What on earth was he to do with these people when he got 
there?  

 
He arrived home and switched on his computer. He did not think of this machine as a 

friend, but he felt weak at the thought of a travel agent’s. He found British Airways’ page with 
ease and in a matter of minutes was booked onto the next day’s flight to Rio de Janeiro via 
Miami.  Next he wrote a letter to his sister in Leeds and explained what he was doing. He told 
her not to come after him although doubted whether such a thing would cross her mind. He 
left instructions for what to do with the house, to be sold at a price she felt reasonable and the 
money to be divided thus, 50% for his sister, his only living relative as his loins had never been 
called on, 25% for the reference library and 25% to go to the school hopefully to be used to 
create a woodwork department that would be the envy of Greater Manchester.  The plane 
would leave from Manchester International at 7.30 in the morning. He wrote a final note to his 
neighbour Mr. Jones telling him if he fancied a freebie then it would be in the short stay car 
park tomorrow morning with the keys behind the right rear wheel. He popped the 
Professionals DVD in the player one last time and put the kettle on, as he watched he thought 
to himself, “Goodbye Wigan!!” again with two exclamation marks.  

 
Peter had not had much experience of flying and this was his first venture outside 

Europe within twenty minutes he was bored and already anxious to arrive in Mukbrukipi. He 
began to regret not travelling first class but did feel it was somewhat against the principles of 
him eschewing the Western World. As the flight dragged on he managed to fall asleep and 
when his fuzzy head next noticed an annoying pain in his ear he realised he must be coming 
into Miami. He was enormously proud of not having had to endure a nine hour monologue of a 



fellow passenger intent on recreating the major moments of their lives in the comfort of three 
basketball players sharing the back seat of a 1984 Ford Fiesta. He would have eight hours to kill 
in Miami but had no plans to leave the airport as he did actually watch the news, thank you.  

 
Connecting flights offer the modern traveller a unique opportunity to feel 

overwhelming disorientation by making them feel that they have taken nine hours in a steel 
box to get to exactly the same place from whence they left. Even with Peter’s limited 
experience of flying, Miami International could just as well have been Leeds-Bradford but with 
better general fashion. Again the conspirators had got together to make the simple action of 
getting from one point to another in an enclosed space as cumbersome as possible. He began 
to think he would need all eight hours just to find his departure gate. He daren’t ask a fellow 
traveller as he had heard of the American’s reputation for friendliness and decided that being 
escorted would be far too harrowing an experience. Instead, he huffed and puffed, punctuated 
with the occasional sigh and wandered from monitor to monitor in search of Gate 45B. 
Eventually, the quest was over and our brave knight had completed said quest. Now all he had 
to was wait the seven hours twenty minutes before boarding could commence. Fortunately 
having found the gate, everything a Westerner could want was close at hand, Peter decided a 
book would be a good idea, something light that he could read and leave as he had decided to 
leave all trace of the West behind in Rio (except his cash which he would burn on his safe 
arrival in Mukbrukipi. 

 
Despite the ever-accommodating American’s insistence that he “have a nice day”, his 

idea of which did not involve waiting eight hours in a Starbuck’s, Peter was rapidly bored and 
though in no way questioning his decision to change his life, he was at least keen to find out 
when it would begin. He was under the impression that although there were still three hours 
to go before boarding asking an airport employee when this would take place would obviously 
speed up the process. The response he got was not to say the least the one he had desired. He 
hadn’t really noticed that he was the only person milling around gate  45B for a prolonged 
period, apparently there were lots of flights from Miami to Brazil but the Aerovias Brasil 
representative regretted (Peter could not actually detect regret in her voice and neither knew 
how to measure it) to inform him that the flight he was booked would leave at that time, but 
tomorrow. He showed her a ticket with the dates given to him by his friends on the so-called 
world wide web but to no avail there was no plane, pilot, crew or passengers apart from 
himself.  She suggested his luck may be somewhat better the following day. As he planned to 
leave his luggage in Rio he did not bother making enquiries and recognised the best thing to do 
would be find a hotel. He was under the impression that this would merely entail asking “Can I 
have a room please?” and receiving the response “Certainly Sir,  That will be $X per night, 
would you come this way please?” But no, a credit card was demanded if he didn’t want to try 
his luck on the streets or spend the night on the ever-so-comfy departure lounge chairs. He 
informed the assistant that he had left his credit card in the UK and was leaving his old life 
behind in favour of newer, deeper sensations. He had thought that his American cousins would 
lap this up but he was indeed wrong. Various members of the airport hotel staff began to 
congregate as the rumour circulated that someone was actually trying to participate in the 
human race without a credit card. Again he offered cash and the staff’s reaction made him 
think he was suggesting that he pay for the room with Heroin, their disgust was more than 
evident. Finally, he had the brainstorm that if he had paid for his ticket with a credit card the 
airline would have his details. This was checked and it was agreed that he could be charged via 
the airline, after a police check was run on him and his credit history. After another forty 
minutes he was accepted into the welcoming arms of the Windsor Hotel, Miami where the 
same receptionist wished him a very pleasant stay.  

