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Author’s note


This is an account of a journey taken at the age of twenty-two, fresh out of university with the dregs of a student loan. I set off on a trek that, unbeknown at the time, was to become a defining point of reference for perhaps all my subsequent expeditions.


The year 2004 was a seminal one in my own life, and one of great social upheaval and change on the fringes of Europe, in Russia, and along the countries of the old Silk Road. However, this book does not purport to present a geo-political narrative, or indeed a comprehensive history of the ancient overland routes to the Indian subcontinent. Nor does it seek to analyse the complexities of Western foreign policy in the region, or the inter-tribal conflicts that have marred the paths of high Asia for centuries. There are other books that already do that very well. This is simply an account of my own youthful wanderings in a general easterly direction - albeit with a sprinkling of the kind of anecdotal history that interested me at the time.


The book was written over a two-year period after I left the army in 2010, some six years after the events had occurred. It was my first attempt at writing. It relies for the most part on my journals and notes kept at the time. The manuscript lay dormant for a subsequent six years until I was fortunate enough to retrace a part of my earlier adventures for a television documentary and it seemed an appropriate time to dust off the diaries. 


The text itself is largely unchanged, therefore I should probably apologise for the perambulating style and literary immaturity of the narrative. But, rather than change it, I have chosen to keep it as it is and retain the essence of the memory. Because for me, that is what travel is all about: good memories – whichever direction they take you.










I travel not to go anywhere, but to go. I travel for travel’s sake. The great affair is to move . . . to come down off this featherbed of civilisation and find the globe granite underfoot and strewn with cutting flints . . . [It] is no great industry, but it is one that serves to occupy and compose the mind. And when the present is so exacting, who can annoy himself about the future?


Robert Louis Stevenson, Travels with a Donkey in the Cévennes, 1878










Preface


Taybad/Dogharoun, November 2004


 


The border post appeared as a mirage on the horizon, disfigured by the heat of the desert, rising like a phantom flame from the road. There was little but sand in all directions and the only reminder at all that life existed here was the group of speckled figures in the distance. Rifles were slung over their shoulders and dark beards concealed their faces. But even these shadowy apparitions did not seem real, and the entrance to Afghanistan appeared like a figment of my imagination. Wild, dangerous and romantic.


A rusty barbed-wire fence disappeared into the scrubby desert to the north and south, separating Iran from Afghanistan; by several centuries, it appeared. Bearded and turban-clad tribesmen squatted on their haunches like a scene from the Arabian nights. A shepherd eyed his flock of skinny goats, and the soldiers, dressed in a ragtag array of grey caps, woollen jumpers and old Russian greatcoats, sat in the shade of the immigration office – a crumbling shed with a painting of the Afghan flag on one whitewashed wall. It would have seemed quaint had it not been pockmarked with bullet holes.


As it was, I felt a combination of fear and excitement at the prospect of entering a country notorious for bloodshed and a predilection for disposing of foreigners by the most grisly of means. War was never far away; this was 2004 and as allied soldiers were pouring in from the West, so too were Islamic jihadists from the East. The stage was set for a resurgence of violence, and another ten years of bloody fighting. I had not planned on going to Afghanistan, but there I was: young, alone and penniless in the Khorasan desert, sixty miles away from Herat – the nearest thing to civilisation, and you could hardly call it that.


This sunbaked no-man’s-land was the place where Zoroastrianism and Buddhism prevailed in the centuries before Islam; where Alexander conquered the Persians and Babur began his epic journey across the Hindu Kush. It is the geographical transition between the Middle East and Central Asia – the heart of the Silk Road – and a place of mystery and wilderness since recorded travel began. For me, too, this was more than just another border crossing: it was the last great frontier before the Indian subcontinent, and one step closer to my dream.










Part 1










1


A Letter


. . . and above all, travel.


Those words, written in a letter, had resounded in my imagination ever since I first read them. Second Lieutenant James Whitehurst of the Royal Artillery has a lot to answer for.


It’s funny how small things can change your life in such big ways. Little was I to know when I lost my wallet at the age of sixteen, that it would have such a great influence on the rest of my life.


It was a pretty normal Saturday afternoon for a teenage boy from Staffordshire. We’d planned it for a while; the attractions of Alton Towers were too strong to resist and one day a few of us from school cycled the fourteen miles through the Moorlands to try and sneak into the theme park. We set off, past the chip shop on the high street and the pub where gruff men smoked and drank pints of cheap lager. It only took an hour along the twisting country lanes, over the rolling hills before the looming gates emerged at the side of the road. We went straight past, another half a mile or so to where a little trail led off into the woods. We knew it like the back of our hands, given the fact we’d all worked there over the summer, selling hot dogs and pressing the go button for the monorail. We hid our bikes in the bushes and covered our tracks. There was a little hole in the fence where we could climb in; and from there it was a simple case of avoiding the security guards with their big dogs and emerging out of the rhododendron bushes without any of the staff noticing. Not that they’d care though. We all made it, and found ourselves dusting off twigs inside the castle grounds before lunch. Mission accomplished. Now we were at liberty to go on the rides and have a fun afternoon in the park without spending all of our pocket money on the entry ticket. Karma got me back though when, an hour later, having enjoyed being hurled around on the corkscrew rollercoaster, I wobbled off, only to discover, much to my horror, that my wallet was gone. Had it fallen out? Perhaps it had been stolen. Either way, it was extremely annoying at the time and a severe blow to my finances, especially since my bus pass was in there and it would mean paying the full fare on the number seven to Cheadle.


Luckily for me, though, the wallet turned up in the post a week after I lost it. Surprisingly, it was complete with all of its contents, including the bus pass, and with it came a short letter from the man who’d found it. I was impressed by its style and politeness, and the way Second Lieutenant James Whitehurst of the Royal Artillery addressed me as an adult. It was on smart paper complete with an embossed watermark. He threw in, dryly, that he’d written it in the early hours of the morning, apologising if the writing was untidy – he was up at that time because, as an officer in the army, he had very important duties to attend to. I pictured a dashing young soldier dug in a shell scrape on manoeuvres in some secret location, preparing his men for war.


