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To Alexandra
 who read countless versions of the manuscript
 and gave birth to our daughter Madeleine
 on the day it was finished




I, John Mandeville, saw this, and it is the truth.


The Travels, circa 1356
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CHAPTER ONE


THE INSCRIPTION





I remember a very old man named Jordan telling me much of Sir John Mandeville when I was a little boy . . . He didn’t talk so much about his life as about the place of his grave. Alas my memory holds but a shadow of these things.


Commentarii De Scriptoribus Britannicus, John Leland, circa 1540 





IN THE DAYS when gods dwelt in temples, a soldier named Alban was converted to Christianity. For this crime he was hauled before Britain’s Roman authorities and ordered to renounce his faith. He refused, was tortured, and executed. His body was buried where it fell.


Years passed and the Romans left. The pagan altars were overturned, churches replaced temples, and imperial rule became little more than a distant memory. But the people of Verulamium didn’t forget Alban. They canonized him, they raised a mighty building over his grave, and they renamed their town St Albans in honour of their saint. And as the Dark Ages gave way to the Middle Ages, St Alban became famous throughout the kingdom.


For a long time Alban’s bones lay alone in the abbey. But there were always a few like him who led remarkable lives. Some, perhaps, were feudal lords. Others were abbots and priests who performed great and noble deeds. Whatever their achievements, these few – and they were very few – were granted the privilege of being buried inside the abbey near the sacred relics of the saint. And as the priests chanted a Latin dirge, the goodly burghers of St Albans laid their heroes to rest beneath the cold stone floor.


But with the passing of the years even these most famous of men were forgotten and people shuffled over their graves without realizing whose bones lay beneath the flagstones. Once in a while someone’s curiosity would be aroused by these old tombs. Victorian genealogists would try to decipher the strange script on the stone or take rubbings from the ancient brasses. But soon that too became impossible for the limestone was worn as smooth as glass and the inscriptions faded completely. Ashes to ashes, dust to dust . . .


And so, on that cold September evening when I first visited St Albans Abbey, I found myself unable to make out a single name on the polished stone. It was almost dark by the time I turned to leave and I had long given up hope of finding the tomb I was looking for. But suddenly there was the loud clunk of a switch and the pillars lining the nave were lit by spotlights. And there before me, high up on a thick stone pillar, a row of faint Gothic letters appeared on the chalk-white surface. Much of the inscription had faded or been lost, for centuries of damp, soot and peeling paint had all but destroyed the words. But here and there a few fragments had survived:




exeu . . . trus . . . Mandeville . . . de . . . body tr . . . monument . . . died . . . a . . . for . . . by . . . a statute . . .





I just had time to scribble down these words before the lights were once again extinguished and the great haunches of St Albans Abbey slunk back into the shadows.


Here, at last, was a record of Sir John Mandeville – a long-forgotten knight who was once the most famous writer in medieval Europe. He only wrote one book – an untitled volume known as The Travels – but within its covers Mandeville described how he had travelled further afield than any European in history – further even than Marco Polo half a century earlier.


He had set off from St Albans on St Michael’s day in 1322 with the intention of making a pilgrimage to the churches and shrines of Jerusalem. But 34 years later he arrived back in England claiming to have visited not only the Holy Land, but India, China, Java and Sumatra as well. And what stories he had gathered in the years that he was away! Kings and priests studied The Travels to satisfy their thirst for knowledge of far-away lands. Geographers used his new-found information to redraw their maps. Monastic scribes translated his book from language to language until it had spread throughout the monasteries of Europe. By the time this mysterious knight died in the 1360s, his book was available in every European language including Dutch, Gaelic, Czech, Catalan and Walloon. The sheer number of surviving manuscripts is testament to Mandeville’s popularity: more than 300 handwritten copies of The Travels still exist in Europe’s great libraries – four times the number of Marco Polo’s book.


Early readers were intrigued by Mandeville and captivated by his outrageous tales and humorous mishaps. Yet the importance of The Travels lay in a single yet startling passage which set the book apart from all other medieval travelogues. Mandeville claimed that his voyage proved for the first time that it was possible to set sail around the world in one direction and return home from the other. In doing so he achieved what others said was impossible: his book altered men’s horizons and became the beacon that lit the way for the great expeditions of the Renaissance. Columbus planned his 1492 expedition after reading The Travels. Ralegh studied the book and pronounced that every word was true; while Sir Martin Frobisher was reading a copy as he ploughed his pioneering route through the North-West Passage.


