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Prologue


For years Frank Clarke, a traveller in bells, had brought a certain plangency to the islands of Oceania. He worked for a London foundry whose Edwardian managers still referred to our part of the world as the Torrid Zone. Out here, Frank liked to say, due to the moist equatorial air and reverberant properties of water, his Clerkenwell bells gained an acoustic bounce and echo found nowhere else. He called it ‘tropical sonance’.


Frank turned up one morning aboard a small steamer bound for Tonga. It made an emergency stop at Port Vila and my father, summoned to the ship, returned with Frank slumped comatose in his launch. After administering an intramuscular quinine shot – 7½ grains – he saw him through the cycles of malaria: first the teeth-chattering rigor when they piled on blankets and force-fed him hot fluids, next the acute vomiting and mind-expanding headaches as the clinical thermometer stuck at one hundred and five, finally the ‘heavy sweat' after which they changed his sodden sheets, gave him Atabrine by mouth and waited for it to happen all over again. He recovered, but, too weak to travel, left the hospital and came up the hill to recuperate in our house. My father had told us about the Englishman who’d cracked jokes at death’s door. My mother, intrigued, had taken him books.


Small, skinny and white-bearded with a shock of uncombed ash-white hair, he had rheumy blue eyes – which held your own in a very steady way – and a surprising voice: deep, patrician and carrying echoes of the old British ruling class. He told us little about himself. Once he received a letter addressed to ‘Frank Clarke MA (Oxon)’ yet, when asked what he’d studied, he simply said, ‘Oh, something relating to my work.’ An Oxford degree in bells? That seemed about the size of it. Frank would not be drawn.


Our island, Iririki, lay just a stone’s throw from Port Vila, and each day he sent Moses, our gardener, off in his canoe to the Burns Philp store for a bottle of Bundaberg rum. This, he claimed, contained all the nourishment he needed. Though my mother badgered him – ‘For God’s sake, Frank, you need building up’ – he barely touched his food, just moved it distractedly around the plate as he talked. Yet he could make her laugh. The unexpected re-emergence of that sound, like a dry stream bed suddenly in spate again, was a sharp reminder of its rarity. And I noted Frank’s pleasure when it happened. She was a pretty, brown-eyed woman whose face shone with intelligence, he a wry, gossipy, alcoholic bachelor old enough to be her father. Yet I saw the way his gaze followed her around, and the effort that went into keeping her amused. The entertaining stories never stopped.


Uneasy with children, he simply addressed them as adults and spoke to them about adult matters. For example, sitting under the banyan tree one morning with an unopened P. G. Wodehouse on his lap, he said to me, ‘Do you think your mother is happy?’


I’d never given the subject a moment’s thought. She had frequent ‘moods’ but these were always attributed to neuralgia; then she took APC tablets and went to lie down – often for days on end. It was the most disturbing question I’d ever been asked and Frank, doubtless noting my bewilderment, volunteered an indirect answer.


‘I think the tropics are getting her down.’


I stared. The tropics?


‘Yes. These are the tropics, Sandy, it’s a region of the world. You live in the tropics. But they don’t suit everyone.’


He told me a little about our region and its unique relationship with the sun; it was, apparently, the only section of the planet over which it passed directly. Everyone else saw it obliquely, angled and aslant; indeed, during midwinter in the frigid zones it apparently tumbled so far off the perpendicular they never saw it at all. But here, every single day of the year, it rose metronomically at about six in the morning and set twelve hours later, with only the briefest of dawns and dusks.


Frank seemed to imply her headaches were somehow solar-induced or related yet, when I put this to my mother, she said brightly, ‘He’s talking nonsense as usual. I love it here. You know that.’ But, years later, I realized he was right.


My mother feared the tropics. The victims of its diseases, often incurable, sometimes disfiguring, were to be seen every day down at the hospital. My sister and I were constantly monitored for a whole sweat of fevers, while our personal hygiene regime included the routine checking of stools for blood; blood probably meant dysentery, which in those days could kill a child in hours. She hated a climate which threatened to make her prematurely old and sallow, and which slowed up her mental processes. ‘We’re all at least a beat behind,’ she would sigh, lamenting too our chaotic behaviour and disorganized personalities. The tropics made you garrulous; everyone, she claimed, talked at once – whereas in more temperate, reflective latitudes conversations tended to be linear; speakers there took turns.


The tropics also jammed the keys of her piano. At first she extemporized to cover the missing notes then, as more failed and Chopin started sounding like jungle music, she stopped altogether.


And she found the mind-clouding, energy-sapping heat that begins building at noon (and takes a four-hour chunk out of the day) the enemy of initiative. The interesting thought you had at breakfast, atrophied by heavy afternoon sleep, was a poor, wizened thing by dusk. Science, literature, engineering, architecture, the arts, abstract ideas – not much came out of the tropics.


What came out was life – seeding, breeding, buzzing, barking, fluttering, squawking, germinating, growing. Sex, of course, figured worryingly in this. Tropical sexuality meant children matured early – girls in particular budding like hothouse flowers (little heads full of carnal thoughts even as their little busts bloomed).


She was a BA (Hons) education graduate who built two excellent schools and taught in both. Then I believed her languors were due to nothing more than exhaustion. Now I believe she worked to blot things out. Work was her revenge on the tropics.


Yet my father adored the region, loved its warmth and the exuberance of its people, its forcing-pit fertility, its astounding colours and amazing skies. He had spent much of his childhood, and most of his working life, in places like this, and always feared that in a cold country his heart would stop. The matter of the latitudes in which they lived would remain a bone of contention between them until, in late middle age, she finally won the argument and moved him to cool, temperate New Zealand.


She could never have budged Frank. Like an old gorilla, he was only truly at home in warm, wet countries and, though entitled to home leave every ten years, always left the ship before it left the tropics – in Panama City, it was said, to see a mysterious widow. He often talked to my mother about his travels, told her how he’d smoked opium in various Indo-Chinese fumeries, got drunk with Hemingway in Cuba, visited the caboclos of Brazil – who prayed to St Andrew to steer the winds as they burned the forests – and even sold bells in Burma. (To Buddhists!) I recalled him speaking of African tribes with names that created sharp little mind pictures; today when I read about the Tivs and Yarubas of Nigeria, the Congo Balokis and the Bembas of Zimbabwe, I think of Frank.


The tropics occupy one-third of the earth’s land surface and are inhabited by 1.7 billion people – one-third of the global population; they contain eighty-eight nations wholly and a further twenty partially, many of which lie within the Third, or Developing, World. Over eight thousand species of fish, or a third of the sea’s total, inhabit the coral reefs, while (to conclude that trinomial equation) two-thirds of the original forests are already destroyed beyond recovery.


Chronically poor soil and topographical irregularities – such as surreally steep slopes and an excess of sterile laterite – mean tropical agriculture often struggles to sustain dense populations. It comes down, naturally, to land quality: under Zimbabwe’s old chitimene system 200 acres were required to sustain a family of five, while in Sumatra just 15 acres suffices. The Cameroons’ Ndikis manage with a 0.6 acre kitchen garden, a quarter-acre patch of savannah, and two pocket-handkerchief-sized forest clearings for dry-season green vegetables and wet-season sweet potatoes. Meanwhile, throughout the region, the needs of an under-nourished, expanding population leads to the extinction of seventeen thousand species of flora and fauna annually by tree-felling – a staggering two species each hour. Life in all its forms has always been hard.


But not for Frank. ‘Every community needs a church, and every church needs a bell. Tropical congregations may be poor but they’re passionate; that’s where you’ll find the old revivalists with that old-time fire in their bellies. They always get the money’


*


As a young man he had spent a year in Tahiti, managing a beachside restaurant near Papeete. Among his regular customers was a middle-aged, taciturn French artist who had gained some local notoriety for his strong sexual appetites and bizarre use of colour – blue trees, orange dogs, green nudes and so on. When he had money he paid for his meals, when he didn’t they went on the slate. Then came a drought period so prolonged the artist finally settled his bill by painting an erotic masterpiece on a mirror in the gents’ toilet. (Frank, while primly declining to describe the picture, hinted he himself had been in it, peering through the leaves of a strangler vine.) Soon afterwards police closed the place down and Frank left Tahiti; my mother reckoned it had been a bordello with bistro facilities attached.


He took the mirror with him, and several years later it hung in his Pago Pago villa. What happened next depended on how much rum he’d swallowed, but one version – the best – concerned a Swedish opera star who came to supper and sang for him, her sonically resonating upper register shattering every glass object in the room. (But not even Callas could have broken a slab of heavy-duty speculum like that.) It’s more likely to have fallen off the wall – at any rate, it finished up in fragments which the servants swept up and threw out with the rubbish.


My mother told me the story shortly before she died. ‘Poor Frank. A pornographic Gauguin! That would certainly be worth a bob or two today.’


