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            Oxford, England 1960–1961

         

         Around the end of November 1960, during my fourth term at Oxford, a notice appeared in the Exeter College lodge. It read as follows: ‘Gentlemen are reminded that, while the college encourages vacation travel, they should not forget the fact that at least ten weeks of study is expected from them during the Long Vacation.’

         This was an instruction that I was resolutely determined to ignore. At the end of the Easter term in the following year, 1961, I would be taking Mods. There would be seven full terms ahead of me before I would be taking Greats. Surely, I could take just one summer off?

         A couple of days after that dispiriting notice appeared, there was a knock on my door. I was still living in college but had moved staircases and was no longer sharing a room.

         ‘Come in!’ I shouted.

         A slim but rugged-looking individual entered.

         ‘My name’s Tim. I hear you’re thinking of going to China in the next Long Vac. So am I. Perhaps we should join forces. I’m reading Geography at Keble.’

         If you look for Tim Severin’s publications on the Amazon website, you will find a list as long as your arm. After Marco Polo, he tracked St Brendan in his coracle, as well as Sinbad the Sailor and pursued Jason’s quest for the Golden Fleece. He even retraced Ulysses’ journey home from Troy to Ithaca. But all that was a long way ahead.

         That first afternoon, over tea and toast in my room, we decided that we would try to follow Marco Polo’s route from Venice to 3Beijing. We would call our expedition the Marco Polo Route Project. I didn’t know much about Marco Polo. My knowledge of history, ancient or modern, ended with the sack of Rome by Alaric the Hun in ad 479. But Tim seemed to have a lot of information at his fingertips.

         ‘Marco Polo’, he told me, ‘set out in 1271 from Venice on a three-and-a-half-year journey to the court of the Great Khan in Cathay, which is modern-day Peking. He reopened the Old Silk Road which for centuries had been closed by ravaging hordes. He travelled through Turkey, Iran, Afghanistan, the High Pamirs and into China on a journey of, at times, incredible hardship, and danger.’

         Tim made the whole thing sound irresistible.

         ‘Count me in,’ I said.

         Tim came down to our family farm on Exmoor during the Christmas vacation for a few days of detailed planning. We established our base of operations in a room which we know as the Back Kitchen. We would appear at mealtimes but otherwise we remained closeted in front of the log fire, with papers spread out on a long oak table.’

         My parents were intrigued by our preparations.

         ‘How are you getting on?’ my father asked.

         ‘We need transport,’ I replied. ‘We need money, and we need visas, particularly Chinese visas. Otherwise, things are going splendidly.’

         ‘Better get out one of the old Aladdin lamps and rub it!’ my father laughed.

         By then we had graduated from paraffin-filled Tilley and Aladdin lamps to our own electric generator. It was a four-kilowatt Lister Startamatic. This was something of a misnomer. To start it you had to go out to the engine shed, take the crank handle and whirl away while simultaneously trying to squirt Eezi-Start into the cylinder block. Once it was going it chugged away on the other 4side of the barn, filling the valley with a low thudding sound which we soon got used to.

         My father had worked out a way of turning it off at night without having to go out to the engine shed. He had rigged a wire across the yard into the bathroom. The wire was attached to a stirrup. To shut the engine down, you pulled hard on the stirrup and held on until the lights faded before finally going out altogether. This took quite a time.

         Once, when my father was still in the bath, my mother decided to try her hand at turning the engine off.

         ‘Don’t jerk on the wire!’ my father instructed. ‘Give it a long, firm pull.’

         Inevitably, my mother yanked too hard on the stirrup. The wire broke and she fell into the bath on top of him. Meanwhile, the engine raced out of control and all the light bulbs exploded one by one. My father had to race naked across the yard and into the engine shed.

         My father didn’t want a repetition of the disaster. ‘Don’t bother to turn the engine off,’ he would say as he headed for the pub. ‘I’ll do it when I get back.’

         Even though he was seldom home before midnight, Tim and I were often still hard at it, planning the details of the Marco Polo Route Project, as we heard him drive into the yard in the ex-US Army Jeep which we had at that time.

         Once he came through into the Back Kitchen to find us poring over maps. ‘What are you going to do for a vehicle?’ he asked.

         We had already worked that one out. ‘Marco Polo used camels,’ Tim said. ‘But he took three and a half years to get to Beijing. We’ve got only four months of the Long Vacation. We’re going to go on motorcycles.’

