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INTRODUCTION
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  An invitation to edit an anthology of travel writing is a rare privilege. Of all literary genres, travel is one of the most rewarding and diverse. The very act of moving from A

  to an unknown B seems to bring out the best in authors. Some travel in order to write, some write because they have travelled, while others have such eye-opening experiences that it doesn’t

  matter if they can write well or not. Even in the dullest, most dutiful Victorian tome you can usually detect some stirring of the soul. To be let loose in a travel section of a library – and

  in this case to be paid for it! – is a splendid thing.




  The challenge set by my publishers was to compile a calendar of extracts written on – or, failing that, within the vicinity of – each of the 366 days of the year, including the

  elusive 29 February. The task was both frustrating and stimulating: frustrating because many of the best travel writers do not supply dates; and stimulating because it introduced me to a host of

  others who do. Take the Marquis de Beauvoir, a soigné, globe-trotting teenager of the nineteenth century who began one paragraph with the words: ‘When we left the harem, we went to see

  the tigers.’ Or Lafcadio Hearn, a Greek-American in Meiji-era Japan who conjured the magic of sea-demons lurking off its western coast. There is a beautiful melancholy to Joseph Roth’s

  description of Berlin’s parks in the 1920s. And then the irrepressible Nicolas Bouvier, who feared his car had shot its pistons in a Turkish desert, only to find that the knocking came from a

  landscape of tortoises engaged in their autumn amours. Perhaps my favourite is Archer Crouch, a Victorian engineer who laid submarine cables off the West African coast and was so intimidated by the

  exploits of greater explorers that he dared not put his name to his journal: his high point, endearingly, was the discovery of a small monument to forgotten soldiers who had died in an

  out-of-the-way place that nobody had heard of.




  Credit for this book must first of all be given to the writers who have made it possible. At Atlantic Books I would like to thank Anthony Cheetham, who came up with the idea

  for the book; Richard Milbank, who asked me to write it; Sarah Norman and Sachna Hanspal, who ensured its smooth passage through to press; and Mark Hawkins-Dady for his attention to the text. I

  would also like to thank my agent Gillon Aitken; and the staffs at the Bodleian Library, the British Library, the Kensington and Chelsea Libraries, the London Library and the Royal Geographical

  Society. I would like further to dedicate this book to the memory of an old friend and colleague, Alan Lothian, who died on 12 September 2010.




  

    FF, London, 2011
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1 JANUARY




  ALL BY MYSELF, 1900
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  Isabelle Eberhardt (1877–1904) was a young Swiss woman, disturbed and prey to addictions, who sought adventure in the Sahara dressed as a man. On the coast of Sardinia, she

  contemplated in her diary a nomadic future.
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  I sit here all by myself, looking at the grey expanse of murmuring sea... I am utterly alone on earth, and always will be in this Universe so full of lures and

  disappointments... alone, turning my back on a world of dead hopes and memories...




  I shall dig in my heels and go on acting the lunatic in the intoxicating expanse of desert as I did last summer, or go on galloping through olive groves in the Tunisian Sahel, as I did last

  autumn...




  Right now, I long for one thing only: to lead that life again in Africa... to sleep in the chilly silence of the night below stars that drop from great heights, with the sky’s infinite

  expanse for a roof and the warm earth for a bed, in the knowledge that no one pines for me anywhere on earth, that there is no place where I am being missed or expected. To know that is to

  be free and unencumbered, a nomad in the great desert of life where I shall never be anything but an outsider. Such is the only form of bliss, however bitter, the Mektoub [Fate] will ever grant me,

  but then happiness of the sort coveted by all of frantic humanity, will never be mine.




  ISABELLE EBERHARDT, THE PASSIONATE NOMAD.




  





  
2 JANUARY




  NORDIC AUGURIES, 1895
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  On this date, the Norwegian explorer Fridtjof Nansen (1861–1930) welcomed the start of the year aboard his ship the Fram. Unique among polar vessels, the Fram

  had a rounded hull that allowed it to rise above the floes rather than be crushed by them. In 1893 Nansen had embedded his ship in the Arctic pack and let it drift with the ice, ostensibly to

  collect scientific data but also to provide a springboard for an attempt to ski to the North Pole.
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  Never before have I had such strange feelings at the commencement of the New Year. It cannot fail to bring some momentous events, and will possibly become one of the most

  remarkable years in my life, whether it leads me to success or to destruction. Years come and go unnoticed in this world of ice, and we have no more knowledge here of what these years have brought

  to humanity than we know of what the future ones have in store. In this silent nature no events ever happen; all is shrouded in darkness; there is nothing in view save the twinkling stars,

  immeasurably far away in the freezing night, and the flickering sheen of the aurora borealis. I can just discern close by the vague outline of the Fram, dimly standing out in the desolate

  gloom, with her rigging showing dark against the host of stars. Like an infinitesimal speck, the vessel seems lost amidst the boundless expanse of this realm of death. Nevertheless under her deck

  there is a snug and cherished home for thirteen men, undaunted by the majesty of this realm. In there, life is freely pulsating, while far away outside in the night there is nothing save death and

  silence, only broken now and then, at long intervals, by the violent pressure of the ice as it surges along in gigantic masses. It sounds most ominous in the great stillness, and one cannot help an

  uncanny feeling as if supernatural powers were at hand.




  FRIDTJOF NANSEN, FARTHEST NORTH, VOLUME II.




  





  
3 JANUARY




  MANDARIN JUSTICE, 1879
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  A semi-invalid in her native Britain, Isabella Bird (1831–1904) found the only cure for her ailments was to travel, which she did obsessively. In a letter to her younger

  sister Henrietta she described a law court in Canton. She had previously made a tour of a Chinese prison – ‘foul with horror’ – and was ill-disposed towards the

  country’s legal system.
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  In a high backed armchair of dark wood such as one might see in any English hall sat the man who has the power of life and death in his hands, a young looking man in the usual

  black satin cap with a blue brocade robe and a sleeved cloak of dark blue satin lined with white fur over it. He spoke loudly and with much rapidity and emphasis and often beat his foot impatiently

  on the floor. He spoke in the Mandarin tongue, and put his questions through an interpreter who stood at his left, a handsomely dressed old man who wore a chain with a dependent ivory comb, with

  which he frequently combed a small and scanty grey moustache. Notaries attendant with scarlet crowned hats, city guards, and a small rabble of men and boys stood behind and down the sides. The open

  hall, though high, was shabby and extremely dirty with unswept broken pavement, strewn at one side with potsherds and disfigured by a number of more or less broken black pots and other rubbish

  making it look rather like a shed in an untidy nursery garden than a judgement hall. There are certain inscriptions on the pillars one of which is said to be an exhortation to mercy. Different

  pieces of bamboo used for the bastinado [beating] were ranged against the wall and there were other things at which I looked once and no more for a shuddering dread came over me that they

  were for use in the ‘Question by Torture’.




  ISABELLA BIRD, LETTERS TO HENRIETTA.




  





  
4 JANUARY




  LEAVING SICILY, 1921
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  His books, his behaviour and his German wife – Frieda von Richthofen – all having been given a frosty reception in wartime Britain, the novelist and poet D.H. Lawrence

  (1885–1930) departed for more forgiving climes in November 1919. The couple settled on the east coast of Sicily, where they made brief forays to Sardinia, northern Italy, Austria and southern

  Germany. Here Lawrence describes their dawn departure to catch a ferry to the mainland.
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  Under the lid of the half-cloudy night sky, far away at the rim of the Ionian sea, the first light, like metal fusing. So swallow the cup of tea and the bit of toast. Hastily

  wash up, so that we can find the house decent when we come back. Shut the door-windows of the upper terrace, and go down. Lock the door: the upper half of the house made fast.




  The sky and sea are parting like an oyster shell, with a low red gape. Looking across from the verandah at it, one shivers. Not that it is cold. The morning is not at all cold. But the

  ominousness of it: that long red slit between a dark sky and a dark Ionian sea, terrible old bivalve which has held life between its lips so long. And here, at this house, we are ledged so awfully

  above the dawn, naked to it.




  Fasten the door-windows of the lower verandah. One won’t fasten at all. The summer heat warped it one way, the masses of autumn rain warped it another. Put a chair against it. Lock the

  last door, and hide the key. Sling the knapsack on one’s back, take the kitchenino [canteen] in one’s hand, and look round. The dawn-red widening, between the purpling sea and the

  troubled sky. A light in the capucin convent across there. Cocks crowing, and the long, howling, hiccupping, melancholy bray of an ass. ‘All females are dead, all females – och! och!

  och! – hoooo! Ahaa! – there’s one left.’ So he ends on a moaning grunt of consolation. – This is what the Arabs tell us an ass is howling when he brays.