*


A whizzo who took all the journals, he saw himself not just as a bell scientist but also as a scientific generalist. And he had a schoolmasterly streak which, she said, responded to my sudden interest in our region. ‘I certainly remember him sitting you down and talking.’ I too have vague recollections of that, and assume he started with the equator and the two circles of the celestial sphere, Cancer and Capricorn, which run parallel on either side. Set 23° and 28° north and south of it, the solstitial points – or extremes of the ecliptic – contain a hot, rainy girdle 3,200 miles wide.


These are the tropics.


The sun, ‘moving’ from one extremity to the other, acts as both engine and fuel cell. Its migratory cycle brings it to Cancer, its northern terminus, on 22 June. Here it creates the summer solstice yet, even as the northern hemisphere floods with light and warmth, those exalting in midsummer’s day below never see it directly overhead. At high noon the shade made by their beach umbrellas registers a slight tilt from the perpendicular. The sun still lies somewhere off to the south – directly over the Tropic of Cancer, in fact, and only those living on that ecliptic may then (cloud permitting) glimpse it right above their rooftops.


On the map Cancer is depicted as a continuous dotted line. Picked up in, say, the Caribbean, it swings just north of Havana and south of Anguilla, transits the Bahamas at George Town on Great Exuma and Sims on Long Island, before heading across the Atlantic to the Middle East: Aswan and Muscat are Cancerian cities. Crossing the Indian subcontinent it passes Ahmadabad, shaves Calcutta and Dhaka, clips Hong Kong then, passing above Kaui in Hawaii, enters North America at Todos Santos, Baja California. Anyone south of the line can claim to be a tropicano, or citizen of the world’s warm, wet belt.


Cancer might be seen as a firewall protecting our temperate regions from the thermal energy boiling around inside the Torrid Zone. On 22 June the sun ‘bounces’ off it and ‘heads’ back south. Travelling at a sedate 17½ m.p.h. it crosses the equator on 22 September and arrives over the Tropic of Capricorn precisely three months later: 22 December is summer solstice for the Southern Hemisphere – and winter for the Northern.


Capricorn’s line bisects Australia. It traverses the Gibson Desert (and Lake Disappointment), passes north of Alice Springs and arrives at the Pacific at Rockhampton, Queensland. It enters South America at the Chilean town of Antofagasta, touches Conceptión in Paraguay and Maringa in Brazil, exits again at São Paulo. Heading across the South Atlantic to Africa, it makes its landfall at Namibia’s Walvis Bay, cuts through the Kalahari Desert and the Kruger National Park, leaves via Malova on the Mozambique coast then heads back across the Indian Ocean.


I was born in the Tropic of Capricorn just twelve days after the sun ‘turned’ over Lake Disappointment. This makes me a Capricornian twice over – the second manifestation being zodiacal. Anyone raised under the sign of the goat will know we are plodders who, devoid of inspiration or big ideas, rarely set the world alight. Yet we persevere and, in our dogged, rather curmudgeonly way, tend to get there in the end.


What happens when the sun passes directly overhead? Frank, I don’t doubt, marched me outdoors to witness the fact that, for a few strange moments, we leave not the faintest umbral trace of ourselves. People standing on their shadows cast no shade; the sun causes their heads to be swallowed by their feet, so they wear their shadows like shoes. Each of us, creating our own personal solar eclipse, turns into a tiny moon.


*


Then there was Frank’s bell lore. Reading the subject up half a century later, it too stirred memories.


The hundred-and-eighty-ton Great Bell of Moscow, known as the Tsar Kolokol and cast in a pit between 1733 and 1735, was the biggest in history. After its dismayed founders realized they couldn’t lift it off the ground – it had also been cracked by fire – they turned it into a chapel; people confessed and got married in the bell, and attended Old Church Slavonic services preached by patriarchs whose voices, acoustically boosted, rang around an instrument that, had it been hung, might even have been heard in Finland. Russian Orthodoxy believed you spoke to God through your bells; thus the bigger the bell the more prayers it could carry.


Buddhists relished the instant after it stopped ringing. The tingling, fading hum – air still vibrating after all sound had ceased – was charged with spiritual significance. (The barrel-shaped Asian bells, non-swinging and inert, hung motionless; cast without clappers, they were struck – either by wooden mallets or swaying horizontal beams – like gongs.)


Bells may have been around for four thousand years, but their acoustical structure has only recently been understood.


It revolves around variously pitched frequencies known as partials; lower partials are harmonious, higher partials discordant. This converging chromatic principle applies also to fog bells, gong bells, clinkum bells, jingle bells, shriving bells, school bells, sleigh bells, sauncing bells – and church bells. And oddly, though they were Frank’s living, churches brought out the worst in him.


My mother told another story.


Outside Port Vila a big one had just been completed, its steeple mute but already rigged with lignum vitae corbels. One day he learned that a rep from a big Marseilles foundry had arrived and, even now, was talking to its elders. ‘His name,’ she said, ‘was Christoff, and Frank certainly knew about him. He bristled’ M. Christoff had been a celebrated carilloneur who, wearing heavy gloves, played his chime-stand keyboard like an organist, coaxing music (popular classics, marches, even jazz) from his bells – row upon row, tons of bells, hidden away in the rafters. After arthritis struck he brought that same flamboyance to his marketing.


Frank, by now pretty well recovered, also went to call on the elders. He told them that, in Windsor Castle’s archives, lay a deposition from a Surrey milkmaid who, in 1580 in a hay meadow, heard the voice of God. Among the truths revealed to her were that French bells were fifty per cent cheap, low-grade tin guaranteed to rust. God stressed that when it came to quality, workmanship, reliability and honest-to-goodness value for money, British bells had no equal.


Frank won the order by acclaim and, ignoring threats from Christoff’s lawyer, remained unrepentant. My mother said, ‘And, do you know, he wasn’t even a Christian? For him churches were just places to be supplied with fixtures and fittings.’


‘So what was he?’


She smiled broadly. ‘Frank was a Druid!’


*


The tropical year, 365 days, 5 hours, 48 minutes and 45 seconds of mean solar time – the time between successive vernal equinoxes – is the one used in the Gregorian calendar.


*


At sunset on the evening of my sixth birthday the sky erupted in an emerald flash. I waited, incredulously, for the end-of-the-world bang that must surely follow. But the mysterious viridescence vanished, as suddenly as it had come, leaving behind the same molten-copper sky I had noted a split second earlier. My father, when I breathlessly reported back, told me I had seen the Zodiacal Light. Caused by refracting dust particles in the plane of the ecliptic – a region called the Zodiac – it’s perhaps witnessed only once or twice in a lifetime. It was the moment, probably, that I caught the virus. We tropophiliacs are not bleeders or chokers, do not have fits and spasms. There is a fever, recurring after long periods of dormancy, but it’s all in the head and won’t kill you. Known as le coup de bambou, it’s a mild form of tropical madness for which, luckily, there is no cure.


I never saw Frank again, but assume he finished up becalmed and befuddled in his own shadowy green acres, heart registering one beat for the tide coming in, the next for the tide going out. And even before I heard the story of the mirror I’d somehow associated him with Paul Gauguin; the fact they were acquainted came as no great surprise. The question was: had the tropics made them like that – or would such personalities have behaved in much the same way, say, in Greenland or Patagonia?


*


Today, among our number, I have met inadequates and no-hopers, sex tourists, runaways and petty crooks. But there are also yachties, surfers and sun-freaks, and First World retirees on underperforming pensions hoping to live well in the low-cost, debt-ridden tropical Third World (where fruit grows wild by the roadside). All in all, we’re a pretty mixed bunch – and Gauguin is our man. Not only did he lead the life we craved, he left behind sublime evidence of what it could be like. How solemn and beautiful he made it! What grace he bestowed on the tropics!


Once, in Papeete, I boarded a tiny propeller-driven Twin Otter and flew north-east for seven hours. It refuelled at various atolls on route – the Tahitian pilot using binoculars to make his landfalls, we half-dozen passengers jumping out to hand-pump the gas from drums – then, late in the afternoon, finally descended towards a lofty island, angular and densely wooded. I noted pines on Hiva Oa’s crown and, at its foot, the palm-fringed black volcanic beaches which, famously, he had painted a luscious pink.


Exasperated by Tahiti’s petty provincialism, Gauguin sailed off to this obscure outpost in the Marquesas. There, aged fifty-two, he scandalized the French by seducing, then marrying, a thirteen-year-old Polynesian schoolgirl named Marie-Rose. He built his child bride a villa – the ‘House of Pleasure’ – and bought her the first pony and trap the island had seen. (The authorities promptly fined him for driving without lights.) Creating his final pictures, he also began drinking himself to death. Ben Varney’s store, across the road, supplied him with absinthe and six-hundred-litre hogsheads of claret (he kept his absinthe down a well to chill it).


Today the house, along with Varney’s store, has reverted to the forest. But the well remains, as does the Magasin Pierre Shan, a two-storey trading emporium where he and Marie-Rose did their household shopping – and which, during my visit, received a shipment of Gauguin T-shirts: suddenly, right across the island, people were walking around in his masterpieces.


