

[image: ]













All the Time in the World


HUGO WILLIAMS









[image: ]

























Contents







Title Page




 





I – MIDDLE EAST


Beginning to go –


Allah giveth and Allah taketh away –


Smugglers –


The rose garden –


The cup bearer –


The cherry tree –


America loves Afghanistan, so does Russia –




 





II – INDIA


Hill stations –


Houseboats –


Monsoon Diary –


Normal complement –




 





III – SOUTH-EAST ASIA


D. J. Enright –


Lieut. Bingo Williams –


Lily –


A fool like Pagett –




 





IV – JAPAN


A murmur of boundaries –


A home for everyone –


The birth of Father Christmas –


My good Japanese friend –


Nara –


The noodle vendor’s flute –




 





V – AUSTRALIA


Down at the Mobilgas –


Straight on till morning –


A member of the wedding –




 





VI – PACIFIC–ATLANTIC


Blue Peter –


New Hebrides –


Tahiti –


La folie Anglaise –


Last islands –


My own pigeon –




 





About the Author


Copyright






















I – MIDDLE EAST

























Beginning to go





Venice was cold and dark. I arrived at the station at about midnight with two heavy suitcases and a piece of paper saying ‘Communist Bicycling Hostel, Isle of Iudecca’. Outside it was snowing, pattering down into the Grand Canal and settling on the gondolas. Even on this December midnight there were still a few shivering hotel touts waiting by motor boats for the odd honeymooner, but that was all. When they were sure I was sold to the hostel, they told me which vaporetto to catch for the Iudecca.


I stood outside on the deck, snow on my raincoat, warm and shivering with excitement.


When I got there, it was unlit and deserted and when I found the Communist Bicycling Asylum down a pitch-dark, mile-long quay, it was boarded up. I remember thinking perhaps I could creep off to a hotel and forget this madness, but there weren’t any hotels and my suitcases anchored me to the spot. It is no good carrying dressing-gown, slippers, dinner jacket, typewriter, if you can’t even get into a youth hostel. A week later I sent them home anyway. ‘Hostello Iuventu?’ I asked someone hurrying by.


‘You’re in luck, boy. I’m the manager. I was just going home. Let’s see your card.’


‘I haven’t got a card. I’m not a member.’


‘You’re not a member? Why not?’


‘Perhaps I could become a member?’ Any minute he was going to accuse me of not being a bicyclist either.


‘You could. But if you did you couldn’t sleep here tonight. Memberships take 48 hours to come through. At least that. Members only. I’m sorry.’


‘Why don’t I just sleep here tonight, as a guest, and join up in the morning?’


‘You could do that, I suppose.’ He unlocked the door. ‘Do you have a sheet, or do you want to hire one?’


‘I’d like to hire one.’ He handed me a strip of material.


‘Toilet paper? … Two lira.’


‘Thank you. Where’s my room?’


‘ROOM?’ he ejaculated. ‘You come here, not a member, make me open up for you…. The dormitory’s across the yard and up that ladder.’


I put the sheet under my arm and carried my suitcases up the ladder, holding on with my knees. Inside was a naked man reading a map under a bulb.


‘You find those cases stop cars?’ he asked.


‘I don’t know. I haven’t tried yet.’ The room seemed full of people.


‘We got turned off the Autostrada this morning. Bloody …’ Just then the bulb went out and I wondered if he had been about to say ‘Capitalists’. I stood there trying to remember where there was an empty bunk.


*


Next morning I went on board my ship for Haifa.


*


Venice to Athens I shared a cabin with an Athenian jockey, returning from a working holiday in Europe. I found him in the morning sitting on the edge of the lower bunk, glumly looking through the photographs he’d taken. He passed one sadly up to me of a girl in Munich. Munich had the most beautiful girls in the world, he said. No, he hadn’t spoken to her. He knew no German. Here was one of his little son. I took it from him and saw it was folded down the middle with only a single protective arm betraying the presence of his wife. When I handed it back he showed me the other half as an after-thought. She was far more beautiful than the Munich girl. But the sight of her seemed to fill him with dread and he drew his finger across his throat at the thought of facing her. His holiday had been ruined, he said. He’d planned to race in every town he came to, but in Naples a suitcase containing his racing boots, training boots and breeches had been stolen and he’d had to come home. ‘When she finds out what’s happened she’ll be putting on the spurs, I daresay,’ he said gloomily. But he brightened up at a snap of himself winning a race in Rome and got to his feet to demonstrate how he’d scraped through with his boot on the rails at the last minute. If ever I wanted a tip in Athens I was to look him up, he said. He’d put me in the paddock and see I won.


*


It was New Year’s Eve and there was to be a party on board. The unfamiliar figure ‘1963’ was pinned up behind the bandstand and by six o’clock the ship’s photographer had behaved badly in the dark-room with a young Jewess from Brighton. I danced with her later and she told me he’d tried to make her pose in the nude in the dark-room. She said she hadn’t at all liked Venice. Everything was so depressing and dull. Even the gondolas were painted black and everything had been shut up for the winter. Why couldn’t they paint the river-boats yellow or something? When I met her parents they said they felt the same. They owned a tobacconist shop in Brighton’s East Street which I’d often been into. The father called me ‘Williams’ and the mother brought me a piece of cake out of the first-class diner because she thought I looked thin. We started talking about Israel and I said something about the Jews in Israel having almost forgotten they were Jews in their eagerness to be Israelites. I danced with the girl again and she said: ‘You mustn’t speak like that about the Jews to Mum and Dad.


