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Who hath desired the Sea? Her menaces swift as her mercies? …  


Who hath desired the Sea? Her excellent loneliness rather than  


The forecourts of kings.


Rudyard Kipling, ‘The Sea and the Hills’


 


Ah! These commercial interests – spoiling the finest life under the sun. Why must the sea be used for trade – and for war as well? … It would have been so much nicer just to sail about, with here and there a port and a bit of land to stretch one’s legs on, buy a few books and get a change of cooking for a while.


Joseph Conrad, ‘A Smile of Fortune’


 


    Bir katredir ancak aldigum hep,


    Derya yine durmada lebalep.


    The things I’ve chosen are a drop, no more;


    The undiminished sea still crowds the shore.


Ziya Pasha
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It was a simple idea: take a series of ships of many sizes and kinds; go where they lead for a few months; see what happens. It was an adaptation of the old idea of Running Away to Sea, a boyhood yearning bred of








   tales, marvellous tales


Of ships and stars and isles where good men rest.











No doubt my dream of the sea was born during the long summers I spent as a child in what I still think of as the oldest-feeling, most soul-subduing and cosily creepy part of England, the part almost hidden between Britain’s battered kneecap and shin. I mean, to be more exact, between Devon’s Hartland Point and Cornwall’s Fire Point Beacon above Boscastle, around the tiny harbour and old stone breakwater of Bude Haven. This is the Wreckers’ Coast: a place of buzzards and seals and effigies of knights in dim, half-lost churches, where seas pound into cliffbound bays that have swallowed seamen from a hundred wrecked schooners and, in wartime, perhaps harboured German U-boats.


Once, poor Cornish children in these parts prayed, ‘God save Father and Mother and zend a ship to shore vore mornin.’ And on cold, rainy days there always seemed to me to be an aura here of doomed ships and silent watchers on terrible cliffs – an aura that survives today’s asphalted roads and trailer parks. Yet in the summer sun it all looks quite different. Everything smiles on picnickers, surfers, flower gatherers and adventurous walkers with bird books, haversacks, sandwiches and hip flasks.


Under the sun, these cliffs give almost theatrically splendid views. South of Bude between Compass Point and Widemouth Bay’s Black Rock (actually, the locals say, a Cornish giant eternally plaiting ropes of sand), my grandmother years ago would jerkily brake the Austin two-seater and exclaim, ‘What a lot of sea!’ My grandmother’s house stood back from the sea but on a rising slope of land, so that from my bedroom window I could see the gleam of the Atlantic Ocean over the rooftops of other houses. The attic of the gaunt and ugly Edwardian house smelled of damp floorboards, old suitcases and mouse droppings, but it was dark and large – ideal for hide-and-seek – and full of books, some of which had been my father’s when he was a boy.


I spent hours up there delving into Robert Louis Stevenson, Jack London, Captain Marryat, R. M. Ballantyne and a Cornish writer of the 1920s called Crosbie Garstin who wrote exciting books about wreckers and smugglers on this very coast. Obsessed with the doings of Long John Silver or the Swiss Family Robinson, I was almost convinced that one clear day I would see on the horizon the Indies … tall ships … Hispaniola … Cathay. ‘Fifteen men on a dead man’s chest,’ I would growl menacingly at my older sister, who would shrug and make herself scarce.


Even today, when I revisit Bude, this conviction sidles up to me like Blind Pew to Billy Bones. The cliffs there are as high as seven hundred and twenty feet, the waves relentlessly pound against them, larks and hawks move restlessly above, and the biggest gulls I’ve ever seen strut with eyes as cold as the sea below. The coastline here is a chain of tall headlands with names like Cow and Calf, Sharpnose Point, Wrangle Point, Longbeak, Dizzard. Their angry shapes and the prevailing westerly winds have done for dozens of ships, provoking the sailors’ saying:








    From Trevose Head to Hartland Light


Is a watery grave by day or night.











At the Falcon Inn in the old part of Bude, Desmond Gregory, the pub owner and a pillar of the hard-working Bude lifeboat team, lets off his signal rockets outside the pub if a boat is in trouble in the bay. Old photographs of spectacular wrecks adorn the walls of his bar; I have one of my own at home of the Austro-Hungarian barque Capricorno, her sails in tatters, her skipper drunk (so history books relate), being pounded to pieces by enormous seas below Compass Point in December 1900. Only two men were saved. In the picture, a solitary seaman stands on the doomed deck like Steerforth in David Copperfield. 
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Sailing ships regularly used Bude as a port of call up to 1936; I remember a locally famous ketch called Ceres and old bewhiskered sea captains strolling around the harbour.


All this contributed to my dream of adventure and sea travel that this book represents. It also gave me a sense of the past, for Bude is ennobled by its cliffs, its thundering surf and its eerie hinterland. Even now, visiting the place after an interval of time, I am startled by the sheer age of the region. You can ramble for hours across headlands that run back forming broad, high land on which scattered farms seem settled hull down in wriggling lanes to escape winter gales that have forced the trees to grow almost parallel to the earth. In long, deep valleys you come across small, ancient churches oddly far from any village, and smelling of flowers and grass. Huge trees loom over their tombstones, under stone canopies armoured effigies turn up stone toes, and fine old wooden pews are fighting erosion by age or the death watch beetle. On the gravestones the same names appear over and over, century after century: Mutton, Sleeman, Oke and Prust. Frequent Christian names here are Eli, Caleb, Joshua, Reuben. As a boy, I was particularly fond of a clifftop church at a village called Morwenstow because it had a ship’s figurehead in its graveyard, and because a once-famous and eccentric vicar is buried there. Parson Hawker (‘Passon’ was how the locals pronounced it) ate opium and wrote outrageous poetry when he wasn’t burying drowned sailors between 1834 and 1878. He was a practical joker, and one moonlit night he clambered on to a rock to impersonate a mermaid. In a book of the time, a Bude man was recorded as saying of this scene, ‘Dressin’ up in seaweed and not much else, and combin’ his hair and zingin’, till all the town went down to see ’un, they thought ’twas a merry maid [mermaid] sure enough.’ Then the ‘Passon’ scared the daylights out of his audience by standing up on his rock and singing ‘God Save the King’.


If a cloud covers the sun in this old region of England, you may feel suddenly uneasy. As a boy, I was sometimes glad to get back to the life of Bude’s wide sandy beaches, where young men surfed, children’s nannies helped to build sand castles, and hysterical dogs tried to dig their way to Australia. Kids with kites would shriek when their mother capsized in a shrimp pool (‘Oh, Ma, you’re showing all you’ve got!’) while I sat by myself nursing my dream of far places among the long black lines of rock, knobbly with mussels and limpets, like arthritic fingers, running out into the booming surf.


Years passed before the dream achieved the least substance. This happened not long before my eighteenth birthday, when a school friend and I walked through the dead of a misty night to board a ship at a wharf in Fowey, a small Cornish river port. My friend’s father had arranged with the shipowners for us to be signed on to a 500-ton coaster, the Northgate, out of Hull. A modest adventure, a short voyage up the English Channel to the Scheldt and Antwerp, but at that age it was as exciting as a round trip to Hispaniola and the Spanish Main.


We went down to Fowey in January, the month some sailors refer to as ‘between dog and wolf’, and it was one of the wildest Januaries for years. The berthed ship seemed as dead as an icicle. I can still hear the ring of our hesitant heels on the freezing metal deck, our whispers in the dark, and at last the wavering cry of ‘Who’s there?’ from the skylight, before the white, balding head of the ship’s cook, a kind, brusque old man, emerged from the companionway.


I remember thinking that the Northgate seemed disconcertingly indifferent to our arrival. How could that be when we had dreamed about her for weeks? I didn’t know then that a ship only wakes up and pays attention to those on board when she’s at sea.


In the morning sunshine things seemed different, of course, not alarming at all. The captain was a friendly Yorkshireman, and the crew took our presence on board as a bit of a joke. We had signed on as ‘deckie-learners’, and I suppose we polished the brass and swabbed away the china clay that had clogged the decks during loading energetically enough to satisfy them.


A short trip, but it was the year of record gales in the Channel and we rode one of them out at anchor in a fleet of other ships off Dungeness on the Kentish coast. The Northgate was unduly long for her width and plunged about abominably – so abominably, in fact, that the captain and all his officers were seasick. A radio battery in the messroom broke loose, and its acid burned awkward holes in my corduroy trousers. I remember my relief at not being sick, and the captain’s white face, and offering him a Capstan cigarette and my pride when he said, ‘Thanks moochly, Gav.’


At Antwerp, although the city was still in ruins from the air raids in the war which had not long ended, we were allowed ashore escorted by Andie, a diminutive deckhand of about my age. In a deserted square near the bombed cathedral, Andie trotted confidently over to two tarts on a corner. He chose the taller of the two – at least a foot taller than himself. On the cathedral steps he had to stand one step above her, and for a moment he even lost his footing. Later he boasted, ‘You’ve never seen that before,’ and we had to admit we hadn’t. He also boasted that he’d had syphilis and the quack had poured mercury up his penis. God knows if it was true; we’d have believed anything then.


That short trip marked me as much, perhaps, as the mercury marked Andie. For years I dreamed of taking a much longer sea journey, but travel and war reporting intervened. Only recently did the possibility occur, and by then it was almost too late.


Almost too late, that is, to find any ships. Working one’s passage is difficult – impossible, perhaps – in these strict days of unions and unemployment. Passenger travel, as I was to discover, is moribund. Nevertheless, I set about finding out what would happen to someone who tried to port-hop to some far destination on the other side of the world. (The end of the line, I thought, could be a port in China – Canton, say; Canton would do.) Surely, it must be possible. How could sea travel be dead?


I could have taken a long cruise, but I ruled that out; I didn’t want to travel long distances on a single ship. I wondered how travel agents would react to the sort of hop-skip-jump I had in mind, and when I tried a couple of them I found discouragement.


‘It’s impossible. Even for a single gent, it’s utterly impossible.’ The middle-aged travel agent ran a finger delicately across his left eyebrow and organized a mouth that might, twenty years before, have been described as ‘rosebud’, into an apologetic smile. ‘So my answer, I’m ever so sorry to tell you, is rather simple: “No can do.”’ He lightly dabbed his lips with a handkerchief he took from his sleeve. He wore a puce knitted tie that looked like a hairnet.


He had been affability itself when I first came in, but when I told him what I wanted I saw at once that I was going to spoil his day.


‘By sea? Oh, dearie me, that’s a poser, that is. Well, let me just think. A single gent, from Europe to Macao, all on your own? I’m not even sure how I’d set about it. You’re a dying breed, you lone travellers – you know that, I suppose. It’s all groups now, you know. Frankly, on your own, you’re more of a nuisance than anything.’


He looked me over without enthusiasm. ‘A group, I’d know how to handle you. I mean, I can arrange a nice long tour for a group of old biddies, with exciting stopovers – well, quite exciting. But you? I might be flipping through those enormous shipping lists until the cows come home and still not have accommodated you in the way you fancy. Frankly, my time’s limited and I must ask myself, is it worth spending it on this single gentleman? Nothing against you personally, of course.’


I rose to go.


‘It’s modern life,’ he said. ‘You’ve asked me for the utterly impossible, and my simple answer is: “No can do.”’


His dismissive ‘Cheeri-bye’ followed me out.


At Thomas Cook’s in Berkeley Street a sensible, much nicer man, Mr Bert Chattell, a former Cook’s tour courier, was equally pessimistic.


