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The Way of Muri





Before we embark on Muri’s journey, meet our globetrotting sperm whale or witness the march of the spiny lobsters, before we commence our hymn to movement, let us first begin with a little history. My apologies for the lengthy prologue, but the best way to start is with a brief journey back through the centuries…





The ancient philosophers could not comprehend the idea of staying forever in one place. Confucius and Laozi both advocated constant movement. ‘The road, the road, what else but the road?’ was a question posed more than once by the poet and philosopher Zhu Ho. A learned man was not considered as such in the Kingdom of Yu unless he had crossed mountain ranges and travelled at least a hundred li. This led to an interesting difference of opinion between the well-known Taoist Lin Peng and his manservant, who was by all accounts reasonably well educated. Lin Peng believed that parents and other mentors should instil in children from birth the idea that life is an infinite journey. The idea of ‘infinity’ should not inspire fear or anxiety in the future traveller – life is simply an eternal march from one point in space to another, during which the noble man has the opportunity to acquire a wealth of knowledge, experience and skills, from the ability to catch butterflies without harming the pollen on their wings to mastery of the swords of Wu. Interestingly, Lin Peng did not restrict his interpretation of the road to the mountains and valleys of the kingdoms of Yu and Wei. This cosmopolitan philosopher was deeply convinced that a traveller should not stop upon reaching the borders of a terrestrial kingdom but was obliged to continue his journey until he reached the ‘borders of Heaven’. It is worth remembering that Lin Peng was also a committed advocate of ‘speculative travel’ – in other words, meditation.


It may sound strange, given the deeply ingrained Chinese tradition of respect, but Lin Peng’s manservant dared to challenge his views on the infinite journey of life. Likening the noble man to an arrow in motion, he reasoned that sooner or later every arrow must reach its target, thereby ending its flight. Lin Peng disagreed and beat the young man with his staff. However, the question posed by the youth led to an exchange of fire between two ancient Chinese schools of thought – Qin and Bago. The founders of Qin – the direct followers of Lin Peng – based their entire philosophy on a single postulate: ‘Nothing but the road.’ Anyone setting out on the path of ‘a hundred discoveries’ should surrender themselves entirely to the ‘great beauty of infinity’. (Meditation as a means of going beyond ‘all boundaries’ was an intrinsic and obligatory part of the process.)


Their opponents were fiercely opposed to these views. The patriarchs of the School of Bago repeatedly referred to the inevitable end of even the longest of journeys: sooner or later an arrow must always come to rest. These pragmatists declared their main aim to be ‘the noble man’s internal journey of self-perfection’, which would sooner or later lead to a ‘divine state’.





The embittered polemic of the two schools began to break down in the fifth century. Finding an audience amongst his pupils (the ‘blockheads’, as they were derisively labelled), a former adherent of the School of Qin named Yui began to air his own views on the theory of the infinite journey of life. Yui called for an exclusively practical interpretation of the Path – the noble man should travel in the most literal sense of the word, stepping beyond the threshold with sandals on his feet, a straw hat on his head and a knapsack on his back. All ‘speculative’ approaches were heresy as far as Yui was concerned, having no foundation in the original doctrine. Yui maintained that the followers of Qin should spend their lives travelling continuously, not staying in one place for more than three days. When the time came for them to die then they should do so on the road, with their staff in hand. Yui was openly hostile to those who attempted to assign philosophical significance to even the most ordinary of journeys. ‘Walk without thinking!’ was his motto. China became overrun with hordes of ‘blockheads’, who seriously compromised the teachings of the school. The situation was further complicated by the fact that many of Yui’s pupils who had set out on their own ‘infinite journey’ began pillaging openly and indiscriminately, even going so far as to target Shaolin monks. By the end of the fifth century they had become a serious problem for the authorities and the people of China. Details of several punitive campaigns against the ‘blockheads’ were recorded, the most successful of which was waged in the province of Sichuan. The gangs were dispersed, and their leader was ultimately quartered with blunt knives. As is often the case, the authorities subsequently extended their persecutions to the innocent representatives of the theory of the ‘infinite journey’, and before long they were completely eradicated.


There were some significant changes in store for their opponents too. An individual named Du Pin began to argue that the true end of all journeys is the attainment not of some kind of ‘internal’ goal but rather of a terrestrial and fully tangible one. The heretic was duly exiled to the island of Honshu, where he immediately set about promoting his theory amongst the indigenous people. Revealing poetic inclinations, he affirmed that one man’s path might end with sakura blossom in the mountains and another’s in a lowly hut, which he would never want to leave. Du Pin’s attempts to garner a following were largely unsuccessful, though traces of a similar sectarianism can be found in early Japanese chronicles. One such entry refers to a certain Akawa from Nagoya announcing to a crowd of people that the end goal of all his travelling was a honeysuckle bush near the gates of Tanaga. This curious reference – one of very few remaining – is evidence of Du Pin’s influence. However, by the beginning of sixth century the school seemed to have disappeared without trace.





The philosophy of the ancient Chinese ‘wanderers’ attracted an unexpected following in the Arab world, and ardent enthusiasts fanned the dying embers of the debate with uniquely Arabian passion. These new disciples instantly separated into two camps – the ‘star lovers’ (those who believed in the infinite journey) and the ‘hemlocks’ (those who believed that every journey must come to an end). The practical application of the star lovers’ ideology infuriated the orthodox caliphs. Nevertheless, in spite of the threat of persecution and punishment, their impassioned appeals for people to turn their backs on all that was familiar for the sake of the ‘infinite journey’ stirred up the entire Caliphate. Great crowds of worshippers dropped everything to follow the agitators. Attempts to halt the progress of one such procession in Damascus resulted in a wave of civil disorder. The authorities’ intervention was understandable – the star lovers were emptying entire towns; people everywhere were abandoning their houses and land and leaving the tax collectors with nothing. Many fell foul of the hordes of beggars roaming the roads, who had no qualms about looting entire caravans in their search for food.


The hemlocks, with their talk of the ‘land of the Sun’ that lay on the other side of the Caucasian mountains, represented an even greater danger. Of course in this land there were no rich people, no poor people, and absolutely no understanding of the terms ‘collector of transit dues’ and ‘executioner’ – and this Utopia was but a short journey away. It goes without saying that this clearly stated goal inspired the despairing persecutors to create entire pyramids from the severed heads of the hemlocks’ disciples.


