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“Nigel Roberts has written a glittering memoir of his walk in the Himalayas—within which is a story of family tragedy, perseverance and love, told with vast insight and grace.”


— Meg Rosoff, winner of the Astrid Lindgren
Memorial Award and author of How I Live Now,
Jonathan Unleashed and The Great Godden


“Nigel Roberts’ book is a deeply moving and beautifully-written memoir, both an adventure and a literary homage to a classic of travel writing, The Snow Leopard.”
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In Memory of Tess and Mandana


For my wife Sarah, and my grandson Alex


“Though nothing can bring back the hour
Of splendour in the grass, of glory in the flower;


We will grieve not, rather find  


Strength in what remains behind;
In the primal sympathy                 
Which having been must ever be; 


In the soothing thoughts that spring
Out of human suffering”.                 


William Wordsworth, Ode: Intimations of Immortality
from Recollections of Early Childhood1




AUTHOR’S NOTES


A note on dialogue


In Specimens of the Table Talk of Samuel Taylor Coleridge, this advice:




“A poet ought not to pick nature’s pocket: let him borrow, and so borrow as to repay by the very act of borrowing. Examine nature accurately, but write from recollection; and trust more to your imagination than to your memory”.1





A convention in many memoirs and travel books is the reproduction of dialogue without any sort of caveat, implying that the words on the page are an exact reproduction of the words that were spoken. This, of course, is most unlikely, except in cases where the author has recorded the conversation. So too in this book: with those few exceptions, I do not claim the dialogue is exact.


. . . on altitude


Most altitudes were recorded by the Delorme InReach Explorer Handheld Satellite Navigator I carried in Dolpo, which uses the Global Positioning System (GPS) to fix both location and altitude, measuring the latter in feet. I used my own readings because the maps and guidebooks covering the west of Nepal lack any consistency.


. . . on transliteration


There is no universally accepted way of transliterating Nepali. I have left place names (e.g. Phoksondo) and commonly-used terms/names (e.g. Limbu) as they are commonly found, and in normal font; otherwise I have italicized Nepali words and phrases, and have attempted to clarify the length of ambiguous vowels (in particular the long “a”, which is shown as ã), and to indicate consonants carrying an aspirated h, such as chh ([image: image]), bh ([image: image]), kh ([image: image]), dh ([image: image]), th ([image: image]) and jh ([image: image]). Nepali, like Hebrew and Arabic, also infers vowels between certain consonants: thus the word for “strong” transliterates literally as “bliyo”, but is pronounced “boliyo”; the choice of whether to fill the gap with an “a”, an “o”, or sometimes a “u” can vary by region, or with a person’s pronunciation.


. . . and on history


There are many references to Nepalese history and politics in this book. For those interested in an overview, I have added a brief annex on Nepali political history.
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Matthiessen’s and Schaller’s trip


. . . as shown in the maps published in The Snow Leopard
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This is a book that focuses on my life, and those of my wife Mandana and our daughter Tess. It is also a book about Nepal and the changes I have witnessed there. Although it falls outside the scope of my 2016 journey to Dolpo, a 2020 trek to the east of Nepal with two of my old comrades from the Britain-Nepal Medical Trust, Dr. Nigel Padfield and Paul Hamlyn, is worth mentioning. It is rare that you have an opportunity to revisit a place that meant so much to you, but which you have not seen for forty years; if you do, the material changes will strike you much more forcefully than if you had lived there constantly, or returned often.


We found the eastern hills transformed, by roads and by the remittances that have flowed in from Nepali workers in India and the Gulf. People are clearly better off and healthier than they were in the 1970s—and yet we all felt a deep sense of loss. As the population increases, and as global connectivity reaches up to the doorsteps of the high Himal, the landscape and the cultures that once astounded us are vanishing.


Loss, of course, implies possession, and Nepal was never ours to possess: but it possessed us, and in this there is some small claim to ownership. Part of our sadness was knowing that we had helped propel these changes; part of it was our own advancing age, and the nostalgia that recollections of what William Wordsworth called “our noisy years” inevitably bring.1 Though I plan another trip to the eastern hills in 2026, my two friends may never go there again.




PROLOGUE


August 12, 2016—British Airways 143, London to Delhi


The cabin lights are dimmed. The map on my inflight display tells me we are over Sochi, on the Black Sea. Here, in a Boeing 777, time, place and my life are suspended. Here there is no context; just me, some anonymous fellow passengers, and the turning earth. All obligations are on hold.


Alongside this suspension, a reluctance to arrive: a reluctance both general, and specific to Delhi, where arriving means pitching into the airport at midnight with its hard benches, stale air and foul coffee, and hours of fretting over transit baggage while I wait for my connecting flight to Kathmandu. I have neglected to pack the essentials into my carry-on luggage. If those bags do go astray, I could lose some stuff I really need—solar panel, Bluetooth keyboard, blood pressure medicines.


But such anxiety is foolish. The system works; Sarah and I navigated it last year. You surrender your passport to slim strangers without uniforms or insignia; they inspire little confidence. But they do at last return, complete with your new luggage tags. There is hesitation; tips are appreciated, without demands or deference.


