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Preface


Our whole mindset regarding going abroad has altered beyond recognition in the last few years. I began as a journalist on the travel desk of the The Times, hoping to see the world, inspired by writers such as Paul Theroux, P J. O’Rourke, Jonathan Raban, Eric Newby, Bruce Chatwin, Jan Morris, Dervla Murphy, Norman Lewis and Bill Bryson. Heading out with a notebook to explore backwaters, meet unusual characters, experience the sights, sounds and smells of distant climes – travel journalism was a romantic notion. Apart from travel literature, guidebooks, radio broadcasts, newspapers, films and television documentaries (presented by the likes of Alan Whicker and Michael Palin), there was no other way to learn about distant shores. Travel was expensive and knowledge was unreliable; guidebooks soon became out of date.


In the years between the late 1990s, when I was starting out, and now, I continued with travel writing despite a growing feeling that the internet, as it developed and boomed, could tell you almost anything you needed to know before you took off from Heathrow or caught a train through the Channel Tunnel. Reporters were increasingly becoming tied to their desks. ‘Newshounds’ found themselves attached to screens that flashed wire stories and, more recently, tweets. But as a travel writer, by definition, you had to get out and about, see things with your own eyes.


After taking several journeys to unpronounceable places on low-cost airlines’ 1p flights, I wrote a travel book entitled To Hull and Back, describing some of the least likely places to spend time off in the UK. This was a reaction to taking so many easyJet flights; I wanted to stay on the ground. It was also in the spirit of Alain de Botton’s engaging book The Art of Travel, in which the Swiss-British philosopher ruminates on finding the extraordinary in the ordinary.


With the internet so pervasive and travel becoming almost ludicrously easy, I liked the idea of slowing down and taking a closer look at places that were less trodden. I stayed on the ground once more to see Europe by high-speed train (Tales from the Fast Trains) before visiting Tunisia, Libya and Egypt a year after the Arab Spring (A Tourist in the Arab Spring). News of the uprisings, which some were comparing to the fall of the Berlin Wall, was coming thick and fast on television and over the internet. But I wanted to see it for myself, rather than relying on information that flashes up on a screen.


Some people suggest that the (apparent) omniscience of the World Wide Web makes travel writing redundant. It is a dying genre, the doom merchants say, as everything is out there already: every corner of the earth covered and accessible at the click of a computer mouse. There can be no Wilfred Thesiger-style journeys through the Empty Quarter of Arabia, no quixotic rambles through the Hindu Kush à la Newby, no Bruce Chatwinesque immersions in African nomadic tribal life. And perhaps that’s true. The surprise element no longer exists when you can read about most places on your smartphone.


Most places, but not all. And in the Maldives, I wanted to take a different approach. Before I went, I had little idea what islands I would visit and what I would come across. I had no grand plans mapped out on the internet, no instant information to show me the way, no World Wide Web at my fingertips. Escaping a Google world by ditching my smartphone and laptop, I had little alternative to following my nose and letting instinct lead the way.


I had some rare time off work, annual leave that had somehow stacked up: a honeymoon period of sorts, an unexpected break from daily life. And there was a certain irony to this. I was heading to one of the globe’s most renowned honeymoon hotspots – the Maldives – on my own: my girlfriend and I had split in the weeks before I decided to go. We had been together a while and it felt like a turning point, a ‘spring clean’ moment of anything being possible. I was stepping off the treadmill of the ordinary. Goodbye commuting. Goodbye deadlines. Goodbye to everything connected to worries. Hello sunshine. Hello sea. Hello to discovering a distant country from the ground up, without monitors bleeping messages I really did not want to read.


That’s why I bought a ticket to the Indian Ocean.




‘We heard the boom of breakers from miles offshore as they crashed upon the reef. It was a sound new to our ears, a note of majesty once heard, forever remembered.’
Arthur Grimble, A Pattern of Islands


‘The first guests at the Brisas del Mar arrived in some style in a chauffeur-driven Isotta-Frashini at the end of May, providing instant and final confirmation of the villagers’ belief that all outsiders were basically irrational, when not actually mad.’
Norman Lewis, Voices of the Old Sea


‘Later I realized how foolish it had been to have any scruples, for big hotels are quite merciless towards their employees.’
George Orwell, Down and Out in Paris and London