Otherwise only his grave provided tangible evidence of his presence. Fashioned from slabs of heavy rust-coloured rock, it had a gnarled frangipani tree growing from its head (and putting forth so many flowers it may have taken root in his skull).


I stayed in the house of Gabriel Heitaa, a retired ship’s cook, and his graceful wife Feliciene. One afternoon they threw a birthday party for their four-year-old daughter. Grave young mothers brought their children on horseback then lounged in the tangled garden where, as if stepping into one of his paintings, I met the current owner of Gauguin’s sewing machine (‘A Singer, still goin’ fine’) and a friend of Gauguin’s youngest daughter. She, I learned, had recently died from elephantiasis, leaving his great-grandson – allegedly ‘good at drawing’ – working as a fisherman over at Paumau, or Shadow of the Flower. Looking around, I reflected the old artist should have slipped away on an ebb tide of contentment yet, according to Feliciene’s tattooed great-uncle, he had finished his days in torment.


The French, sick of his complaints about the shabby way they treated the Marquesans, charged him with treason and summoned him for trial in Tahiti. Soon afterwards the money ran out. ‘Then Marie-Rose leave him,’ the great-uncle said, ‘also his health not good, he get plenty pain, was hypocondriaque, always want to see doctor.’ It did him little good.


Early on the morning of 8 May 1903, a neighbour, Tioka, called in to find him sprawled motionless across his bed. Weeping, he did what Marquesans always do to ensure life is extinct: bit his head. A few days afterwards a letter arrived from Paris with news that two of his beautiful, sombre Hiva Oa pictures had been sold to a collector for a handsome 3,300 francs.


It was returned with ‘Decédé’ scrawled across the envelope.


Before returning to Tahiti I revisited his grave. Several visitors – grief-stricken Scandinavian women, as far as I could judge – had tied messages to the branches of the frangipani tree. All were slightly crazed, the work of victims like me. Crouching by his head I looked, so to speak, along his line of sight. Mount Temetiu soared four thousand feet overhead. Frigate birds rode the thermals as thunder rumbled up in the cloud forest (marked nuage and left blank on the map). Beyond the cemetery children played, someone strummed a ukulele. Then I heard a distant, melodious church bell and, for the first time in fifty years, the phrase came back – tropical sonance!


*


My father died just as he predicted. One wintry morning in New Zealand, recently turned sixty-five and climbing the steps of a post office to mail a letter to my small daughter in London, it happened: a massive coronary. (I keep imagining, apart from the violent shock of pain, some awful inner turmoil, like a huge rockslide.)


Eventually, against his better judgement, I had decided to become a writer and, persuaded I couldn’t really succeed in the tropics – ‘Name one writer who has,’ said my mother – turned down a job on the Fiji Times & Herald and headed for Europe.


In Venice, one leaden day in early spring, the sky suddenly filled with whirling volcanic ash. I wondered where the eruption had occurred, and if any tidal waves had been triggered then, realizing I was seeing my first snow, rushed out to catch the flakes and eat them. For a day I loved the way it transformed the city, changed its contours and neutralized its colours, but then it all turned to slush and we were breathing freezing air from the Alps. In Venice I had a relapse, a bad attack of le coup de bambou, and, reaching London, didn’t need histology checks to tell me the bug had struck again. The only treatment was tropical proximity and, down the years, to keep it at bay, I managed to persuade a succession of editors to send me off on tropical assignments.


*


Of the seventy or so warm, wet countries I’ve visited thus far, a particular moment in Guyana comes to mind. Late one afternoon I found myself aboard the Jesus Shall Reign water bus as it sped up the mighty Essequibo River. A setting sun lit the forest canopy and picked out macaws, troupials and flurries of white egrets. I chatted to a dark-haired, pretty woman, Dominique Bones, who owned a small hotel on one of the riverine islands and had family links with the forest. She recounted the story of her great-grandmother, known as Missi, who spent her teenage years logging a species of tree found only along the Essequibo and Demerara.


Greenheart, famously durable, listed second in the table of hard-woods rated A1 at Lloyd’s, possesses modules of rupture stronger than oak or mountain hemlock; the lock gates of the Manchester Ship Canal are made from it, as are the butts of the finest billiard cues. Missi, having built a greenheart mill on the site of an old leper colony, married a Georgetown rake named Willems and bore him four children. (Known to Georgetown’s whores as the Pharaoh – he daily showered gold coins on them from his carriage – Willems went on to father eighty-one more.)


The water bus trailed a rooster-tail wake. Jack Black, a grizzled old pork knocker, or prospector, passed around a rum bottle and told me that Eldorado lay up in the interior. ‘I actually headin’ foh a stream drainin’ from dat locality.’ Then, unpacking his kit, he showed me some of the items a pork knocker carries: cutlass and criminal (patois for a Brazilian spade), diamond sieve, gold scales and scoop.


Dominique said her brother, just twenty-four, had also gone after gold. ‘He got lucky, he actually found a mine! I’d just returned from school in England and he wanted to show me. But as I jumped out of his boat the propeller pin sheared and he was swept away over rapids. It took nine days to find his body, it was my mother who made them go on looking.’ She shuddered. ‘These damn rivers.’


‘Aaah, Mizz Bones,’ sighed Jack. Then, brightening, he pointed ashore to a timber concession where the previous day an emerald boa constrictor had been found looped, like a giant liana, around a bombax tree.


The antique Lady Northcote – a smoking pile of scrap beneath a steamer-shaped carapace of rust – bustled downstream, leaving a heavy wash; idly, as she passed, I noted the sun slip below the water. And then I saw it again: the green flash.


Incredulous, up on my feet, I told my friends about the Zodiacal Light. And when, right on cue, a church bell tolled from some shadowy village, my whoop of laughter startled them even more. It was there in the heart of the deep tropics – feeling at home and content – that I first thought about doing this book.
	



A Place Called Pandemonium


Some years ago I returned to my birthplace and found it had become a luxury holiday resort. Described in the brochures as ‘Iririki, Island of Elegance’ and lying snugly in Port Vila’s blue harbour, its forty-four acres were crowned with flowering trees and contoured like a tall polychromic hat; you could walk the shadowy path around its brim in twenty minutes. It was a comfortable spot; when the mainland sweltered, Iririki usually got sea breezes and cooling showers. Once it had contained just two houses: our mission bungalow and – set in parklike grounds with a flagpole flying a bedspread-sized Union Jack – the palatial residence of the British Resident Commissioner. Now seventy-two air-conditioned accommodation units were strung across its northern end.


By the resident’s jetty a signpost read ‘Old Hospital Ruins’. Directed back half a century, I saw myself as the guests drifting over on parasails might see me: an ageing, perspiring, overweight man hurrying towards a jungly acre that looked like an abandoned archaeological site. Somewhere in there, among the creeper-strewn hillocks and slabs of mossy concrete, my father had delivered me with forceps; now I expected, if not a thunderclap, at least an acknowledgement, some audible sign.


That, however, only came at the check-in desk when a porter cried, ‘Welcome to the Champagne Resort!’ and handed me a complimentary fruit punch. Drinking it, I realized the vaulted reception area, built from local hardwoods, stood on the site of our vegetable garden. Then, having spelled my name for the clerk, I told her about my links with the island. She went ‘Uh-huh,’ and asked for my credit card. Handing me a key she said, ‘Enjoy your stay, Mr Fraser.’ My unit overlooked a tiny, fan-shaped beach where I had learned to swim; two topless women lay sunning themselves on the spot where I once kept my canoe. Later, eating a Big Riki burger at the poolside restaurant, I was relieved to find the restaurant’s location held no associations at all.


My son turned up and said, ‘How do you feel? Have the squatters moved in?’


I felt pretty good, actually – indeed, oddly gratified that so many people seemed to be getting pleasure from the place. ‘What do you think?’


‘It was probably nicer before.’


But John detested resorts of any description. He had arrived a couple of weeks earlier, a Royal London Hospital medical student out here to do his elective at his grandfather’s old hospital – today named Vila Base and re-established over on the mainland. Looking tired and preoccupied, he said a nine-year-old girl from Tanna had been admitted that morning with cerebral malaria. ‘Her parents tried a custom doctor, that didn’t work so they brought her in: Western medicine, last resort, it happens all the time. A few hours earlier and we might have saved her.’


I watched my son pondering one of the diseases which my father, for much of his life, had fought so obsessively. That oddly jolting moment was interrupted by the arrival of Dr Makau Kalsakau, escorted to our table like a visiting head of state. Three waiters tussled to pull out his chair, a portly Australian manager hovered anxiously. Dr Makau, trained by my father and perhaps our oldest family friend, had promised us an Iririki island tour. A handsome, black-skinned pensioner with amused eyes and a wispy Assyrian beard, he held John’s hand and said, ‘You look like your grandaddy, there is a definite similarity. He was my teacher. And now you are working in our hospital! About this there is, uh, a kind of… what is the word?’


I had disappointed him by not going to medical school, but words were my business and now I was oddly eager for his approval. ‘Symmetry.’


‘Hmm, yes.’ (Symmetry would do.) ‘So what do you make of our new Iririki?’