*


They’re very sensitive.’


‘What did I say?’


‘I don’t know.’ Later on the trip someone who was sitting at their table told me the whole family thought I was anti-Semitic and might easily be a spy.


From Piraeus to Haifa I was very seasick and remember only a fat Armenian looking into my bunk and plucking at my hair and making scissor movements with his fingers. Seeing I was past his stupid advice, he must have walked off with my only drip-dry shirt.


*


‘If You Will It Is No Fable’, said the inscription on a statue of a young Israelite, welcoming me with outstretched arms to the Haifa Customs Shed. Outside the same gesture came to life. The streets were like some giant club. People seemed to touch and rebound in a way they never do in England. There was a common impetus and a common style. The cult of the Kibbutz must in its hey-day have started a fashion for work clothes, for everyone seemed to be hurrying about some semi-military mission in faded khaki shorts or dungarees. Especially the girls, who were in uniform to a woman, the thin beige skirts shamelessly hand-tailored, the breast-pockets of their blouses tight-stretched.


There were leaders and followers, that was all, and so little time to spare they were even eating and drinking at stalls on the pavement. There was not a restaurant to be found, and nothing at all of the old Mediterranean ‘manyana manyana’ about the place. Yet it was not Oriental. It is probably more like America than Europe.


I had no plans for staying in Haifa, so I set out round the Haifa shipping offices on the chance of getting work on a boat leaving within a couple of months. I didn’t care in which direction I went, as any voyage would have taken me on my way, but I thought I would rather go east than west.


No ships it seemed were going in either direction. Especially east, because of the Egyptian boycott. I waited in a dozen different queues, claimed to be able to cut hair, cook, paint, wait, and in the end got an unpaid job on a ship going back to Venice, the only place in the world I wasn’t prepared to go to, so I gave it up. I have tried often since to travel free on ships, but never with any success. I shall always be full of admiration for travellers who speak casually about ‘getting work on a little freighter going to Rio’, or ‘hitch-hiking by sea’. The reality is the usual vicious circle protecting professionals and natives from amateurs and freebooters: no job without papers, no papers without job.


Anyway, my immediate objective was Jerusalem, so I took an express bus to the city. The Israeli hit parade was on the radio and the driver turned up the volume till the loudspeakers filled the bus with Helen Shapiro and Jerry Lee Lewis, pushed in strident Hebrew. By that time only one Beatle number, From Me to You, had been issued.


We stopped once, on a barren stretch of country with not a house for miles, and a robed Arab got in out of nowhere and sat down on the floor. He looked much like everyone else on the bus, except me. I hadn’t yet seen anyone I thought looked Jewish.


We came through the stretch of desert and the countryside turned almost English, with downs and hedges and poplars in fields. Something you couldn’t find on the opposite coast of the Mediterranean. Here the bulldozers and irrigation pipes and combine harvesters come with their green fingers right down to the beaches. Only the occasional ‘saabra’ – the cactus which the new Israelites call themselves after because of its prickly skin, but soft heart – proclaims the true climate of the land.


We passed through an orange plantation and the bus filled with the sensual taste of blossom, which we bore away into the mountains of Jerusalem.


The first view of the city was from above. The Israeli sector is served, supplied and kept alive now by a single mountain corridor through enemy territory. This hairpins up into lovely, red-cliffed hills until it tops a last ridge near an overturned tank. Then below us was the sun impaling itself on the cypresses of Jerusalem and I saw no more of the city till the morning.


*


Jerusalem landladies prefer the colour of your money to that of your passport. Israel, in fact, is the new Foreign Legion. The date and place of your birth is a matter of indifference to them, so long as you pay up before sleeping. (On the Sabbath you do so by placing your four Israeli pounds between the pages of a proffered book, which closes religiously upon them till the morrow.) Here are some of the old Yiddish-speaking Jerusalem Jews, originally from eastern Europe, but lodged in the city long before Israel was born. They are not as orthodox as some, not quite resenting the new state, but nevertheless not part of this hurtling new people so unlike them.


I opened my window in the morning and caught a first glimpse of the low, sand-coloured villas of some, I knew not what, Jerusalem suburb, behind the long, ash-grey leaves of a eucalypt. The eucalypt had been sent there all the way from Australia on Independence Day.


Outside it was colder than Haifa, almost another climate, and the people dressed more sedately. ‘Haifa works, Tel Aviv dances, Jerusalem prays.’ Hurrying by in their long, double-breasted coats were the Orthodox Jews, their pale faces turned away from the street, fair ringlets drooping under high, round hats.


I went into the YMCA and up the tower in the lift to see across the wall into Arab territory. Beneath my feet was No-Man’s Land, like a dried-up moat, obviously used as a rubbish dump by both sides. It looked as if long ago the water had receded to reveal these old hulks of Austins, barbed wire, piles of rags with stinging nettles on them, chickens and old guns and some corrugated iron lean-to’s lived in by those past mortal danger. Children too were playing there in an overturned armoured car. To them it was a mysterious, exciting place where grown-ups were not allowed.