‘When the rate of return on capitalism exceeds the rate of growth of output and income, as it did in the nineteenth century and seems likely to do again in the twenty-first, capitalism automatically generates arbitrary and unsustainable inequalities that radically undermine the meritocratic values on which democratic societies are based.’
Thomas Piketty, Capital in the Twenty-First Century





PART ONE
Into the Indian Ocean



Arrival in Male, the capital – and a journey by cargo ship, sleeping next to sacks of onions on a deck floor, to the southernmost point in the country: Addu Atoll, south of the Equator, where there is a visit to the old RAF base and a night spent tuna fishing in what was once the United Suvadive Islands


‘There are a lot of mysterious things about boats, such as why anyone would get on one voluntarily.’
P. J. O’Rourke
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The Sunny Side of Life


Down below there was water – lots of water. The screen on the maroon seat on my plane from Colombo in Sri Lanka to Male, capital of the Maldives, showed that we were crossing the ‘Indischer Ozean’. Thin white streaks of waves broke on a peninsula bristling with jade-topped palm trees: our last glimpse of the mainland. Then there was blue – an enormity of blue. The Indischer stretched to the horizon, gargantuan, all-encompassing, seeming to roll onwards for ever.


It was a mesmerising sight. On the surface of the sea I could make out the faintest of movements, an almost imperceptible sway. The tiniest of undulations, the briefest stir, visible for a split second… then gone. The motion returned and went away once more. From 30,000 feet, far from the peaks and troughs of the swell, the ocean was a lumbering creature, somehow alive, quietly breathing in and out.


Rust-red cargo ships stood sentinel on the gently pulsing sea. They appeared hopelessly lost, miniscule man-made outposts in the infinite seascape. And as we rose through ribbons of cloud, the surface of the aqueous world began to alter. Glimmers of silver emerged, spreading outwards and blooming into a metallic sheen. The blue, after a tantalising spell of indigo, morphed into a mercurial swirl. As I looked through the oval window I began to readjust my place on the planet. From now on it was water, not land, that mattered.


The Indian Ocean nation of the Maldives is the flattest country on earth (the highest ‘hill’ is 7ft 10in) and stretches about 515 miles from north to south, bulging to just 80 miles at its widest point. Among the 1,192 islands, 100 are ‘resort islands’, for tourists only, while 198 are categorised as ‘inhabited’. All the islands and reefs and lagoons together amount to 35,300 square miles, about the size of North Island in New Zealand, but the territory is 99.9 per cent water, and most of the 0.1 per cent of land is about 3 feet above the sea.


There was water, water everywhere – and some beyond-luxurious hotels on perfect white-sand beaches. If you wanted to escape for a while, what better place than the ultimate vision of paradise? The honeymoon dream of holiday brochures: crisscrossing palm trees, tropical flowers, colourful coral, long sunny days crowned by blazing sunsets. Not to mention the glass-bottomed bathtubs, private terraces or 37” flatscreen televisions in palm-roofed villas perched over the Indian Ocean.


It sounds great, but I have to admit I’d always imagined the Maldives to be dull. Too boring, too obvious.


I did, however, have a plan. I had heard of a change in Maldivian law that allowed visitors to travel off the beaten track to islands that were not official tourist islands. From the 1980s until 2009, foreigners had been banned from visiting places populated by locals, other than on stopovers in the capital. Government officials had been concerned that Western influences might rub off and spoil the Islamic way of life. These were worries dating from the hippy trail, the ban on outsiders ‘going local’ designed to prevent a cavalry charge of folk with long hair smoking funny cigarettes and behaving in other odd ways.


With hippies long gone, the policy had been eased and the idea was to allow poorer parts of the archipelago the opportunity to enjoy the spoils of tourism. It was early days, with the first guesthouses opening around the time of my visit. Few people seemed to have heard about this new way of seeing the country. It was a bit like Greek island-hopping when that travel phenomenon began, except that the weather would be hotter, the scenery even more beautiful – and you could get a tuna curry just about anywhere you went.


A whole new country had effectively opened up, hundreds of islands seldom seen by outsiders. It’s not all that often something like this happens in the twenty-first century. Yes, I was looking forward to making the most of paradise, but I was intending to take a voyage around the edges of perfection, travelling on cargo ships and ferries to these newly accessible islands. By skirting this periphery I hoped to get an insight into Maldivian life away from the shiny, glitzy presentation of the tourist board and public relations officials. Journalists are only too familiar with PR gloss. I wanted to capture the bigger picture.