‘Not bad. But I’m still a bit confused.’


‘Let us climb the hill. John, you should see what is up there. The tourists never go, they don’t know. And for you, Sandy, it will be more familiar.’


Dense undergrowth walled off our garden. But we found a way in, a dozen paces spanning fifty years and leading to a half-acre so still and shadowy I felt I had broken into my own childhood.


The place was running wild but evidence of our tenancy remained. The flowering trees my mother planted grew with a jungle exuberance, the grass was knee-high and the banyan that loomed so massively over our front veranda had acquired half a century’s extra girth and a further forty feet of elevation.


Our house, said Makau, had been demolished after we’d gone, whirled out to sea by the great 1948 hurricane. But the garden endured, and I knew its tangled boisterousness would have delighted my mother.


Beneath the banyan Makau paused. ‘Here Mummy built her school.’ John raised an eyebrow at this nursery nomenclature, but among the old-timers hereabouts it was routine; to Makau I would be perennially juvenescent, an ageing toddler with a worrying weakness for cigars. I was touched to see the spot where the smol skul had stood. When the British and French refused to countenance any form of state education my mother took matters into her own hands. It proved so successful that later, a few yards away, she also built a teachers’ training college.


Our garden thus became a centre of academic excellence. The school produced – to the unease of both metropolitan governments – two streams of keen, bright kids. One entered the teachers’ training shack, the other headed down to the hospital where my father taught them to be doctors. That was how Makau, one of the first garden graduates, had learned his medicine. ‘All this bougainvillaea Mummy planted. She planted these frangipanis. You planted that orange tree. These hibiscus Daddy planted.’


I noted the absoluteness of the silence. Several dozen holidaymakers were making merry below, but the density of the bush excluded their voices. We clambered down forty broken steps to the razed Paton Memorial Hospital. This wilderness was Makau’s old alma mater. Sweeping aside a spinnaker-sized spider’s web he nodded towards a small depression carpeted with prickly sensitive plant. ‘Labour ward, you were born there.’ We stumbled on through heavy scrub. By a young sandalwood tree he said, ‘Hospital front steps. At seven sharp every morning Daddy came down from the house wearing a tie and held a service for patients and staff. After that he did his rounds.’ That startled me. The idea of a tie in this climate was one thing, officiating at morning prayers quite another. He had been a Presbyterian misinari dokta, Glasgow-born, ordained after finishing his MB BS, but I never thought of him formally facing a congregation, couldn’t equate that with the quiet, rather shy and private man I remembered. We toured the sites of the general wards, the path lab, the theatre and, set by the beach like an elegant little Edwardian boathouse, the shell of the mortuary. The evening sun made the wooded hills above Port Vila a landscape worked in silks. An outrigger canoe slid past, propelled by a woman in a crimson dress.


‘Gud naet!’ she called.


As we strolled along a coastal path the resort guests were abandoning the beach for Happy Hour. They glanced curiously at Makau; normally the only native Vanuatuans, or ni-Vanuatu, hereabouts were employees. We progressed through the lobby to the pool bar and the staff rushed to secure a table for us. Makau walked in as though he owned the place – which, in a sense, he did – and called for orange juices all round. His home island, Ifira, lay less than a quarter of a mile away, its eight hundred people long regarded as Vanuatu’s elite; a progressive, industrious, enterprising crowd, they flocked to my mother’s schools and, today, play a major role in the country’s affairs. Iririki belongs to Ifira, and it was a typically shrewd Ifira move to lease it to an Australian development company. Makau said, ‘In seventy-five years we get the island back – plus a top-quality international resort. They build it. We keep it.’


The guests, mostly well-heeled Australians in designer evening wear, began drifting in for cocktails, and as a band played island music I thought of my parents living quietly up on the hill, making do on their mission stipend, poor as church mice.


But there had been compensations and we were witnessing one now – a sunset so stunning that around the pool bar all tok tok ceased. The horizon was invaded by an unearthly lavender light which came spilling across the sky then fell into the harbour at our feet, empurpling the air and water, painting our faces with amaranth. Makau told John about Vila Base, built by the American navy in 1941 on the old Belleview Plantation. ‘It had one thousand beds and thirty-six doctors, all top people. Every day C47s flew up to Guadalcanal to bring the casualties. At Bauer Field forty ambulances would be waiting, hospital ships called all the time. I remember the Solace, painted white with a big red cross on the funnel. She used to sail at night, all lit up like a cruise boat. There were Jap subs everywhere, but …’ He shrugged. ‘The old Paton Memorial nameplate is now at Vila Base. In reception.’


John nodded. ‘Yes, I know‘ But he didn’t know that Makau had been its first post-independence superintendent. My father’s best student had succeeded him at the infinitely superior hospital he had long badgered the condominium government to build.


It was getting late. Makau rose. ‘Lookim yu!’ he said.


See you later.


*


Vanuatu’s eighty islands, routinely rattled by earthquakes, lie twelve hundred miles east of Australia. Named the New Hebrides by Captain Cook, they became a nineteenth-century Anglo-French condominium – a territorial trade-off in which two metropolitan powers with a thousand years of mutual enmity agreed to share power. It never worked; the Brits complained endlessly about the duplicity of the French, the French bemoaned the constant, furtive manoeuvrings of the Brits.


Their determination to yield nothing led to the duplication of everything: two flags, two anthems, two political doctrines, two currencies, two languages, two sets of postage stamps, two police forces, two legal systems, two jails (the French served better food), two hospitals (my father’s practised better medicine) and allegedly, for an utterly surreal few days, two rules of the road: Brits on the left, French on the right. Locals never spoke of Condominium. They called it Pandemonium.


In 1980, faced with growing UN disquiet, they finally agreed on a joint course of action – to allow the new Ripablik Blong Vanuatu to hoist its gaudy, jungle-hued flag. Yet, six centuries after Agincourt, the native population, schizophrenically split between Anglophones and Francophones, began re-enacting the Hundred Years War. An early Anglophone government sacked not one, but two, French Ambassadors, while the first act of the Francophone administration succeeding it was the mass sacking of Anglophone civil servants.


*


In one of the seismic family splits not uncommon here, Makau’s older brother Dr John – also trained by my father – threw in his lot with the French. Both were clever and ambitious; while Makau, before independence, ran the British hospital, John ran the French. Makau received an OBE and a gold lighter from the Queen at the British Residency, John a Légion d’honneur (plus a kiss on the cheeks) from De Gaulle at the French Mission. They remained close, but there was an edge to their relationship. And when the new Anglophone government shut down John’s hospital and declared that Makau’s would henceforth be Vanuatu’s major infirmary (and he its medical supremo) it grew distinctly sharper.


During a previous visit, a month before independence, I dined with them both – Dr John, a stringy, inquisitive, excitable old man, wore horn-rimmed glasses and did brilliant De Gaulle impressions. Now, little more than a decade later, I found the Francophones had again forced the Anglophones into opposition. Makau deflected questions about his brother; he was OK but inaccessible and, somehow, no longer in the family loop.


*


At dawn I was woken by the ringim. Makau spoke without preamble. ‘You will eat with us tonight. John and you should be at Iririki wharf by seven o’clock.’


He replaced the phone. I sighed and went back to sleep.


At breakfast a waiter told me that Vanuatu’s Anglophone President was under house arrest.


I looked up from my grapefruit. ‘What’s he done?’


‘He refused to support laws Korman wants.’


Maxime Carlot Korman was the new Francophone Prime Minister. ‘So what happens now?’


‘There will be trouble.’


I called a friend in Port Vila who said he had recently seen the President, Fred Timakata, strolling past the post office. The PM, he added, was just back from Paris, where he mislaid his passport and plane ticket home; he was not in the best of moods. Reports of a rift between President and Prime Minister continued all day. Much bigfala trabol was anticipated.


Nothing happened.


*


Kal Kalsakau and his wife Maria, a clever, vivacious Fijian, were waiting at the wharf where the aotbod-driven Iririki shuttle punt docked. Kal, one of my childhood playmates, had become prosperously overweight and owner of the only BMW in the country. Makau, his father, sat brooding, a silent presence in the back. They took us to Le Rendezvous, then Port Vila’s nambawan (number one) restaurant. Set on a hill overlooking the harbour and ‘written up in Vogue’, it was a very classy place.


We shared it with a dozen Australians – the women tanned and bejewelled – and a bunch of high-spirited American yachties who had just completed a dipsi (ocean) crossing from Guam. Makau, Kal and Maria asked the waiter for orange juices, John for a cold Tusker, or local premium beer. So did I. Makau pursed his lips and I knew exactly what he was thinking.


Drinkers.


We both ordered fish soup and coconut crab. But when the soup came, nobody moved. An air of expectancy hung over the table. Then Makau spoke crisply.


‘Say grace!’


That killed all adjacent conversations stone dead and, in an electric silence, I muttered the dimly remembered words. ‘Amen!’ he proclaimed, and took up his spoon. Yet it turned into an excellent evening, one which would have delighted my parents. The Kalsakau family had, to all intents and purposes, adopted them on their arrival in 1935. Makau’s wife, Thelma (who had died two years earlier), became a surrogate mother to me and my sister. Now he seemed to be keeping a patriarchal eye on me and my son.


