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      For Linda, 
don’t let us look back, 
but onwards, arm in arm

   
      
      
      Praise for the Olive series

      
      ‘Drinkwater has a sharp eye for character, and the people who populate The Olive Route will not disappoint her fans’
      

      
      Independent on Sunday

      
      ‘Drinkwater is a rare writer who tackles other people brilliantly … Vibrant, intoxicating and heart-warming’

      
      Sunday Express

      
      ‘A storyteller of great economy and deftness and one who, in telling tales, captures the Midi effectively. There are few better
         portraits of the different worlds – farmers and water-diviners, crooks and Euro-trash, Algerians and wearying officialdom
         – that intersect to create the Coˆte d’Azur’
      

      
      Daily Telegraph

      
      ‘The new leader of the pack’

      
      The Times

      
      ‘Charming and well written. As the olives ripen to a luscious, dark-purply black, the reader is drawn into the peculiarities
         and joys of Provençal life’
      

      
      Daily Mail

      
      ‘A spellbinding memoir and a must for anyone who dreams of moving to a kinder climate and starting a new life’

      
      Choice

   
      
      
By Carol Drinkwater


TRAVEL/BIOGRAPHY

The Olive Farm

The Olive Season

The Olive Harvest

The Olive Route

The Olive Tree

The Illustrated Olive Farm

Return to the Olive Farm


FICTION

An Abundance of Rain

Akin to Love

Mapping the Heart

Because You're Mine


YOUNG ADULT FICTION

The Haunted School

Molly

Molly on the Run

The Hunger: Ireland 1845–1847

Twentieth-Century Girl, London 1899–1900

Suffragette, London 1909–1913

Wow! 366 (contributor)


YOUNG ADULT NON-FICTION

Crossing the Line: Young Women and the Law



   
      
      
      Best known for her role as Helen Herriot in BBC Television’s All Creatures Great and Small (for which she was awarded The Variety Club Television Personality of the Year Award), Carol Drinkwater has enjoyed a long and distinguished career as both an actress and writer.
      

      
      During her acting career, she has worked in film, television and theatre. Her credits include working with Laurence Olivier at the National Theatre, Stanley Kubrick on A Clockwork Orange and Max Von Sydow, whom she played opposite in the film Father, for which she won the Critics Circle Award for Best Film Actress.
      

      
      Carol Drinkwater has written novels for both adults and children, including Abundance of Rain, Akin to Love and Mapping the Heart. Her bestselling children’s novel, The Haunted School, has sold more than 170,000 copies and was made into a film and television series which won the Chicago Film Festival Award for children’s films. She is also the author of the bestselling memoirs The Olive Farm, The Olive Season, The Olive Harvest, The Olive Route and The Olive Tree. Visit her website at www.caroldrinkwater.com
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      Marseille
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      Glasses of cloudy yellow Ricard pastis between our fingers, a half-emptied bottle of mineral water on the table in front of
         us, Michel and I gazed at the oil-slicked water slapping the hulls of docked vessels. It was not a particularly inviting sight,
         rainbowed and sludged with diesel and debris emitted by the constant flow of maritime traffic within this ancient harbour.
      

      
      ‘It should have been a carafe of tap water, not San Pellegrino,’ I grinned at my husband, ‘then this moment would have been
         intrinsically French Mediterranean.’ I sipped my aniseed drink, whose tint was of the fine yellow dust that blankets the Coˆte
         d’Azur in spring; pollen blown off the pine trees by accommodating winds.
      

      
      It was creeping towards July. Early evening. We were in Marseille to mark the ‘embarkation’ of my journey, though my flight
         for Beirut did not leave for another week.
      

      
      Along the waterfront to left and right, the restaurants and bistros were busy with preparations for the arrival of diners.
         The outdoor tables of the quayside bars were milling with animated folk of all ages and nationalities, blistered by the sun,
         quaffing apéritifs. This was the Mediterranean, after all, where life has been lived out of doors since time immemorial.
      

      
      Michel turned to me and smiled. ‘It’s been a long while in gestation, this journey of yours, and we’ll celebrate it this evening
         with a delicious bouillabaisse.’
      

      
      I had originally set off in search of the historical roots of the olive tree in the autumn of 2001. At that time, my marriage
         was hanging together by the slenderest of threads and I had intended that the journey put some distance between me and the
         solitary experience life on our French olive farm had become for me. I had flown to what I had hoped would be the ideal base,
         the Levant, nudging the cradle of Western civilisation, to a strip of Mediterranean coast divided today into Lebanon and Syria.
         It was September 2001. Needless to say, I never reached my destinations.
      

      
      Back in Europe, the world in shock, I set my project aside, and as events unfolded and the Middle East grew less stable, all
         plans for those travels were stuffed into a file I might have entitled ‘Trips I will never take’. It disappointed me. I had
         grown excited by the idea of tracing the olive and its culture back to its inception, to see how the trading of it had influenced
         the personality, the topography of the Mediterranean. My Mediterranean. Our Mediterranean. But it was not to be. War was imminent.
         I am neither correspondent nor political journalist. The Middle East was no place for me, or so I had decided.
      

      
      But fate had tricks in store.

      
      When Tony Blair stood alongside George W. Bush and declared his intention to take British troops into Iraq, I flew to London
         and marched in protest. I remember that Saturday afternoon clearly. Friends and I were nudging the nib of the rally and so
         arrived early at the finishing stage in Hyde Park. Deed done, my pals drove home while I retraced my steps, walking the line
         of protestors, stopping at the Royal Academy in Piccadilly to tour an exhibition. When I emerged into the afternoon sunlight
         a couple of hours later, the procession was still taxiing forward in upbeat spirits towards the park. The numbers were impressive.
         I was optimistic, but the Sunday papers the following day reported the figures of attendance short of the reality, diminishing
         in the eyes of Britain an opposition that had spoken out resoundingly yet peacefully I was dismayed. A considerable proportion of city windows
         were flying anti-war stickers, but the protests went unheard. The weapons of mass destruction argument had won the day. War
         on Iraq was declared. The history books tell the rest.
      

      
      I returned to France, to the farm. Nonetheless, the reportage coming in from the Middle East troubled me, as much as it did
         everyone else who had resisted the intervention, and I began to feel depressed by the destruction and my impotence.
      

      
      On a personal level, the marital challenges Michel and I had confronted were resolving themselves. I felt no need to flee
         my life, but I felt an urgent need to return to the eastern Mediterranean, to learn the secrets of the olive tree. The project
         I had shelved remained in my mind; a terrific adventure; a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity I had given up on. And then, quite
         out of the blue, I received a letter from a complete stranger living in Australia. The sender had read of my passion for olives
         and had sent a photograph that portrayed him standing within a hollowed-out olive tree in Lebanon. What really grabbed my
         attention was that he claimed the tree was six thousand years old. If I had been without commitments, I would have jumped
         on a plane to Beirut that very morning. Instead, I pulled down my boxes, rummaged through the paperwork and reconsidered my
         route in earnest. I searched everywhere to find out the whereabouts of that Lebanese old-timer, but without success. If such
         a specimen really existed, it would take the history of olive cultivation further back than I had imagined. I resolved to
         go in search of it, and once discovered, I intended to continue on around the Mediterranean basin, seeking clues, marking
         what remained. I ordered obscure tomes on the Internet, I made contact with universities, publishers working with material in languages that had not been spoken for thousands of years. I visited UNESCO
         in Paris. I understood they had been debating a World Heritage status for the olive trail, perceiving it as cultural landscape,
         a shared legacy. The Greek lady I met up with was firmly behind the project, ‘But,’ she said, ‘it is difficult to define such
         a trail. Where does it begin, or end?’
      

      
      That was precisely what excited me about the quest. The trails, the routes had not been identified; they were uncharted. This
         was virgin territory. I would start with the Lebanese tree, if I could find it, and from there I would go wherever the next
         clue took me. Michel, friends judged my plan too vague, but I knew that I had to get going, not in books, but across the water.
         I knew I had to be there, at the foot of that old Lebanese master, breathing the scents of the Mediterranean, meeting its
         people, listening to its winds, giving myself up to its locations and taking my botanical sleuthing any which way.
      

      
      Michel signalled the waiter. ‘L’addition, s’il vous plaît.’

      
      Someone called, ‘Bonsoir!’ It was a grinning African, skin impenetrably black, in leaf-green galabiya. He was covered in satchels bursting with sunglasses and attempted to interest us in a ‘designer wristwatch’ or fishing tackle.
         I said I’d take the fishing tackle if it was Gucci. He laughed, dallied a while, gazing about, smiled bonne soirée and plodded off along his way. This teeming city of Marseille is France’s largest, busiest port. It also represents the nation’s
         most colourful melting pot; in that sense, Marseille is quintessentially Mediterranean.
      