With these thoughts in mind, my first sight of Maldivian terra firma came in the form of a beetle-shaped island with curving leg-like jetties studded with hotel villas. Thick green palm groves at the centre of the island acted as the beetle’s back. The land was almost perfectly circular and surrounded by a flawless rim of white sand. Beyond, the ocean disappeared in a swirl of clouds in the direction of Africa.


This beetle was followed by another bug-shaped creation, and another, and then a series of islands that appeared uninhabited. These were thin and stretched out in irregular ovals. They were unlike anything I’d seen before. There was something almost Daliesque about their wobbly shapes, the way they undulated in long curves adorned by foaming waves.


Many of the circles barely rose above the ocean. I already knew that what I was seeing was the tip of coral reefs that ringed ancient underwater volcanic peaks. These now-extinct volcanoes were the result of the meeting of tectonic plates. They had once towered above the water, but over the millennia had subsided, leaving both lagoons and the higher ground on which Maldivians lived.


Charles Darwin, no less, had first recognised coral reefs – known as atolls when the reefs encircled a lagoon – and explained their formation when pottering about the world’s oceans in the 1830s on HMS Beagle. The peaks were part of an enormous ridge that ran from Madagascar to India, the submerged mountain range to which I was headed.


The plane’s wheels hit the runway on Airport Island with a screech. I followed couples down steps onto the baking concourse. We shambled bleary-eyed and blinking through fierce heat to a humid hall with a low ceiling.


So much so normal – an airport like any other. We might have been in Malaga. Then we shuffled through the exit… and things were very different.


Outside, men in crisp white uniforms held signs with the labels of luxury tour operators, including Cox & Kings, Island Voyage, Coco Collection (this was much more upmarket than the Costa del Sol). They were not there for me, though. I strolled past and a few paces further came to the sea. A sign told me I was entering ‘THE SUNNY SIDE OF LIFE’.


And so I was. I crossed a traffic-free street to a small jetty with a concrete walkway covered by an awning. In the shade at the far end of this sun cover was a rickety kiosk.


This was not upmarket at all. This, I soon gathered, was where you caught the ferry to Male. I may have only been in the country for a few moments, but already I was taking to the ocean. I waited in a queue with a Maldivian man wearing a Union Jack sleeveless top with a hood and matching shorts. He was accompanied by a woman in a burqa. They made a very odd couple. I handed over 10 rufiyaa (about 40 pence) and hauled my luggage across the bow of a short, covered wooden boat. A wiry ferryman neatly stacked my bag by a heap of cardboard boxes filled with chocolate-milk powder.


We settled in and waited for the seats to fill. The boat bobbed and gurgled at its mooring, smelling of diesel. Water trickled against the quay. I had squeezed onto a bench next to a passenger in pinstripe trousers and an untucked pink shirt. If you ignored his flip-flops, he might have been returning from a day at a city stock exchange. Others were less formally dressed; mainly airport staff, it appeared, going home after shifts. I was the sole Westerner (those on the plane had peeled away after the customs check to meet their holiday reps). Most but not all women wore headscarves, with only the single burqa.


Our ferry must have been 30 feet long. The floor consisted of old wooden boards with peeling battleship-grey paint. A faint breeze stirred through the windowless stern. When all the benches were occupied, the engine growled into life. We backed out of the mooring, swaying in the churning waves, heading into choppy sea beyond a breakwater.


Then I saw Male for the first time. The capital was an extraordinary sight, a mini-Manhattan of tower blocks painted pink and aquamarine, jammed onto a small island across half a mile of ocean. It seemed totally out of place, as though the buildings had been transferred from a city in the USA, dropped one by one by helicopters in the middle of the sea and painted pastel colours.


We rocked and rolled in the direction of this candy-coloured mirage and as we did so I was struck again by the feeling of entering some kind of water world. Little black fish darted close to the surface, looking like leaves blown in an underwater wind. Speed boats from tourist resorts raced by, causing us to bob in their wake. We chugged forwards towards a tower with HITACHI written in red on its roof. The sky was turning purple, streaks of pink feathering the surface of the surging sea.