Mandeville’s influence on literature was also immense. Shakespeare, Milton, Keats and many others turned to The Travels for inspiration, and dozens of Sir John’s more outlandish stories found their way into the great works of English literature. Until the Victorian era it was Mandeville, not Chaucer, who was known as the ‘father of English prose’.


I discovered the book by accident during a weekend break in Paris. While searching through the shelves of Shakespeare and Co., the famous American bookshop on the banks of the Seine, I pulled down a copy of Flaubert’s journal, Letters from Egypt. As I did so, a second volume fell from the shelf – a black-spined Penguin Classic entitled The Travels of Sir John Mandeville. It was a slim book and the cover was illustrated with a portrait of Sir John taken from an illuminated manuscript. He had a ruddy face, blond ringlets and a thick beard, and wore a pleated knee-length coat buttoned down to his waist. He looked a strange sort of chap: he held his right arm aloft and appeared to be hailing a ship that was already far out to sea. In the background, a castle stood with its doors open.


On this, our first meeting, Mandeville struck me as a retiring, rather serious individual. But as I flicked through his book an altogether more engaging character began to emerge. Mandeville’s passion was wine and he describes the local plonk in almost every country he visits. On reaching Cyprus he is struck less by the island’s glorious cathedrals than by the robustness of the local reds, while his account of Islam begins with an explanation of why Muslims don’t touch alcohol. Gone was the serious explorer: Sir John revealed himself as a bluff, avuncular figure who enjoyed nothing more than regaling his friends with fantastic stories of his travels. After two or three glasses he’d be describing the maiden offered to him by the Sultan of Egypt. After four or five he’d be battling through the pepper forests of Malabar as he searched for the elusive Well of Youth.


Even in his most sober moments he can’t resist repeating the local, if gruesome, gossip he has overheard on his travels. Passing a Greek island en route to Cyprus, he is told the tragic story of a knight unable to cope with the death of his lover:




On account of the great love he had for her he went one night to her grave and opened it and went in and lay with her and then went on his way. At the end of nine months a voice came to him one night and said, ‘Go to the grave of that woman and open it, and behold what you have begotten on her . . .’ And he went and opened the grave, and there flew out a very horrible head, hideous to look at, which flew all round the city; and forthwith the city sank, and all the district round about.





The book was divided into two halves with the first part beginning with a description of Constantinople. From this, the capital of the Byzantine empire, he claimed to have travelled south to Cyprus, Syria and Jerusalem as well as visiting St Catherine’s monastery in the Sinai desert. Here he recorded his unique insights into life in this monastic community before ending on a dejected note: ‘They drink no wine – except on days of high festival.’


It is not until the second half of his Travels –as Mandeville journeys across India and China towards Java and Sumatra – that his stories enter the realms of fantasy. The further east he travels the more gruesome the creatures he meets until he is mixing with women with dogs’ heads, two-headed geese, giant snails and men with enormous testicles which dangle beneath their knees. He writes with relish about cannibals who eat their babies and pagans who drink from their fathers’ skulls. Yet for all these vivid descriptions, Mandeville continues to give a detailed account of the cities he visits and the people he meets. What was the old rogue up to? Could he really have travelled to the Far East or was his entire book a fiction?


What kept me reading on that first afternoon in Paris was neither the pygmies of China nor the cannibals of Sumatra. I was drawn to the book’s opening pages where Mandeville describes the Greek Orthodox population of Constantinople and the glittering splendour of their churches. Just two years earlier I had married my fiancée, Alexandra, in an Orthodox church in Paris and although I had not converted – as Alexandra’s parents had done many years before – I was as fascinated by this eastern church as Sir John. Our marriage linked me directly to his medieval world, for the liturgy celebrated on our wedding day had been written by St John Chrysostom – one time Patriarch of Constantinople – and would once have been heard by Mandeville in the city’s great church of Haghia Sophia.


The more I read of his book, the more I realized that he was a man with an extraordinary view of the world. He was born at a time when Europe was lurching from crisis to crisis: in France and Italy rival popes were engaged in an undignified tussle for power while in the east the last of the fledgeling Christian states – established by the crusaders two centuries previously – had recently been crushed by the armies of Islam. Things were little better closer to home: King Edward II was more preoccupied with flatterers and sycophants than affairs of state.


