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We are the Pilgrims master; we shall go


Always a little further; it may be


Beyond the last blue mountain barred with snow,


Across that angry or that glimmering sea.


James Elroy Flecker. The Golden Journey to Samarkand


For Maggie.


Impatiently waiting
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Introduction


‘Travel is the most private of pleasures. There is no greater bore than the travel bore. We do not in the least want to hear what he has seen in Hong Kong’ – Vita Sackville West


When the Sunderland flying boat of Imperial Airways took off from the Irrawaddy River bound for the Hooghly River in north east India, on the morning of 8th March 1942, on board were my mother, my sister, an English nanny and myself. This would be the last flight from Rangoon for three years. The 214th Infantry Regiment of the 33rd Division of the 15th Army of the Imperial Japanese Forces entered Rangoon the next day and Colonel Takanobu Sakuma, the commander of Rangoon District, settled himself into my parents’ old home – it had a nice position beside Inya Lake. Since I was only one year old at the time, I did not realise that I might never see my father again, nor that this long journey was the first of so many to come.


From India, we travelled to Quetta in Pakistan and when my father arrived six months later, tragically thin, we moved to Ootacamund in southern India. Two years later, we were all on a troop ship that zig-zagged around the eastern Atlantic to avoid U Boats. My grandfather, an admiral in naval intelligence, knew the rough positions of the U Boats and the exact position of his whole family. Arriving in Liverpool we boarded the train for London and my sister and I carefully unpacked our little suitcases and put out our pyjamas; we had never been on a train journey of less than two days. My father always maintained that any wanderlust I might have acquired had come from 20,000 miles of travel before I was three.


I write spontaneously and in what some of my friends might describe as unusual places: a village house in Upper Burma, a guest house beside a Siberian volcano, a tent in a Himalayan winter or a hammock under an Amazonian kapok tree. These places are not very unusual of course, simply a little off the track heavily beaten by the groups of organised tourists. Friends tend to go to the Mediterranean, spend two days in the Uffizi and will scramble for days over the ruins of Carthage. These may be interesting and occasionally fun, but they are not for Travellers; at least, not this one. As a boy, I was fascinated by the story of Colonel Fawcett who entered Brazil’s Matto Grosso never to be seen again. Under the bedclothes of the senior dorm at Abberley Hall, my torch shone upon the pages of such excitements as The Lost City and Peter Fleming’s Brazilian Adventure. Later, with a little more worldliness, the realities of a lingering death from a curare-smeared spear did not seem so attractive and my adventurer loyalties switched to Frank Kingdon Ward. Part of me, the romantic and possibly morbid part, follows this energetic plant hunter as he hacks his way through the forests of Northern Burma or struggles through the steep valleys to discover the uncharted course of the Tsangpo River, collecting the original material for my garden as he goes. How dreadful it would be to expire in the humdrum hinterland of John Lewis, falling between haberdashery and hardware.


On the whole, cities do not hold many attractions for me; there are no horizons, little honesty, they tend to be electronic and their inhabitants are concerned only for themselves. They hold many testaments to man’s creative genius but in spite of attending many courses on all forms of art, I prefer the spaces in between the art. Paul Theroux puts it this way:


‘.... people who are glamorised by big cities and think of themselves as urbane are at heart country mice – simple, fearful, over domesticated provincials dazzled by city lights.’


This meander is simply to explain that I am not a pioneering adventurer who drags tyres around muddy fields to limber up for rigours to come; not an expert in anything nor even passionate about particular places. I just like to observe the silent beauty of the wild, disturbed only by birds and beasts, and enjoy the quirks of human nature wherever they are found – preferably indigenous although fellow travellers can be interesting too. A wet tent is bearable for a short time, but the more so if you know it will be followed by a deep and hot bath, a whisky sour, soft pillows and crisp linen.


My wife Maggie is not an enthusiastic traveller. This is disappointing as one of the pleasures of travel is to share the good and the bad moments and reminisce about the day in a post-mortem of praise, criticism and discussion. After we had travelled the Silk Road from Tashkent to Beijing, she said she would never travel with me again. It was, of course, hot and dusty and the edge of the Taklimakan Desert is depressingly boring but the bit she loved best was getting stuck in an unseasonable June blizzard that blanketed the Tien Shan Mountains and being holed up for a day and a night in a yak herder’s tent. (I am glad to say that we have travelled again together many times since.) As I do not always have her witty and comforting companionship, I sometimes go alone or with a group. Both of these have their merits and disadvantages but unless the group is certain to be congenial, the lone traveller option is usually the best.


The travel pieces you may be about to sample do not record every journey. The Silk Road, for example, is not here, nor are nor are Alaska, Bali, Bangladesh, Bolivia, Costa Rica and Lapland amongst others and most of Europe. The pieces here are not chosen because I enjoyed the places most; it is simply that they are the only places I wrote about at the time.


These are not a travelogues – heaven forbid! – but it seems a pity to waste some of the moments on the way that have entertained or excited. If any of these pieces tickle your spirit, get out there fast, for the byways are being trampled into a tourist track every day.


A fellow Wykehamist, Ian Graham, an expert in Mayan iconography and a real life Indiana Jones in the ’40s, described himself as ‘A bushwacker outfitted with a camera, a pencil, some grains of common sense and an instinct for self-preservation’. That would be a headstone I think I might like.


Chipping Norton


June 2014




Washington for the Weekend


January 1994


‘To awake quite alone in a strange town is one of the pleasantest sensations in the world’


– Freya Stark


The Potomac was frozen, there was snow in the street, ice on the sidewalks, the first five cab drivers were Afghan ex-mujahidin and the waiters seemed to be all Puerto Rican. I hailed a stubbled freedom fighter and there, between Constitution and Pennsylvania, stood the White House. So this was Washington after all. A blizzard littered the highways with skewed cars as the townies slithered to their country homes but it swept on to Virginia and left behind a bright, clear weekend.


I was fortunate; winter weekends are not known for balmy weather but take off for a city trans-Atlantic and you are assured of bargains galore. The cheapest fares of the year, hotel staff anxious to please, short queues at the high spots; a city at your feet, empty of tourists and commuters but full of the bonhomie of local traders who have not yet honed their sales pitch on the whetstone of the holiday trade. Never mind a few murky days, escape to the galleries, the tea shops and theatres and a king sized bed bought for the price of a summer pillow.


Washington is on the boundary of the Confederate and Northern states and although firmly Yankee, there seemed to be an even distribution of generals cast in the bronze of posterity; with school-boy familiarity one came upon Grant, Sherman, Jackson and Lee. It is a city of monuments and memorials, huge and arrogant in the past, humbler in the present. The massive bronze (the largest ever cast) of raising the stars and stripes at Iwo Jima is unashamedly vainglorious, the Vietnam Veterans’ Memorial stark in its simplicity.