Next door at the American Express was a letter from an old friend, Michael Brett. It had been forwarded from home, but posted not a mile away on the other side of the Gate in Jordan. My only plan on leaving had been to meet him there for my 21st, just before his job at the American School of Oriental Research ended and he returned home, leaving me to voyage eastward. ‘Where are you? and when are you arriving?’ it said. ‘I have a whole sack of birthday cards for you, sent, needless to say, to the right city but the wrong country, and brought through the Gate for you by the United Nations in one of their white station wagons. If you are coming, do be careful. In case you didn’t know, Israel and Jordan are at war, and Jerusalem is partitioned like Berlin. Several people have been shot in No-Man’s Land recently, so do me a favour and don’t go stumbling across in broad daylight or at any other time. You are the most likely candidate for a pot shot I can think of. There is a gate. Make enquiries and go through it. Michael.’


I went to the Consulate and was told I might not be able to go through the Gate for a week. All the Arab officials were away for the fast of Ramadan, which depended for its termination on the visibility of the moon.


Three days later I set out in the rain to cross this strange frontier.


The Mandelbaum Gate is an uninhabited, bombed-out street with bullet screens and tank blocks at each end. It is one more East-West turnstile at which the twain are destined not to meet. If you want to walk down it into the other world at the end, you have to have at least two passports, a certificate of baptism, a permit from both governments, a visa, which may have expired before this comes through, and a name which isn’t Cohen or Mohammed waiting for you at both border controls.


What happens is this. At the Israeli border you bring out your extra passport, valid for Israel only, and they put their exit stamp in it. Then you put that one in your back pocket, pick up your suitcase and walk about a thousand miles east and a hundred years back in time. Actually it is only a few hundred yards, but the transition is instant. Suddenly you look up and see an Arab in a red check burnous levelling his eyebrows down a rifle at you from a sand-bagged window. You wonder on what detail of your appearance your life hinges. It’s like a game of grandmother’s footsteps, with a sort of mental rush for cover at the finish.


Once across No-Man’s Land you bring out your ordinary passport. Someone once produced his Israeli passport and the border official threw it straight over his shoulder into a furnace. By a curious process of doublethink they are able to let you enter their country from Israel, providing they don’t see an Israeli stamp in your passport. Officially speaking you drop straight down into No-Man’s Land from outer space.


At the far end of the street and soaking wet, I put down my suitcase and typewriter and handed over the correct passport. The official began to look through the list of people due to cross that day. After a minute he said:


‘Your name isn’t on the list.’


‘But it must be. I applied…. I was told I could go today….’


‘Well, I’m afraid you’ll have to go back for today.’


‘Could you look at the list again, please. I can’t understand it.’


‘Williams, Williams, Williams, and you’re coming from Israel into Jordan, you say?’


‘Yes.’


A long silence, during which something seemed to come to light.


‘Well, it says here you’re going from Jordan into Israel. Are you sure which way you’re going?’


‘Quite sure.’


‘One minute, please.’ He went away and had a conference with his colleague. Then he came back saying that there must have been a mistake and that I’d better enter. ‘You realize you can’t re-enter Israel, don’t you?’ he said, as he handed me back my passport. But I think there was doubt in his voice that I had ever been there.




QUEEN’S COSY CELLAR JERUSALEM JORDAN




Cosy Bar, European Restaurant,


Tea Room, Pastries and Stimulants,


For All Tourists and Visitors


     Welcome


One Visit to Queen’s Bar, Tea Room,


Restaurant, Oriental and European


Pastries and Foods Will Make a


Remarkable Feeling & Remembrance


Of Your Life’s Visit & Will Be a


Boast To Your Friends and Associates.


Try it Once and You Will Be Reassured Of it.


Moderate Prices. Most Welcomed








Three days late for my 21st, Michael and I sat in this rather ambiguous joint, absorbing stimulants like mad and feeling on the whole reassured of it.


When I arrived at the American School I found him brown and crew cut, quietly eating his lunch of meat and two veg in the refectory. I felt like the mountaineer who finds a small party of Girl Guides picnicking on the summit of the mountain he has just conquered. He was so domesticated. Yet he was as homesick as I was travel-struck. He had been there six months, yet had no idea what it was like on the other side of the wall, or how much greener the grass. Here there were no pretty girls, in or out of uniform. Only long-robed Bedouin soldiers, usually holding hands, travel agents offering tours in the footsteps of Christ, American cars full of dark-spectacled Arabs like jokes out of Punch and an after-dark curfew. He was even on a committee to get some kind of club started for the young people in the city, as yet still on paper. ‘I know there’s a brothel somewhere down that street,’ he said to me one evening, ‘but I’ve never been able to find it.’ Typical.


Sitting in Queen’s Cosy Cellar, I began opening my birthday cards.


One in particular from Michael’s brother Guy reminded me of what I had left behind. ‘How I envy you far from this foul winter,’ he said, ‘knowing nothing of beer, baked beans, shillings in the meter and damp elastic-sided boots.’