      
      ‘So why Marseille, why begin the journey here?’ asked Michel.

      
      ‘Aside from the pleasure of a night in a hotel with you, there are two reasons,’ I replied.

      
      ‘And they are?’
      

      
      ‘Until 600 BC, this was little more than a well-situated inlet, a deep creek with a backdrop of mountains to protect it. Its history was
         born when Greek sailors from Phocaea, on the Aegean coast of Asia Minor, modern-day Turkey, landed here, founded a settlement
         and christened it Massalia.’
      

      
      Steps from where Michel and I were sitting was the original creek of Lacydon. It was to here those pioneering, salt-blasted,
         pre-Christian Greeks sailed in after their long and hazardous crossing from the eastern shores of the Mediterranean. They
         discovered a well-sheltered estuary, between mountains and sea, ideal for the docking of their boats and the establishment
         of a portside colony.
      

      
      ‘Quite a navigational feat to have plied this sea from east to west in their wooden galleys. Did they chance upon this coast,
         do you think, or had they been told of it?’
      

      
      I shook my head. I had no idea. ‘But what is highly probable is that aboard those vessels were olive saplings. Those seafaring
         Phocaeans introduced olive trees to this coast. Here, in Marseille, steps from where we are sitting, the French olive story
         began.’
      

      
      Who had spotted their approach? Were they made welcome? Were the olive trees received as peace offerings? Who planted them?

      
      According to the Greek historian Herodotus, those Phocaeans were the first long-distance sailors. But, I wondered, were they
         really the first on the scene here? Or might it have been the Phoenicians who lived in city-states along the coast of Phoenicia,
         better known today as Lebanon and Syria? Massalia is a Phoenician word, not Greek.
      

      
      Michel glanced at his watch. ‘If you really want to stay over, we should find a hotel, non?’

      
      I nodded.

      
      ‘We’ll come back later and eat bouillabaisse.’
      

      
      ‘Ah, good Turkish cuisine,’ I jested.

      
      We left a few euros on the table and set off, wandering through the narrow, winding, souk-like lanes of the market behind
         the port, where two languages, French and Arabic, were being shouted, high-pitched strains across grimy streets, where down-at-heel
         Arabs in hats milled to and fro, where dark-skinned men with moustaches in black leather jackets brushed close against one
         another, looking furtively about them before swift exchanges of some illicit substance, where the butchers advertised their
         wares as authentic halal, Arabic for ‘lawful’, ‘permissible’, as opposed to ‘haram’ which is ‘not permitted’. (From ‘haram’ comes ‘harem’ – wives and concubines owned by one male are forbidden to others.) The streets were litter-strewn and cramped.
         Everywhere the sweet-stale odour of exposed meat. Here and there at kerbsides, scruffy men, all warped bones and stiffness,
         stretched out crow-fingers for a euro. Crossing over the main thoroughfare, La Canebière, from the market, we faced a series
         of deteriorating blocks of flats. Ashelems is the French nickname for them, HLMs or habitations à loyer modéré: state-subsidised high-rises occupied predominantly by Arab families and African blacks, the most underprivileged sectors
         of French society. From where we were standing, displays of washing and satellite dishes dominated the meagre terraces. Carried
         across the evening air, we heard the cries of fraught women and the bawling of agitated babies. Everywhere gypsies, Arabs
         or squatting whiskery buskers with guitars, few white faces in the centre ville. The vieux port was more European in this season of tourists, more expensive. The police presence around the streets of the gritty city
         was disquieting. Their cars screeched round corners as though driven by stuntmen in action movies. Their pedestrian profile seemed to be equally imposing, patrolling in packs of four.
      

      
      Pausing outside the Espace Culture, violet-blue eyes looked down upon us from a calm, smiling, well-fed face. A giant poster
         of Florence Aubenas alongside her Iraqi interpreter, Hussein Hanoun al-Saadi, hung from the façade. Photos taken before they
         were kidnapped in Baghdad on 5 January. Six months of incarceration. In this Muslim-dominated city, it was reassuring to see
         the Belgium-born journalist and her colleague remembered. The organisation Reporters Sans Frontières had joined forces with
         the daily newspaper Libération, which Aubenas wrote for, and together they were working tirelessly for her release.
      

      
      Michel wrapped an arm over my shoulder. ‘Promise you’ll be careful,’ he whispered.

      
      I had intended to visit both Iran and Iraq. Even if olive culture had not originated there, they might contain traces of its
         venerable past, but a woman travelling alone in war zones without professional credentials would have been irresponsible.
         Lebanon, though risky, was perfectly accessible and I had friends there. I was going to begin my journey with them, jumping
         off in search of trees from a secure springboard.
      

      
      We found a hotel offering the smallest but cosiest of rooms; inexpensive and a step from the port. The lift stopped at the
         fifth floor. Our room was on the sixth. M carried our bag up the remaining flight and from there we climbed to the roof, to
         a view the desk clerk insisted was unmissable. We found ourselves gazing down upon red rooftops and all the way along the
         port past the Fort St-Jean to the lighthouse, the sea, to distant invisible locations where, in future weeks, I would find
         myself.
      

      
      Over the bay to the east was the towering Notre-Dame de la Garde basilica. It shone in the evening sunlight like an overgrown Christmas decoration. We toyed with the idea of climbing
         to it after dinner, but knew that we would not.
      

      
      ‘And the second reason for commencing the journey in Marseille?’ asked Michel.

      
      ‘It was from here that I set off on my first travel adventure. My maiden voyage,’ I laughed. ‘I had recently turned twenty-two.
         It was late May. I had taken a high-speed train from Paris intending to change here and continue directly to Antibes, where
         actor friends awaited me. Unfortunately, the express arrived after sunset and the last train towards Italy had already departed.
         I had split London a week earlier with £100 in my purse, scrimped and scratched during a poorly paid year as an actress at
         the Citizens’ Theatre in Glasgow. Descending into the deep-blue world of olive groves, mauve mountains and Judas trees, I
         doubt I even noticed them. I was set on a course for Greece. My funds were precious. They had to be eked out over an entire
         summer, transporting me to Hellenic isles and back. I had no return ticket. A hotel in Marseille was beyond my slender means,
         so I settled for a wooden bench in the St-Charles railway station, only to be woken by a porter giving me my marching orders.
         My protestations in minimal French achieved no results and I found myself turfed out, staring into a darkened sky beyond the
         cityscape. I descended the sweep of steps lugging my unwieldy case, clueless as to where I might pass what remained of the
         night.
      

      
      ‘Of Marseille it is said all roads lead to its ancient harbour. Instinctively, I traced that path and descended seawards,
         ending up at the head of the Quai du Port.’ I pointed a finger to a spot not far from where we had enjoyed our pastis.
      

      
      ‘Once at the harbour, perched on my upturned case, I inhaled the stench of diesel and discarded fish and innocently awaited the dawn. So naïve was I that it never occurred to me I had installed myself in the red-light district.’ Michel laughed.
         ‘In fact, so naïve was I that even once there, facing the swell of boats and stinking sludge of sea, engaged by the comings and goings
         of the night, bemused by the number of males who approached me, I still did not cotton on to the delicacy of my situation.
         It took one of the women whose beat I was obviously trespassing on to shift me. With a raised fist, she growled at me. Although
         I did not comprehend her street French, the message was perfectly clear. I passed the remaining dark and lonely hours wandering
         aimlessly about the streets, dreaming of the distant shores I was bound for, in search of deep, southern skies, exotic perfumes
         and ancient civilisations whose stories were scored in stone. I knew nothing of primeval olive groves weathered by time.’
      

      
      ‘Well, we can afford our cramped little room, and dinner, too. Let’s go.’

      
      ‘There are no drugs in this city any more,’ the waiter was assuring a party of five middle-aged American women at a neighbouring
         table. ‘Chères mesdames, happily life here is not like the film The French Connection.’

      
      Marseille’s municipality was keen to promote its benign Marcel Pagnol image and leave the vice and drug traffic behind, but
         having watched exchanges up in the market earlier in the afternoon, in spite of the very active police presence, Michel and
         I both agreed that the seedy portside underworld was alive and kicking, as it had probably been for two and a half thousand
         years.
      

      
      We had chosen a restaurant, plastic tables and chairs, checked cloth adorned with spluttering candle, and ordered a bottle
         of wine. Dinner was to be the traditional Marseillaise bouillabaisse. The warm night air reeked of cooked fish and cigarette smoke.
      

      
      The waiter, balding, black-waistcoated, large white apron, returned with our wine, eager to strike up conversation. It was
         relatively early. There were only the English-speaking Americans or us.
      

      
      ‘Is it true that the origins of bouillabaisse are in Asia Minor and that here the dish is as old as Marseille itself?’ I enquired.