Harun al-Rashid, the caliph of Baghdad, may have been the only one to regard these disturbers of Arabian peace benignly – surprisingly so. Reliable sources also indicate that the doctor and philosopher Al Mohammed Ben Aden, a close friend of the caliph’s, was a passionate believer in the star lovers’ philosophy. In his treatise ‘On the Benevolence of Allah’, and particularly in the immortal ‘Rose of Khiva’, he refers affectionately to these spiritual madmen, who were prepared to ‘fly from star to star, just as butterflies flit from flower to flower’.


The supporters of Sharia law hated the star lovers to such an extent that, to the disappointment of contemporary researchers, by the thirteenth century nothing remained of them but cloudy memories and romantic legends. No source has ever been found to indicate which country the hemlocks meant by the ‘land of the Sun’. However, enthusiasts still hold out hope of one day uncovering in the dusty libraries of Damascus or Cairo fragments from the mysterious manuscript ‘The Truth of the Samarkand Caravan’, which describes the secret underground passages leading to the Promised Land.





Several centuries passed. In the same year that King Henry IV of France mobilized troops and artillery in a successful attack on the Duchy of Savoy, the Franciscan monk Will Bloomberg –who was the librarian at the peaceful Saint Lucie monastery, which flourished amidst abundant apple orchards just outside Lyon, and an expert on Aristotle – finally became convinced of the validity of his own notes ‘On the Destiny of God’s Creatures’. After obtaining the blessing of Saint Francis (at least so it seemed to him, because ‘a sign was given’ – an internal voice suddenly ordered the modest monk to proceed without further ado), Bloomberg wrote a unique work, The Essence of the True Path and How it Pleases God. The erudite monk had finally found a way of peacefully uniting the opposing views of the unforgettable Lin Peng and his recalcitrant servant. As far as Bloomberg was concerned a journey could either be ‘infinite’ or have a specific goal; he believed, perfectly reasonably, that both possibilities had the right to exist. Like a true European he developed a precise classification system, dividing travellers into categories such as ‘passion bearers’, ‘religious believers’, ‘heretics’, ‘curious’, ‘absent-minded’, ‘energetic’, ‘weary’, and so on and so forth. The monk was equally rigorous in his research into the factors that motivate people to set out on journeys, penning entire chapters dedicated to ‘disappointment’, ‘hope’, ‘despair’, ‘ambition’, ‘the search for God’ and ‘the desire for a change of scene’ (Schopenhauer would later term this classification system ‘Bloomberg’s variations’). The meticulous monk even attempted to fathom the complex issues concerning the ‘truth’ and the ‘non-truth’ of the path. He was obliged to admit that the dividing line between motives that please God and those that delight the Devil is so fine that every case should be analysed individually and at length.


Bloomberg was also renowned for being the first to suggest that creatures from other worlds are capable of travel – spirits, angels, demons, elves, house spirits and various other spirits, both good and evil. He was the one who proposed the first theory on the ‘consciousness of movement of animals’, which was extremely controversial at the time. Alarmed by his own heresy, the monk subsequently reverted to the prevailing dogma on the pre-eminence of man’s relationship with God. However, by drawing specifically on ‘Bloomberg’s variations’, the famous zoologist and mystic Fatherland later formulated the idea that ‘all creatures are capable of reason, and it therefore follows that they have every right to a conscious Path’.


Bloomberg’s own earthly journey came to an end in his ninety-fourth year. He wrote no more than a single treatise, but his legacy was to inspire several generations of metaphysicists and countless travellers – from Amundsen to Aurobindo. One cannot help but be struck by the paradox that one of the greatest travellers of all time spent his entire life in a monastery, leaving it only to shop for provisions in the nearby village.


In the second half of the twentieth century François Belanger, a professor at the University of Geneva and a staunch believer in the philosophies of Lin Peng, repudiated the compromise that the Franciscan had tried to achieve. Doctor Pete Stout, a biologist from Cambridge, became his adversary – and a new battle began.


In a frenzy of excitement, Professor Belanger rallied the new advocates of the infinite journey around himself. Being grossly overweight, he found it difficult to move about and therefore eschewed the conference circuit in favour of the comfort of his own office. By contrast Doctor Stout – the leader of the opposition, as it were – appeared to be the living embodiment of Mr Sommer. Tall and crooked as a nail, with a rucksack always on his back, the indomitable doctor relentlessly roamed the world. His bald patch and tortoiseshell glasses were a familiar sight at the symposia and conferences frequented by his supporters. On top of everything else, Stout was a fervent supporter of Fatherland’s theory.


Belanger spoke out vehemently against his enemy’s attempts to attribute any kind of intelligence of movement to animals and birds. ‘It must require extreme naivety,’ he raged in the article ‘Stupidity or Idiocy?’ (Philosophical Herald, May 1967),





‘to attribute to the rest of Nature that which God bestowed upon Man alone. Naturally, there is no doubting the divine intellect of angels. Nor can we fail to acknowledge the evil intellect of satanic forces. But to argue that the instinctive annual migration of ducks is based on rational thought is another matter entirely, implying regression to a state of childish innocence and a refusal to recognise either facts or reality! It is truly beyond belief when educated men, apparently in full possession of their faculties, suddenly begin to assert (in reputable scientific journals, no less!) that ants and lemmings are driven by human desires! These spurious claims have been taken ad absurdum1 by certain philosopher-zoologists, who persevere tirelessly in their attempts to prove the existence of ‘animal language’ and other attributes that we are accustomed to considering the prerogative of our reason, given to us by God Himself. It is no surprise that these gentlemen continue to hold Fatherland in such high regard! There are all kinds of works being written and ridiculous experiments being carried out with the aim of refuting Pavlov and his reflexes – essentially, what we are currently seeing is a proliferation of pseudo-scientific nonsense, obscurantism and charlatanism. Each of the perpetrators maintains that rational thought is inherent in animals and insects. How can we respond to this? There is little point in repeating what has already been said a thousand times before, by some of the greatest thinkers of all time – that reason is ab incunabulis2 the greatest of God’s gifts to his most beloved offspring, that of all creatures it brings him closest to the Creator and that it permits him alone to experience the joys of infinity!’