So I stop fretting, and I return to the map. We have reached the Caspian: and there too is the real thing, in the twilight below the port wing. I can see lights in the Elburz mountains. I look intently at the darkening sea that marks the border of Central Asia, remembering how my daughter and I once splashed about in the surf there, all those years ago.


Wide awake, I return to my book: Goodbye Darkness, William Manchester’s moving account of a 1978 visit to his old Pacific battlegrounds. I’ve only a few pages left. The book is shot through with a recurrent dream, in which two versions of the author climb a devastated hill in Okinawa: “the scrawny, Atabrine-yellow, cocky young Sergeant of Marines who had borne my name in 1945,” and “the portly, balding, Brooks-Brothered man who bears it today. They met on the crest, facing each other in the night like mirror and object.” 1 In these dreams, the younger Manchester demands to know why the America he fought for has fallen so short of its ideals, and why older men like him have lapsed into mediocrity. In the final iteration of the dream, today’s Manchester finds himself alone on the hilltop. “The old man grasped what had happened. Embers would never again glow in the ashes of his memory. His Sergeant would never come again. He turned away, blinded by tears.” 2


As we leave our active years behind us, the need to hold mirror to object becomes more insistent. For a long time, like most men of my generation, I put my work first; that was where I looked for purpose, identity and affirmation. Now, though, having lost whatever influence I once had, I find myself relatively indifferent to what I did or did not achieve, or how I am remembered by my colleagues. Those accounts feel settled. Far more clamorous are questions about my family, about those who were closest to me and who are now gone. Questions about what I did, what I failed to do, and why I didn’t do better.


Why I didn’t do more for my first wife Mandana, who died in March 2014, worn down by the most tenacious of bipolar disorders. She tried every kind of medication, but nothing worked for long—so she drank and took various drugs, from Ativan to opiates, to dull the pain. At the age of sixty, she collapsed in her bathroom. The autopsy found codeine and heroin in her blood.


Why I didn’t do better with my daughter Tess, who died in September 2010. Like Mandana, Tess was afflicted with bipolar disorder. She drank too, and it didn’t help much. She was twenty-five, a new mother, when she fell from a high balcony. Under “cause of death”, her autopsy report states “suicide”.


That I failed them is clear; why I did so is more opaque. How much can be traced to my upbringing, an upbringing shaped by a war fought by my parents’ generation, by a colonial childhood in Africa, and by English boarding schools—experiences so alien to most of those I have come to live among? And how much can be explained more simply, by the person I let myself become?


Tess left a son, Alex; he lives in Virginia with his father and his paternal grandmother. Four years ago I bought a house nearby, and I help bring him up. This will be the longest I have spent away from him. I am uneasy about this separation.


I am on my way back to Nepal, a country I first visited in 1974. I spent the best years of my young adult life there as a volunteer, and later returned with Mandana and Tess as the World Bank’s representative in Kathmandu. Mandana’s time in Nepal was one of hope and occasional relief, her depression and addictions less suffocating than they later became.


I will be hiking the route taken by Peter Matthiessen in The Snow Leopard. In 1973, Matthiessen was invited by his friend George Schaller to accompany him to the remote district of Dolpo, where Schaller hoped to solve a long-standing, somewhat obscure biological mystery: whether the elusive Himalayan Blue Sheep was, in reality, a goat. Schaller also wrote about their trip in the last section of his great book on the Himalaya, Stones of Silence. There are still no motorable roads in those parts of Nepal. When I reach Jumla, the end of Matthiessen’s route, I plan to meet my new wife, Sarah, and go north to Lake Rara. The whole journey is something over five hundred miles and will take about eight weeks—presuming I last that long.


In the first three pages of The Snow Leopard, Matthiessen explains what he hoped to gain from his journey. There is the pull of the Himalayas, and of Dolpo in particular, something he had been drawn to twelve years earlier, in 1961, when he first saw “those astonishing snow peaks to the north” from Kathmandu. He quotes Buddhist Lama Anagarika Govinda’s Way of the White Clouds:




“. . . to close that distance, to go step by step across the greatest range on earth to somewhere called the Crystal Mountain, was a true pilgrimage, a journey of the heart. Since the usurpation of Tibet by the Chinese, the Land of Dolpo, all but unknown to Westerners even today, was said to be the last enclave of pure Tibetan culture left on earth . . . ” 3





Then there was the possibility of seeing a snow leopard—for Matthiessen the naturalist, “reason enough for the entire journey.” 4 As readers of his book know, he did not see one, though George Schaller did: and in this lies a subtle spiritual irony.


There was also a third reason: a few paragraphs later he mentions the Buddha he bought in Kathmandu and placed by his wife Deborah’s bedside when she lay in hospital in New York in the winter of 1971, dying of cancer. His journey would give him space to remember, to grieve, and to reprove himself for how he had treated her—and it is this that struck me most forcefully when I first read his extraordinary book. He wrote, in part, for absolution.


As for my journey, I harbor no such spiritual ambitions; nor am I seeking absolution. Indeed, I am not entirely sure what I expect. So much of me is invested in Nepal, and a trek like this will bring back days when I was still innocent of family responsibilities, as well as a time in Tess’ and Mandana’s lives when happier futures still seemed possible. I hope the journey (or rather, writing about the journey) will preserve something of Tess and Mandana: few now remember them, except fleetingly, and the distractions of daily life are eroding even my own memories.




