IT’S THE DROP that gets them in the end. They agree at first. But sooner or later, inevitably, they come to consider the drop. From the edge of the canyon to the bottom of the Little Colorado River Gorge it is 1,600ft - or, if you have a taste for melodrama, more than a quarter of a mile. Straight down.
The first time a group of financiers signed up to back Philippe Petit's Canyon Walk was in 1988. The applicable permissions had been sought. The Navajo nation had agreed. The climbers and engineers began installing the first of the equipment. A million dollars was spent. Then, one of the money men decided to see the site for himself. He drove out into the Navajo Tribal Lands, entered the Painted Desert, parked his car on the unmetalled road and walked out to the canyon edge. This was the place where Philippe Petit's most astonishing high-wire walk - along 1,200ft of specially manufactured, elaborately grease-free steel cable - would begin. He gazed out into space, toward the towering rock mesa where the walk would finish.
'He looked,' says Petit, 'and he lost his mind. He looked at the void - at the unfathomable void. He looked at me, and he realised he was going to send this man to his death. That's what he believed: he was sure of it. There is no human being that can do that: put a wire across and walk on it.'
The producer sank to his knees on the edge of the precipice. Rigid with terror, he found himself unable to stand and walk back to the road. 'He had to crawl,' says Philippe, 'on all fours.' He was the first one to take his money and abandon the project. Later, there would be more money men, more agreements, further preparations. For a while, in 1999, it was all on again: a global television spectacular, an audience of invited dignitaries, a flamenco singer improvising a live tribute to the man on the wire. But again, there was the drop. Philippe is still looking for his money.
On a freezing December afternoon, Philippe Petit sits in a cafe at the bottom of the rue de la Montagne Sainte-Geneviève in Paris. He lists the reasons why his grand dream remains unrealised, why his backers have all quailed at what he says he will do. 'Disbelief. Cowardice... Absence of vision... It was because,' he says, 'they lost their faith.'
Philippe Petit knows a few things about faith. He is a professional wire-walker. He works alone, and in the open air, between buildings, monuments or natural structures. Other wire-walkers work for 300 days a year, in families, troupes and circuses, performing tricks and acrobatics designed to elicit awed gasps from a paying audience. Petit sees himself differently: not as a daredevil, but as a performer of a unique aerial artform. He writes and performs his own plays on the wire: 'I'm the only one,' he says, 'who uses the wire as a stage for theatre, opera and grand performances.'
'Many people use the words "death defying" or "death wishing" when they talk about wire-walking. Many people have asked me: "So do you have a death wish?" After doing a beautiful walk, I feel like punching them in the nose. It's indecent. I have a life wish.'
Petit's wire-walking is as much a feat of engineering as it is of acrobatic skill and artistry. For a man to walk along it safely, a steel cable must be placed under a tension of several tons and secured at calculated intervals by guyropes, or cavaletti. While circus tightrope walkers walk the same length of wire every night, in the same indoor environment, using the same equipment in every town they visit, Philippe Petit must devise a different engineering solution for every walk he undertakes. On man-made structures or natural landmarks, he has to investigate the location of the wire, the integrity of anchor-points, spacing for cavaletti, as well as architecture or geology, wind speed and weather. Only then can he begin to consider his theatrical performance.
'I am fascinated by the engineering,' he says. 'The science of constructing and understanding why it stands. And I am drawn by the madness, the beauty, the theatricality, the poetry and soul of the wire. And you cannot be a wire-walker without mingling those two ways of seeing life.'
In his 37 years on the wire, he has done 70 walks and given some spectacular performances. In 1989, to celebrate the 200th anniversary of the Republic, the entire city of Paris watched as he executed a 700m inclined walk up to the second level of the Eiffel Tower. In 1994, half a million people in Frankfurt watched his walk commemorating the 1,200th anniversary of the city. But until he manages to complete his Canyon Walk, he will be known for just one thing.