Few of Mandeville’s contemporaries address this turmoil facing the west: those pilgrims who did travel in the Middle East and returned to write their itineraries advocate the wholesale massacre of the infidel, while his crusading predecessors had slaughtered the very Christians they were supposed to protect. When Muslim rulers of Syria begged the kings of England and France to protect them from the Mongol armies, the Bishop of Winchester remarked: ‘Let these dogs destroy one another and be utterly exterminated and then we shall see the universal Catholic Church founded on their ruins and there will be one fold and one shepherd.’


Sir John stands a world apart from such views; he was fascinated by Islam and the eastern church because both religions demanded a genuine piety that he felt had long ago been abandoned by the Catholic Church. And, like a botanist who goes in search of rare lichens, so Mandeville went looking for strange and unfamiliar customs. He collected the curious and the obscure, and each new species he found was examined and compared with the rest of his collection.


It was not only his inquiring mind that set him apart from his contemporaries. While his compatriots found themselves aspiring to a new chivalric order – the Order of the Garter – Mandeville had little interest in such high-minded pursuits and readily admits that he didn’t fight in a single battle during his time away, nor did he take part in any ‘honourable deeds of arms’. Instead of waltzing into battle wearing a breastcoat emblazoned with the sign of the cross – as invariably happens in medieval fables – Mandeville portrays himself as an altogether more human character. Sometimes he is frightened, sometimes ill, yet he never once loses his sense of humour. When finally he arrives home in England claiming to have travelled further than anyone in history, there is not a hint of triumphalism in his writing. Instead, he describes himself as a broken man – worn out with old age and troubled with arthritic gout. But even this doesn’t stop him ending his book with a witty aside. He is laying down his quill, he says, so that future generations will still have a few new places left to discover.


Six centuries after he wrote his Travels, Mandeville lies discredited and forgotten. Academics, keen to demolish his reputation, wrote learned treatises on why he could never have made such a voyage and mocked the gullibility of his contemporaries. They claimed that the Holy Land was a dangerous place to visit in the 1330s, while travelling along the eastern road to China would have spelled almost certain death. Mandeville, they concluded, had copied most of his stories from the ancients while those that weren’t ‘borrowed’ were simply invented – the products of an over-lively imagination.


It wasn’t only his book that was disputed: the more I delved into old manuscripts, the more I found that Sir John’s life was just as mysterious as his Travels. There were rumours that he was an impostor; that he was a Frenchman living in disguise. One manuscript said he had never even existed, another accused him of murder, while a few went so far as to claim he had dabbled in black magic and alchemy. The only point on which virtually everyone agreed was that Mandeville had invented the story of his birth in St Albans.


Yet the broken epitaph that I’d found on the pillar seemed to suggest that this knight really had lived in the town and perhaps had even been buried inside the great Norman abbey. Could he also have been telling the truth about his voyage? Could he have indeed proved it possible to circumnavigate the globe? If so, his name needed to be written into the history books: after all, every schoolchild in the land has heard about the exploits of Drake and Ralegh and there are few who cannot recite the old patter, ‘Columbus sailed the ocean blue in fourteen hundred and ninety-two.’ If Sir John was telling the truth then all this would have to change, and they would have to learn instead that, ‘Mandeville sailed the ocean blue in thirteen hundred and twenty-two.’


The Travels had me captivated from the very first page and I was determined to test Mandeville’s amazing claims by following as much of his route as possible. I knew this wouldn’t be easy for there were many practical difficulties to overcome. To turn an old adage on its head, Sir John is always more interested in the destination than in the getting there and he rarely describes how he travelled from A to B. From the moment he leaves England his route is muddled and unclear, for although he lists all the possible ways of reaching Constantinople – his first stop – he declines to mention which one he himself took. Nor, for that matter, does he record how long he stayed in the imperial capital: the only dates in the entire book are his departure from England in 1322 and his return in 1356.


On leaving Constantinople he almost certainly travelled by boat to Cyprus – pausing to visit the famous clifftop monasteries – before continuing by sea to Jerusalem and Egypt. From here, he seems to have backtracked to Syria before striking out eastwards across Anatolia towards Persia, India and beyond. But attempting to plot Mandeville’s itinerary on a map was as futile as it was impossible and right from the outset I could see little point in ambling across the Middle East and Asia following a trail that Mandeville had only half-heartedly recorded. Instead, I headed straight to the towns and cities that caught his interest, hoping that he had scattered his book with enough clues to help me solve the mystery of his voyage.