  Very dark under the great carob tree as we go down the steps. Dark still the garden. Scent of mimosa, and then of jasmine. The lovely mimosa tree invisible. Dark the stony

  path. The goat whinnies out of her shed. The broken Roman tomb which lolls right over the garden track does not fall on me as I slip under its massive tilt. Ah dark garden, dark garden, with your

  olives and your wine, your medlars and mulberries and many almond trees, your steep terraces ledged high up above the sea, I am leaving you, slinking out. Out between the rosemary hedges, out of

  the tall gate, on to the cruel steep stony road. So under the dark, big eucalyptus trees, over the stream, and up towards the village. There, I have got so far.




  D.H. LAWRENCE, D.H. LAWRENCE AND ITALY.
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5 JANUARY




  NIGHT OPENS SLOWLY LIKE A YAWN, 1933
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  On an idiosyncratic journey through what was then the South American colony of British Guiana, the novelist Evelyn Waugh (1903–66) recorded the splendour of a jungle

  dusk.
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  That ride remains one of the most vivid memories of the cattle trail. Checked and annoyed as I was, the splendour of the evening compensated for everything. Out on the savannah

  there is no twilight; the sun goes down blazing on the horizon, affording five or ten minutes of gold and crimson glory; then darkness. In the forest night opens slowly like a yawn. The colours

  gradually deepened, the greens pure and intense to the point of saturation, the tree trunks and the bare earth glowing brown; the half shades, the broken and refracted fragments of light all

  disappeared and left only fathomless depths of pure colour. Then dusk spread; distances became incalculable and obstacles detached themselves unexpectedly and came suddenly near; and while it was

  almost night in the trail the tops of the trees were still ablaze with sunlight, till eventually they too darkened and their flowers were lost. And all the pattering and whistling and chattering of

  the bush at night broke out loudly on all sides, and the tired little horse – who was doing a double journey and, being always on the move – suddenly pricked his ears and raised his

  head and stepped out fresh as though his day were only just beginning.




  EVELYN WAUGH, NINETY-TWO DAYS.




  





  
6 JANUARY




  A WINTER’S NIGHT IN VERMONT, 1892
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  On a bright January afternoon the English novelist and ‘poet of Empire’ Rudyard Kipling (1865–1936) caught a train from New York to Vermont. Several hours later,

  he stepped from the warmth of his carriage into the chill of a New England night. The contrast took him aback.
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  Thirty degrees below freezing! It was inconceivable till one stepped out into it at midnight, and the first shock of that clear, still air took away the breath as does a plunge

  into sea-water... The night was as keen as the edge of a newly-ground sword; breath froze on the coat-lapels in snow; the nose became without sensation, and the eyes wept bitterly... But for the

  jingle of the sleigh-bells the ride might have taken place in a dream, for there was no sound of hoofs upon the snow, the runners sighed a little now and again as they glided over an inequality,

  and all the sheeted hills round about were as dumb as death. Only the Connecticut River kept up its heart and a lane of black water through the packed ice; we could hear the stream worrying round

  the heels of its small bergs. Elsewhere there was nothing but snow under the moon – snow drifted to the level of the stone fences or curling over their tops in a lip of frosted silver; snow

  banked high on either side of the road, or lying heavy on the pines and the hemlocks in the woods, where the air seemed, by comparison, as warm as a conservatory. It was beautiful beyond

  expression, Nature’s boldest sketch in black and white, done with a Japanese disregard of perspective, and daringly altered from time to time by the restless pencils of the moon.




  RUDYARD KIPLING, LETTERS OF TRAVEL.




  





  
7 JANUARY




  RUIN IN MADRID, 1938
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  In the winter of 1937–8 the English writer Laurie Lee (1914–97) travelled on foot over the snowbound Pyrenees to fight for the Republicans in the Spanish Civil War.

  After first being taken for a spy (see 2 December) he was sent to Madrid, then a target for Franco’s German bombers.
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  The experience of being in Madrid again, contrasting its present cold desolation with the easy days of my earlier visit, made me want to search out some of the places I’d

  known.




  I found the Puerta del Sol smothered in a pall of greyness, and I remembered the one-time buzz of the cafés, the tram bells, the cries of the lottery-ticket sellers, the high-stepping

  servant girls with their baskets of fresh-scrubbed vegetables, the parading young men and paunchy police at street corners.




  Now there was emptiness and silence – the cafés closed, a few huddled women queuing at a shuttered shop. Poor as it had been when I’d known it, there had always been some

  sense of holiday in the town, a defiant zest for small treats and pleasures, corner stalls selling popcorn, carobs, sunflower seeds, vile cigarettes, and little paper packets of bitter sweets.

  Nothing now, of course, no smell of bread, oil, or the reek of burnt fish that used to enliven the alleyways round the city centre – just a fusty aroma of horses, straw, broken drains and

  fevered sickness.




  LAURIE LEE, A MOMENT OF WAR.




  





  
8 JANUARY




  SHE HATED PARIS, 1876
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  Isabel Burton (1831–96), wife of the British explorer, linguist and orientalist Richard Burton, was no stay-at-home herself. In January 1876, while passing through Paris

  en route to meet her husband in India, she poured scorn on the French capital, still showing the scars of its siege during the Franco-Prussian War (1870–1) and the suppression of the

  revolutionary Commune in the war’s aftermath.




  

    [image: ]


  




  From Boulogne we went to Paris, which I found terribly changed since the Franco-German War. The marks of the terrible siege were still burnt upon its face; and this applied not

  only to the city itself, but to the people. The radical changes of the last five years, and the war and the Commune, had made a new world of Paris. The light, joyous character of the French was no

  doubt still below the surface, but the upper crust was then (at least so it struck me) one of sulkiness, silence, an economy run mad, a rage for lucre, and a lust pour la revanche... I am

  afraid that I am one of the very few women who do not like Paris. I never liked it, even in its palmy days; and now at this time I liked it less than ever. I was so glad to leave at the end of the

  week, and to move out of the raw, white fog sunwards... I could not help feeling glad these braves had never reached Berlin; they would have made Europe uninhabitable. France was charming as

  an empire or as a monarchy, but as a brand-new republic it was simply detestable.




  ISABEL BURTON, THE ROMANCE OF ISABEL LADY BURTON, VOLUME II.




  





  
9 JANUARY




  THE FAKIR OF BENARES, 1913
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  While in India, the English novelist E.M. Forster (1879–1970) was advised to visit a fakir in the northern city of Benares, on the River Ganges, whom his friend William

  Rothenstein described as ‘a majestic bearded Bengali’. Neither the city nor its fakir quite lived up to expectations.
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  Let me add a line about this queer city. I have now been three times to the riverside, which is the most interesting part of it, and am losing my first feeling of

  disappointment. According to Hindu religion, it is a merit to build but none to repair, and the whole river front is either in ruins or else under the hands of contractors. The mess is unbelievable

  – temples tumbling, staircases leading nowhere, stacks of wood for funeral pyres, sacred wells, trees, shrines; and scrambling up and down the chaos, or perched on stone platforms in the

  midst of it, are the holy men and other worshippers, while the river itself swarms with bathers, muddled up with landing stages and boats. Most visitors see all this from midstream, but it is only

  when you go among it that it can be understood in the least, and consequently I have enjoyed this morning’s visit more than the others. I managed to find the Fakir to whom Rothenstein gave me

  an introduction. Yesterday I tried in vain, and was only shown a bed of spikes on which they assured me he usually sat, but he was out for a walk just now. Having gathered that he was not the sort

  who sits on spikes, I felt doubtful, but they were confident, and pointed out his house close by. The door was locked but of course it had a hole in it through which I put my card, giving my

  address and saying I would call again.




  E.M. FORSTER, THE HILL OF DEVI AND OTHER INDIAN WRITINGS.




  





  
10 JANUARY




  A SANTA BARBARA WEDDING, 1836
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  In 1834 a wealthy young Bostonian named Richard Henry Dana (1815–82) found his eyesight affected by measles. Advised that a sea journey would improve matters, he quit his

  studies at Harvard University and enrolled as an ordinary seaman on the Pilgrim, bound for California, at that time still a Mexican province. There, at Santa Barbara, he described a local

  wedding dance.
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  The great amusement of the evening – which I suppose was owing to its being carnival – was the breaking of eggs filled with cologne, or other essences, upon the

  heads of the company. One end of the egg is broken and the inside taken out, then it is partly filled with cologne, and the whole sealed up. The women bring a great number of these secretly about

  them, and the amusement is to break one upon the head of a gentleman when his back is turned. He is bound in gallantry to find out the lady and return the compliment, though it must not be done if

  the person sees you. A tall, stately Don, with immense grey whiskers, and a look of great importance, was standing before me, when I felt a light hand on my shoulder, and turning round, saw Donna

  Angustia (whom we all knew, as she had been up to Monterey, and down again, in the Alert), with her finger upon her lip, motioning me gently aside. I stepped back a little, when she went up

  behind the Don, and with one hand knocked off his sombrero, and at the same instant, with the other, broke the egg upon his head, and springing behind me, was out of sight in a moment. The

  Don turned slowly round, the cologne running down his face, and over his clothes, and a loud laugh breaking out from every quarter.