1


DID YOU MAKE ME?


June 17, 2016—The Plains, Virginia.


Two months earlier. Max, my eighteen-pound Israeli cat, is sitting on my chest. It’s breakfast time. Sun fills the bedroom. We have no curtains: we live on the edge of a forest, without near neighbors.


Like an incubus, Max is drawing out the tail of a dream. I see Tess staring into a fireplace. We are in my father’s old house outside Edinburgh. It’s almost twenty years ago; she’s in her teens. Lowering Scottish skies outside, the fire a honeycomb of red embers. A strong smell of oranges. Tess turns her face, but does she even see me? Then the corner of her mouth moves, and she raises her eyebrows. She’s happy I’m there. This is a good way to wake up.


In the bathroom another cat lies on the bathmat, a much smaller stray from the streets of Cairo. He used to be fierce, but he’s old now, his black coat shot through with white needles. He likes to lick the water off the floor of the shower. I open the door for him, turn the shower on briefly, then step back. Once he’s finished drinking, it’s my turn. We have three old cats, eunuchs all. Sarah is away in Mali, so it’s my job to get up and feed them.


It’s a warm, humid day. I walk down our steep driveway to the postbox. Most of the mail is junk, and I throw the magazines, coupons and charity requests into a bear-proof dustbin. There are two things worth keeping, and their simultaneous arrival has me laughing. One is a letter from the UK Department for Works and Pensions, which has taken months to get here. It states “We have decided that you are entitled to a UK State Pension at the weekly amount of £118.71 from 26 March 2016.” The second is a padded envelope containing the Delorme InReach Explorer satellite phone I’ve ordered for my trip to Nepal. Most of the route has no landlines, internet, or cellphone connections.


Yesterday I bought a couple of good rucksacks—a Deuter Aircontact 65+10-liter main backpack, and a Gregory Zulu 20-liter day pack. I’m stuffing one rubber dry bag with first aid and basic medicines (anti-diarrheal, etc.), and a second with a four-month supply of all the pills I take for blood pressure and heart health. Back in 2012 a stent was placed in my heart’s left anterior descending (LAD) artery, which was 70 percent blocked. My cardiologist thinks I’m nuts to go on this trip, though I don’t see quite why. I’ve told him I’ll just turn around and come home if it gets too difficult.


I also have a hip problem, and I’ve just been to see an orthopedic specialist, Dr. Brantley Vitek. His waiting room is filled with pictures of Washington Redskins football players: he is an expert in self-inflicted bodily trauma.


He laid me flat on a bench and pushed, pulled and twisted my legs thoughtfully.


“This is straightforward,” he said, staring through the window into blue air. “I could order an MRI, but I’m pretty certain this is a torn labrum. Labrum? The cartilage around the hip socket. It’s like a gasket.”


“You mean an O-ring?” I asked. I could see the space shuttle Challenger, exploding in an orange fireball above Cape Kennedy in 1986, the guilty Morton Thiokol right-hand booster shanking out of the spreading white cloud. Everyone knew what an O-ring was after that.


“Yes, but perhaps more like the raw pastry that spills over a pie dish. The labrum’s torn, on the rim. A small tear, from your symptoms.”


“Will there be any permanent damage if I—overdo things a bit?”


“The damage is permanent,” he replied. “The cartilage won’t regenerate. If you do too much, you’ll get some inflammation. Over time it could deteriorate. But it may not. I could operate on you, but I’ll be honest. It’s pretty much a waste of time at your age. I don’t want to take your money for no reason.”


“Okay. If I rest it, will it heal?”


He looked at me without expression. He was handsome, a clean-cut man, shaved head, violet eyes—pleasant to look at. He was being careful with me; I needed things repeated, like so many patients do.


“No, you’re too old. For any cartilage regeneration.”


“I see . . . will it get worse? Will it seize up? How about a cortisone injection?” I’d already told him I was going to hike in the Himalayas.


“We could do that. You’d have to make another appointment. It’s best I do it with ultrasound, so I can find the exact spot. But it won’t last. You’re better off taking ibuprofen. You can live with it.”


“Sure, but can I do an eight-week hike with it?”


He smiled, as if this wasn’t worth answering.


[image: image]


There’s a knock on the door, and I go downstairs.


“Hi, I’m the Great Zucchini,” says the man at the door.


I look at him, waiting for my reactions to catch up. He is a large man, his hair chopped about and untidy. But he looks sane, and his manner is friendly enough.


“Eric, if you prefer,” he adds.


Then I remember: he’s the magician. I booked him a year ago when I was planning a summer party for Alex. Since then, I’ve abandoned the idea. Alex has moved schools, and I’m not in touch with his new classmates. His grandmother has also given me grief about hosting another party; it’s unnecessary, she says, it’s spoiling him. She quite often gives me grief. “I will NEVER understand you and frankly do not care to,” she wrote recently. “From day one you have been a thorn in my side, yes . . . day ONE. Sadly being around you from time to time is going to be a necessary evil . . . I do not need or want you in my life.” The proximate cause of this was me making some phone calls while Alex was in his taekwondo class, rather than watching him perform. “If you are going to have him during ‘parental’ times, you need to step up to parental levels of responsibility . . . and take the advice/instruction when given from the people raising him. That is not optional . . .” And so on.


