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    ‘He who does not travel does not know the value of men.’

    Moorish proverb

    ‘Now the weight of gold that came to Solomon in one year was six hundred threescore and six talents . . . And king Solomon made two hundred targets of beaten gold: six hundred shekels of gold went to one target. And he made three hundred shields of beaten gold; three pounds of gold went to one shield . . . Moreover the king made a great throne of ivory, and overlaid it with the best gold . . . And all of king Solomon’s drinking vessels were of gold . . .’

    Kings I, x: 14–21
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  Ali Baba’s Map

  
    ‘So geographers, in Afric-maps,

    With savage-pictures fill their gaps; And o’er unhabitable downs

    Place elephants for want of towns.’

    Jonathan Swift, ‘A Rhapsody’

  

  AN INKY HAND-DRAWN map hung on the back wall of Ali Baba’s Tourist Emporium. Little more than a sketch, and smudged by a clumsy hand, it was mounted in a chipped gold frame and showed a river and mountains, a desert, a cave and what looked like a trail between them. At the end of the trail was an oversized ‘X’.

  ‘Is that a treasure map?’

  Ali Baba looked up from the back page of the Jerusalem Herald and peered at me. He was an old dog of a man, whose pot belly hinted at a diet rich in fat-tailed sheep. His chin was covered with bristly grey stubble; he was bespectacled and he spoke through the corner of his mouth. Like all the other merchants in the bazaar, Ali Baba had gone from rack to ruin, but he didn’t care. He lit a filterless Turkish cigarette and let his chest swell with the smoke.

  ‘That is not for sale,’ he said.

  ‘But is it a treasure map?’ I asked again.

  The shopkeeper grunted and returned to his paper. You couldn’t accuse Ali Baba of hard salesmanship. Times had never been worse for tourism since the fighting had flared up again, and all the other traders in Jerusalem’s Old City were falling over themselves to do business. But then none of them had a treasure map hanging on their walls.

  ‘Where’s the treasure supposed to be?’

  ‘Africa.’

  ‘Diamonds?’

  ‘No, gold.’

  ‘Oh,’ I mouthed with mounting interest, ‘pirate treasure?’

  Ali Baba glanced up again from his newspaper. Then he straightened his white skull-cap, scratched a broken fingernail through his beard and replied.

  ‘Gold mines, it is a map for the gold mines.’

  ‘The gold mines?’

  ‘The mines of Suleiman,’ he growled, ‘King Solomon’s mines.’

  The Via Dolorosa is packed with poky shops touting the latest in Virgin Mary T-shirts, playing-cards bearing the head of John the Baptist, Jesus Christ bottle-openers and Last Supper baseball caps. Several merchants that morning had even offered me ‘splinters’ from the Cross, and one had shown me what he said were Christ’s thumb bones. The prices mentioned suggested they were fakes: they only cost two hundred dollars each. Holy Land kitsch surpasses all other forms. It seemed amazing that anyone would ever buy any of the merchandise, especially since tourists were now few and far between. Most had been scared away by the renewed Intifada.

  As anyone who’s ever set foot in the maze of backstreets of Jerusalem’s souk knows, everything has a price. After forty minutes of drinking dark sweet tea with Ali Baba, the map was mine. Wrapping it in his copy of the Jerusalem Herald, Ali Baba licked his thumb and counted my wad of notes. Then, after counting them once, he turned them over and counted them again, checking for forgeries.

  ‘Six hundred shekels,’ he said. ‘Cheap at the price.’

  ‘It may be little to you, but it’s a lot to me. It’s nearly a hundred pounds.’

  ‘What do you mean?’ exclaimed Ali Baba. ‘This map could lead you to a treasure greater than the farthest limits of your imagination. It’s been in my family for six generations. My father would slit my throat if he were alive. And my mother must be turning in her grave. I can hear my ancestors cursing me from the next world!’

  ‘Why haven’t you ever gone off to look for Solomon’s mines yourself?’

  ‘Hah!’ said the merchant, recoiling. ‘How do you expect me to leave my business?’

  ‘Then why are you selling the map after so long, and why to me?’

  ‘You seem an honourable man,’ said Ali Baba, opening the door.

  I thanked him for the compliment.

  ‘You are wise too, I can see that,’ he added, as I stepped into the street, ‘so hang the map on your wall and leave it at that.’

  All over the world unscrupulous shopkeepers have palmed me off with their most suspect merchandise. Most tourists instinctively avoid such objects, but I can’t help myself. I have an insatiable appetite for questionable souvenirs. My home is filled with useless junk from a hundred journeys. The highlights include a lucky painted sloth jawbone from the Upper Amazon, a boxed set of glass eyes from Prague, and a broken boomerang purchased in a Moroccan souk, and supposedly once owned by Jim Morrison. I have a West African divining bowl too, made from whale bone, and a fragment of an Ainu warrior’s cloak, a human hair talisman from Sarawak, and a ceremonial executioner’s sword from the Sudan.

