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THE CONTAINER NOT THE CONTENT
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The ignominious, ever-present need for money. What bill broke us? What expense broke my wife’s nerve? I was like someone dragging their feet in a game or a conversation, hoping for it to end. At last she cracked and said, ‘Let’s move to Egypt.’ So we did.

 



She left, and I remained to cram our life of the last five years into a twenty-foot-long container on an old airfield in the Oxfordshire countryside. The first time I drove out there, having investigated and rejected other more expensive forms of storage, I was strangely excited. The airfield was like a deserted, weed-strewn racetrack around rows of big Nissen huts. These had stored green goddesses, the army firetrucks used during the firemen’s strike. Now they were used by myriad small businesses: a forklift and a guy and a van that turned up throughout the day to take shrink-wrapped goods away. I drove around the perimeter road looking for speed bumps but there were only two; this meant I could drive quite fast to my container, which was stacked on top of another container and reachable via a wide metal stair and gangway. I was inordinately proud of this container and the airfield-turned-business-park  - no ‘park’ was the wrong word; it conjured up images of company cars and mown lawns and flags outside glass-fronted buildings. The airfield was more of a marginal business zone, a place for dodginess and hiding things in containers and hooped hangars with massive gleaming padlocks. Ringed by a security fence with an amiable old guard on the electric barrier, this place felt like somewhere I ought to have found years ago; it felt like a real zone of possibility. I fantasized about renting one of the mini-hangars that were each as big as three basketball pitches. I knew of course that it was too late, which made the fantasizing easier. I was selling up and leaving and had no need of a hangar to start something in. Yet I felt keenly that merely owning or renting one of these hangars (cheap at £150 a week, I discovered) could be the start of something new and exciting.

I was particularly happy with the twenty-four-hour access I could have to my container. I would visit late at night after the pubs had shut (not that I was going to pubs much, but I was always up at that time) or early in the morning when no one else was on the roads except milk floats and Belgian lorries. The pain of packing up the house and all its contents was alleviated, a little, by the magic of having a container I could visit at all hours.

But the pain of packing up still took its toll. Somehow it is beyond the scope of this book, but I definitely began to lose my bearings. I became sad and hopeless, close to tears, though deep repressive instincts made the relief of crying impossible. I thought about those sadness-inducing chemicals that crying voids from your body, the unhappiness poisons you store up year after year, and I wanted to be rid of them; but I couldn’t. I became angry with my family and the world - why was I stuck trying to pack up a house when I should be in Egypt writing a book about the desert?

I learnt that I was psychologically far frailer than I had imagined. Alone, without support, I began to lose my way. Days went by and all I would achieve would be to discover  the cost of hiring a skip. Indecisiveness ruled. Plus I was desperate to get my deposit back on the expensive house we had rented as our home for the last five years. Money again. This time I couldn’t afford to walk away. I had known a short period of relative wealth but now I was always bumping up against a shortage of funds. It was not a great feeling but I was used to it. But we were at the limit now, and Egypt would save us - plus I could write a book there, which would be cheaper than keeping a house in England and making expensive research trips abroad.

As soon as my wife had suggested Egypt as the solution to our financial worries my immediate thought was that I would write a book about the desert. At that moment it felt like a dream come true, one that I can map precisely from an early reading of Earle Stanley Gardner’s Hunting the Desert Whale, via Geoffrey Moorhouse’s The Fearful Void and the James Stewart movie Flight of the Phoenix; a dream that became realer with my first visit to Egypt, twelve years ago, to a Bedouin camp near El Alamein. I stayed at the El Alamein resthouse on the site of the battle and had terrible dreams all night of steel, screams, thunder and fire. The desert here was hard underfoot, good for tanks; some vegetation - tamarisk, spinosa, saltbush and a cluster of date palms by the road. I could see the moonlight reflected off this desert as I walked across it to the sea, which was guarded by a tin shack full of sleepy soldiers.

The Bedouins lived between the sea and the resthouse. They showed me their hunting falcons when they saw my eagle-head ring, which I wore at the time as a mild protest against being a high-school teacher in Japan. I felt at home with them and their communal pot of food, from which we all ate with our hands. The oldest was a wily old man who wanted some money for the food, but when I gave him two Egyptian pounds, which was about a dollar, he was obviously disappointed. But this was when I knew the Bedouin were my kind of people - his son and daughter-in-law and other sundry relatives all burst out laughing. Instead of rounding on the  foreigner they saw the funny side of Grandad’s great scheme gone wrong. These were desert people and I wanted to know them better, live where they lived, know the secrets of their desert existence.