In Jerusalem it was warm and sunny like the best kind of English June. The priests were already wearing their summer cassocks, which, according to Michael, was as reliable a seasonal indicator as what the typists wear in London.


The hotels were crowded, but in the end I managed to get into a very old, crumbling, carefree one called The Jerusalem. This hotel was famous for its hot-water system. Whenever you wanted a bath, a bonfire had to be lit in the garden and burning logs hurried indoors between tongs and stuffed into a vast, cast-iron boiler, which extinguished them almost instantly.


Before I had been there long a charabanc of students from Aleppo turned up and I was asked if I would mind moving down the road to the management’s A-class hotel, the Ritz, for the same tariff, as my room was needed.


I was rather sorry to leave as I had grown rather fond of the flaming logs, high ceilings and well-mannered chaos of The Jerusalem. But one of the students very kindly packed up my things for me and then insisted on escorting me to my new room. He told me on the way that American planes had recently been dropping photographs of President Nasser over Syria to turn the people against the Ba’ath Government. He was very talkative and anti-American and he asked me to go to Bethlehem with him and the other students in a couple of days’ time.


Meanwhile I met Michael for lunch, and in the evenings we walked through the cavernous underworld of the Old City, searching for presents for his family. Here in the fabulous Via Dolorosa the flagging life of Arab Jerusalem had its pulse.


Donkeys and bicycles bumped over the cobbles and down shallow stairs. Above, square awnings like sails held off the sun in patches of dirty colour. Barbarous butchers hacked at carcasses in dark cells. Sheep pelts hung up to dry. Beggars. Treasure. Sacks of spice. Yet it was not completely strange. There are very few locations in the world left by the cinema and journalism still intact and undreamt. Without knowing it one has built up from a thousand sources, mostly unconsciously, a fairly accurate visual picture round themes such as ‘Outback’, ‘Corrida’, ‘Kasbah’, even, who knows, ‘Outer Space’. The picture is a lurid parody of the reality, but it is the exaggeration which the mind so easily modifies and stores.


What Cinemascope and colour supplements can never communicate is the condition of being there. Loneliness, frustration and tiredness for instance, usually help reality rather than blur it. One journey therefore, however short, can teach one this gap in the experience of description, and perhaps fill it with experience of somewhere else.


Once we left the Old City and walked round the embankment outside the city wall. We passed through a little desecrated Jewish graveyard with the Hebrew headstones lying smashed and defaced by Arabs. Then a chicken-scratch encampment of refugee bedouins from Israel, quite different from the city Arabs. These were fine-looking, dark-skinned and gaudily bejewelled. The unveiled women even looked strangely sensual against their barren background. Though their lives must have been long past vanity. They ran after us, begging without a word of English, pulling at our sleeves, slyly smiling, weeping. Two mornings later I met the Syrian students. They came round in their bus to my hotel and picked me up to go to Bethlehem. There were thirty of them, all newly released from the hardships of Ramadan and each keen to infect me with his gaiety. They took turns to sit next to me to try out their English above the deafening discord of a drum and accordion with which I was being serenaded. It was not very like a pilgrimage. One little woman was telling me about a dream she had had of the Virgin Mary helping her with her exams, another wanted me to do the twist for them in the aisle. Then they all wanted me to do the twist. ‘William Twist, William Twist,’ they chanted. I tried to concentrate on the dream. I knew I would have to get over feeling like a performing monkey wherever I went. It would get me nowhere. Travel is an exchange, but already I was resenting my side of the bargain.


The bus dropped down through the powder-coloured hills of Jerusalem, crossed the muddy little Jordan and climbed up towards Bethlehem. It was about a two-hour journey.


The small town looked Mediterranean. All whitewash, cobblestones and churches. There was less of the East about it than Jerusalem. At first it was almost what one had expected from childhood images. Except that now one saw in crisp sunlight what had always been in darkness.


Of course there were variations. We visited the Grotto of Milk, where some of the milk from Mary’s heavy breast is said to have spilled on to the marble, staining it white, while she was hiding from Herod’s executioners. Women who are barren go there now to pray. Inside was a gaudy plaster cast of the Flight to Egypt. ‘This is Mary and Jesus,’ said the little lady who had told me her dream. She was like a newly-wed showing me round her new house. ‘And that is a friend who was looking after them,’ she said, showing me Joseph. I asked her whether she was Christian and she said no, but that she believed Jesus was a prophet. Did she believe he was the Son of God, or the son of the friend who was with them? ‘Not Son of God, only messenger, like Mahomet,’ said another girl student. A third disagreed with them both and said she believed completely in the Virgin Birth. Allah was bigger than everything, she said, and whatever he wanted on earth, took place. Moses and Mohammed both had human fathers, but God had wanted Jesus to be ‘clean and fresh and clear’, so he had put his own life into Mary’s body. It seemed that Bethlehem was common ground for Muslim and Christian alike. In a strange way these girls were both Christian and Moslem. I even heard from them a story about the Nativity which I don’t remember reading in the Bible. It tells how Herod’s executioners eventually caught up with Mary where she was hiding from them. They wanted to kill the babe, but Mary told them her child was not Joseph’s but God’s. They did not believe her, so she told them to ask the infant for themselves. When they did so, the child opened his mouth and said ‘I am the Son of God.’ The men were then so frightened they spared the child and fled.