The writers and poets of the Middle Ages loved the riddles of their Saxon forebears. They indulged in clever word plays, wrote alliterative verses, sang roundels, and wallowed in folklore. A handful of critics suggested that Mandeville’s book, too, concealed a hidden message; that the entire Travels had been composed as an extended riddle or allegory whose meaning had long ago been lost.


Whatever the truth about this mysterious knight, I felt sure that I would only ever understand him by adjusting my own horizons and entering the world in which he himself had lived. So that when I finally arrived in Istanbul – the starting point of both our journeys – I turned my back on the modern city and went, instead, in search of Constantinople, the imperial capital of Byzantium. And as I travelled hand in hand with my medieval companion, the centuries that separated our lives began to close. Perspectives shrunk and the strange world he inhabited grew ever more distinct.


After two years in search of Sir John, I had accumulated three large dossiers of evidence about him and discovered that his life was just as extraordinary as his book. Everything about Mandeville proved to be a riddle. But he had left a surprising number of clues.




CHAPTER TWO


CONSTANTINOPLE





Who reades Sir John de Mandevil his Travels, and his Sights,


That wonders not? and wonder may, if all be true he wrights.


Albion’s England, William Warner, 1612 





THE FERRY PULLED away from the quay with a deep groan from its belly. There was the smell of diesel, followed by a whiff of old fish, and then that too disappeared as we hit a block of clean, chill air that smelt of fresh salt. It was October and Istanbul was freezing.


During the summer months the Dolmebaçe is a pleasure boat packed with day trippers off to enjoy a day in the sun. Out of season it reverts to being a working ship. Its decks are laden with provisions and the only vehicles on board are vans and lorries. On this particular morning, the few people who sat around drinking coffee and smoking Turkish cigarettes were returning to their homes with crates of fruit, boxes of nails and cans of smoked meats.


We’d scarcely left the Golden Horn before Istanbul’s shoreline vanished into the thick sea mist. First the fishermen lining the quay were quietly swallowed up and then the Galata bridge became a ghostly outline. Finally, the great domes and minarets of Istanbul itself receded and were lost. A mournful blast of the foghorn and we were away. Only the seagulls squawking around the masthead betrayed the nearby land.


I was not going far. This rusting hulk of ferry plies its way between Istanbul and the various islands that scatter the shores of the Bosporus. I was getting off at its last port of call, a tiny island some 15 miles from Istanbul. I only knew it by its Greek name, Halki, but when I’d asked for my ticket the man had stared at me for a moment with blank indifference then given me a ticket for Heybeliadi. It struck me as odd that such an insignificant dot on the map should be honoured with two different names. It was only later that I realized the significance of this topographical schizophrenia.


By the time we reached Halki it was 10.30am and the morning mist had lifted. But still there was no sign of sunshine. Grey clouds loomed overhead threatening rain while the hilltop that crowned the island had yet to shake off its blurred outline. The monastery on its summit – where I was heading – kept appearing and vanishing in the cloud. It was here that I hoped to make my first rendezvous with Sir John Mandeville.


The lone barouche owner waiting at the port wouldn’t let me walk to the top. I was quite possibly his only customer in months and he wasn’t going to give up a couple of hundred thousand lira without a fight. We agreed to a price, I climbed into the rickety carriage and off we set up a winding hill road. Soon we were clip-clopping through an evergreen wood whose branches drooped low over the road. The sea receded into the distance and was soon far below us, and the air grew so wet it seemed to drip from the trees. Eventually, soaked through and shivering with cold, we reached a large, locked, wrought-iron gate.


The monastery of the Holy Trinity was a peaceful but lonely place. Abandoned by other monks and deserted by the faithful, one lone ascetic named Father Isaias lived a life that had remained unchanged for centuries. Though surrounded by an alien faith, though disturbed by the Muslim call to prayer that drifted up from the village, he kept alive the ancient tradition of Orthodox monasticism and carried the torch of Byzantium, flickering and fast fading, into the future.


Here atop his lonely mountain, Father Isaias lived a life of splendid isolation. Detached from the cares of the world he could sit and gaze longingly towards the imperial capital that once was Constantinople. He was truly a living fossil – a lone Greek still worshipping in Turkey – and I could scarcely contain my excitement at finding him. He was, perhaps, the last link to that ancient capital that Sir John claimed to have visited in the 1320s.