On another trip I met a rootless American who lived in Alexandria and rode his big BMW bike into the desert. The hugeness of the Sahara is more apparent when you are on the edge of it in a big city. You think of the city as the biggest thing around and then your perceptions get upturned when you see the desert as it stretches without road or dwelling or anything (I was still hazy then about the exact contents of the desert) for one, two, three thousand miles - as far as the tropical heart of Africa, another world from the sunny Mediterranean of Alexandria. This American, in his purple T-shirt, drinking spritzers at the Spitfire bar in Alex, made me see that the hugeness of the desert could be accessed by a private individual - as long as he had a motorbike, of course. Up until then I had considered all deserts the preserve of armies and explorers with sponsorship from Shell and BP.

A few years later, in Cairo on holiday, now married to Samia, I attended a slide show given by a Frenchman living and working in Cairo as a teacher at the lycée. Eric was full of irrepressible verbal energy: he could talk all night, which he did, over hundreds and hundreds of slides of his two trips to the White Desert and the Sinai. He drove a battered Lada Niva which he’d bought in Egypt for £1,500 (then he’d hired another to be safe in the desert). This slide show was the inadvertent cause of my wife losing one of her oldest friends, since I insisted we stay until the very very last slide, which was after 2 a.m. The friend who had invited us in the first place was exceedingly bored, especially as she didn’t understand French. But I needed to ask Eric lots of questions about Lada Nivas, and water, and getting bogged in sand, etc. At the end when I asked him these questions he answered at great length, which further delayed our departure. For this reason Samia’s friend took against me (she was relying on us for a lift) and the relationship never recovered. So already a certain  ruthlessness had entered my passion to get out into the desert.

Then I bought an out-of-date Haynes workshop manual for the Toyota Land Cruiser 1968-80. It was reduced in a bookshop sale to 50p, and I couldn’t resist the exploded diagrams of the military-looking FJ40 Jeep, the big simple engines and double gearboxes. Deserts brought me back to a childhood love of cars that had long been dormant, crushed under an ecologically informed series of anxieties that plagued my thirties. The car thing was further encouraged by reading Chris Scott’s Sahara Overland handbook. This book is the last word, almost, on criss-crossing the Sahara by motorbike or car. It details the failings of Land-Rovers, the slack steering of Land Cruiser FJ61s, the ingenious brutal simplicity of the Niva’s unitary shell construction. I read and reread this book, especially the section about cars. I had it by memory and the pages had a grey edge, like the page edges of a library copy of Lady Chatterly’s Lover. The ostensible reason for this upsurge in interest, I now recall, was a novel I was writing, which metamorphosed later into something completely different but at the time involved three men starting a tour business using a knackered Land Cruiser with a trailer (there was a dead body in the trailer). It was a measure of my ignorance that I had no idea how impossible it is to tow a trailer through sand (the strain breaks the linkage and you can’t reverse, which is essential for getting out of soft stuff) and yet two years later I would find myself doing this in reality (trying to set up a business with a knackered Land Cruiser) which was before I knew I would be going to the desert, since it was before that fateful night pouring Samia a glass of cheap red wine when all of a sudden she said, ‘Let’s move to Egypt.’ To be fair, she also added, ‘To save money.’ But I simply nodded. The chance to escape my tedious life and do something exciting and unanticipated was irresistible. Because I often veto my wife’s suggestions she had little power to resist when, perhaps unexpectedly, I wholeheartedly backed this idea.

The next day I started researching interesting stories about the desert, found good material about lost oases, threw in  more research I had done for my novel, and when the publishers said maybe we were set to go.

I couldn’t rid myself of the notion that there must be special significance attaching to having written a novel that I was now about to start living. Did that mean that novel-writing was a substitute for life? As good as life? Or that life was as fictional and ideational as novel-writing? Or did it mean that I was destined to be involved with deserts - and that if it didn’t happen in the visible world it would happen in the invisible world of my mind? Already the compulsion to ‘get out into the desert’ (which is how I always put it to myself) was so strong it felt palpable. I was as keen and excited as someone looking forward to a date with a new lover. Whenever I thought about the desert, this urge to get out there came over me. It was especially hard to explain to others, since I didn’t really know much about the desert except that there was precious little in it. It was a passion for nothingness - or so I assumed.