  RICHARD HENRY DANA, TWO YEARS BEFORE

  THE MAST.




  





  
11 JANUARY




  ICE ON THE DELAWARE, 1879
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  One of the United States’ finest poets and a keen observer of Nature, Walt Whitman (1819–92) spent much of his time either in the woods or on the water. He liked to

  take the steam ferry across the Delaware River, particularly at night, and sometimes spent hours on end crossing back and forth, drawing inspiration from the experience. ‘I don’t know

  anything more filling,’ he wrote one winter’s evening, ‘than to be on the wide firm deck of a powerful boat, a clear, cool, extra-moonlight night, crushing proudly and

  resistlessly through this thick, marbly, glistening ice.’
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  Fine trips across the wide Delaware tonight. Tide pretty high, and a strong ebb. River, a little after 8, full of ice, mostly broken, but some large cakes making our

  strong-timber’d steamboat hum and quiver as she strikes them. In the clear moonlight they spread, strange, unearthly, silvery, faintly glistening, as far as I can see. Bumping, trembling,

  sometimes hissing like a thousand snakes, the tide-procession, as we wend with or through it, affording a grand undertone, in keeping with the scene. Overhead, the splendor indescribable; yet

  something haughty, almost supercilious, in the night. Never did I realize more latent sentiment, almost passion, in those silent interminable stars up there. One can understand, such a

  night, why, from the days of the Pharaohs or Job, the dome of heaven, sprinkled with planets, has supplied the subtlest, deepest criticism on human pride, glory, ambition.




  WALT WHITMAN, SPECIMEN DAYS IN AMERICA.




  





  
12 JANUARY




  PLAGUE IN TRIPOLI, 1786
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  As the sister of the British consul, Miss Tully lived in Tripoli for ten years from 1783 (see 3 July). Her letters and diary entries described conditions in Libya, one of

  the Ottoman Empire’s so-called Barbary Regencies. Three years into her stay, she recounted the oppression of waiting (yet again) for the plague to strike.
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  Imprisoned in the midst of increasing pestilence, your kind wishes for a happy new year can effect [sic] us but in a small degree. The plague seems likely to repeat all the

  horrors of the last year. Nobody is prepared to meet this second attack, though all were told, at the time the infection seemed to cease here, that a fresh and more severe disease was brooding

  within the mountains of Geurianno, which can be seen hence with our glasses, and whence we have now received it. I have mentioned that the Arabs dig their dwellings within these mountains, and thus

  concealed in the bowels of the earth, they have for a long time escaped the pestilence; but it has now reached them, and in those airless tombs of the living, it finds everything to accelerate its

  deadly strokes. The frightened Arabs, abandoning their retreats, crowd to the surrounding places, and carry new destruction with them. Owing to their hourly emigrating here, the plague increases

  from day to day; and its devastation is greater, in consequence of the people considering the infection as being over.




  MISS TULLY, NARRATIVE OF A TEN YEARS’

  RESIDENCE AT TRIPOLI IN AFRICA.
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  STURT’S STONY DESERT, 1845
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  Short-sighted and disaster-prone, Charles Sturt (1795–1869) was one of Australia’s most endearing explorers. His 1844–5 expedition, which started in Adelaide, was

  to be his third and last attempt to investigate the continent’s unmapped interior. He described his experiences by way of a series of letters to his wife, ‘Dearest Charlotte’, in

  his personal journal. In this example, he recorded the latest setback suffered by himself and his faithful servant Joseph Harris.
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  There we stood, Dearest, Joseph and I on a sand hill, being more than 200 miles to the westward of the Darling, nearly abreast of Moreton Bay in point of latitude... but there

  was no change in the terrible, for it was terrible, desert we had entered. It appeared as if we were the last of creation amid the desolation and destruction of the world. There was a solemn

  stillness around, not a living thing to be seen, not an ant, not a cricket, or a grasshopper. The horizon was unbroken from north all round to north again, nor was there a shadow of hope in that

  dreary and monotonous wilderness. I could not however neglect the horse on which our safety depended, so I turned back, after having gone about 67 miles. Just as we turned to go back a parrot flew

  over our heads with loud cries of alarm; it went thro’ the air with a zig-zag flight, and appeared to be just as much at a loss as a bird that has been driven out to sea by a gale. It passed

  us and went to the north. ‘That bird, Sir,’ said Joseph, ‘does not seem to know where to go.’ ‘No,’ said I, ‘He does not indeed, and if he cannot see a

  place on which to rest, how shall we find one?’ ‘Oh Sir,’ said the poor boy, ‘I was never in such a place as this before. It is a dreadful place indeed.’




  CHARLES STURT, JOURNAL OF THE CENTRAL AUSTRALIAN

  EXPEDITION, 1844–5.




  





  
14 JANUARY




  THE LURE OF THE ORIENT, 1928
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  Writing from a village in French-administered Syria, Freya Stark (1893–1993) described her fascination with the Middle East. Although born in Britain, her heart was in the

  Orient and she would later travel widely throughout the region, exploring an urge that found release only in the wilderness. ‘The beckoning counts,’ she famously wrote, ‘and not

  the clicking latch behind you.’
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  The East is getting a firm grip. What it is I don’t know; not beauty, not poetry, none of the usual things. This place is a grand scene with all the details neglected. Of

  course it is not the genuine Orient, only the semi-European fringe full of French ideas second-hand and second-rate, and European clothes and furniture peculiarly unadapted to the casual Eastern

  silhouette. And yet I feel I want to spend years at it – not here, but further inland, where I hope to go as soon as I get enough Arabic for the absolutely necessary amount of

  conversation.




  The village is kind, at least the Christian part, for we all live in separate compartments and have little to do with such people as Druse, or Greek Orthodox, though we may live next door. My

  landlady speaks of the Druses as Napoleon used to be spoken of to naughty children in England.




  FREYA STARK, OVER THE RIM OF THE WORLD.
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15 JANUARY




  BROWNSHIRTS AT THE HOFBRAUHAUS, 1938
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  On his eve-of-war trek from London to Istanbul (see 9 December), Patrick Leigh Fermor (1915–2011) investigated the Hofbrauhaus in Munich. In 1923 it had been the scene

  of Hitler’s abortive ‘Beer Hall Putsch’. Now, with the Nazis in power, it was redolent of menace.
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  I had expected a different kind of town, more like Nuremberg, perhaps, or Rothenburg. The neo-classical architecture in this boreal and boisterous weather, the giant boulevards,

  the unleavened pomp – everything struck chill to the heart. The proportion of Storm Troopers and S.S. in the streets was unusually high and still mounting and the Nazi salute flickered about

  the pavement like a tic douloureux. Outside the Feldherrnhalle, with its memorial to the sixteen Nazis killed in a 1923 street fight nearby, two S.S. sentries with fixed bayonets and black

  helmets mounted guard like figures of cast-iron and the right arms of all passers-by shot up as though in reflex to an electric beam. It was perilous to withhold this homage. One heard tales of

  uninitiated strangers being physically set-upon by zealots. Then the thoroughfares began to shrink. I caught a glimpse down a lane of Gothic masonry and lancets and buttresses and further on copper

  domes hung in convolutions of baroque. A Virgin on a column presided over a slanting piazza, one side of which was formed by a tall, Victorian-Gothic building whose great arched undercroft led to a

  confusion of lesser streets. In the heart of them stood a massive building; my objective, the Hofbrauhaus. A heavy arched door was pouring a raucous and lurching party of Brownshirts onto the

  trampled snow.




  I was back in beer territory. Halfway up the vaulted stairs a groaning Brownshirt, propped against the wall on a swastika’d arm, was unloosing, in a staunchless gush down the steps, the

  intake of hours. Love’s labour lost.




  PATRICK LEIGH FERMOR, A TIME OF GIFTS.