I tell the Great Zucchini the party’s off, that I should have let him know. He’s been paid, though, so it’s no big deal for him.


“How old is your son? Alexander, right?” He is pointing at a couple of Nerf guns on the lawn.


“He’s eight now,” I answer. I enjoy it when people mistake me for Alex’s father; I like to think they’re telling me I look younger than I am.


We chat a while; I offer him coffee, but he declines. It’s rare here for strangers to accept such hospitality. Virginians are very conscious of each other’s personal space. You see this in the stores when you bump into someone, or someone accidentally cuts in front of you. Lots of apologies.


After a while the Great Zucchini leaves. I pick up the Nerf guns and lug them upstairs to Alex’s room in the attic. A white cat streaks down past me—Casper, the coprophiliac. I wave the Zombie Strike SlingFire Blaster vaguely at him, but I imagine something much worse. He shits everywhere.


As I get to Alex’s room, I think how much I’ve paid to fix this house up, and how our three cats seem intent on tearing it apart again, scratching up the chairs and the carpets, vomiting on the woodwork, leaving feathers and mouse entrails inside the cooling ducts. And for some reason I’m reminded of what Mandana told me after the Taliban blew the enormous statues of the Buddha at Bamiyan to smithereens back in 2001. What did the Dalai Lama say? We should thank the Taliban. They have taught us a valuable lesson in impermanence.


I should be thanking my cats, then, not cursing them.


The walls of Alex’s room are Prussian blue, with matching furniture from The Land of Nod. The doors and window frames are fire-engine red. The room is full of toys, along with mementos I bring back from the countries I visit. There’s a painted wooden figure of Tintin and Snowy from Kinshasa, some rocks from Mount Everest, a brass sculpture of a Masai woman and her baby.


Alex calls these things his “collection.” He likes me to get them, though he doesn’t pay them any attention once they’re here. One day, perhaps. The same goes for the 1:35-scale plastic farm animals I’ve kept from my own childhood. I tried them first on Tess, and again last year on him. Neither was interested. They’re back in their old Britains Limited cardboard box (Farm Buildings—Cowshed, 1 Only, 501F), wrapped in toilet paper.


I take a bagel out onto the porch and settle down to re-reading The Snow Leopard. Thinking of Alex, I turn to one of the book’s most affecting passages.


Peter Matthiessen joined George Schaller less than two years after his wife died. He had four children, three of whom he describes as “away at school and college,” mentioning them only once by name. The youngest—Alex as it so happens—stayed behind in Matthiessen’s house, which had been “lent to a family of his friends.” 1 Early in the journey, before leaving Kathmandu for Dolpo, Matthiessen received a letter from Alex.




Dear Dad,


How are you, I am fine. I was very sad, I was even crying, because I didn’t write to you. But I feel a lot better since I’m writing to you now. The cat and the dog are great but I’m going to be so sad when they die. School is doing pretty well. I hope you can make it back for Thanksgiving. Did I spell that right. Yes [image: image] No [image: image]


I hope your mountain boots are still good. I hope you are having a very good time.


Love,
Alex


Save my letters and bring them home so I can see if they got to you. Hugs and kisses. By by a millyon times for now. Love






	[image: image]


	Your sun,
Alex








I think of the parting with my sun on the day that school had opened, just a month before, on a clear morning of September, of monarch butterflies and goldenrod, late roses, shining pine needles, of flights of cormorant headed south along the coast in a dry east wind. Alex asked how long I would be gone, and when I told him, blurted out “Too long!” I had driven him to school, and he was upset that he might be seen in tears. “That’s much too long,” he wept, and this was true. Hugging him, I promised to be home before Thanksgiving.” 2





This, then, was a guilty journey. Peter Matthiessen knew he shouldn’t have gone when he did. Toward the end of the book, beset by anger and disgust at himself, he admitted this. “I have neglected my children and done myself harm, and there is no way back.” 3


I find Matthiessen’s persona austere, demanding—intimidating even. His understanding of the natural world and of Zen Buddhism outrank anything I will ever achieve. In the subtext to his journey, though, I feel some companionship. He didn’t need to point to his failings; he can’t have thought it would bring him any credit with his family and his friends, let alone readers who didn’t know him.


I am leaving my Alex to go on this journey. I have spent much of the last five years with and around him. Since I moved to The Plains, he has been a constant presence in this house. Although my work has required frequent travel, I’ve made sure I limit each trip to less than two weeks so I can be home for him every other weekend.


He comes less often now than he once did—his grandmother, who controls these matters, argued that he was becoming confused about where his “real” home was. Going away for four months, though, is still a big step.


When I first told him of my plans, he was thoughtful.


“Why, Papa?”


“There’s a place I want to visit in the mountains. For many years now. There aren’t any cars there—you have to walk. I’m getting older, and soon I may not be strong enough.”


“Is it where my Mama lived when she was a baby?”


“It’s near there.”


“Is it important for you?”


“It is, yes.”


“Then you can go,” he said. I was surprised, and felt a lot better. But I was also sad. I can sense the connection between us weakening.


Thinking of this, I put The Snow Leopard aside, and fetch my laptop. I bring up the diary I have kept for the last four years. It’s about our time together, and some of it is intense.