      
      He shook his head, hotly denying any such notion. ‘The Greeks founded the city, yes, but we Provençals created the fish soup.
         “Boui-abaisso” is a Provençal word. A pot for boiling is a “boui” in the local dialect. Boiled liquid, that was the basis of it. It was born out of the fishing community working this coast.
         The lesser-known fishes were given to the families as well as leftovers and unsold catch. All taken home and boiled up in
         a solid iron pan. It was a working man’s soup, but it was the Catalonians who contributed the saffron, the addition of which
         gives it its distinct colour and flavour. The dish, like the city of Marseille, is a melting pot. A mélange. Every race is here.’
      

      
      The tourists called for our waiter’s attention. He chatted with them for a few minutes and then returned to regale us with
         the story of how the entire port made a killing out of cheating a local insurance company. A small fishing trawler returning
         from a night out at sea broke the lines of coastal fishing nets and, unwittingly, hauled everyone’s overnight catch into port.
         The world of the harbour woke the next morning to schools of large fish swimming in between the boats. Everyone claimed damages:
         fishermen, boat owners, the restaurants for lack of produce, even the trawler. Each stood witness for the rest and the insurance
         company was obliged to pay up. ‘The harbour population relive it as a tale of triumph.’
      

      
      I wondered from which peoples had the traits of trickiness, wiliness, such caricature-drawn characteristics of the Provençals,
         been inherited. Our bouillabaisse arrived and we tucked into it with gusto. Unfortunately, it was not the best we had eaten
         and the sum paid was more costly than our hotel room, but the waiter’s tales compensated for the disappointment.
      

      
      After an early breakfast, we took a leisurely stroll to the lighthouse, past the Fort St-Jean, undergoing renovations. From
         the farthest point, I spotted, round the quayside, the dock used for ferries and cruise ships, where several mighty vessels
         bound for North Africa awaited embarkation. If I had intended to begin my journey in Tunisia, it would have been on one of
         those ships I would have ploughed the sea.
      

      
      ‘That’s where Quashia boards his ferry for Algeria.’ Quashia was our Algerian Arab gardener.

      
      A trio of retired, salty-faced fellows, amateur fishermen in check shirts and flat caps, were seated on canvas stools on the
         jetty, alongside their rods, baguette sandwiches in hand, calling out to one another, talking recipes and intricate, varied
         preparations for food. Locals in shorts and canvas shoes sat about reading La Provence, smoking, drinking beer. It was not yet 10 a.m., but it was not uncommon to see the diehards in the bars downing their first
         brandy at six or seven in the morning. Visitors licking ice creams watched on fascinated as the ruddy-faced pêcheurs in blue berets, bow-legged, varicose-veined, repainted the hulls of their striped fishing boats.
      

      
      ‘The work they are engaged in has been lived out around this basin since the beginning. I will come across it everywhere.’

      
      A couple of boats were for sale. The going rate seemed to be €2,000 apiece, which struck us as precious little for a vessel
         that served a man’s occupation and his stomach and had done so for millennia. Church bells chimed the hour. It was time to
         leave. I slipped my hand into Michel’s. An empty Fanta bottle bobbed aimlessly in the water, which had a fishy and rank odour,
         yet I felt its pull. Christened ‘mare nostrum’ by the Romans, ‘our sea’. I heard its sirens.
      

      
      ‘That night on my upturned case, all those years back, my first solo outing, this city was threatening to me,’ I said to Michel.

      
      ‘In what way?’

      
      ‘The pimps, whores, sailors, the Arabs, the foreignness of their speech, their manners. I feared I would be raped, robbed,
         harmed in some way. It was the alienness I mistrusted, the unknown. This same city is, today, even grimier, seedier, more
         hard-nosed than it was then, but what it embodies is no longer alien to me and I don’t fear it. Quite the opposite, I embrace
         it. It is intrinsic to our French Mediterranean, to a way of life that began in this very harbour. Don’t look so fearful,’
         I said, brushing Michel’s cheek. ‘I won’t be staying away for ever, and I will have to return every now and then to help Quashia
         when you are not around.’
      

      
      ‘I don’t know why you can’t wait until the war in Iraq is over.’

      
      ‘It is because of the war, don’t you see, that I must go now. When the peoples living round this big pond began to look beyond
         their own patch, to climb into boats, cross the waters, find harbours, ports, trading posts, they commenced the weaving of
         a Mediterranean tapestry. Our Mediterranean. Our sea. And wherever they landed, the olive tree with its branch of peace seems
         to have been a calling card. Yet nobody knows from where this mythical tree originally hailed, or who the visionaries were
         who first fell upon the brilliant idea of domesticating it and turning its products into one of the cornerstones of our diet. We have an olive farm. I am itching to know its trees’ secrets. Before fanatics spread their wars
         into our sea, before they destroy everything, I have to find what’s out there.’
      

   
      
      Lebanon

      
      One of life’s remarkable twists was my chance encounter with Maryam in August 2001 on a flight departing Nice for London.
         Seated alongside one another, we struck up conversation. I was travelling onwards to Beirut, towards my aborted Middle Eastern
         trip. Exotic, dark-haired Maryam was married to a Lebanese. It seemed a fortuitous coincidence as she scribbled lists of places
         I should visit. She was Persian. In 1979, at the outset of the Iranian revolution, she and her family had fled as exiles to
         the States, where she had met Paul, also an exile. After their studies, they had married and moved to London.
      

      
      To the surprise of us both, our plane passage blossomed into a cherished friendship. Four years on, I was now returning to
         Beirut and Maryam was there, holidaying with Paul. She had invited me to spend the first days of my journey with them in Beit-Shabeb,
         a mountainous village inland of the capital, where her in-laws had built their home after their return in 1990 at the end
         of the Lebanese Civil War. I was grateful for that offer. It provided me with a safe base from where I could step out and
         start my searching.
      

      
      I cleared customs and was greeted not by the warm-hearted Maryam I knew, but by a pale, anxious sketch of that woman. London
         had been hit by a series of suicide-bomb attacks. There were casualties. Numbers dead. The news was shocking and not without
         a twisted irony, given that others had been concerned for my safety in the Middle East. Maryam, quite naturally, was desperate
         to reach her daughter, but neither of our phones would connect to England. All lines were jammed, or down.
      

      
      Her in-laws’ chauffeur, Hani, awaited us and Maryam begged to return directly to Beit-Shabeb. As the city of Beirut fell away
         behind us, we drove through one suburban jungle after another, followed by a series of steep, snaking roads running through
         zones that resembled concrete landslides. During the fifteen long years of civil war, Beiruti citizens desperate to distance
         themselves from the daily bombardment of mortar shells or to live amongst those of their own faith had hastily built anew
         out of harm’s way, in safer areas, which explained the high-density construction ranging all about us, but even once the war
         had ended, the urban sprawl had continued. Without planning regulations, people purchased plots and threw up whatever they
         fancied. Fortunately, according to Hani, restrictions were now in place.
      

      
      Maryam’s phone rang. It was Paul. He had spoken to their daughter; she was safe in her Camden Town flat in north London. Now
         lighter of spirit, Maryam pointed out to me an imposing statue of the Virgin Mother, Our Lady of Lebanon, perched on a distant
         cliff’s edge, gazing benignly down upon capital and coast from the town of Harissa. This larger-than-life, perpendicular Mary
         was the first of many extravagant religious icons and places of worship I was to encounter in this country; power statements
         in a jostle for religious supremacy where, I learned during our drive, seventeen creeds contrived to cohabit. Beit-Shabeb
         was a sprawling mountain community that boasted thirteen churches. The home of Paul’s parents, some distance outside the village,
         was an airy six-storey house, unfussily furnished. Its tranquil location, along an unmade track on a pine-clad, barely asphalted
         hillside, gave a temporary, recently moved-in feel to the place. I deposited my case on the tiled floor in my room on the fourth level and wandered out on to the balcony. The air was crisp, fragrant, alpine clean. Two workmen were hammering
         within a newly constructed shell 20 metres higher up the hillside. I picked up the distant, insistent saw of cicadas, reminding
         me of home. I had crossed the Mediterranean, was looking back from an opposite seaboard, and the views sweeping down past
         valleys and woods to the water were stupendous. I had managed to contact loved ones in London and I, like Maryam, had been
         reassured. I gazed gratefully upon the cedars and pines – were we too high for olives? – before descending to the second storey,
         where the females of the family were employed in elaborate culinary preparations. I had rarely seen a kitchen so massed with
         mouth-watering ingredients. My friend’s mother-in-law, Elizabeth, a warm-eyed woman full of nervous energy, assisted by a
         tall and solid maid, Leyla, who lived one storey below with husband Hani, the chauffeur, were engaged in food preservation.
      