Shortly after 7am on the morning of 7 August 1974, Philippe Petit began a 1,350ft-high wire-walk between the twin towers of the World Trade Center in New York. He is the only man ever to have done so. He did it with the help of only a few inexperienced friends. And he did it entirely illegally.


I FIRST SPEAK to Philippe Petit on the telephone in early December. He has just flown into Paris from New York. His English is quick and confident but, even after 28 years in America, still heavily accented and sometimes odd. Although he now spends most of his time in a small village outside Woodstock, in upstate New York, I know that he has also kept a place in Paris. I suggest I could meet him there.
He sounds mildly aghast that I have even mentioned the idea. He isn't, he explains, really comfortable with that. He doesn't really want anyone up there. It's not really his house, exactly. 'It isn't really...' he says, 'a place.'
It sounds very mysterious, I say.
'It is very mysterious.'
He suggests we meet in a bar he knows on the rue Descartes.
'It's an English bar. They have good whiskies, and,' he explains, 'I hate French people.'
The following week, when Philippe Petit arrives in the otherwise deserted, wood-panelled Mayflower Bar, he is somehow not what I had expected of the world's most famous wire-walker. A broad, weatherbeaten man in a corduroy cap, he wears a washed-out cotton jacket and suede clogs. He has thick, stubby, calloused fingers worn at the ends like well-used wooden spoons. He has a slightly furtive look: in his lifelong career as a street juggler, he has been arrested more than 500 times. 'Wherever I go,' he will tell me later, 'I am illegal.'
But he talks at great speed - on and on, in a rambling monologue - telling elliptical stories full of looping metaphors, explaining his vagabond philosophy, often stopping after 15 minutes or so to be reminded what the question was, sometimes contradicting himself. When I ask him if he can still do the close-up magic he learnt as a child, he says, 'It is not can I - I am a magician.' And then he explains how a true magician never does tricks on request - as he talks, picking up a packet of sugar lumps and making them repeatedly appear and disappear in a series of almost unconscious gestures of breathtaking fluidity.
He is incandescent with self-belief. Yet much of what he says seems incredible - unbelievable, in fact. But you can measure these against those things we know he has done, if only because there are photographs of him doing them. And it almost always seems right to believe that what he says is true.
Philippe Petit says he was a completely misanthropic child. He thought children his own age were stupid, and refused to play with them. Instead, he devised his own set of interests, using books where he couldn't find practical experience: 'Climbing, painting, printing, languages, poetry, theatre, stealing, drawing, and horses. I was spending all my life with horses. Sleeping in the stall.
'I engulfed myself in solitude at a very early age,' he says. 'And it went very well.' The climbing began at four. At six, he began teaching himself magic, polishing his tricks in front of a mirror. From magic, he progressed to tricks of manipulation with billiard balls, and from them to juggling. The misdirection of close-up magic led him to learn the art of the pickpocket. In 1963, at 14, he went on a school exchange trip to the USSR. He wanted to learn Russian and see the Moscow State Circus. At the beginning of the trip, he sloped off and began roaming the Soviet Union alone. It wasn't until three months later that he met up with his group again, just as they were preparing to return to France. 'It's strange,' he says, as if remembering the whole incident for the first time in years, 'that I never wrote about that. It was an amazing adventure.'
When he was 16, he began visiting the circus in Paris - the Cirque d'Hiver, the Circo Medrano in Montmartre - to watch the jugglers. Between shows, he would sneak in and practise with them. Philippe had no interest in formal education. He spent his time in class practising close-up magic tricks under his desk and picking the pockets of his teachers. His lack of attentiveness was handsomely repaid: by the time he was 17, he had been expelled from five schools.    

All of a sudden, the density of the air is no longer the same. The facing tower is empty. The wheel of the elevator no longer turns. The horizon is suspended from east to west. New York no longer spreads its infinity. The murmur of the city dissolves into a squall whose chill and power I no longer feel.