         In his youth my father was a keen motorcyclist. He had come down to the farm on his motorcycle on that first tour of inspection when, back in 1951, my parents decided to buy the farm which I still own today. While I was still at school, he bought me a 200cc 5James Scrambler which I used around the farm and for journeys further afield.

         ‘Motorcycles, eh? That’s rather a good idea, actually.’

         Acquiring transport, the first of the items on our checklist, proved more difficult than we anticipated. Since we didn’t have enough money to buy our own vehicles, we knew we had to beg, borrow or steal. We wrote letters, we made visits and telephone calls, without nailing down a serious offer.

         One day, early in the summer term with only a few weeks left before our planned departure date, I went to Birmingham where the Motorcycle Show was being held. In the early sixties, British motorcycles still led the world. Triumph, Norton, Enfield, BSA … these were household names.

         I stood in front of the BSA stand, ogling the huge, gleaming machines. One in particular caught my eye. It was advertised as a ‘BSA 500cc twin-cylinder Shooting Star’.

         As far as I was concerned, it was love at first sight.

         A man sat behind a desk.

         ‘My friend and I are planning to follow Marco Polo’s route to China this summer,’ I said. ‘Would BSA be ready to let us have a couple of motorcycles? We couldn’t pay you anything, but it would be a good advertisement for you.’

         The man looked me up and down. The Shooting Star was a big machine.

         ‘Think you can handle it?’ he asked.

         In the end, after an exchange of letters, BSA loaned us one Shooting Star and Costain, the civil engineering firm, provided the second. Because of the amount of equipment we thought we needed, we decided to fit both bikes with sidecars, one a normal passenger sidecar, the other a box-type.

         If the transport question had been solved, funding was still a problem. Though we planned to camp out throughout the journey, there would be fuel and food to buy. It all added up. 6

         When the (newly launched) Sunday Telegraph offered £100 for ‘exclusive rights’ to our story, we thought we were in business. £100 went a long way in those days.

         But we still hadn’t managed to obtain Chinese visas. However often we presented ourselves at the Chinese Embassy in Portland Place, the result was always the same. Like the lady in the song, they wouldn’t say yes, and they wouldn’t say no. They just kept us waiting. I came to know one official in the Visa Section particularly well. His name was Chi.

         ‘Hello, Mr Chi’, “I would say.

         ‘Please, no ‘mister’. All people equal in Chinese People’s Republic. No bourgeois titles. Just Chi, please.’

         After half a dozen fruitless journeys to London from Oxford, we were at our wits’ end.

         Finally, I went to see Sir Cyril Hinshelwood, a Fellow of my own College, in his splendid rooms in the front quad. ‘Hinsh’, as he was widely known, was a scientist of immense distinction, probably the only person ever to have been simultaneously President of the Royal Society and the Classical Association. He had a Nobel Prize for Chemistry, too.

         He served me China tea in a delicate porcelain teacup.

         ‘How are you planning to enter China?’ he asked.

         I explained the route as far as we knew it. ‘We plan to leave Afghanistan, as Marco Polo did, via the Pamir Corridor, that narrow tongue of land that today connects Afghanistan with China. After that, like Marco Polo, we’ll have to cross the Gobi Desert.’

         Hinsh looked puzzled. ‘Is there a road through the Pamirs into China?’

         I put my cards on the table. ‘Frankly, we don’t know for sure. But if the Chinese won’t give us a visa, we’ll never be able to find out.’

         He took a sip of his tea. ‘Have you tried Professor Needham in Cambridge? I’ll give him a call.’

         Two days later, I was on my way from Oxford to Cambridge in 7a 1932 Sunbeam Talbot. This was a splendid vehicle, even then a collector’s item. It had been used as the ‘school car’ at Ravenswood, my Devon prep school, during my time there in the late forties and early fifties. Later, Miss Nicholson, who taught us French, had acquired it. Miss Nicholson had left Ravenswood some years earlier, but we had kept in touch sporadically. One day, out of the blue, I received a letter offering me the Sunbeam Talbot.

         ‘There’s only one problem,’ Miss Nicholson added as a PS: ‘it’s very difficult to find spare parts, if not impossible. If you do find them, they will be very expensive.’

         I had written back to her. ‘Delighted to inherit Sunbeam. As for spare parts, we’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.’

         This, then, was the lovely classic vehicle which I piloted from Oxford to Cambridge around the beginning of May 1961. I parked in front of the Rutherford Science Building, to be told that Professor Needham was in the lab.