 



When he got to the room he immediately felt the urge to make himself more 
unpopular with the hotel staff and pay them back for their warm welcome. On the room 
service menu it mentioned that nothing was trivial for their guests and any request would be 
dealt with to the very letter. Surely this was asking for trouble and Peter gleefully ordered a 
Lamb Byriani, a deep fried Mars Bar, a Scandinavian foot massage and four cans of 
Boddington’s Gold with a widget. He lay back on the sumptuous bed and laughed, preparing a 
$50 tip for the waiter who could fulfil such an order.  He began to snooze a bit and wondered if 
he couldn’t get used to this then, realised that having left his job and sold his house without 
seeing a penny it didn’t really matter if he could get used to it or not. He calculated that he 
could maintain such luxury for eleven days before having to declare to the already frosty 
reception staff that his assets were not as liquid as they might be. He was brought back to 
reality with a knock at the door and a tall blond man walked in, boasting what seemed to be 
curing hands. He introduced himself as Olaf and asked if there were any special podiatry 
requirements about which he should know. Anyway, Olaf opened a can of Bodington’s for him 
and theatrically ratted the widget, to Peter’s pleasure. He had taken the liberty of bringing 
eight cans and opened one for himself as he gratefully accepted the gratuity. Peter enquired as 
to whether his employers would be expecting his presence in some professional capacity, but 
he just said he had finished his shift and was off out after this last job. As he drank and he 
watched Peter eat, Olaf was informed of Peter’s plan and vision. Olaf was quite responsive and 
positive to the idea although secretly he did not see how Peter could possibly integrate with 
these people but if that his chimera, then so be it, he had earned $50 tips in more painful ways 
and at least this time he could enjoy the snug armchair.  

 
As Peter finished the curry and moved into the dangerous area of can number three he 

concluded to relish the deep fried Mars Bar post-massage. As Olaf expertly manipulated 
Peter’s aching extremities with his large hands Peter realised that he could wither have 
nothing or want everything and was now more resolute than ever to continue with his mission. 
He thanked Olaf and opened the last can, and devouring the deep fried Mars Bar he fell quickly 
and drunkenly asleep on the king size  double bed. For the first time in a long time he was 
sleeping with a smile on his face.  

 
He awoke at 8.15 and cursed that the flight was at 9.20 though he was actually in the 

realm of the airport and his luggage was checked in all the way to Rio in Manchester. He got 
out of the bed where he could quite happily spend the rest of his life (or the ten days that he 
could afford) and stumbled into the bathroom, he tried to remove the sewer-like smell that 
was infesting his mouth with the complementary dental products but the pestilent smell 
prevailed. Jumping into the power shower he was rather ungamely battered around the 
shower for two minutes, and once he had gathered his composure he managed to grab the tap 
and turn it off thus ending the water cannoning. He wasn’t sure if he actually felt better as 
most feeling had been suppressed and would not return until the bruising came to the surface.  
He dressed and for some reason made sure he had gathered together all the possessions he 
planned to leave on his arrival in Rio. He left the room and in the reception informed the staff 
of his departure, these  managed to contain the water works and perhaps in their distress at 
not being able to form a meaningful relationship with him, he was not wished to have the 
customary “nice day”.  