The Kalsakaus had left us way behind. Dr Makau OBE had dined with the Queen (‘a nice young woman’) on Iririki while Kal, in 1980, became Vanuatu’s first Finance Minister. Now Chairman of Air Vanuatu, he found that running an airline owning just one aeroplane – an ageing Boeing 727 – allowed him time to conduct a remarkable social experiment on Ifira island. ‘We’re involved in shipping, retailing, roadworks, hotels – Iririki – and quarries. As a result everyone over fifty gets a pension. Scholarships are available to any kid wanting an overseas education, cheap housing loans are available for their parents. Our people will never go without.’


My attempts to talk politics were neatly deflected by Makau. ‘You ask about the President,’ he said reflectively. ‘Well, I will tell you something. Daddy baptized him. Fred Timakata. Yes, I think he did.’


The waiter came to take our pudding orders. ‘Yufala wantem sam aeskrim? Sam gato? No? Jes kofe? Faefkofe? Tangyu tumas!’


My son, who had grown very quiet, gave me a look which said: What am I doing here?


*


Efate island, on which Port Vila stands, can easily be driven around in a day. During my childhood there had been no road; that was built by US Seabees in 1942. But the man from whom John and I rented our clapped-out haeakar warned that heavy cyclonic activity had resulted in certain sections being reclaimed by the beach; others, he said, would shortly revert to primary rainforest.


Yet the views it kept offering were stupendous – old shadow-puddled French plantations, soaring bush-clad volcanic peaks, every escapist cliche in the book. James Michener set Tales of the South Pacific in the wartime New Hebrides and, wherever you looked, you saw locations for the movie – bright seas, misty offshore islands, miles of sparkling sand.


‘If you listen hard enough you might hear Ethel Merman singing “Bali Ha'i",’ I remarked.


‘Who’s Ethel Merman?’ said John.


Sighing, I told him all this had been part of his grandfather’s practice. He made his house calls in a thirty-foot launch powered by a Kelvin marine engine – which he tended like a baby, doing all the maintenance and fisksimap himself. But he steered clear of Havannah Harbour in 1942 when, as the US fleet mustered for the Battle of the Coral Sea, it was stacked shore to shore with men-o'-war. Now, by the beach, a stall assembled from driftwood displayed spent tracer shells and World War Two Coke bottles with ‘San Francisco Calif inscribed on their bases. You left your coins in an honesty box.


A bearded axeman told us he had been felling a tree for a new canoe. The cartridges and Coke bottles? He shrugged. Heaped in the bush, they were harvested by kids for pocket money. Driving home through rolling green hills we wondered about the men who, half a century earlier, had drunk from the souvenir bottles we’d bought, and what became of them.


*


Alec, my father, spent his childhood on the island of Paama, one hundred miles to the north and the apostolic domain of his father, Maurice, a Scots-born Presbyterian missionary who lived there for thirty-nine years. After studying medicine in Australia, Alec joined the same mission; they kept in touch by launch – a twenty-four-hour trip across big ocean swells. I had last visited in 1980 and wanted to return. But John couldn’t get time off, and the twice-weekly smol plen that went part of the way was fully booked. At Port Vila’s police station we called on Lewey Sahe, a likeable, shrewd Paamese who, when the government in one of its more ebullient moods threw his boss into jail, did a stint as acting deputy commissioner. Were any copra boats going north? Not for ten days, he said, but, meanwhile, we must come to dinner. ‘Paama people will be there. And there is something you can do for us.’


That was my first intimation they were planning to make an evangelical video.


Six men turned up, among them two pastors and a young cop carrying a Sony camcorder. We sipped lemonade and chatted about my grandfather. Recalling a companionable, entertaining old man who read Punch and knew all Harry Lauder’s comic songs by heart, I listened incredulously as they described the figure now incorporated into their mythology: part wise proconsul, part Nonconformist warrior facing the devil armed only with a Bible.


Gentle Mrs Sahe, unperturbed, produced a staggering array of dishes cooked in European and island style. The Maurice talk became more general. On Malekula a ferry had been named for him, on Santo a football team. A football team! (They’d even won a cup.) His two descendants exchanged wondering glances. But the big news was that on Paama his main church had been flattened by a hurricane. ‘So now we are building another,’ said Lewey, ‘but work goes slowly. Whenever we get money we add a bit more.’


‘It will be very big,’ said Joe, a pastor.


Then Lewey told a curious story. Bad things were happening on Paama – indeed, with sinister regularity, all over Vanuatu. ‘Men enter houses and steal. They also commit sexual offences.’


‘Why don’t you lock them up?’ John asked.


Lewey hesitated, and I sensed we had moved into an area not covered by the operational manuals. ‘Because we don’t know who they are. They break in at night. When they rape the women, the women experience it as a nightmare and do not wake; only in the morning do they understand what happened. Then they find things are missing: radios, tinned goods, jewellery’ He leaned forward. ‘But no fingerprints. Windows are not broken and the locks are untouched. Our CID experts don’t know how they get in.’


‘But they’re real people?’ I asked.


‘Oh, sure, they even have conventions.’


‘Conventions!’


He nodded. And they can act like this because many of us have stopped going to church. We are losing God’s love.’


These were murky waters. A baffled policeman urgently needed advice but, undeniably, it was from Maurice he wanted it.


Then he asked if I would film a message for Paama. ‘What, now?’ I said, and he nodded. Joe adjusted his camcorder and called for silence. I knew what Lewey had in mind – words of succour for islanders destabilized by their weird crime wave. My message should comfort the victims and strike iron into the souls of the perpetrators; he needed references to Christian values, family life, church attendance and, crucially, to Maurice. I said all that then, running out of invention, stopped. ‘Well, goodnight, everyone.’


‘Great!’ Lewey was polite. ‘You really put it over.’


But of course I hadn’t even got close, and, tucking into a pudding of bananas cooked in coconut cream, wondered what Maurice had really been up to all those years. The bond between him and the Paamese, strong as ever, remained exclusive and private to both. Lewey said, ‘There is one more thing. The new church will need a bell. We would like your family to give it to us.’


Sudden memories of Frank, trailing rum fumes and Capstan Navy Cut cigarette smoke, made me smile – but, actually, I liked the idea. A well-cast bell was a flawless artefact, pure and transcendent as the note it struck. It was also supposed to be timeless; so what had become of the one custom-made for Paama by the Glasgow Foundry Boys’ Bible Class in 1903?


Joe said, ‘It was broken by the hurricane.’


Lewey said, ‘The church will not be ready for a while. You can send it in five years. There is a bell-maker in London?’


‘The Whitechapel Bell Foundry,’ said John, ‘is almost next door to my hospital.’


‘OK,’ I said. ‘But I won’t send it. I’ll bring it.’


*


Air Vanuatu’s 727 stood on the apron as the Bauer Field departures hall filled with passengers for Sydney. I noted some familiar faces, Iririki people ending their package holidays.


‘How old’s that plane?’ John said.


‘Don’t ask.’


‘Where are you sitting?’


‘Up the back. I got a ticket from a bucket shop in Earls Court. The girl had never heard of Vanuatu, she said, “It’s a place?”’


Makau and Kal emerged from the crowd, each holding a translucent pink shell. ‘For your missus,’ said Makau. ‘You give her our good wishes.’ He beamed. ‘So, John, how are things at Vila Base?’


John said, ‘Oh, you know, too many sick people, not enough time for wind-surfing.’ Now he addressed Air Van’s chairman. ‘Kal, Dad’s travelling steerage.’


‘Uh-huh,’ said Kal.


‘Not many people checking into business, though.’


I waited for my old chum to get the point and summon his station manager. Instead, he delivered a brief monologue on the vagaries of business-class traffic – slow at the moment, certainly, but destined to grow with an economy already stirring. In a few months his executive cabin would be packed.


‘But its not packed today,’ said John.


‘No.’ Kal glanced at his watch. ‘Want a lift? I’m going past the hospital.’


It was a straight choice between a ruined airport minibus and the chairman’s air-conditioned BMW. John grinned wryly as we said goodbye. He had got the upgrade.


The instant we were airborne Kal’s female cabin attendants, all unsmiling, comfortably built Anglophile Presbyterians, wheeled out their drinks trolleys. My neighbour, a grocer from Manley, asked for whisky. As he took a tumbler filled to the brim with neat Bells the Australian captain came on the PA to say our hydraulics were malfunctioning. Though his tone remained unconcerned one worrying fact emerged: the problem was serious enough to send us straight back to Port Vila. ‘First we’ll dump some gas. Then we’ll try and get the undercarriage and flaps down manually.’