If you removed the few blocks of Georgetown and Alexandria there would be little left to charm but plenty to be in awe of. The buildings of the Smithsonian on Independence Avenue lie on one side of the great green expanse in front of Capitol Hill while opposite, along Madison Drive, are the great national museums. At the Library of Congress is one of the world’s greatest repositories of knowledge with a scale to dominate and impress. The Castle, the original headquarters of the Smithsonian Institution, seems curiously out of place with its turreted and eccentric skyline – an American pastiche whose architecture reflects the Liverpudlian origins of its benefactor, Henry Smithson. In the crisp air, the subway steamed through the pavement grilles and the mere scattering of people gave an eerie feeling. I felt the humility of a mouse on a harvested prairie but with Doctor Strangelove at my elbow. Suddenly the melancholy but fruity notes of a tenor sax cut into self-indulgence. Here on a deserted sidewalk, black, aged, grey haired, stubbled, darned and stooped was unwelcome reality. Like a junior rope rigger caught in the footlights of the Metropolitan, the uncomfortable truth of what lies behind the grand façade stubbed my sprightly toe. I put a dollar in the musician’s hat and for a while winced each time his faulty A flat tarnished the blues.
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The cordoned queues at the FBI building indicated the popularity of its tours but on an off-season Monday we were only eight and not a G man in sight. We wandered down endless corridors, occasionally peering through plate glass into laboratories that examined bullets, matched DNA and identified the pin head flakes of paint of a getaway car. The inactivity was disturbing but perhaps crime too was out of season. The shooting demonstration in the basement range gave a tweak of excitement and here a genuine agent with a Beretta revolver and a Koch submachine gun convincingly pumped 40 lead slugs through the heart of a paper cut out. The agents are tested four times a year; ‘Hostage and Rescue’ require 95% accuracy but for others 75% is sufficient. As I left I pondered on the fact that in a shootout the good guy has a one in four chance of being shot.


South of the Potomac in Virginia on gently sloping ground amid maple, oak, ash and linden America buries it military heroes and political heavyweights in Arlington National Cemetery. It is tranquil, serene and compassionate and the rise and fall of the ground prevents too many of the two hundred thousand headstones being seen at once; the graves of John Kennedy and Robert Kennedy are poignant in their simplicity. The leafless trees are elegant but sombre.


‘Bare ruined choirs, where late the sweet bird sang.’


I hurried up the hill towards Robert E. Lee’s old house to watch the changing of the guard by the tombs of the unknown soldiers from World Wars I and II, Korea and Vietnam. Europeans, whose military pageantry tends to be colourful, musical and large scale, find this is a tame affair. A single soldier from the Old Guard – America’s oldest infantry unit, head cropped as close as a coconut, is replaced for another via a staff sergeant who inspects the rifle of each in an elaborate ritual of much slapping of butts and rattling of bolts; whether to ensure that the rifle is loaded or unloaded I was not sure.


On a Sunday morning the old tobacco port of Georgetown had a middle class, middle browed but moneyed feel with BMWs, Saabs and Volvos, designer tracksuits for dog walkers, and dressing gowned figures taking the first strenuous exercise of the day as they pick up 2½lbs (1 kilo) of Sunday papers. A corner shop beckoned with the smell of fresh brewed coffee and toast (rye, wholewheat, sour dough, black, brown, thick or thin), eggs (up, down, scrambled, trampled, winking, blinking) and most enticing of all, bacon fried to a crisp. I expected Woody Allen to open a door rubbing his eyes or Meryl Streep to flash a crooked smile. This was a setting for romantic comedy, secure, comforting and fun. Saunter past an agreeable palette of ranch red ochre, prairie green, mustard and cornflower and you might bump into Norman Rockwell painting on a street corner or Mable Lucie Attwell spreading a gingham table cloth, but come Monday morning, although the set remains, the dream vanishes in a flurry of overcoated executives, career wives and traffic jams.


Add a fourth day and you could take in Baltimore (an ancient port and wonderful aquarium) and Annapolis (an 18th century architectural gem) and with a fifth day, Williamsburg (living history) and Yorktown (where Admiral Cornwallis surrendered). But stretch a weekend this far and the thrill of a few stolen days will snap. I hurried home to humdrum and to reach for the atlas – winter had another six weeks to go.




Egypt for the Weekend


January 1995


‘But why, oh why do the wrong people travel when the right people stay at home?’


– Noel Coward


Never ask an Egyptian taxi to hurry – at least not in Cairo. Speed is their creed, daring their hero. If you escape being maimed by a taxi, you will probably die of fright inside one. Cairo has the worst drivers on earth and its taxi drivers come from hell.


This is a monster of a city. Clogged, chaotic, cacophonous; it heaves and writhes giving birth to new cement-grey suburban blocks each week which in turn strain services already convulsed. Dominated and divided by the Nile, the river carries surprisingly little traffic. Bright feluccas, sullen in the lack of wind, floating restaurants and flocks of seagulls feeding on the detritus of fifteen million inhabitants are about all that moves. But step onto the Corniche el Nil and press further into the tangle of back streets and there nothing is still or silent. Rusty buses, mangy donkeys, shiny Mercedes and 10,000 black and white taxis jostle with people, people, and people. Women in berber black galabiyas, academics in grey, clerics in white, sharp suited businessmen, tradesmen in sweaters so hideous they would never make the final reduction rail of a north country market, rags and this year’s best seller, dayglo pink trimmed with nylon lace. Architecturally barren (although the newer mosques in white limestone and marble have a refreshing delicacy), the charm comes from the people who seem universally glad to see one. Information will be smilingly volunteered and although there may often be a commercial motive for bonhomie, once it is clear that you already have ten packs of postcards, enough rugs for a warehouse and papyrus pictures by the gross, it is likely you will be genuinely wished a happy stay.


Commerce is the single ingredient that binds the vastly varied colours, religions and incomes of Egypt. Passengers pass through duty free shops to enter the country (the attractions include immersion heaters, refrigerators and central heating components) and in the last week of the year, Mohammed slips temporarily into the shadows to make way for the more profitable Father Christmas. A Muslim, desert, third-world country is strange enough to a visitor from frozen Oxfordshire; add ‘Merry Christmas’ 14 feet (4m) high across the façade of the Nile Hilton and the effect is surreal.


The pyramids are on the edge of the city and from our hotel balcony their peaks cut through the urban horizon of the industrial suburb of Giza. I felt betrayed that this preview had stolen their mystery. These sacred wardens of the greatest Pharaohs seemed reduced to sandcastles. Nevertheless, go west towards a setting sun, turn your back to the grime and the tourist tack, hire a horse or a camel and approach them over a dune and the mystery is restored.


Luxor had been our particular goal but Saudis, Japanese and others with more time to plan had filled all the planes, so Alexandria was second best. Advised to reserve train seats I selected a taxi driver from a clammering throng for his ability to understand the word ‘railway station’. Unfortunately, I had assumed that this multilingual capability would mean that he could read as well. I was mistaken; his eagerness to help simply added to the confusion. The railway tickets were about the size of a postcard, nicely designed in several pastel colours. The essential information was naturally in Arabic and to check departure time, carriage and seat number, no smoking etc. the comic gestures on both sides of the plate glass window emphasised the patience of an Egyptian and the thespian ambitions of an Englishman.


The 0805 Turborini sped due north along rails arrow straight and across land pancake flat, parallel to a dual carriageway and beside fields of alfalfa, carrots and cabbages. There were bullocks, egrets, donkeys working irrigation wheels and huddles of breeze block farms each with flat roofs piled high with dried maize, papyrus, hay and sugar cane. Magpies fidgeted about the landscape and an unstable confetti of gulls whitened the furrowed ground. On board, the service of coffee was a local art form. Nescafé, powdered milk and sugar in equal proportions are whisked with a drop of water in a glass until creamy; filled to the brim with boiling water, this is then handed to the passenger who is left to juggle the scalding glass from hand to hand. In the town, the ritual is quite different; finely powdered coffee, cardamom, sugar and water are prepared to a consistency only slightly more viscous than treacle and then poured shoulder high into a thimble. Two of these sipped slowly produce a sleep-defeating buzz and a spring-in-the-step nirvana that brings energy for three more mosques and a carpet factory.
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Alexandria had nothing to offer of its romantic past. Even the Hotel Cecil and Café Pastrudis were uncompromisingly furnished with plastic pastiche. Lawrence Durrell placed Justine here, of course.