I lift the balancing pole. I jounce it, manoeuvre it between my fingers to find its centre, to accustom my arms to its weight, as I do before each of my performances. I approach the edge. I step over the beam. I place my left foot on the steel rope. The weight of my body rests on my right leg, anchored to the flank of the building. I still belong to the material world.
Should I ever so slightly shift the weight of my body to the left, my right leg will be unburdened, my right foot will freely meet the wire.
On one side, the mass of a mountain. A life I know. On the other, the universe of the clouds, so full of unknown that it seems empty to us. Too much space. Between the two, a thin line on which my being hesitates to distribute whatever strength it has left.
Around me, no thoughts. Too much space. At my feet, a wire. Nothing else.    


PHILIPPE FIRST heard about wire-walking from his brother Alain, who had seen a performance by the famous troupe led by Rudolf Omankowsky - Les Diables Blancs. They were tough, old-fashioned wire-walkers who toured from town to town, hiring the square for the night and rigging a wire 18 yards up. Sometimes six people would show up to watch them and they'd lose money. Sometimes the square would be packed and they'd make a fortune. Typically, Alain's account of the aerial feats of Les Diables Blancs did not impress his brother.
'I immediately rebel against that great news and fabulous description and say, "Well, it's nothing, walking on a wire! Tch! I could do that in two minutes!"'
So Philippe slung two hemp ropes between two trees in a field, to make a monkey bridge. Soon after, he removed the top rope and, using a long branch as a balancing pole, began to tightrope walk.
'Again and again and again. And again and again and again. I forgot to eat and I forgot to drink and it was... it was the beginning of my true life.'
He was obsessed. He spent six or seven hours a day on the rope, making notes as he went. 'All that brooding, through my self-study of arts and drawing and sculpture and horses and sneaking and stealing and escaping and climbing - all of that crystallised into the simplest form of living: one line. So easy, so simple, so pure. Nobody can bother you - you're out of the way. You are not out of the way of the wind, but you are out of the way of the stupid people saying: "It's time for dinner!" "Be careful!" "It's dangerous!"'
At 18, Philippe won a government grant for his work as a jongleur funambule - juggler and wire-walker. He wanted to join the circus. Rudolf Omankowsky - 'Papa Rudy' - offered him a place in Les Diables Blancs. But Philippe didn't want to wire-walk the traditional way - he wanted to work on his own, with his own costume, his own music, his own ideas.
'But of course,' he says, 'nobody wanted to hire this arrogant kid who wanted to do things very different.'
After a few hours in the Mayflower, Philippe decides he trusts me enough to take me to his house. He says the building is crumbling. There is dog shit and cat piss everywhere. 'You know, only bums are living there, mad people. But inside it's a palace, and my own place. I will open the door for you.'
It's down the rue Laplace, behind a grubby brown gate, through a dark stone passageway, a small courtyard and up a flight of damp steps. The door is 2in thick, steel-framed and hung on 10 giant cast-iron hinges. During his long absences, he's been burgled three times.
He shows me into the hallway. The walls are filled with shelves and pictures - a photograph of Philippe climbing the outside of the Eiffel Tower; a mounted length of cable from his Frankfurt walk; a framed, ragged poster advertising an appearance by legendary 19th-century tightrope walker Blondin. Every recess is filled with artefacts, sliding panels and drawers. One wall is filled with carpentry tools and equipment and a workbench, with a vice. In the corner is a sink. Then I realise that the room I can see at the end of the hall is not a room at all. It's a mirror. The room we are standing in is Philippe Petit's home. 'This is where I was born... where I learnt my craft.' He has lived here, on and off, since 1968 - for 34 years. The reason he doesn't let strangers in is simple: he isn't supposed to live here at all. He rents it for use as a broom closet.
'Four feet,' he says fondly, 'by 10 feet.'