Eager to find out more about my new hero, I wrote back immediately, thanking him for his integrity and having taken the time to write at all, when even the most honest of folk these days would have simply handed the wallet in to the local police station and let them deal with it. I’d been interested in a career in the army ever since I was a kid, but nobody I knew had joined, especially as an officer, and I hadn’t the first clue how to go about applying, so, seeing the opportunity I asked if he wouldn’t mind offering me some tips.


The reply came by return of post in the form of six full pages of sound and practical advice: Learn to read a map and a compass, get fit, run a mile and a half in nine minutes, join the TA, read the news, know your military history . . . take a gap year, and above all, travel.


There it was in black and white – a plan for the future, who’d have thought it? Determined on my new path, I set about following this advice to the letter for the next two years. Whilst finishing off my A Levels at school by day, at night I studied contours and ridgelines; went running and started doing press ups, I read the broadsheets and tried my best to keep up to date with political scandal. I got stuck into history and read anything I could get my hands on. It wasn’t hard; I’d always loved history, especially tales of adventure from foreign climes. I devoured the diaries of explorers and ancient navigators who had journeyed to the east.


And, above all, I travelled. I remember showing my parents the letter when I turned eighteen.


‘Look, Dad, it says what I have to do right here, travel.’


‘And what about university?’ They didn’t seem too impressed and stared at me disapprovingly.


‘I’ll go next year. I promise.’


My father looked unconvinced and my mother distraught.


‘A gap year. Whatever is one of those anyway? Your mother and I never had gap years in our day.’


‘Yes, you did. You had the hippy trail.’


‘Well, we weren’t bloody hippies.’


‘Neither am I. I just want to see a bit of the world.’


They studied me in silence, shaking their heads in resignation. Finally, my father broke the tension.


‘Well, you can bloody pay for it. And you can start paying rent while you’re at it.’


I was ecstatic. I got a job. In fact, I got a lot of jobs. I became a labourer, warehouse assistant, rail-track layer, burger-flipper, supermarket shelf-stacker, and van driver; I even went back to work at Alton Towers for a while, where I repaid my debt of sneaking in through long hours dressed in an orange uniform selling keyrings and stuffed toys to Chinese tourists.


With a few quid in my pocket and a brand-new rucksack, I set off alone. I was under no illusion that six months in Africa, Australia and South-East Asia was considered trail-blazing. I didn’t explore any uncharted peaks or walk across any deserts or paddle to the source of any rivers. I did, however, learn the basics of independent travel and the benefits of trying to understand other cultures, rather than staying put in isolated ghettos with other tourists. I found that one of the best ways to meet people was to hitchhike. It was generally unpredictable, often lonely, sometimes fun and frequently downright dangerous. But it was always interesting. Travel is by its very nature fascinating; an education. And I was eager to learn.


Much to my parents’ relief, on my return from my gap year, I enrolled at the University of Nottingham to continue my passion and study history. But all the way through university, I carried on travelling; each time, in an insatiable search of adventure, I would spend a month or two roaming the wilds, sometimes alone and sometimes in the company of a like-minded student. I trekked through the highlands of Scotland and the plains of Eastern Europe. Once, in a fit of juvenile irresponsibility, I even hitchhiked home from Cairo, by way of Jerusalem and Baghdad, in the middle of the Second Gulf War. That was my real education. Looking back, I was driven not only by a real desire to learn about the world, but also a fear of missing out. I didn’t want to get old without seeing the world.


Mark Twain puts it nicely:


 


Twenty years from now you will be more disappointed by the things that you didn’t do than by the ones you did . . . So throw off the bowlines. Sail away from the safe harbour. Catch the trade winds in your sails. Explore. Dream. Discover.


 


The only times that my trade winds were disrupted were during the first two weeks of each summer holiday, when I would be obliged to complete a fortnight’s summer camp with the Officer Training Corps. I had enrolled in my first year of studies, following the advice of the letter I’d received three years before, and it was here that I met Winfield.


Jon Winfield hailed from the craggy moors of the Peak District. Although we became friends in the vaguely military environment of the deceptively serious-sounding ‘East Midlands Universities Officer Training Corps’, Jon had no designs on joining the army, unlike me. In fact, among military circles he was identified for his very unmilitary behaviour. EMUOTC was technically a unit in the Territorial Army and therefore to the uninitiated, quite stern stuff, but in reality, it was a drinking club for students who were contemplating joining the real army – and of course people like Jon, who merely fancied the social scene. He would often turn up to training unshaven, with his hair way beyond regulation length. I don’t recall him ever ironing his uniform and on exercise in Wales, his water canteen would regularly be replaced with a good bottle of port. Jon was a natural rebel; I knew he would make an excellent travelling companion.


Knee deep in mud in the Lake District, we would talk about travelling together. Backpacking through Thailand, bartending in Greece, volunteering in Kenya . . . cliché after cliché. Until one particularly wet soldierly day on the immense green slopes of Helvellyn, my thoughts turned to a book I’d stumbled across in the university library called The Great Game. Quite why I was reading that when the module I was supposed to be writing about was Frankish knights I don’t recall, but the distraction proved fortuitous. It told stories of bold young Englishmen sneaking over high mountain passes to defend the Empire, with India as its centrepiece, against brutish Russian marauders.


One person in particular stood out. I think I must have been impressed with the beard. Contemporary portraits show a barrel-chested man with immense facial fuzz and a turban that would have put the Ayatollah to shame. It belonged to Arthur Conolly, a dashing young officer in the British East India Company, who was the first person to coin the term ‘the Great Game’. I wondered if he and his mates had made their travel plans whilst training in the green fields of Blighty? Conolly undertook several forays into the far south of Russia, as well as the khanates of the Muslim Central Asian states – often in disguise, rarely with official permission, and always at great personal risk. One day, in the summer of 1839, he set off on an overland trip from England to India, to see if it was possible to travel along the Silk Road in the age of Empire.