“September 2–3, 2012. Alex was volatile at bedtime on this two-day visit. On the first night all was going well until he asked “Did you make me?” I said no, and he became furious. I then said I had made his Mummy so yes, in a way I had made him. He said no, my Mummy and Daddy made me, and he started to hit me about the face and to say, “I won’t live here anymore. I won’t visit you when I am older. You are not my friend. I will unmake myself. I will cover myself in booboos” (he also said that he would shoot me, for good measure). He was angry and spiteful until he finally fell asleep in my arms.


The next morning he awoke and said, “You made me,” and told me he was sorry for being angry.


We had a nice day. We went to Ikea up on I-495, where I needed to buy a dining table; he got tired but held up well. Then he wanted to go and visit his Mummy’s old apartment in Falls Church. He has asked to do this before and I’d put him off—but today I thought I should take him. I was nervous. We went on the swings outside; he remembered them. We rode the elevator. He wanted to knock on the door, but I said other people lived there now, and we couldn’t do that. He asked where his old things were. I reminded him they were at his Daddy’s condo.


Fortunately he lost interest, and we left. Later he asked me if his Mummy was at the apartment. This was heartbreaking. He hasn’t wanted to go back again—though he did recently ask if we could visit a public playroom where Tess used to take him (to my frustration, I was unable to remember the address or to find it).


That night he was tired and went to bed without any fuss. I let him sleep and then retreated to my bed.


He awoke the next morning, found me missing, and lost his temper. Again, he said he would “unmake” himself, and that he would “destroy” my house (knowing that I was restoring it, inter alia, for him). Again, he calmed down after a while, and was once again very affectionate.”





I’d forgotten how angry he used to get. He’s more settled now. He’s jumpy as a whippet sometimes, but the energy is different.


By the end of the day, the moisture has drained from the air. It’s a cool and cloudy night. A couple of days ago there was hail up the road in Middleburg, big enough to bust windscreens and leave scores of cars looking like they had smallpox. I have the windows open, and the frogs are throbbing away down in the pond.


The three cats have already staked out their places on the bed, and I have to maneuver between them as I go under the duvet. They are purring like a distant cloud of cicadas.


July 11, 2016—The Plains, Virginia.


I’m driving along Zulla Road in the day’s last light; the summer air is thick with insects. Out above our warm world, a half-moon shines through a halo of ice-crystals, shading the oaks and hickories that line this empty old Virginia thoroughfare.


The house sitters have arrived. Today I took Alex back home; I won’t see him again until November. He spent yesterday with me. We swam at the Freedom Aquatic Center, watched The Secret Life of Pets in Gainesville, and stopped at a graveyard on the way home: he wanted to collect some new sticks. This old cemetery is an orphan, its church long gone, the green surrounded by housing estate access roads. We had a stick fight among the headstones while cars whizzed past on both sides. Then we went to Starbucks for his bacon and gouda sandwich, and once home worked a bit on the sequel to his first (self-published) book. That one was called Alex and Papa and the Squid Lady; this, imaginatively, is called Alex, Papa, the Knights and the Squid King. We wrote the first book in about three hours, but he hasn’t found the same rhythm this time around.


“Read me the beginning again,” he said, fidgeting about on the sofa.


“Okay . . . After their famous victory over the squid lady, Alex and Papa lived quietly together with the one-eyed alien and the old man—”


“Put little one-eyed alien.”




“ . . . little one-eyed alien and the old man. After a while, though, they decided they needed some more knights. The trouble was, the—little—one-eyed alien kept eating his armor and the old man kept falling asleep. Alex and Papa alerted the other two—”





“I never said alerted.”


“No, but it’s fine here.”




“. . . and they said, “Alright, let’s look near the squid lady’s cave and see if there is anyone there.” And so they did. They all put on their swimming trunks and jumped into the cold pond.”





“What about the Indian?”


“He comes later.”


“Papa, I don’t want to do this now.” I was disappointed, but didn’t say anything. Was I so impatient at his age? We went out and played soccer instead.


At sunset, I sat on the front steps with the cats. Alex was chasing fireflies; we’d been doing his reading practice. He’s still reluctant, but much improved. We started C. S. Lewis’ The Magician’s Nephew, and he lasted ten minutes with minimal fidgeting. There were some unfamiliar words there, too: “Lewisham,” “grubbier,” and “attic stairs.” But I could see that he’s losing interest in the English books I’ve been getting for him.


Pale, indecisive thunderclouds hung overhead. A single loudmouth sang up in the woods—a rusty, impatient chirruping. Two silent airliners furrowed their way through the high air, reminding me how cold I’m going to be in a few weeks’ time.


“What do they eat, Papa?” asked Alex. He was out of breath, his hair sweaty; he had a dozen fireflies in his jam jar. He has bright caramel eyes, like his mother.


“We need to get you to bed,” I said.


“Later,” he replied dismissively (he also has his mother’s contrary spirit). “What about grass?” I began to sense that loss of control again; everything needs negotiation.


“I really don’t know. I think it’s best to let them go.”


He thought about this. “How about I keep them on my pillow tonight? We can let them go tomorrow.”


I was bending towards this when he reversed. “But you know, their families might not like that.” So he unscrewed the perforated lid, and left the open jar on the back step.