 
In five minutes he was back at Gate 45B and this time a flurry of people anxiously 

awaited the announcement that the 167 passengers could all excitedly stand in a line, all 
determined to be the first person on a plane that will not move until the last passengers’ duty 
free has been stowed away in compliance with international aviation laws. He was still 
distressed by the quality of his breath, and as any movement towards the sky would be slow 
he decided to pop to the news stand and get some chewing gum to mask the unpleasant 



odour. He picked the first packet of strong-minted chewing gum he saw and handed over a 
dollar. He didn’t wait for the change and returned to the queue which was now moving for 
those lucky passenger is rows 38 through to 24. He opened the gum which came with a 
marvellous loyalty reward gift for the young consumers of this product in the form of a picture 
of a supposed singer of whom he had never heard and who went by the name of Britney 
Spears, Peter looked at her photo and laughed to himself thinking “Sure, you’ll be around this 
time next year”. He put the gum in his pocket for later and extracted his documents for 
inspection. Finally he got on the plane and was about to make it three continents in three 
days, he was glad to have put the Miami incident behind him.  

 
 Up in the air he found time to try and fight his hangover despite various members of 
the travelling party falling under the misapprehension that just because they were flying to 
Brazil meant that there must be a carnival in the cabin. Finally he fell asleep after having to put 
up with the same Richard Gere film he had seen in every continent he had spent time in this 
week. Uneventfully, an unknown period of time later, they landed in Brazil and Peter went 
straight to Immigration without even bothering to find out where to reclaim his luggage. He 
knew that some form of deceit would probably speed things along and he informed the official 
that his two great passions in his life were football and rainforests and therefore where better 
than Brazil. Little did they know his true intentions, perhaps with the benefit of hindsight they 
wouldn’t really have been interested in him, though a warning may have been given as to the 
lucidity of his judgement. He was now outside the airport and in a taxi to the train station, 
finally about to undertake the last leg of his journey. A taxi from Wigan to Manchester airport 
can be yours for around twelve to fifteen pounds sterling so Peter was somewhat surprised 
when the journey from Rio International to the Estação D Pedra II was going to set him back 
nearly 70 pictures of the Queen of England. Still  money was no longer an issue, well almost 
nearly. He had been advised by his friend at the Consulate that internal rail travel once in Brazil 
should be undertaken in first class, as tourist class would certainly introduce him to the local 
colour though it would be doubtful that his exit from the train would be completed with any of 
the possessions with which he had boarded it. Also the question of comfort would be a matter 
which would make Mr. Branson appear a generous benefactor. Then with the best Portuguese 
an interested party could acquire from Wigan Reference Library he purchased a single first 

class ticket to Chosho the nearest train station to his soon to be new home. He was now 
down to $2000 dollars in cash, he calculated that a driver could be tempted to take him as 
close as possible to his promised land for $500. As the first class ticket included a meal and 
refreshments he came to the conclusion that he had $1500 in the excess column. Taking his 
seat in first class he could see through the door into the next carriage populated by 
undernourished families and others less fortunate. He stood up and went through peeling off 
$100 bills to confused but grateful recipients. He then returned  to his seat and awaited his 
meal. Initially the service was exemplary as the news had already run through the train of a 
deranged Englishman with an unplaceable accent dishing out miniature portraits of Mr. 
Washington. Unfortunately, for the compliant waiter Peter only had his last $500 and was 
determined to leave the train with the allotted amount for the car journey, and so the waiter 
went without. From that moment on, the chips were cold and the custard lumpy. Again Peter 
found sleep easy, the fear factor of what he was about to try had not hit him still, as he had for 
the past two days enjoyed the lap of luxury. As he slept he dreamt he was back in school and 
his students had made him a fine table of oak, with funds they had procured out of their own 
pockets to say thank you for the education which had been imparted. As the train pulled into 
the station he laughed at his incredible dream and prepared to set foot on his new soil. As he 
left the station, taxi drivers immediately began to make offers which seemed to include air 
conditioning and the optional use of wives/daughters/domestic animals and should he need 
any substance which could have the effect of powerful household cleaners then he need just 



ask. He went towards the most honest-looking of the drivers and offered him something that 
he considered out of the ordinary.    