After the Milk Grotto we walked into the middle of the town to Manger Square, where the rambling Greek Orthodox Church stands on the site of Christ’s birthplace. Facing the church across the square was the Christ Child Café and the Nativity Store. I bought a little card with petals pasted to it, called ‘Flowers from the Holy Land’. From every doorway touts tried to flog luminous Virgin Mary’s and bakelite cribs.


We went into the ancient, abbey-like church and all was quiet. Brass chandeliers from Russia hung from the ceiling. Drapes from the East shrouded innumerable little shrines, each with its host of candles burning.


A few at a time, we went into the crypt, where the actual birthplace is said to be. It was very dark and crowded and heavy with incense. I hung back on the steps and one of the students said he didn’t believe I was a Christian because I didn’t like the place. I suppose the imagery of thatch and woody inn had held out to the last. The ponderous superfluities of Greek Orthodox: drapes and doilies, hangings and coverings and little lights in pots on chains seemed somehow obsequious. I thought of Chartres’ clear authority and wanted to run up into the thin air.


On the way back in the bus there were more high jinks. The band paraded up and down the aisle and the congregation sang out: ‘Am-Man, Am-man, Am-man.’ They were fed up with curfewed Jerusalem and wanted a bit of fun in the capital.


When I met Michael in the evening he told me what Bethlehem had been like on Christmas Eve. First of all the Ministry of Tourism had laid on various diversions. There was carol singing in one of the three official ‘Shepherd’s Fields’. Everyone queued up to get inside a kind of wire compound strung with fairy lights and public address systems, rather like Belsen on liberation day. Later there was midnight mass at the Church of the Nativity. Outside in the square, taxi drivers were seeing who could mow down the largest number of pilgrims, who were scuttling about like frightened chickens squawking in every language you can think of, while venerable Greek patriarchs in flowing beards bolted for the doors of churches. The crowds were so great that the High Priest had to have four peons going ahead of him keeping back the people with tennis racquets.


Inside the church several thousand people were attending mass and watching a kind of firework display, with Roman candles and neon lights going on and off saying ‘Gloria In Excelsis Deo’ and illuminated boxes being carried about on poles containing life-size models of the Christ Child in swaddling clothes. The Roman patriarch who was officiating kept undressing and dressing up again in different clothes, while groups of surpliced acolytes drifted about bearing relics on sticks.


*


A few days later it was time for Michael to fly home and for me to go eastwards, for I had decided to go overland to India.



















Allah giveth and Allah taketh away





There was a big diesel truck standing in the oily sawdust of the depot in Amman. For a week I had been manoeuvring for a lift in one out of Jordan, across Saudi Arabia. ‘Come back first thing tomorrow,’ they had said each day. ‘There’ll be someone leaving then.’


At ten a trucky arrived in a taxi, carrying a huge branch of bananas, bread, tins of condensed milk, a primus stove, blankets and wearing dark glasses. I went up to him and said I’d been told he could take me to Kuwait.


‘Who said?’ he scowled at me.


‘A man in the office.’


‘Who driving this truck? Me. You ask me. I work for myself.’


‘I have to get to Kuwait. May I come with you?’


‘OK.’


Just before we left some friends of his came to the depot to see him off. They were all dressed in their best suits and one of them had a bunch of blue flowers which he pushed through the window of the truck. I’d forgotten it was a holiday. The day before was the birthday of Mohammed. Nobody likes working on Boxing Day. It explained the trucky’s scowl.


His friends gave him some brandy and peaches. Then everyone was embraced and we set out.


The truck was much bigger than any you see in England. It was a magnificent great Mercedes like a rhinoceros, with coloured lights round the outside of the cabin and green tape twisted round everything inside. There was even a piece of Persian carpet on the floor.


Suddenly the driver asked me:


‘You know King Hussein?’


‘No, I don’t know him.’


‘You see he is the King of Jordan.’


‘I know.’


‘You like kings?’


What should I say? It might be important.


‘No.’


‘King no bloody good. No fucking good. You see that house? King gave house to Arab woman. He have girl here, girl there, but really he likes his mother best. Why he marry to English girl? English girl not Musselman. King like Arab woman best.’


‘I’m English.’


‘You like Arab girl?’


‘I never see Arab girl. They stay at home. They don’t come out.’


‘Hah ha ha. My name Ghazi. How do you do. Tomorrow you tell me all about English girls. Ha ha ha.’


‘My name’s Hugo. How do you do.’


‘Ucho?’


‘Yes.’


‘No other name?’


‘Williams.’


‘OK William, my name Ghazi. OK?’


‘OK.’


We had left the town and were going through scrubland. I sat back and enjoyed the vibration of the wheels riding up through my bones. This was the first step east. The first assault.


At H4, the final checkpoint in Jordan, we left the Baghdad road and turned south into Saudi Arabia along a rough wheel track which was to be our road from now on. Regular black oil-stained boulders stretched as far as the eye could see, with the occasional chassis of a yellow American car riding spectrally over them into eternity. You could even see jerrycans and tank tracks left over from the war, which had not even begun to rust yet. There is nowhere for such things to go in the desert. They simply become part of the skyline for ever.