‘It is even more amusing to believe in elves and fauns!’ declared Belanger in yet another article, ‘The Impenetrable Marasmus’ (Philosophical Herald, 1969).




Ad imo pectore3 let us leave such fantasies to the literary men. Having said that, it is hard to imagine any learned man – assuming, of course, that he is of sound mind and memory – attempting to prove not only the existence of invisible ‘elementals’ (or spirits, as they are more commonly known) but also their human perception of the world. The magical inhabitants of mountains and valleys, all these sprites and goblins, are complete and utter nonsense – nothing but fantasies conjured up by our imagination, the fruit of the fears we have inherited from our pagan ancestors.





François Belanger had plenty more to say on the matter, as a brief glance at his bibliography will testify. By the end of the 1980s the professor was a recognised authority on the subject and the author of such seminal works as Can Animals Think? A Critique of Fatherland’s Supporters (1961), Are There Any Valkyries and Gnomes Left? (1973) and The Paths of Wanderers and Birds (1987). At the beginning of the 1990s the seventy-six-year-old warrior retired to his quiet office on a small country estate just outside Hanover to devote himself to his life’s greatest work, The Singularity of Homo sapiens as the Only Bearer of the Idea of God. This work was intended as a conclusive riposte to ‘all those spirits’ who continued to insist that other creatures were capable of showing even the slightest semblance of human reason.


Doctor Stout refused to let the matter lie and launched a further scathing attack in the journal Man and Animal, the organ of Fatherland’s supporters. ‘Only the blindness of a rhinoceros can prevent one seeing what is before one’s very eyes. There truly is no limit to this medieval obscurantism! I have only one piece of advice for Mr Belanger: ne sutor ultra crepidam!4 If a mild-mannered monk in unenlightened times was able to speak of such matters, albeit discreetly, then there should be nothing to stop us, with all our laboratories and institutes, proving that animals think, that they consciously set out on journeys and have specific aims… Sol lucet omnibus5, Professor!’





Meanwhile Muri, an impudent young cat from a Bosnian village, was utterly oblivious to Bloomberg’s variations. This feline despot held complete dominion over his place near the armchair, which had been furnished with an old blanket and his bowl. In his innocence, he also regarded the apple orchard as his territory. The peasant family sharing his home – mother, father, son and daughter – belonged entirely to him and existed solely for the purpose of fulfilling his wishes. The cat knew every inch of his territory, from the old well to the apple tree at the very edge of the garden, and guarded it jealously. He had also established something approaching a relationship with the multitude of spirits that inhabited his portion of the world – from the tiny, barely perceptible ones that lived in the bushes and among the grass, contriving to weave their cobweb dwellings on the very sharpest stalks of sedge, to the pond spirits, nimble as water-gauges, and those that occupied the enormous moss-covered oak tree near the house. He was on perfectly amicable terms with the house spirit that lived indoors – a transparent, incorporeal bubble, which sometimes even allowed the cat to play with it.


The cat was prosperous, happy and proud. Admittedly, there were frequent skirmishes with interlopers… After such encounters the tattered warrior would trot to the meadow near the mountains, where he would seek out the curative grass pektoralis and drink the dew from the trefoil plant, thereby healing the consequences of his squabbles in a time-honoured way and returning to his former spiritual equilibrium. In the meadow he often encountered tiny elfin creatures with transparent wings, darting frenetically from flower to flower. The local nymphs, of similar stature, would coax them to dance. The cat was not particularly fond of these brazen sprites. His patience was also worn thin by the ants and beetles that swarmed in the meadows, their pungent secretions irritating his nose… But on the whole these were minor nuisances, without which it would have been impossible to fully savour the delights of existence. There was no doubt that the bright, shining world inhabited by the cat was rich with meaning and purpose. His bowl was filled with fresh milk every morning and evening. There was an abundant supply of mice and shrews in the garden and the silage pit. Birds succumbed readily to his claws. Other tomcats were mercilessly chased from the garden, female cats surrendered themselves to his advances and his wounds healed surprisingly quickly. The spirits surrounding our cat were as obliging as the humans and other animals. They had not the slightest inclination to argue – instead they flitted about, trembling in the air, sighing, humming, crying, squeaking, chattering, arguing and twittering to one another. Perhaps most importantly, they were an invaluable source of information about what was happening at the well, and by the pond, and in the cowshed, and in the stable, where two shaggy fat-bellied female horses snorted and sighed in the hay. And all these inexhaustible riches, right down to the very last grain of sand, belonged to him and him alone – lord of this realm, master of man, woman and children, sovereign of the garden, the grain stores, the cellar and the cowshed. (Fortunately the family hadn’t acquired any young canine competitors. There was a dog, as old as the hills, but he was merely living out his days and barely uttered a sound.)


Thus Muri reigned, thus he governed, blissfully unaware of the swords of Wu. Such timeless pleasure! But it all came to an end in 1992, when civil war broke out in Yugoslavia.





This is how it happened: the first missile turned the sky upside down and sent bushes flying. It was followed immediately by another. And then another… Oh, the field with wild strawberries! Oh, the old apple trees! Everything was torn up by the roots. If only the humans could have heard the spirits moaning, howling and wailing as the missiles destroyed their home! The elementals went berserk, swarming above the doomed village, squealing pitifully and flitting about like bats. Their panic spread to the butterflies and the ants. Fractured trees crashed to the ground, and the air was full of mud and flying splinters.


Muri was in the healing meadow when it all began. If the outraged cat had looked upwards he would have seen a swarm of demons soaring in the sky, gnashing their teeth, flapping their wings and trumpeting with joy. They rose from cracks in the ground in their hundreds, in their thousands. But the cat had no interest in demons! He raced home at full speed, to be greeted only by the sight of shattered floorboards, broken beds and ruptured pipes. The house spirit was sitting on the steps of the porch, which by some miracle had remained intact, sobbing and howling with terror. The poor thing was doomed, because such elderly house spirits never leave their nests and tend to die with them. He had been fluttering with pleasure the day before, but now he began turning a deathly green colour before Muri’s eyes.


Muri kept bumping into weeping spirits as he inspected the site of the fire. From their testimonies and from the evidence all around him he gathered that the humans had not even paused to think about them. The family had simply fled! Unable to comprehend such a betrayal, the king of this ruined land sniffed the abandoned possessions that lay by the porch. A wave of fury threatened to engulf him, but he managed to control his anger and kept a firm grip on his dignity. Trembling with decisiveness, Muri approached the inconsolable house spirit. The two beings began communicating.