  But Ali Baba’s map was different. From the moment I saw it, I knew that a great opportunity was spread out before me. No names of places or co-ordinates were marked, but it was the first fragment of a journey. Such leads are rare in life, and must be seized with both hands.

  Before Ali Baba could regret the decision to sell his heirloom, I hurried out into the web of streets, past the fruit stalls and perfume-sellers, the caverns heaped with turmeric, ground cinnamon and paprika, dried figs and trays of oily baklava. The Old City was full of life, moving to an ancient rhythm which could have changed little since the time of Christ.

  The Intifada might have frightened away the package tourists but, as I saw it, a visit to Jerusalem in a time of peace would strip it of a vital quality—danger. My wife has grown used to hastily planned holidays in the world’s trouble-spots. As soon as there’s a bomb, an earthquake, a tidal wave or a riot, I call the travel agent and book cut-price seats. I’m no fearless war correspondent, but I have come to realize that the news media has a knack of exaggerating the perils of even the worst national emergency. In any case, a little danger is a small price to pay for ridding a place of tourists. We spent our honeymoon in Alexandria, living it up in the presidential suite of a grand hotel a couple of days after a bomb had wiped out a tourist bus in the Egyptian capital. At first my wife grumbled—she had been looking forward to Venice—but over the years she’s got used to holidays that come with a Foreign Office health warning. But even she wasn’t prepared to accompany me to the West Bank during the worst fighting since the Six-Day War.

  In more peaceful times I would have had to fight my way through the crowds to get up to the Dome of the Rock, which stands on an outcrop known to Jews as Temple Mount, and to Muslims as Haram al-Sharif, the Noble Sanctuary. The small plateau is one of the holiest sites in Islam and is revered by Jews as well.

  The Cotton Merchants’ market, which was built by the Crusaders and which leads up to the sanctuary, was deserted. A pair of Israeli soldiers were standing guard at the far end of the tunnel, lit by octagonal skylights in the vaulted stone roof. Their fatigues were well-pressed, but their expressions were heavy with the boredom that only conscripts know. In a synchronized movement they lifted automatic rifles to my chest and told me to turn back. Tourists were not welcome, they said. If I took another step towards the shrine, I’d be arrested and charged.

  I explained that I was no tourist but a pilgrim. My father, my grandfather and his father before him had prayed at the Dome of the Rock. Now I had come to continue the tradition. Nothing would make me leave without fulfilling my duty. As I delivered my harangue, a beggar with no legs swam desperately over the flagstones, his arms flailing. He kissed my feet, rejoicing at the sight of a tourist. Until my arrival his livelihood must have been in doubt. I handed him a few small coins, for charity is one of the central pillars of Islam.

  The conscripts lowered the barrels of their weapons to groin height. They were giving me a moment to persuade them of my faith.

  ‘Tourists degrade what is holy. They are the agents of the Devil,’ I exclaimed, as I spat on the ground.

  The guards’ eyes widened and, perhaps worried that I was a lunatic and would give them trouble, they let me through the cordon. A pair of great doors were swung open on rusting hinges, and I caught my first sight of the fabulous golden dome.

  Before I had taken a single step towards the shrine, an old Arab guard hurried over and insisted that I required his services. Only he could keep me safe, he said, and besides he needed the money. His honest eyes were pale green, the colour of rock opals, his unshaven cheeks leathery and walnut brown. His front teeth were missing, causing him to whiffle when he spoke. His name was Hussein.

  ‘My seven sons have been hungry for many weeks,’ he said. ‘Thank God that you have come! You were sent by God to help restore my family’s fortune. I have been blessed by your arrival, and my family have been blessed! May you live for a thousand years!’

  After such a welcome I had little choice but to hire the guide. He motioned to the dome and clamped his hand to my forearm, so that I might pause to savour the moment. Resting on an octagonal mosaic-tiled base, and framed in the brilliant blue afternoon sky, the great golden dome blinds all who look upon it. We shaded our eyes in the sunshine and then began to climb the steps up towards the shrine.

  The floor of the main chamber is almost entirely taken up by the Rock—a broad rolling slab of stone—which Muslims call Kubbet al-Sakhra. It is from here that the Prophet Mohammed is said to have ascended to Heaven on his Night Journey to receive the Quran. Hussein pointed out the hoof-print of the Prophet’s steed Buraq where he leapt into the air to carry his master heavenward. The Rock is sacred to Judaism, too, supposedly the very spot where Abraham prepared to sacrifice his son Isaac, long before the rise of Islam.

  Hussein had tears in his eyes as he led me around the shrine. I was unsure whether his emotions were stirred by the thought of my custom or if, like me, he was genuinely affected by his surroundings. Perhaps it was a mixture of both, for you could stare upon the Dome of the Rock for hours and never tire of it.

  As he led me down to the Well of Souls, the subterranean chamber where legend says the dead congregate to pray, Hussein wiped his eyes.