‘A city shared by five races, five languages and a dozen creeds. Five fleets turning through their greasy reflections behind the harbour bar.’


Now, one race, one language, one creed and a monoglot metropolis. But to the west there is one of the most eccentric restaurants of the Mediterranean. Fight your way through the grime and clatter of marine workshops, chandlery, anchor chains, vast bales of cotton and belching diesel lorries and there suddenly appears a castle. Bannered, battlemented with plaster knights, concrete cannons and a menagerie of stuffed monkeys, owls, flamingos and turtles, it is modestly called ‘Seagull’. Inside, many rooms cater for 1,000 customers amongst an extraordinary array of objects d’art, brocante, trivia, ephemera and the flotsam and jetsam gathered from the past elegance of a city now lost to the stuccoed drabness of countless identical high-rise blocks, rented to Cairenes seeking summer breezes. It is amusing, decorative and original but for a moment I found it disturbing. I heard the mocking voices of Justine, Clea, Olivia et al, and saw a figure in spats and patent leather wince at his domesticity displayed as a carnival and his personal possessions stripped of intimacy. There were whispers from an elaborate Victorian armoire, a hiss of ‘shame’ from a sepia portrait. Fortunately this nostalgic discomfort was given a sharp shove by the arrival of numerous salads – baby spiced aubergine, tahina, glutinous rice, chilli-hot okra and cucumber-cool yoghurt and then there was confusion as we were given a piece of paper with an Arabic numeral while an arm beckoned us to follow. Leaving the paper on the table, it was given back; we smiled, nodded and replaced it. After two more attempts, it was picked up by a patient waiter who led us from the dining room. Suddenly a saviour with soft and perfect English came to rescue us.


“There is no menu, just fish – whatever has been caught in the last few hours. Please give your table number.”


We chose from heads of sea bass, mullet and sardines that poked up through crushed ice like a Stargazy Pie; there were also octopus, calamari and shrimps.


“Perhaps grilled on charcoal with garlic and a few spices?”


Washed down with Stella beer, juices scooped up with warm pitta bread, that was reality. We left past parrots and pelicans, Nubians, Saracens and Mamelukes. At the road, a backward glance seemed to catch a slight figure in starched collar sipping from one of those thimbles of coffee and then a sixteen wheeler loaded with pig iron thundered by and a taxi had us in its sights.




Weekend in Palm Beach


February 1995


‘I did not understand the term ‘terminal illness’ until I saw Heathrow for myself’


– Dennis Potter


For a town as photogenic as Palm Beach – an oasis of respectability 100 miles (160kms) north of Miami – it is surprisingly difficult to find a picture postcard. With azure sea, palm trees, pelicans, elegant architecture and inhabitants, hedges trimmed to set square perfection and streets so spick and span one doubts if anybody has dropped a raspberry ripple or tossed an empty Budweiser in fifty years, a carousel of gorgeous views might be expected on every corner. But Palm Beach is as close to reality as Kubla Khan. Its main shopping street, Worth Avenue, is aptly named – unless you know how much you are worth there is nothing you are likely to be able to afford.


However, there is an exception in The Church Mouse, the charity shop run by the Episcopalian Church of Bethesda-by-the-Sea. Here Palm Beach bric-a-brac and cast-offs start at a price that most of us would consider appropriate for an heirloom and car spaces beside the shop are ‘Reserved for Donors’; I thought I had uncovered an illicit trade in spare parts for the aging population. Inside Betsy Mitzer, groomed and cool in crisp linen, explained, “We really prefer a good name on our clothes and anything for the home needs to be perfect. Items are often brought in by maids – they have little use for a designer cocktail dress.”


The Church of Bethesda-by-the-Sea is solid, anglo-saxon and turreted. It could well have been brought stone by hand-crafted stone from a shire county and bears an uncanny resemblance to St. Mary’s at Frinton-on-Sea. But while St. Mary’s had the tang of salt and mansion polish, the comfort of dusty corners and thistles in the graveyard, B-by-the-S was clinically litter free, close cropped, clean and orderly. Inside it was cool and a bronze plaque gratefully recorded the benefactor who donated the air conditioning. I was grateful too, as I was going to a wedding there and felt uncomfortable as I arrived in my city suit of winter weight worsted avoiding pony-tailed, satin-shorted roller-skaters weaving between the zimmers. The service had the familiarity of the James I edition but the ritual was different. Groomsmen, cravated and close cropped to a man, lifted a left elbow to escort each female down the aisle. I had a card that said ‘Pew 4 North’ and concerned that I might get the elbow treatment too, I crept down the aisle in the wake of a dinner-jacketed video operator taking a panoramic shot of the Gothic arches and stained glass. After a procession of groomsmen, bridesmaids, flower girls and ring bearer each proceeding singly to form a sort of matrimonial wall of grey morning coat and cream seersucker, things got underway with a baritone solo. Half an hour later, hymnless and sermonless, we were squinting in the bright sunlight with a radiant, newly married couple anxious to get on with the fun and swig down Mimosas in the swankiest, most restrictive establishment of all the Southern states, The Everglades Club. In this WASP enclave, my hosts, a prominent local lawyer and his fourth generation Floridian wife, had scored a notable first by inviting a prominent local lawyer and his fourth generation Floridian wife; but they were black. Never before had this colour bar been breached. Not for nothing was Florida the last state to allow a coloured defendant a defence counsel in Belafonte v the State of Florida in 1936.


The Everglades Club lies at one end of Worth Avenue in dignified hacienda style, faced with coral blocks and clad in bougainvillea and poinsettia taking up 200 ft (60m) of some of the most expensive frontage in the world. Half the length of Bond Street, the Avenue starts at the ocean end with Cartier, Givenchy and Chanel and goes up from there. It stops at the Intracoastal Waterway where the marine equivalent of Lear Jet and Gulfstream float serenely indifferent to fishermen on the far side and poor side who are dangling a line for a supper supplement. These leviathans of gleaming white, trimmed with stainless steel and teak, rest on the swell, tied to land with umbilical cords of water, electricity, cable TV and fibre optics. Purposeful young men and women, uniformly bronzed and clad in well pressed cotton, daily polish inside and out in case the owner has a whim for salt and sea breeze.


Some of these smoothies (those of steel and teak) are supreme examples of marine engineering. ‘The Other Woman’, taking up 145 feet (45m) of the marina, carried aft two motor yachts of seemingly ocean going capabilities. Hank Zwarse (I got him to write it down), the Lacoste clad, just-missed-the-America-Cup-trials, Ring-of-Confidence crew member arranging the potted philodendron at the bottom of the gang plank, told me that the cost of this opulence was $45m; enough to fill a decent sized cargo ship with rice and bound for Somalia.
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Turn towards the land and things are only a little more real. Police cars honk like pelicans (sirens would offend), rubbish bins are hidden in clipped hibiscus and aged skin is stretched as far as ambitions for youthfulness will allow. Tiffany’s has a mid-season sale (eighteen carat Snoopy brooches are on special offer) and The Banana Republic has cotton chinos down to $60. But there is not a black skin nor a coloured postcard in sight.




Nambia and Botswana


August 1995


‘Tourists know where they have been; travellers don’t know where they are going’


– Paul Theroux


There is only one corner on the 250 mile (400kms) single-track, dirt road across the Namibian Desert and I missed it. In an instant of terrible confusion stones rained on glass, rubber burnt, metal was forced against metal in teeth-aching desperation, and there was the clear-headedness that comes with adrenaline, pressure pumped by fear and then a huge, all-enveloping and total silence.