  





  
16 JANUARY




  CHAMELEONS IN ROSETTA, 1817
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  Having been deposited in the Egyptian town of Rosetta while her husband Giovanni (see 12 March) went in search of antiquities, Sarah Belzoni (1783–1870) had little to

  do but record the arrival and departure of the plague and attempt to tame the local wildlife. On a January day she described her success with pet chameleons of which, at one point, she kept a

  multitude for export to Britain.
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  One cameleon [sic] lived with me eight months, and most of that time I had it fixed to the button of my coat: it used to rest on my shoulder, or on my head. I have observed,

  when I have kept it shut up in a room for some time, that on bringing it out in the air it would begin drawing the air in, and on putting it on some marjorum it has had a wonderful effect on it

  immediately: its colour became most brilliant... [Their colour change] proceeds in a great degree from the temper they are in: a little thing will put them in a bad humour: if in crossing a table,

  for instance, you stop them and attempt to turn them another road, they will not stir, and are extremely obstinate: on opening the mouth at them it will set them in a passion: they begin to arm

  themselves by swelling and turning black, and will sometimes hiss a little, but not much... In Rosetta I had between fifty and sixty... their chief food was flies: the fly does not die immediately

  on being swallowed, for upon taking the cameleon up in my hands it was easy to feel the fly buzzing, chiefly on account of the air they draw in their inside: they swell much and particularly when

  they want to fling themselves off a great height, by filling themselves up like a balloon: on falling they get no hurt, except on their mouth, which they bruise a little, as that comes first to the

  ground... I have held a glass in one hand while the cameleon rested its two fore paws on the edge of it, the two hind ones resting on my other hand. It stood upright while drinking, holding its

  head up like a fowl... They will drink mutton broth.




  GIOVANNI BELZONI, NARRATIVE OF THE OPERATIONS AND RECENT

  DISCOVERIES IN EGYPT AND NUBIA.
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  SHAME AND PENICILLIN IN ABADAN, 1951
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  In 1951 the Welsh poet Dylan Thomas (1914–53) was invited to describe the beneficial effect that Anglo-Persian Oil (now BP) exerted on the Arabian Gulf. The mild-mannered

  radio talk he eventually gave for public consumption was nothing like this letter to an American friend.
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  I am writing this in a tasty, stifflipped, liverish, British Guest House in puking Abadan on, as you bloody well know, the foul blue boiling Persian buggering Gulf. And lost,

  God blast, I gasp between gassed vodkas, all crude and cruel fuel oil, all petroleum under frying heaven, benzola, bitumen, bunkers and tankers, pipes and refineries, wells and derricks, gushers

  and superfractionators and Shatt-el-Arab and all. Today I was taken to see a great new black-towered hissing and coiling monster. It cost eight million pounds. It is called a Cat-Cracker.




  Abadan is inhabited almost entirely by British – or so it seems. There are thousands of young Britishers in the bachelor quarters, all quietly seething. Many snap in the heat of their

  ingrowing sex and the sun, and are sent back, baying, to Britain. Immediately, their places are taken by fresh recruits: young wellgroomed pups with fair moustaches and briar pipes, who, in the

  soaking summer, soon age, go bristled about, chain-smoke damp hanging fags, scream blue on arak, toss themselves trembly all sleepless night in the toss-trembling bachelors’ quarters, answer

  the three-knock knock at the midnight door, see before them in the hot moonlight wetmouthed Persian girls who ask, by custom, for a glass of water, invite the girls in, blush, stammer, grope, are

  lost. These old-young men are shipped back also, packed full with shame and penicillin. And the more cautious stay on, boozed, shrill, hunted, remembering gay wonderful London so white-skinned and

  willing.




  I visited oil-fields in the mountains last week. By night, the noise of frustrated geologists howled louder than the jackals outside my tent. Utterly damned, the

  dishonourable, craven, knowledgeable, self-pitying jackals screamed and wailed in the abysses of their guilt and the stinking garbage pails. ‘Rosemary’, ‘Jennifer’,

  Margery’, cried the nearmale un-sleepers in their near-sleep. And the hyenas laughed like billyho deep down in their dark diseased throats. O evergreen, gardened, cypressed, cinema’d,

  oil-tanked, boulevarded, incense-and-armpit cradle of Persian culture, rock me soft before lorn hotel-bedtime...




  A lonely country. And so is stricken Persia, mosque and blindness, fountains and mudhuts, Cadillac and running sore, pomegranate and Cat-Cracker. Beer in an hotel bar costs ten shillings a

  bottle; whiskey, one pound a nip. There is no nightlife. Shiraz sleeps at nine. Then, through the dark, the low camel bells ring, jackals confess their unworthiness to live in an ignoble fury of

  siren howls and utter their base and gutter-breathed gratitude to the night that hides their abominable faces; insomniac dogs rumpus in the mountain villages; the Egyptian deputy-Minister of

  Education, who has the next hotel room, drunkenly gallumphs with a thin, hairy secretary; dervishes plead under my bed; there are wolves not far away... The moon does what she does, vermin persist,

  camels sail, dogs defy, frogs gloat, snow-leopards drift.




  DYLAN THOMAS, COLLECTED LETTERS.
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18 JANUARY




  A PLAGUE OF HAWKS, 1845
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  Misery followed misery for poor Charles Sturt (see 13 January) as he ventured deeper into the arid Australian interior.
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  You cannot indeed conceive the dreadful heat in this exposed and stony region. Every article we have went to ruin before it, the teeth of our combs fell off, the handles of our

  razors split, every box warped, and every nail was loosened. Our tires fell off the wheels, and the drays rattled all over. The soles of the men’s shoes were fairly burnt off, and citric acid

  melted in the bottle in which it was kept...




  One day as we were crossing a plain on a most sultry day, when the wind was blowing in our faces as if from a furnace, a flight of large hawks came down upon us from the upper sky in hundreds. I

  suppose they did not know what we were and fancied they were to have a fine feast. At first we saw two or three dark specks in the sky coming towards us, which as they came nearer turned out to be

  a kind of large hawk. Behind them were other specks to an immeasurable distance, until at length every part of the sky was alive with them. They approached so near that I went at them several times

  with a whip, and if they really had made an attack upon us, I do believe their numbers would have prevailed against our strength. They flew right into our faces in such rapid succession as to

  perplex one, but at length having satisfied their curiosity I suppose, they soared up aloft again and disappeared. What they were doing in the upper air it is difficult to say, and in such immense

  numbers. All I know is that they were enough to frighten a timid man.




  CHARLES STURT, JOURNAL OF THE CENTRAL AUSTRALIAN

  EXPEDITION, 1844–5.
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  A SORDID PARADISE, 1939
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  During a cruise through the West Indies, Clementine Churchill (1885–1977) wrote sharply to her husband Winston about the state of affairs on the supposedly paradisiacal

  islands. However, as her closing words suggested – ‘And, Oh, Winston, are we drifting into War?’ – he probably had other things on his mind.
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  We have now reached Barbados, & soon I think I shall come home. These islands are beautiful in themselves but have been desecrated & fouled by man.




  These green hills covered with tropical bush & trees rise straight out of the sea & fringing the coasts are hideously dilapidated crazy houses, unpainted for years with rusty corrugated

  iron roofs – Trade stagnating, enough starchy food to keep the population alive but under nourished – Eighty per cent of the population is illegitimate, seventy per cent (in several

  islands) have syphilis and yaws. The homes of the labourers are small sheds full of holes stuffed with rags or patched with old tin – There is no sanitation of any sort, not even earth

  latrines; in some places the women have to walk 3 miles to get water – In many places the proportion of doctors to the population is one doctor to 30,000 persons. Labourers wages are 1/- a

  day for men & 6d. for women – There is much unemployment & no system of insurance – And this is a sample of the British Empire on which the Sun never sets!




  CLEMENTINE AND WINSTON CHURCHILL, SPEAKING FOR

  THEMSELVES.
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  SNAKES IN AN EGYPTIAN GARDEN, 1889
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  In 1889 the British traveller and poet Sir Wilfrid Scawen Blunt (1840–1922) settled in Egypt. The house he built for himself at Sheykh Obeyd, on the desert’s edge,

  remained his spiritual home for decades.
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  I don’t know how sufficiently to describe the delight of life here... Day has gone by like day, each full of interest. This morning we began pulling down an outhouse to

  clear the land for a new building; thirty men and boys have been working at the job in high good humour, and certainly they are neither lazy nor unintelligent. In the midst of the demolition a

  large cobra jumped out and put up its hood in the middle of them, but they knocked him over with their picks before he could do any harm. He measured exactly six feet in length, and by general

  advice he was cut up at once into four portions and thrust down the throat of a sick camel they had with them for a cure. Four other smaller snakes were also killed, but these were of a harmless

  kind. They tell me a horned viper was also seen in the garden, a fortnight before I came, but this is unusual except in the extreme heat of the summer. Lizards, of course, are plentiful. I have

  seen one with rudimentary legs only, making its way along the ground as snakes do, its feet hardly helping it.




  WILFRID BLUNT, MY DIARIES, VOLUME I.
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  A WHALE IN THE WAY, 1962
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  In November 1961 the Swiss traveller Michel Mermod (born 1936) left Peru in the Genève, a boat he had built himself and in which he would eventually spend five years

  sailing single-handed round the world. Not far into the journey he met his first peril.
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  There, dead ahead of us, is a whale. Genève is heading straight for it! There is no time to free the tiller and take avoiding action... The boat is making her four

  knots, and this speed is more than enough to ensure that the shock will crack the hull wide open...