      
      Maryam, also lending a hand, while I hovered in the background observing, was decanting freshly made jams, jellies, pickles,
         bottled fruits and other concoctions I did not recognise. This was mouneh, the custom of stocking up on wholesome seasonal crops for the ensuing months. In this way, families were never lacking home-grown
         produce. No fast-food mentality here. Everything in the garden – nuts, seeds, fruits, leaves – contributed to one dish or
         another.
      

      
      ‘These vegetables are packed with every nutrient you could wish for,’ I was informed by Maryam’s father-in-law, Emile, our
         host, whose beloved garden it was. ‘Go and see for yourself,’ he invited proudly. ‘Food storage was essential during the civil-war
         years and even beyond it.’
      

      
      Emile, soft-spoken, a result of poor health rather than a character trait, was watching me constantly, puzzled by my presence
         in this family scene.
      

      
      ‘Maryam says you met on a plane?’ Before I could acknowledge the fact, the power went off. It was the second cut since I had
         arrived. Emile blasphemed under his breath and then continued in English, ‘Once, we were a great nation. Now, we have difficulties
         supplying our people with water and electricity. Shortages, power cuts are the norm here. Corruption is the problem. The only
         commodities you’ll have easy access to are hashish and opium poppies. It wears me down, makes me older than my years.’
      

      
      A vague memory returned from drama-school days of fellow students eulogising the delights of Lebanese Gold hash.

      
      ‘In the Beqaa Valley, three thousand hectares of land have been culled for cannabis cultivation. The government offered grants
         to farmers to switch crops, but when the cash fizzled out or was syphoned off elsewhere, the agriculturists returned to illicit
         harvests. “We have to eat,” was their argument.’
      

      
      ‘Don’t listen to his griping. That was a long time ago.’ His wife, Elizabeth, shaking her head, was lighting a cigarette and
         bidding us to the table. No one seemed ready to expound on Emile’s reference to drugs and, more importantly, lunch was being
         served.
      

      
      Paul came through from his office, greeting me. Maryam bowed her head and said grace, while I marvelled at the selection of
         mezze dishes on offer: houmous, tabbouleh, raw carrots sliced and, moistened with lemon juice from Emile’s garden, fattoush salad of lettuce, tomatoes, onion, mint and fried morsels of pitta bread seasoned with a dark mauve spice crushed from sumac
         berries, bowls of black Lebanese olives and a platter of fried chicken.
      

      
      ‘Maryam says you are keen on olives. Here, two different varieties.’ Elizabeth pushed the bowls towards me. ‘Both grown along
         the Mount Lebanon range. Try.’
      

      
      Both were delicious, but she could not supply me with names of varieties. The meal was accompanied by generous portions of manaeesh, a warm, strongly scented bread that resembled a fat, floppy oven glove.
      

      
      ‘Are you familiar with the herb the manaeesh has been stuffed with?’ quizzed Maryam.
      

      
      It was a perfume I recognised, but could not immediately place.

      
      ‘Zaatar.’

      
      I was none the wiser until Maryam confirmed it as thyme, which I should have known.

      
      Moujaddara, a dish of lentils, garlic and rice cooked to a creamy texture and topped with lightly fried onions followed, along with batinjan makdous, aubergines stuffed with walnuts and garlic. I was wilting by the time Elizabeth called to Leyla for coffee, French chocolates
         I had brought and swags of dampened mint leaves accompanying black cherries the size and shape of small hearts.
      

      
      ‘We eat well because we fear that tomorrow our tables will be empty, our food supplies discontinued again.’ This was Emile,
         who had swallowed barely a mouthful, watching me consume my lunch. ‘Are you a journalist?’
      

      
      Mouth full, I shook my head.

      
      ‘What do you know of our history?’

      
      ‘Politics again!’ Elizabeth abandoned the table to smoke out on the terrace.

      
      A brief résumé?’ offered Paul.

      
      ‘Why not?’ I bit into a cherry that bled wine-red juice.

      
      At the end of World War I, after the collapse of the Ottoman Empire, Syria and the coastal regions of the Levant went under
         French control. At that stage, there was no Lebanon. The Republic of Greater Lebanon came about through an unhappy merger
         between the country’s two dominant religious communities: Maronite Christians and Sunni Muslims. The Maronites, founded in sixth-century Syria, had managed to secure their survival in the Middle East throughout
         centuries of Muslim rule by allying themselves with Western Christian powers and by concentrating their population in one
         area, here, where we are right now, Mount Lebanon, a rugged bone of land running the length of the country. Here, on these
         sunburned, chalky slopes, we Maronites were always the dominant faith. Our only neighbours were Druze Muslims. After decison-making
         fell to the French, the Christians let it be known they wanted their independence. Unfortunately, independence for so small
         a group inhabiting such an insignificant spine of land, short of fertile uplands, was not economically viable, so the Maronites
         persuaded France to throw in the coastal plains and create a larger state, Greater Lebanon. The major stumbling block was
         that the coastal areas were inhabited by Muslims, not Christians. Sunnis controlled the cities of Beirut, Tripoli and Sidon,
         while Tyre and the exceptionally fecund Beqaa Valley are Shi’ite. Nonetheless, France backed the Christians and the Republic
         of Greater Lebanon was born, giving the Maronites majority control.’
      

      
      ‘By a tiny percentage,’ interrupted Emile. ‘And the Muslims were not pleased.’

      
      Paul nodded. ‘If alliances were necessary, the Muslims would have preferred to be linked to Syria, an Islamic state.’

      
      ‘In 1943 we gained independence and our conflicts are still not resolved. Our war was an escalation of religious differences.
         Over a hundred and thirty thousand people were killed, mostly civilians, and a million fled the country. And with the Israel-Arab
         conflict on our doorstep, our hopes for peace are not bright.’
      

      
      ‘Hezbollah, a radical organisation principally funded by Iran and Syria, is sitting in the South playing border control and denying Israel’s right of existence while Israel is just waiting for Hezbollah to overstep the mark so that they can come
         back in here all guns blazing, to hammer us with their military might. Our country is their chessboard,’ sighed Paul.
      

      
      The gathering went quiet. We folded our napkins and joined Elizabeth on the terrace for coffee. The family’s attention turned
         to preparations of the pipe. It was late afternoon. While the glass-bowled narguileh was being made ready by beautiful, squatting Maryam, I leaned out over the balcony and surveyed the well-maintained, generous-sized
         garden packed tight with fruit trees and vegetables, reflecting upon the seeds of dissension that had spawned so much violence
         within this starkly attractive Mediterranean country. It was fifteen years since the civil war had ended; I had not expected
         people, even in this fractured land, to be quite so raw. Hosepipes wound like snakes in between bushes and young olive trees.
         Behind me, the scent of apple tobacco began to seep into the settling day. I turned back towards the family, a bonded unit,
         engaged in conversation in Arabic, laughing loudly in frequent outbursts. The pipe was alight and Paul was drawing on it.
         The water within it was bubbling and gurgling like the damaged lungs of an octogenarian. Elizabeth rocked back and forth on
         the shaded lounger, allegro tempo. She had dispensed with her cigarette and was cradling the pipe, sucking hard before passing it across to Maryam. Emile, who
         suffered from a heart condition, was excluded from the ritual, as was I.I did not smoke and would have declined, but I was
         puzzled as to why, in an environment as hospitable as this, I had not been invited to try. Were there customs about the sharing
         of hubble-bubble pipes I had yet to acquire? Instead, I inhaled the pure air, cooler here than at the coast, perfumed with
         fragrances of the garrigue: sage and thyme, or zaatar. Quintessentially Mediterranean. The lackadaisical mood suggested time suspended, stomachs replete. Deadlines, schedules, even politics had been shelved. The evening was unfurling
         at its own leisurely pace. Life was about the moment, though I was silently pondering my olive-tree quest, until the conversation
         – now in English for my benefit – returned to the recent past, current events. These ardent Christians abhorred the crime
         committed earlier in the year against their prime minister, Rafiq al-Hariri. ‘He was a Muslim, but he was loved and respected
         by all Lebanese people,’ explained Elizabeth. Hariri had been murdered in a car-bomb explosion on St Valentine’s Day and in
         the aftermath of the assassination his government had crumbled.
      

      
      ‘He believed in a united Lebanon.’

      
      ‘Lebanese people crave peace. We are bone-wearied from fighting and from the stranglehold of the Syrians, who involved themselves
         during the war and, when it was over, stayed,’ said Emile.
      

      
      The family, jumping between languages, was hotly debating the still-undetected ownership of a van, registered abroad, employed
         for and destroyed in the assassination of their prime minister. ‘Syrians,’ was their unanimous decision before they relapsed
         into subdued silence.
      