I suddenly had the urge to do the same. I shouted through the mist to Jon, ‘India?’


‘Hmmm,’ he mused. ‘I do enjoy a good curry, but I was thinking I’d like to tick Russia off first. It’d give me an excuse to read War and Peace.’ It wasn’t quite the answer I’d hoped for, but I could see I’d tickled his fancy.


‘How about both?’ I stuttered, out of breath as we climbed a steep gorge, the square-jawed Sergeant Major now shouting at us to stop chattering and get on with the march.


‘And everything in between?’ I said, just as the soldiers’ stick narrowly missed the back of my head.


We marched on in silence, but the seed had now been planted. I can still remember the feeling of restlessness and excitement that was born from that misty epiphany. I got home to my grimy flat on Kimbolton Avenue and thoughts of travel bounced around my mind. That night I lay awake, staring up at the flickering lightbulb and listening to the familiar sounds of the student flat. It was a cold December night and a drunk outside had begun singing merrily to himself before stopping abruptly, probably to vomit. In the distance, a faint siren could be heard, heralding pub closing time in the town centre. Finally, I drifted into unconsciousness and a journey began to unfold.


I traced the route on a mental globe, a bold scarlet line over a smooth surface of azure oceans and dark green continents. A booming horn signalled the departure of a monstrous ferry, which glided away from the familiar chalky cliffs of Dover and then, in an instant, I was soaring high above the Paris skyline, then low,  skimming like a smooth pebble over red-tiled Germanic rooftops and castles. Soon enough, as the plains of Central Europe gave way to the pine forests and onion domes of the edge of Christendom, I felt nothing more than the rough texture of a mountain or two as I soared joyfully over the Caucasus and then, in a second, I glided down, out of the wilds of Circassia and into the scorching deserts of Persia.


Deep canyons and towering passes showed me that Bactria was close. Was this the route taken by Alexander the Great? I could almost hear the trickle of the River Oxus in the north, but no, I was still going east; more mountains. This time bigger – the Himalayas. But even these Tibetan thrones could not stop my strident progress, as I plunged into deepest India with its jungles, paddy fields and tea plantations. Within a moment I came to an abrupt halt. I was lost, alone, amongst the masses, in a frenzy of oriental commerce and mystical intrigue. I saw turbaned ancients amidst a sea of multicoloured rugs and carpets. Animals – humped-back cows, oxen and fettered chickens – fighting for their very existence amongst the busy throng of Punjabis. A kohl-eyed Pathan swathed in thick black robes scurried into the shadows before a platoon of Sikhs marched through the bazaar causing the crowd to part wildly . . .


I woke up with a start, finding it still dark, but the sounds of morning were already whispering through the curtains. I realised that it was time to face the winter chill, and with it, revision, exams and reality. At the back of my mind, though, I remembered the scene, and, unusually, none of its vividness had faded with the night. I left the house without eating breakfast, too excited and too full of thoughts of travel.


The eastern road towards the Indian subcontinent has lured travellers from the west since time immemorial. Thomas, apostle of Jesus, is believed to have travelled from the Holy Land to India in AD 52. But even he was no trail-blazer. Four hundred years before him, in the spring of 326 BC, Alexander the Great set off from Greece with an army of Europeans, bent on conquering the lands of Hind across the Indus river.


Since ancient times, a succession of armies, merchants, missionaries, and that most vague of breeds, travellers, have been tempted to make the overland journey from the fringes of Europe to the Indian subcontinent – travelling by foot, horse, mule and camel. Sea travel was increasingly common, even two thousand years ago, and it was feasible to journey from the civilised ports of the Middle East to India in only a few months. But for many explorers, sea travel wasn’t satisfactory; it didn’t allow them the riches of the Silk Road, or the glory of exploring new and uncharted lands in the name of kings and queens.


Before the modern age, the Middle East and South Asia were perhaps the best-charted regions in the world outside Europe. The newly discovered Americas were vast unknown quantities, full of savage jungle dwellers. Africa was still the ‘dark continent’, fearsome and threatening. In contrast, the Holy Lands, Arabia and Persia were centres of learning and civilisation. Even the lowliest of peasants in an Irish bog had heard of Jerusalem and Babylon. They, too, had heard stories of the ruthless Genghis Khan, whose barbarian hordes and their descendants had chewed away at the outskirts of Europe until very recently. Asia was a place of danger and awe and mystery, but it was also full of charm and romance. Stories abounded: One Thousand and One Nights confirmed what the inquisitive European already believed – that the East was magical, its women beautiful and seductive, its horses magnificent and its men untrustworthy.


While Europe was still hauling itself out of the Middle Ages, India was flourishing. Vast empires traded goods and technology; science and creativity bloomed. But a barrier still existed between East and West. There were vast tracts of endless desert and freezing mountain ranges, populated by increasingly hostile tribes and religious fanatics – as well as the powerful menace of the Mongols. Despite the growing commercial promise of the East, only the most intrepid Europeans dared to travel the perilous overland route. It wasn’t until the establishment of the East India Companies in the eighteenth century that large-scale commercial activity became viable between Europe and the subcontinent, and most of that was conducted by sea.


Only when the landlocked Central Asian states hit the headlines of London and St Petersburg, during the Russian expansionism of the nineteenth century, did it become necessary for Europeans – namely British and Russian political agents – to venture into the mountainous no-man’s-land in order to protect their respective empires against invasion. The Great Game became a byword for this exploration and overland travel in Asia. The bearded Conolly was only one of many adventurers who put their lives on the line in the name of empire and eternal fame. And he, for one, paid the ultimate price.