We entered a small secondary harbour and moored, bow first, by the quayside. A man wearing a T-shirt emblazoned with the message ‘SMILE MORE: WHY NOT?’ swung my bag over the harbour wall. I grinned and stepped onto Male. I had arrived in paradise, amid skyscrapers, bustling crowds, honking mopeds, bright pink election banners announcing ‘YOUTH! ECONOMY! HOPE!’, yellow bunting tied to lampposts in honour of the Maldivian Democratic Party, and tiny warren-like alleys.


I entered one of these and was almost flattened by a moped. A stream of traffic flew past as I came to a corner with a mosque and muezzin beginning a call to prayer. I walked cautiously across another busy, narrow road lined with tall loping trees whose emerald branches formed a canopy of shade. Locals walked past, their posture erect, arms swinging casually at their sides, paying little attention to the foreigner in their midst. I passed a shop selling brightly coloured headscarves, turned left at a whitewashed Islamic college, hopped to one side to avoid a taxi, and came to the pistachio-green walls of Skai Lodge. By some stroke of luck after all the labyrinthine lanes I’d made it to my guesthouse – where ‘comfort and affordability are synonymous… the price is worth value for money’, or so said the website blurb.


The entrance was in a cramped courtyard with a high wall lined with tropical plants. I edged down a dimly lit passageway into my first abode in the Maldives. Tinny Bollywood music played on a television. A fan whirred. Pictures of beaches lined with palm trees adorned the walls. Well-thumbed magazines advertising diving breaks were stacked on a coffee table by a squashy sofa. A man in a tangerine shirt hunched on the sofa quietly tapping on a smartphone, a cigarette resting on an ashtray. A tired-eyed receptionist wearing a headscarf looked up, startled, from behind a counter.


Her expression was owlish. She was little more than 5 feet tall and seemed to have been engrossed in the Bollywood video. She raised an eyebrow and gave me a look that suggested: ‘What on earth are you doing in a suburb of Male near the ferry port?’ I was, I admit, thinking something the same myself.


I confirmed my identity. Where were the welcome drinks? The cool towels? The charming staff in crisp uniforms with Nelson Mandela collars? But I didn’t mind. The receptionist handed me a key and I heaved my bag upstairs.


I had made it to a ‘destination [that] reigns supreme over all others’, according to the tourist brochure I had read on the plane: the ‘magical Maldives’. I had ‘1,200 idyllic islands’ to investigate and I was about to take a good look at paradise – warts and all.





The Money Islands: A Little Bit of History


What is known of the people of the Maldives goes back more than 3,500 years. What is not known is who exactly lived on the islands at around that time. Some archaeologists believe that a sun-worshipping people called the Redin existed on the archipelago, although the sun motif found on slabs of stone as ‘evidence’ of this was commonly used by Buddhists. Whoever they were, it is established that settlers later came from southern India and Sri Lanka at around 500 BC, bringing with them Buddhism and Hinduism. It is likely that many of the first Maldivians did not arrive willingly; some were almost certainly the victims of shipwrecks in these famously treacherous waters.


Arab traders visited the islands for several hundred years, from around 200 AD onwards. The Maldives were then nicknamed the Money Islands, as they were a rich source of cowry shells, used at the time as a form of currency across the globe. Various dynasties ruled the nation before Arab influence left a lasting mark. In 1153 a Moroccan traveller named Abul Barakaath Yoosuf Al-Babari dropped by and converted the islanders to Islam. He knew the Koran by heart and his preaching impressed the then sultan. A copper plate from the period describes the subsequent execution of Buddhist monks in the southern islands.


The first record of a ‘tourist’ comes from the fourteenth century. Ibn Battuta, the great Moroccan explorer, spent about eight months in the Maldives in 1344. During this time the famous wanderer is believed to have taken a total of six wives, divorcing as necessary so that he did not exceed the accepted limit of four under Islamic law. He was temporarily made qadi (judge) in the court in Male, during which he attempted to enforce the need for women to cover the top part of their body in public; before this Maldivian women apparently went about bare chested. Yet he found the local female population in general to be ‘delightful’ and commented: ‘It is easy to marry in these islands because of the smallness of the dowries and the pleasures of society which the women offer … When the ships put in, the crew marry; when they intend to leave they divorce their wives. This is a kind of temporary marriage. The women of these islands never leave their country.’