I immediately ordered a large whisky too. ‘Try? muttered the grocer. ‘What’s that mean, for Chrissake?’ The stewardess frowned. ‘Sir, do not take the Lord’s name in vain.’ He seemed to assume she was in Holy Orders and meekly said, ‘Sorry, Sister.’ As the 727 continued discharging aviation fuel into the blue Pacific people broke open their duty-frees. The atmosphere grew party-like. Voices rose and the laughter grew louder. Everyone smoked.


The pilot now sounded very stressed. ‘Folks, the wheels are down but the flaps aren’t – not fully. So it’s going to be a very fast landing. Please remove all spectacles and false teeth, and adopt the crouch position.’ Hurtling into Vila, carrying a planeload of drunks with their heads between their knees, his touchdown was as violent as a car crash; overhead lockers burst open, oxygen masks sprang from the roof, then wild applause rang out. Speaking a little breathlessly he said, ‘Welcome back to Bauer Field! You folks enjoy that? The repairs shouldn’t take too long. We’ll be off to Sydney in an hour or so.’


*


The repairs took four days.


I reclaimed my quarters on Iririki and left a message at the hospital. Moments later Makau phoned. ‘I heard about the plane. Are you OK?’


‘Sure.’


‘I have found a book. Written by Daddy. I will send it around.’


 He’d written a book?


‘Yes. And you take care of it. I am just lending it to you.’


An hour later, from reception, I collected ‘Lecture Notes for Medical Students by A.S. Frater, Vila, New Hebrides’ – 114 worn, yellowing pages typed (probably by my mother) and bound in blue cartridge paper. Sobering up fast, I leafed slowly through.


He began by listing things that had once lived ('thatch for roof) and never lived ('a shilling') and the characteristics of things living now: these included growth ('plant a stone and it will never grow'), movement ('a stone moves when you throw it, but by itself cannot move at all') and reproduction. ‘The banana makes suckers which form new trees. But usually living things have children by making seeds. When two seeds are joined they make a new body, and this grows up like the parent.’


I hadn't, actually, grown up like him at all, and hoped John hadn’t grown up like me; I wanted him to be more like my father – which, indeed, seemed to be the case.


Then he listed fifty-four ‘Parts of the Body’ ('Learn these names') and sixteen bones. ‘You have seen cargo lifted into a steamer by means of the steamer’s derricks. The bones of the arm are like derricks, and they enable us carry heavy things.’ The muscles, strung from those ossicular derricks, are ‘the ropes and winches that do the work’, the heart was an ‘engine which has four rooms’, the kidneys passed two and a half pints of urine daily. (Red or dark urine indicated blackwater fever, milky urine certain forms of filariasis.)


He introduced ‘Parasitology’ by evoking the giant banyan and the way parasitic visitors fed off the host. ‘Medicine’ described fifty-two tropical conditions, ‘Surgery’ was mostly burns and fractures – the latter rare ‘because there are not many accidents with motor cars as in white man’s countries.’ He urged students to visit the forest if splints were required; good ones could be fashioned from bamboo.


There was a knock. A weary-looking woman asked if I had any laundry. She told me she came from Ifira and knew Makau. When I mentioned our family connection her face suddenly lit up: my father had delivered her mother. ‘Gud naet, dokta!‘ she called.


‘Hygiene’ was mostly practical. ‘Do not sleep with your head under a blanket.’ Kids with head lice needed scalp massages of kerosene and coconut oil. Too many clothes stopped sunlight from benefiting bones and teeth – ‘People should not be ashamed of their bodies.’ Nor should they defecate in the bush. A closet, set over water, was the ideal solution. Diseased dogs should be killed, floors regularly scattered with clean coral. ‘When a house begins to break, it should be pulled down and a new one built.’


‘Pharmacology’ contained dispensing notes and dozens of prescriptions for liniments, lotions, ointments, paints and powders. (For yaws you stirred 15 gr. of Potassium Iodide and 15 m. of Ext. Glycyrrhizae Liq. into Vi fl. oz. of water.)


Sitting in my five-star suite just a stone’s throw from where he had written this I recalled, in the hospital, a room containing desks and a blackboard. There, between eleven and twelve each morning, he lectured. I usually went down to collect him for lunch and, dawdling on the veranda, would listen to him speaking his fluent island pidgin with its interestingly exotic traces of a Glasgow accent.


That memory had a curious tropical weight. It came complete with midday heat, stillness, sea glitter, greenery, the whiff of damp earth and, closer to hand, ether and disinfectant (hospital smells, for me, still conjure up the noon hour on that Iririki veranda). I knew he had been teaching barefoot doctors when Chairman Mao was still on his Long March but now, a decade after his death, reminders of him kept cropping up almost daily.


*


His Little Blue Book, and the quality of the people he turned out, led to his next job. Appointed a professor in Fiji by British Colonial Office headhunters, he accepted the long hours and beggarly salary (he was always hopeless about money) because Fiji, crucially, lay in the tropics. So, on New Year’s Eve 1946, a Qantas flying boat took us from Rose Bay, Sydney to Suva, its hot, sprawly, harbourside capital. There, at the Central Medical School, he gave students from all around the Southern Pacific a four-year, no-frills course in surgery, obstetrics, tropical medicine and public health. Public service featured in the syllabus too, and graduates returning home as assistant medical practitioners were expected to take an active part in community affairs. (At least three, in due course, became Prime Ministers.)




The Sagacity of Dr Manson


One night six years ago I returned to Fiji and, stepping off the plane, relished the moment of transformation. The tropical air was silky and oven-roasted, the stars bright as headlights and arranged in such novel configurations you needed time to adjust your mental compass. The interior of Viti Levu, the main island, is an old volcanic egg box of impassable mountains and plunging ravines that keeps the highway hugging the coast. I caught a minibus from Nadi, the international airport, around to Suva, and spent the long drive happily re-acclimatizing. At Sigatoka a dense little shower drummed on the roof, split an adjacent rainbow like a wishbone then, crossing a jungly area irradiated by sunbeams, became vaporized steam. The old aura of romance remained. ‘I still love you Sanjay Bali’ read a message on a roadside cliff face. Three storeys high, the cliff possessed a slick buttery glaze indicating the author had risked her - or, perhaps, his - neck to publish that despairing proclamation; and I recalled having my heart broken here by hazel-eyed Miranda Sims, aged nine.


Suva seemed unchanged. It had kept its Edwardian architecture and, years after independence, its imperial nomenclature. Strolling down Victoria Parade towards Albert Park I was stopped by an American who wanted directions to Disraeli Road - which, after half a lifetime, I was able to supply (head up to Gladstone and bear right) - then moved on, a stranger in a familiar town, looking for someone to talk to. I was hailed by a handsome, smiling woman who spoke in an educated way. I took her for a teacher and, delighted by her friendliness and spontaneity, even summoned up a few words in Fijian. She waited patiently for me to finish then said, ‘You want a blow job?’ Dismayed, I began handing over money and learned she was an unemployed midwife, now destitute. The money was supposed to buy time for a chat - about the state of Fiji’s economy, among other things - but an elderly Taiwanese tourist caught her eye and she waved me away.


On Saturday afternoons at Albert Park - set beside Suva’s triumphalist Government Buildings - my father and I had watched the Central Medical School team play dazzling barefoot rugby.


Now three Indian kids were knocking a football about. ‘What country?’ they cried.


I told them. One said: ‘You know Cambridge? My brother is there.’


‘Really?’ I said, interested. ‘Which college?’


He frowned. ‘No college. Curry place.’


The Grand Pacific Hotel, once the finest between Sydney and Honolulu, faced the park too. A Palladian structure erected by a shipping company to vaguely maritime specifications, it had a Cunardian dining room, decklike balconies and foaming saltwater baths. (After arriving on the flying boat we spent several pampered weeks at the GPH, our bill paid by the British government.) Once part of any sophisticated traveller’s compendium, it now stood boarded-up and abandoned. A seller of shark’s-tooth swords said it was owned by an island community who hadn’t the money to pay for its restoration. ‘So what will happen?’ I asked.


He shrugged. ‘It will tumble.’


Sliding into a state of despondent nostalgia I took a taxi up to the airy, designed-for-the-tropics house (starlight being specified as a source of illumination) my parents built at Tamavua. A quiet wander down the drive became a wild sprint back up, pursued by a bellowing Rottweiler, while a stout Indian woman stood grinning in the garden. Somewhere around the Domain area we passed a handsome bungalow with deep verandas. The driver said it belonged to a senior officer in the police and then I remembered.


Old Clinton, oblivious to his celebrated name and illustrious medical pedigree, had once lived there.


*


Hippocrates, in Airs, Water and Places, written in the fifth century BC, was the first to recognize diseases of travel as a specific category. Yet diseases brought home by visitors to the tropics remained a mystery until the ‘germ theory’ evolved in the latter part of the nineteenth century. Louis Pasteur proved diseases were caused not by spontaneous generation but by bacteria. His pupil, Pierre-Paul Emile Roux, discovered viruses. And Patrick Manson realized that agents - such as mosquitoes – could transmit them. A new science was born (which my father included in the letters after his name: DTM, or Diploma of Tropical Medicine).