Philippe Petit first saw the Twin Towers in 1968. Flicking through old newspapers in a dentist's waiting room in Paris, he found a feature about the plans for the tallest building on earth, accompanied by a photograph of the architect's model of the World Trade Center. He immediately tore it out, took it back to the rue Laplace and placed it in a red box he had labelled 'Projects'. But before doing so, he drew a line on it: a wire between the rooftops of the skyscrapers.
In Paris, Philippe made his living as a street performer, juggling on his regular spot at the corner of rue Bucie and Boulevard Saint-Germain. For a while, he also used his skills as a pickpocket. 'But it was the novel and beautiful act of stealing. It was not the ugly possession of property. Because I am not interested in that.'
Sometimes, he would steal things and then deliberately place them in the path of his victims, where, mystified, they'd retrieve their belongings from the pavement. He was very good at it. He could steal the spectacles and the tie from a man who was wearing them at the time. Even so, it didn't take him long to realise that he didn't want to end up in prison. He turned away from a life of crime.
But he had already begun planning his first grand, illegal wire-walking spectacle - his first 'coup'. Each morning, as he left the rue Laplace and turned down the hill into the rue Valette on his way to buy bread, he could see the towers of Notre Dame cathedral filling the sky at the bottom of the street. Over the next three years, he visited the cathedral again and again, posing as a tourist, taking photographs, making clandestine notes, taking measurements and making skeleton keys. And on the night of 25 June 1971, he and his accomplices climbed the towers and rigged a cable between them. The following day, Petit spent three hours performing on the wire: walking, juggling and, most audaciously, lying down, as if asleep.
Eventually, he was arrested and quickly released to become, briefly, a national sensation. But his walk was soon forgotten. Disgusted by France's lack of enthusiasm for his romantic gesture, Philippe left the country. Two years later, he was in Australia, where he planned his second illegal 'coup'. On the night of 3 June 1973, he and his friends painted themselves black and rigged a wire between the northern pylons of Sydney Harbour Bridge. But the Australians were less indulgent. The beginning of Philippe's walk on one of the nation's foremost landmarks stopped Monday morning's rush-hour traffic: four railway lines and 14 lanes of cars came to a standstill. Petit walked the length of the wire just three times before the police began cutting his cavaletti. When the first one went, the wire jumped a foot into the air. If he had stayed on it while they cut the second, the Sydney police would have killed him. He survived by running, backwards, along the wire as fast as he could.

  I promenade from one end of the cable to the other, back and forth. I stare proudly at the unfathomable canyon, my empire. My destiny no longer has me conquering the highest towers in the world, but rather the void they protect. This cannot be measured...
Victorious, I linger at the very middle of the crossing, exactly where the void, now defeated, used to vent its might. I even sit down and survey the scene.
I rejoice at witnessing the disorder created by the announcement of my aerial escapade. The anthill is in turmoil! Voices and sirens scream orders and counter orders on the roofs and in the streets, but I hear mostly the streets, where the voice of the crowd overcomes that of the emergency units.

PHILIPPE PETIT went to New York for the first time in January 1974. The twin towers of the World Trade Center would be formally dedicated on 4 April: but even then they were not fully complete or occupied. When he sneaked into the north tower for the first time, the buildings were still under construction. He rode elevators and ran up staircases to evade security guards. It took him an hour to get to the roof. The next day he returned with his friend Jim Moore, a photographer, and took the same route to the 110th floor. Philippe explained what he had in mind. He showed Jim the drop. Jim just went white. 'You're insane,' he whispered.
Philippe returned to Paris and, ignoring the advice of his friends, began to make preparations for his third 'coup'. He read everything he could find about the towers and compiled a file of information. In April, he was back in New York again. He made money with his street juggling - nobody in Manhattan had ever seen anything like it - and began sneaking into the towers every day. He roamed through the buildings for hours, dodging guards, taking photographs and making sketches, noting access routes, security patrol routes, equipment clearances. He obtained numerical security codes; hired a surveyor's measuring wheel to determine the distance between the buildings; rented a helicopter to photograph them from above. He found that on windy days, the turbulence on the roof of the towers made it impossible even to stand up without holding on to something; and that the buildings swayed in a strong wind: enough to snap a steel cable tensioned between the towers. And he discovered the police station in the basement.