We were alive and alone with a wreck of a car in a landscape stony and desolate to every horizon, under a sky where the evening star was already bright and with a temperature that would drop to freezing within the hour. Here were a father and daughter, two Capricornians, bizarrely stranded within a mile of the Tropic of Capricorn (we had passed the rusted sign a few minutes before), wondering at the clarity of the stars and thankful for the mercy of God. We lost no time in unpacking our bags and wearing everything they contained – three pairs of trousers, six shirts, a sweater and a sun hat. Then we divided a banana and three digestives for supper.


Near to midnight there was a glint in the mirror from a small beam of light that rose and dipped as a vehicle approached down the undulating road like a lifeboat’s masthead in heavy seas. Suddenly it crested a brow, turned the fatal corner and lit up our two waving figures. A small rusty truck slowed to look, passed, stopped and reversed. From the cab stepped a swarthy, dungareed middle-aged man.


“You have a problem?”


His thick German accent could have been Gabriel’s. He took in the smashed windscreen, two tyres shredded on their rims and a radiator hanging loose.


[image: Illustration]


“You are British? Empty the car, put your luggage in the back and climb in the cab with Suzie while I find the spare wheel.”


Suzie? We could see no one; a granddaughter perhaps? I opened the cab door and there was Suzie. The Germans breed Rottweilers, the Asians the Aveda and the Americans the bull mastiff; by some quirk of immigration and genetics, Suzie was a close cousin of them all. The wet lips of this huge hound were drawn back and quivering, her canines moist, her tongue glistening and her brown and bloodshot eyes were bright with anticipation as they stared straight into mine. She leapt at my shoulders, floored me in the dust and pinned me with paws the size of dinner plates. As she opened her mouth I gazed at rows of yellow teeth vanishing into a dark throat from which came a warm sticky breath, like wind blowing over the fires of Gehenna. Then, pausing only to ensure I was secured beneath her fourteen stone, her colossal tongue gave my face a wet and welcoming wash.


The journey to Walvis Bay was reassuring to the mind but retributive to the body with Suzie grumpy at two strangers sharing her berth. Constant grunts, heaves, bad breath and worse from the other end had trimmed our gratitude to this slobbering mastiff. Hans, our saviour, said little but performed like a saint as he took us to his house that sat on the shoreline. In the garden, weird shapes of sinuous driftwood cast shadows in the moonlight and seemed like the roots of a giant tree; I expected a Hobbit or two to appear. Instead, there came round the corner an attractive woman wearing a green skirt, a red jacket and blonde plaits that reached almost to her waist. She was followed by a seal.


Heidi had been crushing nuts for the apfelstrudel to be sold in her bakery the next day. The seal had been rescued as a pup, abandoned in the huge Cape Cross grey seal colony nearby and left to die with a badly damaged eye. It now had a home in a rock pool made by Hans and, as a treat from its fishy diet, had grown fond of pastry. While Heidi kneaded her dough and Hans sang lieder in the bath we listened to breakers pounding the West African coast, smelt the cinnamon and spices and regarded a one-eyed seal finishing an apple pie.


The morning, made damp and grey by a saturating sea mist, later disclosed a clean, tidy, balconied, clap-boarded town of parallel streets, dapper people, cafés called Edelweiss or Schwartz Moran and shops selling Bavarian lager. Miles of flat sand with holiday cabins placed at precise intervals showed the attractions that summer would bring to breeze-seeking holiday makers from Windhoek and South Africa. At Cape Cross, the colony of 10,000 grey seals clamouring and grunting in an ammonia-stenched air attracted day sightseers and inland, the lead mines and railway museum of a previous colonising century appealed to those tourists who lasted into week two.


Shamefaced we told our sad tale to the car hire people and endured their reproofs.


“You left it where?”


“It’s probably had its engine stolen by now.”


“That’s the straightest road in Namibia.”


But by the next day the little Golf had been rescued, re-tyred, patched up and cleaned up. After sending whisky to Hans and biscuits to Suzie, we set off at a more cautious pace with strudel and bratwurst in our tucker bag and a case of Becks in the boot.


At the end of its journey from the highlands of Angola, the Okavango River (the third longest in Africa) comes to rest in myriad tributaries in northern Botswana forming the largest inland delta on earth. Where the river dies in the desert, a paradise is born. The intervening 50,000 islands, lush with palm, acacia, sausage tree and wild sage, host a huge animal population in search of food and water in the dry African winter. Along the streams and broader channels fringed with reed and the feathery heads of papyrus, birds continually fish and forage.


“Stop that baboon, it’s nicked my knickers!”


If you are travelling light (one worn, one washing, one waiting) and staying in the tree house of Oddballs Camp in the Okavango Delta, baboons are public enemy number one. Returning after a morning’s excursion we found our bags unpacked, our clothes scattered and the bed clothes more rumpled than an energetic Casanova could have achieved. Here was the realisation of childhood dreams 40 ft (12m) up a biloba tree, reed thatched and oil lamped with a few sticks of furniture and a huge bed. To the Swiss Family Robinson this would have been the Presidential Suite since the remainder of the camp simply offered a patch of ground in a grove of fig trees on which to pitch a tent. We were woken by the light of the dawn, the cry of a mockingbird and the squeals of excitement as a warthog mother and her four babies rootled around the base of this lofty hotel room. Nearby was a bar with a range of bottles that would rival The Ritz (no filter cigarettes since filters do not biodegrade), a levered machine for squashing cans and a large black cat. Next door, the kitchen produced tasty food cooked over charcoal, with fresh bread baked in a clay oven.


Oddballs had a sister camp – Delta, separated by half a mile of grassland and served by the same airstrip. After two nights at Oddballs, having been double booked with a German lady with a vast bust, a bark of a voice and a worse temper, we were offered the luxury of the much more expensive Delta establishment which we grateful accepted. Ungenerously, we hoped that the baboons would make a special raid on the Wagnerian hausfrau.


At Delta there were eight individual chalets of stout timber and reed walls, each with jumbo sized beds, cool linen (hot water bottles on request) and hot showers – my soap rested on a bleached kudu shoulder blade. Each new guest was made welcome by Bob, black, portly, with a watermelon smile under a Rajput moustache and Binky, the manager for four years, who presided over the whole establishment with the easy charm of a hostess at a country house party. Drinks were on a help yourself basis, dinner was around a great table of polished mahogany railway sleepers and on the sideboard there were jars labelled ‘Coffee’, ‘Earl Grey’ and ‘Birdseed’.
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A night in the bush was offered and we eagerly accepted this. Others were similarly setting off and we scoffed at the amount and range of equipment they drew from the store. Mattresses, pillows, stools, kerosene stoves and lights, canvas basins and mountains of blankets. We needed none of this excessiveness; the British know a thing or two about expeditions and a tent, a couple of tins of beans and a packet of biscuits would suffice. At dusk our mokoro poler cooked up an appetising meal for himself as we opened our cold beans and by midnight the cold had so chilled the day’s warm earth that we spent the remaining miserable hours clasped together like foetal twins as we sought each other’s heat.


First light, with its soft pink shadows, was the time to set off in a mokoro. Half a tree trunk and probably chiselled out personally by your poler, it was just wide enough for a well-fed figure and long enough to sit one behind each other, just above the water line. Point an arm at a passing saddle billed stork and the whole log tipped precariously. The poler, standing at the back, instantly adjusts the balance with his stick against the shallow bed of a water-lilied pond and stability returns before further enthusiasm, cries of alarm or laughter start another roll. In between, slipping through nature, there is still, silent magic. On the islands graze elephant, impala, kudu, reedbuck, giraffe and buffalo.