It was 10 p.m. before he was settled into his bed. Instead of the fireflies, three Ninjagos on the pillow. I was lying beside him, waiting for him to drop off. Half-asleep, he said “Papa, why did you send my Mommy to boarding school?”


This wasn’t a neutral question; some negative remark lay behind it. Nonetheless, it was fair.


“I didn’t want to. Things at home were very difficult. Manani wasn’t well. She would get really angry with your Mama.” Manani was his name for Mandana.


I waited, but he didn’t reply.


“I hated sending her away,” I added, but he was already asleep.


As I went downstairs, I remembered Tess at Allhallows School, eleven then, begging us not to leave her after a weekend exeat. And I remembered the sapping mixture of pain and relief as we drove back to our hotel in Lyme Regis.


As I took Alex home today, we got talking about why I-66 is being widened, and how more people are moving into the area.


“They should all have fields and trees and grass around their houses, because we need grass to breathe,” he’d said, as if I might not have known this.


“You’re right,” I replied. “But these developers, they build as many houses as they can on the land they buy. All stuck together. They don’t care about trees and grass.”


“No, they do their best,” he replied, impatient with me. “Even in New York, each apartment has a place with trees and grass, and everyone can go there. Did you know that? It’s a fact. We should be happy about that. Right, Papa?”


I wasn’t sure what he meant, but I could see his mind was set, and anyway, what did I know about this? I had always thought my daughter—and now my grandson—would come to me for advice, stories, glimpses of the distant worlds I’ve lived in, as I once did with my grandfather Louis when he took me out in his Saab Sport on his sales trips. But the world has accelerated since then, fraying such continuities of interests and values.


I kept quiet, and soon we turned into his grandmother’s development in Manassas. Before we left my house—“our house,” as I always say when I’m with him—he was depressed about going back, and upset that I was leaving; he’d kept on asking me how many hours we still had. Once I stopped the car, though, he wanted to get away. “Alex, wave goodbye to your papa,” his grandmother said from the front door. “Bye Papa,” he said quickly, running up the stairs. He didn’t look back.


I drove off, feeling as if it were me who’d been left behind.
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RELUCTANCE


July 28, 2016—Harleston, Norfolk, England.


Sarah’s vacation is over; she went back to Mali yesterday. We won’t meet again until she joins me in Nepal in October. When I saw her off at Heathrow, I felt deflated and detached; I’m always like this before one of us travels. It’s as if I’ve already gone—my way of avoiding the pain of separation, I suppose. It helps me, but it must seem cold, particularly to someone as open-hearted as Sarah.


I’m in Harleston for a couple of weeks before I leave for Kathmandu; we own a tiny old house here. I bought it ten years ago, close to my father’s place in the village of Pulham St. Mary.


Today I’m driving to nearby Banham Zoo. They have snow leopards. Given Peter Matthiessen’s frustrating experience, I figure this is my best chance of seeing one.


It’s holiday season. A lot of camper vans are parked outside, and the place is awash with kids. The leopards live in a large jumble of rocks, behind a chain-link fence. They hide most of the time, but one comes out and lounges in the sun for a bit. Even under these straitened circumstances, she is arresting—not much bigger than a Labrador, but bulked up by her fur and her vital, springy tail. A small head, and large, unblinking yellow eyes, glaring at the pests swarming about her cage.


I grew up among her African cousins, and her fierce grace takes me back to my childhood in Nyasaland (now Malawi). We moved there from a ration-straitened Britain in 1953, when I was two—my father escaping the penury of the post-War Bar for a job as a colonial prosector.


[image: image]


Wild animals, red earth, white light: my earliest memories.


We lived on the edge of the capital, Zomba, sharing the mountain foothills with leopards and hyenas. Bedtime stories came from Geraldine Elliot’s The Long Grass Whispers—stories of Kalulu the wise rabbit, Kamba the clairvoyant tortoise, and Njati the water buffalo with the filthy temper.


At night, those leopards would cough in the nearby bush.


“Did you hear the lion, Denys?” asked my mother one morning at breakfast.


“No. What lion?”


“On the verandah. I could hear his claws clicking. I bet he was looking for Seamus.” Seamus was one of a series of dachshunds; none of them lasted long.


Before I was five and first went to school, I spent my time with my mother, our servants, and other British tiddlers. We were skinny, hyperactive and unruly, tiny princes and princesses living grand lives in the sun of the East African plateau. My mother was always attentive, yet I sensed some emotional distance: and, as children so often do, I assumed I must be a disappointment to her. It was only much later that she told me how surprised she was that a child—her child, too—should prove to be such acceptable company. “Children are a bore, really,” she said. “Even one’s own. I mean, most of them can’t have a sensible conversation until they’re at least twelve. That’s an awful long time to wait, if you ask me.”


She was quite lonely in Africa. Not because of any alienation from the country or its African inhabitants, for whom she held a lasting affection. She didn’t think much of her more pompous British compatriots: but the real problem was her relationship with my father. Their marriage was a mistake, and had quickly left both these intelligent, decent people adrift in their own lifeboats. They were friends, had always been friends, but their inner lives were lost to one another, and they looked elsewhere for whatever seemed missing. My parent’s difficulties weren’t apparent to me during my childhood. They were kind and affectionate, though they seemed preoccupied; and at times I felt invisible.