‘It’s all over,’ lamented the house spirit, swaying from side to side. ‘Life has left this place, and it’s never coming back.’


The cat stared at him without blinking. Then, articulating all the anger he felt towards his fickle family, he replied, ‘No, I refuse to accept it! I simply must have my bowl, my blanket and my place under this sun.’


‘You’re no use to anyone anymore,’ the house spirit answered miserably.


‘You don’t understand!’ retorted the cat. ‘I need my bowl, my blanket and my people to serve me.’


The house spirit began to moan. ‘Our protection…’


‘Shut up!’ miaowed Muri. ‘You faint-hearted, fat-bellied wineskin! You’re not about to give up the ghost any time soon!’


‘What shall we do?’ moaned the house spirit, rocking to and fro.


‘I intend to get back everything I have lost!’ declared the cat. And so his journey began.





On that very same day, which turned out so tragically for the cat, Sheikh Abudullah Nadari Ak-Saïd ibn Khalim – worshipper of Allah, owner of thirty beautiful women and fifteen oilfields, two ports and five tankers – one of which still to this day bears his name – set out on his own journey.


The sheikh’s super-light aircraft, named Victoria, had a wingspan of ninety-two feet. It was equipped with three engines, a spacious cabin featuring an elegant dashboard, a pilot’s seat ingeniously designed to accommodate all bodily functions, and six fuel tanks, with collective capacity sufficient for a non-stop round-the-world flight. In case of emergency landing a parachute was stored in a special compartment behind the cabin, together with a bag containing a life-raft and fourteen days’ worth of survival rations. The sheikh had at his disposal the ‘Star’ navigational system, which came highly recommended and was capable of determining the position of the aircraft to a precision of several feet, and a satellite telephone. Sheikh Abdullah Nadari Ak-Saïd ibn Khalim had spared no expense on features such as a state-of-the-art autopilot system (the latest Boeing model) and an in-built mechanism for economically regulating the fuel supply. Victoria was not only the sheikh’s pride and joy but also the jewel in the crown of ‘Nordland’, the finest craft ever manufactured by this reputable English firm. Delicate, diaphanous and created from metal so fine it was almost weightless, the aircraft occupied an entire hangar. Nobody but the sheikh and two of his technicians were permitted to so much as look into this hangar, because Sheikh Abdullah Nadari Ak-Saïd ibn Khalim feared only one thing in this life – the evil eye.


Sheikh Abdullah Nadari Ak-Saïd ibn Khalim was well prepared. After clocking up 950 hours at the helm of his own F-16 fighter jet, he had become one of the best pilots in the whole kingdom. He had eagerly completed twenty-five solo parachute jumps (two of them freefall). The sheikh kept a close eye on his weight and his blood pressure, tormented his training apparatus three times a day and often treated himself to a ride in his specially designed centrifuge, which had been delivered to the palace directly from Moscow’s Star City.


On 15 August 1992, Sheikh Abdullah Nadari Ak-Saïd ibn Khalim asked for the blessing of Allah. He attempted to console his inconsolable wives, who secretly believed that God had reclaimed their unfortunate husband’s good sense. He kissed every one of his children, the number of whom exceeded fifty. At 10.00 a.m., dressed in his flying suit, he climbed into the pilot’s seat. At 10.02 a.m., accompanied by the cheers of journalists and the sighing of his multitudinous relatives, he disappeared into a cloud that had materialized out of nowhere, the presence of which was considered by the assembled well-wishers to be an ominous sign.


Like all Arabs, Sheikh Abdullah Nadari Ak-Saïd ibn Khalim was a poet. As he surveyed the ocean he composed and sang to himself a number of rapturous verses. The visibility was remarkable and the onboard computer proved to be a wise counsellor, prompting him to keep to a height of 7,000 feet and a speed of 550 miles per hour. After eight hours of steady flying conditions (during which an entire poem was composed and sung), this consigliore advised the sheikh to overtake a storm front that was threatening to engulf Ceylon.


Sheikh Abdullah Nadari Ak-Saïd ibn Khalim flew above the clouds and thunder to Singapore, where he accepted the congratulations of the air traffic control team. The Japanese authorities promised the crown prince a calm flight over the Pacific Ocean, in conditions of almost zero cloud and a favourable wind.


The weather seemed to be on the noble traveller’s side. Every now and then the sheikh would let his autopilot system take over, and then he would treat himself to a few dates, washing them down with mineral water. His cosmopolitan outlook on life, due to time spent in the West (at Cambridge University), extended to his taste in music – Beethoven and Mozart were to be found in his repertoire alongside the lyrics of the incomparable Walid Khalid. Allah had obligingly adorned the sky above the sheikh’s head with twinkling necklaces of stars, which were studded with the occasional rare emerald and ruby. Sheikh Abdullah Nadari Ak-Saïd ibn Khalim spent the entire night revelling in his solitude and indulging in philosophical reflection.


The dawn broke, seizing half of the sky, and revived this romantic Sinbad. The world was at his feet, and the traveller took the opportunity to indulge in a few mouthfuls of strong ‘El Sabah’ coffee. He acknowledged his gratitude to his flight yoke, and he prayed to the Almighty. Then he took to the airwaves, and in his palace in the middle of the Arabian Desert all thirty of his wives praised God that their husband – such a clever, capable man! – was still alive.


Success escorted the aircraft as far as the islands of Hawaii but hurriedly withdrew as it approached the mainland. The consequences were swift to follow, beginning with fuel supply problems over the state of Texas. One engine began to cough and splutter, then another, and another, until the lonely voice of the final engine died out altogether. Victoria’s cabin filled with the victorious roar of the wind. Several airports immediately offered their assistance. Thanking them for their concern, the pilot glanced at the monitor of his out-of-control computer and, in stubborn denial, attempted to straighten up his beloved pride and joy. But all his efforts were in vain! Sheikh Abdullah Nadari Ak-Saïd ibn Khalim drank the last of his coffee, tightened his seatbelt and prepared to meet his fate like a man. The length of the wings permitted this mechanical dragonfly to glide for some time on the thermals, but the epic voyage was already doomed to fail. The parachute snapped open at 2,000 feet, and the aircraft crash-landed on a Texan ranch, breaking one valuable wing and sustaining irreparable damage to its chassis. The owners of the ranch came running out, and in his impeccable English the sheikh apologized to them for the trouble he’d caused. His Royal Highness gratefully accepted a mug of warm milk from the kind-hearted farming couple and managed to turn away just in time to get rid of the evidence of his momentary weakness, brushing away a tiny tear of vexation with the index finger of his left hand.