         That made sense. Professor Needham, I had by then established, was the author of the world-renowned publication, The Science and Civilization of Ancient China. He had already produced twelve volumes and was working on the thirteenth. More were planned.

         He was also, crucially, the patron of the Anglo-Chinese Friendship Society.

         One or two people, when I made my enquiries, tapped the sides of their noses meaningfully to indicate the Anglo-Chinese Friendship Society was probably a Communist front and that Needham himself might not be wholly kosher. That was the least of my concerns, I decided. He could be a fully-fledged member of the Comintern for all I cared. We just wanted his assistance.

         When I eventually found him, wearing a brown beret behind a bank of scientific equipment in his laboratory, Needham was cautiously helpful. We went off to his office, and talked for half an hour about the difficulties we would certainly encounter if we did get into China. 8

         ‘Are you sure you will find petrol for your motorcycles in the Gobi Desert, Mr. Johnson?’

         ‘Not one hundred per cent, sir?’

         ‘And what about Lop Nur? They won’t want you to go anywhere near Lop Nur.’

         ‘No, of course not.’

         Tim and I had already found out about the Chinese nuclear testing site in the middle of the Gobi Desert and knew we would have to give it a wide berth.

         In the end Professor Needham took me to his office. ‘I’ll give you a letter to take to the Chinese Ambassador in London.’

         He introduced me to his secretary, an ancient Chinese lady.

         ‘Dear Ambassador Xiang,’ he dictated to his amanuensis, ‘I do hope you will feel able to give Mr. Johnson and Mr. Severin every possible assistance. The historical-geographical research which they are expecting to undertake this summer in Asia, including in the People’s Republic of China, will – I believe – contribute significantly to increased understanding between the people of Great Britain and China.’

         When his secretary had finished, Needham signed the letter and handed it to me.

         ‘Show it to the Visa Section at the Chinese Embassy as soon as you can. These things take weeks. You haven’t much time. You’ll have to leave as soon as the summer term ends if you’re going to be back in time for First Week in October.’

         Well, I thought, we could probably miss First Week and get away with it. Beyond that, we might be pushing it.

         Back in the car, I slipped the letter in the glove compartment and checked my watch. If I put my foot on it, I could get to London before the Chinese Embassy closed for the day.

         Everything was going swimmingly until, soon after Royston, I noticed a red light on the dashboard.

         ‘Damn and blast!’ I exclaimed. I knew what the red light meant. 9The generator wasn’t functioning. I pulled into the next garage. Maybe the fan belt was loose.

         Unfortunately, the problem was not as simple as that. ‘Generator’s packed in, I’m afraid,’ the mechanic told me. ‘You’re running on the battery. You can probably go a few more miles if you don’t use the horn or turn the lights on?’

         ‘Will it get me to London?’

         ‘You can give it a go.’

         I almost made it. I had reached Marble Arch when the engine finally died. I coasted to a stop next to an enormous hole in the ground. In those days, the area around Marble Arch was undergoing major reconstruction. A huge underground car park was being built and a new traffic system designed. The Conservative Minister in charge was Ernest Marples. Looking at the havoc he had created, wags had already christened the area ‘Marple Arch’.

         I remembered Miss Nicholson’s warning about the difficulty and cost of obtaining spare parts. Getting a new generator for a 1932 Sunbeam Talbot might take weeks. It could be very expensive.

         I took an instant decision. The car was blocking the highway. I needed to get rid of it. At once. Instanter.

         I saw a bulldozer approaching, pushing a load of rubble into the enormous hole in front of me. I jumped out of the car and ran over to talk to the driver.

         ‘Would you please push my car into the hole too?’ I shouted.

         ‘Come again?’ The man had to throttle down before he could hear me properly.

         When he finally understood what I was saying, he nodded: ‘Cost you a fiver.’

         For a fiver, it was cheap at the price. To be sure my money was spent as intended, I waited as the bulldozer pushed the car over the edge of the pit. When it hit the bottom, the car quivered for a moment and lay still. On its back, with its wheels in the air. Moments later, the bulldozer started filling up the hole with the rubble. 10

         ‘Thanks.’ I consoled myself with the thought of the joy archaeologists might feel, generations hence, when they came upon this unexpected treasure.

         ‘Any time, mate.’

         I just made it to the Chinese Embassy in Portland Place in time.

         At the reception, I asked to see Mr. Chi in person.

         ‘Ah, Mr. Chi,’ I began, when he came down to see me in the cavernous entrance hall.

         He interrupted at once. ‘Just Chi, please.’