The few individuals that did make the overland journey, when not being attacked, murdered, robbed, starved or forcibly converted, became part of an exclusive club of travellers. They saw with their own eyes what most people were content to read about in fantastic stories, where dog-headed men, mermaids and fire-breathing dragons regularly entered the arena.


It wasn’t really until the twentieth century, and the advent of motorised transport and the social upheaval of the Second World War, that a new breed of travellers emerged who were able to observe, with a greater degree of objectivity, the reality of traversing a continent by clinging to its dusty caravan tracks. These strange, long-haired, spiritual sandal wearers, known to posterity as hippies, achieved what generations of travellers before them had failed to do. They popularised overland travel in Asia and made India accessible to the European masses. For the first time in history, the route was open to those whose livelihoods did not depend on spices, silk or spying.


Then suddenly, in 1979, it all changed once again. The Russians invaded Afghanistan, Iran was taken over by a theocratic regime, and the overland trail was again off limits to all but the most intrepid wanderers. The year 2001 brought another dimension. On that bright September morning when the twin towers came crashing down, the world changed forever. East and West were forced apart yet again, this time in a battle over a way of life. The Silk Road countries bear the brunt of this struggle and only time will tell how they fare. In the opening years of the twenty-first century, it is sad to think that overland travel from Europe to India is probably more disrupted and hazardous, and less viable, than it was when Marco Polo did it.


Encouraged by romantic notions of adventure, however, I saw my new task as a completion of my studies: a personal journey into the past as well as the future. In the university library, I searched the shelves for a copy of Arthur Conolly’s overland diary and began to scribble down routes and dates and prices. How long would it take? Where would I start? Where would I finish?


I had already spent a very brief spell in the Indian subcontinent when I backpacked around the world before university, and it wasn’t a pleasant experience. I spent two weeks hiding in the mountains of Nepal in 2001, when the Nepali royal family was massacred in Kathmandu and the whole country went into lockdown. There were Maoist riots in the countryside and a nine o’clock curfew across the cities. People were getting shot in the streets and my passport had been stolen.


Luckily, I was taken in by a local farmer named Binod, who kept me away from the violence until things subsided. I finally retrieved my passport and embarked on a gruelling fifty-three-hour bus journey to Delhi. In India, I got violently sick and had to fly home after only two days, having seen little more than the inside of my $2 hotel room – and the shared toilet.


Still, despite this, and perhaps because of it, I knew that I had to return to India. It has always been a part of the British consciousness. I thought back to childhood days of cricket in the park in Stoke-on-Trent, of being sent by my grandmother to the local corner shop, where I gazed in wonder at the rows of spices and exotic tins, with a smiling Bengali behind the counter. And, of course, there were my grandfather’s stories from the war – of docking in Calcutta, fighting the Japanese in Burma, and marching through thick, jungle-clad mountains alongside his Gurkha allies into Kohima.


And then I realised. It was the same fascination with Britain’s past that had caused me to set off when I was eighteen. But this time I was more focused. I held those childhood images dear and wanted to see first-hand if the reality would live up to my expectations, whether Marco Polo’s tall tales and my grandfather’s gruesome stories, and those of Alexander the Great and Arthur Conolly, would bear any resemblance to the modern-day truth in an age of relentless change. It was the draw of the East, of the Silk Road and the Great Game. The same allure of the mystical Orient that has sent generations of British travellers to the subcontinent for hundreds of years.


So, I had a plan. It was a very vague one, but it was a plan, nonetheless. I called Jon.


‘India overland. I’m being serious. Let’s do it.’ There was a silence at the end of the phone for a few seconds.


‘You’re mad,’ he said.


‘June.’


‘I can’t,’ he said. ‘I’m doing a work placement until September. And anyway, what about Russia? I told you, I want to read War and Peace.’


‘We’ll do it all,’ I said, imploring him to see the importance. ‘Russia first, then overland through God-knows-where, till we get to the beach in Goa. It’s fail-safe. Tell you what. I’m going to hitchhike. Let’s meet up somewhere in Eastern Europe when you’re done faffing about in London and we’ll go to Russia together and see where we end up.’


[image: _img1]


Romantic notions of being on the road took hold, and in June the next year, with exams out of the way, I set off to hitchhike to India, wild and carefree, and thoroughly unprepared for my journey.


That summer was one of the best of my life. Time flew by in a hazy mixture of warm afternoons, snoozing in parks and staying with old friends. France was little more than a quick escape from the dingy dockyards of Calais, followed by shortcuts through vineyards in Champagne, but Germany passed by slowly and in vivid detail. The dream was suddenly a reality.


Red-tiled roofs jutted skyward and colourful flowers danced on the eves of half-wood, half-brick houses. White carnations dangled in Teutonic uniformity from symmetrical hanging baskets on wooden balustrades and evenly mowed green lawns – all at the peak of their pride in midsummer. The thought of the Black Forest mountains with their emerald lakes still sends a shiver down my spine.


In Nuremberg, all the details – the angular city walls, the immaculate drawbridges and the towering castles remain silhouetted against a clear sky. On top of ancient battlements, the red-tiled spires rose upwards to the heavens, and concealed in their torsos – unseen attics, filled with bats. The shadows crept beyond the city walls and the red and white panels that underpin the massive eves faded into oblivion. The streetlights flickered on, and at the end of steep, cobbled streets, the castles began to glow a deep red with their impossibly thick walls. Further east, pink hues of Czech villages stood proudly against backdrops of coniferous hedgerow, a shield from the untamed forests beyond.


I travelled mostly at night and usually in the company of sullen lorry drivers. The stars would fade into the atmosphere as the dim light of dawn gradually approached, and it got wilder and more romantic as I went east. I was always delighted to be greeted with ever more attractive scenes of Swabian medievalism on entering a new town. I had breakfast in cobbled alleyways with the aroma of freshly baked pretzels, and lunches of Bratwurst, served by Bohemian girls with deep grey eyes. Days and weeks passed by. I hitched from town to town. Sleep would come rough, more often than not; next to rivers, hedgerows and even roundabouts. And when I became sick of the mosquitoes or slugs that were my constant bed partners, I would sometimes pay for the cheapest bed in a dormitory, but often find it worse. When the dorms became too loud, I would return to the streets or the parks, and disused factories.