Meanwhile the cat trotted along the road leading from the burned-out village to the Bosnian capital, a short distance away. Tractors rumbled past him, their exhaust fumes mercilessly poisoning the sky and the earth. They were loaded with refugees. The women were wailing and the children were crying; the men were covering their ears. Muri wasn’t one to waste time lamenting the past – his heart was beating steadily, his lungs coped easily with the polluted air and his paws obediently carried him onwards.


As dusk fell a Serbian tank lumbered up behind the cat – a mechanical brontosaurus with a flat, round turret. Jolting and swaying, young soldiers in swamp-coloured uniform clung to every part of the tank, even the barrel of the gun. Instead of darting out of the way, the cat flattened his ears and pressed himself into the roadside verge. Suddenly he was scooped up in a fishing net, the kind used to extract large carp from ponds.


The joker who’d caught the cat stuck the pole of the net into the open hatch. A hot stench emanated from the opening, as though it led straight to the underworld. Muri didn’t bother putting up a fight – he’d somehow sensed that the tank was rumbling in the right direction. It didn’t look as though the soldiers intended to skin him alive or burn him with their cigarettes, but then again frightened people in wartime are capable of all kinds of unpredictable behaviour. Once the laughter had died down, the soldiers carried on swilling raki from their flasks and joking about women. As their proximity to death increased, so did their crudeness and cynicism. Only the trembling cigarettes in the corners of their mouths betrayed their true despair. Humans are blind to the world around them, but as Muri twisted in his net he could see dark forces already surrounding the soldiers. A flock of demons swooped gleefully down to the tank like punctilious police officers. The cat knew that these foul creatures had been assigned to carry out the Devil’s dirtiest work, marking with their claws those who were destined to die soon. Two of the four soldiers clinging to the outside of the tank were immediately condemned to feed the worms. The doomed men didn’t even feel the touch of the demons’ claws – they had no idea that they’d been singled out in this way, and this ignorance greatly amused their invisible predators. Left to their own devices the demons would have marked all human foreheads with their claws, but even the Devil has his limits, so his servants were restricted to carrying out his orders. As he watched, Muri was filled with scorn for these wily miscreants. The demons sensed his cold hatred and turned, hissing with fury, to meet his piercing feline glare.


Sarajevo loomed into view. At the sight of so many roofs engulfed in flames, their shattered tiles littering the road, the demons became delirious with joy. They landed on the tank and struck the same foreheads again and again, their loathsome tongues protruding with the effort, for they were allowed to mark the same potential victims as many times as they liked. One of the incorporeal, web-footed assailants even had the insolence to straddle the swaying barrel of the gun. Then the firing began. In an act of unexpected mercy the pole was extricated from the hatch and, turning somersaults, the cat and the net flew to the side of the road.


The city was a scene of apocalyptic carnage. Lime trees and chestnut trees crashed to the ground, their splayed branches releasing whole hosts of elementals. House spirits ran along the collapsing roofs in despair. There was universal panic. Missiles were falling everywhere, the city was spilling its contents, the birds were going crazy… Meanwhile the sky overhead flickered with the glow of fire.


Muri collapsed onto the roadside grass. He wasn’t particularly bothered by what was going on around him, and nobody paid him any attention. The humans were intent on destroying one another; any damage sustained by the trees, birds and animals was merely incidental. The cat headed for the cellar of the nearest house. An old man was sitting on the collapsed porch, alongside a moaning house spirit. He was holding his wrinkled old face in his hands, squeezing large tears out of it as though it were a sponge. Spotting Muri in front of him, he accosted the cat just as he would have accosted any passer-by and began to wail, ‘Where’s my Annutka? My Annutka’s gone! Where’s Borislav? Gone… Where’s my garden? I planted every single tree in that garden! I nurtured them with these very hands…’


‘Fool!’ the little cat answered scornfully, knowing full well that the human couldn’t hear him. ‘Why don’t you do something about it?’


Naturally, Muri bared his claws when the man tried to stroke him.





The cat spent the night in a demolished church, painstakingly washing and grooming his fur. The resident spirits flitted about the cross, which had fallen into the smashed cupola and was now dangling in mid-air, held up only by its cross-piece. The icons had gone up in smoke, as had everything else; the charred gates to the iconostasis were all that remained. Traumatised by recent events, the spirits were conversing in quiet, sorrowful voices. They couldn’t stop trembling and crying. There was no peace, even at night.


Besides the elementals two Croatian prisoners were also sheltering in the damaged church, one of whom was quite young. Like all peasants, they smelled of bread and sheep’s wool. The humans were unable to hear the hundreds of thousands of ethereal groans inside and outside the church. As far as they were concerned, absolute silence had descended on the world around them. The men standing guard outside the church, who had hidden them here and ordered them to lie still, had long since forgotten about them and disappeared into the night. The prisoners could simply have got up and left, but neither of them was to know this. So they carried on lying obediently on the bricks, terrified to move for fear of incurring the wrath of their non-existent guards.


‘Oh God!’ groaned the young man. ‘My legs have gone numb. I’m just going to turn over…’


‘Silence!’ hissed the older man, in a terrified whisper. ‘They told us not to move. Don’t you understand what is expected of us? We’re not allowed to make even the slightest movement.’


‘I’ve had enough of this,’ complained the youth.


‘I said no,’ whispered the older man, beseechingly. ‘Just lie there, for God’s sake, or they’ll kill us. Just breathe, and don’t do that any more than you have to!’


‘But it’s completely quiet out there. Maybe, maybe…’ The youth’s voice cracked with the inconceivable boldness of his thoughts. ‘Maybe they’ve left their post for a little while? We might as well turn over while we can…’


‘No,’ answered the older man. ‘They’re just hiding in the silence, those Muslims. I know they are. They’re still out there, watching with their sharp eyes, and listening. If they hear anything, we’re sure to die… and it will be a quick, terrible death.’