‘The trouble is, the traditional British sea routes to the Far East and across the Atlantic have disappeared because of rising prices and cheaper air travel. Prices – that’s it in a nutshell. Now there’s only P&O to Australia and New Zealand, and round the world now and again on a limited scale.


‘I can’t for the life of me think of any boat going south of the Med. Nothing springs to mind there. In the old days, of course, well…. There’s Polish Ocean Lines, they go from Gdynia to Antwerp, and from there to Port Said, Singapore and Hong Kong, Japan and back again. But not, I think you’ll find, on a schedule. You can never tell what delays there’ll be.


‘If someone came up to me and said, “Book me round the world now,” I couldn’t do it. Not on a series of ships, I mean.’


Not encouraging. But there must, I thought, be some way, however erratic, to travel by sea to Asia. I refused to believe it was impossible.


I telephoned the P&O Lines people in the City of London, but the news there was also depressing. P&O have cruise ships, they said, but nothing that would interest me.


A call to Swire & Sons, one of the biggest British trading and shipping companies in the Far East, brought an invitation from John Swire, head of the giant British group that includes, among much else, the China Navigation Company in Hong Kong. ‘Come and lunch,’ he said.


Swire’s is big and grand. Grand enough and old enough to have accumulated traditions and a book or two of imperial history. Tycoon is a Japanese word (taikun). The Swires are tycoons. At Regis House (big but not grand) in the City near London Bridge, an elderly servant opened a door and said, ‘For Mr John Swire? This way, if you please, sir.’ Beautiful, meticulously constructed models of Swire ships past and present stood along the walls in glass cases. A collection of old ship’s bells lay in a row like the skulls of warriors in an African burial cave. I was looking at a bell inscribed with the name Hupeh and the date 1937 when John Swire, a towering, soldierly figure, came up. ‘That’s the old Hupeh, not the one we’ve got now,’ he said. Several months later I sailed from Manila on the new Hupeh and thought back to this old bell.


‘We have practically no cargo–passenger ships in the East,’ John Swire said at lunch. Swire’s cargo ships were still active between Hong Kong, Taiwan, China, Japan, the Pacific islands, Australia, New Guinea, the Philippines and Singapore, but air travel was taking over eastern passenger routes; the Swires themselves owned the airline Cathay Pacific. If only, he said, I had tried to do this ten years ago….


Nevertheless, he was helpful, willing to provide a safety net if he could. He would write to his offices throughout the East, asking his managers to look out for me and help where possible; I might need any help I could get if I was to avoid being stranded for weeks in some godforsaken place. Swire’s also had an operation in the Gulf, he added – tugs working with offshore oil rigs, that sort of thing. Might be interesting.


Afterwards I walked out into King William Street and hurried past the quick-sandwich shops, the window full of telex appliances and the doors of Christian missionary societies, and took a tube to Green Park. In Cook’s, kind Mr Chattell gave me a shipping list, the ABC Shipping Guide, and like a squirrel with a nut, I carried it home and devoured it.


About half of its pages was devoted to cruises: no good to me. The other half showed that people who wanted to move about between small collections of islands, or from one port to another one nearby, faced no problem. If you felt a burning desire to travel by sea between, say, Gomera and Tenerife in the Canaries, you could easily do so; if a sudden impulse drove you to cross from Cape May, New Jersey, to Lewes Ferry, Delaware, the Delaware Bay Service was daily at your disposal for a small charge.


On other pages, long-distance round trips on large cargo–passenger ships were advertised. Farrell Lines, for example, would give you a round trip from the United States to South Africa and back again; the Moore–McCormack Lines would take you from New York to Cape Town to Dar es Salaam to Zanzibar and back every three weeks. Lykes Brothers Steamship Company would take you on a round trip to Japan. There were others, but none offered the flexibility I needed.




By now it was obvious that I must play the trip to Canton by ear. There was no point in relying on elusive dates and problematical itineraries of ships subject to whimsical change. I would take what came along the way, trusting to luck that any delay would not be horrendously long. I had taken leave of absence from the Observer, telling Donald Trelford, the editor, that the journey shouldn’t take me much more than four months; that seemed a longish time as I pored over my maps in London. I would board any vessel moving in the right direction: a tanker, a freighter, a dhow, a junk – anything. Nothing that went too far at one time; that would reduce the number of ports of call – and I wanted to see a good number of ports.


I was embarking, in fact, on a game of traveller’s roulette. I bought a cheap atlas and marked with a ballpoint pen a number of ports either because I liked the sound of them or because I’d been there before as a foreign correspondent: Smyrna, Alexandria, Port Said, Suez, Jedda, Dubai, Karachi, Bombay, Cochin, Colombo, Calcutta, Madras, Singapore, Brunei, Bangkok, Manila, Hong Kong, Macao, Canton. As an afterthought, though without much hope, I added the Andaman Islands, in the Bay of Bengal; the sombre vision of a tropical penal settlement and sudden and agonizing death from native poisoned darts had lodged in my mind since my first reading of Conan Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes thriller The Sign of Four.





Where should I start? I went back to the lists again, but the decision was soon made. Not Rotterdam or Southampton; the Channel and the west Mediterranean were well known and well travelled. I would start in Europe, but as close to Asia as possible: Athens. Friends had told me of a steamer that shuttled passengers from Piraeus to the Greek island of Patmos, near Smyrna in Turkey-in-Asia. From there I could find my way slowly to the Suez Canal (even then the canal looked like a Becher’s Brook, a first and formidable major hurdle).
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That decided, I booked a flight to Athens and began to gather together the things I would need on a sea voyage of indeterminate length.


Notebooks, ballpoint pens and books were the first requirements. Conrad’s Under Western Eyes and Mirror of the Sea, Ford Madox Ford’s Memories and Impressions, a handful of thrillers, Joseph Heller’s Good as Gold, Vintage Wodehouse. I was taking two cameras and I wanted to keep my money safe, so I bought a metal suitcase at some expense. It had a combination lock, and the salesman assured me it would take gelignite to open it if the lock was turned. It was heavy, so I took a light zip-fastened bag as well.


God knew where I would find myself from week to week, so I arranged with my bank to send money to certain places on my way where I could pick it up by producing my passport. I don’t like travelling with bundles of notes or even large numbers of traveller’s cheques. I bought a money belt, too, but in the end I used it only in the Sulu Sea, thinking that the pirates there might strip and search me without stopping to examine the back of an ordinary-looking belt. (The result of this subterfuge was that a number of banknotes were so damaged by salt water and sweat that for a long time in the Philippines I hesitated to try to pass them.)


It was going to be wet at sea and possibly cold, so I took my old green Grenfell anorak from Vietnam days. I had thick-soled, strong shoes and a pair of lighter ones to wear ashore. Medicines: I bought Septrin, Mexaform (for diarrhoea) and aspirin. I washed out my father’s hip flask and filled it with Scotch. A newly acquired Polaroid camera was to prove almost as useful to me in breaking the ice with shy and hostile strangers as beads were to explorers of old.


I couldn’t think of anything else.


At last I was ready for the traveller’s roulette to begin, and drove to London airport to catch the Athens flight.


*


There is no better place than a crowded European airport on an August morning in which to say a tearless farewell to air travel for a few months. With its look of a tarted-up transit camp, London airport stifles euphoria at the best of times. Even so, I felt none of the elation you might expect in an adventurer departing for Eastern seas among crowds of August holidaymakers morosely contemplating the big boards announcing delays in their flights to Vienna, Rome and Lisbon.


I had spent a late last night – reluctant, when it came to it, to abandon friends for a seagoing mystery tour almost half across the world on unscheduled ships. In thirty years of travel I have seldom begun a long journey without the feeling that I shall never return, and this beginning was no exception.


I edged my way to the bar and ordered a small black coffee. ‘Oh, and a Fernet Branca, please.’


‘Brave man,’ the barman said, and poured so generously that a small puddle of the dark-brown liquid formed around the base of the glass. I took his generosity as a good omen.


The Fernet Branca’s bitter warmth raised my spirits a notch or two. Soon a precise English female voice on the loudspeaker system announced that the Athens flight would leave on time, and this helped as well. But it was a false prophecy. Another two hours went by before we were allowed to board and listen to the captain apologizing for the delay, caused, he said, by air-traffic congestion. And another hour before the arrival of plastic trays bearing the airline’s ‘paprika sauce’ congealing on ‘turkey escalopes’ that retained the consistency of corrugated cardboard. The delays in the shipping world, I know now from experience, run into days or weeks, not hours, but only one out of the bizarre diversity of vessels I was to take on my long sea road to China produced food less appetizing than that airline meal between London and Athens.


I bought a cognac to wash away the taste and then the clear white Alps were below us. Later still, at last, the even clearer blue of Salamis Bay. Motorboats drew snowy trails among the islands and headlands basking in the warm sea. Seagulls wheeled and whitecaps flickered against the blue water – blue and white, the colours of the Greek flag. It was like a photograph on one of the postcards my fellow passengers would be sending home, whose recipients would sniff in disbelief at the unnaturalness of the colour reproduction. Here Europe ended; somewhere in the haze and glint of the eastern Mediterranean Sea, Europe and Asia came together. Beyond Athens airport the first of my ships waited for me; and, beyond that, Asia.


For the moment, Athens, much less Asia, was inaccessible beyond six long lines of passengers waiting for passport control. Evidently four jumbo jets had arrived at the same time.


A woman near me was saying, ‘It’s better at London airport, isn’t it? Better organized, really.’


I went through customs behind two florid young Englishmen dressed in identical brown blazers with brass buttons who bantered, Bertie Wooster-fashion, in strong Yorkshire accents.


‘To the yacht and straight into the sea, what?’


‘Yeah. Second one in pays for the champagne.’


‘Roger, old man.’


When I had reached the city centre and checked into a modest hotel on Mount Lyccabetos that someone had told me about, the receptionist told me I still had time to see Thomas Cook’s before they closed. I wanted to make sure I could get on the next ship heading through the Greek islands to Patmos. I had been told that the hotel had a ‘lovely view of the Acropolis’, and I suppose that if I’d been a giraffe I might have spent some time peering at it around the corner of the hotel. My room, though perfectly comfortable, was gloomy and on the ground floor and looked out onto a busy construction site. ‘It’s the month for the tourist groups,’ the receptionist explained. It occurred to me that perhaps all the passenger ships were going to be full too, so I hurried to Cook’s office in Constitution Square.


Cook’s was oddly hard to find but, after an interlude of dodging through crowds of blond tourists in shorts, I found it in a corner of the square on the second floor of a tall modern building. A friendly Greek lady there told me that the next ship to sail in the direction I wanted would be the steamer Alcheon, a Greek passenger vessel leaving Piraeus the next day at two o’clock in the afternoon for her regular run through the Aegean. She will stop, as usual, the lady said, at the island of Mikonos, and reach Patmos in the middle of the following night. Eleven hours; it seemed worthwhile to book a cabin.


The Cook’s lady blew her nose into a Kleenex, made a telephone call and reported, ‘Tomorrow there’s only one berth left. In a cabin with three other people.’


‘Any way of knowing who they are?’


‘No.’


It didn’t matter. It was a stroke of luck that there was any berth at all. ‘I’ll take it.’ At least it would be somewhere to lodge my ironclad suitcase. As I put my ticket and passport away, the Cook’s lady said, ‘I should board at one o’clock, if I were you.’