      
      Maryam and I took an evening stroll around Emile’s garden, munching Lebanese cucumbers, which were smaller and crunchier than
         their European cousins, as we sauntered up and down the red-earthed alleyways. She picked us tart-sweet offerings from a black
         mulberry tree, insisting that I consume only the very darkest to avoid ‘gut ache’. We guzzled greedily, staining and stickying
         our hands and chins.
      

      
      ‘The Phoenicians spread this plant around the Mediterranean,’ she told me, before remembering that we were supposed to be
         feeding the chickens.
      

      
      When I glanced back towards the house, I caught her father-in-law watching us from the terrace high above. He and Elizabeth had fled Lebanon soon after the outbreak of civil
         war, taking Paul and his baby brother with them. They had travelled as cargo with goats on a boat to Cyprus and from there
         had bought passage on a ship bound for Marseille. From France, they had emigrated to Mexico, winding up in the United States.
         They returned from exile two years after the war had ended.
      

      
      Emile was fascinated, Maryam confided, to know what I was doing – a woman travelling unaccompanied in a land as troubled as
         this one. ‘It won’t be easy for you here alone,’ she warned me.
      

      
      Back on the terrace, sitting with the family, when Emile quizzed me again about my presence in their country, I explained
         that I was embarking on a journey round the Mediterranean.
      

      
      ‘What’s in Lebanon?’

      
      ‘An olive grove, or a single tree — ’

      
      ‘This country boasts thirteen million olive trees!’

      
      ‘And more than five hundred mills!’ they cried.

      
      I had not known that. ‘I’m looking for a particular grove where there is at least one noble tree believed to be six thousand
         years old.’
      

      
      All eyes widened. No member of the family had heard of such an antique beast.

      
      ‘It doesn’t exist!’

      
      ‘Where is it?’

      
      I confessed that I had failed to find out. ‘In the northern hills behind Tripoli, I suspect.’ I had organised a rendezvous
         with an olive farmer inland of Zgharta, who I was hoping would point me in the right direction.
      

      
      ‘What do you want with the old trees?’

      
      ‘To know their story. To seek out the earliest traces of olive culture, discover where it all began, reconnect with it,’ I mumbled.
      

      
      ‘Why?’

      
      Why? I had spent so long alone during the difficult years of my marriage, running the farm, battling for its existence, that
         I felt a need to strike out for myself. I was not leaving home. Quite the contrary. I believed this journey could deepen my
         understanding of olive farming, of nature, the Mediterranean. If I could find the earliest ancestors of the olive tree or
         the reasons for the reverence bestowed upon it, I believed there might be something I could take from it. I had no idea what.
      

      
      I remained silent.

      
      ‘But why?’ Emile frowned.

      
      I didn’t have the answer to his question, nor would I until I had fallen upon it and perhaps not even then, but all eyes were
         upon me; I felt obliged to respond. ‘It’s similar to researching a family history, attempting to learn where one comes from.
         I have an olive farm. That first dribble of oil, when it drizzles from the press, is always so exhilarating. I try to imagine
         how it must have been during those first moments when man discovered the oil. What did it mean to him?’
      

      
      From across the coffee table, from sofas with neatly pressed cushions, they stared at me.

      
      ‘How are you intending to travel about?’ Emile wanted to know. ‘There’s no public transport. Our rail system was destroyed
         during the war.’
      

      
      ‘Service taxis,’ was my immediate response, but they strongly advised against this form of shared transport, warning that
         I would be unsafe, that the vehicles were seldom insured and were unfit for the roads.
      

      
      ‘Find yourself a private driver,’ advised Emile, which was what I had hoped to avoid.

      
      Leyla came through from the kitchen, rubber shoes flip-flopping against marble, with yet another pot of coffee and sweet replenishments.
         She lit an oil lamp and smiled at me in a way that I did not understand and then returned to the dirty plates and the mouneh.

      
      ‘You’re wasting your time. No such grove exists.’ Heartening words offered by Emile.

      
      When I arrived for breakfast the following morning, only the men were at the table. Paul was devouring manaeesh that Emile had walked to a bakery in Beit-Shabeb to collect. He always rose early; he could not sleep. His son tore off triangular
         slabs of the flat bread and curled them into a trowel. On to these he ladled helpings of olive oil and labneh, a tart cheese, which he gorged on shamelessly. The white cheese lipsticked his mouth. His face was moon-round with mobile
         perky features and he grew handsomely boyish when his tobacco-wizened mother hovered over him, delighted by his appetite,
         disregarding of her son’s expanding waistline. Elizabeth pushed a plate groaning with freshly baked breads towards me. Alongside
         them were fruits and a dish of oil. I helped myself to a handful of olives and cherries.
      

      
      They had prodigious news for me, grinned white-lipped Paul. ‘Leyla was born in the village of Bechealeh.’ This meant nothing
         to me, until Emile elucidated. The olive grove I had spoken of was growing in Bechealeh.
      

      
      I was astounded.

      
      Hani had been instructed to prepare the car. Before my departure, Emile took me aside, clasping my hands in his. ‘Our war
         was an ecological disaster; water was contaminated, natural habitats destroyed, our lives crushed. Talk to farmers, hear why
         they have returned to drug cultivation, but please be careful. If you need help, call us.’
      

      
      Directly after breakfast, Paul, Maryam and I set off on a pilgrimage to ‘Carol’s trees’. I had pictured this assignment as
         a private undertaking, a personal quest that might have cost me several days. Part of the pleasure was to have been the challenge
         of tracking the grove down, but I shrugged my shoulders and flowed with yet another serendipitous card life had thrown my
         way.
      

      
      An hour later, we spiralled into the hot, silent hinterland village of Bechealeh, nestling within the alpine curves of Mount
         Lebanon. Hani, eating a spray of green chickpeas while driving, was steaming along at such a pace that we shot right by the
         trees.
      

      
      ‘That was the grove!’ I yelled.

      
      The car screeched to a halt and we reversed at the same breakneck speed.

      
      ‘Are you sure? How do you know?’ quizzed my friends.

      
      ‘The girth of their trunks,’ I muttered.

      
      In fact, once parked, we discovered a sign, directly beneath the Methuselahs, confirming the longevity of the grove. I grabbed
         my camera and we progressed up the steep bank on to the drystone terraces where half a dozen olive trees planted in 4000 BC were thriving. Silent masters over time. Behind them were dozens of younger examples, possibly a century old. Juniors. I
         turned my attention back to the tortile giants I had traversed the Mediterranean to pay homage to.
      

      
      I had found them, or they had found me, these ancestors of our fellows back at the farm. Half a dozen six-thousand-year-old
         cultivated olive trees. It was difficult to appreciate what I was in the presence of.
      

      
      In the bygone years of prehistory, after the last great Ice Age, when the Mediterranean and its surrounding shores began to
         hot up again, when forests regained ground and flourished, there was the wild olive. Olea sylvestris was one of the earliest trees to take root around the baking coastal plains of the Mediterranean, wetter in those days. The fellows I
         was standing alongside were a mere eight thousand years younger than the last Ice Age, which was remarkable, but even more
         remarkable was the fact that these were not wild trees, they were of the genus Olea europaea, cultivated olive trees. Somebody had planted these six-thousand-year-old compelling beauties and somebody had farmed them.
      

      
      We were high in the ridged hills of chalky Mount Lebanon in Christian territory. These terraces were owned by the Church.
         Today, the fruits were harvested by pietists, yet the trees were older than Christ – four thousand years his senior. They
         pre-dated not only Christianity, but Islam and Judaism, too.
      

      
      I took a good long look at them. They were growing in an aligned row. Each possessed a collection of five to eight trunks
         fanning out on either side of the original, now a shell, and from each grew silvered, feathery young branches. Every one of
         the spawned extensions dwarfed us and their height was exaggerated by banyan-like roots, perforated, knitted, honeycombed.
         The trees appeared half-human. Awesome, prehistoric creatures on tiptoe caught in a frenzied dance, pushing against gravity
         or tearing themselves out of the ground. It was a marked affirmation of energy, of life force.
      

      
      I began to pace their stretch, to step in and out of their hollowed central trunks. I stroked my palms against their ridged
         surfaces, pressed against their empty vertical husks, peered inside chambers scarred by the centuries. I clambered over metre
         after metre of the rising, buckled roots. I ducked beneath pendulous branches, slid in between their silvery extensions bearing
         young, pellet-hard drupes, keen to cajole a story out of these living monuments.
      