The next moment of note came in the late fifteenth century. The Portuguese, led by Vasco da Gama, rounded the Cape of Good Hope and opened up the spice route by sea in 1498. They landed in Calicut and it was not long before Portuguese mercenaries were attacking the Maldives. In 1558 they invaded and for 15 years the Portuguese flag hung in Male until a group of rebels, against the odds, defeated the occupiers, a famous moment that is marked by the Maldives’ National Day (the first day of the third month of the lunar year).


This was the only time the Maldives was to be occupied. The country was fiercely independent and when European ships washed up on the reefs the crews were often taken hostage. Loose agreements were signed with the Dutch, the French and then the British, who took over Ceylon from the Dutch in 1796 and chartered the Maldivian waters in the 1830s. These deals were required to defend the islands from Portuguese, Bengali and Malabar attacks. The relationship with the British was formalised in 1887 when a treaty recognised the nationhood of the islands under a ‘protected status’ – which fell short of being a full protectorate.


This set-up left internal affairs to the islanders and it held firm until Mohammed Amin Didi proclaimed himself president of the first Maldivian republic in 1953. The republic lasted less than a year before he fell due to an internal revolt. There followed a shaky period during which parts of the south attempted to break free, even declaring a new nation: the United Suvadive Islands, which existed from 1959 to 1963. Mohammed Amin Didi’s brief rule as president of a republic eventually paved the way for full independence under another republic in 1968, when the president elected was Ibrahim Nasir, after whom the international airport is named.


It was during this period that the British were granted the right to develop an airbase in the most southerly atoll in the Maldives: Addu Atoll. This was important, as it gave Britain a foothold in the region in the wake of India’s independence in 1947 and Sri Lanka’s the following year, providing a crucial refuelling station for planes flying between Singapore and Europe. The Royal Air Force base existed until 1976 when it was closed for financial reasons under Prime Minister Harold Wilson; the parts that remain were the first ‘target’ of my visit.


Politics since independence had a rollercoaster quality. Nasir ruled until 1978, when Maumoon Abdul Gayoom took over for 30 years, enjoying a series of elections with suspiciously large majorities, usually attracting well above 90 per cent support. Political parties were not allowed in elections, either for the president or parliament. However, this changed after a 19-year-old prison inmate named Hassan Evan Naseem was beaten to death by guards on the island of Maafushi in 2003, prompting a jail uprising in which three further prisoners were shot dead. Protests were held in Male about the brutality, and government heavy-handedness in general, and a state of emergency was proclaimed. Then came the 2004 tsunami, during which more than 100 people died. Repairing the destruction caused by the surging sea cost more than half of the country’s gross domestic product of US$6,566 per capita.


International pressure was applied to the Indian Ocean nation to get its politics in order. The country was in a dire financial state and the desperately needed aid potentially depended on its achieving reform. This was how democracy and the presidential election of Mohamed Nasheed of the Maldivian Democratic Party came about in 2008. Everything went swimmingly for four years, before Nasheed was forced to step down at gunpoint in a coup claimed to be orchestrated by figures connected to the former regime of President Gayoom.


Matters are a little murky after this point. It was claimed by many that the taxes Nasheed had introduced were unpopular among wealthy resort owners, so the coup had been organised to protect their profits. There was also a belief that the Gayoom family hoped to gain power once more by having Abdulla Yameen Abdul Gayoom, half-brother of the ex-president, put in charge following elections that would be ‘finessed’ in his favour. These elections were to be held not long after my trip and in the meantime the country was being run by an interim leader, Dr Mohammed Waheed Hassan, who was regarded as pro Gayoom.


All in all, affairs in paradise seemed surprisingly turbulent. Yet this country of 1,192 islands has a proud past and a multi-party democracy, a pretty rare scenario for an Islamic country.


As for tourism, the first holidaymakers arrived in the early 1970s, when the inaugural resorts were opened. The recently lifted ban on outsiders visiting ‘inhabited’ islands dated from 1984, and tourism as a whole accounted for about a third of GDP. It was the country’s biggest industry ahead of fishing and agriculture. About 1.3 million tourists go to the Maldives each year, roughly three times the population total, which was 393,500 at last count (up from 82,068 in 1946).


