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Preface





In the autumn of 1986 I flew, via Anchorage and Tokyo, to Seoul, capital of South Korea. The circumstances and relevance of that visit to the poems in this book I describe in the opening section.


I was in a clinic when the Gulf War broke out, and the period during which these poems were written represents a gradual and literal coming back to life.


In the late summer of 1994 I was in Poland, an improbable reunion with a Polish destroyer in which I had once served forming a curious postscript to a time that had seemed to be slipping away beyond recall.
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Travelling with Isabella





5 pm. The Pukwan ferry, shuddering in reverse, edges out from Pusan’s biscuit-coloured terminal. Fenders are retrieved, gangways hoisted, ropes and springs cast off fore and aft. Although, half a lifetime ago, I took part in the ritual hundreds of times, it never fails to excite. On the loudspeakers the hit song, about a departing sailor entreated to “return to Pusan”, drifts over the freighter Atsumi Maru, edging her way into the dry docks astern of us.


Our siren ricochets between the mountains and the tall, tooth-white apartment blocks of Yongdo island. The sun slides between the outer peaks, lilac outlines hardening and the monuments and shrines of the city coming into focus on their green, bulb-shaped mounds: the stone walls and gateways of Kamjongsan-song, the eighteenth-century fortress that dominates the approach from the East Sea; the shrine of Ch’ungyolsa with its memorial tablets to the legendary heroes of 1582, Song Sang-Lyon and General Chong Pal, who died defending the garrison against the invading Japanese; the pagodas and temples of Pomosa, embedded in pine and maple; and, stoutly armoured and fierce on his plinth in Yongdusan Park, Admiral Yi Sun-shin, inventor of the revolutionary turtle ship.


Ibis and pelican take off for their shelter in the reeds of the Naktong river.


The South Korean flag, with its circular red-blue symbol, t’oeguk, representing the dualism of the cosmos, fire and water, day and night, flutters in the freshening breeze. As the cross-currents  from the Sea of Japan meet us we start to roll. The lights of Pusan already look like crushed diamonds.


*


On most atlases Pusan is on the very edge, only the Japanese islands of Honshu and Hokkaido, on a later page, to the east. It was a name that had lodged in my mind, even from my childhood in Bengal. Then, like early attachments, it had faded, though never extinguished. Much later, opening William Plomer’s second volume of memoirs, At Home, was something of the original excitement restored to me.


In Double Lives Plomer had written of his years in Europe, Africa and Asia; now, leaving behind him a Japanese friend of long-standing, he was on his way back to England and the resumption of a literary life: “On a fine, dry, starry night in the early spring of 1929 a Japanese steamer began to cast off from the quayside at Shimonoseki. She was the regular boat on her way to the port of Pusan in Korea … The passengers were few. Only two were Europeans. They were strangers to each other, and I was one of them.”


Now I was making the same journey fifty years later, in the opposite direction. I had, in my turn, reached the very edge of the map I had lingered over so long as a schoolboy.


*


Twenty-five years earlier I had suffered a severe breakdown, followed by a prolonged depression. To those fortunate enough to know nothing of clinical depression it is impossible to describe it. It took many months out of my life then and was to do so more than once again.


Now in Pusan there were the first hints of the uneasiness that heralds the illness: a feeling of imbalance and of things happening at the wrong speed; acute anxiety; claustrophobia; sweating and fear to the point of sickness, that only alcohol could partially allay. In such circumstances one has the illusion that by going as far away as possible one might escape, or at least keep the worst aspects at bay. An illusion it is, for once it takes hold there is no escape. You carry the dread with you.


A strange sequence of events had brought me to Pusan. I had published, sometime in the 1970s, a remarkable story called “Seoul 1964” in the London Magazine. The author was Kim Seung-ok and the translator Chung Chong-wa.


A decade later Chung Chong-wa turned up in London and in the course of his visit I mentioned the curious fascination Pusan had always had for me. Some weeks after Chong-wa’s return an Air France polar route ticket to Seoul via Tokyo arrived, and with it an invitation to spend a few weeks as the guest of the government. There was the vague idea we could do something about Korea in the magazine.