‘Won’t they kill us anyway?’


‘If we lie as still as mice, at least we might live to see the dawn.’


They both fell silent. The angelic spirits and other elementals that were spending the night in the church sighed in sympathy.


‘Death will take them in the morning if they stay there like that,’ agreed the spirits. ‘They’re honest peasants, and there’s no doubt they’ll go to Heaven, but it would be better if they could live a little longer!’


The prisoners lay trembling on the bricks, oblivious to the sighs and whispers all around them.


The spirits turned to the cat. ‘What are you smirking at?’ they demanded.


‘All they have to do is stand up,’ answered Muri, stretching lazily. ‘They just have to walk ten or fifteen paces and look outside. They’ve only got themselves to blame!’





The morning sun threw the smashed cupola into sharp relief. A moment later its rays fell on the wall opposite the low windows, and the roar of gunfire started up again. The spirits, who had curled up wherever they could find a spot, began chattering simultaneously and scurrying about like insects. The prisoners kept their noses pressed into the fragments of brick.


Muri left the church and headed towards a house that had just been demolished by a missile and was therefore no longer a target. The cat ran along the warm boards of the collapsed roof, which lay in a heap in front of the house, then deftly jumped onto the dusty windowsill and lay there like a miniature sphinx. There was no point trying to leave the city for the time being so he remained there, a witness to the war. He took it all in – the scraps of lead and iron flying through the air, the soldiers and civilians running about in every direction and the vast hordes of divine and demonic creatures swooping and colliding overhead.


What was happening in the sky was truly an impressive sight to behold. All over the city, the souls of those who had been blown up or shot were floating upwards. Christian souls, writhed in bluish smoke, were seized immediately by angels and held aloft as they were carried into the clouds; dead Muslims were met by peris, which shone with an equally blinding light. Although these maidens twittered frivolously, in contrast to the solemn angels, they handled every trembling soul competently, supporting them in their slender girlish hands. They had divided the sky up between them – the peris ascended in the east, in the luxuriant glow of the dawn, whereas the angels gathering the Orthodox and Catholic souls favoured the west. The war was generating as much activity in the air as on the ground. Entire flocks of demons also contributed to the spectacle, gnashing their teeth, snapping their wings and generally creating pandemonium.


Without batting an eye, the little cat stayed where he was and waited for night to fall. Eventually the warriors and their victims were exhausted. The cannons had overheated to such an extent that they refused to spit out any more missiles. Smoke was coming from the tank engines, and even the Kalashnikovs begged for mercy. Apart from the snipers’ rifles, which knew no rest, everything seemed to cry, ‘Enough!’ The generals were obliged to obey. The angels and peris finished their work and simultaneously took wing, back to their stratospheric domains, and yet another hopeless night came crashing down over the unfortunate city. The spirits collapsed listlessly onto the remaining trees and roofs. The people had collapsed some time before them. Now the only sign of life was the exhaust fumes coming from the armoured troop carriers that had managed to escape destruction.





A fluffy female cat found Muri on the windowsill and decided to introduce herself. Muri jumped up to meet her. They spent a long time walking up and down the boards, sniffing each other and rubbing their heads together.


Trembling with desire, the female cat knew that this handsome striped stranger was here to stay. She calmed down only once a new litter of offspring had been conceived. Then, her wise eyes half-closed with contentment, she began to speak.


‘You’re staying with me now, Tiger. Where else are you going to go? We can live splendidly in the streets of this city for the rest of the summer. There are already plenty of mice and rats here, and believe me, in the current circumstances they’re bound to multiply! People have left cellars full of food and grain. As far as the dogs are concerned, there’s enough human flesh lying in the streets to keep them fed morning, noon and night – and while this carnage continues, it’s in no danger of running out!’


‘Surely you understand what my blanket means to me, don’t you?’ Muri replied. ‘You must know how important it is for me to visit my garden every morning then to come back to my bowl of milk…’


‘I know, I know,’ the female cat answered sadly. She had already sensed his yearning and the strength of his resolve.


‘So why are you trying to convince me to stay? Your rats and dogs mean nothing to me.’


And with that, Muri set off into the night.


The streets were full of corpses that remained where they had fallen. Dogs – those contemptible scavengers, the hyenas of war – tore voraciously into the human flesh, gulping it down. These dogs were frightened of every noise at night – whenever they heard anything they would drool nervously, and their teeth would chatter with fear. Even the silent padding of feline paws terrified them, and the slightest rustle was enough to send them running to hide in the first sheltered corner they could find. The rumble of an engine was enough to scare these cowardly marauders off for good. An old lorry appeared as the scornful cat was hurrying down the street. Its sides were folded back and it was loaded with bleeding human remains: torsos, arms, legs and heads. The driver’s job was very simple –whenever his headlights fell on yet another body, he would climb out and use special hooks to drag the remains to the lorry and toss them into the back. The lorry drove past Muri, and the cat noticed that the mysterious driver was enormous – a real-life Hercules. The giant twirled his moustache and began singing in Serbian:




I finished my business in Mansar,


Then I came to Sarajevo.


I’ll have no trouble finding work here,


So I shall fill my pockets.


When I get paid,


What’s to stop me heading for Austria?


Yes, over the snowy mountains,


And back on the road again!





‘Now there’s a great song!’ Muri exclaimed approvingly, following this Slavic Charon with his eyes.


After asking a few spirits he met whether there were any neighbourhoods left in Sarajevo that hadn’t yet been ravaged by the war, the cat heard that there were houses still standing in the Jewish quarter, on the southern outskirts of the city. He began heading in that direction, and sure enough, some distance from the centre, he came to a district of large, detached houses that appeared to have suffered no damage.


‘Don’t bother making yourself comfortable!’ squeaked a tiny spirit as it flew over the cat. ‘This will all be destroyed tomorrow. So if you thought you’d be safe out here, you’d better think again!’


This feeling seemed to be shared by others. Despite the imaginary calm, many house spirits were already sitting on the porches of their houses, trembling, whimpering and mournfully lamenting their fate. It was obvious that up to this point their lives here had been quite privileged. The houses were two or even three storeys high, with attics and garages too. Muri sniffed and looked around before heading for one of the smaller houses. An ancient house spirit sat on the porch, already grieving for his former life.