         ‘Sorry, Chi.’ I wouldn’t allow him to put me off my stroke. I felt supremely confident. ‘I have a personal letter about our visas from Professor Needham for Chinese Ambassador Xiang.’

         I put my hand into my inside breast pocket, and it came up empty. I tried all my pockets with a similar result.

         ‘You have a personal letter about visas for Ambassador from Professor Needham?’ At long last Chi sounded interested.

         As he spoke, I had a dreadful sense of foreboding. I remembered that, to keep it from being crumpled or creased en route from Cambridge to London, I had put Needham’s letter in the glove compartment of my Sunbeam Talbot, and it was now buried in and with the car about one hundred ft below the ground at Marble Arch. Buried, too, were our hopes of receiving formal permission from the Chinese authorities to enter their country from Afghanistan via the High Pamir mountains.

         Chi shook his head sadly. ‘No letter from Professor, no visa’ he said.

         We would just have to wing it when we reached the Chinese border.

      

   


   
      
         
11
            2

            
               [image: ]

            

            Three Men on a Motorcycle

         

         Before we left England, we had our two motorcycles modified for desert and high-altitude work. We loaded the box sidecar with polythene jerry cans for fuel and water. We also stowed tents, mattresses, sleeping bags, tools, spare parts, spare tires and quantities of vitamin tablets, dehydrated stews and curries.

         The ‘normal’ sidecar served as a depository for 10,000 feet of cine film, two 16mm cameras, exposure meters and range finders. There was just enough space left for our cameraman, Michael de Larrabeiti.

         How did Tim and I find Michael? Through the power of the press, of course. Never underestimate it.

         Michael had seen an article about our proposed expedition in the London Evening Standard and had written offering his services. I still have the letter he wrote to us dated 25 May 1961, from Editorial Film Productions, 8 St Anne’s Court, Wardour Street, London W.1.

         Larrabeiti wrote, ‘I don’t know how factual the article in the Evening Standard was about your proposed trip to Peking, but it stated that you were looking for a professional cameraman.

         ‘I have been engaged in the camera side of the documentary film industry for the last seven years as first assistant, operator, and finally as a cameraman. I have some experience of conditions in the East, having filmed last year in Singapore, Hong Kong and Gan.

         ‘My work has not been limited to the film industry. I have taught English in Marrakesh, spent 18 months as the assistant manager 12of a hotel near Fréjus and six months with a band of Provençal Shepherds in the Alps.

         ‘I assume that the trip will take place this summer and I’m free myself until the 23rd of October, when I go up to Trinity College, Dublin.

         ‘If you are indeed looking for a cameraman, I could probably come up to Oxford to see you or perhaps meet you in London. In any event, I would appreciate a reply whether favourable or not.’

         Michael de Larrabeiti had an unusual background, as well as an unusual name. He had been born and brought up in Battersea, had travelled around the world earning his living as a photographer and, at the age of twenty-seven, was now waiting to go up to Trinity College, Dublin. His sense of humour was inexhaustible. Already slightly bald, he tended to knot a bright yellow duster over his head.

         As he mentioned in his letter, Michael had spent a season with the shepherds of Provence, walking with them and their flocks on the annual transhumance between mountain and plain. He would later write some moving tales about his time in France. He would also write several novels, including a classic children’s book, The Borribles.

         At the beginning of June 1961, we were ready to go. The Oxford term was about to end. We dressed up in our expedition uniforms of black jackboots, belted black jackets, dark green trousers and powder-blue helmets with the letters MPRP – for Marco Polo Route Project – inscribed on them (in little local difficulties MPRP could plausibly appear to stand for ‘military police road patrol’). We threw a party in the Exeter College quadrangle for friends and supporters.

         Tim Severin’s parents came to Oxford for the occasion. Dr Kenneth Wheare, Rector of Exeter, emerged from his Lodgings to see what the noise was when we kick-started the machines and, just for fun, drove round the quad, keeping off the grass as best we could. 13

         My father and mother had driven up from Exmoor in the jeep. My mother still had straw on the back of her coat. Did they – and Tim’s parents – wonder whether this might be the last time they would see us? They certainly couldn’t have expected to hear much from us over the next four months. Nor did we expect to hear much from them.

         Once the champagne ran out, we headed for the coast.

         Silver City Airways, dedicated to building bridges to Europe more than a decade before Britain signed the Treaty of Rome, ‘comped’ us a passage on their shuttle from Lydd to Le Touquet. We drove our spanking new machines with their spanking new sidecars up the ramp into the belly of the plane.

