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CHAPTER 1


Back to the Wall




 




I had my back to the wall.


I literally had my back to the wall. This particular wall being the outside of a Moroccan toilet in the Todra Gorge.


Behind the wall, a very distressed New Zealand girl in a long white nightdress was trying to cope with a severe attack of gastro-enteritis. Her only light source was the matches she struck in the less acute stages of her attack to give her some idea of her footing, which was two precarious mounds in the shape of feet.


If toilets were rated in an amenity range of one to ten, this one would have been given minus one.


On my side of the wall, I was facing three shouting, gesticulating Moroccans who were advancing, intent on doing me some bodily harm.


I’d never known how I would behave with my back to the wall, being threatened by hostile tribesmen. As a youth I had read in the Hotspur and the Wizard how simple it was: just hit them with a cricket bat.


To my own surprise – I’m not generally a violent man – I was longing for one of them to get near enough to lay my hands on him.


I was just about at the end of my tether and these three gesticulating gentlemen were in danger of making it snap. One of the ingredients of my incipient bravery was the fact that all three of them were much smaller than I was, although had I laid hands on them I would probably have found knives flicking out from every pocket.


They were after my women. When I say my women, I was part of a band of 29 travellers, mainly women, supposedly on a conducted camping and hotel tour of Morocco.


The men got closer, screaming: ‘Why do you keep the women all to yourself?’ My fists clenched in pleasurable anticipation of the first blow. Then I said in my best French: ‘It is best if Nameless Tours never visit the Todra Gorge again.’ At these magic words my potential attackers immediately changed into drivelling, apologetic men, backing off with a thousand apologies. They were only joking, they had suddenly seen that their action could have involved them in a major loss of income. At this moment my New Zealand girl poked her head round the door and said that she was well enough to return to our room. ‘Our room’ meant a furnished Oxo cube that would have made the Black Hole of Calcutta look like a four-star hotel.


This was another disastrous day on another disastrous tour. When we got to the Todra Gorge, our guide-driver said there would be no need for us to put up our tents that night. There weren’t enough tents to go round anyway, and he’d found us a room which we could all share.. He then disappeared with the most striking blonde in the party to some private accommodation, and this was the last we saw of him until the morning. Our room was about the size of a small dining room and 28 of us were expected to spend the night there.


There had been trouble in the evening. We had with us some precocious young Australian and New Zealand girls who were egging the local boys on. As most of the local women went round looking like bell tents with only a small slit for them to look out of, the sight of our scantily clad Australasians was more than they could bear. The fact that they were only being teased made it even worse.


There was some vague sort of Moroccan music in the evening, some talk of drugs and then the arrival of the local Chief of Police. We couldn’t quite make out what it was he wanted; whether our girls had been taking drugs, I don’t know. The girls were now terrified – we had 30 or 40 menacing-looking Moroccans advancing on us – and the whole party looked to me for instruction.


The fact that I was looked to for leadership in the absence of our driver was not that I am a natural leader of men: it was just that I was middle-aged.


My wife Pam feels it does me good to get away into the wild every now and then, so I’d booked for this trip across Morocco. From the brochure, it sounded very similar to the marvellous Sahara trips I’d had, but I found when I got there that the trip was for under 35s. Being 53 at the time gave me some position of seniority.


‘Right, everybody,’ I said in best boy scout fashion. ‘Slowly and casually back towards our room.’ We managed to make a steady retreat and shut the door. Some of the girls were whimpering with fright.


‘There’s nothing to worry about,’ I said, although I felt worried sick. ‘Just bed down for the night. It’ll all look quite different in daylight.’


The door started to open and one of the Moroccan men outside tried to join us. I shut the door firmly on him and sat down leaning against the door, hoping at least to get a little sleep. Being, as usual, overweight, I made a good doorstop to protect the chastity of our women passengers.