 



Around this time, late at night, I saw on TV the film of The English Patient. At first I thought it was corny nonsense; then, when I saw the tiny yellow biplane flying over the vastness of the dunes, I felt some deep truth had been revealed. A truth not just for hopeless romantics but for level-headed folk too. Strangely the book did not appeal so much, perhaps because by then I knew that the real-life English Patient, Laszlo Almasy, was not a womanizer, like the Ralph Fiennes character, but a homosexual fascist who founded the Hungarian Boy Scout movement.

Despite this unappealing background I soon discovered that Almasy (1895-1951) had pioneered desert exploration in Egypt and Sudan in the 1920s and 30s. A Hungarian aristocrat, he had also been a World War I fighter ace, had achieved several gliding and big-game hunting records and had spirited spies into Cairo right under the nose of the British during World War II; on a humbler scale he had studied car maintenance in Eastbourne, where he also went to school for a  while. Shortly before his death King Farouk appointed him first director of the Cairo Desert Institute.

I ordered from Abebooks a German edition of Almasy’s  Unknown Sahara. I don’t read German, especially in gothic script, but the photographs made it worth getting. Much later, I found a translation and it became my favourite book about the Egyptian Sahara. Looking at the photographs, turning the yellowing pages, I felt sand was about to drain out of the spine. Long, thin and suave-looking, Almasy is always smoking, even when he’s map-reading or driving. Like many desert explorers of the 1930s he favoured long shorts and long socks - the Boy Scout influence, perhaps. He looked too thin and wimpy to be a man of action but he undoubtedly was. His cars were rudimentary and always overladen. In one photograph a tiny vehicle, piled high with gear, ascends an endless expanse of white sand. Some of the desert shots, in faded black and white, looked like the Antarctic or the surface of the moon.

I read, in a book of literary blunders, that it was a sign of Ondaatje’s masterful style that you do not question the scene where the English Patient buries his De Havilland biplane and comes back ten years later and digs it up and flies away. This is considered, in literary circles, to be an impossibility, yet in 1992 a Long Range Desert Group 30cwt Chevrolet was found east of the Gilf Kebir, an area Almasy explored, and not far from the fictional aeroplane-burying scene. The truck, lost in 1941, was refuelled and its tyres reinflated, and it was then driven to El Alamein Military Museum. In the desert rust comes slowly, a thin golden glaze of a rust, especially on quality steel. Even cheap Shell ‘benzine’ tins, fifty years old, have the surface browning a can gets in wetter climates after a month or so. Under the sand there is even less rusting, and the dryness enables paper, wood and rubber to be preserved as if new. Petrol would evaporate over time, but not if it was in sealed aviation-fuel bottles or cans. The impossible was, as Ondaatje imagined, possible - but only in the desert.

Reading about Almasy I discovered his English counterpart,  Major Ralph Bagnold. In desert terms Almasy was Amundsen and Bagnold was Scott - sort of. Certainly desert enthusiasts divide into Bagnold or Almasy fans: if you like one you tend to dismiss the other.

Bagnold (1896-1990) was just as strange and multi-talented as Almasy. In his autobiography he relates with relish his early enthusiasm for building drains out of Plasticine, complete with working toilets. A master mechanic, he was an army engineer and then a member of the Signals Corps. Stationed in Egypt in the 1920s he climbed ‘about sixty pyramids’ before he got bored and started to explore the desert in a Model T Ford. Like his rival Almasy, he led many expeditions, looking for the lost oasis of Zerzura.

During World War II he started the Long Range Desert Group, a special-forces unit that carried the SAS into battle. I read about the LRDG and even searched for their old HQ in Maadi, near to my mother-in-law’s flat, but owing to massive 1960s reconstruction I never found it. Heroic though the LRDG were, I could never get that interested in their doings. Bagnold only interested me when he was seaching for the lost oasis.