'Notre Dame and Sydney - that was nothing. Notre Dame doesn't have a police station, it is not 1,000 or so feet high. It was a public structure, very easy to access. And Sydney Harbour Bridge was half-and-half: a bridge, in the middle of the night. The World Trade Center was the end of the world. Electronic devices, police dogs. It was l'attaque de la banque. Bank robbery, you know?'
Back in Europe again, he persuaded his friend Francis Brunn to put up the money to help finance the 'coup'. He had a scale model of the Trade Center built: it filled his little room at rue Laplace. He sought detailed advice on rigging the wire and cavalettis from Papa Rudy. He decamped to his parents' country estate at Vary, and began practising in earnest. Finally, in May, he returned to New York one last time. He planned one date after another for the walk - and abandoned one attempt at the last minute - until fixing on 7 August 1974.
What did you think your chances of success were?
'Zero. Under zero. It was impossible. And the walk was not even to think of. I'm trying to sneak inside the biggest, most surveilled, protected building in the world. I was a kid from the street and I thought: maybe I could have two crews coming at more or less the same time and then putting a ton of equipment across and then guylining it and then tightening it - without being caught by all the cops and the guards? And you're asking me did I think about the walk? Of course not. The walk was a stupid, ridiculous objective. And maybe when I did think about the walk, it was nothing. I am a wire-walker. I can walk any time, anywhere - I'm indestructible. So the walk was never a subject. Really, the tough part was the bank robbery. Getting out alive? Pfft! I was not interested in that.'


   As I approach the edge of the building, a bunch of arms reach out to assist me in taking the last step. Hey! I don't need help! I haven't finished my show! I come about. Behind me, the arms pull back. I rendezvous with the long wire and perform the 'torero walk', gliding my feet, holding the pole away from my body, head high.
Near the end of the crossing, another voracious group of arms tries to grab me. An octopus! Smiling at the monster, I stop short of its reach and make another U-turn.
Next crossing - I'm absolutely no longer afraid of the wire, it is getting shorter as I stroll back and forth. Next crossing, I present the 'promenade', balancing the pole on my shoulder like a pitchfork, one arm dangling, as if returning to the farmhouse after a long day's work in the field. Someone is calling me...
Each new crossing begets a new walk, punctuated by fragile equilibriums, by genuflections, by salutes. Again, I sit down; again, I lie down.
By chance, and for the first time, my eyes focus on the octopus at the end of the wire. It is made of several uniformed men. Those men are angry. How do you stop a wire-walker?  


ON THE AFTERNOON of 6 August 1974, Philippe and six accomplices set off for the World Trade Center in an unmarked van. With forged ID passes and dressed as delivery men, they had arranged one team to deliver all the packing cases of heavy equipment. The 60m cable, the machine to tension it and Philippe's 8m balancing pole disassembled into sections were to go to a friend working in an office on the 82nd floor of the south tower. But they arrived on moving day: several major corporations were moving into their new offices. So Philippe and his team managed to ride freight elevators all the way to the 104th floor. The inside man then escorted two others, disguised as businessmen, up the north tower. It was only 4.30 in the afternoon. Both teams had to remain hidden until nightfall before they could begin the rigging.
Over in Germany, at the Circus Sarrasani, Francis Brunn's wife Sasha became convinced Philippe was about to kill himself. She decided she must stop him. She called the police in New York to warn them to look out for strange activity on the roof of the Twin Towers. She tried World Trade Center security, and the Port Authority police. She called again and again. But she couldn't get through.