All the travellers weren’t under 35. Robin Treaton was in fact 47. His contribution to calming the fears of our girls was to take two of the more nubile ones naked into his sleeping bag with him. This might have sounded crowded but the room was so small that this was just about par for the course. He lay in the middle of his bag grinning from ear to ear. ‘Not a bad holiday eh, Bob?’ he said.


Everybody settled down and I was half-dozing in my sitting position as doorstop when my little New Zealand girl got up from the far side of the room, ran across the sleeping bags and vomited straight over me. ‘Quick!’ she said. ‘I must get to the toilet!’


We opened the door. Outside there were about 30 Moroccans sleeping with blankets or coats wrapped round them. I had to escort her, tiptoeing over the sleeping bodies to the toilet where I had my confrontation with the three violent men. We had no further trouble from the men after my magic words, but the New Zealand girl’s condition did not go away. About every 20 minutes she would jump up and I had to escort her through the sleeping throng back to this filthy toilet, which I wouldn’t have liked on a good day and, on this particular day, I hated. I had no assistance from any of the other 28 members of my party, some who slept soundly; some, mainly the women, who didn’t sleep a wink. Apparently someone in the room asked whether I was all right, facing the mob outside. The questioner was immediately reassured by Robin from his crowded sleeping bag, who shouted, ‘Don’t worry, he’ll be all right.’


At last dawn came. My little New Zealand girl was now almost completely dehydrated, but some of the worst aspects of her symptoms had disappeared. As the room stirred, all modesty was forgotten. Men and women who had been strangers just a few days ago were now intermingled, pulling clothes on, some of the women crying, but all of us welcoming the dawn as it arose.


I opened the door gingerly. All the sleeping Moroccans had gone and there was no sign of the three who had threatened me in the toilet.


Our driver-cum-courier appeared, full of beans, with his blonde companion. He asked if we’d had a good night and was nearly lynched on the spot, while his blonde companion was ostracised by all the other lady members of the party. We were a sorry lot.


Our next night’s stop was a camping stop beside a swimming pool. We unloaded the bus, managed to get up enough tents to cover all of us, but it did mean people sharing a single tent. I had a quick dip in the pool, a cup of coffee, two sleeping capsules and slept for 24 hours. I awoke in blinding sunshine to find all the party in bikinis happily chatting away around the pool, with food cooking on some stoves, all as if nothing had happened.


My trip to Morocco was a potential disaster from the beginning. I had done some desert travelling and, knowing how cold it was at night, had taken two sleeping bags. Both were stoutly wrapped in an old tent bag with my name and, as an extra precaution, the tour party’s name stencilled on it. I was the epitome of an efficient traveller.


Unfortunately they couldn’t find my sleeping bag at Casablanca airport, so I spent the two weeks of the trip using the working sleeping bag of the driver, an oily old bag he used to lie on when working under the bus.


The main problem with this particular expedition was numbers. It was Easter, many of the tour party were schoolteachers on holiday, and we were 29 people in a 29-seater bus. This sounds reasonable, but normally there are only 20 people on each tour. There were only tents and equipment for 20 people, and at least a third of the bus was required to carry equipment, personal belongings, tents and cooking utensils. The tour was supposed to be a mixture of camping and native hotels. We cooked for ourselves as we went along. There was to be some time in a proper hotel in Marrakesh where we were promised beds, baths, showers and everything. I couldn’t wait.


As well as the position that I’d assumed as deputy leader of the party, because I was a doctor there was always a morning surgery. Not only had people developed conditions while on the tour, some were wanting advice for problems they’d had for 20 or 30 years. On my first day, a very nice young girl had come up to me asking if I would mind having a look at her legs. She had quite a serious generalised condition called Erythema Nodosum for which she should have been hospitalised straight away (and in fact was immediately on her return from the trip). But once we’d started there was no way back, so we were carrying one really ill person from the very beginning. This girl was an extremely nice lass who made as little as possible of her painful legs and did her best to get something out of this disastrous holiday.