 
His driver had no problem in accepting the proposition and although the conversation 

was far from vibrant, they managed to make themselves understood. The journey would take 
about two hours, the driver claimed his name was Pelé though Peter had his doubts. Pelé 
seemed to know a lot about the Hwundinui people as one of his colleagues had left the tribe to 
work as a taxi driver. They had actually had more contact with the homem  branco than the 
rather romantic encyclopaedia’s vision of rural harmony had led him to believe.  However, 
they had yet to become like other tribes in the region which actually organised Westerner 
immersion courses through the Internet for people to spend a short period of time at one with 
their environs, before returning back to their pressurised middle and upper management 
positions as better and wiser people. Of course, within a month they were back to playing with 
people’s lives and emotions as if they had never been, but then found it was a hell of an 
opening line for attractive young people in bars. As they left the city behind, Peter tried to take 
in what he was seeing and compare it with Wigan. Obviously as they edged closer to the 
Amazon the comparisons became more and more difficult. Pelé told him he had made a good 
choice as the Hwundinui were a peaceful people who believed that all visitors should be 
treated with the utmost respect and benevolence. It was just that they don’t get too many. 
Once they got to as far as Pelé could take them he drew Peter a map and told him more or less 
to stick to the paths and he would be fine. Peter was reminded of An American Werewolf in 
London and laughed but could not share this with Pelé as Wigan Reference Library was 
woefully under-funded. He waved goodbye to a person from the modern world for what he 
thought would be the last time, and began his walk into the forest. He made sure he left all 
remnants of the West behind and in his now slightly dishevelled C&A two piece suit entered 
the rain forest.  

 
It didn’t take him long to realise that his attire was not overly appropriate and he tried 

to turn his grey pants with a fashionable turn up into shorts. He thought that also given the 
circumstances, maybe he could dispense with the tie. He kept the jacket on though in case it 
got a bit chilly later on.  He felt he was making good progress and as he had rather intelligently 
stored away some bread and cheese from the first class dining service, he decided it was time 
for a snack. He did want to make good time as he supposed that the rainforest was likely to be 
replete with unfriendly snakes and other rainforest dwellers which could place him in a tricky 
situation. Despite the apparent dangers of a woodwork teacher from Wigan walking alone in 
the Amazon, he was struck by the fact that it reminded of Broughton Woods on the Wirral, 
only a lot hotter. Also, there were more palm trees than sycamores, but it definitely had a 
Broughton air about it. He finished his snack and continued walking. The late afternoon heat 
was beginning to have an effect on him as he wearily continued along the path. Pelé had 
assured him that a brisk pace would have him at a tribal supper in three or four hours. He had 
been walking for three already and could not see a whole community springing up from 
nowhere in the near future. What he did not want to do was camp out on his own, but he felt 
his strength beginning to wane. He carried on bravely for another two hours but was sure that 
now he could not tell one place apart and now the map he had seemed of little use. He sat 
down to eat the last of his bread and cheese and hoped that his excessive inspiration levels of 
the last few days did not mean he had used up his quota and there would be a little left to help 
him find his new dwelling.  

 
Night began to fall as he sat pondering his next move. He, in leaving behind all traces 

of the Western society he had shunned, had also deprived himself of such things as matches or 
a lighter which would really be more use to him now than the C&A jacket. He proposed to walk 
on, assured in the convictions of his heart which told him that you must always go north. The 



only problem with this is that if you are without a compass in the middle of the Amazon at 
nightfall, the average rambler from Greater Manchester will have profound difficulties in 
determining which way is indeed north. Faced with for options, Peter opted for the crumb 
route again and in the soil marked N, S, E and W. Wherever the crumb falls would be north. 
Crumbs had brought him here and surely they were not going to let him down now. The crumb 
landed on the W so west was north. He composed himself and began the long march, the night 
was now almost upon him and not for the first time Peter’s mind was perturbed by the 
wisdom of his decision.  He began to feel the cold and estimated the time to be around 9pm. 
This information led him to believe that the night was going to get a) darker and b) colder 
which would probably have the ungrammatical consequence of getting him c) loster. 
Nonetheless, he walked on and on into the night, now not out of determination but knowing 
that if he stopped it just might kill him. He had no idea how to make a shelter or a fire with 
sticks, he had seen it in films but was sceptical about its ease. If Tom Hanks was going to need 
a fair while to do it, Peter McKenzie might as well forget it from the start.  And so, cold and 
hungry he meandered through the forest, cursing the lying crumb with tears now forming in 
his eyes. He could barely feel his feet and hardly looked up during his solitary procession. It 
was now pitch black and he was tired of bumping into things, he would settle now for capture 
by natives and being put in a cauldron, at least his feet would warm up.  That was the last thing 
he remembered of his first night in the forest, for soon he fell to the ground exhausted and 
passed out.  