My reading intensified. It did not get much wider, or only accidentally, when I chanced upon a new book. Mostly it just got deeper. Endless rereading of Scott’s handbook, where I almost always found things I had overlooked. I memorized the disadvantages of a 9 x 16 tyre on the half-shafts of a Land-Rover Series 3 (snaps ‘em regularly), the myth of early-morning ‘crust’ on the dunes, the tendency for a Unimog ‘to be a bit of a dog on the piste’. Scott’s laconic, reserved yet humorous style appealed to me, as did the allusion in his chapter and section headings. ‘Defenders in the Desert’ was obviously ‘Riders on the storm’; ‘Mysteries of the Southern Piste’ suggested to me the avant-garde Yugoslav film WR Mysteries of the Organism - I was giving Scott far more attention than his workaday handbook demanded. In short, I was becoming obsessed.

[image: 002]

Scott had a website to promote his books and the tours he operated. He also sold old maps of the Sahara. I bought a 1913 ‘Zerzura’ map, copied or taken from the Geographical Journal. The map was compiled by the traveller and writer William Joseph Harding King for an article entitled ‘The Libyan Desert From Native Information’. All I cared about at this stage was that the map was the only one available that had the magic word ‘Zerzura’ printed on it. Zerzura was the name for the lost oasis searched for by Harding King and a dozen other twentieth-century explorers including Bagnold and Almasy. It is no exaggeration to say that the search for Zerzura drove the exploration of the eastern Sahara, the Libyan desert, as it was called - though half of it’s in Egypt.

Zerzura had never been found. I fantasized about finding it myself at the same time as knowing it wasn’t there. But just imagine if it was. A TV producer told me you could tell from looking at satellite images, but I wasn’t convinced. What if it was inside a canyon with overhanging cliffs, as I had written in my novel? The water would be invisible.

Though it was getting out into the desert that drove my imagination, I knew that the search for Zerzura would be a way of organizing my obsession, of explaining it to others. The historical information involved fabulous tales of white stone gates carved with birds, sleeping kings and queens guarding treasure, flocks of birds over the oasis and three verdant valleys. All this was in a fifteenth-century treasure-hunting manual appropriately called The Book of Treasures, or in some translations, The Book of Pearls. In Arabic literature the pearl is a metaphor for wisdom, so I suspected that the lavish accounts of lost treasure might also serve a metaphorical purpose. It might really be a handbook for seeking enlightenment, or very possibly both. I was getting used to that in Egypt. Don’t always assume things only have one function.

 



The more I read and reread Scott’s manual on desert expeditioning, the more expensive and complicated it appeared to  be. You needed a vehicle, and Scott leaves you in little doubt that a Toyota Land Cruiser HJ61, if you get one with a non-rusty chassis, is the thing to have. It’s a discontinued turbo diesel available in Europe but not England, as is his other strong recommendation, the Land Cruiser HJZ75, an even more spartan and utilitarian vehicle, favoured as an outback exploration tool by mining companies and other organizations with deep-desert interests.

‘Deep desert’ was another phrase I had acquired a liking and a use for. There was desert, which could be visited by ordinary people pootling along black asphalt; and there was deep desert - which only special vehicles, expensive special vehicles, could reach.

I had not even considered using camels, though in the Egyptian desert there is some reason for this. Water is so scarce that the official exploration of the place had to wait until motor cars were sufficiently advanced to make long journeys carrying all their fuel and water. The only camel expeditions skirted the giant waterless land-mass of the Gilf Kebir, an area the size of Switzerland. Only with the car expeditions of the 1920s and 30s could it be reached. And it was in the Gilf that Almasy claimed he found Zerzura, or three valleys with vegetation that might once have supported a community. Then and there the distant Gilf achieved mythical status, a promised land I promised myself I had to visit.

Both Bagnold and Almasy found desert-exploring expensive. Both had private incomes, though Almasy quickly blew his and relied on wealthy patrons and adventurous tourists to fund his desert trips. The nasty paradox was that I was escaping England to save money and yet embarking at the same time on a project I could barely afford. There had to be a cheaper way.