  There is nothing I can do, and the feeling of helplessness is dreadful. If the creature is asleep it must be woken up. I jump on to the top of the cabin, cursing, swearing, screaming:

  ‘Get out of the way, you bastard, get out of the way!’




  And that wakes it! I can see its little eye fixing me. But the distance diminishes relentlessly and we are almost on top of it. I stop shouting; I don’t move; I hold my breath.




  Slowly, very slowly, the whale dives. Its huge head seems to sink just ahead of my prow. But it is too late: we are bound to strike. The rear part of its body now stands straight up in the air.

  I crouch on the deck, my fists clenched, nails digging in, waiting for the moment when the keel strikes its back. The tail, at my level beats the air in all directions and vanishes into the sea. A

  great jet of spray strikes me. A few seconds more. We haven’t touched, we’ve got away with it.




  Suddenly I drown in my own fear. Trembling, I collapse into the cockpit, my legs knocked from under me.




  MICHEL MERMOD, THE VOYAGE OF THE GENÈVE.
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  ABOVE THE JAPANESE LINES, 1941
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  In 1941 the US journalist Martha Gellhorn (1908–98) visited Hong Kong to report on the Sino-Japanese War. In January she boarded a plane belonging to the China National

  Aviation Corporation (CNAC) and flitted unseen over the Japanese lines to the temporary Chinese capital of Chungking.
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  It was four-thirty in the morning and cold, and a heavy wind blew through the dark hangar and against the passengers as they crossed the Hong Kong airfield to the plane. Lights

  went on at the edge of the field, and we saw the Douglas DC-2, huge and silver-colored, with great black letters on the wings: CNAC in English letters on the right wing, CNAC in five-foot-high

  Chinese characters on the left wing. We could not see the humped green mountains that rise 3,000 feet to border the field. The eight passengers found seats in the unlighted cabin and fastened their

  safety belts. The weather report said the ceiling was 500 feet, visibility two miles, and storms ahead. It was perfect weather for the China National Aviation Corporation. No U.S. transport line

  would allow its planes to leave that mountain-girdled field in such weather. We took off, sliding and swaying into the wind. We were going to fly at night over the Japanese lines, and over sharp

  unbroken mountain ranges with peaks 9,200 feet high and no plateaus for forced landings. It was 770 miles to Chungking.




  The plane circled up, higher and higher above the safe territory of Hong Kong. The hills around the harbor were beaded with light. There were brightly lighted ships, and floating points of light

  on the sampans. The city lights and the lights on the water jumped and slanted as the DC-2 climbed. Then the city was gone and white furry cloud wrapped the plane. The Chinese passengers pulled up

  their blankets and looked very small and quiet in their chairs, and slept. You could feel the forward pull of the plane, and you could feel the wind. We climbed to 13,000 feet above Hong Kong. The

  red and green wing lights went off.




  Now at this great height and flying blind, we were ready to head north across the Japanese lines. The flash from the exhausts flickered against the propellers and over the

  wings and lighted up the drifting cloud. Then the shape of the cloud changed. It was no longer loose and soft; it had a texture like stone and it rose in a wall before the plane, and it was like

  flying against the side of a sandstone mountain. The wing letters blurred and finally we could see nothing. The plane moved, with sharp side drops and down plunges, in absolute darkness.




  At five, we entered a storm. The Chinese passengers still slept. It was very cold. The American officer, who was making this trip for the first time too, looked at me and we both laughed because

  there was nothing else to do. We naturally did not believe anything could happen to this plane. Once you are in a plane you are part of it, and you give it confidence, feeling that the pilot and

  co-pilot and the radio operator and the passengers and the plane are all one thing: an indestructible whole. Accidents have happened, but you never think it will be now, not you, not to this plane,

  not to this solid unit of machine and men that is roaring through a hailstorm. So we fastened our safety belts again to keep from being battered against the seat in front or flung to the floor, and

  the DC-2 bucked in the wind.




  MARTHA GELLHORN, THE FACE OF WAR.
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  ENNUI IN NEW ZEALAND, 1907
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  The writer Katherine Mansfield (1888–1923) spent almost four years studying in London before returning to her native New Zealand. Barely had she set foot on home territory

  than she vowed to leave it. ‘London!’ she exclaimed in her journal. ‘To write the word makes me feel that I could burst into tears... London – it is life.’

  Amidst a rainy southern summer, she gave vent to her depression.
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  Oh, this monotonous, terrible rain. The dull, steady, hopeless sound of it. I have drawn the curtains across the windows to shut out the weeping face of the world – the

  trees swaying softly in their grief and dropping silver tears upon the brown earth – the narrow, sodden, mean, draggled wooden houses, colourless save for the dull coarse red of the roof

  – and the long line of grey hills, impassable, spectral-like...




  Sometimes, through the measured sound of the rain comes the long, hopeless sound of a foghorn far out at sea. And then all life seems but a crying out drearily, and a groping to and fro in a

  foolish, aimless darkness. Sometimes – it seems like miles away – I hear the sound of a door opening and shutting.




  And I listen and think and dream until my life seems not one life, but a thousand million lives, and my soul is weighed down with the burden of past existence, with the vague, uneasy

  consciousness of future strivings.




  And the grey thoughts fall on my soul like the grey rain upon the world, but I cannot draw the curtain and shut them out.




  KATHERINE MANSFIELD, JOURNAL.




  





  
24 JANUARY




  THE POISONER OF MECCA, 1807
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  In January 1807 the Spanish adventurer Domingo Badia y Leblich (1766–1818) became the first European to see Mecca in more than a century. Although disguised impeccably as a

  Muslim pilgrim named Ali Bey, he still had to run the gauntlet of the keeper of the sacred well of Zemzem.
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  This wretch observes the same conduct to all the Pachas [Pashas] and important personages who come here. Upon the slightest suspicion, or the least caprice that may arise in the

  mind of the Scherif [Governor of Mecca], he orders, the others obey, and the unhappy stranger ceases to exist. As it is reckoned impious not to accept the sacred water presented by the chief of the

  well, this man is arbiter of the lives of every one, and has sacrificed many victims.




  From time immemorial the Scherifs of Mecca have had a poisoner at their court; and it is remarkable that they do not try to conceal it, since it is well known, in Egypt and Constantinople, that

  the Divan [governing council] has several times sent to Mecca, Pachas, or other persons, to be sacrificed in this manner.




  This was the reason why the Mogrebins or Arabs of the West, who are entirely devoted to me, hasted to warn me to be upon my guard upon my arrival in the city. My servants wished this traitor at

  the devil; but I myself treated him with the greatest marks of confidence. I accepted his water and his entertainments with an unalterable serenity and coolness. I took the precaution, however, to

  keep three doses of vitriolated zinc, a much more active emetic than tartar emetic, always in my pocket, to take the instant I should perceive the least indication of treason.




  DOMINGO LEBLICH, TRAVELS OF ALI BEY, VOLUME II.
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  NUDITY ON THE NILE, 1616
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  The Italian traveller Pietro Della Valle (1586–1652) visited Cairo in 1616. He sent frequent despatches to a friend in Naples, one of which included this description of a

  journey up the Nile during which he was astonished by the locals’ lack of decorum.
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  The agility of the peasants in swimming pleased me greatly, and when, as very often happens, they go across the river, either alone or with the animals they have with them, they

  straight away, whether males or females, take off their shirt which for the most part is all they wear, and made of blue cloth, broad, reaching down to the feet, sewn at the sides like dresses,

  with very wide sleeves. And if over the shirt they wear another long gown, usually the same shape, they take this off as well, and having tied their clothes together on their heads, they swim

  through the river merrily at marvellous speed, putting on their clothes again, though soaked, as soon as they have reached the other side. We saw nothing else on the river all day, and what seemed

  to me more strange, since it is contrary to the custom of the Turks who are of the same religion, was that I have never seen a country where, for just as many of the women as of the men, less

  concern is taken over showing one’s private parts than here. They appear half-naked, or rather completely so: people pass by, and look, and they do not care at all.




  PIETRO DELLA VALLE, THE PILGRIM.
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  LIBERIAN TIME, 1935
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  The English author Graham Greene (1904–91) entered Liberia in 1935 on a 350-mile journey through West Africa, accompanied by his cousin Barbara Greene. Neither of them had

  ever left Europe before, and they were unprepared for the tempo of African travel.
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  I was vexed by the delay at Kailahun [in Sierra Leone]. I had not yet got accustomed to the idea that time, as a measured and recorded period, had been left behind on the coast.

  In the interior there was no such thing as time; the best watches couldn’t stand the climate. Sooner or later they stopped. My own watch and my cousin’s were the first to go, and

  afterwards, one by one, I used up the six cheap watches I had brought with me for ‘dashes’ from Marks and Spencer’s. Only one reached the coast and it had long since ceased to

  record the ‘real’ time; when it got dark I simply put the hands at six-thirty. If I wanted to get up earlier in the morning I put the hands on. Perhaps this was what [Henry Morton]

  Stanley had in mind when he heard Big Ben strike as he lay dying and exclaimed at the strangeness, ‘So that is Time!’