With my first steamship ticket in my pocket, there was time for a quiet evening in Athens. I had no intention of sightseeing; I had been to Athens several times before. I had pottered about the Parthenon and could remember enough nights filled with retsina, smashed plates and table-dancing to twanging bouzoukis, the Greek equivalent of the zither, in tavernas full of apaches. Enough of that – at least until Cyprus. For someone about to walk the plank from Europe into Eastern seas, only the peace of Orfanides’s beckoned with a wrinkled, ouzo-scented finger. But first I stopped at the bookstall of the Grande Bretagne Hotel and bought the Kümmerly and Frey map of Greece, the Geographia map of Turkey (which covers Syria, Cyprus and Lebanon too), some prickly-heat powder and half a dozen postcards. Then I strolled around the corner to old Orfanides’s.


I say ‘old’ Orfanides. For whoever Orfanides is and whatever his age – let’s hope he’s still alive – he cannot be young. His bar, too, has the right kind of old dusty shelves, the right number of old dusty bottles around its walls, a marble-topped wooden bar inside at one end, and small tables at the opposite end and outside on the street. ‘The Oldest Bar in Athens’ is Orfanides’s claim – ‘Established in 1916’. The fan on a wall over the bar is massive and rusty and is probably one of the first revolving fans ever made, but it works. It is needed because it is unlikely that one’s blood temperature will remain unaffected by the intake of alcohol made possible by the provision of a thick finger of ouzo for ten pence and a glass of Samos wine for twenty.


I took a table on the street and, when I had ordered ouzo, ice, a glass of water and a small plate of olives, I took my Alcheon ticket from my pocket and laid it carefully on the table next to the map of Greece. The rush of leaving England and friends, the many details I’d had to tidy up before leaving and the flight itself had all combined to smother any sense of what I was now embarked on. I wanted to brood on that first ticket. I wanted a reminder that I was going to China on slow boats, and that my destination was several months and thousands of miles away. I wanted to let the blissful thought seep into my head that, after nearly twenty years and fourteen wars, I was not embarking on one more harassing sprint for the Observer. In other words, I needed to slip into neutral, and Orfanides’s was a good place for that. Once it had been a comforting place in an ugly time.


In 1967, when I was Paris correspondent of the Observer, a trio of colonels seized power in Greece. I knew what to expect from London and it soon came: a telephone call from the Observer’s foreign news editor. ‘How about a trip to Athens?’ he said.


The next day I had found the lobby of the Grande Bretagne crowded and chaotic. My friends Jo Menell and John Morgan with their BBC television crew were struggling with cameras, recording apparatus and miles of cable halfway in and halfway out of the glass-front doors. We had last met in the horrendous pandemonium of Vietnam the year before. Full-scale repression in Greece and mass graves of Greek and Turkish civilians in Cyprus were still in the future when I came upon Jo and John. At the time, the situation seemed mildly laughable but, in the days that followed, laughter died away, and the grim routine of revolution closed around the Greeks. Telephones whirred and clicked in a sinister way; friends of friends vanished overnight.


That first evening, Jo, John and I went despondently to Orfanides’s. The bar was full of equally despondent Greeks. Jo rapped the table and said ironically, ‘Gavin, you’re about to see the revival by the military of Greek democracy in its finest and purest form. Except that they’ll probably institute the death penalty for everything from homosexuality to zither music. They’ll have Socrates spinning in his grave.’
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John and Jo had taken their camera into Orfanides’s to see if the elderly Greek customers there were willing to discuss the colonels. They didn’t expect that they would be, but neither the waiters nor the old gentlemen held it against Jo and John that they tried to film them. In the next few days we went there often, and one evening from Orfanides’s terrace we watched soldiers, priests and men in double-breasted suits parading by to impress wavering Athenians and foreigners with their ‘revolution’ and its permanence.


Now, twelve years later, the colonels were in jail and in disgrace.


I ordered another ouzo, watched the ice turn it to milk, put my ticket away, and felt glad to be watching a different sort of parade: the promenade of August tourists. A decorous lot, by and large. The hippies seemed to have moved on. Perhaps I would catch up with them in Goa or Ceylon; perhaps they’d just grown up and settled down with mortgages and televised soap opera. Elderly English: men in panama hats, white-moustached; women in sensible, low-heeled shoes and head scarves. Americans in small, round straw hats. Schools of young German males in shorts so brief and tight you wondered where they found room to park their genitalia, and their pretty but big-bottomed girls; slip-slopping their sandalled feet, they went past Orfanides’s to the grander Snack Bar, where a notice said in demotic German, ein deutsch sprechen.


When darkness fell, I ate something in a small restaurant and then found a taxi. It was quite late enough. After all, I was leaving for China next day.

















One


Piraeus to Jedda
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One





The following day, the Greek motor vessel Alcheon, alongside her pier in Piraeus, dribbled a soft ribbon of smoke from her sloping funnel and prepared to sail. 1.55 p.m: the gangway would be hauled in soon; the passengers who were still boarding had cut it fine.


From an upper deck I looked at the sweep of Piraeus in the sunlight. A screen of medium-sized high-rise buildings of no distinction spread out against the bright hills of Attika. A line of cranes bent and swung their heads. Other vessels of Greece’s big island passenger fleet awaited their turn to sail, their sirens impatiently mooing like cows sensing their release into a meadow: the Kydon; beyond her, the Omyros of Chios; next a torpedo-shaped yellow hydroplane with two fins, the Flying Dolphin; another gleam of orthodox white streamlining, the Ariadne….


Gloomy Northerners with heavy packs shuffled up the gangway, but the Greek passengers easily outnumbered the tourists. Solid island women swiftly commandeered benches on deck where they hauled off their shoes, exposing crimson toenails and varicosed and unshaven legs. Three frenzied Greek women had already pinned the young assistant purser in a doorway, buffeting him with bosoms that jostled each other like melons in black sacking. Having won their point, they petted him with shrugs and heavy sighs, as if enacting a grotesque parody of lovemaking. It seemed a more reasonable way of registering umbrage than the smouldering British way. I was about to be given a dose of the British treatment, and it increased my impatience for Asia.


Two elderly Britons stood near a companionway. He was pointing out landmarks ashore with a shooting stick. He had a white moustache and an open-necked shirt with a silk scarf worn like a cravat. His wife, who probed the air with long front teeth and had the swooping neck of a camel, turned to me. ‘I was just saying to my husband it’s exciting, isn’t it, the last moment before sailing. Mysterious. Like entering the Tunnel of Love at a fun fair.’ Her head jerked backwards and forwards as she spoke.


‘Steady on, Maggie,’ the husband said. He glanced at me with distaste, touching his scarf as if it were a talisman against the evil eye.


‘We’re doing a tour of the islands,’ she said. ‘First to Mikonos. We have old friends there with a lovely house. What about you?’


‘I’m going to China,’ I said, and saw at once that she thought I was being facetious.


‘I see,’ she said in a chilling voice. He took her arm and led her away, aiming his shooting stick at a power station as if it were the Parthenon. ‘Uncalled for,’ I heard her say.


What had upset her? Looking back now, I realize that I had no misunderstanding in the next seven months – not even with people who spoke no English – comparable to this ridiculous encounter with a fellow countrywoman on my first day at sea.


We sailed while I was learning from the young assistant purser some of the facts about the Alcheon.


‘She’s old,’ he said. ‘Thirty years old. But so strong.’ He punched the bulkhead like a groom slapping a favourite horse. ‘Eighteen miles an hour. Four-eight-zero-zero tons. Built Copenhagen. Named for a king – no, a queen. Maybe Queen Ingrid.’


Vibrations shook the deck, and I felt the ship sway. Steadily shrinking, the Greek customs officers on shore, immaculate in white shirts, belts and trousers, white shoes and caps, talking quietly together, watched us swinging out from the quay.


The captain, the four gold rings on his shoulder very bright, looked at the shore from the wing of the bridge; impassive, half Onassis, half Niarchos; white hair crinkled around a bald skull, tight curls at the back. The mirror surfaces of his dark glasses would now be reflecting a moving view of half-finished blocks of flats.


‘Greek captains never will use a chart,’ Ε. Μ. Forster wrote on a Mediterranean cruise eighty years ago. ‘Although they sometimes do have one aboard, it is always locked up in a drawer; for as they truly say, it is nothing but paper and lines, which are not the least like the sea, and it’s far better to trust to yourself, especially in parts where you have never been before.’ As the Greeks combine instinct with caution, said Forster, progress is sometimes slow.


Such mockery was inappropriate to the hefty back of our captain, who now turned his curving nose and thick, firm lips toward the bay of Salamis. His drawer, one knew, was unlocked; his charts, with their beautifully engraved whirls of height and depth, intricate lines depicting bays and inlets, islands and headlands, were spread out on the chart-room table like works of art in an exhibition. Every line of them, it went without saying, was etched in his mind alongside all the instinct and caution we needed to get us to Patmos without bumping into something.
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I lugged my bags below and found the cabin I was to share. Two lots of baggage stood just outside the door, but the cabin was empty. I pushed my suitcase under a lower berth and put my anorak across it. The cabin had two washbasins and four metal bunks, two up, two down. It was hot.


I headed upstairs again, passing two middle-aged British couples wrestling with their bags at the open door of another four-berther. ‘It’s only for one night,’ a man was saying. ‘Quite hunky dory, really, don’t you think, boys and girls?’


Later I saw the husbands carefully balancing cans of beer into the first-class lounge, where suffocating heat seemed to radiate from inappropriate deep armchairs covered with olive-drab material. The bar was cooler; fresh air came in through two large windows. Perhaps the heat in the lounge stifled holiday jollity in the British passengers. The British husbands came back at regular intervals to the bar, where I sat with my ouzo and Ford Madox Ford’s Memories and Impressions. Recognizing me as a fellow Briton, they treated me to the nod and twist of the lips that passes for a wry little smile north of the English Channel. ‘Bit of a carry-on this, eh, old chap?’ their silent message said. Perhaps my own absurd little smile spoke in the same idiom: ‘Rather!’


*


As I saw when I went on deck, the Alcheon was probably doing her eighteen knots. The black-clad Greek ladies with varicose veins and elderly Greek men in straw hats and baggy grey trousers, shirt sleeves and braces had settled on the deck space like an occupying army. A solid youngish woman was shrieking with unbelievable volume at her husband, ‘Ee? … Ee? … Ee?’ It was as if someone were opening a rusty hinge an inch at a time.


We passed through the Cyclades, and my Kümmerly and Frey map showed me a spattering of islands I’d never heard of: Sifnos; Sikinos and Folegandros (a nice name); Tinos, Siros and Anafi. Are they all tourist traps in the summer? I peered at some of them through my old Leitz binoculars. At least I couldn’t see any plastic beach huts. (The French export these vulgarities as cavalierly as Captain Cook transported smallpox to the South Seas. I’d even seen them in the remote mountain resorts of Iraqi Kurdistan.) Perhaps there are still a few Greek islands unviolated.


The islands sat in the sun, soaking heat into rock surfaces that were only occasionally marked by the white blobs of islanders’ houses. This landscape is what you see from Spain to the immense knife-edge passes of Afghanistan, from Yugoslavia to Aden; in spring it is beautiful with small flowers, and at all times of the year the colours in the rock change as the light shifts. Moonlight can give the rock surfaces an illusion of snow. I wish I weren’t conditioned to associate this kind of landscape with other memories: jet planes banking around headlands, skimming through valleys, bombing or rocketing, leaving behind them the roar of engines, plumes of smoke and mourning columns of refugees.