Tourism and religion had a cagey relationship. Officially it was against the law to practise any religion other than Islam and holidaymakers are warned on immigration arrival cards not to bring in ‘materials contrary to Islam, idols for worship, pork and pork products, alcohol or dogs’. In theory bibles were forbidden, as was wearing jewellery with a cross. In practice officials turned a blind eye, although it would not be a good idea to wear a large cross or bring in more than one bible. Alcohol is confiscated at the airport, with all bags put through an X-ray machine; not having properly realised the rules, I had foregone a bottle of Bombay Sapphire gin purchased at Colombo airport. Booze is prohibited throughout the ‘inhabited’ islands, although it was permitted on ‘tourist’ islands, where it was highly priced and an important source of income. On most of the islands I was visiting I would not be able to get a drink – at least, that was how it would appear.


The Maldives incorporates 26 atolls in what is described by geographers as a ‘double chain’ and the long, thin outline of the islands resembles a garland – malodheep in Sanskrit – which is where the name of the country is believed to have originated. From ‘Money Islands’ to ‘Tempest Haunted Islands’ (as some ancient mariners knew them) via garlands and the ‘necklace islands’ (Maala Divaina in Sinhalese)… I was about to explore a place that had, over the centuries, been anointed with many a name.





‘You never know where you’ll be in the Maldives’


I crashed out on the hard single bed in my sparse room at Skai Lodge, accompanied by an albino gecko on one of the walls. Mopeds puttered past and voices rose from the street. From my balcony I could see a ramshackle apartment block that looked as though it might topple over at any moment. Great bundles of bright washing were tied on lines, giving the effect of a tall ship with all its flags on display. To the right of this was a large white building with ‘COLLEGE OF ISLAMIC STUDIES’ written above a double door. Through open windows I could see rows of children bent over paperwork at their desks, with green books (presumably Korans) by their side. At night footsteps echoed in the hall and a fridge hummed in a corner.


In the morning, cockerels cried out from backyards as I was served slices of papaya with lime, an omelette laced with chilli, a thin, inedible hotdog, and a cup of instant coffee. I was the only diner. In the dimly lit room by reception the Bollywood soap opera was promptly switched off in honour of the English-speaking guest. Instead BBC World was on, with an item on Margaret Thatcher’s death.


‘Who is she?’ asked Mimal, the Sri Lankan waiter and cook.


It was difficult, I was already finding, to escape the outside world. He was staring at the screen, seemingly fascinated by the former Conservative Party leader. It was interesting to meet someone who had no idea who she was. Mimal had kind grey eyes that matched the colour of his hair, and a lingering manner, as though he enjoyed letting time slip by, gently musing on matters in the company of others. When he talked, he had a habit of shaking his head softly from side to side, as though weighing up his thoughts.


‘A former prime minister of the United Kingdom. She’s died,’ I said.


‘When?’ he asked.


‘A few days ago,’ I said.


His visage shifted from side to side for a few moments. ‘What happened?’


‘A heart attack.’


Mimal looked at the screen, his eyes glazing over. Then his head began to oscillate as though a big thought was arriving; first, though, it had to be properly shuffled into order. ‘Air,’ he said, apropos of nothing.


‘Sorry?’ I replied, my own head beginning to move about. The trait seemed to be catching.


‘Air?’ He pointed to a fan in the corner. His interest in the former prime minister was abruptly over. Did I want the fan on?


I did. It was already a scorching day, the temperature easily above 30 °C. Mosquitoes buzzed in the breakfast room, entering through an open door leading to an alley and the kitchen. I had been bitten a couple of times on my arms, but the fan kept the insects away.


Mimal told me he had come to the Maldives for work because of financial problems back in Kandy, Sri Lanka. We talked about cricket. He considered India’s Sachin Tendulkar to be ‘selfish’, England’s Kevin Pietersen to be ‘very good, yeah, yeah, yeah’ (lots of headshakes) and Pakistan’s Saeed Anwar to be the best: ‘Respect, respect! Oh yes!’


Skai Lodge may not have been as plush as Traders Hotel, part of the prestigious Shangri-La group and Male’s chief residence for international visitors (mainly those on overnight stays before or after flights), but it had a down-to-earth, relaxed feel that no five-star hotel could hope to emulate. Mossies and all.


Sometimes it’s wise to throw yourself into a journey: leap in and hope for the best (even if you don’t quite know where to start). This was my approach in the Maldives. I wanted to get on the move, out to the high seas on the way to little-visited islands I imagined sweltering under the sun, waves lapping on palm-fringed shores. To head out on the water and try to find out about this sandy sea-world so far from home. Never mind about getting lost every now and then, just take to the waves and see what happens.