  But on the lorry from Kailahun I still believed that I could plan my journey by time-table. I thought that we were going to Monrovia, the [Liberian] capital, straight from Bolahun and that we

  would be there within a fortnight; I would not have admitted the possibility that in four weeks we should be in a place I had never heard of, in the middle of the Republic, watching an old skinny

  woman who had made lightning in her village carry water back on her head to her fellow-prisoners in the horrible little gaol at Tapee-Ta.




  GRAHAM GREENE, JOURNEY WITHOUT MAPS.
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  THE SHOCK OF THE WEST, 1898
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  Sidney Whitman, a British correspondent for the New York Herald, had just returned from an assignment to Mesopotamia and was shocked by the spiritual meanness of London when

  contrasted with so-called primitive villages of the Middle East.
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  It was a strange, for the moment an almost unaccountable, sight to behold the crowds of people flocking into the City of a morning from the suburbs. This haste, this eagerness,

  as if their very life depended upon catching a train, constantly struck one as unnatural after living for weeks along the banks of the Tigris and the Euphrates, staying in villages in which

  conditions were so primitive – a contrast almost beyond comprehension. What could be the driving motive that impelled these people to this feverish activity, this restlessness? Why, hunger,

  to be sure, the grim necessities of the battle of life, a struggle to be continued without intermission from youth to the grave, and, when done, leaving little to take note of except, perhaps, that

  a mutton chop more or less would be called for at their particular luncheon haunt. And the background: Tooting Bec, Clapham, and Brixton in the South, Pentonville and Hackney in the North, and the

  East End with its miles of slums and its paupers; or to take those parts more familiar to middle-class life, Marylebone and Bloomsbury, with their interminable, dull, featureless roads and

  terraces, the rows of houses in their dread monotony, veritable soul-killing mausoleums of the living: what Ruskin termed ‘streets in hell’... Surely life should have some wider and

  nobler scope, aim, and application than the mere gratification of the appetite to live.




  SIDNEY WHITMAN, TURKISH MEMORIES.
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  NIGHTINGALE ON THE NILE, 1850
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  Florence Nightingale (1820–1910) had yet to win fame as a nurse in the Crimean War when she took a holiday in Egypt – an experience she described in letters home to her

  family. In one episode, having visited the southern stretches of the Nile, she shot the rapids on her way back to Cairo.
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  If going up the Cataracts was strange, it was nothing to coming down. We set off before sunrise, as it is necessary to have no breath of wind... Our boat is the

  largest that has ever been up the Cataracts, and we came down a passage which is very rarely used, as the tossing rapid would swamp a smaller boat. It was widened for Ibrahim

  Pacha’s1 steamer... Truly it was a sight worth seeing how she gradually accelerated her speed as she approached the rapid, which, foaming and tossing,

  with scarcely two feet on either side our oars, seemed as if no boat could live in it, then took the leap like a racehorse, so gallantly, and went riding down the torrent as if she enjoyed it.

  Three times her bows dived under water (I don’t mean that the waves broke over the boat, – that they did all the time, and half filled her with water, and all our biscuit, too, which

  was of more consequence), but sometimes she dived under water up to the kitchen, and rose again; twice she struck, but gallantly triumphed over all her enemies, and long before I have written this

  one line we were at the bottom, and swung around at the end of the rapid – the first time this feat has been tried.




  FLORENCE NIGHTINGALE, LETTERS FROM EGYPT.
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  DRUGSTORE DAYS IN AMERICA, 1947
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  French intellectual Simone de Beauvoir (1908–86) flew to the United States in 1947, equipped with a letter of introduction from her lover Jean-Paul Sartre. Hailed by New York

  columnists as the ‘prettiest existentialist’, she would soon establish herself as a feminist trailblazer. For the moment, though, she was largely happy just to record the wonder of

  America as it appeared to a war-worn European.
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  Breakfast in the corner drugstore is a celebration. Orange juice, toast, café au lait – an unadulterated pleasure. Sitting on my revolving stool, I

  participate in a moment of American life. My solitude does not separate me from my neighbors, who are also eating alone. Rather, it’s the pleasure I feel that isolates me from them. They are

  simply eating; they’re not on vacation.




  The truth is that it’s all a holiday for me. The drugstores especially intrigue me. I stop at one on any pretext. To me, they are the essence of American exoticism. I was not really able

  to imagine them. I hesitated between the tedious vision of a pharmacy and – because of the word ‘soda fountain’ – the image of a magical fountain spewing out billows of pink

  and white ice cream. The fact is, drugstores are the descendants of the old general stores in colonial towns and the encampments of the Far West, where the pioneers of past centuries found

  cure-alls, ointments, tools – all the necessities of life. They are at once primitive and modern – that’s what gives them this specific American poetry. All the objects seem

  related: the same great bargains, the same unpretentious cheerfulness. The glossy paperback books, the tubes of toothpaste, and the boxes of candies have the same colors: one has the vague

  impression that reading these books will leave a sweet taste in your mouth, and that the candy will have stories to tell. I buy soap, creams, and toothbrushes. Here the creams are creamy, the soaps

  are soapy: this honesty is a forgotten luxury. As soon as you stray from this norm, the quality of the products becomes more dubious. Certainly, the stores on Fifth Avenue

  will satisfy the most exacting tastes, but those furs, those suits of such international elegance are reserved for the international capitalist. As for the more popular shops, at first their

  abundance and sparkling variety are astonishing. But if the men’s shirts are attractive, the ties are doubtful, the women’s handbags and shoes are quite ugly, and in this profusion of

  dresses, blouses, skirts, and coats, a Frenchwoman would have trouble finding anything that didn’t offend her taste. And then one soon perceives that beneath their multicolored paper

  wrappers, all the chocolates have the same peanut taste, and all the bestsellers tell the same story. So why choose one toothpaste over another? In this useless profusion, there’s an

  aftertaste of deception. There are a thousand possibilities, but they’re all the same. A thousand choices, but all equivalent. In this way, the American citizen can squander his obligatory

  domestic freedom without perceiving that this life itself is not free.




  SIMONE DE BEAUVOIR, AMERICA DAY BY DAY.
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  A BAPTISM OF SOLITUDE IN THE SAHARA, 1953
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  In a 1953 magazine article the American author Paul Bowles (1910–99) explained the unique qualities that can imprint the Sahara on a person’s soul.
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  Immediately when you arrive in the Sahara, for the first or the tenth time, you notice the stillness. An incredible, absolute silence prevails outside the towns; and within,

  even in busy places like the markets, there is a hushed quality in the air... Then there is the sky, compared to which all other skies seem faint-hearted efforts. Solid and luminous, it is always

  the focal point of the landscape. At sunset, the precise, curved shadow of the earth rises into it swiftly from the horizon, cutting it into light section and dark section. When all daylight is

  gone, and the space is thick with stars, it is still of an intense and burning blue, darkest directly overhead and paling towards the earth, so that the night never really grows dark.




  You leave the gate of the fort or the town behind, pass the camels lying outside, go up into the dunes, or out onto the hard, stony plain and stand awhile, alone. Presently you either shiver and

  hurry back inside the walls, or you will go on standing there and let something very peculiar happen to you, something that everyone who lives there has undergone and which the French call le

  baptême de la solitude. It is a unique sensation, and it has nothing to do with loneliness, for loneliness presupposes memory. Here, in this wholly mineral landscape lighted by stars like

  flares, even memory disappears; nothing is left but your own breathing and the sound of your heart beating. A strange, and by no means pleasant, process of reintegration begins inside you, and you

  have the choice of fighting against it, and insisting on remaining the person you have always been, or letting it take its course. For no one who has stayed in the Sahara for a while is quite the

  same as when he came.




  PAUL BOWLES, TRAVELS.
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  DEATH IN THE SKY, 1986
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  Space was, indeed, the final frontier for seven NASA astronauts who perished on 28 January when the Space Shuttle Challenger exploded shortly after lift-off. The dead

  included Christa McAuliffe, a schoolteacher, who had won a competition to go on what she described as the ‘ultimate field trip’. The tragedy was recorded a few days later by Alistair

  Cooke, the veteran American-based newsman (1908–2004) whose weekly radio broadcasts, Letter from America, were an institution in his native Britain.
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  ‘Three engines running normally. Three good cells. Three good ABU’s. Velocity 2,257 feet per second. Altitude 4.3 nautical miles... three engines now at 104 percent.

  Challenger, go with throttle up.’ Commander Dick Scobee: ‘Roger, go with throttle up.’