      
      From the interior of a trunk cavity, I looked out upon the world and attempted to visualise this tree’s inception, its adolescence, its first blush. Whose bare or shod foot was
         alongside it, pressing its sapling form firmly down into the pebbled earth, keeping it upright, securing its lodgement on
         this hillside, never imagining that their humble yet precious act might prove a testimony of its time six millennia later?
         Which sex had been the planter? Had he or she owned this seedling, or were they in the employment of another? Were they engaged
         in planting up the entire grove? Did they sing as they lowered the roots earthwards? An act of work, love, worship, or a combination
         of all? I was peering into the lens of an inverted telescope, looking backwards across a sweep of time, immeasurable, inconceivable.
         When this tree was dug into the ground – the soil would have been richer then, less damaged – civilisations were in the fog
         of prehistory; it was an age before an alphabet had existed, before writing had been learned. Six thousand years ago, no young
         couples were canoodling after dark beneath this tree, carving their names into its tender trunk to mark their first kiss,
         to crystallise a moment of passion. They could love, but they had not the means to write. But what, I asked myself, if this
         elephantine survivor could recount its tale? Sixty centuries, what had that immense lifespan borne witness to?
      

      
      The greater part of Mediterranean history, was the answer.

      
      Paul and Maryam were calling. Beside the grove was a presbytery where a servant of the Church had informed Paul of other mettlesome
         survivors from a second ancient grove a few yards further down the street, on a lower hillside.
      

      
      We descended a kibbled goat trail flanked by terraced cherry orchards. So gravid were the clusters of shiny, scarlet fruits
         they dragged their straining boughs earthwards. In between them, elbowing for space with every extended root and limb, were
         another half a dozen oliviers. They were equally impressive, but they were difficult to access. We returned to the road.
      

      
      Alongside the presbytery was a store, the only one as far as I could see serving this invisible highland community, where
         we, the sole customers, poked about inside its two fusty rooms; a gallimaufry of dusty everything from farming utensils, chilled
         soft drinks, shrivelled notepads more gnarled than the olive trees to insecticides and curious-tasting sweets. In the window
         was a yellowed Arabic newspaper article in a wooden frame. Paul said it was a report from a French archaeobotanist who had
         stayed in Bechealeh and had radiocarbon-dated the trees at seven thousand years old. ‘I will settle for six thousand,’ I joked.
         ‘The seventh millennium I might call upon later.’
      

      
      I scaled the sloping granulated earth once again, returning to the grove, unable to keep distance from it, drawn to its menhir-ness.

      
      If the trees had survived on this hillside for six thousand years, who had been inhabiting this region then? I estimated that
         the village was approximately ninety kilometres inland of Beirut. What was Beirut in that bygone era? When the Phoenicians
         arrived here, in 1500 BC, Beirut was a lesser port, lacking the power and status of Tripoli, Byblos, Sidon or Tyre. But the germ I was fossicking was
         way before the Phoenicians. Hani told me later that we were closer to Byblos. Byblos was an active harbour-city before Beirut,
         trading far beyond its own coast. Was it possible that I had fallen upon the origin of olive production?
      

      
      The trees in these two remaining groves were growing on terraces, drystone-walled, fashioned in the same en restanque method as ours back at the farm, which suggested that this method of agricultural irrigation pre-dated Christ. Had the drystone
         walls been added later? From where I was standing, I could not actually see the Mediterranean, though I knew that, as the crow flies, it lay in front of me. I attempted to imagine
         activity around this sea at the time the farmers – a farmer, family, young couple embarking upon married life? – were bent
         digging holes in preparation for their saplings.
      

      
      On the island of Crete, a short boat crossing from here, where I would travel later, had lived the Minoans, a mysterious people.
         According to scientists, they were pressing oil from sacred olive groves in around 3500 BC, five centuries after our anonymous farmer here was hard at work. The Phoenicians who traded along this coast, today Lebanon,
         and founded several of the bustling port-cities I was soon to visit, were intrepid seafarers who, it is believed, transported
         the cultivated olive tree west across the Mediterranean, yet their presence on this coastal strip dates back a mere two and
         a half thousand years after this grove had been planted. What of Palestine, the ancient land of Israelites and Canaanites,
         a short hop from here? I was intending to find out for myself later along my route. Further north lay the Syrian coast and,
         beyond, Turkey. In Turkey, or rather central Anatolia, at Çatal Hüyük, had existed a civilisation that mysteriously disappeared
         around 5800 BC. They had been an agricultural and trading people living almost two thousand years before these trees alongside me had been
         planted. In the fields surrounding their Neolithic settlement, they cultivated pistachio, almond and cherry trees and ‘oil
         was pressed’.
      

      
      Is it conceivable that the very first cultivated olives came from central Anatolia and that these giants around me had arrived
         here as striplings on caravans or from across the seas? Or might I argue that the labourers from here, about whom history
         tells us nothing, took cuttings and crossed the water to teach others how to farm olives?
      

      
      The Minoans, Phoenicians, Çatal Hüyük, Anatolians, the planters of these groves, all had vanished, but these grizzled trees live on, guarding their secrets, still bearing fruit.
         The olive tree is so ancient no one knows who first thought of preserving its fruit or mashing its flesh to extract the oil,
         but someone did. Stone Age man – it must have been! – took a bitter, inedible drupe, cured it and discovered it was edible.
         He ground its flesh and out flowed olive oil: liquid gold, exquisite to taste, rich in medicinal properties, a beauty product
         and combustible. Man had learned to master fire. Then he discovered he could produce an oil that provided him with fuel for
         light. He was capable of mastering darkness.
      

      
      Who first picked a fruit and ground it to release that precious liquid? When? Was it during prehistory from trees that grew
         wild?
      

      
      I was contemplating my lack of answers, and the adventures that lay ahead, as I stepped out into the sunlight from the tree’s
         semicircular husk, when Maryam, laughing, pushed me back inside and, from the terrace of the presbytery, Paul snapped our
         photograph, setting the moment in time.
      

      
      At the end of our day, Maryam and Paul unloaded my bag outside a hotel next to a bombed-out lot, now a jungle of weeds, in
         west Beirut. My friends were returning on a dawn flight to London, where their student daughter, mercifully unscathed by the
         recent violence, awaited them. I was off to ancient port-cities in search of olive clues.
      

      
      ‘Bissalama.’ Paul smiled, kissing my cheeks.
      

      
      ‘You too, travel safely.’ I waved as they sped off to spend their last evening with Emile and Elizabeth. Along with my friends’
         departure went my access to conversation; I lacked all skills in Arabic. I was truly alone.
      

      
      In the hotel lobby, the bases of the makeshift glass tables were outmoded Singer sewing machines. A brief encounter in the
         lift introduced me to a clean-cut, thirty-something Lebanese Christian who remarked that he had never before set foot in west
         Beirut, having fled with his parents as a child and been reared in the States.
      

      
      ‘When I was tiny,’ he smiled, exposing terrific white American teeth, ‘this side of the city was Muslim. We never came here.’
         He was employed by a US ‘special security operation’ in Iraq and was earning in excess of $30,000 a month, he boasted. ‘I
         speak Arabic, know the territory.’ When I pressed him about the precise nature of his work, he grew cagey, speeding away as
         soon as the lift doors opened. (I spotted him the following day in the lobby, but he avoided me.)
      

      
      I set off to explore Beirut. Rambling without direction, it was close to 10 p.m. when I reached downtown, where the partygoers,
         unlike me, were awakening. The night was young; the cafés were throbbing, and everywhere the abiding scent of fruit tobaccos
         rose in smoke plumes from the narguilehs. I sat next to a bunch of American students as I sipped my Ksara blanc de blancs and rested my feet, observing them as they sucked their bubbling pipes and paid 7,000 Lebanese pounds, or £4.50, apiece for
         the pleasure. From there, I descended to the water. Unable to approach directly I found myself, quite by chance, at the cordoned-off
         crime site of the St Valentine’s Day massacre. I skirted its perimeter, peering into a deep crater, from where the car transporting
         Prime Minister Hariri had been blown skywards, taking the ground beneath with it. Army youths were sitting casually on stone
         steps in twos and threes, cradling rifles, mounting guard over the lifeless chasm. Evidence, I supposed.
      

      
      The night sounds I heard were soft conversations, distant waves, the incessant honking of city horns, a cricket or two, a
         ringing phone and a woman’s strident laughter from an apartment on high. I fell into conversation with a chef from a neighbouring seafood restaurant. Its windows remained jagged apertures patched over with newspaper and Sellotape. He was
         young, smoking heavily, had shares in the venture, was losing money hand over fist.
      

      
      ‘No one will come near the joint,’ he moaned.

      
      ‘What’s on offer?’ I stepped inside. The menu was pricey, but the fresh catches looked mouth-watering. I accepted his recommendation
         of red dorade Lebanese-style, served with vegetables.
      