  ‘God rewards all believers,’ he said. ‘Islam is the true path, of course, but we do not frown on those of the other faith. Hostility is bad for us all and it’s an affront to what is sacred. Abraham is after all a prophet mentioned by the Holy Quran, just as Suleiman—whose great temple stood here—is honoured by Muslims.’

  ‘Suleiman, Solomon . . . his temple was built here?’

  Hussein paused to show me the niche where a strand of the Prophet’s hair is kept. It is brought out only during Ramadan.

  ‘Solomon, the wise king,’ he said slowly, ‘he built the most spectacular temple right here where this sanctuary now stands. How it must have looked, its walls and roofs covered in fine gold!’

  ‘Gold . . . from the mines, from Solomon’s mines?’

  ‘Yes, of course,’ said Hussein.

  We left the Dome of the Rock and walked towards the El Aqsa mosque which stands at the southern end of the plateau. Hussein was talking, extolling the merits of Islam, but I wasn’t listening. The mention of Solomon and his golden temple had distracted me.

  I asked Hussein to stop for a moment. I’d stashed the map from Ali Baba’s Tourist Emporium in my rucksack. We sat on the ground beside the fountain where ablutions are performed while I rummaged. Hussein was eager to tell me that Anwar Sadat had come to pray at the mosque, and to recount the day King Hussein of Jordan’s grandfather, King Abdullah, was shot dead as he entered El Aqsa. With his own eyes he, Hussein, had seen the bullet enter the old king’s head, his turban fall and the dignitaries scatter like rats.

  I unwrapped the gilded frame and stared at the map. Hussein glanced at the image, the bright sunlight reflecting off its glass, and fell silent.

  ‘Solomon’s mines,’ he said, ‘the mines in Ophir.’

  I was surprised that he could recognize the map so easily, especially as there were no place names marked.

  ‘What is Ophir?’

  ‘The land of gold,’ said the guide, ‘from where the finest gold on earth was brought.’

  ‘Where is it, this land of Ophir?’

  Hussein hunched his shoulders and shook his head.

  ‘Read the Bible for your answers.’

  King David was a man of war and so was forbidden by God to construct a great temple in honour of his faith. God guided David’s hand as he drew the plans, but he decreed that it would fall to his son, Solomon, to build the temple, for such a building needed a man of peace to craft it. David paid fifty shekels in silver to a man called Araunah for a piece of land on Mount Moriah, and there, four years after David’s death, Solomon began work on the temple.

  First he sent word to the Phoenician king Hiram of Tyre, ordering him to fell cedar trees from his forests in Lebanon. The cedars, a symbol of strength and power in biblical times, were the most highly prized trees in the ancient world. Hiram sent timber as instructed and also skilled metalworkers, carpenters and masons. The masons knew the secret science of geometry, some of whose cryptic codes are kept alive today by the Brotherhood of Freemasons, and it was they who cut and polished the immense stone blocks. The accuracy of their work was so great that no hammers were used while the temple was being built, or so the Bible relates.

  The temple was built on a conventional Phoenician design, suggesting that King Hiram’s draughtsmen helped with the plans. It comprised an outer hallway, the ulam; a central courtyard, the heikal; and an inner sanctum, the debir, or ‘Holy of Holies’. It was here, in the inner sanctum, sequestered away from the eyes of laymen, that the Ark of the Covenant was to be kept.

  The stone for the temple is thought to have been quarried from beneath the city of Jerusalem. In 1854 one of the royal quarries was discovered by an American physician, Dr. Barclay, who was taking an evening stroll with his dog. The dog suddenly disappeared down a narrow shaft. Barclay enlarged the hole and found himself peering into an immense cavern. The entrance to the cave, known today as Zedekiah’s Grotto, can still be seen not far from the Old City’s Damascus Gate.

  When the temple was finished, its decoration began, as the Second Book of Chronicles records:

  
    And the porch that was in the front of the house, the length of it was according to the breadth of the house, twenty cubits, and the height was an hundred and twenty: and he overlaid it within with pure gold. And the greater house he cieled with fir tree, which he overlaid with fine gold, and set thereon palm trees and chains. And he garnished the house with precious stones for beauty: and the gold was gold of Parviam. He overlaid also the house, the beams, the posts, and the walls thereof, with gold: and graved cherubim on the walls. And he made the most holy house, the length whereof was, according to the breadth of the house, twenty cubits, and the breadth thereof twenty cubits: and he overlaid it with fine gold, amounting to six hundred talents. And the weight of the nails was fifty shekels of gold. And he overlaid the upper chambers with gold. And in the most holy house he made two cherubims of image work, and overlaid them with gold.

  

  The temple was completed in the seventh year of Solomon’s reign and on the day of its dedication the Ark of the Covenant was carried from Mount Ophel in a grand procession, led by King Solomon himself. Priests dressed in pure white linen followed the king, blowing their trumpets, and behind them came a jubilant cavalcade. Every six paces oxen were sacrificed, drenching the road in blood. By the time the Ark was in place in the Holy of Holies, and the temple was dedicated, 22,000 oxen and 120,000 sheep had been slaughtered.