  That was the last word from Challenger’s commander, and would be the last word from any of them. There came a moment that, to a normal ignoramus like me, was at the same time most

  beautiful and most baffling. A colossal, never-before-seen fireworks display. The puzzle was the tone of NASA’s public relations officer, the man calling off the technical progress of the

  flight. He went on intoning in the same professional, emotionless way: ‘One minute, fifteen seconds. Velocity 2,900 feet per second, altitude nine nautical miles, down-range distance seven

  nautical miles.’ The longest pause. Was he not seeing what we saw? This huge spray of colour against the very blue sky? He was not. It was not his job to look at the monitor. He was watching

  a maze of ticking numbers, the lightning calculations done from the thousand sensors, as they’re called, that the shuttle feeds into the telemetry. So, while the enormous horror of the

  fireball was sinking into our numbed minds, he was saying his last words: ‘Obviously a major malfunction. We have no down link.’ Surely the most leaden understatement of the year, for

  ‘the shuttle has totally disintegrated in an instant, and we have no word from the crew.’




  ALISTAIR COOKE, REPORTING AMERICA.
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  SINGING IN THE ARCTIC, 1822
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  In 1822, while searching for a North West Passage, Captain George Lyon (1795–1832) of HMS Hecla described his first encounter with the Eskimos – or Inuit –

  of Foxe Basin.
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  A distribution of ornaments being made to the ladies, we were soon established on a good footing, and visited each hut in its turn. Our astonishment was unbounded, when, after

  creeping through some long low passages of snow, to enter the different dwellings we found ourselves in a cluster of dome-shaped edifices, entirely constructed of snow, which, from their recent

  erection, had not been sullied by the smoke of the numerous lamps that were burning, but admitted the light in most delicate hues of verdigris green and blue, according to the thickness of the slab

  through which it passed. The natives were evidently in their best apparel, and made a very neat appearance; the darkness of their deer-skin dresses affording a strong contrast to the brilliancy of

  their habitations. To attempt giving a description of all we saw in one visit would be ridiculous; suffice it to say, we were very much pleased, and determined on spending the ensuing day with our

  new friends, of whom about fifty persons of both sexes accompanied us on board, and we were now as familiar as old acquaintances. As we walked I assisted in singing to them some songs and choruses,

  and met with unbounded applause, in such ditties especially as terminated in ‘Tol de riddle loll’, which never failed to excite loud screams of admiration, and a vast deal of

  jumping.




  GEORGE LYON, PRIVATE JOURNAL.
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  A HELL-SHIP BENEATH THE SOUTHERN CROSS, 1949
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  En route from the United States to Hong Kong aboard the SS President Cleveland, the American satirist S.J. Perelman (1904–79) waxed vitriolic on the horrors of

  cruise-ship travel. In a letter to his mistress, Leila Hadley, he explained just how awful life could get.
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  Now is the horrid hour when the grave yawns and the grisly gaiety of organized fun aboardship takes over. As I sit down to write this, every man jack of the passengers is

  plummeting around the corridors on a scavenger hunt – which, as a former organizer of parties, will probably curl up your toes with loathing. Retired bank presidents, their jowls flushed with

  hypertension, sprint by my door searching for unbearably quaint items like a lady’s garter on toast, corseted dowagers invade the junior pursers’ cabins on the pretext of promoting an

  Upmann cigar wrapper – jeez, it’s a veritable Sodom and Gomorrah, a hell-ship beneath the unwinking Southern Cross...




  This ship is really pretty droll – a luxury liner (in reality an attack transport capable of being converted within a week into its original purposeful self) which cost $23,000,000 and is

  now toting 340 first class and 270 Orientals across the drink. Everything is being done (at least in first class) to assure the customer that this is his home away from home. The food is very good,

  the service obsequious – possibly not as much so as on European vessels, a source of aggravation to some of the plutocrats here – and on the whole all efforts are bent to deceive the

  wayfarer into forgetting all that nasty old water outside the hull. Personally I prefer the previous way I girdled this ocean, viz., a cargo ship which gave you some sense of accomplishment, and a

  mite fewer of those elderly ladies with the cast-iron permanents from Shaker Heights [in Ohio] and Paoli [in Pennsylvania].




  S.J. PERELMAN, DON’T TREAD ON ME.
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  DRUMMING ON THE BANKS OF THE LUALABA, 1877
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  Between 1874 and 1877 the journalist and explorer Henry Morton Stanley (1841–1904) crossed Africa east to west, from Zanzibar to the Congo coast, and in doing so became the

  first European to traverse the continent. It was a feat achieved in the face of countless obstacles, both human – as here on the Lualaba, one of the Congo’s headstreams – and

  topographical. By the time he reached the mouth of the Congo River he had lost 242 of the 356 men with whom he had set out.
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  It seems that we edged a little too much to the left bank in our eagerness to avoid all channels that might take us to the right. The Barundu, of whom we heard yesterday,

  sighted us, as we passed a gap between the islands, and instantly manned eighteen large war-canoes. But as we had obtained a start of them we pulled desperately down river among the islands,

  leading them a chase of eight miles or so, when they returned.




  Livingstone called floating down the Lualaba a fool-hardy feat. So it has proved, indeed, and I pen these lines with half a feeling that they will never be read by any man; still, as we persist

  in floating down according to our destiny, I persist in writing, leaving events to an all-gracious Providence. Day and night we are stunned with the dreadful drumming which announces our arrival

  and presence on their waters. Either bank is equally powerful. To go from the right bank to the left bank is like jumping from the frying-pan into the fire. As we row down amongst these islands,

  between the savage countries on either side of us, it may well be said that we are ‘running the gauntlet.’




  H.M. STANLEY, THROUGH THE DARK CONTINENT, VOLUME

  II.




  





  
4 FEBRUARY




  BOMBING FISH IN HAITI, 1927
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  Aeronaut and deep-sea diver William Beebe (1877–1962) spent five months in 1927 studying the marine life of Haiti on behalf of the New York Zoological Society. In the second

  month of his visit he took advantage of the US Air Force’s annual bombing practice to collect a few specimens.
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  When the last plane had dropped its load, it grape-vined downwards in steep side banks, waved ‘all clear’ to us, and rushed across the bay. We started our engines

  full speed and soon caught sight o’ the white bellies of floating fish. Some were dead, many were only stunned and we reaped a harvest. Almost all were large and of widely differing species;

  great rosy red snappers – the best of pan-fish, many-colored anglefish, groupers, trigger-fish with their poisonous triggers set at full cock as futile protection against this unthinkable

  danger, trunkfish whose shelter within their armored box was of no avail.




  There were porcupine fish who at the shock had valiantly inflated themselves behind their chevaux-de-frise of spines and so died, and there were mackerel – masters of the bay

  – whose sharp teeth and wonderful speed aided them not at all against this holocaust of vibration. And finally, here and there, like variegated water-lilies, floated butterfly-fish in gay

  pigments and patterns, with the colored eye-spots at the far end of their bodies appearing more alert and perceptive than their real vacant orbs. I thought of the hundreds of fish which must have

  sunk to the bottom, and the unending lines of influence which spread and spread – the news somehow going abroad of the wonderful manna at hand. For days and weeks to come, strange, beautiful,

  ugly and weird beings would continue to swim or crawl or creep toward the dead things which had given up their lives to make a bombman’s holiday.




  WILLIAM BEEBE, BENEATH TROPIC SEAS.
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  AT THE THRESHOLD OF WILD TRAVEL, 1905




  

    [image: ]


  




  In 1905 Gertrude Bell (1868–1926) left her native Scotland for a journey through the Ottoman provinces of Lebanon, Syria and Palestine. Fluent in Arabic, Farsi and Turkish,

  she would later travel further into Arabia than any other European woman before her. She recorded her anticipation in Jerusalem, at the start of her trip.
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  To those bred under an elaborate social order few such moments of exhilaration can come as that which stands at the threshold of wild travel. The gates of the enclosed garden

  are thrown open, the chain at the entrance of the sanctuary is lowered, with a wary glance to right and left you step forth, and, behold! the immeasurable world. The world of adventure and of

  enterprise, dark with hurrying storms, glittering in raw sunlight, an unanswered question and an unanswerable doubt hidden in the fold of every hill. Into it you must go alone, separated from the

  troops of friends that walk the rose alleys, stripped of the purple and fine linen that impede the fighting arm, roofless, defenceless, without possessions. The voice of the wind shall be heard

  instead of the persuasive voices of counsellors, the touch of the rain and the prick of the frost shall be spurs sharper than praise or blame, and necessity shall speak with an authority unknown to

  that borrowed wisdom which men obey or discard at will. So you leave the sheltered close, and, like the man in the fairy story, you feel the bands break that were riveted about your heart as you

  enter the path that stretches across the rounded shoulder of the earth.