On the 110th floor of the south tower, Philippe and his friend Jean-François spent more than five hours motionless, concealed under a tarpaulin - sitting on an 8in wide I-beam over a three-storey drop. Off-duty construction workers had decided to hold an impromptu party on the roof. Then, still evading security guards, and with a line fired by bow-and-arrow by his friend Jean-Louis from the north tower, the two teams spent the whole night rigging. The first construction workers would arrive for work on the roof at 7am. By dawn, they still hadn't managed to tighten the cable. At 6.45, Philippe was still desperately trying to overcome difficulties with the cavalettis. One of his accomplices had simply given up helping. At the last possible moment, as the freight elevator was on its way up to the 104th floor with the first shift of workers, the Twin Towers of the World Trade Center were firmly linked for the first and only time in their existence. Philippe Petit finally began his walk.


Suddenly the shouting hurled at me reaches my ears, because this time, the words are in French. It is Jean-François, terrified by the threats of the police - they say they're going to loosen the tension on the wire, they say they're going to send a helicopter to snatch me from mid-air - who has agreed to translate their latest message: 'Stop right now or we'll take you out!' For a second I despise Jean-François, but then I understand: he believes them.
Fascinated by a sudden wave of silence, I retreat into an endless balance on one leg, searching for the immobility that no wire-walker can ever find on a wire. Today, maybe, with the help of such a prodigious height, I...
But I have trespassed long enough into these forbidden regions; the gods might lose patience. I offer my farewell to the New York sky: by running on the wire that shakes with allegresse, thus bringing down the curtain on the most splendid performance ever offered by a street-juggler/vagabond/high-wire artist.
   'Look! He's dancing, he's running!' scream my friends below, applauding my exit. They argue over the number of crossings: 'He crossed six times!' 'No, eight!' 'He was on the wire 45 minutes!' 'No, an hour!'
I, a bird gliding back and forth between the canyon's rims, did not count the voyages. I land on the roof of the south tower. The octopus grabs me violently.  


The World Trade Center walk immediately made Philippe Petit one of the most famous men in America. His picture appeared on the front page of newspapers across the country. The next day, Richard Nixon became the first president in US history to resign from office. Before leaving Washington by helicopter, Nixon met the press on the White House lawn for one last time. 'I wish,' he said, 'I had the publicity that Frenchman had.'
The phone rang with one offer after another. There was a multimillion-dollar film deal from MGM. There was a book proposal: How To Walk The Wire in Your Back Yard in Five Days. There were beer endorsements; wine commercials; Burger King offered him $100,000 to dress up as a Whopper and wire-walk across 8th Avenue to open a new franchise. Someone even wanted him to make a record, based on what he had said to the press after his arrest: 'When I see two oranges, I juggle; when I see two towers, I walk.' He turned them all down.
'I could have become a millionaire within days. A stupid book would have been made, a stupid film, stupid T-shirts, stupid little dolls climbing on the tower like King Kong would have been made. I didn't say no in principle, I said no because I looked at the people and heard their words and everything was wrong. There was a different language, it was a different point of view. It was not me. And I cannot be not me. I'm not honourable and courageous in my way of seeing life - I just cannot help it.'
But he did accept a permanent pass to the Observation Deck of the World Trade Center and, finally, joined the circus - as the headline act in the Ringling Brothers' original Greatest Show on Earth. It did not go well. He still didn't fit in to the world of the circus. He had his first and only fall - during a practice walk, from 45ft up. He broke several ribs and suffered internal injuries. But as he was rehearsing, he insists it doesn't count.
'It was practice. And practice is a very different field. Wire-walking in performance is one thing - I never fell, of course. If I had, I wouldn't be here talking about it.'
He settled in New York, and gathered a constellation of famous friends and admirers - Werner Herzog, Paul Auster, Mikhail Baryshnikov, Milos Forman, Robin Williams, Al Pacino, Sting. The actress Debra Winger once told him she has had it written into the contract of every film she has made that she must include a visual tribute to Petit somewhere in her performance. He's written several books about his exploits, and a treatise on wire-walking based on the notes he made as a teenager: Funambule. In 1980, he was made artist-in-residence at the Cathedral of St John the Divine. He has had rooms, and a practice wire, there, ever since.