In the hot afternoon I went down to the empty cabin and slept. When I awoke, the cabin was no longer empty: two men, both Greeks, were dozing. A large, oldish man lay in the berth above mine, fully clothed. From his throat issued a loud rattling and gargling. On the lower bunk opposite, a plump body sprawled on its back, corpse-white where it was not covered with thick black hair. It was nude except for a black jockstrap, over which a hand began to move restlessly. The cabin was as humid as a Turkish bath, and there was a bittersweet smell of underarms and feet. I wiped a trickle of sweat from my neck and hurried out to the upper air.


On the deck, passengers levelled their glasses shorewards. My Leitz binoculars were small, light and powerful, and they would fold into a pocket. I swung them about and found a seagull playing a game near the Alcheon’s bows. It was a plump gull, and its head, back and the upper side of its wings were a muddy brown. Its game went like this. First, rise to twenty feet, moving parallel with and close to the ship. Next, hurl yourself down to within millimetres of the skin of the sea, and stay there, gently swaying on rigid wings, contouring the surface.


The gull seemed to be consciously challenging the bow wave, which only had to rise two centimetres to turn it into a lump of feathers cartwheeling to destruction, just as Second World War Japanese kamikaze planes, shot down by American ships, cartwheeled and broke up in clouds of spray. Of course, the gull knew what it was doing. Whoever heard of a gull smashed by a wave? Gulls and dolphins like playing games with ships, and both seem to prefer an audience.


We passed barren island hillsides, Greek trawlers under power with sail-less masts, and the odd white island steamer.


In the evening darkness, the Alcheon dropped anchor off Mikonos three hundred yards from a stone jetty. Passengers who wanted to disembark gathered at the gangway to walk down to the small boats that would take them ashore. Among them were the Englishman with the shooting stick and the woman with the neck like a camel.


The rest of us went to the dining room. Over the lamb and salad, my dinner companion, a black-chinned, chubby man, told me cheerfully that he was a ship’s barman on leave. His home, he said, was Kefallinia, an island off Greece’s west coast, south of Corfu. He had been about quite a bit in different ships, and now was off to join one at the island of Cos, beyond Patmos, almost touching Turkey. When I told him I was heading for southern Turkey, he waved his fork, scattering drops of olive oil. ‘I tell you. Izmir [Smyrna] no good, dirty. Mersin the same. Very dirty. From there, where you go?’


‘Perhaps Haifa. Perhaps Beirut. Perhaps Alexandria.’


‘Haifa dirty.’ He dismissed Haifa with his fork. ‘Only good place Jerusalem.’ He slopped retsina into both our glasses and beckoned to our waiter for more. ‘But Haifa better than Alexandria. In Alexandria, ha, they want to kill you.’ He leaned toward me earnestly. ‘Ye-e-s. I mean it. They kill sailors for their money. In Alex, I tell you, big crowds of bad peoples come to the ships. Why? Because they have nothing to eat, they are always starving. And they smell so bad in Alexandria.’


He sat back as the retsina came and poured more of it into our glasses. ‘But, most important, they kill for money.’ He looked at me, smiling sadly. ‘You don’t believe me.’


I had been in Alexandria several times without noticing exceptional smells. Nor had I noticed the inhabitants of that ancient and balmy city engaged in killing for money, although they can manage a spectacular riot. Still, the Greek barman was a happy companion. I wondered if he knew that three decades ago Alexandria was practically a Greek city, and I didn’t mention the Greek poet of Alexandria, Constantine Cavafy. Later I looked up Cavafy’s poem ‘On Board Ship’; aboard the Alcheon it seemed appropriate:








Of course it is like him, this little


Drawing of him in pencil.


Quickly done, on the deck of the ship;


An enchanting afternoon.


The Ionian ocean all around us….







Out of Time. All these things are very old –


The sketch, and the ship, and the afternoon.











After dinner we went to the ship’s little bar; he’d be at home there. ‘Screwdriver,’ he cried joyfully, and in five minutes threw back two double vodkas mixed with fizzy Sunripe Orange, wincing at the bitterness of the orange taste.


‘I make first-class screwdriver.’ A professional was speaking. ‘These are not screwdrivers, but nearly.’ He jerked his chin at the barman, who responded with a thumb’s-up sign and brought the same again: a screwdriver for him and for me a Metaxa brandy. We kept each other company until we reached Patmos, and I was sorry to say goodbye.


*


The Alcheon crept into the waters of Patmos at about midnight, and tied up at the stone quay of the small and only port, Skala, a crescent of low white buildings, cafés, a police station, one or two small hotels, tourist shops and tavernas. A hill rises steeply behind the town and stops in a spread of lights against the stars; the following morning I saw above me a monastery walled like a fortress and more white houses. From there, I discovered later, you can see almost the entire island of Patmos.


On the quay a company of grey-haired Greek women in black who had been eagerly awaiting the Alcheon’s arrival now advanced like gendarmes to the foot of the gangway. The barman had told me to expect them. They were the landladies of Skala, come, like buyers in a slave market, to fill their empty rooms from the pool of arrivals. About thirty of us spilled awkwardly down the ramp into their arms.


I dropped my metal suitcase on the quayside with a thump and waited to be gathered up. At once a small but stocky lady in black appeared at my elbow.


‘Room? Room?’ she screamed into my face.


‘Yes, room. Big room.’


‘Come,’ she ordered. I took up my suitcase and prepared to follow her. That had been simple, I thought. But she didn’t move.


‘How many friends?’ She peered around me as if she expected to find several people roped behind me like Alpine climbers.


‘I have no friends.’ The pathos of the remark struck me as I uttered it, but there was no corresponding pity in her voice, only disbelief.


‘No friends?’ She had never heard of such a thing. Everyone arrives in Patmos with friends. Suddenly her face was rigid with disappointment or suspicion. A single long hair thrust out quivering toward me from a mole on her cheek like a locust’s antenna sensing trouble. Just then a party of young Germans came toward us, round-shouldered under huge knapsacks.


The hair from the mole excitedly tested the air near four straw-coloured beards. ‘Four persons?’ She smiled at them.


‘Ja, ja.’ They smiled back. Four men to fill her rooms; that was more like it. She was radiant. All history might have conspired to deliver this quartet into her hands. Her back was turned to me by now like a slammed door. ‘Come,’ she said, and the little group moved away into the darkness.


All over the quay the same thing was happening. Groups of passengers in shorts were humping baggage single file after the triumphant landladies, like African porters behind white hunters on safari. Soon I was left alone under the puzzled gaze of those who had stayed on board, and who were now leaning on the Alcheon’s rail staring curiously down at a man standing by a metal suitcase. A man who wore trousers, not shorts. A man alone in the middle of the night. A man, evidently, without friends.


Allez! This would not do. I gathered up my luggage and with feigned jauntiness followed the disappearing throng. I could see ‘Police’ written on a board near a cluster of lights. Perhaps I could rent a police cell for the night. But when I got there the police station was closed and its windows dark.


At that moment a voice fluted behind me. ‘Nice room? Here wait,’ and I turned to see a small boy cycling away around the side of the building. Presently a woman appeared in the circle of lights, a white-coloured woman of the kind you read about in improbable books of travel – the good-hearted local woman who keeps the ideal pension, bright, clean, well aired and not too expensive; the woman with a face as bright and clean as her house, which is an old, white-painted house with blue shutters; a house ideally situated near the post office, the shipping agent’s office, a taverna and the sea.


She stood in the light with the boy on the bicycle who had summoned her, and smiled and beckoned me to follow her. When we turned the corner of the Ionian Popular Bank of Greece, she led me through a gate in a low wall, and I looked up and saw the pension of my dreams: an old, newly painted white house with tall shutters the colour of the blue in the Greek flag.

















Two





Next morning the sun shone cheerfully on the empty quay, where at midnight I had left m.v. Alcheon (née Queen Ingrid), my first ship. I strolled around the little port and bought a guidebook to Patmos. Then I found a tree outside a café and sat under it.


‘The name Patmos,’ I read in the guidebook, ‘as it is generally believed, derives from the word Latmos, which is the name of a mountain of Caria, a country situated across the island in Asia Minor where the Goddess Diana was particularly adored…. It is said that the mythological hero Oreste pursued by the Erinnyes [the Furies] because he killed his mother Clytemnestra, took shelter in Patmos.’


Apparently there had once been a temple to Apollo here, and another to Bacchus. ‘Under the domination of the Romans, the island of Patmos failed [sic] to decline. It was abandoned and used as an exile place.’


I flapped the guidebook at the wasps that competed for my breakfast jam.


Skala, fresh and newly whitewashed in the sun, was peaceful except in the café behind me, where some youths had already begun to take turns playing the jukebox. Along the waterfront: Orion Hotel, tourist shops, cafés, fishermen unravelling acres of netting from boats tied up along the quay. At the dying of August, the bustle of tourists, mainly German and French, was beginning to die too. But, in twos and fours, pink-faced young men and girls in shorts and T-shirts, with bouncing long hair, still hurried back and forth, although in Patmos there’s nothing to hurry for, except perhaps a love affair or an illness. The girls’ braless breasts wobbled about under their T-shirts like hot-water bottles under a sheet.


I bashed a couple of wasps with the guidebook. They fell to the ground, buzzed about on their backs for a while, and then flew back to the jam. Aegean wasps must be bred for endurance. I propped the guidebook against my coffee cup and read, ‘In the year 96 of the new christian age the Evangelist St Jean the Theologue was banished in Patmos. This is the reason that the island of Patmos became the centre of the Orthodox Religion and moreover it got famous.’ St John’s Monastery was the walled fortress-like building I had seen rearing up against the skyline behind the port, built in 1088 and daringly sited on the very spot where un-Christian rites had once enlivened the worship of Diana. It must have had quite a reputation then. In its own way, it had no doubt ‘got famous’ long before the Christian era.


I might not see much of Patmos, for I wanted to move on to Turkey with a minimum of delay. Beautiful and peaceful though the island obviously was, a day or two here would be more than enough for someone bound for China.


Abandoning the jam to the wasps, I strolled past MIDAS – FINE JEWELLERS to the shipping agent’s office on the waterfront. A number of young tourists were sitting or standing there asking about ways to go home; holidays were nearly over. Some of them were clearly anxious, because a noticeboard propped against a wall of the office said, ‘The ship to Cos today is cancelled’.


First things first: I needed another ship. I had to take into account the delays I anticipated between Turkey and Cyprus, or Turkey and the Suez Canal – particularly at the Suez Canal.


I asked the photogenic Greek whom I took to be the manager of the agency about boats to Samos.


‘Wednesday and Friday to Samos and Turkey,’ he said. ‘The ship is named the Samos Express.’ This would mean three days on Patmos; bad for my patience, but it couldn’t be helped. I couldn’t swim to Samos and I was meant to be travelling on water.


‘I’d like to book a passage for Wednesday,’ I said.


‘It is not allowed to reserve today. The harbour authorities are very strict. Perhaps the ship will be too full.’


‘That’s why I want to book now.’


‘Sorry. The authorities will not allow it. Come Wednesday at eleven o’clock.’


At least I had the perfect place to stay. The Greek landlady who had temporarily adopted me at midnight had led me up some steps to the first floor of her white house with blue shutters, through a small hallway, through another door and into a large room with a high beamed ceiling. It had two big old-fashioned wooden beds, a scrubbed wooden floor and white walls. A framed studio photograph of a young man in naval uniform on a chest of drawers matched another of a young soldier with much the same cast of features. They had been taken a long time ago; the uniforms were of the Second World War. ‘Adelphoi?’ – I wasn’t sure how close that was to ‘brothers’ or to the Greek pronunciation. Close enough, evidently: the old woman nodded and smiled at me.