      
      While Chafeek, the chef, hurried to the kitchen with my order, I passed through one sombre inner room to another where half
         the space had been boarded up, blasted to charcoaled ruins. I settled at an underlit table by a beachside window. Two tables
         away, a middle-aged couple sat close, whispering, smoking, kissing. Otherwise, the premises were deserted. It was uninspiring,
         triste. Maybe it always had been, even before the wreckage. I gazed out to sea, black as ink and impenetrable. Chafeek made conversation
         while dinner was underway.
      

      
      ‘At Hariri’s funeral both Muslims and Christians wept,’ he said. The man was a true Lebanese. He cared for his country and
         his people. ‘It is always the good who are massacred,’ he sighed.
      

      
      ‘Who was responsible?’ My half-bottle of white wine appeared along with a dish of tabbouleh. I was surprised that no one touched
         upon the financial jiggery-pokery that had been associated with the prime minister during his lifetime.
      

      
      ‘Syrians, of course, but we want names. We want to see the criminals decried in the newspapers.’

      
      I listened to Chafeek’s woeful insurance problems; without reimbursement, he was unable to begin repairs, and without a decent-looking
         eatery tourists avoided the venue; then I settled my bill – the equivalent of £4.50 – and ambled along the seafront. It was close to one in the morning when I chanced upon the celebrated, arabesquely chic Café d’Orient. It was
         heaving with young lovelies, all conversing in French, as though they hadn’t a care in the world. I sat alone, feeling alone,
         at a wooden table right on the beach, lit by a guttering candle, spume almost lapping my toes, hair teased by a gentle wind,
         looking out across the moonlit strip of violet-navy sea towards home, downing spoonfuls of rose-water sorbet while attempting
         to get to grips with the complexities of this ravaged, broken-hearted city and asking myself what, if any, olive history I
         might unearth here.
      

      
      I had designated three days to Beirut. The ‘Paris of the eastern Mediterranean’ had been its reputation during its golden
         era before the civil war, and the following day I walked. I walked until my feet screamed and then I hung out in cafés along
         the Corniche, nattering with locals, watching their games of backgammon.
      

      
      The Levantine metropolis exposed radically different faces to me, two sides to its bankrupted coin. Downtown was an ambitiously
         reconstructed district – assassinated multimillionaire property developer Rafiq Hariri’s project – with arcades of art galleries,
         cafés, designer boutiques alongside blocks of freshly plastered units, sterile and unoccupied; many Beirutis could not afford
         the rents in this neighbourhood.
      

      
      A fascinating or tragic aside to so much downtown redevelopment was the discovery by archaeologists of ancient sites buried
         beneath the city; findings that shunted the history of Beirut much further back in time. Nothing much of Phoenician Beirut
         had really existed before, but jars dating back to the Canaanites, in 3000 BC, were revealed. Unfortunately, this was the business district, zillions of dollars were being poured into its build-up and
         the archaeologists were getting in the way. Several incidents were recounted to me, by a group of students in a café and, down at the waterfront, by a henna-haired
         Armenian teacher, of foundations excavated for reconstruction that had thrown up antique treasures, but as soon as the historians
         tried to call a halt to proceedings, the work was achieved in the dead of night. The city woke up to find that potentially
         rich archaeological zones had been concreted over while they slept. If there were olive stories for the picking, they lay
         sealed beneath the marble floors of international banks and ornate jewellery emporiums.
      

      
      Large sections of the inhabited city remained war-damaged. There were abandoned quartiers, bombed-out plots, shells of buildings where the exterior façades had been fenestrated, dismantled by gunfire – a daily reminder,
         a twenty-first-century cuneiform, clocking up scores after fifteen years of bloodshed, religious intolerance and atrocities.
         Then there were the shabby neighbourhoods where baggy-eyed women queued in rubbled streets with plastic bags, where wooden
         barrows offered breads for sale, where men with bare torsos, wearing only pyjama bottoms, smoking, stared dolefully out of
         tall windows, slipping from sight when they caught me peering, where battered cars exposed cavities that had once been head-
         or rear-lights, blown or shot out during the war and never replaced.
      

      
      The next morning, I visited the National Museum, situated in what had been the Green Line district. In 1975, at the outset
         of the war, Beirut had been divided into two. A designated strip of no-man’s-land, the Green Line, had demarcated the Christian
         districts of the city to the east from the Muslim quarters in the west. Christians living in the western districts and Muslims
         in the eastern were anxious to move, to settle in zones with others of their own religious affinity. Those with the means
         left town. Many fled their homeland altogether, not easy for Christians because the airport lay in the Muslim west. This had left them with the choice of escaping by boat,
         as Emile and Elizabeth with small children had done, or paying handsomely to be smuggled across the Green Line and on to a
         plane. Those without adequate resources struggled on, attempting normality, while facing the daily horrors of war.
      

      
      Even within the Green Line district, many buildings had been seriously damaged, including the National Museum. Fortunately,
         the curator, working all hours with his wife and staff members, had encased all the national treasures in concrete and buried
         them in the cellars, hidden beneath earth. Tragically, during the years of strife, water swamped the basements and every item
         required airing and dehumidifying when eventually removed from storage, but the majority of the pieces had been preserved.
      

      
      Almost the first exhibit I encountered upon entering was not an exquisitely carved sarcophagus, of which there were many,
         but a broad-girthed log from a cedar tree. The cedar tree is a potent symbol of Lebanon’s history and the emblem on its flag.
         In ancient times, this emerald conifer, the Cedrus libani, was much sought after for the quality of its wood and its perfume. Egyptians, Assyrians, Babylonians used it to build their
         ships and palaces. The shipyards of ancient Byblos grew wealthy from its exportation. Solomon requested the King of Tyre provide
         him with the finest of its timbers for the construction of the Temple of Jerusalem. Such intensive logging, deforestation
         and, consequently, the loss of topsoils eventually left the hillsides eroded, chalky, barren. The topography was changed for
         ever. So serious was the loss of the cedars that the Roman emperor Hadrian created reserves and forbade by imperial edict
         the felling of the forests. Did this make Hadrian one of our earliest ecologists? Many centuries later, Queen Victoria ordered
         a mighty wall to be built around the cedar forests in an attempt to protect what little remained of this nation’s heritage. Alas, to no avail. The twenty-first-century
         cedar stands were a sorry sight when I visited them during my previous trip; the experience had put me in mind of a zoo displaying
         a handful of decrepit elephants and toothless tigers. The few strong and healthy trees that remained were spectacular, some
         averaging two thousand years, but the maturity and splendour of those few mighty fellows had been turned into a tacky tourist
         attraction.
      

      
      Fortunately, the olive groves in Bechealeh, three times the age of the most senior surviving cedars, had not been discovered
         by tourist operators; no touts hung about selling keyrings and tickets. But what was remarkable to me, after a tour of the
         museum, was that there was no mention of the olive tree, no log to honour it, nothing to track the role it had played and
         the wealth it had brought to this Levantine coast.
      

      
      It was early in the morning, the sun was rising above the urban skyline. Dust, too, was lifting off the melting tarmac streets
         as cars sped by. Rucksack at my feet, feeling the swell of heat, I hailed a service taxi at a crossroads a short walk from
         my hotel. Several jalopies pulled into the kerb, but only one driver understood I was requesting a ride to Sour, ancient Tyre,
         for the local rate, not private-hire fees. During my days alone in Beirut, I had grown quite accustomed to this transport
         system. I enjoyed piling in with strangers – women off to shop, men escorting children to school. Most wanted to talk, to
         hear who I was, but unless they spoke English or French or understood my sign language, we managed little besides shukran and insha’allah. I had commenced Arabic lessons back in France, but my teacher, a Lebanese restaurant owner in Cannes, had turned out to be
         a crook, his restaurant a front for some underhand dealings, and he had disappeared without trace, leaving me with less than an alphabet.
      

      
      Now I tried with Anglo-Saxon accent to speak words I had learned parrot-fashion: ‘Sabah alkhair. Kaifhalek?’

      
      The heavily moustached, big-boned driver nodded. ‘Sabah alnur. Ana bekhair.’ He was wishing me good morning, assuring me he was well, appreciative of my conversational skills, which had now been thoroughly
         exhausted. He handed me his card with telephone number. I assumed this was to prove that he was a bona fide driver, though
         I was not sure. ‘Name Naji. Speech leetle Engleesh.’
      

      
      ‘Tyre,’ I told him. He was confused, so I added, ‘South to Sour,’ the modern name for the ancient port, a journey of 83 kilometres.
         He quoted me a reasonable price, confirmed his assent at making the trip, but warned I must be patient if he picked up others.
      

      
      ‘All the better.’ I grinned, pitching my rucksack across to the neighbouring rear seat, relieved that Naji’s minimal command
         of Engleesh would see us through. He fired the engine and I felt a surge of excitement wash through me; I was on the road.
      