 



There was only one surviving member of the so-called Zerzura Club, a 1930s dining society composed of people who had searched for the lost oasis. This was Rupert Harding Newman, a former brigadier in the Tank Regiment and scrum-half for  the army rugby XV, ninety-five years old and, though a little deaf, still with all his faculties. Unfortunately, because he lived so far north it took me two days to drive there and I perhaps foolishly broke my journey in Edinburgh, where I engaged in a lengthy whisky-drinking session with a friend of mine who lives there, which left me in poor condition for continuing the journey north the next day. To cut a long story short I was an hour late for the interview with Brigadier Harding Newman and he wasn’t happy, though to his credit he quickly softened and told me to forget it. He was keen to drive me to the local hotel for a drink and I should have said yes immediately, instead I insisted on interviewing him, with a tape recorder, which made him a little stiff. His wife was present too, so although the experience was interesting in a historical sense I didn’t really break through the layers of politeness and apology I had helped erect around myself after the debacle of arriving late.

Rupert was a short man, white-haired and moustached. In the hall of his large house he showed me a portrait of a Civil War ancestor - ‘young Newman’ - who was smiling and wearing armour. The house was on a farm, far north of Inverness; he had only lived there for about ten years, the move from the south of England prompted, I guessed, by the need to conserve money. He waved his hand about him as we passed through the large rooms: ‘This place costs me a fortune to run.’ I made a mental note: avoid expensive houses when you are entering the latter part of your tenth decade. His wife had better hearing and was younger, I guessed. I suspected he really wanted to get down to the hotel bar to get away from all these family surroundings, his big mug of tea and later his whisky and soda which he had every day at the same time. Three sugars in the tea, a brimming pint cup, and a biscuit too. A man of regular habits. Whenever I meet elderly people who seem to be doing OK, I ask myself what tips for living a long life can they pass on. In Harding Newman’s case I would guess doing all that sport in his youth must have helped. Then there were his regular habits, and  that was about it. As for having a big house in Scotland, that seemed to be a negative influence if anything. Though he did like the long drives south, which he broke at a Travelodge near Carlisle.

Oh, and he was a big fan of organic honey, which he ate every day. Maybe honey is the secret.

The Travelodge, which he recommended heartily as a good place to take a break, came as an utter incongruity. Here was a man who had driven over dunes alongside Bagnold. Who had worn a dinner jacket in Wadi Halfa while seated next to Laszlo Almasy, the real English Patient. Who had helped found the most successful special-forces unit of World War II. And who was human after all and proving it by recommending a crap chain hotel on the M6.

Move with the times: another long-life tip.

‘What was he like - Almasy, I mean?’ I asked.

Rupert looked me straight in the eye and said, ‘Perfectly nice chap.’

He was not so complimentary about everyone. Of Hugh Boustead, one of his fellow explorers, he said, ‘Awful man. Full of himself. Didn’t help. Useless, in fact.’

There was a death on that expedition - Colonel Strutt, one of the expedition sponsors, who fell from the running-board of the car and fatally punctured a lung, as his much younger wife drove in pursuit of a leopard they were chasing. ‘She was a terrible driver,’ said Rupert. ‘Didn’t know her limits.’

He loved cars, I could tell that. He was very proud of having his advanced driving test even at the advanced age of ninety-five. Bagnold loved cars too, as did Almasy, though Almasy is much less nerdy than Bagnold. This is where I sensed I parted company with those motorhead explorers. Cars are, despite my intense interest in Toyota Land Cruisers, one of the major despoilers of the planet. Cars are crap, intellectually speaking. We all use them, but it would be better if we didn’t. Whenever I thought about making a car expedition I was excited about the place, about getting there, but disquieted, bored, even scared of the car side. Scared because cars invite  breakdowns and extra costs and accidents. Cars divide desert explorers and I think in the end I will end up saying goodbye to cars and hello to something slower. I suspect that travel is measured in days’ travelling rather than distance covered. Less is more. But all that would come later. Then and there I was right in with the car crowd.

Harding Newman was a tech-head, even at ninety-five. He complained that he had been unable to find a certain kind of rubber washer anywhere in Scotland to repair his soda siphon (he was proud of making all his soda himself). When I offered to join in the search he waved me friendlily away. I had missed the point, which was: you can’t get the spare parts any more.

He was a likeable, simple, friendly and helpful man. Perhaps a bit shy. He told me he still got the Geographical Journal, that great publication that records almost all the exploration of the last two centuries, but with a wry grin he added, ‘Can’t understand the articles these days though.’