‘You’ve chosen a good master,’ he said, pausing between sobs. ‘But if it’s food and shelter you’re after, you’d better take it while you can. After this evening he’s abandoning me and all his worldly goods.’


The front door was open, and the cat walked boldly into the small kitchen. On a stool by the table sat a crooked old man, whose nose was close to succeeding in its attempt to touch his upper lip. Miaowing amicably, Muri rubbed against his legs and glanced into the corridor, where he saw a cart modestly laden with baggage. It proved easy enough to arouse the old man’s compassion, and a saucer of milk was swiftly produced.


The old man launched straight into a monologue.


‘They killed my cat, and now you turn up out of the blue! All right, here’s a piece of kosher meat for you. It won’t be long before the shooting begins here too and everything will be destroyed, so we have no choice but to run. Oh, Rabbi Benjamin was the wisest man! When I was just a boy he said to me, “Jacob, always keep your cart ready and take good care of your legs – you never know when you might need them!”’


The old man lit a beautiful pipe made of cherry wood. Filling the air around him with smoke, Jacob raised a finger and Muri adopted his most attentive face.


‘When I was a boy, my parents fled from Budapest to Bavaria. Then in 1937 we had to abandon it all again – the shop, the books, the house, everything. I remember it well. My legs certainly came in handy then! We stopped in Geneva, Zagreb, and finally Sarajevo. Now it’s time to leave this place too. The rabbi – may God rest his soul! – said to me, “Remember, Jacob, however many belongings you accumulate, however weary you may be, make sure you’re always ready! Do what you can to avoid incurring the wrath of God, and that means taking good care of your legs. They will save you time and again.”’


Muri was hanging off his every word, and the old man readily continued.


‘The rabbi said to me, “Promise the fools everything, charm them with tales of wherever you’re taking them, but just make sure that you don’t succumb to any illusions yourself. Remember the bitter truth, and accept it for what it is. The truth, the only truth, is that we are destined to spend our pitiful lives running!”’


The cat couldn’t bear tobacco smoke but he continued to feign devotion, wrapping himself around the old man’s legs. Jacob proceeded to disclose his innermost secret.


‘I’m taking my fools to Munich. From there I’ll send the more ambitious ones on to America. I can’t promise them paradise, but it’s a start… They’ll be able to make their own way from there!’ The old man gave a wheezing laugh and started coughing, dislodging his pipe. ‘Such is the Lord’s will. From the time of Ezra we have been thrown about the world, here and there…’ He paused and laid his tobacco-stained palm on Muri’s head. ‘Whereas you don’t care where you live, do you? As long as there’s a ready supply of food. When things change you rush about in despair, not knowing what to do… You’re ready to call any house a home. Poor little thing.’


‘Fool!’ snorted Muri, looking into the old man’s eyes with devotion. ‘You have no idea what you’re talking about!’


Nevertheless he continued to rub himself up against the old man, emitting the barely audible crackling noise that humans love so much.


‘It’s just a shame I can’t put you on the cart and take you with me,’ Jacob said sadly. ‘I would have liked having you to look after – you remind me so much of my own cat.’


‘If you don’t put me in that basket I’ll climb in myself, you old fool,’ thought Muri. Then he jumped onto Jacob’s lap, calmly curled into a ball, closed his eyes and began to doze. To avoid disturbing the sleeping cat Jacob sat there all night, trying to keep his legs from trembling.





In the morning the old man decided to take the cat with him after all. He was quite astonished when Muri settled down willingly in the bottom of the capacious basket.


‘I assumed you’d try to run away,’muttered Jacob, thoroughly perplexed. Then, without bothering to close the front door, he took up the handles of his cart and began walking towards the gates.


Oh, how the house spirit reacted to his departure! Rocking from side to side, howling and begging him to stay… Naturally, Jacob couldn’t hear any of this. In any case, the street was echoing with the sounds of despair. Fathers, young men, old women, boys and girls all stood in the street, waiting for this modern-day Moses to lead them to their own Promised Land. They carried their belongings in makeshift bundles, carts and suitcases. The frightened children huddled together on the carts, some on the men’s shoulders; none of them dared to utter even a squeak when the grown-ups were making so much noise. The women were already wailing uncontrollably, and their plump cheeks were awash with tears.


‘Where’s Abraham?’ asked Jacob, once everyone had stifled their sobbing and sighing and gathered around him. ‘What’s that old miser up to?’


‘He’s decided to stay, to protect his home,’ people called, their voices choked with emotion. ‘He wants to save his shop… He says he’s not going anywhere.’


The old man’s response was full of sarcasm.


‘Excellent! Sounds like he’s been at the liquid courage. Go and get him, right now.’


‘He won’t come!’ they answered. ‘Abraham would rather die than leave with us.’


‘Has he suddenly decided to start behaving like a child?’ Jacob exploded. ‘Or has his brain stopped working altogether?’


The old man strode decisively to Abraham’s house, dragging his cart with the prescient cat onboard. The crowd trailed after him. Many of them dragged their impressive loads along too, staggering and swaying under the weight.


‘Where do you think you’re taking all of that?’ cried Jacob, turning to his fellow countrymen. ‘Have you all lost your minds? You won’t even make it over the first pass like that. Leave it all here!’


Struck by his decisiveness, some abandoned their burdens; others continued to drag their suitcases along the ground.


‘Leave your old rags behind!’ Jacob insisted. ‘Take only your blankets, your tents, your food and water. You won’t need anything else.’


Someone noticed Muri in Jacob’s basket and shouted, ‘So why are you taking that stray cat?’


‘A cat cannot be compared with a suitcase full of junk!’ Jacob answered curtly. Approaching Abraham’s house, he called, ‘Stop being stupid, you stubborn old fool! Get your things together and come with us, quickly!’


Abraham came out of his house, clutching a gun in his sweaty hands. Traces of foam were visible on his lilac lips. Through the willow walls of the basket Muri could see a smug house spirit hovering behind the armed man. The spirit was literally swelling up with pleasure, revelling in the suicidal stupidity of his master. Abraham lifted the gun and aimed it at Jacob.


‘I don’t know which of us is more stupid,’ he barked curtly. ‘You or I… Wait!’ he turned to the crowd. ‘This madman is going to lead you into an abyss! You’re fools to trust him. You’re all going to die, you brainless cretins!’


Jacob began shaking his head.