      
      Our route followed the coast for much of the way, passing through dusty, chaotic industrial towns. A swift passage through
         Saida, ancient Sidon, offered a glimpse of the sandstone Chaˆteau de la Mer perched at the water’s edge.
      

      
      Ancient jewel in sow’s ear,’ joked Naji of the waterside castle. The city itself displayed heaps of discarded rubber tyres,
         broken-down buildings, urban desolation.
      

      
      I was fascinated to learn that Naji was a Druze Muslim, Duruz in Arabic. Aside from the fact that this Islamic offshoot was
         established in Egypt in the eleventh century, I knew nothing about these people. Few did. They guarded the doctrines of their
         faith assiduously. I thought I had fallen upon the exception because Naji talked quite openly about Allah and life after death, but what he said was fundamental to all monotheistic religions. It was not unusual in this finger-length
         of land to find oneself debating theology. In a country that had been torn apart by religious intolerance, such schisms were
         part of the daily unfathomables. In his broken English, he attempted to differentiate between Druze and orthodox Muslims.
      

      
      ‘A letter was sent to the world,’ he began.

      
      ‘To Muslims worldwide?’ I butted in rudely.

      
      ‘No, to the world,’ he repeated emphatically. ‘Those who heard the call, heard it. For the rest, we attempted no converts.
         Unlike Christians, we don’t desire to augment our numbers.’
      

      
      I remembered that the Druze allied themselves with other Muslim sects against Christians during the civil war, operating out
         of their base in Mount Lebanon, which was where my driver lived, in a house built by his father, where he had been born. Beyond
         that, he confided nothing and most of the journey passed in companionable silence.
      

      
      Only when Naji’s car had passed through streets stacked with more old tyres and rusted vehicles and drew up beneath a cluster
         of fig trees so dusty they looked as though they had been dipped in coarsely grained oats, and turned, saying, ‘Telephone
         when to go,’ did I understand we had arrived. I nodded as he swung the car towards Beirut, having deposited me south of Sour
         city, in the middle of Shi’ite territory and a short drive north of the Lebanon-Israeli border. The address I had been given
         turned out to be a rather scruffy resort. How had I beached up here? Who would choose this for a holiday?
      

      
      In need of shampoo, I took an early-evening hike to the esplanade. At a boutique, a young sun-wild, sea-wild Arab, bare torso,
         sporting green Aussie-surfer Bermudas, attempted to palm me off with a free sample of hair conditioner for $3 (£1.65). Crowding
         the curvature of coastline were Shi’ite families on holiday, indulging in ordinary beach activities, except these women waded and doggy-paddled in the Mediterranean
         in their billowing black chadors like pods of drowning seals. Chugging the beach with their children, their sodden full-length
         clothes encumbered by sand, seated in groups on squares of flimsy towels, squashed tight, slick-wet, nibbling roasted corn
         like lollies while their men jogged about in bathing trunks or tracksuit bottoms. Music, Arab and Western, poured from the
         sound systems of every vehicle, mobile or stationary. Aural onslaught. I passed corn-vendors who had piled the singed yellow
         cobs in hummocks between kerb and multicoloured trucks with Lebanese cedars painted on the bodywork. The odour turned my stomach,
         but what struck me most was how filthy Sour was.
      

      
      Once upon a time, nine centuries before Christ, in the heyday of Phoenician civilisation, Tyre was the greatest maritime metropolis
         of the ancient world, a seafaring emirate. The famous purple dye so coveted by aristocrats for their robes and togas was extracted
         from a sea snail’s shell, found in proliferation along this coastal stretch. The Phoenicians traded it everywhere around the
         eastern Med basin. It was worth its weight in gold and delivered them fortunes. Alas, the murex sea creature was exploited
         to extinction. Herodotus, the father of history, writing of the Phoenicians from Tyre, claimed that they originated from the
         Red Sea and that as soon as they had settled on the Mediterranean coast, they took to making long trading voyages. It would
         appear that reliable Herodotus, who visited Tyre in the fifth century BC, was incorrect. Archaeology has proven that the Phoenicians were Canaanites, who spoke a Semitic language and wrote using
         an alphabet without vowels, closely related to early Hebrew.
      

      
      I paused on the palm-tree-lined esplanade. An Arab in a wheelchair was attempting to negotiate the merciless traffic. I offered assistance, but he waved me impatiently away. I only
         half-registered the cries of children, of mothers, the sea mews swooping, scudding the benign evening waves, as I looked south
         down the coast towards Israel, towards a border I could not penetrate but that I intended to visit further along my route.
         That land so urgently fought over today, Israel, was once Canaan, the land of the forefathers of the Phoenicians. Once upon
         a time, Hiram, King of Tyre, was such an ally of the Israeli monarchs David and Solomon that he sent stonecutters and carpenters
         to assist with the construction of David’s palace and cedar to Solomon for his temple in Jerusalem. From this great seaport,
         felled timbers were exported not only to Jerusalem but to cities circumnavigating the eastern Mediterranean, for use in the
         construction of ships and temples.
      

      
      It was from Tyre that Cadmus set sail in search of his beloved sister, Europa, who gave her name to our continent, after she
         had been kidnapped by Greeks. Whilst on his voyages, Cadmus spread the Phoenician alphabet. With twenty-two consonants, it
         was unpronounceable to the Greeks, who added five vowels, thus giving us the foundation of our written language. The Greeks
         called their writing ‘Phoenikas’ after those who had delivered it to them.
      

      
      Those Tyrian-Phoenicians ruled the seas, founding colonies as distant and prosperous as Carthage and Gades (Cadiz), and they
         transported the olive tree and its culture with them in their fifty-oar galleys, trading its oil everywhere around the Mediterranean
         basin. Malta, from the Phoenician word maleth, meaning ‘hidden harbour’, afforded them an ideal base, a secure station and a break in their arduous journeys westwards to
         the Iberian Peninsula. Somewhere around 700 BC the Tyrians sailed beyond the two portals they had christened the Pillars of Hercules, out into the ‘further beyond’, testing their formidable navigational skills in the merciless
         Atlantic while founding trading centres and settlements along the coast of modern-day Portugal.
      

      
      Eventually, the Assyrians enslaved Tyre. However, by that stage, many of the population were emigrating to their glorious
         new harbour-city of Carthage in modern-day Tunisia, where they planted up kingdoms of olive groves. Those who were left behind
         were besieged by a succession of conquerors, including Alexander the Great and, later, the Romans.
      

      
      Contemplating this border city now, which offered little besides its historical sites, boarded-up cafés bearing names such
         as Cadmus, hillocks of debris and dust-faded memories, it seemed impossible to conceive that such a glorious past had ever
         existed. I was approaching the al-Mina Roman ruins and was obliged to circle by a crematorium on the waterfront. Alongside
         it were several lit pyres. The sweet, sickly stench of burning flesh hung in the unclean air. Or might I have been sniffing
         whiffs of the charred remains of a lost civilisation?
      

      
      A century before the triumphant Romans arrived here, further along the North African coast, their nascent armies razed Carthage
         to the ground, giving their empire control of the lucrative olive farms. The Phoenicians fought fearlessly until no hope remained,
         while the flagship city of their civilisation burned for seventeen days, depriving them for ever of their historical role
         as the most intrepid of merchants, pioneers of navigation throughout these Mediterranean waters and, possibly, the first international
         traders of olive oil.
      

      
      I felt grateful to the oleanders, coral, cramoisi, wine-red, growing amongst the bleached stones and mosaics, jollying up the excavations on what had once been an island city,
         joined by a causeway to the mainland by Alexander the Great. As I passed along the colonnaded Roman road towards the sea, there was not a soul in sight and I sat and gazed out upon the waves slapping against a series of semi-submerged boulders,
         the remnants of Phoenician jetties and breakwaters. From those jetties, saplings would have been loaded for the groves of
         Ifriqa surrounding Carthage. And possibly skilled agriculturists to husband them? Might there have been waiting lists of families,
         young hopefuls jostling for berths, unemployed and skilled land labourers queuing to emigrate to Carthage, to the new country,
         dreaming of better prospects? Carthage BC, the land of tomorrow. Burned to cinders by Rome.
      

      
      From nowhere, a limping man appeared approaching along a winding trail. He was waving, as though flagging me down, but I was
         stationary. Even as he drew near, he attempted to sell ‘antiky’ treasures plundered, he claimed, from the bottom of the sea,
         out beyond the bay.
      

OEBPS/images/Art_Map.jpg
"

)
g

(oo






OEBPS/images/9781780220642.jpg
!

A Personal Journey to the
Heart of the Mediterranean

HINBIL THELLT

THE

OLIVE ROUTE





OEBPS/images/Art_pub.jpg
ppppppp