*


The only book of interest about Korea had been written nearly a hundred years earlier by Isabella Bird, who arrived at a time of extreme political tension in Pusan in 1899. The daughter of a comfortably off and well-connected clergyman, whose family had numerous Indian connections, she was born in Yorkshire in 1831. Her father, a proselytising and gently puritanical figure with fierce views on Sunday-trading, had lost several livings because of the vehemence of his sermons. His churches were soon empty.


Isabella had suffered spinal trouble most of her childhood and despite an operation for the removal of a fibrous tumour she was intermittently in pain for the rest of her life. Advised to travel, she set off on a convalescent voyage to visit cousins in Nova Scotia, a journey that created an appetite for adventure that lasted into old age.


She was sixty-three when she arrived in Korea. Many of the intervening years she had spent in Edinburgh in bed, but she had managed to help set up a scheme whereby crofters in the impoverished Hebridean islands would be assisted to emigrate to Canada. Isabella, with her Canadian connections, was able to check on the spot the well-being of those whose new lives she had helped to establish.


Soon she was off to Australia, remaining there eighteen months. She visited New Zealand, spent seven months in the Sandwich islands, and crossed the Rockies on horseback. These journeys resulted in two books, Hawaian Archipelago and A Lady’s Life in the Rocky Mountains. She was a methodical traveller, scrupulous in the checking of fact and statistic. She had a politically inquiring mind, a knowledge of botany and chemistry, and was able to combine a frank, personal narrative with sound observations on every conceivable topic. She evoked landscapes with a naturalist’s eye. Her book about the Rockies was given an extra dimension by its account of her tender relationship with her guide, “Mountain Jim”, a well-educated man renowned for his drunken quarrelsomeness. This unlikely pair, the hitherto dissolute desperado and the chaste and churchy spinster, set out on horseback together, riding for several weeks through lonely and dangerous country. Their inevitable parting was painful for both of them.


After two years at home, Isabella set off for Japan, travelling for three months with her servant Ito, most of it through country never visited by any European. “After being exclusively among Asiatics I find the society of English people fatiguing,” she wrote to a friend in Scotland, “my soul hankers for solitude and freedom”. Unbeaten Tracks in Japan, including a section about the island of Yezo, home of the aborigine “hairy Ainos”, was the result. Not one to waste any of her travels, Isabella dawdled on the way home, visiting Hong Kong, Canton “the most wonderful and picturesque city on earth”, and the Malay peninsula. The journey took five months, was concluded by way of an attack of typhoid in Cairo and a camping excursion to Mount Sinai.


Back in Scotland she worked on her Japan book and The Golden Chersonese, about her journey home.


*


There were always moral concerns to Isabella’s expeditions, but it is clear the excitement of exploratory travel for its own sake was the real stimulant. She needed the adrenalin of adventure to offset the malaises of the body and depressions of the spirit that afflicted her at home.


In some such circumstance, accentuated by the death of her beloved sister, she surrendered to a devoted suitor, Dr Bishop. She was fifty. Within five years Dr Bishop was dead, the years of their marriage ruined by a form of blood poisoning contracted by the doctor during an operation on a foreign sailor.


Now, free of all ties, Isabella was soon off again. In February 1889 she sailed for India, her initial aim being to visit missionary hospitals and dispensaries. Having laid the foundations for a hospital in Islamabad, she made her way up the Sind valley, travelling by mule and boat, to Sonamarg. From here, now on foot or horseback through precipitous passes, she set out for Buddhist Tibet.


Her Tibetan summer was both an anthropological exercise and an inquiry into the effects of missionary work, done mainly in Tibet by Moravian missionaries. As on all her travels she made scrupulous notes on social conditions, education, religious practices and local customs. She wrote both as religious reformer and botanist.


Returning home via the Punjab she was invited to latch herself on to a military mission about to leave for Tehran and Isfahan. It turned out a mistake. “I would never have undertaken it had I known the hardships it would involve, the long marches, the wretched food, the abominable accommodation, the filthy water, the brutal barbarism of the people.” It was rare for her to complain.