At last the move came to Marrakesh, a beautiful town with one of the biggest casbahs I’ve ever seen. The only thing that spoilt it was the fact you couldn’t walk a yard without being bothered by touts who were offering anything from silk scarves and dresses to their grandmothers. We stayed at the Charles Foucald Hotel: it was extremely comfortable and the food was good. I even managed with one of the Dutch passengers, a very attractive young lady, to have a meal at the Mirimour Hotel, Churchill’s favourite watering place in Morocco. Perhaps the holiday wasn’t going to be too bad after all.


We were due to leave the hotel on a horseriding trip for three days, but disaster struck again. The number of people and the limitation of the equipment on the bus meant that plates weren’t properly washed and hygiene wasn’t looked after. After 24 hours in Marrakesh, half of the party were down with severe gastro-enteritis, at least as severe as the little New Zealand girl, who was now fit enough to join in all activities. Not so a dozen of the other passengers who were far too ill to leave the hotel. As all in the party were much younger than I, and had been brought up on the National Health, they assumed that it was quite normal for me to stay and look after them. Robin Treaton acted as a runner for me, going to the pharmacist with prescriptions, and coming back with bags of charcoal and various medications.


One girl was in hysterics because her boyfriend had gone off on the riding trip, leaving her ill in the hotel. That was the end of at least one of the many partnerships in our group.


I’d come well prepared for any medical eventuality but hadn’t thought I’d be looking after nearly 30 people. We just about managed until I went down with the gripes myself, having it as bad as most or even worse. I did find a secluded room for myself to endure my illness in private.


I had been sharing a room with Robin Treaton, but felt I was cramping his style. Unfortunately for him our double room was marked as the Doctors’ Room. The first day that I was in isolation, Robin who didn’t know an aspirin from an enema but was assumed by the hotel staff to have some sort of medical qualification was dragged protesting to the room to see the hysterical girl whose boyfriend had gone off on the riding trip.


The staff forced their way into her room to find that her gastro-enteritis had been so acute that the carpet was showing signs that she had not always made it to the communal toilet. To find that Robin had been forcibly propelled into her room in its dishevelled state as her medical adviser, was too much for the poor girl. She collapsed on the bed, screaming at the top of her voice. The management and Robin fled, leaving the mess for the boyfriend to clear up when he came back.


Somehow we survived our two weeks. We went to Agadir, we went up into the Atlas mountains. It was all a bit of a blur. We saw the mud fort where Lawrence of Arabia had made part of some film, but it couldn’t have been Lawrence of Arabia, it must have been Peter O’Toole . . . I was becoming disorientated. Yes, I remember: it was another night when our guide-driver announced that instead of tents he had triumphantly found us another of his Black Holes of Calcutta. On this occasion there were no marauding Moroccans in the toilet. I think our young girls had learnt their lesson.


The plane home was delayed for ten hours at Casablanca airport. When I arrived at the airport, having spent a fortnight in an oily, cold sleeping bag, I was greeted by a smiling official with my two sleeping bags done up in their beautifully numbered tent bag. Then to my great surprise, just as the plane was about to leave, all the other passengers gathered in a group. A spokesman came forward to say how much they’d appreciated the great care I had taken of them during the stay, and there, as a present from all my sick passenger patients, was a Moroccan silver bowl. I almost wept.


The silver bowl is now on my mantlepiece as a reminder never to go to Morocco again, at least not with Nameless Tours at Easter.




CHAPTER 2


A Town Like Tadchester




 




I am not really an experienced and intrepid world traveller, but the fourth partner in a group of five and a half partners in general practice in a little Somerset town called Tadchester. Tadchester is a market town with a rising population of about 8,000. It stands on the estuary of the River Tad in one of the most beautiful parts of the Somerset coast, with the resorts of Sandford-on-Sea and Stowin nearby. Although primarily a market town, it still has some fishing, an increasing amount of light industry and a small mine that produces pigments, a residue from the time when the main industry of the town was coal-mining.