She showed me a bathroom at the top of the stairs and a notice behind the door that said, ‘350 drachmas a day. To include water and soap.’ Just over four pounds. It was my turn to nod and smile at her.


The bedroom had an interesting feature. Over each headboard hung an elaborately framed picture. At first sight, from the writing under them I took them to be Greek, but I soon saw that they were Russian and well pre-Soviet. One was a double close-up portrait of the last czar, Nicholas, in imperial robes, crown and medals, and the czarina, blank-faced and also in full imperial fig. The other showed a densely crowded square in Moscow or St Petersburg at the climax of a grand parade. The czar on a white horse was easily identifiable in the centre of rank upon rank of infantrymen. His hand was raised to salute a glittering phalanx of mounted officers, gorgeous in plumes, helmets and uniforms that might have come from the Hollywood wardrobe of The Prisoner of Zenda. In the distance was a pale queenly head and shoulders at the window of a coach.


1894. I could read the date but not the Cyrillic writing that would have told me whether I was looking at Nicholas’s wedding, his coronation parade, or something else. The pictures were obviously much prized by my landlady and her family; I could tell this from the large new frames and the fact that they occupied pride of place in what I soon saw was the biggest room in the house.


Everything in the room was simple and well cared for. I was glad I wasn’t a party of four Germans, and I had a feeling that my landlady was, too. Perhaps that was why she hadn’t joined in the crush at the ship.


I filled the succeeding days easily enough. There wasn’t much to Skala, but it was pleasant to stroll in. Ships came and went from Piraeus and other islands, including the one to Cos, each arrival creating an atmosphere of minor carnival – and a stampede of hopeful landladies to the dockside.


While waiting for the Samos Express, I was thrown violently into the past. It was curious. I was reading what Ford Madox Ford, in his Memories and Impressions, recollected about international terrorists at the turn of the century:




In the nineties in England – as indeed in the United States, France, Germany, Spain and Italy, and subterraneously in Russia … there were Anarchists … Irish Fenians, and Russian Nihilists.


The outrages in London and the North of England were mostly committed by Fenians. Their idea was to terrorise England into granting freedom to Ireland. They dynamited successfully or unsuccessfully, underground railways, theatres, the Houses of Parliament and docks.





In Russia, nihilists assassinated czars and members of the imperial family, generals, superior officials. I thought of the picture over the bed: the czar and his officers saluting each other on parade. Targets, one and all. Elsewhere, anarchists murdered President Carnot of France, and someone blew up the Prefecture of Police in Paris; naturally, several innocent people were killed.


Political terror is repulsive food for thought – rank with madness, ruin and destruction. To eviscerate a family for the sake of a dream….


I sat with Ford’s book and time on my hands on the big old bedstead in that sunny room in Skala and saw some mementos I had left behind in Europe more vividly than anything around me.


I saw two brightly coloured dancing figures about an inch and a half high. They stand on the window ledge of my flat in Paris, and their pale little faces peer through the curtains. They are garishly painted and dressed in traditional Khmer (Cambodian) costumes made from scraps of red and black brocade-like material in which the gold thread sparkles against the light. Each figure has one leg raised and both hands stretched above its gold headdress in the ritual contortion of Khmer dancing. They wear little painted smiles and stand on small square bases of wood, on the bottom of which are small squares of paper cut from a school exercise book. On one square is written: Kem Sokha, student of Lycée Bungkak. And on the other: Pheth Mouny, Buddhist student of Lycée, Phnom Penh.


They are presents given to me by an eighteen-year-old student and her brother in Phnom Penh not long before the Khmer Rouge armies of Pol Pot entered the city. I had known them for two or three years. They took me sightseeing, and then I met their family in an unpretentious house in a suburb. Their father was a clerk in a ministry. They were studying hard at the Faculty of Medicine despite the war that had already carried off several of their friends.


They invited me to a dance that their fellow students were giving to celebrate some local festival. It was the last time I saw them, only a few months before the fall of Phnom Penh and the beginning of the Great Cambodian Death. A few months later Pol Pot began the purging of the cities, towns and villages he had planned with his cronies in Paris cafés years before: the population driven into the countryside – the sick, the old, the dying, no exceptions. Utter destruction in the service of a dream: the regeneration of Cambodian man.


As the students danced in Phnom Penh under coloured lights, cannon fire sounded close across the river and flares trickled down the sky. ‘You should leave here,’ I said, ‘and go to Bangkok. Just for a holiday. See how things turn out.’


‘Oh, we have exams,’ they said. ‘Very important exams. Our father would never forgive us.’


I bought the brother a beer, and when, as Asian faces do, his turned red with the alcohol, I tried again. ‘Just go to Bangkok for a while. Just see how things will be.’


‘Oh, non,’ he said. ‘Mon père ne nous permettrait jamais!’


‘Please, excuse,’ his sister said as we parted. ‘These are for souvenirs. Until you come back.’ She handed me a small box made of bamboo strips; inside lay the two dancing dolls.


A month or two later she wrote me a letter and I opened it in Paris. ‘Things here are not normal, less calm…. It is difficult to live. Do you think next year it will still be possible to go to school? … Oh, how hard it is!’


Things are not normal, less calm…. By the time of her writing, Pol Pot’s rockets were falling in a regular stream onto the city. How far could these children of a doomed land go in dedication to their exams? They were like children playing with sand castles in the path of a tidal wave. I don’t suppose they ever received my last urgent letter telling them to run – run – for the Thai border. ‘Take a bus or a train if there is such a thing by now. Walk, crawl, if necessary. By any means possible leave the country. I beg you. Exams are dead! Save yourselves.’ I underlined the last words several times.


I don’t think they can be alive. Thousands of Cambodian refugees reached Thailand, but there is no sign of either of them, so I suppose they died of starvation or from the exhaustion of hard labour. Or perhaps of machete blows for disobeying the Organization of Pol Pot.


At any rate, all that is left is a letter in my drawer, a photograph of a happy brother and sister posing beside a stone lion in a Phnom Penh garden, and the two dancing dolls on my windowsill, waving their hands, smiling their tiny painted smiles and staring with blind eyes at the Paris boulevard outside. In Cambodia the experiment in the regeneration of man is over.


*


My second morning in Patmos I had breakfasted and fought the wasps with no more success than Don Quixote battling his windmill, when a large steamer entered the bay. Through my binoculars I read Odysseus on her bow and lazily watched her draw alongside.


To my surprise, I recognized the first man to appear at the head of her gangway. A tall, elderly, professorial figure, evoking, even in the inappropriate eastern Mediterranean sunlight, memories of warm sherry in cold wet England, deep armchairs and tall austere windows overlooking the carefully mown lawns of Trinity College, Oxford; and the sound of my own uncertain voice reading uncertain essays on Stubbs’s Charters, mortmain and nisi prius. Michael Maclagan, Oxford don, medieval historian and Portcullis Pursuivant at the College of Arms in London, looked greyer, but stepped spryly ashore. I closed Ford’s Memories and waved, and Michael waved back and came over with his wife. They sat down and had a drink.


Michael had been my gentle, genial tutor all those years ago; and he had been more. Trinity, my college, had, as well as a president, a dean whose duty was to watch over the behaviour of the undergraduates. Michael was dean – although a less likely college police chief it would be hard to imagine. His spindly figure encased in baggy expensive tweed, his moustache and his preoccupation with the Middle Ages combined to remind me of the White Knight in Through the Looking-Glass. He may have been an effective dean; certainly he was merciful. One festive night an undergraduate friend of mine, awash with high spirits, took a pot-shot with a sporting rifle at a don in a neighbouring college. The don was standing up in his bathtub at the time and his naked silhouette against the frosted glass of the bathroom window apparently presented an irresistible target. The .22 pellet passed close to his head and lodged in the ceiling. In due course Michael appeared, looking stern and demanding some sort of explanation. It was only a joke, my friend said contritely; he had placed the bullet very precisely; he was an expert shot. Obviously the excuse was inadequate. My friend had perpetrated a misdemeanour serious enough to merit dismissal from the university. Nevertheless, Michael had perceived an excellence in his work, and he also knew that the case was not one of attempted homicide but of horseplay, however outrageous. The indignant don was somehow pacified; my friend’s grovelling apologies, orchestrated by Michael, were magnanimously accepted; perhaps some relatively minor punishment was imposed. At any rate, my friend’s academic career was saved, thanks to Michael.


Now we sat in the sun of Patmos. Michael was in charge, he said, of a Swan’s tour party of three hundred, lecturing them on the Christian sites of the eastern Mediterranean. Two weeks in the sun; he did it every year; they were in Patmos for a few hours to see the monastery on the hill. They seemed in a holiday mood, but there was something else….


‘Are your tourists giving you problems?’


‘No, not at all. But I don’t suppose you’ve heard the news?’


‘I haven’t seen a newspaper or heard a radio since I left Athens.’


‘Yesterday the IRA murdered Mountbatten and several members of his family, including a young grandson and another boy. Blew them to pieces in Mountbatten’s launch while they were on holiday in Sligo Bay. Pretty shattering, isn’t it? As a herald, I’ll have to go back to London for the funeral.’




Next morning I took one of the island’s few taxis up the steep hill to the monastery. From Skala it had looked like a fortress, and it looked just as forbidding at the foot of the massive, castellated walls that soared up out of the narrow streets and white houses of the tiny town that encircled it. Below, I could see Skala like a fistful of knucklebones scattered on the bay, and the deep-blue peace of the Mediterranean – ‘the cradle of overseas traffic and of the art of naval warfare,’ Conrad called it – stretching away and out of sight. Small white launches moved slowly in the bay – not unlike, I supposed, the once-trim little vessel bits of which now floated on the surface of Sligo Bay.


The monks padded or shuffled about the ancient stones of St John over the still more ancient, hidden stones of Diana, the Huntress, and Goddess of the Moon.





A couple of tourists I met in a café warned me that leaving Patmos wasn’t always easy. Sailing home to Piraeus, the Alcheon is sometimes overbooked, and passengers have been left behind. Sometimes the captain took a horrified look through his binoculars at the crowd of tourists waiting on the quay and quickly dodged away. So there was the possibility that I might be delayed still further.


But prospects looked brighter in the shipping office in Skala. The manager smiled confidently and said, ‘Come back here at four o’clock tomorrow. The Santos Express will sail, definitely, at seventeen hundred hours.’ Best of all, he allowed me to buy a ticket.


The tourists had also said, ‘There is a nice British actor here called Clarence Standing.’ I had never heard of a Clarence Standing, but I had seen a John Standing several times, most recently in London in Plunder, a revival of a Ben Travers farce of the thirties. As it happened, on my last evening, walking on the quay, I met a man wearing a T-shirt with Plunder written on it in big letters.


‘I saw Plunder,’ I said. ‘You were excellent, Mr Standing. I hope you don’t mind me saying that.’


‘Not Mr Standing, please,’ he said genially. ‘The name’s –’


‘Clarence. You’re the first Clarence I’ve ever met.’


‘Clarence?’


I explained where the Clarence came from and, when he had thought it over, he came to the conclusion that he rather liked it. We had a drink, and the next day he brought his son down to the quay to see me off. We found a bar where we drank beer under colour prints of skirted and scimitar-bearing Greeks in embroidered jackets slashing their victorious way through bloody barricades of Turkish bodies. Would old enemies never forget? The few Turks still standing were easily distinguishable from the Greeks by their turbans.