Mandeville was fascinated by the pious Greeks he met in the city and wrote in great detail about the differences between his beliefs and theirs. In his day, Constantinople boasted hundreds of monasteries housing thousands of monks, for when the city’s elderly grew too frail to fend for themselves they would move to such establishments and spent their declining years in prayer. Others had less choice: a frequent punishment for troublesome ministers of state – those who fell from imperial favour – was to gouge out their eyes and confine them to a monastery. By the time Sir John says he came to the city, Holy Trinity would have been crowded with political prisoners.


Everything changed when the Turkish janissaries captured Constantinople in 1453 for many of the city’s monasteries were forced to close their doors for good. Some struggled on for a few more centuries but then they, too, were abandoned and demolished. Only Holy Trinity has survived to the present day.


Father Isaias greeted me with a friendly smile and showed little surprise at my unannounced arrival. As soon as he heard why I had come he welcomed me in for coffee and a chat. ‘I suppose I am indeed the last living remnant of the Byzantine empire,’ he said with great pride in his voice, ‘except . . .’ he paused for a moment as he sieved through his memories ‘. . . except, of course, that I was born and brought up in Wimbledon.’


Wimbledon? With his faded vestments and straggly beard, Father Isaias looked the very picture of a Greek Orthodox monk. He even spoke English with a Greek accent. Yet here he was telling me he came from a genteel suburb of south London more famous for tennis and strawberries than its monastic traditions.


‘I’m sorry to disappoint you,’ he said. ‘I thought you’d realize. You see I didn’t become a monk until my early twenties. I learned Greek, lived on Mount Athos for several decades, and now I am here. But before that – well it’s true – I lived with my parents in Wimbledon.’


The door creaked and an ancient ghost of a man shuffled into the room. It was Father Germanios, the abbot of the monastery, who quite possibly remembered the fall of the city in 1453. I’d been told that Father Isaias lived here alone but Germanios had apparently been holed up for years as well. He looked at me through half-blind eyes and held out his shaky hand. ‘I am London,’ he said in a proud but faltering voice. Isaias looked irritated. ‘He means he’s been to London,’ he explained. Germanios smiled again. ‘London,’ he said. ‘Big, big . . . London.’ I nodded, and his elderly face beamed with pleasure.


Together, these two monks trod the empty corridors and lonely rooms, listening as the echo of their footsteps faded into the gloom. There was a time when the monastery had been used as a summer school and the cries and whoops of students had rung out down the corridors. Now they had fallen silent for the students no longer came. Gone too were the days when the buildings housed a theological college: the last group of trainee priests had packed their bags in 1971 when the college was forcibly closed by the Turkish authorities. Walking around the Holy Trinity monastery was like entering a school in holiday time, except that the long vacation here had lasted 24 years. Being here saddened me: the life of the place was slowly ebbing away.


‘This is one of the small reception rooms,’ said Father Isaias as he led me into a salon the size of a tennis court. The wooden floor had a highly polished sheen and the velvet plush covering the gilded chairs was carefully dusted. There was even a fresh display of flowers that filled the ceremonial hall with scent. Someone clearly came in here every day and dusted the room. Someone polished the floor.


Next door there were classrooms which had been left, Pompeii-style, in exactly the state as when the last student waved farewell. Even the garden, with its neat pots of geraniums and carefully clipped hedges, was well tended. Yet there was not a hint of behind-the-scenes activity. Who cut the grass? Who dusted the windowsills? At 11.30 am the letterbox clattered, yet I never saw the postman. A meal was cooked, yet I never heard a chef. The place was run by phantoms who performed their duties then scuttled off to hide in the shadows.


I asked Father Isaias how many worked here; I asked who paid for it all. He looked at me sternly and shook his head. The few Greeks remaining in Istanbul have a hard enough time without me poking my nose into their affairs.


Despite living on a beautiful island in the Bosporus, Isaias’s role as guardian of the Byzantine tradition is a precarious one and the future has never looked so bleak. Yet it wasn’t always so: for more than a thousand years Constantinople was the richest city in the world – the hub of an immense empire that stretched from the shores of Spain to the coastline of the Black Sea. This empire had arisen from the ashes of the Roman world when Constantine the Great – ten centuries before Mandeville set out on his travels – was proclaimed emperor while campaigning in England. One of his first decisions was to move his imperial capital from Rome to the shores of the Bosporus and christen it New Rome. The name didn’t stick and within a generation the city had become known as Constantinople after its founder. As people’s horizons shifted eastwards, the lingua franca changed from Latin to Greek and the old Roman world found its successor in the Byzantine empire. The greatest turning point of all came while Constantine was doing battle in Italy. Looking into the sky, he beheld a vision of the crucifix accompanied by the words ‘In this sign, conquer.’ Constantine converted his empire to Christianity and, in doing so, turned a persecuted cult into a state religion.