The rock and rubble and strange salvage continued all day. Then the conventional desert began and the sun went down, catching the side of each ripple with its last rays, till the sand took on its own tiny, chiselled world of shadows and glinting specks of mineral. In the desert the sun seems to set almost below the level of your feet, lighting the land from the side and revealing its texture.


At night it was hard to see the way and Ghazi kept putting his head out the window to get his bearing from the stars. We went pitching up the sides of sand dunes and through floods, and once we hit a little hut, which just turned round a bit like a summer-house. Ghazi told me to try to get some sleep, so I wedged myself into a corner. He himself stayed awake by sticking matchsticks up his nose to make himself sneeze, or by cricking his neck to one side. Then suddenly the truck stopped and there was a man waving to us in the headlights. He got up on to the running board and started speaking to Ghazi like a man explaining an accident to a policeman, occasionally glancing over at me as if I was the third party. He wanted to go to Kuwait and he seemed to be getting his way. Ghazi asked me if I’d mind sitting on the other side of him, next to the window and I realized there must be others coming who had sensibly stayed out of sight until the initial negotiations had been made. I looked out the window and there beside the road a whole tribe had materialized. The man had with him his wife, his three children, his brother, his brother’s wife, their three children and a great mound of rotten-looking baggages. There was also a suitcase made out of old Pepsi Cola tins.


I saw that the game was up for me inside the cabin, so I got up on to the roof and into a sort of luggage cradle. The women and babies got inside, then the baggage was passed up on to the roof in endless damp eiderdowns and made into nests for the other children.


I shall never know why Ghazi took them on. Whether there was an understanding about the women, promise of remuneration in heaven, or whether he simply liked having them running round him, looking after him and making tea whenever he wanted it, and he wanted it a great deal. He was the sort of man who takes four days to reach Spain from Calais and travels with a collapsible table and china plates. Every two hours we stopped, put up a little aluminium windscreen on the running board and lit up the primus. There were only two glasses and Ghazi and I had at least four each before Unis, the gypsy, was allowed any. Then he and his brother had all they wanted and poured the drainings from the teapot into a bowl which they handed up to their women for them to dip their terrible pieces of old, dry bread into. I never saw them eating anything else and they always offered me some if they caught my eye. The men thought they had a better deal. They occasionally fumbled inside their robes and brought out little pieces of dried goat’s cheese like stones.


All the first night we kept moving, then stopped at about five and slept for a few hours. I had no sleeping bag so I climbed under the tarpaulins on the roof. The gypsies spread themselves out in the desert and Ghazi occupied the cabin. I had never slept out before in my life, but it wasn’t difficult. Looking up into the extraordinary desert night, painted like the Court of Star Chamber with big golden, silver and green stars, mysteriously underneath one, like the seabed, was to be already dreaming.


In the morning there was a wind blowing. We drove for a while, then stopped at a little teahouse, bobbing like a lightship among the dunes. There was sand lapping and spraying at its foundations and inside it was cool and dark like the hold of a ship.


Sitting all round, silently, were the bedu, with their long, dry hair plaited in blue ribbons down their backs and rifles leaning against chairs beside them. There was black paint on their eyes and they stared at me, or very near me, with the passive, feline gaze of young girls. Their eyes were like reflections of eyes in pools. I ate some stew and they followed the spoon to and from my mouth, wondering perhaps how I could stomach the grubs and dragons it was probably made of.


Ghazi seemed to live on curds and bananas and he shared everything with me. He said if I gave him a pound in Kuwait he would pay for what we ate along the way, though in fact it was all put down on the slate. I never once saw any Saudi currency. I set out without currency or supplies. But not entirely by accident. I prefer it that way. I hate landscaping my life as far as the eye can see. I like arrival to be something more than the result of my calculations. I like it to be a kind of bonus satisfaction, like coming out of a film at the beginning of the holidays and suddenly remembering that it’s not the film which is over, but the holidays which have begun.


We finished eating and drank some green sherbet. Outside the sky was leathern and the surface sand was shifting in its tracks as if there were snakes underneath it. We had a timetable to stick to, so we set out and were soon in a sandstorm. The sand swung back and forth like a heavy curtain against the windscreen and eventually shut out visibility. We stopped and the gypsies got down into it and somehow existed under their eiderdowns. Ghazi stretched out on the seat and I lay down among the pedals on the floor.


It was a bad storm and I can still taste the sand, where it whistled through the floorboards, and feel it clotting my eyelashes. It lasted for the rest of the day and half the night. In the middle of the night it began to rain and the rain weighted the sand down and we could breathe again. The gypsies emerged from the darkness, looking rather refreshed and we had a chilly breakfast of mashed-up beans and split peas doused in lemon. Then we sang Mustapha, a tune they never tired of, clapped hands and pushed on.


It had stopped raining now and the desert was sparkling like new sandpaper. Here and there we encountered floods like silver cloaks laid down in the mud for us, and oddly enough we had to go through them. Wherever there is water you’re safe from quicksand. Elsewhere the land seldom recognized our wheels with much respect. A kind of grudging support from the undersoil was the best we received.