Neither did I. In Bagnold and Kennedy Shaw and Newbold’s articles the meaning is clear. Tech-words, statistics and boring information intended to show off to peers are kept to a minimum. These days the Geographical Journal is not about exploration, it is about scientific research done in remote places. The writing lacks any literary merit - really, the computer-generated spam I receive from Viagra companies has more spark to it. The jargon is rife, a sure sign that things have gone deeply wrong somewhere. The decline of the  Geographical Journal from something valued and interesting to all into a kind of score card between dull PhD types trying to ‘advance’ their careers is something overlooked as a major trend of our time. I suspect the kind of refreshing information once recorded at the Geographical Journal can now be found at confluence.org, the amateur website dedicated to visiting all the whole-integer intersections of latitude and longitude lines. The old institutions are dying and Harding Newman could only be ironic about it. Because, of course, his gang were part of them. That was why, in the end, I preferred  Almasy to Bagnold and co. Almasy comes over as truly modern. He had no blind attachment to empire, white men (Baggers and Newman never travelled with natives: draw your own conclusions), rules, playing the game, half-baked boring ‘science’ that denied mystery and wonder to the desert. Almasy’s love of the desert and the transcendental nature of the place was obvious on every page of Unknown Sahara. His desire to spend three days alone at Bir Messaha was ridiculed by the British explorers - yet it seemed an obvious and interesting test to me. Baggers and crew were part of the exterminating effort to make the world boring, conformist, mapped and ‘known’. They were explorers, but with no poetry in their souls. Bagnold’s Libyan Sands has its defenders, but personally I found the book opaque and constrictive. It is more about cars than sand. And the laughable subtitle ‘Travels in a Dead Land’ couldn’t be further from the truth.

Needless to say, Harding Newman had the highest opinion of Bagnold: ‘He was probably the most intelligent man I ever met. Bagnold could lecture on anything; anything you mentioned, he knew about.’

He agreed that Bagnold’s only negative trait was his impatience to be on the move: ‘On on Baggers’, they called him.


Libyan Sands is a strange travel book. The travellers meet very few people. They converse very little. There are no adventures, no incidents beyond bent axles and worn cogs. It is a record of exploration, but exploration at a remove, propelled by the speeding car, the ever faithful Model T and A Fords. In the twentieth century, for exploration to have any meaning it must involve people and not machines. But I’d learn all this much later.

Bagnold believed that the desert was boring and travelling at 40mph speeded it up enough to make it interesting. This seemed wrong even as I read it, but then I didn’t really know.

By the end of my second interview with Rupert Harding Newman I thought him a lovable person and probably an excellent grandfather. He told me to choose a piece of silica glass from two sackfuls he’d collected in 1935. ‘We took every  bit we could find,’ he said apologetically; ‘I doubt if there’s any left now.’ Silica glass only occurs in a few places in the world, and nowhere is it as clear as the natural glass of the Sahara, caused by a meteorite impact, the Geographical Journal  believes. Other explanations include a nuclear test by Atlanteans in 20,000 BC - take your pick. Silica glass looks like glass you find on the beach, sand-blasted and, when chipped, sharp and jewel-bright. In fact it is now known that Tutankhamun’s chest jewel was made of silica glass, which is very mysterious as the area it occurs in is a small one of about thirty square kilometres in the Great Sand Sea, three hundred kilometres from the oases of Egypt and far from any known camel route. I treasured the gift and decided that, whatever it took, when I got to Egypt I would go and see if there was any still left out there in the dunes.

 



In Egypt, every middle-class family has servants. It’s like Europe in the nineteenth century. Even ‘poor’ people who live with their mother-in-law and used their mother-in-law’s car, like I would be doing, could have servants, since the monthly wage for a driver was about £38 - the cost of a full tank of petrol in Blighty; and a full tank of petrol, I now thought with calm ease, would only set me back £3.80.

I did not struggle with the concept of domestic servants: that was a luxury we could afford in the mighty West. In Egypt, with soaring unemployment and a hungry population, it would have been unjust and stingy not to have had servants. Besides, I was looking forward to my finely pressed shirt (with or without a starched collar) every day, or twice a day; I could pull them on and off like Gatsby in his dressing room. I had to admit part of the attraction of living in Egypt was (a) never having to do the ironing again, ever, and (b) always having perfect, uncreased shirts and trousers to wear.