UP IN THE little room on the rue Laplace, Philippe and I stand in our places - there is no room to move - and he shows me around. He proudly points out objects here, space-saving innovations there, the meticulously filed boxes of his writings; obsessively filed notes on past walks and future projects. He explains how he illegally installed running water and electricity. How he and Jean-Louis stole the heavy ceramic sink from a factory back in 1968. He tells me how, a few years ago, he excavated a recess in the ancient wall for a tiny fridge. He taped pieces of foam over his mallet and chisel, to muffle the blows, to prevent his neighbours being alerted. He listened at the wall with a stethoscope to find when they were out. It took him months. 'A grain of sand at a time,' he says. 'I am a specialist in a grain of sand at a time.' When he had finished, he found that working in the cramped space under the sink for so long meant that he could no longer stand properly. He couldn't walk the wire for a year.
This is the first time Philippe Petit has returned to Paris since 2000. It's his greatest absence for a long time. He says he just hasn't been able to afford the air fare. He has brought packets of soup with him from New York so he wouldn't be tempted to eat in restaurants every night. Lately, he hasn't worked as much as he would like. Some years, he's done six walks in a year. In others, none at all. He can only do a maximum of two or three 'big' walks a year, and they take a lot of preparation. 'It costs money. And it's complex. It's not in two days, you know. So it's easier to hire Marcel Marceau. He comes, he puts on his white, and he does his thing for 20 minutes. So it's a pain in the ass, a wire-walker. But it's an art that's rarely seen, the way I do it is unique, it has some value.'
When he does work, he earns a lot of money. But he isn't good with it. Mostly, it goes on paying back the friends who support him when he has none. 'I'm very good at spending money,' he says. Some of it, he spends on wine. There are a dozen bottles here, caked in years of dust - including a 1961 Bordeaux ('The best year of the century') and a £2,000 bottle of Château d'Yquem. 'But somehow I'm very bad at growing money. And I don't care... I know how to live with nothing.' And later: 'It's the most impossible profession in the world. I am the most stupid man, to have become a wire-walker. But again, I didn't choose it. It chose me. So here I am - a prisoner of something I love.'
When he couldn't walk, he used to do street juggling to raise money. But he hasn't done it in a while. The cities have changed, he says. People don't seem to have the time any more. They live in their own worlds of Walkmans, TV and the internet.
At his house near Woodstock, he has spent the past 10 years building a barn, using only 18th-century tools. And he worked on his book about his World Trade Center walk, To Reach The Clouds, for years - he interviewed all his friends, kept fastidious notes. He doesn't have a television, so on 11 September he had a phone call from a friend up the hill: his towers were being destroyed. He rushed to a neighbour's house and watched it happen, live.
Philippe Petit says he is never afraid when he is actually on the wire. But he always tastes a tang of fear around it. And often, after he has completed a walk, when he is on the ground, with the crew and the mayor and a glass of champagne, he will look up and be filled with terror by what he has just done.
At 53, he says he is stronger on the wire than ever. 'It's so easy to walk on the wire. I will stop walking when I cannot walk on the earth. If I have a cane and I barely can walk on the earth.'
He had hoped that the publication of To Reach The Clouds in America would help him find a backer for the greatest work so far, the Canyon Walk: 'Canyon Walk is a masterpiece for me. And Canyon Walk is an immense, worldwide event like walking on the moon for the first time. It will make me so well known all over the world that my life would completely change.' But so far, it hasn't. Instead, he's developed a script for a film. He knows exactly how it will open.
He and his old friend Francis Brunn, who turned 80 last year, will be sitting together on the Observation Deck of the World Trade Center. They will look out into the void: the unfathomable void. And Francis will tell Philippe he can hardly believe that he ever did the walk all those years ago. 'You know?' Philippe will say. 'I cannot believe it either.'
ENDS


Quotations extracted from To Reach The Clouds by Philippe Petit