In Tadchester you’re not just a Tadchester resident, you are either strictly Up-the-Hill or Down-the-Hill. The town is split by the river, with high ground on one side that leads eventually down to the coastal resort of Stowin, and flat ground on the other side which was presumably marshland in years gone by and which has been reclaimed. The river goes down to the sea, passing the shipbuilding yard of Peargate, round the corner from which is the other seaside resort of Sandford-on-Sea. This physical division by the river means that you are either an Up-the-Hill or a Down-the-Hill person.


In the past this had important social distinctions. The population of Up-the-Hill tended to be the have-nots, whereas Down-the-Hill they tended to be the haves. It has levelled off over the years with the coming of light industry which was mainly Up-the-Hill. Now, although there are no social distinctions between the halves of the town, there is no lessening of the rivalry.


We were the only general practice in the town and also took care of the local hospital. Of the five full partners, each had his own area of responsibility in the hospital. Steve Maxwell, the senior partner had a special interest in medicine, Henry Johnson the second senior was the surgeon, Jack Hart the third partner was the anaesthetist. I, the fourth partner, was reckoned to be an expert in midwifery, although in the more recent years this meant just sending expectant mothers to the new midwifery hospital at Winchcombe.


Our fifth partner was Ron Dickinson, an accomplished athlete who spent a great deal of his time running, jumping, swimming, sailing, water skiing and removing the local tonsils. Our half-partner was Catherine Carlton, the delightful wife of a dentist, who was a much nicer doctor than all of us. Catherine gave the proper balance to the practice and was always available for ladies to come and talk to about things ladies prefer to discuss only with other ladies. We were a happy and well-balanced team, living in a delightful area.


One of the reasons I had moved to Tadchester in the first place, apart from the fact that I liked the partners and the partnership, was because it was in a lovely holiday area. I felt that living near the seaside would mean that at holiday time I wouldn’t have to travel very far. However, I’d only been in practice for a few months before my appearance on the beach meant that an impromptu surgery would shortly assemble.


No matter how secluded the bay, eventually patients would track me down, and before very long there were few local places I could visit for relaxation or refreshment. A patient on the beach with a few drinks inside him was often much less inhibited than he was in the surgery, and much more difficult to get rid of.


It had long been my ambition to have a holiday at home where I could get stuck into the garden and do odd things around the house, but whenever I had time off at home news would flash round the grapevine that I wasn’t at the surgery. People would drop in with: ‘I know you’re on holiday, but you’re the only one that understands Grandma. I won’t take a minute of your time.’ Which meant taking an hour of my time.


Once while moving house I was walking along the street with a chest of drawers on my shoulder, when I was stopped and asked if I was on duty. ‘No,’ I replied. ‘I’m off sick with a chest complaint.’ And I staggered on with my mighty load. My questioner looked puzzled.


It’s not always appreciated how onerous the working hours of general practitioners are. When I started in general practice I attended an average of three home confinements a fortnight. I was on every other week for emergency anaesthetics for the hospital, apart from all other practice commitments and emergencies. It was not uncommon to miss a whole night’s sleep and have to work the next day. Sometimes all the partners would be together at night, operating on some vital case, and still have to appear the next day.


Once I missed two whole nights’ sleep running and continued working. But on the third day of this marathon I went out on a visit, came to a crossroads – and forgot which side of the road one drove on. If doctors were airline pilots or even lorry drivers, we wouldn’t be allowed to work these hours. It’s one of the quirks of our society that there’s no restriction on the hours worked by a man whose job, ostensibly, is to keep people alive.


Holidays are important for everyone, and doctors in particular. Doctors, alas, must get away from their home base, otherwise the holiday just becomes an extension of their work. Most doctors take six weeks’ holiday a year. On the other hand they probably work, as I did, 17 to 20 weekends a year, most public holidays and every Christmas. I worked out that if I had every weekend and bank holiday off, plus just a fortnight’s holiday, I would actually have more time than I did with the six precious weeks that I took away from the practice.