Soon we began to follow a huge pipeline taking oil to the Mediterranean from Kuwait. It was about ten feet high and sometimes the track crossed underneath it. Beyond we sometimes saw the old red Thames Traders of the bedouins, shunning even the wheel marks we were following, and sometimes their black goatskin tents, tied up at the sides to catch the air.


Otherwise there was only the white horizon and the smooth desert circling us like a ring of Saturn. I lay on top of the truck, watching the imprint of the tyres running out behind and the little dotted racks of clouds, proving the immense amplitude of the sky. In towns, walls limit our sight and we are obliged to close our eyes. I think we would never be tired if we could always see far enough.


Driving here was easy and Ghazi let me drive awhile so he could sleep. I hung on to the top of the big wheel. We passed a man in a green turban. At nightfall we reached a village where Ghazi’s father lived. We had dinner with him, lying on string cots outside his petrol station, and he told me in English how he remembered the Australians coming there in the first war. He said the Australians were very gentlemen men. Was I by any chance Australian? Yes, half Australian.


‘You are not half Jew-boy?’


‘No.’


‘Then you are a friend of mine. Do you like the Jews?’


‘They’re not my enemies.’


‘Yes. Good. OK. They are my enemies, you see.’


Six hundred miles from Israel this man felt hate.


‘Why do you hate them?’


‘They steal our land, they rape our women. Here we obey the law of the Koran. If a man steals, we cut off his hand. If a man rapes, we bury him to the waist in sand, cover him with curds and set the hungry dogs on him.’


At this village we took on two soldiers on leave from the Saudi army. One of them had a magnificent transistor with a six-foot aerial and whenever we stopped for tea he sat down a little way off, his wireless between his knees and began to flick the needle over the continents with a bubbling staccato music which seemed to please him. Being a bedouin, I think he preferred to feel the distances roll under his thumb than to settle for any one station.


It was the third day now. Very early that morning one of the soldiers, who came from a bedouin family, said he knew a short cut to Kuwait, so we turned sharp left and headed out across another equally featureless piece of land. He seemed confident and kept looking up at the fading night sky as if he had divined his route in the cosmos. Two hours later we were up to the axles in soft mud and five of us had to push for an hour to get us out. The result was a cruel loss of face for the soldiers, who thereafter remained completely silent except to sing strange curdling rounds to one another, which seemed to come from a long way off.


The journey was almost finished and the sand beginning to roughen into something more homely. We joined a road and the truck bounced about again on its rigid suspension system. Once my suitcase broke loose and nearly slithered off the roof. Luckily Unis managed to get to it just before it fell, but as he was making it fast some pages from his Koran began blowing out of his pocket and back down the road in the wind. I thought he would be upset, but he just finished tying up the suitcase, lifted up his shoulders and said what must have been ‘Allah giveth and Allah taketh away.’


Two miles outside the Kuwait border we stopped for a last cup of tea and something happened which I couldn’t understand. Unis was reading palms when suddenly he seemed to lose his temper and started shouting at his wife, then at one of the soldiers, then at Allah, and finally at me. Then everyone started shouting at Allah and Unis’s wife took off one of her shoes and hit her husband a terrific blow on the head with it. Ghazi said something rather quietly and the two women began throwing down their bedding into the road. I kept asking Ghazi what was going on and eventually he said that the gypsies would probably not be allowed to enter Kuwait as they had no passports. He said he had told Unis he might as well start walking back to Turkey.


Just then another lorry came trundling out of its sleep upon the horizon, its tarpaulins billowing in the wind like the sails of a galleon and as soon as it got near us Unis began running after it, praying and begging it to stop for him and take him home. The lorry did stop and Unis did get in, but after a minute he got down and started walking gloomily back towards us.


Unis, Unis, sad, lovable scum of the earth, what are you going to do now? Nothing. That’s better. Sit down in the mud about a hundred yards off, light up one of your terrible fags and fill the desert air with the smoke of your injustice.


Meanwhile Ghazi was like a man at his son’s school play, resigned to something he had set in motion and yet had no control over. Water was fetched from a wheel rut and we had sweet, sandy tea again. Then Ghazi took a glass over to Unis like a white flag and peace was made.


But he had been right. At the frontier they were impounded and told they’d be repatriated, or more properly expatriated, the following week. The last I saw of them the children were splashing in some oily puddles near the quarantine shed and the women were hunched near their eiderdowns like poor snails.



















Smugglers





Kuwait is not yet flattered by a tourist industry, but those that do come approach by sea or air. If they came at it from the desert, they would pass as we did through a stinking shanty town of aliens. This is the inevitable detention camp for all the flies of Arabia who have been drawn towards the country’s legendary riches.


As we drove through this square mile of lean-to’s I saw a man carrying a sheet of corrugated iron on his back, looking for somewhere to set down his house. Dogs were everywhere. Women scrubbed clothes round a little water stagnating in some wheel-tracks. There was a yellowish pall over the scene.