My father’s job took him on circuit; he would usually fly to distant towns “in a Beaver.” For years I imagined him entering the stomach of a large and friendly rodent, a bit like the Catbus that zips around the sky in Hayao Miyazaki’s touching animé cartoon My Neighbor Totoro. When he was away, my mother and I would misbehave. We would go on long drives to see the scary hippos in Lake Nyasa. There was a place there where she ordered gin and tonic (for me), and smoked.


“Best you learn to drink now,” she said. “It’ll stop you overdoing it later. Far too many people are alcoholics, Nigel. Even Nea, I’m afraid, but don’t tell anyone I said so.” Nea was her mother.


Our African servants were more relaxed and funnier than the British, and with them I always felt welcome. They did what I asked with good grace—parading round the garden as my militia, with branches for rifles, teaching me how to catch snakes with a forked stick. I liked their food better than ours, and used to go and eat nshima [cornmeal] with them in their thatched huts on the edge of our compound. Nshima came with a musty chili gravy that burned my lips; best of all, I could eat with my hands.


Not everyone seemed to share my opinion of Africans. I remember an incident at the Zomba Gymkhana Club, the center of colonial social life. I was sitting out on the far edge of the cricket ground, watching the King’s African Rifles marching band at practice. One of the trombonists couldn’t get his notes right. A white officer stalked over to him, yelling something about shoving his instrument down his throat. The man was dismissed; he came and sat on the grass next to me. He worked the slide and emptied the spit valve without looking at me.


“That’s the kid-shifter,” I said, pointing at the saliva dribbling onto the ground.


“No,” he replied. “The kid-shifter is the slide.”


“Oh, is it?” I said. And then “Why was he horrid to you?”


I could see now that he had tears in his eyes, though he was smiling at me. “It is nothing. I was off tune.”


“You just have to practice a little bit more,” I said, by way of comfort.


I remember how wrong it felt, though, how shocked I was by the violence of the officer’s words. Why would you ever talk to someone like that? It wasn’t that he was black and the officer white; white people were always in charge. But why be so cruel?


I was too young, and too complicit, to grasp the fuller contours of my childhood world.


August 1, 2016—Harleston, Norfolk, England.


Went to the Imperial War Museum at Duxford to see their Mark X Lancaster. I pre-purchased an online ticket for a special tour of the plane, but this turned out to be limited to the rear end of the fuselage; to my frustration, I wasn’t allowed anywhere near the pilot’s seat. My small group included a middle-aged father and two bored teenagers. I can’t conceive of being bored by a Lancaster, but to them it was clearly lifeless: as mute as the ammonites in my school lab once were to me.


I tapped the side of the fuselage as the docent flushed us out of the rear door; it was as thin as a biscuit-tin. The thought of night combat has always thrilled me—but the cold feel of this plane tempered such excitement. How could anyone have faced such terror, night after night, among storms of incandescent German metal?


Today the Second World War is passing from living memory, but it filled my imagination as a young boy in Nyasaland—and for me, still defines what it means to be a man. The War was everywhere; my parents and all their friends had been part of it. When I was in bed with measles, Henry Astell, a vast, red and fat “uncle,” came to visit me, and the wicker chair he sat in collapsed in a welter of dust, hairy legs and spilled gin. I didn’t laugh, though: I was in awe. Henry’s brother Bill had died on the Dambusters raid on May 17, 1943, flying his Lancaster B III into a 110,000 volt transmission line near Marbeck. I knew all the details, and I’d seen the movie. Most of my early movies were about that war—The Cruel Sea, The Battle of the River Plate, Reach for the Sky.


I yearned to be a war hero. I would spend hours playing alone, fighting implacable enemies. These fantasies could block everything else out, and led at times to episodes of blank mindlessness. I blew things up; I chopped things down. Like the culvert next to our house with its tiny, mud replica of Germany’s Möhne Dam, both of which I destroyed by igniting a half dozen of those CO2 soda siphon cartridges my parents used to fizz up their nasty drinks. Or my father’s prized banana trees, which I slew with a panga (I was a Spartan at Thermopylae, they were Persian Immortals). Or the low brick wall edging the garage, through which I drove my parents’ Ford Consul (transformed into a Vickers Wellington night bomber).


There were some real fights too, and I welcomed them. One evening a great battle developed at school, three or four of us trapped in a wooden hut as a crowd of screaming children swirled around us, a living storm of Red Indians. There was deep satisfaction in knowing how outnumbered we were as we ran out to attack them. Things got out of hand; there was dust, blood, teacher intervention. I remember a warm flush in my stomach, much as I would get sitting and watching lightning through my bedroom window: the sensation of being fully present.


I once read how the Buddha was asked by a passerby, perceiving some difference in him, whether he was a god. No, he replied, not a god. A magician, then? No, not a magician. An angel, perhaps? No again. The man would not let him alone, and finally the Buddha said to him “I am awake.” Being enlightened is being awake.


Such moments were as close as I have come to being awake, and present; in my case, though, this quiet ecstasy could not be shared. It rose out of contemplating some great act of violence which enlivened without truly threatening me. Present, yet simultaneously absent.