As the mokoro was poled away from the sandy shore, there suddenly appeared out of the reed and papyrus a huge bull elephant. Balanced in half a leaky tree trunk, just above the water and within yards of a five ton irritable elephant, places one in a scale of vulnerability close to a walnut shell in the Roaring Forties. An immediate squirt of adrenaline makes some reach for a camera and others for their God but as we back poled into the reeds, it became apparent that the elephant was simply demanding clear passage across the stream and in a few measured splashy steps of undeniable authority, he had crossed to a juicy patch of ilea palms on the other side. The nuts of this palm are a favourite but being out of reach, an elephant leans his forehead against the tree and in a series of quick heaves brings down a dozen or so nuts each the size and weight of a cricket ball in a fusillade that bounce off his armoured skull and on to the ground. The nuts have about the same density and flavour as a cricket ball but they apparently aid the elephants’ digestion as they rattle around inside and the nut itself benefits from its enzyme ridden journey so days later, when it drops to the ground the other end, its germination has been given a useful start.
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The sudden failing of tropical light brought a cacophony of grunts and croaks from the reed frogs. Occasionally they were all in unnatural unison, but then nature’s conductor set the usual erratic beat and night jars, boubous and chattering quelea joined in. Cicadas provided the continuo, and fortissimo passages were managed by a trumpeting elephant, hippo grunts and a lion’s distant roar. Later, there was sublime quiet through which the rustles of the smaller nocturnal rodents were caught by a weary ear.


Moving east we admired the Victoria Falls – The Smoke that Thunders – before indulging in a little rafting fun. Well, that was how it was put to me. I had not rafted before and thought that floating down the Zambezi would make a pleasant afternoon trip. Later, on the sandy shore, equipped with a life jacket, a helmet and listening intently to a muscular South African describe the emergency drills for roll-overs, flipping, and righting a Zodiac I realised I had been daughter-duped. The journey was terrifying, the walls of water were as tall as a house, the boulders vast and the current overwhelming. Had I known this was a Grade 5 ride (one less than that for professionals), reason and sense would have ensured that I never entered the rubber monster but since these were both absent, I had an exhilarating, enlivening, thrilling and rip-roaring ride.




Vietnam


February 1996


‘Life for him was an adventure; perilous indeed, but men are not made for safe havens’


– Edith Hamilton on Aeschylus (The Greek Way)


Saigon was hot and humid enough to dampen a shirt in minutes and airport immigration was unusually trying – five forms to complete and each studied and checked meticulously by a fellow in a uniform of bilious green with four stars on his epaulettes; it took almost an hour and a half to reach him at the red line on the floor. When it is apparent that the wait is long, the scrutiny thorough and the officials tired, there comes upon the lines either a resignation (British and Americans), an anxiousness (East Europeans) or a competitiveness (Germans, French and Italians). The Japanese have no idea what is going on and stand smiling in hot sun throughout the day but all will push their luggage along a few more inches than might normally be civil. It is always the case that one’s own queue has at its head the illegal immigrant, the illiterate or the ill-educated. Sometimes an interloper approaches – he pretends to be unaware of the procedures and has a stupid and sly grin. The queue, which so far has subscribed universally to individual competition, immediately assumes a mutual solidarity. Few looks are exchanged but there is a common broadening of shoulders and a shuffling forward of bags to close any chink in the defences.


In the morning I took a cyclo tour to the extraordinary temple of the Cao Dai sect; they combine Hindu, Buddhist, Confucianist and Catholic religions and their saints include Joan of Arc, Victor Hugo and Winston Churchill. Unique to a small area of Vietnam, they maintained strict neutrality during the war. I went to the Viet Cong tunnel complex at Chu Chi with its labyrinthine series of claustrophobic rat holes, some down to 65 feet (20m). The Museum of Foreign Aggression and the Ho Chi Minh Museum both appalled in their depiction of atrocities but they reminded me that Saigon fell to the Vietcong over 20 years ago on 30th April 1975. I hoped we would be able to leave the war soon – it is dreadful and depressing to have these reminders thrust upon one. I kept my toothless, whiskered, stick-like peddler to go on to the market in Cholon in the Chinese Quarter. For a country previously brought to its knees in economic ruin, there was now nothing you could not buy. Everything was geared to commerce and here was a frenzied, frenetic, fast moving, weaving, ducking, hurrying, bargaining orgy of activity.
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At cross roads, there appear to be about 17 cars, 7,000 bicycles and 70,000 mopeds – all Hondas. These cohorts charge at each other from all four directions simultaneously; additionally, there are spectacular intersections of six roads. If you are in the middle, in a cyclo for instance or, God help you, on your feet, there is little you can do but pray to your maker and quickly too, for what remains of your life can only be measured in seconds. But moments later, at a time when you should be strawberry jam, a miracle occurs; you are out on the other side painlessly and noiselessly. How this feat is accomplished hundreds of times a day by countless popping motors, rickshaws, cyclists, walkers, carts, porters, trolleys and 17 cars seems a miracle. Part of the miracle may stem from a mutual social attitude, engendered by Buddhism, where individual survival is subservient to the paramount concern for others. To the westerner nurtured on a largely selfish diet, this selflessness is assumed to be primitive and naïve – it is exactly the opposite.


The Ides of March came with clear blue skies and the coolness of the hills. At 4,500 ft (1370m), the hill station of Dalat was a charming surprise with pine trees and large areas of cropped grass. It is to Vietnam the Darjeeling of India or the Cameron Highlands of Malaysia. The houses are sturdy and colonial with stuccoed and elaborately timbered façades, steeply pitched roofs and steps that lead up to the front door, like an oriental Le Touquet. Previously the haven of the families of the administrative French, it had now been taken over by communist officials eager to avoid sweating it out in Saigon. The people here are a little different too; Montegnards from the mountain tribes, fuller in the hips with high cheekbones and darker skins. It was cold and there was a blazing fire in the hall of my little hotel; I had to put on a shirt and sweater in the middle of the night, bringing my mosquito net down on top of me like an animal trap.


The road up from Saigon passed through plantations of pineapple, rubber, tapioca and banana. Sugarcane was being harvested and a belching diesel engine drove a giant mangle from which syrup was drained into seven successive boiling vats so that its viscosity ran from juice to glue. Much of the hillside would have been thick jungle had it not been slashed and burnt for plantations, cut for timber or destroyed by the toxin Agent Orange in the war. Coffee grew at higher altitude and in cafés it was served in a little metal perforated cup that sat on top of a glass and filtered down on to a teaspoon of sweetened condensed milk. Tea grew here too and was in every restaurant – green, coarse and pungent. Taxi motorbikes ruled the roads and at every crossroads there waited grinning youths who invited you to climb aboard then roared off laughing. I seldom knew where I was going (the language barrier is insurmountable) so I gestured left or right from behind – the roundabouts were terrifying.


Breathless from fear and altitude, I arrived at the summer residence of the last emperor, Bao Dai who was deposed in 1954. It was an appalling and sprawling sort of post-modernist, art deco dump, brimming with kitsch of the worst kind. Dalat is a honeymooners’ town and the whole house had giggling couples in every corner taking photographs of themselves playing the gilded piano, hanging on to elaborately painted wrought iron screens or lounging on furniture that looked like 1940s Maples – it probably was. In the gardens, amongst hydrangeas, roses, agapanthus and arum lilies, photographers each had their own props. These included cowboy outfits and horses with wild-west saddlery, Mickey Mouse, Donald Duck, a prancing Pluto and Father Christmas. The brides were dressed up to the nines and looked as though they were off to another wedding in their high heels, gold lamé, the brightest lipstick, dayglo taffeta in every shade and raffia handbags. I hoped they were having a good time but it seemed hard work. In the evening they flocked to little cafés around the lakeside and pushed off into the water in pedalos shaped like hearts or pink clouds.