         As Ilook back, that four-month motorcycle journey across Europe and Asia in the summer of 1961 was an utterly memorable experience. Ours was in every respect a supremely uncluttered existence. The task was simply to get from A to B each day. Sometimes, if we were lucky, we covered two or three hundred miles by nightfall. While our headlights were still working, we often drove after dark as well. Once, with our lights out of action owing to a collision with a herd of cows, we even drove by moonlight.

         The wider world hardly impinged. We heard vaguely about the building of the Berlin Wall during that summer of 1961, as well as Iraq’s first attempted invasion of Kuwait, but on the whole, we concentrated on finding the next petrol station or caravanserai.

         In some respects, we were unbelievably incompetent. For example, at Temple’s Garage in Oxford we had arranged for our newly acquired sidecars to be attached to the left-hand side of the motorcycles. This was fine when we were driving in England. But the moment we crossed the Channel, it was hopeless. If I wanted to overtake some slow-moving vehicle, I would pull out towards the crown of the road and wait till Michael signaled that the coast was clear. If it wasn’t, he would use a rolled-up newspaper to beat me back. 14

         By the end of the first day, this proved too hair-raising even for Michael’s normally steady nerves. Thereafter he rode pillion.

         Nor were we good motorcyclists. I had ridden my James scrambler for several years on Exmoor, so I wasn’t a complete novice. But none of us had proper motorcycle-driving licenses though the Automobile Association sportingly gave us the international ‘permis de conduire’, which looked authoritative enough.

         Our first two or three days were uneventful. After leaving Le Touquet, we spent hours in Paris riding round the Arc de Triomphe until Michael had the shot he wanted. Then we took the road south to Berne in Switzerland where my Turkish uncle, Zeki Kuneralp, whom I had last seen in Ankara two years earlier on a ‘gap-year’ visit to Turkey, was now installed as Ambassador.

         Having been brought up in Switzerland, Zeki had the advantage of speaking Swiss German, the language of choice in the Bernese Oberland.

         ‘Sometimes the good Swiss burghers don’t realize I can understand everything they are saying,’ Zeki told me with a twinkle in his eye.

         Zeki and his wife, Neçla, welcomed us into their palatial residence. My Turkish cousins, Sinan and Selim, then ten and eight years old, were especially intrigued by our shiny new motorcycles.

         Alas, they didn’t stay shiny for long. After crossing a mountain pass in a rainstorm, I managed to crash the sidecar into a wall at the head of the Ticino valley. It took a day and a half to repair the damage.

         We picked up Marco Polo’s trail for the first time in Venice.

         Nothing much is left of Marco Polo’s house save one ornamental Byzantine arch, but there is a plaque on the wall which says: ‘Qui furono le case di Marco Polo che viaggio le più lontane regioni dell’Asia e le descrisse.’

         Having spent time in Italy during my ‘gap-year’, I regarded myself as an expert at the language. 15

         ‘Here was the house of Marco Polo who travelled through the farthest regions of Asia and described them,’ I confidently translated.

         ‘Can you ask for ice cream in Italian, too?’ Michael asked. ‘I could do with an ice cream.’

         We paid our homage to the great explorer and then went on to visit the Mayor of Venice in his marble palace, the Doge’s Palace. Our boots clomped across the floor. One steward produced a tray of drinks, and another brought out a leather-bound copy of The Travels of Marco Polo for the Mayor to present to us.

         The mayor also gave us a voucher for 100 litres of petrol, which lasted us all the way to Istanbul via Yugoslavia and Bulgaria.

         A long afternoon’s driving finally took us into Turkey. A high watchtower, and the Turkish national emblem of a crescent moon and star carved on the hillside, denoted the border.

         The Turkish customs officer, clearly intrigued by all our equipment, called us into his office. He dropped a lump of sugar into his tea and waited for it to dissolve. Then he dropped another lump in and waited for that to dissolve too. And a third. He spread out his hands and shrugged his shoulders.

         ‘Ours is a poor country,’ he said. ‘Since we have no money for teaspoons, we must use more sugar.’

         The customs officer in his way was a philosopher. He had the leisure to be one. There wasn’t much traffic then between Bulgaria and Turkey.

         ‘You are in a hurry, I can see,’ he said. ‘You people are always in a hurry. We Turks, in our centuries of empire, found that there is a place for negligence. We have not forgotten it today. The old Turkey of the Sultans seems to have disappeared. The fez has gone, purdah has gone, even the Arabic script has gone. But as people, in our hearts, we have not changed. The way we drink our tea is the way we are – slow and sweet. You last longer in the end.’