  The temple served the people of Jerusalem for almost four centuries after the death of Solomon in 926 BC, but Solomon’s successors lacked his wisdom and the land was misruled. The final blow came when the Babylonian king Nebuchadnezzar invaded Judah, almost annihilating its population and laying waste its cities. Jerusalem itself was besieged for a year and a half, and when the starving defenders finally capitulated, their capital was plundered. Solomon’s temple was destroyed and every ounce of gold was stripped away, and carried back to Babylon.

  In the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, in the Christian quarter of Jerusalem, a gaggle of nervous Russian tourists were taking in the sights and trying to remain calm. Gunfire was ricocheting off the walls outside, but the priests said there was nothing to worry about. They’d seen much worse. One at a time the Russians stooped to kiss the Stone of Unction, where Christ’s body is said to have been anointed after his death. Then they filed into ‘Christ’s tomb’, the holiest site in Christendom.

  The mood in the church was subdued, the air filled with the smell of burning beeswax and incense. The walls were filthy, especially at waist height where millions of pilgrims’ hands had stroked them as they filed past. I sat on a low wooden bench and waited for the gunfire to stop, but it didn’t.

  I had already spent two days reading the Old Testament and staring at Ali Baba’s map. The West Bank’s Intifada was claiming new casualties on a daily basis and making it tricky to see the sights or even to sit in a café. To pass the time I’d bought a tattered third-hand copy of Henry Rider Haggard’s King Solomon’s Mines near the American Colony Hotel, where I was staying along with much of the world’s press corps.

  The book, which first appeared in 1885, was written by Rider Haggard when he was twenty-nine, as the result of a shilling bet with his brother, who doubted he could write a bestseller. Advertised by its publisher as ‘THE MOST AMAZING BOOK EVER WRITTEN’, the novel was a runaway success, and more than thirty thousand copies were sold in the first year alone.

  In the novel, Solomon’s mines lie in what is now South Africa, but they are diamond mines, not gold mines. Rider Haggard was capitalizing on the diamond fever of the time. As a laborious introduction in my copy points out, he set the book in southern Africa because he had spent time in the Colonial Service in Natal and Transvaal, and so knew the region well. As well as an introduction my copy also contained a map. It was even sketchier than the one I’d bought from Ali Baba, marking little more than a river, a pan of bad water, ‘Sheba’s breasts’, a kraal and a treasure cave. After going through the Old Testament for a second time, I came to the conclusion that Rider Haggard’s novel, although a rattling good read, was of no use to anyone engaged in a serious search for Solomon’s gold mines.

  From the outset, I’d grasped that the biblical land of Ophir was the key clue to follow. The Bible can be deciphered in many ways, with an interpretation often hanging on the precise meaning of a single word. For that reason I chose to use the Septuagint version, the earliest known translation of the Old Testament. Made during the third and second centuries BC, it is still the official text of the Orthodox Greek Church. At the time it was written, the Hebrew version of the Bible still wasn’t standardized.

  The First Book of Kings relates that

  
    king Solomon made a navy of ships in Ezion-geber, which is beside Eloth, on the shore of the Red sea, in the land of Edom. And Hiram sent in the navy his servants, shipmen that had knowledge of the sea, with the servants of Solomon. And they came to Ophir, and fetched from thence gold, four hundred and twenty talents and brought it to king Solomon . . .

    Now the weight of gold that came to Solomon in one year was six hundred threescore and six talents . . . And king Solomon made two hundred targets of beaten gold: six hundred shekels of gold went to one target. And he made three hundred shields of beaten gold; three pounds of gold went to one shield . . . Moreover the king made a great throne of ivory, and overlaid it with the best gold . . . And all king Solomon’s drinking vessels were of gold . . . For the king had a navy of Tharshish with the navy of Hiram: once in three years came the navy of Tharshish, bringing gold, and silver, ivory, and apes, and peacocks.

  

  Stop a man in the street today and ask him the meaning of Ophir and he is likely to shake his head. But for centuries the word was steeped in myth.

  The Bible reveals what came from Ophir, but it does not say where it was located. Its authors took it for granted that everyone knew where it was and recorded only that those who journeyed to Ophir were away for three years. Interpreting this literally, some scholars took it to mean that the actual travelling time was three years. So they, and others, pointed to the most distant lands they knew. Ptolemy, in his maps, placed Ophir in the Malay peninsula and Christopher Columbus believed he had found Ophir in modern Haiti. Some suggested India, Madagascar, Ceylon, Arabia or even Peru, while others postulated that Ophir may merely mean ‘remote’.

  It was the discovery of an immense set of ruins in southern Africa—known as Great Zimbabwe—that led the Victorians to believe that they had finally discovered the Bible’s Ophir. The ruins, after which Rhodesia was renamed at Independence, were found in the 1870s. To the Victorian mind, the stone workings, which lie nearly two hundred miles inland, resembled Solomon’s temple. Though this was amateur archaeology at its most suspect, at the turn of the last century dozens of books appeared claiming that the riddle of Ophir had at last been solved. Rider Haggard’s novel was but a fictional account of an astonishing discovery.