My only problem was: how?


As far as I could discover, no website listed ferries between the islands; I was not entirely sure whether services even existed. Yes, local boats clearly sailed between ‘Airport Island’ and Male. You simply had to turn up at the right jetty and off you would eventually go. For longer trips, however, for those who were not staying at resorts and jetting about on sea-planes, moving around seemed a little trickier.


My circular route was to start in Male and move to the south of the archipelago, before sailing to the far north, then down again to the capital – in fact, the journey would be more like a giant figure of eight. Male is roughly in the centre of the long chain of islands that stretches to Addu Atoll in the south. Addu is shaped like a heart and is divided from the rest of the country by the formidable expanse of the South Equatorial Channel. Its population is about 20,000 on seven islands, with 9,500 on the island of Hithadhoo, which had the biggest town outside of Male. The atoll seemed like a sensible first port of call: an exotic, distant place, removed and isolated even in a country that was pretty well cut off from the rest of the world.


The voyage from Male to Addu is approximately 330 miles. Before leaving the UK I had established there were no ferries on this particular route, and instead I would need to take a cargo ship. Many apparently travelled this way and they offered berths to passengers in an informal arrangement. So I had phoned the mobile number of a ship I found online and spoken to Captain Naseem of the Best Line cargo company. Over crackles and hisses, via satellites circling near the Equator, he had said: ‘Maybe we go Friday. You come to docks.’


So, it being Thursday, I was about to make my way towards what I thought were the docks. I followed a narrow road festooned with yellow and pink bunting: further evidence of the imminent election. The pavements were crowded with upright locals swinging their arms in the manner I had noticed the evening before. On average people are shorter in the Maldives than in the West, and it was almost as though they were straining to make the most of the inches they had. I was wearing jeans, as I had seen that most men in Male covered their legs; perhaps this was a Muslim sensitivity. However, while they wore flip-flops or sandals, I was in trainers and socks. I felt hot as I passed the ‘Tip Top’ grocery shop and a youngster in a T-shirt with the slogan ‘WISH I AM THERE.’


Maldivians clearly love clothing with a quirky message. I was quickly to come across ‘IRONY: THE OPPOSITE OF WRINKLY’ (my favourite), ‘GAME OVER’, written as though it was from a computer game and with an accompanying picture of a newly wed couple, and ‘LICENCE TO BITCH’, worn by a sweet-looking teenager who seemed to want to add a little attitude.


Aside from these fabric thoughts, there was a liberal scattering of graffiti. While people appeared generally carefree and chilled out, inscriptions on walls brought out the undercurrent of bother. ‘FREE ANNI!’ was written on the corner of a road leading to parliament and the presidential palace. This was the nickname of Mohamed Nasheed; since being deposed he had been arrested twice on charges of having broken constitutional laws during his rule. The graffiti must have referred to one of his spells inside.


Further on, someone had scrawled on a wall by a café the enigmatic ‘NO JUSTICE, NO PEACE.’ Meanwhile, a message by the seafront declared: ‘COPS = PROSTITUTES. MALDIVES SOLD FOR $$$.’ The latter was written near a monument in honour of the tetrapods that covered the shoreline. These star-shaped concrete blocks were stacked at key points to dissipate large waves. They could handle most sea surges, with the ocean at its current level, and had helped protect the capital from the full effect of the tsunami. On the northwestern tip of the island was a tall memorial to 2004’s victims, at the base of which a group of men sat smoking, looking vaguely conspiratorial, staring across the waves. Were these seething insurgents plotting yet another uprising? Or were they just good old boys passing the time of day?


Beyond an avenue of lime-green trees was the colourful façade of the ‘Official Residence of the President’. This was quite a sight: playfully bright, with a mosaic of pastel tiles as though it were the home of a character in a children’s book rather than the epicentre of so much controversy. Solar panels glistened on the roof and black crows flickered in branches in the garden. The president’s home was next to Sultan’s Park, where I rested on a bench, taking in my new surroundings. There was something extremely peaceful about this enclave of ancient trees, its pools of shadows tucked away from the bustle of the main streets. The soft, warm air had a soporific effect, and for a short while I closed my eyes, soaking up the heat. Had I lain down, I would have fallen fast asleep.