Ever since the Turks captured Constantinople in 1453, the remnants of Christian Byzantium have been in decline and the empire that Mandeville claims to have visited has today shrunk to one tiny island in the Bosporus and a few pockets of Greeks in Istanbul. But they too are on their last legs. There are less than 2,500 heirs to the empire left alive. Thirty die every month. Many more leave the city each year, fleeing from persecution or emigrating abroad in search of a better life. Even the Ecumenical Patriarchate – home to the supreme head of the Eastern Orthodox Church and the enduring legacy of Constantine’s Christian empire – is under threat. When the present Patriarch dies there is unlikely to be anyone left to replace him.


But empires do not disappear completely. Customs are passed down the centuries and traditions kept alive in family homes. People also remain, and it was these descendants of the Byzantine empire that I was hoping to meet – descendants of the very families that had so intrigued my knight from St Albans.


‘It won’t be easy to find any Byzantines,’ warned Father Isaias, ‘for there are very few of us left. Most fled in the 1920s and more leave every month. I wish you the best of luck, but I don’t envy your task.’


I had arrived in Istanbul knowing little more about Sir John than what he writes at the beginning of his Travels. He claims to have been born in St Albans and says he left England on St Michael’s day in 1322 but he declines to mention his reasons for going abroad or explain why he went for so long. Instead of describing himself, he begins his book with a portrayal of imperial decline: a portrayal that could scarcely have been more accurate. For even at the time when Mandeville claimed to have visited Constantinople, the empire was teetering towards catastrophe after a long and bruising battle for power.


The fault lay squarely at the feet of the emperor’s grandson, a brilliant but vainglorious youth called Andronicus. Brought up as the apple of his grandfather’s eye, he was corrupted by the gifts showered upon him as a child and soon acquired a greedy obsession with money. In his youth he asked to be given a rich and fertile island to which he could retire for a life of debauchery.


But quite by accident, Andronicus found himself thrust into the political limelight. He had an instructor in the art of love – a beautiful lady described as a ‘matron in rank and a prostitute in manners’ – who he suspected of seducing other men in her spare time. Laying an ambush outside her bedroom one night, he butchered the man fleeing her bedchamber only to find he had killed his own brother.


Andronicus was over the moon, for this brother had deprived him of any hope of power; when his father died of grief eight days later, he realized that only his elderly grandfather stood between him and the imperial throne. Chroniclers of the time express their horror at seeing the youth unable to contain his delight at the deaths and prophesied that such an outcome could only bode ill for the empire. They were right: for the next seven years the empire was torn apart by three separate civil wars which Andronicus eventually won. His grandfather was stripped of his title, confined to a monastery, and spent his declining days locked in an uncomfortable cell.


By the time Sir John arrived in the city, Andronicus was busily spending the empire’s revenues. His declared aim was to possess at all times a thousand hounds, a thousand hawks and a thousand huntsmen and, although he was the richest ruler in Christendom, he so depleted the empire’s gilded coffers that the state could no longer equip an army strong enough to combat the threat posed by the Turks.


In his early years Andronicus had cast himself as a future Alexander the Great and cursed his grandfather with the words: ‘Alexander might complain that his father would leave him nothing to conquer; alas! my grandsire will leave me nothing to lose.’ But although the young emperor did wage a series of dazzlingly successful campaigns on the empire’s western front – and for a short time even recovered Thessaly and Epirus – these provinces were soon lost to Serbia. In the east the situation was even bleaker: the Turks won a string of decisive victories and were virtually knocking on the doors of Constantinople by the time Andronicus died. It was a miracle, in fact, that it took them another century to capture the city.


Sir John, arriving in these troubled times, comments on the woeful position of the emperor: ‘He used to be Emperor of Romany, of Greece, of Asia Minor, of Syria, of the land of Judaea, in which is Jerusalem, of the land of Egypt, of Persia and Arabia; but he has lost all, except Greece.’


In this he was correct: although the Catalans still controlled central Greece and Italian families still held the Aegean islands, Andronicus had indeed reclaimed northern Greece for the empire. It was his only lasting military success.