*


The Samos Express had arrived on time, a stubby little vessel despite its dashing name. Toward sailing time I hurried to the pension to collect my washing from the bathroom: underclothes and T-shirt. From my first-floor room I heard the Samos Express hooting twice; she seemed eager to be off. As I ran to the bathroom a priest forestalled me; bearded, with a black chimney-pot hat, muttering ‘Kali mera’, he shot in ahead of me and bolted the door.


Two minutes, five minutes, passed. The door remained locked with the priest and my washing inside. My landlady climbed the stairs to say goodbye, saw my predicament and rattled the door handle in a commanding way. Inside we heard a shuffling, a small sound of breaking wind and, oddly, someone whistling several bars of the Warsaw Concerto. The Samos Express hooted again.


I had to go: to miss the Samos Express was unthinkable. Providence intervened. At the last possible moment, the priest emerged, straightening his hat with dignity. Like a fireman rescuing a baby from a burning house, I snatched my washing from the bathroom, seized my luggage and hurried breathlessly to where John Standing waited for me on the quay.


Tourists who had come across from Samos in the morning were back on board with their plastic bags of souvenirs and envelopes of picture postcards. When I had dumped my bags on the deck and looked around, I recognized some of the Germans from the daily queues in the shipping office, bowed like blond Atlases under their knapsacks.


‘I envy you,’ said Standing from the quay. The Samos Express’s crew had cast off, and the gap between stone pier and vibrating iron bulwark was already beginning to widen.


‘This is the easy part, Clarence,’ I said. ‘This is child’s play. Scheduled steamers. The hard part comes later.’ I had to raise my voice as the distance between us grew. ‘I think it’s going to become nerve-racking somewhere just this side of the Suez Canal, and get rapidly worse after that.’


‘Look at the bright side,’ called Standing.


But, of course, that was how it turned out.
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Three





It took me some time to realize that the little paper bags flying out of saloon windows of the Samos Express were full of vomit.


A good many tourists, mainly young and with raw and peeling Dutch, Nordic or Teutonic snub noses, boarded the ship at Patmos wearing T-shirts with slogans like ‘Big Apple’ written on them.


The Samos Express had two decks, and the upper one was also the roof of the saloon, where passengers sat in rows as if in a bus. A tiny bar had a sign over it: RECOMMENDED BY HOLLAND INTERNATIONAL. Whatever that meant, it sounded reassuring. I stood here for a bit and bought a paper cup of the bland Samos Koniak.
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When I went out to the rail to look at the view, the bags began to fly. It was rough outside the protection of Patmos’s headlands. We rolled and corkscrewed through a heavy choppiness, and spray formed a mist on the surface of the water. I thought the little bags must contain crusts and cores left over from passengers’ snack lunches. But no, ladies and gentlemen from Berne and Vienna were taking the plastic bags from the ship’s toilet, vomiting into them and throwing them overboard. As I stood on the lower deck they whizzed past me like those little bags of water children sometimes enjoy dropping from windows on heads of passersby. Now and again a spray of unwrapped vomit fell from the top deck, splattering the rail.


I was joined at the rail by a six-foot Austrian lady who told me that she had crossed to Patmos from Samos that morning, and it had been rough then, too.


‘This morning,’ she said, ‘I was so sick, and so scared by my face. It was all white. Now I’m awfully well, yes?’


A spatter of vomit fell on us, and I mopped at her coat with my handkerchief. She smiled bravely. ‘No worry, no worry.’


On the upper deck a couple clasped each other and kissed standing up on the heaving deck among friends in sandals and sawn-off jeans. A violent roll sent them spinning across the deck, as if they were waltzing in a speeded-up film sequence, and they cannoned into a seated row of elderly Greeks dozing around the ship’s rail who shouted at them angrily.


From the upper deck I zigzagged to the wing of the little bridge. Beyond the open wheelhouse door, the captain of the Samos Express, dressed in an old blue shirt, grey baggy trousers and gym shoes, stared ahead with a bored expression. A man whose stomach overlapped his shorts stood at the large wooden wheel. Two hunks of bread, a packet of cigarettes, matches and an ashtray on the ledge slid an inch or two back and forth with the rolling of the ship. Through a curtain behind the wheel I could just see part of a cabin, a child asleep on a bunk and a big woman with very white teeth: the captain’s cabin, the captain’s family.


The bulk of Samos eased like a whale through the spray: a big hump of hills, several times bigger than little Patmos; after Patmos, almost intimidating. Presently I could see a fleet of yachts nuzzling a long stone quay.




The Samos Express would take me to the Turkish mainland next morning; then an hour and a half to the small port of Kusadasi. Meanwhile I was left to wish I were there already. I didn’t care much for what I saw of Samos on the long horseshoe quay from which a fairly large town straggled back and up into foothills already swallowed by the evening shadows. Around the harbour, strings of coloured lights had come to life. European yachtsmen strolled in groups between their boats and the café tables that spilled across the busy quay. Glossy women sat with men with pipes and silk scarves. The men’s grey hair was carefully swept back into curls at the nape of the neck, like the wash of a motorboat in a grey-rinse sea. Silk shirts by St Laurent or Cardin with blue anchor patterns seemed popular. There were a lot of deep tans about, and what used to be called ‘expensive complexions’. Bulging blonde women tiptoed on stiletto heels trailing poodles; beautiful girls, with thighs that quivered with every step, trailed men; and there were a number of middle-aged women with bitter mouths and skin like orange tinfoil. I was glad I had been held up on Patmos, not Samos.





An old Greek insisted on carrying my heavy metal suitcase up a steep side street to a house where, he conveyed with signs, there would be a room for the night. He tottered alarmingly but, when I tried to take the suitcase from him, he protested loudly, ‘Okhi! Okhi!’


At last a woman appeared at the doorway. ‘English?’ she said from the rectangle of lamplight. ‘Want a house?’


‘Just one night.’


She showed me a room the size of a large cupboard; no window, no water, just a hard-looking bed and stifling heat.


‘How much?’


‘Six hundred drachma.’ When I laughed, she said, ‘Five hundred.’ I said goodbye, tipped the old man, picked up my suitcase and walked down to the harbour. At the ramp to the Samos Express, I found two of the crew and said I would be travelling with them to Turkey tomorrow morning; could I stay on board?


‘Okay. I’m the captain’s son. It’s okay.’


‘I’d like to leave my bags here now.’


‘Of course. No one steals in Greece.’


I stowed the bags under a seat in the saloon, and went ashore.


Several dozen yachts lay along the wharf, some pleasantly modest and workmanlike, some gleaming with chrome or aluminium and looking like kept women. A little way along I came to the king of them all; a red light glowed like the eye of a giant idol at the top of the mainmast, perhaps seventy feet high. It was a large sailing boat, a three-master, but it had engines, too; I could hear the purr of its generator. On board a muscular black member of the crew in impeccable whites lounged on guard, impassively watching the strollers who stopped to peer at this sailing palace. Who was it – Goldfinger or Dr No, holidaying in Samos this year?


From a café table, near some island boats – the Aegean caïques, single-masted wooden boats with wide noses curved like drawn bows – I could see a sign that said, ‘Sail with Jiannis. Trips to have a nice time daily. Trips to the nice Island Samiopoula with a nice taverna and a sandy beach.’ And over a fish steak and a half-bottle of retsina – ‘Not too much sweet,’ said the waiter – I thought of my perfect landlady in Patmos and the greedy one in Samos asking an outrageous price for her stuffy little room. Greedy, yes; but warmed by the retsina, I looked at the animated quay and thought, What of it?


A young Greek waiter was laughing with two Swedish girls at the next table, obviously making a rendezvous. I heard singing and the tinkle of a breaking glass coming from a back room. My waiter winked and put another half-bottle of the product of the Union des Coopératives Vinicoles de Samos on my table. As I drank it, I tried to imagine this quayside in winter, its café canopies furled, the tables stacked inside, windows and doors closed against wind and rain, and the chains of coloured lights switched off for another six months. Now, after all, it was the silly, sunny season when islands tried to forget the empty, lonely winter, when rain and winter gales have driven tourists and their money away and turned the islands’ spirit to sludge. So why should anyone begrudge the fishermen, boatmen and landladies their modest killing? What harm was there in saving something for the winter? No harm at all, the retsina said.


Around midnight I went aboard the darkened and empty Express, felt my way into the saloon – a notice told me it was a ‘place touristique’ – and stretched out on a banquette against the bulkhead. The fleas attacked three or four hours later, although I slept through their first blitzkrieg and only woke up when their occupation was fully established.


In the dark I could only turn, twist, curse and scratch and feel them running joyously all over my body. I had lived in the goat-filled tents of Bedouin tribesmen and the reed houses of Iraq’s Marsh Arabs, but as biters these fleas were Olympic champions.


Where did they come from? From the cats of Samos? From the crew? Although the place touristique literally hopped with them, they only came out at night; luckily for the owners of the Samos Express, fleas are nocturnal creatures, because, if they had remained on the warpath the next day, the ship would have become a floating bedlam; passengers would have been leaping and twitching about the decks like victims of an advanced stage of St Vitus’s dance.


From 4.30 a.m. I had to abandon the idea of sleep. My hands and ankles were covered with lumps that itched intensely; my waist seemed to be ringed by a nagging chain of fire. When daylight came I began a feverish search, but neither then nor later in the shower in a Turkish hotel did I glimpse an antenna of one of those seagoing fleas. They stayed with me just over a week.


*


At eight o’clock the Samos Express was ready to leave for Kusadasi. At the last moment a busload of Austrian tourists pulled up and came aboard, their bus driver handing over a plastic bag full of passports to the barman. We cast off. For a time crew ran back and forth to the accompaniment of a mechanical squawking from the engine room as a caïque’s anchor rope was disentangled from the Express’s screws, and then we moved toward the Turkish coast.


The Turkish mainland is startlingly close to Samos. Soon we passed the red Turkish flag that flies from a small lighthouse on an islet to starboard, while the coast of Samos is still what looks like touching distance away to port. The Greeks have soldiers on Samos, which indicates an underlying tension here that is absent on Patmos.


Why shouldn’t there be drama in this mere streak of water between Greek and Turk, whose enmity is so deeply rooted in so many massacres along these coasts, capes and islands that both races might be said to enjoy hostility as some elderly people are said to enjoy ill health? (The next day in Kusadasi, as throughout Turkey, the Turks would celebrate Victory Day – the military victory over the Greeks in 1921 and the violent expulsion of all Greeks from Anatolia by Kemal Ataturk – with goose-stepping military parades.)


There was drama, too, in the way Greece lay in sunshine, its rose rocks warmed in the sun while, ahead, the Turkish coastline could only be glimpsed dimly through thunderclouds that merged with a rising sea mist.


Someone on Patmos had praised a Hotel Imbat in Kusadasi, and I took him at his word. But by noon I was already leaving the Imbat. A haughty young man at the reception desk, who had taken a long time to appear, said, ‘I can give you another room.’


But it had been a mistake to go there in the first place. I ought to have taken warning from the tourist-club insignia that bespattered the modern entrance hall. The room I had already been shown to was far too expensive to include a toilet that had no water, a telephone that didn’t work even to the reception desk, and walls and doors that seemed to be a hundredth of an inch thick.


I pointed all this out to the cool, young receptionist, who said, ‘That’s only your opinion.’


‘Naturally.’