         As a result of a chance encounter at a petrol station near Taksim square with Ergun, the oldest son, we stayed for a few days in 16Istanbul with a wonderful Turkish family who befriended us as though we were close and much-loved relatives.

         Then we headed east through Anatolia. By now we were well into our rhythm. We would wake at dawn, pack up our tents if we had used them (if it was a fine night we would sleep out in the open), kick-start the motorcycles, open the throttle and roar away.

         Marco Polo himself did not pass through this part of Turkey. When he left Venice, he took ship for Acre, that extraordinary Crusader town which today sits almost on the border between Israel and Lebanon. If you visit the castle there, walk along the ramparts, or wander through the medieval bazaar, you are probably seeing the same sights Marco Polo saw.

         Given the tightness of our schedule (we had to be back by the beginning of the Michaelmas term) we didn’t have time to follow Marco Polo’s detour through the Holy Land. Instead, we picked up his track again in Kayseri, in southern Turkey, and then followed his route into Greater Armenia, present day Turkey.

         After Sivas, the city where Tamburlaine crushed a thousand children beneath his horses’ feet, we left behind the distinctive features of the Anatolian plateau: peasants standing on the flat roofs of their houses winnowing grain in the wind; little girls scrambling in the dust, their black hair plaited with strings, then cross-threaded to form a mat against the sun; huge dogs that jumped at us as we passed; the conical stacks of dung for use as fuel; the donkeys trotting round the corn stacks, pulling thresher sledges.

         We took the old road up into the mountains and twisted uphill into the afternoon.

         By now we had jettisoned one sidecar and ruthlessly pruned our equipment. Each morning, before setting off, we tossed a coin to decide which motorcycle would take the lead. This was a matter of some moment. Because of the dust clouds the first motorcycle put up, the second had to follow several hundred yards behind. That left plenty of time for the villagers to arm themselves with sticks 17and stones. If it was your turn to bring up the rear, you had to keep your head down, gun the engine and hope for the best.

         We spent a night with some nomads within sight of Mount Ararat. I am not sure what tribe they belonged to but for centuries they had moved with their tents and livestock across national frontiers without bothering about passports or other formalities. This way of life was now under threat as governments with ‘blind arrogance’ – as I wrote in my diary at the time – tried to ‘settle’ their pastoral peoples.

         We took tea and yoghurt with the nomads in their yurts, smoked their pungent cigarettes and admired the horses and camels tethered outside and sometimes inside the tents.

         Seeing Mount Ararat was exciting enough in itself. How many times had I sat in church or chapel listening to the story of the Flood and Noah’s Ark? But we had a professional interest as well. Marco Polo, who passed this way, claimed to have seen ‘some portions of the Ark’ on the summit of the mountain.

         We were ready to make our own reconnaissance of the area and even try to reach the top of the mountain but were warned off by the local military on the grounds that this borderland between Turkey, Persia and the (then) Soviet Union was a forbidden zone.

         Contenting ourselves with a distant view of the mountain, we entered Persia along the road by which Xerxes, on his way to a massive defeat by the Greek navy at Salamis, had left it.

         Today we call Persia Iran. We have managed to demonize it as a land of fanatic ayatollahs. That is not how we saw it then. After the harshness of eastern Turkey, we felt we had entered a country of fountains and gardens and walled enclosures, of delicacy and colour. We looked for wine and bread and found them in abundance. We drank bowls of syrup with iced noodles. As we rested cross-legged beneath the trees, boys brought us tender cucumbers and yoghurt to dip them into flat bread for us to tear and eat. Goats nibbled, water flowed, apricots and peaches climbed and clung in the sun. 18

         It was too good to last. Outside Tabriz, the front fork on one of the motorcycles snapped. It was a major mishap.

         While I went on to Teheran, having succeeded in loading our damaged vehicle onto a passing lorry, Tim and Michael headed north on the remaining machine to explore the Valley of the Assassins.

         Marco Polo’s account of the Old Man of the Mountains, a great tyrant who held sway in a remote region south of the Caspian Sea, is one of his most vivid tales. In a secret valley, the Old Man founded a cult. His emissaries went forth, captured and drugged young men, who were then brought back to the valley where they found themselves surrounded by all manner of good things, by fountains and flowing water, by pavilions and wine, by green pastures and delightful women. Paradise on earth, in other words. After suitable indoctrination, these young men were then sent out to murder rival potentates. The unlucky victims included a Shah of Persia, a Grand Vizier of Egypt, two Caliphs of Baghdad, Raymond, Count of Tripoli, and Conrad, King of Jerusalem. Edward I of England, when heir to the throne, was almost killed by the Old Man’s envoys in Acre in 1272, soon after Marco Polo left that city.