I met many interesting people. There was a Buddhist monk from Thailand undertaking his version of the European Grand Tour dressed ascetically in his orange robes; Kurt, a great German photographer, took me in for three days. Marta showed me places in rural Poland that no tourists would ever see. Christian put me up in his university and introduced me to the delights of German beer. And then there was Marc Engberg, the American scholar and comedian whose charm and intellect fed my imagination, and whose conversation ensured many a pleasant afternoon drinking coffee in Warsaw Central Square.


Halcyon days. It was life at its freest. I wandered about Eastern Europe for a while. Places with strange names sucked me in: Szepietowo, where I fell in love, and Suwalky where I was almost robbed of my only pair of shoes by a gang of feral thieves. There were lots of castles. Castles on lakes, castles in forests, castles by the sea. Sometimes I would sleep on their walls or in little enclaves removed from view. When not being arrested for vagrancy, I was blissfully happy.


I got to Estonia, where I dined with diplomats by day and slept on the ancient ramparts of the city walls by night. I would eat bread and soup at the National Library canteen, and write emails and letters to embassies trying to chase up my visas, and when I tired of that, I took the bus to the beach at Pirita, where the most beautiful girls in Europe gathered to bathe in the surprisingly warm Baltic Sea. I was an Englishman alone, before it became popular for stag parties, sitting in the beer gardens of the central Tallinn square, or overlooking the harbour from the upper town. I could have stayed for the rest of the summer and in fact almost two weeks passed by, hardly noticed.


But one beautiful afternoon, as I sat reading and drinking coffee, the realisation dawned on me that it was looking less likely that I would get any further.


‘Your Iranian visa will be ready in Warsaw,’ the officials said in Tallinn.


‘Not here,’ they said in Warsaw. ‘Try in Moscow.’


And as for a Russian visa: ‘Only in London,’ they said. ‘You have to collect in person.’


It became more and more clear that no matter how many phone calls I made or letters I wrote, I would have to return to England to get the paperwork sorted.


It was my own fault, of course, but I still felt a sense of dread at the thought of having to admit defeat. How could I face my family and friends who had bade me farewell, when I hadn’t even left the confines of Europe? To all concerned, I’d been lazing about on a mere beach holiday. Those long days of walking down motorways and sleeping under hedges – taunted all the while by threats from the police and criminals alike – had all been in vain.


I felt like a fraud and it was hard to hide my feelings of disappointment. What about Kurt, Christian, Marta and Marc – all the people that I’d told I was going to India? Most importantly, what would Winfield say?


But in the end, there was nothing to be done. The summer was coming to an end; the beach at Pirita was empty. I resolved to go home and start again as soon as I had obtained the necessary clearance. Next time I would be more thorough, I promised myself. Things weren’t so bad. Above all, at least I had travelled.
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Tramps Abroad


Blackened lorries trundled by, interrupting the silence of a September Sunday morning. To the west, endless fields rolled away like a patchwork quilt of green and brown. In the east, a Lincolnshire town was just about visible. Roofs pointed out from the tall hedgerow, and, in the distance, the spire of a church gave away that this was rural England. I already saw in my imagination the onion domes of Moscow, the jagged peaks of Georgia, the eternal deserts and minarets of Persia and the golden palaces of India.


I had a combination of hope and dread in anticipation of continuing my journey from where I had broken it off. By now it was nearing the start of autumn and already cold gusts of wind were blowing through the streets – reddening leaves were starting to take on a crisper appearance, marking the end of a fine summer. Six weeks had passed since I turned back from the Baltic Sea, embarrassed and chastened, and although I had kept myself busy chasing around the embassies, earning a little money, and generally avoiding having to explain myself, I was getting restless now and knew it was time to get back on the road. I’d gone to see Jon and explain myself at having retreated from the expedition, but my worries had been in vain.


I watched as Jon’s boots pounded up and down, transfixed by the gentle monotony. He had taken the lead and was now a few paces in front. Jon was the same age as me, twenty-two. He had finished his placement and recently moved to London, where he had been offered work with a big company starting in the New Year. He seemed happy to tag along – after all, Russia had been his idea. He hadn’t given me too much hassle about not making it further than Estonia and, in fact, told me himself that he was glad we’d be starting again, this time together.


Winfield had already travelled quite a bit in Europe and across the United States and despite his nonchalant demeanour, he was quite capable of looking after himself. He was interesting and well read; a large part of his rucksack (which bounced in front of me with each of his springing steps) was filled with an unabridged volume of War and Peace, which he aimed to finish by the end of the trip. I was glad not to be setting off alone again.


High above, I noticed the white vapour trail from an aeroplane, cutting through the clouds. Back on earth, cows munched lazily on the far side of the hedge; their tails swatting away invisible flies. A life of ignorant contentment. I looked down as torn sheets of a newspaper danced in the wake of another truck and one of them flapped a while, caught around Jon’s leg. ‘NHS in crisis,’ warned the muddy rag. ‘Blair plans cabinet reshuffle as minister quits,’ announced page four. ‘Pensioners march on Westminster,’ proclaimed the headline.


For ten million commuters, something was always going on in London. There was enough mild scandal and drama to fill the newspapers, but to the eyes of a graduate with no money and no job it all appeared rather tame. All I seemed to be able to think about was the unfolding excitement abroad. Abroad. Outside of the confines of western civilisation, that was where the real drama was. These were interesting times.


Iraq took centre stage. Despite the military successes of the previous year, it looked like it was going to turn nasty after all. Various insurgent groups had begun to rise up against the allied occupation in the struggle for power following the toppling of the Ba’athist regime. Saddam Hussein had recently been captured down a hole in Tikrit and was awaiting trial. Osama bin Laden was still at large somewhere in the mountains of Afghanistan or Pakistan.