One of his colleagues in Fiji was a big, balding, extrovert Englishman named Clinton Manson-Bahr. We boys liked the way he created excitement and controversy wherever he went, organizing manhunts, tug-of-wars or rugby and soccer games in which, sometimes, he would suddenly merge the codes so you could score tries with a round ball or flatten a goalkeeper with a flying tackle; he teased our sisters, flirted with our mothers and joked with our fathers, and always left behind eddies of laughter and a marked improvement in the social climate. He was the consultant physician at Suva’s War Memorial Hospital and a good family friend. (When I headed for Italy to try and become a writer Clinton, out of the blue, turned up one day and hustled me off to lunch. Over two or three bottles of strong Umbrian wine he offered shrewd advice, passed on the gossip from home and, as always, told some excellent jokes.)


I knew he had a famous grandfather who, at the age of fourteen, had shot a neighbour’s cat and surgically removed a tapeworm from its intestines; Clinton always argued this act of hooliganism hinted at future greatness. Perhaps it did. Sir Patrick Manson, having qualified as a doctor at Aberdeen, went on to found the School of Tropical Medicine in London, while his work in lymphatic filariasis, according to one authority, had ‘a more profound effect on the human race than any other discovery which can be attributed to an identifiable individual.’


The Wellcome Trust have a photograph, taken in Ceylon in 1912, of chubby, confident four-year-old Clinton - the booming voice, I sensed, already troubling the servants - seated on the knee of his legendary ancestor. The beaming, handsome old patriarch, luxuriantly bewhiskered, radiates geniality. Universally known as ‘the father of tropical medicine’ - though he tended to wince when called that - he’s remembered too for his personal modesty and professional generosity: co-workers always got extensive credit. He was dogged and lucky but also, no question, a ranking genius up there with Pasteur.


In 1898 Sir Patrick wrote a slim textbook. As new illnesses continued to be identified - often by him - the volume grew and, when the fifth edition came out shortly before his death in 1922, it was already regarded as a classic. Today it has become an institution, and the massive twenty-first edition of Manson’s Tropical Diseases, published in 2003, is 1,847 pages long.


His realization that mosquitoes can transmit germs led to the discovery of vector-borne sicknesses and, eventually, the cracking of the codes governing malaria, plague, typhus, yellow fever and countless other parasitic and viral infections.


Lymphatic filariasis, a condition still affecting over ninety million people in Africa, Asia and equatorial South America, is caused by worms that inflame the lymphatic system and trigger conditions such as elephantiasis. This, when it attacks the scrotum, can produce testicles of such size some men are obliged to move them around in wheelbarrows. The largest on record, removed by a surgeon in Senegal, weighed two hundredweight.


The microfilariae of a filarial worm had first been noted in the blood of a dog. When Timothy Lewis, a young Calcutta-based Aberdeen graduate, spotted them in human blood, Manson, working in China as medical officer to the Amoy Customs Service, grew interested. He found microfilariae in the blood of Hinlo, his gardener (who has his own place in medical history), and at some point during 1877 asked him to sleep in a mosquito house’ where, nightly, he was bitten by dozens of pre-caught local species.


Manson, examining the sated insects under his microscope, saw the haematozoon drawn from Hinlo undergoing dramatic changes; inside the mosquito they became tiny worms with their own alimentary canals. The mosquito, acting as a ‘nurse’, developed and nourished the robust, disease-bearing creature which it then injected into its victim. It was the carrier – Manson had made his quantum leap. (And though an Amoy street vendor who draped a cloth over his testicles and used them as a counter sued him for cutting off his unique selling points, he continued operating on elephantiasis cases.)


The arrival of the drug diethylcarbamazine, and the startling decision of the Beijing government to mix it with domestic salt, virtually eliminated lymphatic filariasis from China. Yet elsewhere it persists and, in the 1980s, the World Health Organisation issued a poster showing a slender Asian girl with grotesquely misshapen lower limbs. ‘Should tender feet meant for dancing become deformed?’ said the caption. ‘We must destroy mosquitoes that deform beautiful damsels.’


*


One humid morning, shortly after the end of the Cultural Revolution, I watched a man having his leg amputated at a hospital in Canton. A nurse sat by an open door plucking a chicken, open windows overlooked a yard where roosters crowed. Two sweating young surgeons took turns with a blunt saw while an acupunctural anaesthetist used needles to ease the man’s agony. They didn’t work; when his howls grew unbearable a hypodermic syringe (we Western observers were not meant to see this) was produced and he grew quiet. As the nurse carted away the severed leg - in a carton labelled ‘Golden Moon Lychees’ - I told my companion, a veteran Hong Kong-based British journalist, about Manson’s Amoy vendor; that operating theatre, I suggested, must have been very like this one. He said, At least the poor bugger probably got chloroform.’ To this day, of course, infirmaries just as dreadful are to be found in many corners of the neglected, fiscally desolated tropics. There local ingenuity often provides substitutes for drugs and equipment; in Senegal, for example, an ancient form of music has been used, with notable effect, to help make sick people better.


*


At certain Senegalese hospitals, when all orthodox treatments have failed, a physician may turn his patient over to a team of specialist drummers. ‘Each of us,’ said Mark Sunkett, ‘is supposed to have a unique set of personal rhythms, a kind of sonic DNA. If the drums can reproduce it, then a dying person’s planets all suddenly line up and he recovers. They call it Ndeup.’


I met Dr Sunkett in the coastal village of Bargny where the Seek family - a Muslim mother and ten daughters - took in paying guests. In the evenings (as Mme Seek wrote prayers with her fountain pen -exquisite little works of calligraphy – on the palm of her hand) we chatted under a neem tree filled with squalling cats. There I learned about the remedial powers of Ndeup, and the families who could trace their drumming lineage back two hundred years. ‘Any male child, whether he become a gas-pump attendant or a high-court judge, first and foremost remains a drummer.’ On the faculty of Arizona’s State University School of Music (also principal timpanist with the Phoenix Symphony Orchestra), Mark knew the signature of every drummer in the Bargny region. So when we heard, for example, an eruption of ground-level thunder coming from down near the beach, he would say, ‘That’s the Feayes, a father and ten sons, rehearsing a sabar, danced by the women and very sexy.’


Nobody around here, though, could do Ndeup.


‘Oh, the local guys are all strictly social drummers. You’ll find the Ndeup specialists further along the coast.’


‘But how could they know about a sick person’s rhythms?’


‘Friends or relatives would tell them, maybe tap them out with a pencil. The way you come to recognize your tune isn’t fully understood, you usually find it early in life, perhaps you even fall down on first hearing it. But the treatment works so well it’s even recognized by the Senegal government - and now it’s catching on in the US; I know of Americans who've had drummers flown over and felt a whole lot better for it.’


Curious about how such drums were made I went, one day, to meet the Sow brothers of Rufisque. The older brother, whiskery and red-eyed, said they carved their instruments from dimba, a hardwood heavy as mahogany; other specialists then applied the skins - goat at one end, baby crocodile on the other. And, yes, they had Ndeup men among their customers.


‘And can they cure sick people? Really sick people? With cancer? Heart disease? Maybe even Aids?’


‘Of course.’ He raised a cautious finger. ‘But only if the right song is played.’


Patrick Manson, the pragmatic Victorian, would certainly have dismissed all this as mere jungle medicine. Yet had he seen drummers cause a comatose patient to suddenly stir and twitch, it might have started him thinking. A response so puzzling needed the kind of imaginative leap that, famously, he made when in 1889 he turned his attention to malaria.


*


Today it kills two million annually and, in India alone, is reckoned to cost two billion working days; the lassitude of tropical peoples doesn’t stem entirely from their climate. The most dangerous of its four strains –	the malignant, tertian Plasmodium falciparum – can lodge parasites in the brain which cause coma and death.


The anopheles larvae require the same conditions for life as rice seedlings; both like heat and water. Some prefer their water sunlit and running, others dim and still. (Mosquitoes in Brazil’s Sierra do Mar lay their eggs in the rain-filled leaf-cups of epiphytic Bromeliaceae fever trees. As each tree may carry three thousand of these tiny ponds, a small forest could inflict more damage than a civil war.) In Sri Lanka and Cambodia malaria has, without fuss, wiped out civilizations.


Identified over four thousand years ago, it has probably been around for a million, first emerging from the tropical forests of Asia and Africa. Apes and monkeys get it; so do birds. Indeed, three Calcutta larks with avian malaria, dissected in 1889 (at Manson’s suggestion), provided a crucial breakthrough.


Hippocrates, ‘the first malariologist’, identified the telltale splenic enlargement and advised his patients not to drink from stagnant marshes. Italians attributed it to bad air, ‘mal aria. (Horace Walpole probably anglicized the word when, writing home in 1740, he complained of ‘a horrid thing called the mal'aria, that comes to Rome every summer and kills one.’) The belief that infection was due to poisonous miasmas persisted until 1880 when a French army surgeon, Charles Laveran, examining the blood of a soldier diagnosed with malaria at Constantine, Algeria, detected agitated movement among his red cells – living parasites which, he surmised, might have caused the disease.