There were other, more subtle, experiences I sought to have. A Syrian friend studying in Oxford explained it to me. He was blind and perhaps that increased his determination to study, which was immense, aided by computer programs that  converted internet pages into speech and a university service that provided tapes of all the texts he needed. But despite this he still couldn’t enjoy living in England. ‘I don’t feel like I’m anybody here. It’s hard to explain. In Damascus I can go into the shop next door, buy some cigarettes, maybe the shopkeeper doesn’t know me, but the way he serves me, even if my clothes are poor, gives me some sort of attention, a human sort of attention you don’t get in England. It’s as if everyone here is afraid of the person in front of them, as if they are a problem to get rid of. I even tried going to pubs but it didn’t work out . . .’

I wondered how an English pub bore would deal with a super-intelligent blind Syrian with an interest in nineteenth-century French drama. It was a hard image to sustain. In the Middle East people might want to rip you off, mislead you, lie to you and deceive you, but they’ll do it in a human way. It isn’t even about being caring or charitable - there’s plenty of that in the West, and we are certainly streets ahead when it comes to having a sense of public good; what it’s about is a micro-thing that, I think, boils down to ‘I’ve got time for you.’

In the modern post-industrial West we’ve created an extraordinary situation where almost everyone feels they have too little time. Like the Arabic joke: a man is furiously painting a door, and when asked why he’s hurrying he says, ‘I’ve only got a little paint left. If I don’t hurry it might run out before I’ve finished the door.’

I was the same. And I had my excuses, my very good excuses, just like everyone else. Too little time to give others the attention they crave. So they don’t give it back.

And in Egypt attention could always lead to a higher level of involvement. A chance encounter in the East is a zone of immense possibility. You sit next to someone on a bus and they turn out to have a family hotel on the Red Sea that needs an English-language brochure in return for unlimited nights of residence. Or the guy who cleans your shoes knows someone who has a nice line in dodgy satellite cards. Or your  Arabic-teacher offers to design your website. Any interaction could turn into a business partnership to rival Goldman & Sachs or Fortnum & Mason, or maybe not. At the very least there will be a social dimension, but even that isn’t guaranteed in the West. How many dinner parties had I been to where the barely disguised hostility could only be avoided by excessive and stultifying drinking?

In short, alienated writer seeks refuge from harsh realities of the Western world.

Egypt would save me. I could be free there. I sensed that the existential pressure to perform and conform to standards I thought arbitrary and bogus would be less. Egypt was, in my imagination (and the experience of half a dozen brief trips), a wild, un-PC haven for dodginess, rule-breaking, humanity. The system, as I conceived it, was flawed and disregarded there, people still had the edge over the prisons we contrive to make life easier for all of us.

It seemed appropriate that when I landed and was picked up from the airport by Haney, my brother in law, who a few short years before had been an unrepentant playboy and was now most improbably a judge, the streets were lined with policemen - with their backs to the traffic. Thousands of them. Turning their back on us as we drove by.

‘Why aren’t they looking?’ I asked.

‘Someone too important just passed by,’ explained Haney. ‘They aren’t looking out of respect.’

‘Maybe it’s for me, maybe this is my welcome home,’ I quipped, full of the joy of having started a new life elsewhere.

I was in for a rude awakening.




Two

MY FIRST BIRTHDAY PARTY

My mother-in-law found me a small two-bedroom apartment to work in, the rent only £20 a week. I started immediately, trying to catch up on all the time I’d spent not filling the container. This work apartment was a five-minute walk from her - our - place, which was on the fifth and final floor of an older building shaded by two tall acacia trees. The plan was to move out as soon as we found somewhere suitable.

Day and night my mother-in-law’s building was looked after by the caretaker, or bawab, Magoob. Magoob lived with his wife and two daughters in two sheds at the bottom of the building with a few chickens in a wire-netting run. Whenever he saw me he cast his eyes downward. He was from the south of the country, what they call an Upper Egyptian, proud, with none of the sly Cairene’s constant worming to get the upper hand. He knew his place and stayed there, guarded it, he was a guard after all, guarding our building against intruders, washing down the wide stone steps, stealing small paving slabs from a state road project so that we wouldn’t have to walk across five metres of dirt from the road to the steps. I always greeted Magoob, even though he tried to look elsewhere; but that felt right - no jockeying with Magoob.