         The fanatics were called ‘Assassins’ after the drug ‘hashish’, which the Old Man used when he first had them kidnapped.

         Tim and Michael had failed to penetrate the secret Valley of the Assassins though they came tantalizingly close. On the way back, Tim broke a bone in his foot as the motorcycle skidded on rough ground.

         It was clear that we couldn’t wait for his foot to heal. Michael and I headed off to track Marco Polo through southern Persia and on into Afghanistan. Tim planned to join us in Kabul.

         From a professional point of view, we had some serious historical research to do on our way through Persia. Among other things, we were looking, however improbably, for traces of the Three Wise Men, the Magi. Marco Polo had described how ‘in the city of Saba … 19the three Magi are buried, in three large and very beautiful monuments side by side and above them is a square building, carefully kept. The bodies are still entire with their hair and beards remaining.’

         He goes on to say that though all three Magi were buried at Saba, only one was native to that town, the other two coming from Kala’ Atishparastan and from Ava.

         Scholars had visited Saba and no traces of the Magi had been found. Kala’ Atishparastan, though known to be in Persia, had never been precisely located. But Ava apparently had. Nowadays, it is known as Aveh. We were even able to find it on the map, about eighty miles south-west of Teheran.

         Mike and I turned off the main road from Teheran to Qum at Baqilabad and plunged onto the caked and salt-encrusted mud of the desert. We drove from oasis to little oasis, stopping from time to time to rest from the heat and the dust by the wall of some village house.

         In the end we found Ava/Aveh. We followed a flock of sheep into the central square of the village. Here, exhausted and oblivious of the steady stream of women who came with pitchers on their heads to draw water from a deep brick well, we flung ourselves down. Night fell. Camels padded softly by, and donkeys trotted with tinkling bells.

         It wasn’t hard to imagine the Magi surveying the sky on a night such as this, seeing a strange bright star in the east and deciding to set out on the long journey to Bethlehem.

         Did we find any convincing evidence that Marco Polo was right and that the Magi, or at least one of them, had come from Ava or Aveh? No, of course, we didn’t. Given our total inability to communicate in Persian, I doubt whether the villagers of Aveh even understood what we were looking for. They certainly didn’t leap up to show us the embalmed body of Gaspar, Melchior or Balthazaar.

         Some months later, after we had returned to England, the Sunday Telegraph printed my account of our journey into the Persian desert 20under the headline ‘Village of the Magi.’ I spun the story as best I could, but frankly there was no telling for sure whether we had hit upon the right village.

         Our trip to Aveh had convinced us that we could manage with just one motorcycle. When I crashed one of our machines comprehensively outside Qum, we realized the time had come for a major reorganization. We had huge camel-hide panniers fitted to the remaining machine and strengthened the pillion to carry the additional weight.

         ‘Lean and mean!’ Michael, as always, looked on the bright side.

         His enthusiasm was infectious. We had had our setbacks, but we would keep going.

         Two days later I woke up in the desert outside Isfahan on the morning of my 21st birthday. A mile away, I could see the great Sheikh Lotfollah Mosque silhouetted against the sky. The first rays of the sun caught the top of the minaret, then caressed the giant curve of the dome.

         The donkeys brayed frostily into the morning air. Michael lay on the ground beside me, wrapped in his sleeping bag. The first flies of the day were beginning to bother him and from time to time he moved his head in his sleep, trying to avoid them.

         As I sat cross-legged taking in the scene (when would I have a 21st birthday again?), an old man emerged from nowhere to offer me a small green apple.

         ‘Hoob?’ the old man enquired as I took a bite.

         ‘Hoob’ was one of the few Persian words I knew. It meant ‘good’.

         ‘Hoob,’ I replied.

         Michael woke up at this point. ‘Time for nosh, then, is it?’

         Then he remembered: ‘Happy birthday, Stan!’
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            ‘Mango Juice, Sahib?’

         

         We followed Marco Polo’s route in Persia from Yazd, which Marco Polo describes as a ‘very fine and splendid city,’ to Kerman whose people, Polo says, are ‘skilled craftsmen, who make the full range of equipment for mounted soldiers: bridles, saddles and spears, swords, bows and quivers, and every sort of armour used in these parts.’