After a while, as I refocused, I found I was being observed by a skeletal man with a yellow-toothed grin. He had joined me on the bench.


‘Mister, shopping?’ he murmured.


‘No, thanks,’ I said, as I got up and walked on.


The man trailed me round the park, sidling close as though he were an old friend. He did not seem likely to cause much harm, so I didn’t hurry. We strolled in step with one another. Trees loomed upwards with Spanish moss hanging from their branches, beneath which figures lazed on the other benches, some lying flat on their backs. A lizard fell from above, dropping by my feet. For a moment it appeared stunned, shaken by the fall, then scuttled away.


‘Shopping?’ Yellow Teeth persisted, seeming to want to take my arm and march me somewhere else.


‘No, thanks.’


‘OK, afterwards: shopping,’ he relented, mysteriously pointing to a lane where there was a mosque with a golden dome.


Sticky pavements led to a tourist bazaar offering shark jaws and knick-knacks made of turtle shell, both sold illegally. There were no tourists. At the end of this parade was Republic Square, where more men stretched out on benches and lawns. It seemed to be siesta time.


I passed through the square, crossed a busy road, and arrived at a muddle of fishing boats. I had found the docks.


It was a cacophonous place. Fishermen in flip-flops were dragging buckets piled with red snapper towards a market with white-tiled floors slimy with tuna and swordfish. While much of Male appeared to be napping, here it was all action. Folk scurried about in the direction of another building, which I took to be a fruit and vegetable market. Great heaps of coconuts marked the doorway to a warren of tumbledown stalls.


I asked a fisherman clasping a tuna if he knew the whereabouts of Captain Naseem of the Best Line cargo company. He shrugged and hurried onwards. It was like Alice in Wonderland – nobody seemed to hold still for a moment. My chances of bumping into the captain seemed slim.


In the shadow of a spice stall I called him on the local mobile I had bought cheaply. He answered and told me that he was not in Male after all. He would not be there for a week.


‘It is just the way,’ he said in a drawl. ‘You never know where you’ll be in the Maldives.’


Those words sinking in, I glanced around, wondering what to do. For a while, I admit, I had a sense of utter hopelessness. I was in a fruit and veg market in the depths of the Indian Ocean, with no ticket to go anywhere whatsoever. I had arrived, but what was I to do? Maybe I should just head for the nearest (least expensive) holiday island and spend a couple of weeks reading novels and drinking sundowners by the pool.


It was tempting.


I found a stall selling thin, crisp slices of areca nut. These had a brain-like pattern, with swirling red marks around a white centre. Their circumference was about the same as a ten pence piece. Men were buying the nuts and sprinkling on them a cinnamon-tinted, curry-like powder, before wrapping this concoction in small green leaves and chewing. As I watched and considered giving this delicacy a try, a middle-aged man with glasses and a beard stepped out of the gloom.





Meeting Mr Malik


Mr Malik, Deputy Director General of Fisheries and Agriculture in the Maldives, was having a day off and doing a bit of shopping. He told me, by way of introducing himself, that he was reading for a Master’s in food technology quality assurance and had attended Hull University, where he had been an undergraduate in fish processing and marketing. His positions, I quickly learnt, also included working for an NGO entitled Green Future Maldives (responsible for searching for renewable energy sources), the Environmental Protection Agency and the parents’ association of his children’s school. He was a man with many responsibilities, and he wanted me to know.


‘Come with me, I take you to the Aagalaa Queen,’ he said.


Before I knew it I was on the back of his metallic-blue Honda Wave moped. As we darted along the back streets, Mr Malik shouted over his shoulder: ‘Don’t worry, I am not crazy driver!’ Then he added, somewhat randomly: ‘Fishing stocks! We are very worried about fishing stocks!’ The Sri Lankans had been fishing for tuna in Maldivian waters, he yelled backwards as we narrowly avoided a scaffolding crew. This was putting pressure on native fishermen who were struggling to make a living. It was clearly a deplorable situation.


The Aagalaa Queen was a white cargo ship, about 100 feet long, with a blue sign and a chief cashier named Hussein, who was petting a small scarlet bird. He was sitting at a table next to a tower of boxes of instant noodles. Hussein had tan skin and carefully maintained his triangular mini-goatee beard halfway down towards his chin, like a floating comma.
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