Few monuments remain from these final years of Byzantium and the skyline of today’s city is dominated by the domes and minarets of the Ottoman centuries. The taxi driver who had met me at the airport was keen to give me a guided tour of Istanbul and although I tried to explain my interest in the city’s past, he had never heard of Byzantium and kept asking if it was the name of my hotel. Keeping both eyes on the meter and none on the road, he skirted in a huge loop around the city then plunged us into the worst of the rush-hour traffic. But the detour was worth the cost for as we approached the Ataturk bridge the lights of the Golden Horn were flickering on and the stony profile of the Ottoman city, built on the ruins of Byzantium, was spread before us. The minarets and domes lining the water’s edge seemed to have heaved their bulks out of the submarine depths, dripping and cold in the chill autumn air.


My guidebook had recommended the Pera Palas: a huge, turn-of-the-century hotel built for passengers arriving on the Orient Express. It can’t have changed much in the intervening years. Its dimly lit Ottoman interior is filled with huge green plants which loom like monsters from the corners of the atrium. Acres of mirrors reflect acres of carpets and, in the evenings, small parties of ex-pats gather for gin and tonics before heading into town for dinner.


The bedrooms had seen better days. The carpet in my luxury suite was threadbare and the paint peeling. And while the room faced south-west towards Halki, the island itself was permanently lost in the cloud of pollution that hangs over Istanbul like a yellowing net curtain.


A young lad was operating the hotel lift when I first arrived. As I stepped inside clutching my suitcase in one hand and passport in the other, he immediately pulled down a bench, sprinkled me with cologne, then sprayed the carriage with air freshener. As we neared the top floor he asked with great politeness: ‘You wish, sir, to see Agatha Christie’s room?’ I declined and he shrugged his shoulders. ‘Agatha is a great British writer,’ he explained before opening the metal lift doors.


Half an hour later I had to pop downstairs to reception so I called the lift. Again the lad splashed me with cologne before repeating his earlier question: ‘You wish, sir, to see Agatha Christie’s room?’ I said no for a second time but he was not easily deterred: later that afternoon he asked me for a third time, with an increasing note of desperation in his voice. He was still operating the lift the following morning so I walked downstairs to breakfast. But he caught my eye as I was on my way back to my room and called me into the lift. ‘Sir,’ he said with a note of determination in his voice, ‘today you will see Agatha’s room.’


‘Today I am going to a monastery,’ I explained. ‘Tomorrow . . . I promise.’


‘No, today,’ he replied, and before I could say anything more the lift had stopped at the fourth floor, the metal doors were flung open, and a second lad was standing there ready to take me hostage: my tour of Agatha Christie’s bedroom could begin.


Guide Two unlocked the literary bedroom and the three of us stepped inside. It was a small room that looked almost exactly identical to mine.


‘Agatha-bed,’ said the guide, pointing to the bed. ‘Agatha-sink,’ he added. ‘And this . . .’ he tapped the glass firmly ‘. . . Agatha-window.’


I pointed at the table. ‘Agatha-desk?’ I suggested.


‘No sir,’ he replied with a note of triumph, ‘Agathatable.’


On the way out I gave them both a tip. ‘No more Agatha,’ I pleaded.


‘No,’ promised the lad from the lift. ‘Agatha-dead.’


Father Isaias suggested I spend the afternoon at Holy Trinity monastery and led me up onto the roof of the building from where there was a superb view across the island. The land fell away sharply towards the sea and far below us was the little village and port where I had arrived. I could just about make out the shadow of a tanker pushing its way through the Bosporus before it gave up its ghost to the mist.


Father Isaias pointed far into the distance. ‘See that island over there?’ he said. ‘The Turks confiscated that from us during the war. And that one there . . .?’ He pointed towards a more definite shape. ‘That monastery has been allowed to collapse. Soon it too will disappear completely. This one here is the only one left.’


A gust of wind blew rain into our faces. ‘That’s why I’m here,’ he added. ‘I have to keep this place alive. If I left, the Turks would confiscate these buildings as well, and that would be the end of everything.’


There was a moment’s silence as we watched a cat chewing the geraniums: the rain began to fall harder and Father Isaias suggested we move back inside. ‘Let’s go to the library,’ he said. ‘There’s just a chance we’ll find something about your knight. Tell me again – what was that problem you’d found?’


I had re-read Sir John’s book the night before coming to Halki and the more closely I examined his description of Constantinople the more puzzled I became. He claims to have watched a jousting tournament during his stay in the city and even describes the jousting ground as being close to the emperor’s palace. Yet anyone with a concern for historical accuracy – and Sir John is normally a stickler for details – would have known that while jousting was a favourite pastime of knights in the medieval west, it was almost unheard of in the eastern empire. It was impossible that Sir John could have seen such a tournament in Constantinople and I could only presume that he had invented the story to add a little local colour to his book.