  These days the Great Zimbabwe theory has been discredited and the location of Ophir remains a mystery.

  If Ophir is the first real clue to finding the mines, then the second lies in the most famous consort of King Solomon—the Queen of Sheba. Just as we are never told the location of Ophir, so the Bible fails to give the exact location of the Queen of Sheba’s kingdom. In fact, it doesn’t even tell us the queen’s name, but the First Book of Kings does hint that she hailed from a land which was rich in pure gold:

  
    And when the queen of Sheba heard of the fame of Solomon concerning the name of the Lord, she came to prove him with hard questions. And she came to Jerusalem with a very great train, with camels that bore spices, and very much gold, and precious stones: and when she was come to Solomon, she communed with him of all that was in her heart . . . And she gave the king an hundred and twenty talents of gold, and of spices very great store, and precious stones . . . And king Solomon gave unto the queen of Sheba all her desire, whatsoever she asked, beside that which Solomon gave her of his royal bounty.

  

  As I sat in the shadows of the Church of the Holy Sepulchre that afternoon I thought of Ophir, the Queen of Sheba and King Solomon’s gold. It seemed absurd that so many generations of amateurs and experts should have searched for King Solomon’s mines in such far-flung lands. The answer, surely, must lie closer to hand.

  My Michelin map of the Middle East included a large part of East Africa, stretching south as far as Lake Victoria and east to the Persian Gulf. I spread it out before me. If Solomon’s ships left the port of Ezion-geber, thought to be near modern Elat in the Gulf of Aqaba, then his fleet would have headed south down the Red Sea in search of gold. Solomon’s people had reached the Promised Land after fleeing from Egypt. They were a land-based people, not accomplished mariners, and it seemed unlikely that the king’s ships would have gone further than necessary to find gold.

  I knew that Ophir might have lain in southern Arabia, which may have been the Queen of Sheba’s homeland, but the Sabaen kingdom probably stretched across the Bab al Mandab Straits to the African continent. The more I sat and deliberated, the stronger Africa, and in particular Ethiopia, beckoned me. I had been to a great number of African countries but had long yearned to explore Ethiopia. Like thousands of adventurers before me, I’d been bewitched by the country’s history, its folklore and the strange tales of life there. Years before, I had learned that the imperial family of Ethiopia traces its descent from Menelik, the son supposedly born to the Queen of Sheba and Solomon. A sacred Ethiopian text, the Kebra Negast (The Glory of Kings), tells the story in full.

  After becoming pregnant by Solomon, the Queen of Sheba returned to her native land. She left the wise king to his seven hundred wives and three hundred concubines, and departed with seven hundred and ninety-seven camels, all of them laden with gifts. The Queen, who is known as Makeda in the Ethiopian texts, brought up Menelik on her own. When the boy reached adulthood, he journeyed north to Jerusalem to meet his father. The Kebra Negast says that as they left Jerusalem, Menelik’s companions stole the hallowed Ark of the Covenant and took it back to Ethiopia. The Ark is supposedly still kept in the northern city of Axum.

  I could see from the map that Ethiopia would have been easily reached from Solomon’s kingdom—it was no more than a short boat trip down the Red Sea. In ancient times Ethiopia was a source of apes, ivory, frankincense and myrrh; precisely those items which the Bible says came from Ophir. And in ancient Egypt, Ethiopia was known as a land where gold could be easily mined. Even today the country has extraordinary reserves of gold and other valuable minerals and, unlike in southern Africa where you have to dig down thousands of feet to reach the ore, in Ethiopia’s highlands the gold seams lie close to the surface.

  I stood up, folded my map away and walked out into the afternoon sun. To the right of the main entrance to the Church of the Holy Sepulchre there is a doorway that leads to a chapel maintained by Ethiopian Christians. Once there was an Ethiopian monastery in Jerusalem, but in the seventeenth century when the monks could no longer afford the Ottoman taxes, it was forced to move here, to a series of dank rooms that lead off the roof of St Helena’s Chapel. Now a handful of monks continue to maintain a presence in Jerusalem as their forebears had done for centuries.

  In one of the rooms I found a small shrine, its walls black with soot, its benches shiny and worn where thousands of robes had brushed against the wood. The walls were hung with colourful paintings showing the Queen of Sheba being greeted by King Solomon. I walked through the chapel and up a flight of stairs, out on to the roof. A bearded Ethiopian priest, dressed in a flowing black robe, a prayer book in his hands, was asleep beneath a weeping willow. As I watched him sleeping I thought about my map, and about Ophir, and about a journey. Ethiopia was awaiting me.

  On my way back to my hotel, I passed Ali Baba’s Tourist Emporium once again. I glanced in through the open door. The shopkeeper was dozing in his chair but he awoke with a start when he heard my footsteps cross the threshold. Even to the ears of such a reluctant salesman, the sound of feet meant tourists, and tourists meant trade.