Back in the town – the Imbat is quite a long way outside it – I found the Akman Hotel. It was near the sea, and also near where buses left several times a day for Smyrna, the port in which I counted on finding my next steamer – the one to take me the length of the south Turkish coast to Mersin. I registered at the Akman and walked to the shipping agent’s office, but it was closed. The office was near the jetty where I had disembarked from Samos, and I was surprised to see the Samos Express still at her moorings. She had been due to sail some time earlier. I walked up to the jetty gate. The passengers for Samos, including those who had come across with me that morning on a day trip, were piled up there, sitting or lying disconsolately on the ground, or shifting from one aching foot to another. The Samos Express reared and plunged in wild and swelling water and, leaning his arms on the bridge and gazing sadly at his passengers, her captain rocked with her. The Express was delayed because of the sudden winds and high seas, but no passenger was allowed to go near it or even onto the jetty. The locked and guarded gate illuminated the contrast between a Greek harbour and a Turkish one, even the difference in the Greek and Turkish attitudes to life. In Greece anyone can wander down to the quayside; it is impossible to imagine anyone in seafaring Greece being arrested for wanting to look at the sea or at ships. Kusadasi is small and of no military importance, yet a cloud of police surrounded the gate, and big-chested loiterers in jeans and T-shirts, obviously plain-clothes men, stroked their waterfall moustaches.


‘Don’t get locked up here,’ a youngish man with a Canadian passport in his hand was saying to a despondent British girl who, I had overheard her saying, had run out of money. ‘They take away your belt and shoelaces. They don’t give you hygienic conditions. They’re really rough on drugs here. Once you’re in jail don’t expect no hygienic conditions.’


By temperament, Turks are lockers-up and lockers-out. They have prison on the brain, and a belief that bars are all you need to make the world a safe place, if not a happy one. Few Turks seem to think the world is a happy place.


Mr Akman of the Akman Hotel doesn’t believe in prisons, thank heavens. About happiness, he is sceptical too. He believes in fishing.


Mr Akman is tall, middle-aged and could be a distinguished professor of mathematics. He comes from Erzurum in the remote north-east of Turkey near the Soviet border, and until recently he was a consulting engineer, somehow connected with the building of the Hilton Hotel in Istanbul. He studied in Germany and he speaks good German, but his English, through lack of practice, is weak. He abandoned his job a few years ago to build and manage his own hotel in Kusadasi.


The first evening, when I came down to his simple bar, he asked me to have a vodka. Over it, I said how much I liked the hotel.


‘Sank you,’ he said with a gentle smile, as though he really was grateful. When I asked him if he enjoyed running his own place instead of building hotels for other people, he said, ‘N-no, I want to retire.’


‘What would you do then?’


‘Fishing.’ His smile broadened, and he cast an imaginary fly across the room. ‘Here,’ he went on, ‘too many problems. Staff come and go. Now we have room, breakfast, dinner. No lunch. Lunch too difficult. Maybe next year no dinner, only breakfast and room.’


‘The year after that no breakfast?’


He laughed. ‘Ja, ja. Then no room. Then I go fishing in Erzurum.’


Mr Akman had a visitor from Ankara, an English-speaking friend, a doctor from the university, who said in a wise tone of voice, ‘I know England. I like it. But you have so many problems with race there. I saw those notices in your restaurants: “No black men served here”. Oh, yes, I saw them.’ I wasn’t going to let the doctor and politics get between me and Mr Akman by driving me to mention Armenia or the Turkish occupation of Cyprus.


The more I saw of Akman the more I liked him. He was shy, and had the lugubrious look of A. A. Milne’s Eeyore – a look that I soon saw hid a heart of gold and a hefty degree of fatalism.


The first evening Mr Akman invited me to join his friend the doctor and himself for dinner: soup, kofte kebab, salad, then grapes. We shared a bottle of red wine: Dikmen, ‘Turkey’s best,’ said Mr Akman, raising his glass. ‘Chin-chin,’ said the doctor, who, despite his feelings on English racism, was friendly. He was bursting with stories of the appalling political savagery at Ankara University that was disrupting any serious study there. ‘The disease of Turkey,’ he said.


After dinner every light went out in Kusadasi. ‘They are always fusing,’ the doctor muttered in the blackness. The hotel’s television was cut-off; its screen had been giving us ill-coordinated views of Turkish soldiers goose-stepping in the Victory Parade in Ankara and the sound of British military marches; I thought I recognized ‘Garb of Old Gaul’. In the darkness beside me Akman’s wan voice murmured, ‘Problems … problems.’ Waiters brought candles, and I saw Akman walking up and down in the shadowy bar, muttering to himself. He looked upset, and I postponed asking him about a phone call I needed to make to Smyrna; I would have to reserve a room there for a day or two before I sailed. But in a moment he came up to me, reached over the bar and filled my glass to the brim with brandy. ‘From me,’ he said.


Mr Akman’s friendliness set the style for the whole hotel. It was a very ordinary place: not particularly well built, austere and certainly not beautiful or luxurious. I think Akman depended on groups of none-too-well-off Dutch and German families. Under a different owner it would have been a good hotel to avoid; adequate, dull and nondescript. But without playing a jovial extrovert ‘mine host’ role – quite the reverse – Akman somehow pervaded it with a life-enhancing property.


Sometimes his friend the doctor helped behind the bar. At other times the son of one of his Turkish lawyer friends from Kusadasi poured drinks or manned the reception desk. Having just left Istanbul University, this young man was waiting for the call to do his compulsory military service with the Turkish army – twenty rigorous months in uniform. He had shaggy hair and tugged at a stiff moustache with bristles an inch long, saying gloomily to me, ‘In the army, all hair will go.’ Turkish military barbers shave the skulls of draftees with a savage glee, he explained. In that case, several of Mr Akman’s young waiters would be as bald as footballs within a year or two. Until that dreaded day they darted cheerfully about the hotel in well-coiffed hairdos, and spent a good deal of their time writing notes to pen pals in Europe, mainly to the German girls who came to Kusadasi for the summer holidays. Most Turkish boys, particularly those working in hotels, yearned for jobs in Germany. They said they wouldn’t hesitate to marry any Germany girl – ‘She could look like a sausage’ – if it helped them to get work permits there. Many did marry for work permits, and were the envy of their friends, who had to stay behind in Turkey to go through their military service.


One of the Akman waiters, a wild-looking youth from Smyrna called Sukru, brought me a present of a cup of tea one morning as I sat writing in the empty dining room. When I thanked him, he said, ‘It’s nothing, amga [uncle].’ Half an hour of writing then vanished while he took out his wallet and showed me, like a bridge champion slowly laying down a winning hand, a fistful of colour photographs of a number of German ladies of various sizes smiling in bikinis from an almost identical spot on the beach near Akman’s Hotel – naturally, at different times, probably only days apart. ‘Very beauty,’ said Sukru, pushing the pictures back into his wallet.


Next evening, in the grip of some disorderly Anatolian zeal, Sukru rushed through the crowded dining room bearing a two-foot-high pile of plates, tripped, fell prone across a table and threw the plates among the diners like a Scottish athlete tossing the caber. There was the noise of an exploding china shop. Like Highland cattle disturbed by thunder, shaggy German men and women lumbered wide-eyed to their feet dabbing with napkins and crunching about in the debris of broken plates. Sukru lay across the table as if stunned. Then, still prone, he twisted his head anxiously toward Akman.


‘Sukru, Sukru,’ murmured Mr Akman, sadly shaking his head. Without anger, he lifted a large splinter of crockery from his lamb stew, smiled his resigned smile, and went on eating his meal.


I was grateful to Mr Akman because, while the police and the locked gates at Kusadasi harbour had reminded me of one side of Turkey, he showed me quite another.


I went back to the office of Turkish Maritime Lines near the harbour. The door was open, so I went in. A man came in from the back of the office, which was empty.


‘Closed,’ he said. ‘After two thirty, closed.’


‘But it’s not two yet.’


‘Well?’


‘I have a ticket to sail on the Samsun, Izmir to Mersin, on 7 September.’ It wasn’t far from Kusadasi to Izmir, but I already knew it was not easy to find a boat and it didn’t seem worthwhile wasting time looking for one. Also, the grand ruin of Ephesus lay beside the road to Izmir and I wanted very much to see it, so I would tackle that stage by road. I said, ‘I want to confirm –’


‘No tickets sold here.’


‘I have the ticket and the reservation. I just want to con–’


‘No tickets here. Izmir only.’


Another man, flushed with drink, came through the front door. ‘No ticket here,’ he said. So I left. I would go to Izmir (Smyrna, I preferred to call it, at least to myself) in a day or two. I had six days to play before the Samsun was due to sail, and it was cheaper to stay at Akman’s than in a hotel in Smyrna.


Kusadasi (pronounced Kooshadasi, with the accent on the second syllable) has a population of farmers, fishermen and people intent on attracting tourists. It is popular because it is near Ephesus. It is not a big town; its population is about fifteen thousand, according to a guidebook. It clusters around the harbour and a seventeenth-century caravanserai with immense walls that once housed the Club Méditerranée and is now a luxury hotel.


Between the Caravanserai Hotel and the sea are many stalls and small restaurants, most of them selling fish; Kusadasi is famous for this. There is also a steak house, much grander than the other restaurants, where you are supposed to sit on a stool at a bar, push coins into a jukebox to keep the music pumping and roll your eyes around posters of pop stars on the walls. Blonde German girls sat there for hours on end, chewing gum, thighs spread, eyed by Turks of all ages, who watched the girls intently, as a boxer will study an opponent on film to decide whether to take it slow and tricky or go for a kayo in the first round.


Near an open-air waterfront bar, I saw a man with his trousers rolled up washing two large sheep in the sea. After a while a young Turk, with a handsome raddled face, who was drinking beer at the bar, said to me, ‘Hello. You’ll never guess where I come from. Uganda.’


‘You’re not black enough. I was going to say Congo.’ We laughed and I asked him what he did.


‘I was born here, but one day a few years ago a Belgian film critic came here and took me to Brussels to make a film. I made two films, actually. Not much good, I guess. I went to Paris, too. I had to come back because of work-permit troubles there. Also I had to do my military service here.’


‘You haven’t done it yet? You look –’


‘I’m twenty-four. I could be in big trouble, so I leave on the Istanbul bus at eight o’clock tonight, register at the barracks there tomorrow, begin my training the day after. For the first forty-five days nothing but physical exercise – you can imagine how tough the Turkish army is on recruits. All that long hair shaved.’ He laughed again. ‘Like a nut. But that’s the least of it.’


‘It’ll pass,’ I said to console him. ‘Forty-five days of exercise, no drink, no women. You’ll be the better for it.’
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‘I see military service as a mountain that has to be climbed. I confess I feel like a man facing a firing squad, and you are like the priest taking my confession. My name is Metin.’ He held out his hand.


‘I’ve had so many girls here,’ he said. ‘After all, I worked at the Club Méditerranée, then as a guide, then in Belgium…. I’ve done some strange things.’ He grinned.


‘Old women, too? Men? Sheep?’


His grin broadened. It was not unpleasant. ‘You’ve met Ugandans like me before?’


‘You’ll need another beer if you’re going to Scutari tomorrow to start a new life. Is it Scutari barracks you’re going to?’


‘Yes. Uskudar. Yes, thank you, one beer. You know, I could get a doctor’s certificate and avoid that mountain.’


‘Yes, a sharp attack of syphilis would probably get you off.’


He held up his hand and rubbed the tip of his first finger against the tip of his thumb. ‘Money. That’s easier, less painful.’


‘Too late now. You’ve decided to be honest.’


‘Too late, yes.’


We sipped the beer. The man led the dripping sheep out of the sea and rolled down his trouser bottoms. The sheep shook themselves and followed him slowly down the road, leaving parallel trails of water in the dust.