We had a home and the kids had a school. I always disliked school, but there I was, putting my children through the same old mill. I had flirted with the idea of home education, but  after reading several books on the subject I suspected I would make a lousy home educator. Samia was also strongly against it. The Victorians home-educated their kids, I moaned without conviction. The Brontës were home-educated - look what that produced. Jorge Luis Borges wasn’t even allowed out of the house until he was nine years old (admittedly his parents owned a pretty big house), and he turned out OK. But all along I knew my kids would be going to school. The bottom line with home education is: if you aren’t prepared to do it yourself don’t expect your wife to want to do it for you. Samia was adamant: ‘Just because you’re fucked up doesn’t mean you can fuck up your kids. They like school.’ Deep down I was scared I might be wrong; plus I had had the benefits of school and university, which I now chose to denigrate and yet every person I’d met who had been denied such things had always envied me. My kids would attend school. If they hated it they could reject it all at twenty-one - only sixteen more years. Shit, sixteen more years, and in Egypt I’d be paying for it too. Even free schools in Egypt, with their seventy-plus class sizes and endemic corruption (teachers bribed to obtain extra lessons and better grades), weren’t free any more. That meant a private school, preferably an international school rather than one whose main language was Arabic. There were French, German, American and British schools. In order to offset the extremity of my decision to relocate to the Third World, we chose the British inspired Cairo English College. C.E.C. It also had an excellent reputation, and the headmaster and his wife were very welcoming.

Due to container-filling etc., my kids were already attending C.E.C. when I arrived in Egypt. The school was manned by highly qualified British teachers in a purpose-built concrete shell right on the edge of the desert. It was a fifteen-minute drive through light traffic (by Cairo standards) from my wife’s mother’s house in Maadi, a suburb south of the centre. Light traffic by Cairo standards: it always kept moving, but the fumes were bad and the driver, Mohamed, was so intimidating I wasn’t always in the mood to confront him over his  window-open driving style. Sometimes I forced myself to make him wind up his window, hoping that persistence would encourage him to always have the window up when I got in the car, but Mohamed, with his troll face and big gaunt frame bent over the steering wheel, had no intention of abandoning a lifetime of open-air motoring.

The car was modest - my mother-in-law’s Honda Civic - but having a driver felt posh. At first. Then I realized everyone who could afford £38 a month, which even in Egypt is a lot of people, had one. In any case I was glad I wasn’t driving. This was the first paradox of my chosen paradise: I was scared of the traffic. There was too much of it moving too fast in random spurts of knackered vibrating exhaust fumes following indecipherable trajectories around roundabouts, sometimes the wrong way. Mohamed drove with consummate heavy-footed confidence. His preferred position was right up the arse of the next car in front. He used horn and lights to signal his impatience, displeasure and lordliness over all other vehicles. We often got into neck-and-neck races with monster 4x4s driven by mothers of other kids at the school. Despite the massive disparity in engine size we always won, even if it meant boxing the startled mum into a slow-moving traffic obstruction like two donkey carts coming the wrong way towards us. Mohamed gave way to no one, gave absolutely no quarter, and relished making loud blasts of the horn right outside the school at anyone with the temerity to hold us up for even a second. The part of me that wasn’t fearful of the mad speed at which he drove derived covert satisfaction from the utter disrespect he showed the more expensive vehicles driven by 90 per cent of the parents at the school.

This was another shock to me. Foreign workers in Egypt, if American or British, receive a monster Toyota or Jeep as part of their salary package. These cars were always painted either silver or gold and they would be lined up outside the school when we arrived, making it look like a luxury car dealer’s forecourt. I was frankly envious, though I hid my envy with derision and tacit support for Mohamed’s antisocial driving  skills. All the parents had drivers, but some preferred to drive themselves. These were the ones Mohamed mainly picked on, especially as they debouched their little ones in front of the school gates. We even received complaints, but I never reprimanded Mohamed; in his sturdy aggression I saw my own thwarted social progress, for it was obvious from day two or three that I had landed in an arena of vicious snobbery and petty-minded bourgeois conventionality of the very worst kind.
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