 
When he woke up, he looked directly towards the sky and the bright light 

overwhelmed him. He thought that maybe his recompense would be a place in God‘s kingdom. 
He moved his head and then felt his aching legs and feet and realised he still had some work to 
do before St Peter would be on the mobile. He had survived the night but now had no food or 
strength, and if he got to the second night it would be the end of him. He was about to 
renounce his atheism when a strange noise could be heard. It sounded like speaking, but the 
kind of speaking made by children if they have to pretend they can speak a foreign language. 
Peter managed to get himself to his elbows and saw he was surrounded what he deduced was 
a tribe. He thought, could it be a miracle? had God brought him to his new people?, who was 
Mohammed and who was the mountain?, it didn’t matter. He cleared his throat and vocalised 
“Hwundinui”. The tribesmen looked bemused and he repeated the word. Laughter came as the 
response. Next he tried the word “Mukbrukipi” and the laughter became the All Amazon 
Hyena Impressions Competition 2002. He continued repeating the words and whilst the 
laughter still continued he was helped to his feet. He stumbled and was helped back up by one 
of the tribesmen, to whom Peter said “Mukbrukipi.” The tribesman repeated the word and 
Peter felt an inexplicable surge of self satisfaction as he had single-handedly broken down the 
barriers of communication between the new world and the old. After a few minutes they came 
back with a chair that could have been bought in IKEA and gestured to Peter to sit down. He 
was happy to do just that and was then lifted as the group were on the move again. They 
began singing a song that was to Peter’s ears rather strange, but he was sure that it was a 
million times better than that Bunty Spearmint or whatever she was called. Periodically they 
said Mukbrukipi to him and laughed, however, he was just pleased to have found his people 
and to be on the way to Mukbrukipi.   

   
 After about twenty minutes’ walk they arrived at what was surely a mistake. In the 

middle of the rainforest there was a village, half traditional huts and the other half boasted an 
Internet café and a mobile phone shop. Peter let out an exclamation in his native tongue and a 
surprised native enquired if he could speak English. Peter responded in the positive though the 
members of the tribe felt he was being somewhat negative.  He was approached by a member 
of the tribe who claimed his name was Alan. Alan had left his tribe in the late 90’s with the 
intention of making his fortune in Rio. When this didn’t happen, he came back with the idea of 



Tribal Tours, he explained that more and more people were interested in this simple life kick, 
and they organised holiday stays in authentic tribes. Of course from time to time and when 
demand was high authentic tribes were hard to come by and his staff had to double up 
working in the office and hunting in the forest. They began with just one computer and a 
modem connection but after just four years they now have a staff of over 100 and an annual 
turnover of $16million, hence the modernisation of the village. Future plans include a bowling 
alley and a steak house. However, for business ethics they maintain the traditional side of 
things as to not get caught out by snoopy University tourists who think they know everything.  

 
 Obviously, they wanted to know Peter’s story. They had assumed he was on a tour and 

had got lost. It was now too difficult to remember all the visitors by name or face, and quite 
often members were misplaced. However, this was actually good for business as they went 
back with fearsome tales of how their cunning and guile had defeated the rainforest. One 
visitor, when bitten by a snake instead of phoning her lawyer actually gave them double what 
her holiday cost. Peter’s tale of leaving his job and coming to live with the Hwundinui 
astonished them. Alan asked if he was joking, Peter said he wasn’t. Alan said he didn’t 
recommend it as they were somewhat backward through extremely affable. Alan offered Peter 
a job as English teacher for the tribesmen, as there were still some communication difficulties. 
Alan had learnt English via an Internet correspondence course but in the last year it had gone 
bust after Alan had subsribed the entire tribe onto the course. Peter declined and said his 
mind was made up, Alan told him he would make a few phone calls and organise him an escort 
to the Hwundinui. He told him it wouldn’t take long as they had the ADSL put in last week.  