Violence seemed to be on the increase and that year saw an unprecedented rise in the use of suicide bombers across the whole region and even in Europe: Madrid became the victim of an al-Qaeda attack, when a bomb exploded on one of its trains, and Spain quickly withdrew its troops from Iraq after the world’s most wanted man offered peace to those countries that capitulated. In Britain, the USA and Canada, there were a series of outrages at so-called prisoner abuse in Iraqi jails, culminating in some high-profile investigations and even military trials. Moreover, the UN had declared the war illegal and Blair’s Britain had become embarrassed.


Closer to home, Eastern Europe was gaining a foothold in the new world order as NATO expanded to include seven new countries and the EU also admitted ten new member states from former Soviet territories, much to the annoyance of Vladimir Putin. Russia was further upset after a series of bombings across the country, proving that the rebellion in Chechnya was still not over. Afghanistan, on the other hand, with its medieval warlords, had largely gone from people’s minds since the destruction of the Taliban in 2002.


I was eager to see something of the state of affairs that we read so much about; this turbulent East, with its bombings and uprisings, its assassinations and jihads.


Jon and I hadn’t said a word in over half an hour. A cattle bridge loomed overhead; its underbelly, daubed in vulgar graffiti, was the only entertainment. The road seemed to go on forever. Things weren’t promising – in over an hour, nobody had stopped to pick us up. Still, my thoughts were of nothing but utter freedom and eager anticipation. Trucks and coaches rumbled past. Jon suddenly chuckled to himself – he did that often. I knew that despite his silent protests, he felt the same as me. Looking out over the gusty fields to the east, a flock of geese hurriedly worked their way across the sky and I felt a shiver of excitement. We were going to India.


I had promised myself – and Jon – that things would be different. This time I, or we, would make it. The visas had eventually come through. Russia, Iran, Pakistan, they were all there: big, vulgar stamps that took up a page each.


‘I’ll come to Georgia or Turkey, maybe a bit further, but there’s no way I’m going anywhere near Iran,’ Jon said, as another lorry sprayed the road with brown sludge. Winfield was an avid traveller, but had the added virtue of common sense as well.


‘All right, we’ll see.’ I thought that once he was on the road, I’d persuade him to forget about his job and come all the way to the Himalayas.


‘And anyway, at this rate we won’t even get as far as France,’ he said with a sardonic smirk, as we plodded along the hard shoulder. It was a Sunday and there wasn’t much traffic.


We’d started the journey that morning, waking up from a boozy slumber on someone’s couch in a student flat. I remember wincing at the time; it was ten-thirty and we were supposed to be catching a flight from Stansted airport the following morning. We’d banked on hitchhiking down the east coast of Britain that day. Alex, my housemate from university, had offered to drop us off on the dual carriageway somewhere near to Grantham.


‘Try not to get yourself on Al Jazeera,’ Alex said with a grin. For a second, I imagined a newsreel of us being captured by Islamic militants and paraded on the Qatar news channel. ‘You lucky bastards,’ he added, evidently jealous. Alex was never averse to a spot of danger and I thought back to the year before, when he and I had hitchhiked home from Cairo, accidentally passing through Iraq in the middle of the war.


‘We’ll try not to,’ I grinned back, before reminding him of our usual arrangement.


‘Remember, keep your phone on. If we get in the shit – you’ll be the one bailing us out. You know the score, if you don’t hear from us within five days after entering anywhere dodgy, then get on the blower to the Foreign Office. We’ll keep you posted.’


We waved goodbye to Alex and Jon peered down at the passing trucks as they flew underneath the concrete bridge. I looked into the distance as the road disappeared over the horizon to the south, flanked by English countryside in all its glory.


‘Shall we?’


Jon nodded and we started to walk down the slip road. It was an odd way to begin a journey. We were hitchhiking down a motorway to an airport so we could fly back to Eastern Europe, all because I’d had to turn back from there a few weeks before. It was pedantic, but I was adamant we’d pick up the trail properly where I had left it, in Estonia – and Winfield didn’t seem to mind.


Cars and lorries flew by, dangerously close, honking their horns indignantly. I remembered how the French police had almost arrested me on a motorway in Champagne for vagrancy and that the best thing to do was to find a service station and wait for a lift there.


After a few miles, we came across a desolate truck stop near to the village of Stretton. It was a bleak, prefabricated outpost, with a miserable old woman who looked like a wartime dinner lady. Inside the tiny café, on plastic white chairs, fat lorry drivers spilled their midriffs over the armrests and fought to understand each other’s regional dialects.


This is where it starts, in this little service station, I thought. Looking east, ten thousand miles of road would lead us to India. It seemed an insurmountable distance. It was hard to imagine how this wretched motorway would take us beyond the furthest reaches of Europe and on to the Silk Road. Visions of camel trains and date palms came to mind. Then, a horn blared and quickly faded as it sped past, snapping me quickly back to reality. All of that, of course, was a long way off. First of all, we needed a lift.


Some people think that hitchhiking is dangerous, or mad, or stupid. They might be right, but actually, when you think about it, hitching is no more dangerous than taking a taxi, insomuch as you are accepting a lift from a perfect stranger. In the past, I had hitchhiked all around England, in Southern Africa, Australia and the Middle East, and everywhere I went people had stopped and offered their help – eventually.


Standing at the edge of the car park next to a motorway, keeping an eye on the truck drivers inside, hoping that one would leave soon, it took a while to forget about the embarrassment at being so vulnerable and at the mercy of other people’s pity. Hitchhiking, I had long understood, is not for the proud.