  When he’d wrapped the loops of his glasses around his ears and squinted in my direction, Ali Baba asked how I was enjoying the gunfire. He said that there was nothing like a little shooting to keep everyone on their toes. I told him that I’d been unable to think of anything but King Solomon’s mines since buying the map, and that I had decided to look for the mines myself. I was heading for Ethiopia, I said.

  Ali Baba warned me against making the journey. It would be full of dangers. He should never have sold me the map. His mother would be turning in her grave, his father would be cursing the day he was born. As he spoke I noticed something familiar hanging on the far wall of the shop. Little more than a sketch, and smudged by a clumsy hand, it was an inky hand-drawn map. I went over and compared it with my own map. Although obviously executed by the same unskilled artist, and set in identical chipped gold frames, they were different.

  Furious, I demanded to know why another map was hanging in the very same spot as the one I’d purchased. Ali Baba ran a calloused hand across his cheek. Times were desperate, he said woefully, and desperate times called for desperate measures.

  ‘That’s all well and good,’ I said with mounting anger, ‘but this is fraud. I’ve got a good mind to call the police.’

  Sensing trouble, the old shopkeeper started to board up his emporium. He packed away the splinters from the Cross, the Virgin Mary fridge magnets, the fluorescent pink rosaries and the kitsch Nativity scenes.

  ‘The map I sold you was the real one,’ he said slyly, ‘I’m giving you a head start in your search. You see, this other map is a fake. It’ll keep the competition from your heels. Look on it as after-sales service!’


  2

  Seven Stones

  
    ‘The first condition of understanding a foreign country is to smell it.’

    Rudyard Kipling

  

  WHEN THE BLIND Mauritanian woman’s deranged guide-dog sank its front teeth into my thigh, I doubled over in agony. The pain was terrible, but it was soon replaced by an overwhelming fear. Since my arrival in Addis Ababa, two days before, dozens of people had warned me to watch out for rabies. Ethiopian dogs, they all told me proudly, are very rabid indeed. Pressing a hand to my bloodied leg, I looked down at the dog. It was panting wildly, its eyes seemed to flash manically, and its tongue lolled out of a frothing mouth. The dog’s owner called the creature to heel. I told her that her pet was a danger to society.

  ‘Oh,’ she exclaimed frivolously, ‘isn’t petit Bertrand a naughty little one?’

  An hour later I found myself sitting in a doctor’s surgery on the other side of Addis Ababa. A pair of impressive medical certificates on the far wall advertised the physician’s skill. I pointed to the crescent of puncture marks in my thigh and grimaced. The doctor asked if the dog’s eyes had glinted. I replied that they had.

  ‘Was there milky froth around its mouth?’

  I said that there was.

  The surgeon licked his lips.

  ‘Rabies,’ he declared menacingly.

  ‘The woman was blind,’ I said, ‘she couldn’t see the animal’s condition. Are you going to give me twenty-one jabs in the stomach?’

  ‘There’s no anti-rabies serum in Ethiopia,’ said the doctor. ‘You’d better go back to your hotel and rest.’

  He began to write out his bill.

  ‘What if I start frothing at the mouth?’

  ‘Don’t bite anyone,’ he said.

  Back at the Hotel Ghion I sat on the lawn with a map of East Africa spread out before me. Blind people from across the continent had converged on the hotel for their annual conference, and some of their savage guide-dogs had escaped their sightless masters. Now they were tearing around the hotel grounds, hunting as a pack and snapping at the unsuspecting. Spying me from across the garden, and clearly eager to join in the fun, petit Bertrand slipped his collar and bounded over, eyes flashing, mouth foaming. I leapt up and seized a deck-chair, holding it out in front of me like a lion-tamer, and as we danced across the lawn I yelled for help. When at last Bertrand was dragged away, I returned to the matter in hand. I had arrived in the Ethiopian capital charged with a solemn mission to locate the source of King Solomon’s gold.

  There’s nothing quite like a good quest for getting your blood pumping. In faraway Jerusalem, the idea of seeking out King Solomon’s mines had seemed irresistible and Ali Baba’s map, though perhaps not the genuine article, seemed the key to a magical journey. Now, faced with a real map, I began to feel daunted by the task I’d set myself.

  In London, I had snapped up all the books I could find on King Solomon, the Queen of Sheba, biblical history, Ophir, Ethiopia and gold. Most were still unread and lay wrapped in newspapers and packed in a wooden tea-chest in my hotel room. The background reading would have to be done en route.

  I looked at the map again.

  Ethiopia is a reddish-brown anvil of mountains, nestling in the Horn of Africa. Everything about it hints at remoteness, and for three thousand years its name has been synonymous with mystery. Herodotus was the first to tell of its strange beasts, its ebony trees and its exotic inhabitants, ‘the tallest, handsomest and longest lived of men’. Cosmos wrote of the emporia of frankincense and myrrh. Then there were the great explorers who risked life and limb to penetrate the country—men like Juan de Bermudez, Christovao de Gama, James Bruce and Henry Salt.