 
 Peter was taken for something to eat with some of the members of the tribe, who had 

managed to get in a few English lessons before  the course went bankrupt though they should 
really go ahead with the lawsuit as there were still rather large holes in their education. He 
wondered what kind of local delights he would be able to savour in this off-the-beaten track 
cuisine. Steak and kidney pudding and chips with garden peas and gravy. Better the devil you 
know, thought Peter and tucked in, just as he was being offered a jam roly poly for afters Alan 
returned and said everything was arranged and that they were leaving immediately. Peter said 
his goodbyes and they were on the move again, this time on scooters through the rainforest. 
Peter confessed to having no experience on such a vehicle and did not consider that moment a 
good time to start, so he was to be the passenger on Alan’s. They rode for a good half hour up 
a steep hill, before pulling a sharp left and entering the outskirts of a community more like the 
one Alan didn’t belong to any more. They stopped the scooters and hid them by the trees and 
entered the village on foot. Alan was now less Alan than he ever was, and he began talking to 
the people of the village and pointing at Peter. A form of handshake took place and Alan made 
to leave, bidding Peter farewell and good luck. They left the village with a few very restless 
natives staring at Peter. Peter had been told that Mukbrukipi was not a village they used as it 
was incredibly conservative and remained blissfully unaware of Alan and other leaders’ 
activities. Peter walked towards the centre and it was the children who were the first to 
approach him, laughing and poking and prodding. He directed himself to what seemed to be 
the elder of the tribe to introduce himself.  As was becoming now something of a custom, his 
initial gambit was “Mukbrukipi”.           

 
 The children began to laugh at Peter’s outburst and he, not knowing why, smiled along 

with them and walked towards the centre of the settlement. He was now on his own and 
needed to prove his peaceful intentions to all, he wished he had some sort of gift to offer the 
children and made a  mental note for the next time he decides to drop everything to go and 
live in a remote tribe, he should bring Opal Fruits. The philosophy of the villagers meant that 
they had to accept Peter into their fold, and they guessed by his appearance that he wouldn’t 
stay for long. The hope was that it wouldn’t be too painful. In the meantime Peter had hit 



upon the idea of offering a song to his new hosts, Elvis, he thought, would be inappropriate so 
he chose Simon and Garfunkel’s “The Boxer” in the hope that soon everyone would pick up on 
the lie-lie-lies. Peter wasn’t the worst woodwork teaching singer in Wigan but he certainly 
wasn’t top five material either. The children screamed with laughter and the elders had to do 
something quickly to prevent an encore.  

 
 Old Wise Krumguppi, was generally accepted as the main man in the village, although 

a system operated similar to that utilised in Ancient Greece whereby power and decisions 
were made through the gift of democratic decision. In an ideal world, collective wisdom would 
lead to simple and effective decision-making but arguments and back-stabbing were 
commonplace. However, OWK (it was easier to refer to him thus) proposed that something 
must be done about Peter, and preferably before another song was offered. Immediately, it 
was decided that Peter should stay with the Teacher, as he was the most learned man of all 
the village and would no doubt have the most capacity to communicate with him. The Teacher 
was none too pleased with this set-up, but their form of democracy meant that the decision 
could not be reversed.  

 
 Peter had to play it all somewhat by ear until he was sure of the villagers “acceptance” 

of him. As he went with the Teacher, he knew what was happening, but something in the back 
of his mind was trying to make him believe he was being led to his slaughter. The first evening 
was another strange affair, Peter started to sing again but realised when the elders offered 
gifts whilst making gestures for him to cease maybe the muse wasn’t the way to win their 
hearts. So Peter remained as a guest in the village for a few days and all was very pleasant for 
him. He would have preferred to understand at least one word of what was being said, he had 
heard a few words on a number of occasions and could recognise them but did not yet know 
their translation.  

 
 However, after a few days Peter began to feel both restless and something of a 

sponger. He hadn’t lifted a finger since he had arrived and apart from the singing, had offered 
nothing. He looked on as the male members of the group worked extracting some kind of 
liquid from the trees. Peter did not know what the liquid did but its extraction did not look too 
complicated. Further on in the fields, more members performed a farming routine that 
reminded Peter of a trip to the Jorvik Viking Centre. Peter felt like that lad in the bath who had 
the idea, with his training in woodwork no doubt he could offer some help, even with the 
somewhat rudimentary tools. Perhaps, he could even make tools and become the village 
toolmaker. He took his C&A jacket off and left the hut. The workers were somewhat reluctant 
on seeing the stranger approach. Peter tried to take one of the tools off a worker. The same 
man assured Peter it was not necessary but felt a little phased by his insistence. Peter took the 
implement and faced the tree. He spent a few seconds to get his handling, and thrashed it 
towards the tree in the same way he had seen his fellow workers do. The intention may have 
been the same but the result was noticeably different. At first there were signs of a giggle, but 
when he repeated the action the apparatus smashed into various pieces. Any potential 
humour was lost, the workers’ tools were highly prized as they took a long time to produce 
from the scant resources available.  