Towards the end of her journey she wrote from the palace at Kirmanshah of an Arab prince, “I have learned two things: one I have been learning for nine months past, the utter error of Canon Taylor’s estimate of Islam. I think it is the most blighting, withering, degrading influence of any of the false creeds. The second thing takes a very short time to learn, i.e. that if there is a more venal, devastating, and diabolical oppression on earth than that of the Turk, it is that of the Shah.”


During the journey across the Great Salt Desert six of the muleteers died. From Isfahan Isabella decided to set off on her own over the Bakhtiari mountains and then travel north through Kurdestan to Trebizond and the Black Sea, a journey of more than a thousand miles to add to the fifteen-hundred she had already travelled. She was repeatedly robbed and harassed, until, at Var, she acquired a Turkish-born Irishman called Murphy O’Rourke. At Erzeroum they were photographed together, the bearded O’Rourke in frogged jacket and tarboosh holding the reins of the horse on which Isabella, in cloak, long skirt and swathed hat, sits modestly sidesaddle.


Isabella’s travels resulted in her viewing missionaries with less scepticism than when she began. On the other hand she increasingly found no redemptive power and only intolerance and persecution in the religions of the countries she visited. “Several of the Asiatic faiths, and notably Buddhism,” she wrote, “started with noble conceptions and a morality far in advance of their age. But the good has been mainly lost out of them in their passage down the centuries, and Buddhism in China is now much on a level with the idolatories of Barbarous nations.”


On her return she gave an address in Exeter in which she remarked that her attitude was that of “a traveller who has been made a convert to missions, not by missionary successes, but by seeing in four and a half years of Asiatic travelling the desperate needs of the un-Christianised world. There was a time when I was altogether indifferent to missions and would have avoided a mission station rather than have visited it.”


So it was that, after two years at home, frequently ill but reading, writing, lecturing, and taking lessons in photography, Isabella set off in the autumn of 1893 for Korea. After ten days in Japan she sailed from Nagasaki for Seoul, arriving in the Higo Maru at Chemulpo on March 1st.


At first Isabella compared “the brown bare hills” of Pusan unfavourably with Japan’s “reddening maples and blossoming plums, its temple-crowned heights, its stately flights of stone stairs leading to Shinto shrines in the woods, the blue-green masses of its pines, and the golden plumage of its bamboos”. A hundred years later, travelling on the bullet train from Shimonoseki to Tokyo, I began to reverse the comparison: in Korea were the pine and maple-smudged mountains, farm workers in bright country clothes cycling down country lanes, rice paddies and persimmon trees, apple orchards and hidden temples, while in Japan, stretching away from the railway line as far as one could see, were unbroken seas of grey tiles, factory chimneys, chemical works, fertilising plants, steel foundries. The industrialised ports of the Inland Sea, Hiroshima, Kobe and Osaka, all lay under a soup-like smog.


Korea is what Japan was like fifty years ago, it is frequently and ominously said. Isabella’s initial disappointment with Korea was due to the fact that, Pusan especially, too much resembled the Japan she had just left. When she arrived at the port there were five thousand Japanese in the city as against thirty-four Chinese, ten British, seven Americans. “The foreign settlement,” she wrote, “is dominated by a steep bluff with a Buddhist temple on the top concealed by a number of fine cryptomeria, planted by the Japanese occupation in 1592 … It is hoped that the present abundant supply of pure water will make an end of the frequent epidemics of cholera. Above the town, the new Japanese military cemetery, filling rapidly, is the prominent object.” This last must have been of some comfort to the poor Koreans, the freedom from Chinese subjugation recently achieved by the treaties of 1883 already dissolving through their own weak monarchy and the steady intrusion, into all spheres of life, of the ambitious and exploitive Japanese.


Pusan, “the cauldron city”, was about to enter on an utterly miserable period, worse than anything it had endured at the hands of the Chinese.