  A well-known geologist in London had suggested I look for gold in the Afar region, near the Red Sea coast. The ferocious Danakil people who live there have, until recently, judged a warrior’s standing by the number of testicles hanging around his neck. Someone else told me to seek out the hyenas of Harar which, a legend says, guard Solomon’s golden treasure. Another friend pointed to the north. Deep in the mountains there was, he said, a monastery which kept safe the secrets of the wise king. Another acquaintance told of a church in Lalibela, said to have the ‘Gold of Sheba’ in its treasury.

  Almost fifty years before, my father had also searched for King Solomon’s mines. He’d unfurled a great map of the Middle East and, taking a handful of stones, had placed them on key points. He had put one stone on the Sudan, another on Petra, others on the holy city of Mecca, on Damascus, Cyprus and Beirut, and on our ancestral home of Paghman, in Afghanistan. His journey had eventually led him to deep caverns north of Port Sudan on the Red Sea coast. Thirty years before my father set out for the mines, his father, Sirdar Ikbal Ali Shah, had spent months criss-crossing southern Arabia on the same quest. The search for King Solomon’s mines was a family obsession.

  Sitting on the hotel lawn, I took out of my pocket seven pebbles of my own. I placed the first on Afar, where the testicle-hunters once roamed. The next I put on Harar, home of the hyenas. I dropped the third pebble on the northern border with Eritrea, and the fourth on Lalibela. Then I placed another on Gondar, once Ethiopia’s seat of imperial power, and home to the Ethiopian Jews. That was five. Where else?

  The sound of guide-dogs mauling a newly arrived traveller distracted me for a moment. I glanced at the map again. Herodotus had said of western Ethiopia ‘there is gold obtained in great plenty’. So I placed a pebble due west. I had one left. That morning’s newspaper had spoken of a legal gold-mining operation in the south of Ethiopia. So I put the last pebble there.

  Uncertain of where to begin my search, I decided to go for a walk. For two days I’d been cooped up in the hotel, tormented by insomnia and savage West African guide-dogs. It was time to get to grips with Addis Ababa.

  Leaving the grounds of the Hotel Ghion, I headed north-west. The red clay-like soil, the morning dampness after heavy night rain, the bitter green oranges and roasted maize laid out on makeshift stalls, and the grinding gears of battered blue Peugeots brought back memories of other journeys in Africa. The sky was grey, low clouds threatening more rain, and the air was thick with diesel fumes and the noxious stench of old plastic bottles being burned on open fires. Taxis honked as they swerved to miss each other. Roadside hawkers whistled through their front teeth at passers-by. A flock of sheep bound for market ambled along the road, their bells ringing as they walked.

  Addis Ababa, the ‘New Flower’, is not as new and fresh as its name suggests. In the years since 1975, when Haile Selassie, the last Emperor, was smothered with a pillow in the bedroom of his palace, the capital has dwindled. The street-lamps are broken and birds now make their nests in them. The concrete office blocks are crumbling, and the pavements are full of people who seem to have nowhere else to go. Cars are held together with bits of string, their bodywork patched with makeshift repairs, and the roads are pocked with craters. Every detail of daily life reflects the confusion of the country’s recent history.

  Once he’d dispatched the Emperor and buried him standing upright under his lavatory bowl, President Mengistu set to work on pacifying the tribes whose leader he’d become. For seventeen years his torture-rooms worked overtime, taming a proud people. He managed to achieve notoriety even in a continent where despots are commonplace. Few Ethiopians will talk of those terrible Mengistu years. Perhaps they are trying to forget, or perhaps they are still in shock. When at last Mengistu’s Marxist government collapsed in May 1991, the streets ran with blood once more. Promises were made and then broken, and the cycle of hardship has persisted. People live from one day to the next, keeping their heads down, making do as best they can. Many fear the present and most have little hope for the future. As for the country’s 3,000-year-old history, that is a taboo subject. The government’s greatest worry seems to be that Ethiopians will remember the exiled imperial family and demand their return. Ask anyone about the glorious legacy of the past and they will place a finger to their lips.

  I walked on as if in a daydream. Hundreds of men and women were swarming down the road, their heads veiled in white cotton shawls with embroidered borders, their feet squashed into ill-fitting shoes. Some of them were singing, their voices high-pitched yet solemn. Others were chanting verses softly to themselves. Many more were clutching Bibles to their chests. One woman was carrying a gaudy painting of the Virgin Mary and another was crawling on her knees, with a silver cross cupped in her hands. At the centre of the crowd a plain pine coffin was being carried at shoulder height. A posy of violet-coloured flowers had been placed on top, along with a scruffy straw hat.

  Across from the mourners a man without legs dipped his head in respect. He seemed numbed by pain, his eyes welling with tears. Like veterans from a secret war, he and his countrymen had seen too much, had endured the unendurable. Worst of all was the thought that the world had forgotten them.