 
The days went by and Peter continued his desire to participate. The elders, at the 

agitation of the workers, needed to call an emergency meeting as Peter threatened to destroy 
their entire reserves of equipment necessary for the village’s survival. The elders asked the 
Teacher if had made any inroads on the communication side of things and he had to admit that 
progress had been slow. They looked to the Teacher for a solution and he looked out onto the 
fields where Peter was at work. On the edge of the field the workers took an impromptu break 
as any advancement was rendered impossible with Peter at the helm.  



 
 The Teacher was given the task of finding a way to get Peter out of the fields. He 

considered the idea of Peter teaching the children his language, but that was laughed off as a 
ridiculous idea, what possible use would this man’s language be? The Teacher sat despairingly 
as Peter destroyed another tool, out of the corner of his eye he saw one of the less applied 
members of his students, lying blissfully in the grass and watching Peter. As the Teacher 
observed the boy’s reaction he was struck in the face by inspiration. Peter’s work-style was 
indeed novel, even humorous at a basic level. The child should be studying but what had taken 
him away from the classroom? This student wouldn’t need much, but the pull of watching 
Peter at work gave the Teacher the solution. He ran back to the elders and informed them, 
they did not seem pleased but had nothing better to fall back on. The Teacher’s idea was for 
Peter to entertain the children but only when they had successfully completed their day’s 
schooling. In one fowl swoop he had cured the epidemic of truancy and possibly saved the 
village’s resources. He tried to inform Peter of the new situation but to no avail, Peter guessed 
they were suggesting a break which his blistered hands would appreciate.  

 
 And so the rumour was spread amongst the children, who for the first time in a long 

time diligently completed their work in anticipation of the great show in the evening. After 
nightfall, Peter was led to the centre and given a tool, the children sat in anticipation as he 
began to attempt to extract sap from a tree. The result was seen as hilarious by the children, 
whose laughter could be heard all over the village. The older members of the group thought it 
all a little basic, but understood the power of the hold over the children. Peter quickly 
understood what was happening and although he didn’t arrive at the village with the intention 
of being a Western clown, he realised his rather inconsequential contribution to the village’s 
production. He wished to stay and didn’t want to test the villager’s peacefulness. So from then 
on, every evening at around 9.30pm the visual highlight of the day starred Peter. The Teacher 
was given the credit for a genius masterstroke, attendance was at 100% in the school, progress 
and application had reached hitherto unseen levels. Peter was moved to a new hut next to the 
leader’s and treated to the most sumptuous luxury the village could afford.  

 
 Harmony, it would seem, had been achieved. The children adored Peter and 

understood that their continued viewing of him depended on their school work. One of the 
children though, was more curious than the others and vowed to herself to find out more 
about the mystery clown. One night when the rest of the children were immersed in the 
entertainment of Peter, young Lumkupgribi sneaked away from the group and into Peter’s 
living quarters. There was not much to be found in there but she saw his jacket and began to 
look inside the strange yet enormously practical holes it had. She found nothing inside, she 
looked at the label and assumed the C&A must be the name of a God of some sort. She was 
about to give up when she saw the inside pocket and found the picture of Britney Spears, 
carelessly left inside from the airport. She looked at the photo and stood awe-struck in the 
presence of such beauty. She was convinced that she was contemplating a Godlike vision, the 
clown’s Goddess, she felt possessed by a mission to find her and tucking the photo into her 
clothes she immediately began her new challenge.  

 
 Taking advantage of Peter’s performance she walked out of the village and onto the 

road she knew led out to the next towns. Lumkupgribi had never left the village and the walk 
through the jungle could have scared her more than just a jot. Still the photo of the Goddess 
gave her some form of divine protection. After a few hours walking she came across a man 
with a donkey, unfortunately the dialect was different and understanding was impossible 
between the two. She knew she had to get to the coast, even though she had never seen it, 
she remembered the Teacher’s lessons, claiming it was the gateway to Heaven. With the 
gestures she made the man realise that she wanted to travel and took her to a railway line. 