‘I like Brussels better than Paris,’ the young Turk said. ‘I’ll tell you why. It’s the Parisians. Turks, as you know, are a bit quiet, reserved, but Parisians are much more so. I don’t like that. Here’s a true story. One day I was in a crowded Paris street and a girl in front of me tripped and fell hard on the pavement. Not a soul stopped to help her. I gave her a hand up. She was shaken. Her knees were badly cut and bleeding. I helped her to a café nearby. I put her on a chair, ordered her a cognac and asked the patron for a cloth or something to stop the bleeding. Do you know what? The patron – one of those bald, arrogant sons of bitches – said, “This is not an infirmary. Take her down the second street on the left, and after three hundred metres you’ll find one. The cognac is twelve francs, and kindly don’t put blood all over the floor.”’


Metin frowned and shook his head in disbelief. ‘Turks wouldn’t do that. We can be selfish bastards, believe me, and tough. But not in that way. Never.’


I said, ‘I’m going to have a fish lunch here. Join me?’


‘Thanks. I ate earlier. I have to prepare for that bus. We might have a beer here at seven, yes?’


‘I’ll see you here,’ I said. But for some reason I wasn’t able to meet him. Three months later, in Colombo, just before I boarded an old Tamil sailing ship for southern India, a postcard with a Turkish postmark reached me. It was from Metin. He had begun his training at Scutari barracks, the towering early nineteenth-century barracks on the Bosporus that was once the hospital where Florence Nightingale tended the British casualties of the Crimean War. He sounded quite cheerful. He was not going to let the mountain defeat him, he said. He hoped we’d meet again.


The thought of Scutari and what Metin had said about the harshness of life in the Turkish army reminded me that a few years ago, as a correspondent for the Observer, I was given permission by the Turkish general commanding the Istanbul region to attend a military court he had convened in the Scutari barracks. Bombs had been thrown in Istanbul; there had been shooting, kidnappings, deaths, and martial law was in force. Hour after hour I sat in a white chamber with an arched ceiling and amazingly thick walls as the trial of the alleged terrorists went on. I had been told that once in the courtroom I would have to stay until the court adjourned for lunch. My wooden chair was uncomfortable; its seat felt like iron and its back was too upright. Quietly I crossed my left leg over my right. The proceedings, in Turkish, dragged gloomily on. Soon I saw that the presiding officers of the tribunal, medals flashing beyond a long table, were staring in my direction. The buzz of a voice giving evidence continued, but not only were the officers staring at me with hostility, they were also putting their bullet-shaped heads together and conferring about something – evidently something to do with me because their united and angry gaze never left my face. Then all talking ceased: a silence fell in court. Even the prisoners were staring at me.


It was disconcerting. I tried to think what I had done wrong. I had my permit to attend the court in my breast pocket; further, I was accompanied by a Turkish official. I checked my fly. I wasn’t wearing a hat; I was wearing a tie. What could it be? The official with me seemed unaware of anything unusual. Finally one of the presiding officers beckoned a soldier to him and whispered into his ear. The soldier headed for us. At last the official at my side noticed something. He leaned forward, and the soldier lowered his brick-red face and crew cut and gabbled something into his ear before making an about-turn and marching stiffly away.


The official, a pleasant young civilian, looked embarrassed. He said to me in a low tone, ‘The tribunal wishes to inform you that you are showing it contempt. You are not being respectful. It wishes to tell you that a military tribunal has powers to deal with disrespect to the armed forces of Turkey. It is giving you a warning.’


‘What have I done, for God’s sake?’ I hissed back. ‘I’ve been sitting here without stirring, not breathing a word. What do they mean?’


‘You are sitting with your legs crossed. You must sit at attention in a military court. With both toes and heels together on the ground and your back straight. It shows proper respect.’


Luckily, I had to sit at attention for only two or three more minutes before the court adjourned for lunch. ‘Are you going back to the court this afternoon?’ the official asked.


‘No, we’ll visit Florence Nightingale’s sitting room instead. We won’t have to stand at attention to show respect to her memory.’ The official smiled. He hadn’t wanted to go back among those officers either.


The corner room that the Lady with the Lamp had used as a study when the rambling barracks became a temporary hospital was almost directly above the chamber where the military court would resume its session that afternoon. It was the spotless, sparsely furnished room of a busy and practical woman. The famous lamp she had carried through the scandalously overcrowded wards that stank of bodies and excrement stood on a table. It was not the Aladdin’s lamp I had expected, nor was it the kind of Victorian lamp they called a bull’s-eye. It looked like an expanding Japanese paper lantern and resembled a small concertina standing on end.

















Four





I bade Mr Akman farewell and caught a morning bus to Ephesus. There I toured the ruins before continuing to Smyrna by taxi. I found Ephesus full of ancient remains in fair condition, tourists – and cats.


Turkey is a cat country. In Ephesus you come across them everywhere: mother cats leading families down old Ephesian triumphal ways; gangs of cats in small temples to ancient pagan gods or big temples to Artemis; cats stalking the hillsides like miniature pards of Bacchus. (In Kusadasi I had seen groups of cats staring at the moon, wide-eyed, blinking lazily as if it warmed them.)


With Mustafa, a short, pear-shaped Turkish guide in dark glasses, I skirted the Gymnasium and made for the Upper Agora. Between the Upper Agora and the Odeon we became hopelessly entangled with tourists.


I had seen at least twenty large modern motor coaches parked near the ruins while the drivers drank tea in a string of coffee shops and snack bars. Near the Odeon we caught up with a group of Swedes and edged past them – Mustafa delivering his spiel as we did so – only to run up against a block of elderly Americans. To pass them would have meant a long detour halfway up a hillside and down again. In any case, I could see yet another group, possibly two, behind the Americans.


The situation was confused and the noise deafening. Our skins frizzled in the sun among soaring columns and burning slabs of historic stone. A Swedish-speaking lady guide was uttering loud uncouth sounds as if to invoke – or provoke – a god, and the gentleman guide of the American group followed suit. The two harangues rose into the air and grappled in cacophony. A third voice was that of Mustafa, who seemed to see a ghostly ear trumpet in my hand and at the ready.


I sensed trouble. ‘I can hear you better if you speak lower, Mustafa.’ At intervals I murmured, ‘Lower, lower.’


‘Harry ap. Shake a leg. Gat a move un,’ the voice of the Swedish party’s lady guide rang angrily across the Nymphaeum. It was a duel; she was addressing the Americans’ guide over our heads. In response, the Americans’ guide closed disdainful eyelids over disdainful eyes. But his party began to move forward at what was a brisk amble after the snail’s crawl of a moment before.


Irritable American voices began to be heard. ‘Hey, aren’t they kind of rushing us?’ A bony lady, whose face seemed to have melted into the folds around her neck, glared at Mustafa. ‘Pipe down,’ she snapped at him. But Mustafa was in full stride; nothing could stop him in mid-duty. ‘The Temple of Diana, one of the Seven Vonders of the Vorld,’ he bellowed confidently into my invisible ear trumpet. ‘Please looking at Temple of Westa, the Place of the Westal Wirgins.’


As if he had risen from the very stones, a dark, willowy figure appeared from behind us, moving briskly like some emissary of Diana herself. A jaunty creature among dejected foreigners, he tootled on a flute ‘Rain Drops Keep Fallin’ on My Head’, and people made way for him. It was uncanny. They fell in behind him, and soon a single file of Americans and Swedes headed rapidly toward the Theatre, singing as though raised from the dead.


‘Now they clear out,’ said Mustafa with satisfaction as he watched the crowd bobbing away like the children of Hamelin behind the Pied Piper. In the distance the fluting changed to ‘The Sound of Music’.


‘Yes, more better.’ He was back on the job again. ‘Now, please, you look,’ he yelled. ‘This is the largest brothel in the world. Was made to protect the girls of the East from the lusty seamans.’


*


‘Sheep full op! Sheep full op!’ In the wide deck area in front of his office the purser of the Turkish motor vessel Samsun was booming genially at a European couple who wanted to be shifted from second class to first class. I was in Smyrna, an hour before sailing time. ‘Big problems. Sheep very full op.’


I had been referred to him by his assistant, who advised me to check my ticket with the ‘poncer’. He was a cheerful man with a Cyrano de Bergerac nose who took my ticket in exchange for a radiant smile. That the ship was very full I could see from the crush on deck and the number of people still boarding. The two Europeans were out of luck.


For safety’s sake, I had confirmed my second-class booking a few days before sailing. I had walked along the long seafront of Smyrna, past the Greek consulate, past the Ataturk Museum, past the big grey filing cabinet that houses ‘NATO HQ Landsoutheast’, to the pierside offices of Turkish Maritime Lines, and there a helpful lady had said, ‘You have second class with a cabin for four persons. Second class is not good for you on Samsun. I want to change you to a better thing.’


‘No, please. You are very kind. I’m quite happy –’


‘Unfortunately, here we cannot make tickets or reservations,’ she went on as if she hadn’t heard me. ‘We must telex or telephone Istanbul.’ No ticket or reservations at Kusadasi or Smyrna? Turkish Maritime Lines have certainly centralized their system, I thought. ‘However’ – she smiled a smile of infinite sadness – ‘today the electricity is out of order between Istanbul and Izmir, so telex is impossible. Telephones are also not working. But I will try later.’


‘Please don’t.’ I would have three nights on Samsun before we reached Mersin, the port of south-eastern Turkey. I thought of the heat and socks of the Alcheon’s four-berther, but I saw no reason to move. I was more concerned about my course once I had reached Mersin; that was more important than cabins. At the moment my intention was to reach a port – perhaps the Syrian port of Latakia or Beirut or Haifa – where, with luck, I might find a freighter to take me through the Suez Canal, the first great obstacle, nonstop. Perhaps Turkish Maritime Lines had something….


‘No, we cannot help with that,’ the lady said. ‘To Haifa, no. To Latakia, no. Better for you to take the ferry from Mersin to Magusa – Famagusta, you call it – in Cyprus. Then cross to the Greek side in Cyprus. Maybe from Limassol you can find something Greek for the canal crossing. Maybe.’


I took a typed letter from her to the company’s agent in Mersin, advising him to please issue me a ticket for the ‘feri-bot’ from Mersin to Magusa. Then I returned to the waterfront.


The Smyrna waterfront is spectacular. Modestly storeyed buildings face the wide expanse of a bay embraced by hazy wingtips of land. Behind the seafront the city begins to rise into clusters of tall buildings – banks mostly, hotels, apartment blocks. The statue of Kemal Ataturk gazes out to sea amid ranks of red Turkish flags fluttering in permanent celebration of the founder of modern Turkey, whose ghost haunts the souls of his countrymen as Lenin haunts millions of Russians and Eva Perón many Argentines.


The Ataturk Museum is the house the Grey Wolf moved into when the army drove Smyrna’s Greek population into the sea and a great fire destroyed much of the city. The first thing you see in the museum’s hallway is a huge frowning bust of the great man, and inscribed on its base ‘1881–1938’.


The museum has a moribund appearance. Ataturk’s study contains a large, plain wooden desk, some high-backed, rather ecclesiastical-looking chairs, a wicker table and a smell of mothballs. You can see his double bed of varnished wood, dull carpets and dingy furniture, inlaid tables for trik-trak, the Turkish backgammon. Glass cases display Ataturk’s velvet overcoats lined with fox fur; dark metal statues of Seljuk or Saracen warriors pose under crudely ornate chandeliers of Paris, 1910.
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