Like many ex-soldiers, Dad didn’t speak unprompted about the war—but nor did he duck my many questions. He had been commissioned into the Royal Artillery in 1943, and landed in Normandy on June 6, 1944, D-Day, fighting on into Germany until the surrender in May 1945. Late into my middle age, I continued to ask him about the outlandish melodrama he had lived through. I wondered, and I still do, if I would have measured up. Would I have been able to function, or would I have disgraced myself? We’re told that you never know until you’re tested—but I feared I might fall short, and I once told my father this.


“No,” he said, “I think you’d have done what I did. You’d be scared, and you’d keep your head down. But sometimes you’d find yourself doing things that seem mad when you look back on them. Like crossing a lane under heavy fire, or pulling a wounded man to safety. You couldn’t stand the lads thinking you were a coward, you see. It seemed worse than getting shot. And they’d die to help you too, if they had to—most of them. Even though you’d never see one another again after the war. You lived in different worlds, really. But you had to look out for them. It’s all quite irrational.”


I still have a drawing from those African days. Like countless such school projects, it shows little artistic promise. Here we are on a family outing, driving across low hills towards a big blue lake. Mummy has curly yellow hair in pigtails, a triangular dress, stick arms and legs, and red crosses for eyes. Daddy is fat and shirtless, with a pork-pie hat and dark stubble. Neither portrait resembles their subject in the least. On the back seat is my tiny sister Mandy, bright red, just as I first saw her in the hospital, with my dog Monty. The sun is shining, the sky is filled with white clouds (these are quite well-drawn). Beside the road, as you might expect, a couple of crocodiles and a zebra are out for a stroll. Mummy is waving to some stick-like Africans, who stand outside their straw huts, waving back. Another normal weekend in colonial Nyasaland? But wait—there is me, on the car roof, manning a machine-gun. From one corner, a couple of Stukas are diving at us! One is trailing smoke and flame. The other is firing his wing cannon. A bomb is sailing through the air.


August 6, 2016—Harleston, Norfolk, England.


This evening I walk over to my father’s grave. He died three years ago and lies in the churchyard of Pulham St. Mary the Virgin, where Sarah and I were married last July. Although tucked into a wooded corner of the graveyard, you can’t miss the large slab of polished black marble. It’s quite a flash grave, befitting a knight of the realm. The ledger is inscribed with all fourteen lines of Christina Rosetti’s Remember:




“Remember me when I am gone,


Gone far away into the silent land . . . ”





This gentle poem acknowledges the reality of forgetfulness: how, despite your best intentions, your loved one will eventually slip from your mind. Don’t berate yourself, she says: it’s inevitable.




“. . . if you should forget me for a while


And afterwards remember, do not grieve . . . ” 1





Max Sebald, whose The Rings of Saturn brought him to these parts in 1992, wrote this about the seventeenth-century English physician Thomas Browne:




“To him it seems a miracle that we should last so much as a single day. There is no antidote, he writes, against the opium of time . . . Not even those who have found a place amidst the heavenly constellations have perpetuated their names: Nimrod is lost in Orion, and Osiris in the Dog Star. Indeed, old families last not three oaks. To set one’s name to a work gives no-one a title to be remembered, for who knows how many of the best men have gone without a trace?” 2





My father’s view of remembrance wasn’t too dissimilar. Dad loved cemeteries, and he loved walking, two hobbies that can be combined quite easily in England. As a boy I would often find myself picking through an old churchyard with him when he was home on leave. “Look,” he might say. “See this one? You can just see the date: look, 1795. No name though, it’s gone. No one left to get it re-carved.” He would then have me search among the crumbling headstones for the oldest legible name. When I found a plausibly old one—let’s say George Abbott, died August 1866—he would say it was possible that someone living nearby was related to him; that the name still meant something. It was fading, though, and it wouldn’t be visible for much longer. In those first years, remembering the dead matters so much, he would say: and then it doesn’t. As if the gravestones mark the transition from natural life, to life remembered, to oblivion.


My father and mother are more present to me when I’m in England, and my stay in Harleston is deliberate. Possessing them, and then losing them; the memories are faint now, yet still reverberant.


[image: image]


When I was eight, Alex’s age, my mother, my baby sister Mandy and I sailed home from Nyasaland. It was July 1959, and it was time for me to go to boarding school.


We arrived in Southampton to a cool summer and an unfamiliar country. I knew I had to pay attention; I would soon be on my own, like a spy behind enemy lines. The people here, I noted, wore shoes everywhere, and disliked the outdoors. They cleaned their own houses and cooked food crushed into tins. My grandmother drank gin in the morning, farted a lot, and had a bitter tongue. The grass in the back garden was soft and cool, unlike the crabgrass back home in Commissioner Road. Across the street was a petrol station, run by a man with the name of a fish (Mr. Salmon). For several days I wiped windshields and filled peoples’ cars. They smiled and quacked at me. How pale and ugly they were!


The weeks passed, and I began to feel I had the measure of this cramped, fussy place. The food was a lot better than in Africa, and the shops were outrageous—there was more in one small Lymington store than in the whole of Nyasaland. We spent several hours at a school uniform shop, followed by a sumptuous tea at The Angel. I’d never had a uniform before, nor a tuck box. This was shaping up to be a whole lot of fun.
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