Cars passed by at a hundred miles per hour. I sometimes caught a glimpse of the drivers as they shot past. They always seemed to have the same aloof stare, looking intently at the road ahead, even though I know they always saw me. They didn’t want the unpleasant feeling of meeting my gaze and then having to experience a pang of guilt afterwards. For them it was better to concentrate on the central reservation, accidentally glancing away as they passed by, deluding themselves into ignorance and inventing an excuse for why they didn’t stop.


I was going too fast, there’s no way I could have stopped in time . . . probably would have caused an accident or something. There’s nowhere to stop, anyway. No room in the car. I’m only going down the road . . . and besides, he’s probably a maniac murderer or a thief or a Greenpeace activist . . .


Of course, by the time all this has passed through the motorist’s head, the hitchhiker is pleasantly out of view and he can forget all about it. The guilt rarely lasts long, and he is certain someone else will pick him up anyway.


Generally, if people give you a lift, they either feel sorry for you or have been in the same situation themselves. I’ve been picked up by the most unlikely people: a motorist whose car was completely full of furniture, but nevertheless stopped and rearranged it all, and in Australia, a mother who had her three children in the back of the car – at night! And people have driven miles out of their way to take me to my destination.


After ten minutes, a small red Ford Fiesta pulled over in the car park next to where we were loitering and its driver peered out of the window.


‘Where are you fellows off to?’


He was about fifty and wore a smart, brown woollen suit. Thin grey hair was combed over a balding scalp and wispy eyebrows jerked erratically from a weathered forehead. His eyes were piercingly blue. He barked out of the window in a regal accent with the air of a university professor: ‘Well? Don’t just stand there – get in!’


Jon and I looked at each other for a second before rushing to cram our bags into the boot.


‘I always pick up hitchhikers,’ said the man. ‘I was one myself many years ago. So, where are you going?’


‘Anywhere so long as it’s south. We want to get to Stansted,’ said Winfield.


‘Where are you going? You look like a pair of tramps, they won’t let you in any nightclubs on the Costa del Sol looking like that.’


‘Estonia,’ I told him. ‘Then we’re hitching to India.’


‘India,’ he repeated dreamily. Furry white eyebrows twitched up and down in a way that betrayed his admiration.


‘Bugger me. Well, I suppose I shall have to take you to Stansted then. You’ve got a long journey ahead of you.’


We squeezed into the tiny motor, grateful for such a stroke of luck, but at the same time a little suspicious. I looked around the cramped car as we sped off down the motorway. Jon and I were both on the back seat, taking second place to a large pile of brown envelopes and packages sealed roughly with shiny parcel tape. The driver must have noticed me eyeing his cargo.


‘Hunter,’ he said.


‘Excuse me?’ Jon replied.


‘My name is Rogers – Hunter Rogers. And who are you two?’


We introduced ourselves to the eccentric driver. I could see that Winfield was as intrigued as I was. Here was this perfect aristocrat in a three-piece tweed outfit reduced to driving a clapped-out Ford Fiesta filled with unmarked packages.


‘Went across Asia myself in the sixties. A lot safer then, though, of course.’ He pondered ruefully before continuing, ‘Never been to Moscow, though. I tell you what. In exchange for me taking you to the airport, you must send me a postcard when you get there.’


‘Fair enough,’ said Jon. ‘What would you like? Red Square? The Kremlin?’


‘No,’ Hunter bellowed, raising a finger like an ancient philosopher. ‘I want that beastly Lenin’s corpse.’


Jon looked at me from the corner of his eye and flashed a smile. ‘Certainly.’


About halfway down the motorway, at another dismal truck stop, Hunter insisted on buying us ‘high tea’. Surrounded by hairy lorry drivers in dirty white vests reading crumpled copies of the News of the World, we sipped on polystyrene cups full of a grey, milky brew. Hunter barely seemed to notice them. I couldn’t help but wonder what misfortune had befallen this relic of a bygone age.


‘I used to travel a lot in my youth. All over,’ Hunter said thoughtfully. He sat like a proud old artist and I tried to imagine him as a young man exploring the world; sketching, seducing, thinking. He was quintessentially English, but even a stiff upper lip couldn’t quite disguise his melancholy.


‘And now I drive around delivering parcels. That’s what happens in life, you’ll find out one day.’ It was a depressing thought.


We arrived at the airport at dusk. Hunter had driven fifty miles out of his way and despite evidently being quite odd, his generosity went a long way in reminding me of the joy of hitchhiking. We took our intriguing driver’s address and promised him his picture postcard of Lenin’s stuffed cadaver.
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Back on the Road


Tallinn. Four days of drinking, travelling and catching the tail-end of a summer that was almost over – but I was back where I left off.


The beach in Pirita was deserted this time around. In summer, I’d been full of hope and excitement and the kind of enthusiasm that comes with arriving at a place with so many expectations. I remembered how, in July, the sea had been invitingly warm and the soft sands host to a throng of the young and beautiful. But now the sea took on a darker, more sinister appearance and a cold bluster ran through the tall pines that lined the promenade. The hordes of Baltic partygoers had finished their season of hedonism and gone home, back to the forests and villages. The riotous summertime atmosphere was replaced by a strange feeling of emptiness and disappointment. Almost like the sense of lonely depression that goes hand in hand with a lingering hangover.


‘I think it’s time we get on with this,’ said Jon.


Bleary eyed, we took a bus to the outskirts of the city and hitched eastwards towards the Russian border.


The countryside closed in as our road travelled deeper into the Baltic hinterland. A twenty-two-year-old Arthur Conolly also passed along this road in the month of September, making covert notes on the state of the Russian army and the lay of the land as he, too, vagabonded his way to India in 1829. I imagined how much had changed. At least the landscape would have been familiar to my Victorian hero.


‘I wonder if he started growing his beard before the trip?’ said Jon, as I told him the story and showed him a picture of the little-known explorer. ‘It seems pretty good for a bloke our age.’ The road was narrow and both sides were enclosed in deep pine forests, impenetrable to all but the wolves and bears that inhabited their black depths. There were a few villages en route with names like Koogu and Loobu, but the afternoon sun wasn’t bright enough to make them distinguishable from the surrounding woodland.