         In Kerman we had two choices. We could either try to head north across Persia’s great central desert – the Dasht-i-Lut – and enter Afghanistan via Meshed (which was the route Marco Polo is thought to have taken), or we could take the road through Pakistan.

         Whenever we stopped at a chai-khaneh (teahouse) or caravanserai, we tried to get a reading on the problem. Was there a track across the desert to Meshed, we asked? Could we make it on a motorcycle?

         Our spirits rose one day when, in one of the local teahouses, we discovered a brightly coloured map pinned to the grimy wall. The map was crowned with a smiling picture of the Shah of Persia and his bride, the whole being garlanded with a laurel wreath. What interested us was the broad slash of red running through the centre of the map, across the heart of the Dasht-i-Lut and denoting a broad new highway between Kerman and Meshed.

         As we sipped our sweet tea in the little clear glasses we had come to know so well, we interrogated our fellow travellers.

         ‘Road Kerman–Meshed? Hoob? Vroom-vroom?’ we asked.

         Alas, we soon discovered that the Kerman–Meshed highway was a totally fictional project and that the map was more an endearing 22expression of future road-building hopes than a statement of current realities.

         In the end we had no choice but to swing south and east through Pakistan before heading north into Afghanistan.

         It might not have been as bad as the Dasht-i-Lut but the road from Kerman to Zahadan still runs through a most pernicious desert most of the way. Red dust swirled persistently. The sun beat down through the haze. You pass the bleached carcass of a camel or the wreck of a truck that has caught fire by the roadside and you thank your lucky stars that you still have fuel and water. The corrugations were the worst, jarring the spine in the most fearsome way. Occasionally we would meet seasoned travellers who would blithely advise us to ‘just keep going at around forty miles an hour and you’ll find you’ll ride the bumps – or coruscations – without feeling them’. Try as we might, we never found the knack. If we did reach the magic speed, there was always a dried-up wadi to negotiate just round the corner.

         Michael and I fell off more times than I can count. Once, as we sprawled in the road, there was a loud honking behind us. The driver of an oil tanker had witnessed our latest accident and took pity on us.

         He offered us a lift in his cab, which we gladly accepted. Somehow, we managed to lift the motorcycle onto the back of the tanker and lash it in place.

         That unscheduled lift through the southern Persian desert to Zahadan was a lifesaver. Refreshed and reinvigorated, we said goodbye to our kindly driver and belted on to Nok Kundi, Iran’s border post with Pakistan, seventy-five miles away.

         After that it was – for a while at least – plain sailing. As we rode on through Baluchistan towards Quetta, we stopped from time to time at the ‘dak’ bungalows and guest houses which still survived in that part of the world. There we savoured briefly and uncritically the traces that remained of the old life. 23

         ‘Mango juice, sahib?’

         ‘Yes please, bearer, with ice.’ And an easy chair on the veranda, looking at the stars through the palm trees and waiting for the water in the swimming pool to cool from the heat of the day.

         ‘Curry and rice, sahib?’ Yes, and the first clean white linen tablecloth we had seen for weeks.

         The soft voice of the proprietor enquires in perfect English (he has been educated in an English school in Quetta) what time we will take breakfast in the morning and whether we will have one fried egg or two. Then we swim in the pool, while the dhobi man washes our clothes.

         ‘We better make the most of this,’ I said to Michael. ‘It won’t be like this in Afghanistan.’

         It wasn’t.

         Actually, at this point we weren’t really sure we would be allowed into Afghanistan at all. We had Afghan visas all right, but we had never received permission to take our camera equipment into the country.

         Happily, we reached the frontier post between Pakistan and Afghanistan, high up on the Bolan Pass, just as the sun was setting. No one appeared to be guarding the border. Then we noticed. Around the base of the flagpole, fifty yards away, we could see a group of soldiers at prayer. Their backsides rose into the air together whenever they put their heads to the ground.

         ‘Why don’t I just unhook the chain?’ Michael suggested. ‘They may not notice, and even if they do, they won’t be able to stop us, since they’re occupied with higher things!’

         He nipped off the bike. Half-expecting to hear a volley of shots behind us, we rode on towards Kandahar.

         Nowadays, we read about Kandahar as a ‘Taliban heartland’. This is where British troops in Afghanistan suffered the largest number of casualties. My memories of Kandahar are, on the contrary, of a city given over to dancing and merriment. 24
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