  As I stood watching in silence, a dilapidated turquoise taxi pulled to a halt beside me. I assumed the driver was looking for a fare, but I was wrong. Instead, he climbed out of his cab, strode over to the solemn procession and said a prayer. He looked as if he was in his late twenties. His back was ramrod straight, his hands clenched together over the buckle of his belt, and his head bent towards the ground. When the cortège had moved on, the taxi-driver returned to his vehicle. Curious, I asked him if he knew the deceased.

  ‘No, sir,’ he replied courteously in English, ‘but when an elder dies our entire nation must mourn . . .’

  Before he could finish his sentence the first drops of late morning rain splattered down. I leapt into the taxi. A second later the shower became a torrent. In the distance the funeral procession moved forward, the white cotton shawls now soaked and clinging to frail bodies.

  The driver was waiting for the name of a destination. He said his trusty Lada would take me to the ends of the earth if I wished. Ducking his head humbly, he smiled broadly and introduced himself. His name was Samson, son of Yohannes.

  I had heard that Haile Selassie’s body, now retrieved from beneath the presidential lavatory, was being kept at the tomb of Emperor Menelik II until a fitting burial could be arranged. Since Ethiopia’s imperial family claim descent from King Solomon and the Queen of Sheba, the tomb seemed an obvious place to visit, so I asked Samson to drive me there.

  ‘There’s no money to pay for the Emperor’s funeral,’ he said as we drove along. ‘The government won’t give any money, and Haile Selassie’s own family are too miserly. They don’t want Ethiopians to know how rich they are. As for the Rastafarians, they could easily afford to pay, but they won’t.’

  ‘Why not?’

  ‘The Rastas named themselves after Ras Tafari, the title of the Emperor Haile Selassie. They say he is God, and since God cannot die, they won’t pay for his funeral. It’s not right, there’s no dignity for the man.’

  In a country where the study of history is frowned upon, I was impressed by my driver’s knowledge.

  ‘I only drive a taxi because I have to,’ he said. ‘I support my brothers and sister, my mother, my father and so many others. They all rely on me.’

  The tradition of one man supporting a whole host of relatives is known in the Middle East as ‘living off Abdul’s job’. As soon as one man gets work, the rest of his family give up their own jobs and sponge off him. Samson tapped me on the knee with his thumb.

  ‘I long to have a real job with respect and honour,’ he said. ‘Then my girlfriend’s father will think I’m a worthy man. But secretly I have an even greater wish.’

  ‘What is it?’

  ‘To know every detail of our history.’

  ‘Can you buy history books?’

  ‘The government’s bought them all up,’ he said. ‘They burn them or tear out the subversive pages. It’s much easier to forget about the old days and keep quiet. That’s the best way to stay alive.’

  ‘Do you have any history books, though?’

  My questions were making Samson uneasy. In Ethiopia, as I was fast finding out, you couldn’t be too careful. But he was well aware that the government had no funds to hire foreign spies.

  ‘Yes, I have a history book,’ he confided. ‘It tells an astonishing story. It has taught me about the Emperor and his ancestors—about Menelik and Mekonnen, King Tewodros, and the great battles they all fought. I have learned, too, about the British explorers James Bruce and Nathaniel Pearce, about the kings of Harar, Queen Makeda and Solomon.’

  ‘What if the book was discovered?’

  ‘It’s well-hidden,’ he replied. ‘I bring it out only at night when my prying neighbours have gone to bed. I lock the door and bolt the window of my room. Sometimes I pretend to snore loudly even though I’m awake. Then, still snoring, I light the candle, hold its flame close to the pages, and read.’

  As he spoke Samson span the wheel through his hands and we turned off the road. Then he revved the engine as hard as he could and drove up a steep path that led into a copse of eucalyptus trees. A sentry in grubby fatigues was standing guard and he raised his Kalashnikov as a cloud of oily exhaust engulfed him.

  ‘Follow me,’ said Samson, leading the way towards an octagonal Orthodox church.

  Rain was still falling, rustling through the eucalyptus like a shamanic rattle. A handful of pilgrims were clustered at each of the church’s doors. Most had shuffled up the steps on their knees and were now pressing their lips to the door-frames. We mounted the steps, removed our shoes and sought refuge inside.

  In Jerusalem I had visited the Ethiopian church tucked away behind a wall on Etyopya Street. This one was laid out in the same way. The main hall was covered in threadbare carpets and lit by dozens of crackling neon strip lights. Dotted around it were tremendous drums and makwamya, ritualistic prayer sticks. The air was pungent with the smell of frankincense. The walls were decorated with murals and hung with bright paintings of biblical scenes, and in the middle of the chamber there stood a grand cube-shaped structure, shrouded by curtains. Here, hidden from the eyes of common men, was the ‘Holy of Holies’ in which lay the tabot, a replica of the Ark of the Covenant.
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