Later on I called on a Buddhist monk who lived in a mini pagoda he had built himself. He was perfectly charming, spoke a number of languages including excellent English, kept seven dogs and laughed a great deal. He was very interested in my camera and extremely knowledgeable in spite of his own being an elderly and basic model with which he kept taking photographs all the time, convulsed in giggles. He was an artist and thought it amusing that what he sold for $10 here, he charged $500 for when he exhibited in America.


A seven hour drive down to the coastal plains was spectacular, with pine giving way to market gardens of neat and carefully tended rows of beans, tomatoes, grapes, potatoes and melons. In turn these changed to the dazzling green of rice paddies, picture postcard scenes with white egrets, women in conical hats and small boys leading great, grey, lumbering water buffalo. I stopped for lunch at Cam Ranh Bay which had been a huge American port but nothing remained except the detritus of war – rusting military trucks and a million miles of barbed wire. Sitting close to the sea and vulnerable to the inshore wind, I lost my entire fishy dish to a freak gust that blew it westward off the table.


On the beach at Nha Trang three Vietnamese women, a mother and her two daughters, operating under a sign that said ‘Massage $5’ and on a mat laid on the sand, pummelled me for an hour causing me such pain I cried out but my pleas were ignored. When I said that I had a cold they squirted camphor oil up my nose where it stung for two days. Feeling black and blue and probably looking like a half ripe blackberry, I went off to a Confucian temple. There were no formalities, not even the usual abandoning of shoes. Huge coils of smouldering joss sticks were suspended over three inner courtyards and fantastic decorations of gold snarling dragons curled around every lacquered column while more joss sticks (bought in multiples of ten), burnt pungently in great bronze urns. In front of the ‘altar’, a lavish affair swirling with every shade of gold and scarlet and with more fearsome, open jawed dragons and elaborate friezes of reticulated devices, stood a long stainless steel counter of the kind usually found in a self-service restaurant. Here, just out of reach of hungry dragons, a small parcel of rice or bowl of fruit could be purchased, to be then offered for redemption or favours or a choice of animal in the return to the next life. Special requests required a few dongs of the local currency and this brought two thumps on a great wooden drum and a clang on a bell. I sat in the cool of a courtyard to gain relief from the heat and all who entered, clasping their smoking sticks, smiled benignly at me. When a poor market porter smiles at a fat traveller with pen and pad and a big camera, here must be a religion of universal sufferance and tolerance. Outside, the street litter bins were shaped as penguins.


Moving on, a hotel at Hoi An, a small historic town on the banks of the Thu Bon River and near the sea, had been the U.S. army officers’ club and reminded me of the officers’ mess at Ipoh – large, spacious and cool with lazy fans, dusty potted plants and elaborate but unattractive wooden decorations. My bedroom was huge – enough for one army officer, two tourists or three Vietnamese families. There was a fridge well stocked with 7 UP and an inventory of the room’s contents read: ‘1 Chinese glass, 2 plastic slippers, 2 spoons, 1 tea set ....’. This is followed by the instruction that ‘all the equipment listed above must be kept in constant use’. The laundry list included shoes, hats and ties with separate columns to indicate if you want them washed, ironed or both. In the morning I ordered four silk shirts – I cannot think why, as I have more shirts than I can wear, but at £7.50 each made to measure in 24 hours, I was seduced. I also made an appointment with Dr. Phuc (I just called him ‘doctor’) as I was so bored of my cold with its aches and pains; however, when my eleven o’clock appointment came and I was having a baguette and coffee overlooking the jetty where the fishermen came in with mud crabs and wicker baskets of shrimp, my cold suddenly felt better. Tonight I may regret the missed diagnosis.


[image: Illustration]


One of the wonders of this country is the complete lack of pretension and the attractive openness of its people. The war ended 20 years ago and there is a new generation but even the over-40s are charming, friendly and without bitterness. Some world weary cynics might call it naïve but it is so universal and so clearly well meant that it must be firmly rooted in the culture. Children abound, as inquisitive and talkative as any worldwide but not once has a hand been held out and my pound and a half of Woolworth’s mixed humbugs has been untouched.


At 6ft 2in (1.9m) a broad-in-the-beam Englishman does not fit easily in to the Lilliputian scale here. Doors are 5ft 10in high, beds are as short, it is impossible to get my knees under any table and the plastic stools arranged around a restaurant table seem to come from a playgroup. The stature of the Vietnamese belies their strength and they seem made mostly of tensioned rubber and reinforced steel. Huge bundles of sugarcane, great sacks of firewood, baskets of cauliflowers and barrels of water are handled like candyfloss. The market traders, boatmen, farmers and street vendors all wear the winkle-shaped straw hat that is fastened under the chin with a broad ribbon but the schoolgirls and all other women wear wonderful hats. From four years old upwards, black, straight, shiny hair is topped by every variety of hat that aims to please. Broad brimmed, cloche, peaked, flat, beret, flopping, stiff, straw, wool, denim, lace, velvet and raffia; always set off with a band, bandanna, flower or bow. They are jocular, frivolous, pert, provocative, smart and sassy and the prettiest hats I have ever seen.


Wishing for a boat trip to the mouth of the river, I made arrangements with a swarthy, cheeky fellow in baggy pants and with a couple of gold teeth. We went through the routine six times: four o’clock, down river, big boat, big motor, $2 and we shook hands. It was rehearsed this often on the presumption that my own disbelief at the modest price equalled the reassurance Two Teeth required as to his luck in earning $2. At four o’clock there was Two Teeth but not the 50 foot (15m) sea going launch I had sat on to make the bargain. With uncharacteristic brazenness he pointed to a rowing boat but my angry shout of, “Big boat and motor,” deterred him further. He beckoned me to follow him to the far side of the fish market where, still muttering, “Big boat, big motor,” I was rowed to a larger boat manned (sic) by a pretty helmswoman wearing spotted trousers and a winning smile; another rowboat picked up my guide whose only English words were “good” and “OK”. At the mouth of the river great nets, each the size of a tennis court, were suspended by bamboo poles the thickness of my leg. The net was let into the water and later winched up from a rickety platform. I never saw this happen (they fish at night) but it looked as though the weight of more than a dozen fish would have brought the whole contraption tumbling down.


Hiring a bicycle with the misplaced ambition of ‘Mercedes’ written on its crossbar, I pedalled to the beach which was backed by casuarina pines and coconut palms and edged by the froth of a mild surf. Palm thatched shelters were arranged in two long lines and as an early comer at 9.30 am, I secured a semi-detached model at the end of the front row. A few coins bought two deck chairs, a table, shelter from the sun, peace of mind and thoughts of home for the whole day. Small boys offered pineapples, hard boiled eggs, peanuts and shell necklaces and when I trotted out the well-worn, “Maybe later,” they implored me to remember their name in case I changed my mind. By the time I reached my chair, Fang, Fung, Phoo and Sing, Sang and Song had all merged in my mind like a twanging tune from a broken banjo. Later Fang – or was it Fung? – peeled a pineapple into a spiral and I ate it like a lollipop, juice colouring the sand at my feet. Sing – or was it Sang? – miffed that I had promised to buy from him was placated by the sale of a baguette stuffed with Laughing Cow Cheese Spread, onion, cucumber and fresh mint and I winnowed a bag of peanuts in the off shore breeze.