Manson, home from China, started a London practice and had himself appointed physician to the Seamen’s Hospital Society. There, pondering the blood of sick Indian sailors, he saw the weird, exflagel-lating parasites for himself and knew instinctively that mosquitoes had a role - yet he discounted their bite; malaria, he believed, came from drinking larvae-infested water in which an insect had laid its eggs. Then, in 1890, a young British doctor on furlough from the Indian Medical Service sought an interview.


Ronald Ross, intense and prickly, with a movie star’s looks, had grown so bored in India he had taken to writing romantic novels and reducing ‘space, matter and motion’ to a series of wonky mathematical formulae. A sudden, obsessive interest in malaria (allegedly triggered by his marriage) brought him to Manson. Yet Manson, to Ross’s astonishment, talked not about miasmas, but mosquitoes - and his belief that though mosquitoes infected man, man first infected mosquitoes; they weren’t born with the fever but somehow picked it up and passed it on. Using his new-found fame and influence, Manson (who now dined at 10 Downing Street) persuaded the India Office to allow Ross, on his return, to do three years’ research on full pay.


Ross sent Manson a hundred and ten letters and sketches. Following Manson’s advice he fed his mosquitoes with infected human blood then dissected them to look for parasites. Initially he used grey’ and ‘brindled’ insects which yielded nothing. Then, stumbling upon brown ones with ‘dapple wings’, he unwittingly found the anopheles. Yet just as they showed promising signs, he moved house and mislaid the lot. New dapple-wings were hastily collected then, unexpectedly, he ran out of sick people.


Manson told him to try birds. Ross acquired three malarial larks, fed their blood to his mosquitoes and watched the parasites appear, then saw them shift from the stomach walls to the salivary glands, ready to be injected into a new host. In July 1898 he sent an elated telegram to Manson who, though ill, immediately left his bed and took a train to Edinburgh to break the news to a meeting of the British Medical Association. Ross returned home to a post at the new Liverpool School of Tropical Medicine, located in a great trading port with a constant supply of tropical patients.


In 1902 Ross received a Nobel Prize and suddenly everyone was talking about mosquitoes - though most revealed a fathomless well of ignorance. The British Museum commissioned a taxonomic study which ran to five volumes and described 1,050 species. Today the number has risen to 3,300, of which 410 belong to the anopheles tribe; of those 70 can, and do, transmit malaria.


*


Buying bottled water in the market at Pakse, beside the Mekong in Laos, I came upon a pretty, tangle-haired woman sitting crooning, half-naked upon a sack of rice. My interpreter, Xa Thepvongsa, said she spent her days wandering bare-breasted through this buttoned-up, highly conservative provincial capital singing the story of her life. ‘She lost a child and is quite mad. Since that day she never speak, only sing.’


Checking out of my hotel, haunted by her story, I mentioned it to the clerk; overworked and kindly he said, ‘Poor woman, I know her; the dead baby, yes, but afterwards, I think, she had malaria.’ He tapped his sweaty forehead with his leaking Hanoi-made biro. ‘Up here.’


Staring at the livid mark it left behind - it would take days to scrub off - I caught his drift. ‘Cerebral malaria?’


‘In the brain. You are paying dollars?’


‘Yes.’


‘Excellent!’


I wasn’t unhappy about leaving the Champasak Palace. A lizard-infested, mock-Ming fantasy fortress, it had been built by a developer who accommodated his guests in dim, airless little rooms sporting notices demanding that all weapons and ammunition should be deposited at the front desk.


I said to the clerk, ‘So what’s been handed in today?’


‘Just one flamethrower,’ he grinned. It was our joke.


In town I stopped the car to pick up a Dutch blonde. Corine Eeltink had been my neighbour on the Chinese-built seventeen-seater doing the flight down from Vientiane. (Chewing gum had been stuck into its rattling, loose-fitting windows by passengers fearing explosive decompression.) When I mentioned I was headed for the Bolaven plateau she said, ‘Hey, me too!’ and told me its weavers were famous; she had bags crammed with fabrics acquired during several weeks wandering around Indo-China. Would there be room in the car for her? I nodded. She said, ‘Bring medicines. In those villages many children are sick. Malaria is bad up there.’


Xa was awed by her size. Over six feet and skinny, with Nordic colouring and a face displaying strong aquiline planes, she had trained as a nurse in Amsterdam and now, at thirty-three, practised as a masseuse in Manhattan. Charging a hundred bucks an hour, working seven days a week, she visited her clients by trail bike; regulars included super jocks on Wall Street and Fifth Avenue, models and movie stars. Yet her overriding ambition was to buy a big house in Calcutta and start an orphanage.


At Khieng Khong, a motley village, she loped towards the shacks where the weavers lived, pausing to play with the kids and distribute pencils. Xa and I slipped off to see the killing house in which Nge animists, under a harvest moon, engaged in the ritual slaughter of water buffalo. (Drunken men danced around tethered beasts and stabbed at their hearts; the depth and musculature of a buffalo’s heart meant at least fifty knife-blows were needed.) Summoned back by raised voices we found Corine confronting a woman who held a bolt of cloth in one arm and a whey-faced baby in the other. ‘Malaria!’ cried Corine. ‘He will be dead in three days. Where is the father?’


The father, a small, spindly built youth, said the shaman had advised him to kill a cow; the baby’s fate now rested with the forest spirits. ‘Spirits?’ yelled Corine. ‘He needs mefloquine!’ As she pulled tablets from her tote bag a second woman approached, suckling an infant and smoking a green cheroot. Corine glared at the child. ‘This one has pneumonia!’


Grim-faced, handing out pills, crying ‘Boil your water!’ she hectored cheroot-puffing mothers whose kids had worms, goitres, dengue fever, fungal infections, dysentery and, above all, malaria. Villagers too old or frail to join the scrum got their mefloquine from me, along with multivitamins, hydrocortisone cream for rashes, Nurofen for aching joints and, for those plainly on the point of death, Boots rejuvenating ginseng tablets.


‘Next village,’ said Corine.


‘Yes, ma’am,’ said Xa.


And go faster. You are a very slow driver, Mr Xa.’


He sighed. ‘You don’t want nice ethnic fabrics?’


‘No.’ In the car she fell asleep then suddenly woke and said, ‘It was the Nazis who developed the first anti-malarial chemicals.’ That was news to me. I knew quinine was extracted from the bark of the cinchona tree, identified in Peru in 1630, and that in the East Indies the Dutch created plantations of such size they controlled the world’s supply. When Japanese invaders cut the link the Allies, knowing their armies would soon be fighting on malarial battlefields, urgently needed a synthetic substitute.


She said the Germans, shortly before the outbreak of war, had produced a promising four-amino quinoline compound named Sontochin. America acquired’ several tablets for analysis ('Don’t ask how!’) and from these developed chloroquine - while British scientists, working independently, developed Paludrine; within twenty years, however, mosquitoes everywhere had developed a resistance to both. ‘So now quinine is making a comeback.’ The Laos insects, it seemed, were already displaying some mefloquine resistance.


Corine disrupted three more villages then, as darkness fell, hit a rural pharmacy stocking Thai-made Western medicines. She turned that shop over, had its bewildered small-boned proprietor and his wide-eyed daughter produce all their antimalarials and antibiotics, made Xa write out lists of all the sick children we had visited, plus the drugs and dosages each required, paid the pharmacist a treasury of banknotes and had him promise to deliver them first thing in the morning.


We found rooms at Tad Lo, beside a waterfall. During dinner Xa complained of exhaustion. Corine jumped up and, with her big, strong hands, went to work on his shoulders. She left him sighing with pleasure, attended to me ('Sit up straight, Alex!’) then finally massaged the cook. I left this remarkable woman noisily drinking a whole tureen of watercress soup and went to my room. Moonlight bouncing off the river filled it with such radiance you could read a fortune cookie. I felt a bit feverish and wondered if I was coming down with malaria myself, though I now realize it was probably the early symptoms of mal de jaune – a condition said to be common among those who yearn nostalgically for Indo-China.


*


Dutch physicians in the East Indies, puzzling over a strange, intractable new malady, named it Indische Sprouw. Manson, after treating five patients in Amoy, dubbed it tropical sprue and wrote a celebrated paper which put the disease on the map - yet it was his son-in-law (Clinton’s father) who went on to do extensive research. Originally calling himself plain P. H. Bahr, he followed the great man into tropical medicine, married his daughter and, through a hyphenated nominal link, also acquired his name. Then, helped on his way by sprue, he made a considerable one for himself, embellishing it with a knighthood and ending his days as Sir Philip Manson-Bahr.


In 1912, invited over by a sprue-plagued Tea Planters’ Association, young Bahr spent fourteen months in Ceylon and concluded it was caused by an infection named Monilia albicans. That was contradicted by a Dr Rogers, who said the problem was streptococcal, while a Dr Nichols spoke of a deficiency disease and a Dr Fairley blamed ‘ill-nourished bone marrow’. Nobody, it seemed, had a clue what to do about tropical sprue.
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