Smiling, he left her there and she continued walking. She was aiming for a land of water and 
after walking for many hours she found two trains, both stopped and both heading in different 
directions. She did not understand what this vehicle was or how it worked but took it as a sign. 
Her next problem was which train? The Teacher had also always told Lumkupgribi that towards 
the east was the way to new dreams. With this information she pulled herself onto the train 
heading east and waited. Surprisingly, Lumkupgribi did not feel hungry or thirsty despite her 
journey, and assumed that this was further proof of the Goddess’ protection. She fell into a 
deep sleep as the train began to move.  

 
 As she slept, she dreamt of her eventual meeting with Britney. The train carried on 

through the night and she awoke in the land of water. She had been wondering how travel was 
possible in the land of the water, and thought that people had done well when she saw the 
magnificent liner before her. Again inspired, she felt she had to board it somehow. Despite her 
dress, no-one seemed to take much notice of her and she climbed the gangway and was soon 
on deck. Wandering around the cabins she came upon an open door. She entered and saw a 
cardboard box on the floor. Inside the box were T shirts with pictures of the Goddess, she took 
out the picture and kissed it, thanking this celestial being for her guidance. She put on one of 
the garments and fell onto the comfortable bed. Of course, she had never used one before and 
didn’t realise what it was for but had to admit it did feel nice. As she sat down she did so on 
top of the remote control for the TV which began to blast out MTV and surprisingly the music 
of Britney. Whatever power Lumkupgribi had felt from the photo was nothing in comparison 
with seeing her in the flesh. Over the eleven day voyage, Lumkupgribi watched MTV 
continuously and survived as at the same time every day a kind man left a trolley full of food 
by the door. This she ate gratefully, though was always a little confused when he seemed irate 
at the food’s disappearance on his return. The continued access to the broadcast also had an 
effect on Lumkupgribi’s language and she felt that after only a few days she could understand 
and interact with the presenters. She slept each night on the floor at the foot of the bed and 
awoke each day with a new found zest for her quest.  

 
 On the eleventh day of her journey Lumkupgribi looked out of the window and saw the 

city of Miami as they entered the harbour. An announcement came over the loudspeaker that 
they would soon be docking. There was a knock at the door and a ship’s attendant entered, 
quite surprised to find Lumkupgribi sitting on the edge of the bed conversing with MTV. He 
enquired as to how she arrived there, why she was only wearing a Britney Spears T Shirt and 
just, well, how? Her story was told, not articulately but she could be understood, her lexis was 
rather unusual as she assumed that all Caucasians and Afro-Caribbean’s communicated in the 
same way. He took Lumkupgribi to the guards who were equally dumbfounded, she was taken 
into Miami to the Children’s Welfare office where a decision would be made. She repeated her 
story, now having had a chance to remove the grammatical errors from its first telling and in 
no time the story was all around town. News crews came in their droves to see the girl from 
the rain forest who talks like Puff Daddy, inevitably she was on TV herself, on her beloved 
MTV. Again she repeated the story and in true Surprise Surprise. fashion guess who was there 
to meet her? Lumkupgribi and Britney hit it off immediately and it was decided that 
Lumkupgribi should accompany her on the next tour of the States.  

 
 Over the next year Lumkupgribi and Britney became very close, Lumkupgribi learnt a 

great deal from her new mentor but felt that it was time to go home. Happiness needed to be 
spread. In the last couple of months she had been thinking a lot about those she left behind 
and so taking enough Britney merchandise to clothe the entire village, she left for Brazil in 
Britney’s private jet. The plane took her as close to her village as it could and she did the rest 
of the journey by mountain bike. The village had not changed at all since she left, the children 
were still laughing at Peter, who had moved with the times and added some new touches to 



his act. When the villagers saw Lumkupgribi, they could not believe their eyes. Obviously she 
looked different but she also radiated a new beauty. She told them of her trip and her year 
with Britney, she showed them the Photo of the White Goddess, and the rest of the villagers 
too fell under the spell. Peter, who could now speak some of the language and was known as 
Gudrubbi, said he didn’t know what all the fuss was about.  Soon everyone was a devoted 
Britney fan and no-one went to see Peter’s performances. He tried in vain to add a dare-devil 
element but his moment had passed. As the children danced in the centre of the village to 
Britney’s music, Peter collected his jacket and a few tokens to remember the place by and 
waited for the shopkeeper to appear and take him back to Wigan  

 
 

 