With the enlightened partners with whom I worked it was agreed that every seven years we should take 13 weeks off to go and do our own thing; anything from working in a mission hospital in India to lying in the sun in Italy. Thus, although it would appear that I and my family have taken lots and lots of holidays everywhere, as we obviously have done, many of them I would have swapped for a quiet undisturbed week’s pottering about the house.


Many patients think that their doctors are continually on holiday. I can see a patient 30 times in one year, but if I happen to be away on the 31st occasion he visits the surgery, I’m accused of letting him down and never being there when he needs me. Whenever I announce I’m about to take some well-earned break – which usually means rushing around working twice as hard both before the holiday and for the first week I’m back – there are always raised eyebrows from my quite bewildered patients.


Speaking in chorus they say: ‘What? On holiday again, Doctor?’




CHAPTER 3


In Transit




 




One of my close friends was Chris Parfitt, Editor of the Tadchester Gazette, known to everyone as C. P. I thought it would be a great idea for him and his family to join the Clifford clan on a fortnight’s holiday in France.


C. P. was reluctant at first. He’d known several longstanding friendships break up during family holidays together. And he wasn’t too keen on Abroad per se, after one or two unfortunate experiences out there.


His National Service in the Sudan had put him off strong sunshine for life. In transit in Malta he was narrowly missed by a shotgun blast, aimed by a local farmer who was peeved about previous damage done by British squaddies to his drystone walls.


On a family holiday in Spain, the hotel was crammed with overweight Germans who commandeered the swimming pool every day for mass bellyflop sessions. And he made the mistake of watching a bullfight in Barcelona. A young matador botched one of the kills and C. P. left the bullring feeling sick.


In Tangier he’d been horrified by the stumps of arms shoved under his nose by mutilated child beggars, and by the sight of a suspected petty thief being hauled screaming into the local police station for what promised to be a horrendous beating-up.


In Italy he’d been put off his cannelloni at a pavement cafe by the sight of a starving and mange-ridden cat hobbling painfully across the road.


Even in Gibraltar he didn’t have the luck. One morning the hotel bar provided lashings of tapas – crispy bits of fried fish provided free with the drinks. They were delicious and C. P. ate his fill.


Next day, when he’d recovered from an all-night bout of food poisoning, he discovered that the fish were horse mackerel. Not only that, they’d been collected from a dry dock which had been drained to service a British aircraft carrier. The horse mackerel had been eating all the waste discharged from the ship, richly supplemented by the throwing-up of the sailors returned from a night on the town.


‘So all in all, Bob, you could say I’m not one hundred per cent keen on the idea,’ he said. ‘Apart from anything else, you can’t get a decent pint.’


C. P. had the journalist’s occupational liking for a pint of beer, and treated the drinking of one with reverence. A badly kept or sloppily served pint – even worse, a pint of keg beer – was to him the equivalent of breaking wind in church.


Eventually, however, he agreed to put it to a family council. His wife Joyce and their children, Clive and Janet, were wholeheartedly in favour. Democracy prevailed by a vote of three to one.


We got down to the planning – Pam and myself, our two younger children Paul and Jane, and the Parfitts – for a fortnight in France. We’d decided to travel in a Ford Transit van and work our way down to the Dordogne: camping a few nights, staying

en pension a few nights, and finishing up for a week in a villa I’d booked.


I’d seen the villa advertised in a medical magazine. It was expensive, but it was set in magnificent Dordogne countryside and sounded luxurious.


With all our luggage and camping gear, the van was full to bursting. A tentative suggestion from C. P. that we might find room for a barrel of Barnsley Best Bitter to tide him over until he got used to the filthy French muck, was outvoted.


‘Perhaps as well,’ he said. ‘Temperamental stuff, that. Doesn’t travel well.’


We decided to go by hovercraft, taking the cheapest route from Dover to Calais, forgetting that we’d have to drive to Dover, and that we’d have an extra day’s travelling through France before we got anywhere near the Dordogne.
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