A fishing fleet was beyond the surf. Long sleek boats with long curved bowsprits that arched up into the gentian sky, each with two men in coolie hats crouched in the stern. With an eye painted on either side of the bow, the boats looked rather menacing, like a swordfish on the prowl. On the sandy side of the surf, bicycles drew temporary lines. Had General Westmoreland seen the determination of a Vietnamese riding through sand, he would have kept his marines at home. In the afternoon, I bicycled into the countryside for photographs of laughing boys riding lumbering buffalo and later attended a Vietnamese cooking lesson. Based on noodle soup as a starter, stir fried fish or meat with vegetables followed. Intense competition in the markets produced the peak of freshness and the highest quality. Menus were long but all were variations on a theme that used peanut oil, garlic and shallots and all or some of mint, basil, parsley, coriander and plenty of lemon grass. The oddity of the language showed up in the menu. I did not find a word that was more than four letters long but there were seven accents that acrobatically sat over and under letters, sometimes three high. There seemed to be no logic so: Canh thit cât heo nâo cai was Pork Soup but Gà sa ót was Fried Chicken with Lemon Grass, Chilli & Vegetables. My favourite was fried eggs: Gà ôpla.


The old part of Hoi An had a distinctive Chinese flavour, although from time to time it had been garrisoned by Portuguese, Dutch, French and English. Only three colours were used to daub the stucco façades: yellow ochre, prussian blue, and turquoise applied in soft Provençal dilution. The old imperial capital carried its heritage well with wide streets lined with tamarind and mulberry and solid prosperous villas, with double mansard roofs, green shutters and a short curved driveway off the street, as though the original owners were simply replacing what they had left behind in the banlieu of Marseilles. The serenity of these streets was disturbed by music that blared out from cafés all day long. Morning coffee was drunk to a Nashville ‘I’ve Got a Black Magic Woman’ and ‘Mary’s Boy Child Jesus Christ’ in Vietnamese.


The railway station at Hue mixed coloured twinkling lights around the bar and a three tiered crystal chandelier with the same lack of inhibition and taste that was so apparent elsewhere in the country. A notice in the waiting room read ‘No spitting or explosives. If you break anything you will pay for it. All these regulations must be carried out seriously, sufficiently’. Graham Greene knew about tropical rain when he wrote that ‘it descends like a burden’ and here it hunched the passengers as they waited with their heads cast down under a heavyweight onslaught. The dreary sky spat in anger, smearing whatever it hit and fouling the oily track. The Reunification Express arrived at nine o’clock and I scrambled aboard to find the ‘Soft Sleeping Carriage’. ‘Soft’ was one layer of plywood on each of four berths while ‘Hard Seating’ was a two layers of plywood and a slatted back. It was hot and steamy, far from clean and the loo, a hole in the floor through to the tracks, buzzed with mosquitoes. I drank most of the half bottle of whisky I had bought at the station for £1.50 – Royal Whisky, ‘A blend of Scottish malts’. This ensured a reasonable night’s sleep in spite of station announcements piped through at high volume and great frequency. Rust stained and sticky with grease this monster shook from its clanking pistons and vibrated from rattling over 1,000 bridges. Adjacent to my carriage was the engine; opening the end door one could step straight on to the footplate. To the rear stretched 11 coaches of progressively deteriorating condition and reducing fares but conversely, progressively full of life and interest. It was as though the street had taken to wheels. Chattering families huddled together, chopsticks snapped and clicked, cards were shuffled and piglets squealed. Packages, sacks, parcels and wicker baskets were piled in abandon. Hammocks were slung between seat backs, smoke from coarse cigarettes hung like acrid smog at luggage rack level and tea and noodles were awash on the floor. An unavoidable factor of rail travel is the proximity of strangers, their stinks and unfamiliar smells, eating their food and enduring their habits but here, in the luckless end of the train, the appearance of a foreigner was ignored in the serious business of surviving. Here there was anonymity as too many were gathered to enable any interest in an individual. Even a large westerner wandering through this crush of busy humanity did not engender a glance and no one moved to ease my route. All tickets included breakfast and this was served by a troupe of laughing girls in grey dresses with white pinnies. Red and blue plastic containers of noodles, beans and pork were served up with a ladle from an insulated bucket; it was delicious.


[image: Illustration]


Hanoi was reached at noon. The rain had stopped but it was chilly and the people were in several sweaters and fur hats. Things seemed more disciplined and orderly than in the south, although the electric and telephone wires were still strung in wild abandon and the pavements were as cracked. There seemed a rather serious, studied approach to living and a drabness of dress but there were flowers at every street corner and gladioli and chrysanthemums were sold from rusty cans whose water was replenished from underground cisterns beneath the pavement. Conical hats had given way to olive toupees (I had thought they were only for the tourists).


A sleek, slim, soft-life liner was tied up in the port of Haiphong discharging bewildered tourists. The ship stood out like Linda Evangelista in a back alley, as she shared a quay side berth with coal barges and the rusting tramps that hustled their way around the South China Sea. From an adjacent quay, I embarked for Cat Ba Island on the local ferry – as crippled and decrepit a tub as you would never wish to travel on. It was ‘Hard Seating’ over again but with added chickens, groaning, creaking machinery and black diesel smoke. It was also extremely cold. I was unprepared for this and had to unpack on deck for a T-shirt, two further shirts and a sweater but I still shivered during the three hour crossing. At my single storey hotel I had three beds in my room – each with a little pink satin pillow decorated with lace hearts. I went to bed in my four shirts and under the blankets of all the beds with the alcoholic salvation of a bottle of Apricot Liquor, being the only name I recognised in the neon lit bar.


In the morning, a dozen motor cyclists had assembled with their Russian bikes, all offering a trip to the forest. After much negotiation, I found myself hugging a youth with one earring, a few gold teeth and a leering smile as I perched precariously behind him on a terrifying ride through the steep and jagged hills, each bend pot-holed and sprinkled with loose gravel. We climbed through thick bamboo forest and spectacular scenery, he laughing and myself silent with fear. As I gripped him with my thighs at each bend and hugged him as protection from the cold, he interpreted these involuntary gropings as signs of enthusiasm and urged his machine to greater speed.


The phantasmagorical limestone outcrops that form the 3,000 islands of inspiring beauty of Halong Bay would have been stunning had it not been for the persistent cold that kept me huddled in the lee of the wheelhouse of the pseudo junk as it made its daily cruise round the most popular of these. I returned to seek warmth under my blankets and the comfort of the remaining half of the bottle of Apricot Liquor. They were using dynamite to blast rock for a new road nearby and huge explosions shook my glass. These competed in decibels with the karaoke bar next door. ‘I’ve Got a Black Magic Woman’ had turned up again as the current favourite.


The town serving the festival of Quang Am at Chua Huong Tich, the Perfumed Pagoda, attracted traders from every back lane. For two months it had milked visitors from all over Vietnam but it was on the river, the only route to the pagodas and the central shrine, that the cream was skimmed. Many hundreds of small boats, rowed almost universally by women, sought passengers for the hour long trip. Larger boats took several families at a time – children, grannies, forgotten cousins, firm friends and all the paraphernalia of a day’s outing. On these, there was a rower at each end standing on the boat’s edge and leaning their bantam weight against long slim oars, with a coolie hat fastened by a bright cloth strap that added to the gaiety. Flags fluttered and umbrellas were raised against the sun as this flotilla glided over limpid water towards dramatic little steep hills that receded to a horizon of darkening shades of grey; it was as though those islands from Halong Bay had been dumped inland. The passengers were tipped out into a mini town of bamboo snack bars, souvenir stalls and hustlers, each one awash with red banners and glitter. The stone path that led up to the cave had been oiled with the mud spread by 10,000 feet and children did brisk business selling three foot long bamboo canes for the precarious climb. Being cut for the Vietnamese, mine was a foot too short, so I hobbled along like a 90 year old with a broken back. The jungle steamed as the sun melted the mist but no one had warned me of the length of the climb. For two hours I sweated, hung about with the discarded sweater and two shirts that I had put on in chilly Hanoi. But there was jollity and expectation amongst the crowd and as we climbed further the price of water, fresh pressed sugarcane juice and walking sticks got steeper too. I had no real idea of what lay at the end of this trail and considered giving up on a couple of occasions, so arduous was the route.