‘Abraham, Abraham! So you’ve stuck a satellite dish on your roof, you’ve got yourself a good car… But why have you spent years hoarding all this wealth? Why have you counted every dinar? You didn’t even take a wife, in order to save money. You probably thought you’d have plenty of time for that. Of course, you’re not obliged to do anything Rabbi Benjamin and old Gershevich tell you! But what were you thinking, Abraham? Did you believe that the world had changed and that you could forget who you were? Are you happy to keep on burying your head in the sand? Anyway, here we are, waiting humbly with our carts until you deign to come out… I promise I will put you on a plane to America. Just stop being so stubborn!’


‘You’re going to end up in a ditch by the side of the road, you idiots! You cowards!’ cried Abraham, desperately trying to defend himself.


‘Leave your arrogance here with your possessions,’ Jacob appealed to the stubborn disputant. ‘Leave it all before it’s too late. Hurry up and come with us! I’ll take you to a calm place, where you can live to be a hundred… How important are your house and your Mercedes now? What difference does it make how much money you have? Remember who you are!’


‘I spit on your theory!’ shouted Abraham, brandishing his useless weapon. ‘Now clear off! And take your brainless herd with you…’


Puffing fiercely at his pipe, Jacob turned and walked away from Abraham’s house without a backwards glance. Muri looked up in time to see a small, spiteful-looking creature break away from the flock of demons that were soaring in the morning sky, snapping their wings. Opening its mouth in a silent cackle, it swooped down and struck Abraham’s sweat-covered brow with its claw then flew back to join its companions, delighted with the success of its mission.





The city streets ran right up to the foothills of the mountains, which were striking in their timeless serenity. They were approached by a narrow track, apparently known only to the leader of the group. It was barely wide enough to accommodate his squeaking cart wheels. Abraham was the only member of their community who stayed to guard his doomed shop, though there was little he could do to protect it from an onslaught of good old double-barrelled 120mm mortars. It was already too late for him to catch up with the others now. Even the youngest children remained surprisingly silent, as though their mouths had been sealed with industrial-strength adhesive tape.


‘Here we are, then,’ muttered the old man, holding tightly onto the handles of his cart. ‘What good are our precious cars now? Our new Toyotas, our wonderful Peugeots, even Elohim Sharum’s Lincoln… They might be big and shiny, but they’re all stuck in their garages. Easy pickings for anyone who comes along! But you can take a cart anywhere.’


Behind them the firing began again, missiles and mines filling every district with their sickening screams. But the fugitives kept walking along the path in single file, skirting the bushes, which were pitiful to look at but tenacious and proud, and the stones that had ended their own journey on the slopes. Muri sat calmly in his basket. The old man who had chosen to transport him clenched his pipe furiously between his teeth. He stopped only to fill it with tobacco.


‘No one can cross a boundary that has been set by the Lord Himself,’ he muttered. ‘But wise old Rabbi Benjamin was right! He knew what he was talking about, as sure as my name is Jacob! It’s not our place to ask questions, to try to understand. Therefore we must keep our wits about us and always be ready to move on when the time comes – I, for one, have always kept my wheels oiled!’


The cat listened as the old man wheeled him along, choosing the most meandering and thorny of all possible paths and wisely avoiding the main roads. Only when the men grew tired did he announce a halt. The scrubby, brittle bushes that grew in this remote place were doomed as soon as people dropped their loads to the ground. The fugitives set up their tents and wrapped the children in blankets to protect them from the damp. Jacob was invited to the communal campfire, but like any leader he preferred his own company and chose to build a small fire some distance away. Swiftly and efficiently, as though he’d been doing it all his life, he warmed some coffee in his little kettle, constructed a shelter, unrolled his camel-hair blanket and took the cat out of the basket, placing him on the blanket.


Muri revelled in a full-body stretch, cracking all his joints. Jacob generously shared his water and some canned fish with the cat, before sharing what was on his mind.


‘The Sveingers, the Sharums, the Alochas – all these families, behaving like obedient sheep! But I know what people are like, and I’ll tell you this for nothing – the minute something goes wrong they’ll be the first to cast stones! Trust me, that’s how it will be. Most people are afraid of the open road and want someone to guide them. They’re happy to let themselves be led, but only up to the first pothole! Oh, I know what people are like. Rabbi Benjamin and old Varuch from the Zagreb synagogue taught me well. They used to say, “Tell your people that you’ll take them to Munich or Vienna, wherever it may be, but you must never forget that God’s people are destined to wander for all eternity!”’


Jacob looked round at his people, sitting by their campfires with their plates of braised kosher meat.


‘Ach, how disheartened they would be to learn the truth,’ he said with a sad sigh. ‘Lord, how disheartened they would be!’





Muri spent two days rocking and swaying through mountains and valleys, without manifesting the slightest inclination to escape. In return Jacob’s confidence in his cat increased and he began to entrust him with his innermost thoughts, which were frequently unhappy.


By the third evening the children were exhausted, the food supplies had run out and everyone had had enough. They were fed up with Jacob stubbornly dragging his cart behind him, not even bothering to let them know when and where their wandering would end. His aloofness and his apparently unique ability to trudge tirelessly through the mountains, mile after mile, eventually took their toll. Even the most amicable families like the Sharums, who had followed the old man dutifully up to this point, were ready to mutiny. Only Shiloh Sharum, a cheerful ten-year-old boy, seemed immune to the general mood. He ran alongside Jacob, desperately coveting his pipe and jumping up and down to try and capture stray wisps of aromatic tobacco smoke with his curious nose. Always on the lookout for adventure, Shiloh was virtually glued to Jacob’s cart, listening to his strange ramblings about the sons of Israel needing strong, healthy legs.


During the next rest stop the old man went off by himself, as usual, and settled under a large overhanging stone. The last thing he wanted was to socialize with his fellow countrymen, but this merely contributed to the mutinous atmosphere. Muri could feel the tension too, so he decided to stay in the basket. Two angry young men decided to take the first shot. Approaching their leader, they both started haranguing him.


‘Hey, Jacob! What made you think our neighbourhood would burn down? How could you be so sure? Why did you harass us all into leaving Sarajevo and then drag us out here? What were you thinking? Our houses, warehouses and shops have probably been ransacked already! But if we’d stayed, like Abraham, we might’ve been able to defend our property.’
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