The actual inhabitants of Kuwait are of three kinds. Rich Kuwaitis, foreign technicians and a few aliens. The aliens, like Unis, my gypsy-cum-bedouin travelling companion from Turkey, are usually prevented at the last from seeing that the streets of Kuwait are not paved with gold. They are herded into these twilight encampments and left to rot.


We left Unis beside the road, surrounded by his enormous family, talking to a uniformed official. He looked like the last remnant of a tribe condemned to extinction. He had come 900 miles with us in the truck across Saudi Arabia. Soon he would have to retrace his hard-won tracks.


As a British subject, I didn’t need a visa, only a few injections. Probably of oil. Ghazi already had his transit visa, so we proceeded into the town.


We pulled up finally in a depot near the harbour. Being neither alien-Arab, Kuwaiti, or white-collared, I was immediately surrounded by seventeen young boys. They watched but did not beg for money. Feeling suddenly tired, I began to heave my suitcase down from the roof of the lorry. Just then a customs official spotted me and strolled towards me out of a little Pepsi-Cola transport café. ‘Open.’ I unlocked my case and there beside the truck, with thirty-four eyes watching, it was thoroughly raped and left to adjust its clothing as best it might.


Ghazi took me to his office and I had coffee and cigarettes on an empty stomach, which made me feel rather drunk. Then I rang up the British Embassy and started telling the Second Consul how I’d just arrived from Jordan in a lorry and needed somewhere to clean up. The Embassy could provide no accommodation, he told me. The Embassy was not a travel agent or a youth hostel. It was there to protect the rights of residents, etc. I should have known better. All over the world British Embassies have the air of royal palaces which have been swept through by Republicans about twenty-five years previously and everyone is very sensitive about it. Embassy officials always think they are being got at in some way, rather like skilled craftsmen who think the machines are after them. If you say ‘Is this the British Embassy?’ they usually say ‘No’ out of sheer nerves. This one told me, amazingly, that the Ambassador was about the cheapest hotel, if that was what I wanted. So there I went.


At the Ambassador, the doorman held the door very wide for me to enter. In a mirror above the reception desk I saw a dark-skinned fanatical face, overtopped with matted hair. A man approached. Could I be helped? A room for tonight? £4 10s. Four days travelling, food included, from Amman in Jordan had cost me £2, so I wasn’t in the mood for that kind of fun. I asked if I could use the lavatory and spent half an hour there washing and shaving.


Two hours later I was in a dhow heading towards the Tigris-Euphrates delta. On top of clip-joint prices, Kuwait was expecting a sandstorm – not expecting one so much as awaiting its arrival, for you could see it in the distance. So I decided to go straight on towards Isfahan, Iran.


I think I must have paid more, about 30s, than the other three passengers on the boat, for one of the crew had made me a kind of throne out of cushions near the stern. Here I reclined, photographing the pantalooned sailors as they hauled sails and smoked hubble-bubbles.


To my amazement, as soon as we were out of Kuwait waters, they took out piles of new shirts and trousers from a locker and proceeded to put them all on, one after the other. Each of them put on three pairs of jeans, six check shirts and a suede jacket. I realized they must be smuggling and had to have the stuff looking worn before Abadan. Even the oldest member of the crew, a gnome in striped pantaloons, was going about like a bulging American teenager. He also had a tape recorder and two transistors, both of which he played on different stations, while recording them on the tape.


The dhow turned out to be a converted pearler and for several hours we moved along a vague coastline, scooping a little wind off the surface with a huge patched sail.


We arrived at the river mouth too late at night to sail up to Abadan, so we anchored and prepared to spend the night.


The little man in striped pantaloons soon produced from his pocket a little pellet of hashish, wrapped up in silver paper. He made a cigarette and offered me a smoke. I pretended to know how to do it and sucked the tobacco through my clenched fist. This made me very popular and the cigarette kept being passed back to me till I could feel the drug in my scalp, seething about under my hair. Then it settled down and I was able to enjoy the warm night, the fireflies like lovely fat stupid virgins giving themselves away to the night birds, the bobbing, luminous floats of the fisher boats, the shooting stars between the masts, the laughs in a strange language. For the first time I noticed how very far I was getting from home and experienced almost physical pleasure at the thought. I saw the map of England, as on the L-plates of the British School of Motoring, driving itself and its steering wheel away in the opposite direction and I couldn’t have cared less.


There was drinking and songs, and I had to sing a song so I sang what anyone would have sung: Over the Sea to Skye and The Road to the Isles. There was only one drawback. Since quite early on in the trip, all I’d really wanted to do was pee. After eight hours still nobody seemed to have done it over the side. I waited and waited and when the gaiety subsided, had the best pee of my life into the ancient twin rivers. Then I slept.


In the morning the river was like a well-worn stair-carpet being shaken out against our bows. It was thick brown water, the same colour as the beaches and the same colour as the mud houses like mole-hills on them. Fishing canoes, chugging pearlers, sailing dhows, BP tankers passed us by. We saw the flaming refineries of Abadan. Then beneath them a game of cricket being played on a mud-flat, the fluttering white shirts like rare insects pinned to a specimen sheet by the steel sun.






OEBPS/faber_online.jpg
fi

faber and faber





OEBPS/9780571294824_cover_epub.jpg
Faber Finds

Hugo Williams

All the Time in the World