*


Long before the founding of the Three Kingdoms and of Japan, the waters off Pusan, under their old name of Kimhae, “metal sea”, were the centre of Asia’s iron-ore trade. Pusan, despite its reduction in importance, remains a cosmopolitan city, the masts of ships everywhere visible. The restaurants are testimony to Korean care for and pleasure in food. “They eat,” Isabella wrote, “not to satisfy hunger but to enjoy the sensation of repletion.” She witnessed, so she says, Koreans eat three or four pounds of meat at a single meal, vast quantities of rice, a dozen unpeeled peaches or melons. The local sauces she found to have abominable odours. “There can be no doubt that the enormous consumption of red pepper, which is supplied even to infants, helps this gluttonous style of eating.”


Today the Koreans are said to suffer badly from dyspepsia.


*


There is a sort of generalised Korean meal, various species of which I ate many times, mainly in the port restaurants of Pusan: kimchi, a soup whose ingredients include ginger root, sesame seed, cabbage and onions; pulgogi, thin slices of marinated beef grilled over a charcoal stove; pibimba, beef, eggs, gingko nuts and red pepper mixed in glutinous rice; amso-kalbi, grilled ribs of beef seasoned with soya sauce, liquorice syrup, pear, ginger, black pepper and blue onion.


*


Isabella thought the then Korean mode of dress grotesque: white cotton-sleeved robes, huge trousers, and socks: all wadded. On their heads they wore black silk wadded caps the pendant sides of which were edged with black fur. On top of these were high-crowned, broad-brimmed hats made of horsehair and tied under the chin with crinoline ribbon. You do not often see these now, except in the country or as costume for classical dances, but they look both decorative and dignified.


*


A lot is written about shamanism, or nature worship, in Korea. The local version of Buddhism, dismantled by the Yi Kings in the fifteenth-century, contained aspects of Shamanism and Taoism. The shamans were self-appointed priests or sorcerers whose function was to propitiate the gods and ward off evil. This they attempted to do by means of exorcism, spells and incantation. Since Koreans believe daemons are ubiquitous, shamans are in full employment. When the Yi Kings appropriated the monasteries, temples and pagodas, the shamans went underground.


I had not expected to come across any shamans, but looking out of my hotel window one morning at Kyongju I saw what I took to be a brightly-clothed group of gypsies making their way over the rocks below. As they approached the sea line they separated, each making for a perch of their own. Dumping their assortment of pots and pans around them, they began to assemble mounds of stones and pebbles within which they stuffed sticks, paper and kindling materials of various kinds. These, to the monotonous accompaniment of a single drum beat, they set fire to. When the flames were well established a ceremonial bowing to the sun began, its rays lying on the smooth surface of the sea. The effect, heightened by their stylised dress, was like something out of The Mikado. This ritual obeisance showed no signs of stopping after an hour, so I have no means of knowing how long it lasted.


These particular nature worshippers were performing privately what is called Kut – a rite in honour of the gods and spirits, perhaps on behalf of local fishermen. Its purpose was to appease the spirits of the dead, of those who were murdered or died young and could return to cause trouble. In shamanistic philosophy belief in the soul of the dead is as important as the belief that every natural object has a soul.


There is a more public form of shamanism, part drama, part religious ceremony, in which the shaman, or mudang, gives an accomplished performance, one in which dance, magic, acrobatics, singing and mime are interwoven. The charade develops into an act of possession in the course of which, by communication with the spirits of the dead, evil is vanquished. In a state of possession the mudang achieves the same kind of physical inviolability as a fakir, able to walk barefoot on knives or on bridges of paper.


The mudang can help to overcome a recently dead person’s reluctance to cross over to the other world, or to ensure a good catch of fish or a successful harvest. For these tasks he dons a pointed white hat and richly embroidered scarlet robes. His performance can last for several days.


“Arirang” is a song that holds a sentimental place in the hearts of all Koreans. Its origins are mysterious and no composer’s name has ever been attached to it. It became a rallying cry during the repressive Japanese occupation in the first half of the present century. The song is supposed to have begun as a chant sung by mountaineers in the Taebaks, a chain that runs down the spine of the country, separating east from west. A recent survey uncovered fifty melodic variations and two thousand two hundred lyrics. Its brooding insistent melody, with drum accompaniment, has become part of village and city life.
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