Round a bend masked by giant bamboo, the path suddenly dipped to reveal the mouth of a gigantic cavern, its roof dripping with huge stalactites and its floor covered in a multitudinous sea of pilgrims. The view was obscured by the smoke of a thousand cooking braziers and a hundred thousand joss sticks. It was acrid, pungent and exotic. Huge paper lanterns, once white, hung from the roof like discarded cocoons. Blackened by decades of incense smoke, their red calligraphy had bled into the tattered paper: words turned to wounds. Hundreds of trays were held head-high piled with offerings of fruit, rice, chickens and brightly wrapped parcels as worshippers jostled their way to the inner sanctuary in the depth of the cave and the glittering statue of a female Buddha. For many, this had been the destination of many days’ travel and for some the culmination of a lifetime’s ambition. As on the river, there was a palette of bright colour in costume and flags. Some of the banners at the entrance of the cave were of huge proportions and were highlighted by the sharply defined rays of sunlight that sparkled on gold decorations and polished brass. The coolness of the cavern contrasted with the heat, the tropical vegetation, the religious passion and the holiday cheer fulness. Worship here was mixed with a good slug of festive spirit and refreshing drafts of jollity.


The two mile (three km) journey back down the hill was treacherous with 100,000 pilgrims packed ten abreast, half struggling up and half slithering down. As I was rowed back, the soft light of the setting sun slipped behind the serene grey hills and more boats, brimming with jolly and expectant worshippers, were being paddled towards the final destination of that magical cave.





 


Postcard Home


The Quiet American has long left Saigon


But still there lingers on the silhouette of Phong.


Within this city of the South, now Ho Chi Minh,


Five million mopeds move with discipline.


The girls who ride, straight backed with model figures,


Belie their years of hardships and life’s rigours.


I’ve been by plane, boat, rickshaw, horse, cart, train,


And junk in drizzle, humid heat and rain,


On mountain, sea and river – so now to Laos


To rest, recuperate, to dream and drowse.




Peru


July 1996


‘I have just been round the world and have formed a very poor opinion of it’


– Sir Thomas Beecham


I wrote this by the flame of a candle around which, and tragically occasionally through which, there darted and fluttered many moths and other winged insects that live beside a river flowing fast and noisily over great boulders, deep in the cloud forest and high on the eastern side of the Peruvian Andes. With me were 19 travellers, two naturalist guides, a Peruvian driver, a general factotum and his cook wife. Eight of the party were German for whom solid seemed to be an appropriate description whether applied to girth, conversation or mutual togetherness. They balanced on benches whose native manufacturer did not expect to have to accommodate bottoms so broad, and the legs of the benches were set too far towards the centre so that the bum at the end relied on several others further up to maintain its place at the table. The single narrow plank was bending to a degree that caused them alarm and myself eager anticipation. The others in the party, at 11 numerically greater but in aggregate lighter, were an English engineer, his wife and three female Danes in their 20s who were writing theses for a botanical masters degree in the genus passiflora. They were under the tutelage of an elderly man who seemed to be a sort of professorial chaperone. There were also an Austrian, a Swiss and two Americans hung around with techno devices of many kinds.


My journey had been long and tiring and with an interim disaster at Lima. Like anybody who has ever watched those bags ponderously make their way around the conveyor belt of airport luggage anxious for the first sight of one’s own bag, that anxiety for the first time became dreadful reality with the absence of my luggage. Manu Tours rode to the rescue as best they could. One of the guides, John Arvin – tall, craggy, grey-bearded and with a silver earring – came to the hotel to size me up and generously lent me a thick shirt and two sweaters. A couple of hours around town secured a pair of bikini pants, socks, toothpaste and a razor and after much searching, a pair of trousers. Peruvians average 5’ 4” (1.6m) and are giants at 5’ 9” (1.75m) and I was squeezed into some black jeans that made my voice suitable for a descant and which ended well above my ankles. My new wardrobe was packed into a bag of striped campesino cotton (I paid over the odds for one I was assured was antique) and I was already beginning to think that I needed nothing else. Unusually, the altitude made me thick-headed and dizzy and I wandered around town under clear skies and in crisp air seeking salvation for my predicament. For a short time it was found in a charming small church where evening mass was accompanied by two wizened violinists, a pianist and a tenor, strongly singing Gounod’s Ave Maria. I was moved to tears but this moment of emotional succour was stopped short by violent explosions in the small, flower-filled square outside. None of the devout blinked but I ran to the door, alarmed with thoughts of Sendero Luminoso and then, seeing the small boys who had let off fireworks, had to return sheepishly and caught the eye of the pianist who smiled kindly.


[image: Illustration]


In the gloaming of 4 am, just bright enough to reflect off the damp cobbled street, I joined my fellow travellers and slumped into the one remaining seat. As dawn broke we were lurching down through the grasslands of the eastern side of the Andes on a rough track that eventually made its way through dense vegetation and forest. Breakfast was coffee and buns beside a pre-Inca burial ground (somehow it seemed appropriate as I still nursed a sick head and worse, a queasy stomach) and dawn revealed my companions. I was not too dismayed as they looked as dishevelled as I – but their trousers were longer. The Germans were already active, advancing like a Panzer brigade on an unfortunate mountain finch. Gradually the forest thickened around us but not before a pit stop at 13,000 ft (3,960m) in thick cloud, where I temporarily lost my bearings and might still be herding alpaca if the bus had not hooted long and loud. I was feeling better and my Austrian neighbour turned out to be companionable and intelligent.


The road to this first camp was full of wonder. Imagine a track as narrow and deep as a Devon lane, snaking along the contours of a near vertical hillside; smother it, stack it high, spread it thick with lavish abundance and lushness so dense you could swear you saw it grow and breathe, meld in the delicacy of ferns and bamboo with the loutish bully boys of gunnera, ficus and philodendron; splash colour, not too liberally but occasionally upset the paint pot on an 80 ft (24m) scarlet flowering anthryna and then continue this lane bouldered, pot holed, rough and makeshift for 200 miles (320kms), dropping from a freezing 11,000 ft (3,350m) to the humidity of 300 ft (90m), wriggling through trees so encrusted with lichen that the trunks seem constructed of sponge and past leaves the size of cartwheels. Torrents of water fall into and across the lane sometimes sweeping it away. Regulate the traffic to two trucks a day, scatter birds in all directions (but curiously almost no bugs or butterflies) and then, give or take a forest giant or a honking toucan, you have the main highway from Cusco in the Andes to Maldonado in Amazonia.


The staccato of rain on the roof of a raised platform where the tents are nailed into the plank floor woke me at 5.30 am and dawn came quickly after. The night had been cold and I had twice searched my secondhand duffle-bag for a hat – a large woolly affair more suitable for the Alps than for the forest and which I had scoffed at when first offered. Delicious large, airy pancakes, miraculously inflated and tossed over a kerosene flame, made a wonderful breakfast. Liberally garnished with juice from a lemon, with an insulated skin so thick you needed a bayonet to open it up, and dribbled with wild honey, it seemed a kind of jungle nectar. Eliana, our Peruvian guide, appeared with a fluffy scarlet-chested chick sitting contentedly on her palm looking around as though it too was expecting breakfast. It had fallen out of a tree and seemed quite unaffected by its sudden change of habitat.
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