Born in 1807, Arthur Conolly had a tumultuous childhood and then was orphaned when he was twelve. After schooling at Rugby, he set sail for India at the tender age of sixteen. A boy amongst men, he was sent to join the Bengal Light Infantry. Without any parental guidance, the young Conolly – suddenly thrown into the alien world of Calcutta – adopted the army as his new family, and threw himself into service wholeheartedly. After a strict boarding school education it must have been liberating to bear the respect and honour of a British Officer’s rank abroad. Seasons of polo, field exercises and society balls would intertwine with frequent long marches into the hills, patrolling the plantations and keeping order amongst the native tribes.


Like many others, the experience of life as a young officer on the plains of India instilled in him a taste for adventure, but Conolly wasn’t satisfied with mere regimental duty, he wanted more. The eager soldier yearned to make a name for himself amongst his fellow officers and superiors through exploration, and, with little to lose, he decided to aim high. His plan was simple: to go where few Europeans had ever been and attempt to chart the vast no-man’s-land between British India and the age-old foe – Russia.


In those days, large parts of the Indian subcontinent were ruled by the British East India Company. Not by Britain itself, but a commercial enterprise with its own civil service and army, staffed by British expatriates and served by native contingents. It was a profitable business that enticed thousands of young British men to leave their homes and seek their fortunes in the East. But in the 1820s, there were still vast tracts of land, especially in the northern regions of India – now Pakistan, Kashmir, Nepal and Tibet – that remained completely uncharted by Europeans.


Central Asia was at that time totally unexplored and remained as a wild, neutral buffer zone between the East India Company and Tsarist Russia. In fact, the impending fear that the Imperial Empire was encroaching, year by year, into what was seen as the British sphere of influence worried many, including the patriotic Conolly.


During a spell of home leave in 1829, the young Irishman determined to explore the hinterlands and while he was at it, indulge in a spot of spying on behalf of his chiefs. He knew that it would be his best chance of securing a reputation and future promotion. Armed with little more than his natural charm and splendid whiskers, he set off alone across Europe towards Moscow, where his adventure would begin in earnest. Travelling by horse, Conolly rode south on almost exactly the same route that I planned to take with Jon.


In the early nineteenth century, the two nations of Britain and Russia were technically allies, after the Napoleonic wars had seen France defeated and Bonaparte die in exile nine years before Conolly set off. But it was an uneasy truce. Nevertheless, Conolly was treated well by the Russian aristocracy and was allowed to pass freely through the Imperial domain, where he made covert notes on the state of his host’s army.


He observed their equipment, tactics and morale and was impressed by their stoic hardiness and resilience to cold weather. It was an important task – after all, these were the troops that he thought would be sent over the mountains into India when the time came, and someone needed to keep an eye on them.


Conolly reached the Caucasus and left the relative safety of Europe to enter the wilds of Circassia. With only a small band of Cossacks as an escort, he made more notes on the local tribes before crossing into Persia. His plan had been to reach Khiva across the Karakum desert, but this was thwarted when the caravan he was travelling in was threatened by bandits. Undeterred, he traversed Persia and in disguise, under the name of ‘Khan Ali’ – a clever play on his name – he became the first non-Muslim to enter the holy shrine of Ali Reza at Mashad.


Continuing east, Conolly passed through Afghanistan and over the Bolan Pass, so that on 14 January 1831, he finally crossed the Indus into British India, just over a year after he had departed Dover. He wasn’t yet twenty-four years old. At regimental level, he was hailed as a hero and acclaimed as the triumphant adventurer who had mapped the potential Russian invasion route. He was subsequently promoted and tasked with future secret missions across Central Asia, where he spent months at a time negotiating deals with fierce tribes and winning them over to the side of Britain.


But it is sad to say his success was short-lived. Only eleven years after his epic overland journey, Conolly was sent on a mission that would cost him his life. Charged with a task to rescue a brother officer, Colonel Stoddard, who had been imprisoned by the Emir of Bukhara, Conolly found himself thrown into the same dungeon almost immediately on entering the famed city. The Emir had the pair beheaded in the central square in June 1842, as a warning to other potential ‘spies’. Despite his ill-fated end, Conolly will forever embody the spirit of the Great Game, where hundreds of young men, barely out of their teens, risked everything for the sake of adventure and glory.
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By the time we reached the outskirts of the city of Narva, in Estonia, it was already dark and we hadn’t eaten in hours. Thanking the driver, we walked through the suburbs of the murky town towards the river, a bridge over which forms the border with Russia.


‘There’s no lights on there,’ Winfield said, pointing to the bridge.


He was right, the border post was clearly closed for the night, and a big gate that blocked the entrance to the bridge confirmed our suspicions.


‘We’ll have to sleep this side tonight.’


‘Well, the good news is there won’t be any more travelling today. I’m starving, let’s find something to eat.’


What we found was our first introduction to borscht, a kind of beetroot soup. We later discovered that it varies depending on where you get it, and even now I can’t think of the Baltics or Russia without pining for a taste of it.


‘It’s not bad at all,’ said Jon, slurping the purple liquid from a chipped bowl, as a stray dog limped past the door.


I looked out of the café window and took stock of our surroundings. By night, the town looked like the worst kind of Soviet backdrop. Monstrous chimneys and industrial plants daubed the skyline. Drab tower blocks built to house the masses filled most of the city. Its only redeeming feature, from what I could tell, was the fortress that overlooked the great Narva River and once kept the menacing Russian armies at bay.


I peered through the darkness at the silhouetted castle, which was as ancient as it looked. It was founded in the thirteenth century, when the Danish kings ruled the country. But before the great grandchildren of the Vikings had settled here, the town was a mere village surrounded by deep forests. Since then, it has grown to become Estonia’s third largest city.
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