  GERTRUDE BELL, THE DESERT AND THE SOWN.
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  THE COMFORT OF A GULL, 1962
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  After three months on the Pacific (see 21 January), solo navigator Michel Mermod became mesmerized by the shapelessness of the ocean. A seabird kept him company for a while,

  sheering off before he landed at the Marquesas Islands, in French Polynesia, on 11 February.




  

    [image: ]


  




  This is another world. No right-angles, no verticals, no horizontals. Everything is continuous movement, sea, sky, clouds. Nothing begins or ends anywhere, everything is

  infinite. Was yesterday not today, and will not tomorrow be just the same?




  Our mother, the night, covers us with her cloak and points the way for this sailing boat which, alone in the dark, leaves a luminous green wake astern...




  The bird is still there, faithful after many miles... Its cry, at the same time both sharp and harsh, often shatters the silence. It hardly moves its wings in flight, but glides quickly between

  the waves, slipping from one trough to the next, skimming the broken water on the crests. Sometimes it pulls out a fish with its beak or its feet, and now and again it settles on the surface for a

  few seconds, having carefully sought out a piece of smooth, unruffled water. These must be its only moments of rest. Once or twice at night I have got up surreptitiously to look on the deck, but

  the bird has not been there. Its constant company warms my loneliness a little and, lost as I am in the middle of this immensity, although I feel just as small, I no longer feel as if I were a

  solitary creature swallowed up in nothingness.




  MICHEL MERMOD, THE VOYAGE OF THE GENÈVE.
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  COBBLERS AND CICADAS IN RIO, 1847
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  Thomas Henry Huxley (1825–95), like his countryman and fellow scientist Charles Darwin, began his career with a voyage of exploration. Between 1846 and 1850 he

  circumnavigated the globe aboard the converted survey ship HMS Rattlesnake, where for the first part of the voyage he was overseen by the ship’s naturalist, John MacGillivray. The two

  men found they shared an interest not only in collecting specimens but also in drinking vast quantities of alcohol, the Sherry Cobbler (a tropical cocktail) being their favourite tipple.
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  All my rambles at Rio were in the company of the Naturalist and therefore had or pretended to have a more or less naturalistic tendency. However, singular to relate, our

  investigations always took in the end a chemical turn, to wit, the examination of the nature and properties of a complex liquid called Sherry Cobbler. Oh Rio, thou Sodom-and-Gomorrah in one, town

  of stinks and beastliness, thou shalt be saved not because of one man, but because of the excellence of the iced drink of the man. We have a tradition, McG. and I, that one evening we consumed nine

  pigeons and eighteen Sherry Cobblers! Can these things be?




  Cobblers or no cobblers, however, our liege lady Nature was not neglected... There are two things that forcibly strike anyone going into the country here. 1st the enormous number, variety and

  beauty of the butterflies, 2nd the noise of the cicadas. These fellows are as big as a man’s thumb and fly about the trees like locusts. They emit a very acute loud continuous note, and when

  numbers of them are together it is really deafening. Singularly enough they seem to agree to short intervals of silence, then the note begins, at first weakly, then swelling into a grand chorus and

  gradually dying away again.




  THOMAS HENRY HUXLEY, DIARY OF THE VOYAGE OF H.M.S.

  RATTLESNAKE.
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  ‘VISIT ITALY’, 1944
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  In the penultimate year of the Second World War US journalist Martha Gellhorn (see 22 January) followed the Allied forces as they ground their way north through Italy. In

  February she recorded a sardonic and rueful encounter with a French driver.
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  The French soldier driving the jeep had large dark sad eyes. He was small, thin and dirty and he looked ill. The windshield and the top of the jeep were down and the snow had

  changed to hail. The road circling up the mountains was narrow and slippery. Wind blew across the gray stone sides of the mountains and over the snow peaks and drove the hail into our faces.




  The little jeep driver was having a bad time, as was everyone else on the road. From time to time we would pass a completely unnecessary sign; a skull-and-bones painted on a board with

  underneath the phrase in French, ‘The enemy sees you.’ No one needed to be warned. There you were, on a roller-coaster road freezing to death, and if the enemy couldn’t see you,

  he was blind; he was sitting right across there, on that other snow mountain.




  The jeep driver spoke with sudden bitter mockery. ‘Visitez l’Italie!’ he said.




  There used to be tourist posters in France, in all the railroad stations, showing a sunstruck and enchanting glimpse of country with a dark-haired girl eating grapes or maybe just laughing, and

  the posters urged ‘Visit Italy.’




  Now we were visiting Italy. It was a small, peculiar and unhealthy piece of Italy – the French front. It was a bulge of mountains; the French held these mountains, and opposite them on

  higher mountains, were the Germans. The mountains to the right were occupied by the Poles, and to the left, around Cassino, were the Americans. The Italian front is very curious anyhow. One day we

  figured there were twenty races and nationalities stretched across Italy from the Mediterranean to the Adriatic, all fighting the Germans. The French held the highest

  mountains of all: this front. It was colder here than anywhere else – though it was cold enough everywhere – and no one believed this wind would ever blow at less than gale force, and

  just when you began to hope that spring might come it would snow again.




  Before he came to this naked road, the jeep driver had been a barman in Casablanca. Now he said, through stiff, cold lips: ‘Have you ever had an Alexander cocktail,

  mademoiselle?’




  We passed a burned American tank, rounded a curve and saw two trucks which had plunged down a ravine and were hanging almost perpendicularly against the side of the mountain. An Alexander is a

  horrible, sweet drink made with crème de cacao.




  ‘Yes, indeed,’ I said, holding a tin hat in front of my face as a shield against the hail.




  ‘I do not mean to brag,’ the Frenchman said, ‘but I made the best Alexanders in Casablanca.’




  Then we were silent because it was too hard to talk. Perhaps he was thinking of his bar, or the small café he hoped to have in France after the war. I was thinking about that wonderful

  phrase, ‘Visit Italy.’




  MARTHA GELLHORN, THE FACE OF WAR.
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  A HENNA TATTOO IN ADEN, 1938
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  Freya Stark (see 14 January) was travelling through Arabia when she halted at a remote town in what was then the British Colony of Aden. Unable to resist the locals’

  blandishments, she succumbed to the soothing balm of a henna tattoo.
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  Being settled with cushions as supports all round me, I handed my hands over beginning with the right one ‘for blessing’. The specialist dips her forefinger in the

  paste which hangs down in a thin drip with which she traces out rings and stars and trees and anything she fancies on your hand. It is no joke. I went at 1 p.m. And came out at five. Meanwhile the

  ladies came round, pressed glasses of tea in my free hand, looked at the process, and told the gossip. A feeling of leisure hung over the harem: one could not imagine anyone being in a hurry ever.

  When all was done, I was arranged on cushions full length and told I could sleep while one of the ladies did my feet and the rest had coffee in one corner. I lay with closed eyes, just feeling the

  little cold drops on my foot: henna is supposed to be very cooling, and they asked if I felt chilled by it. I dozed, and woke to find the work finished, a lovely sun with rays shining on each

  instep – ‘taken’, the lady said, ‘from a printed book’. My hands had three little branches, and one up the middle finger, besides other small patterns and circles, and

  the first joint of the palm a solid block of henna: this elaborate affair is for women who ‘have a man’, the others can have a simple band or so; but though I pleaded age and

  spinsterhood I was not to be let so lightly off.




  FREYA STARK, OVER THE RIM OF THE WORLD.
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  THE COMFORTS OF CIVILIZATION, 1931
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  In October 1930 Evelyn Waugh (see 5 January) arrived in Ethiopia for the coronation of Emperor Haile Selassie. He subsequently zig-zagged down the length of Africa,

  eventually catching a steamer home to England from Cape Town in March 1931. After a difficult passage through the Belgian Congo he paused at the southern town of Elizabethville – modern

  Lubumbashi – to review his sense of affront.
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  I had some difficulty explaining, to the satisfaction of the immigration officer whose permission was necessary before I could leave the Congo, why I diverged so much from the

  itinerary outlined in my certificate of entry. In the end, however, he understood my difficulties and gave me leave to depart. In the meantime, I worked, rested, and enjoyed the comfort and

  tranquillity of Elizabethville. How reassuring are these occasional reconciliations with luxury. How often in Europe, after too much good living, I have begun to doubt whether the whole business of

  civilized taste is not a fraud put upon us by shops and restaurants. Then, after a few weeks of gross, colonial wines, hard beds, gritty bath-water, awkward and surly subordinates, cigars from

  savage Borneo or the pious Philippines, cramped and unclean quarters, and tinned foodstuffs, one realizes that the soft things of Europe are not merely rarities which one has been taught to prefer

  because they are expensive, but thoroughly satisfactory compensations for the rough and tumble of earning one’s living – and a far from negligible consolation for some of the assaults

  and deceptions by which civilization seeks to rectify the balance of good fortune.
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