The library was deep in the bowels of the monastery, reached along winding corridors, darkened passages, and down endless flights of stairs. It hadn’t been used for years. The bare concrete floor echoed the chill of the room and only a few light bulbs worked. Yet the librarian’s desk was piled high with new books waiting to be catalogued. I looked at the stamps on the brown paper parcels. They had come from Greece, the United States and France and were all works of theology. Isaias told me that as chief librarian it was his job to shelve them. As the sole user of the library he was the only person who would ever read them.


He strolled through the library’s central aisle, calling out the subjects as he passed them: European history, topography, theology, Byzantine studies. Here he paused for a moment and drew down a worn, leather-bound volume by Nikephoros Gregoras, chronicler of fourteenth-century Constantinople. Its title, picked out in gilt, was in Latin: Corpus Scriptorum Historiae Byzantinae and it had been published in Bonn in 1829. Isaias opened it with care and scanned the Greek text: ‘You never know, you might just pick up some clues about Sir John’s jousting anecdote in here,’ he said. ‘This chap knew just about everything there was to know about the city in those days.’


He flicked through the pages for a moment then stopped. ‘Here . . .’ he said with a note of excitement in his voice. ‘Here . . . listen to this . . .’ and he began to read from the book:


‘“After the birth of his son John, he . . .” that’s the Emperor Andronicus “organised two games which had been used by the Latins for a long time in order to train the body in times of peace. They have the appearance of a duel and are called jousting by the Latins . . . both sides equip themselves with weapons and cover themselves with armour. Then each takes a lance which has three spikes and they rush at each other, meeting each other with great strength.”’


Father Isaias gave a brief smile and looked at me. ‘So your knight really could have seen jousting in Constantinople,’ he said. ‘Who knows, perhaps he was in the city for this very tournament?’


Jousting was indeed new to the Byzantine court for it had been introduced at the time of Andronicus’s wedding to his second wife. She came from Savoy and her Italian entourage brought the martial sport to the city. Andronicus was instantly hooked and caused a great scandal amongst Constantinople’s upper classes by breaking lances with the foreign knights.


‘It’s not so surprising that Sir John writes about jousting,’ said Father Isaias. ‘When people travel abroad they tend to notice things that are either extremely alien to them, or extremely familiar. Sir John must have been surprised, after travelling all that way from home, to see a sport he was more used to watching in England.’


‘So you think he really did come?’ I asked.


‘I wouldn’t like to guess whether he came or not,’ he added, ‘but if he didn’t, he certainly knew how to do his research . . .’


We were interrupted by the chatter of voices followed by the sight of five priests emerging from the gloom. ‘Hello,’ said Isaias with not a hint of surprise. ‘What brings you lot here?’


‘The conference,’ they said in unison. But already their faces had detected that something was wrong.


‘The conference,’ repeated Isaias with uncertainty. ‘The conference . . . yes, of course, the conference. But that’s tomorrow isn’t it?’


Five faces fell at once. There were five sighs. Five of them muttered ‘not again’ under their breath. They had been told by the Patriarchate that the conference was today. Isaias thought it was tomorrow. I was surprised there was a conference at all for I was under the impression that the place had been closed down years ago, but when I asked my question it was brushed aside.


The American pastor was not at all amused. ‘Well if you think I’m going to come all this way again tomorrow, you’d . . .’ he stopped when he realized he was about to be rude. The German priest was also annoyed. He looked at his watch and huffed loudly. Others were more gracious. The Italian Franciscan chuckled with good humour and the Armenian priest – a distinguished man sporting a felt trilby – allowed himself an ironic smile. The Anglican vicar, instantly spotting I was English, turned to me and murmured: ‘The Orthodox are unable to organize anything. This happens every time.’


Only Isaias remained unperturbed for he knew that his monastery could take everything in its stride. I’d arrived out of the blue yet coffee had already been prepared. The bedrooms were cleaned every day, just in case. Now, five priests had turned up unannounced but it was no cause for alarm. Somewhere in the heart of the monastery, someone would already be preparing for their stay.


‘Oh well,’ said Isaias with a shrug, ‘I’m sure lunch is being prepared as we speak. I hope you will stay for something to eat now you’ve come all the way here.’
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