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			whose patience in the face of my self indulgence, poverty and short attention span borders on saintly

			 

		

	
		
			  

			A Note on Chronology

			I have travelled, on and off, since the age of eighteen. This book is an attempt not only to chronicle some favourite anecdotes from those journeys, but also to justify what was a fairly lazy and debauched period. Because these stories cover a period of over ten years, starting in the mid–1990s, many details may now be out of date. Chinese television, for instance, has improved a lot but—from what I hear—the situation in some suburbs of Johannesburg has grown worse. I apologise if any of these obsolete details reflect poorly on a place or perpetuate redundant stereotypes—they were true at the time of writing, at least as I saw it. None of the journeys were commissioned or paid for by anyone but me. All are previously unpublished except ‘Filler in Manila’, which appeared (heavily edited) in the Sunday Telegraph’s Sunday Magazine. Some names and details have been changed.
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			Mr Snack and the Lady Water

			Day 1

			Until I arrived in China my interest in the Yangtze River and the famous stretch of it known as the Three Gorges was minimal. It was nevertheless a journey that lived in my imagination—a slow boat down the Yangtze had a certain ring of the familiar, if not of a novel I had read and forgotten, then a Sunday matinee seen one twilit afternoon, a technicolour fantasy starring Rita Hayworth dressed in a crimson cheongsam with her eyes taped back.

			This newfound desire to travel down the Yangtze stemmed, in part, from the fact that the Chinese government was damming the great river to create the world’s largest hydroelectric project. It was a process that would, ultimately, flood the Three Gorges, denying me and future generations the chance to see one of the world’s great natural wonders, a source of inspiration to generations of Chinese writers and artists. I would normally have avoided any travel that might end in the line ‘At least you can say you’ve seen it’, but soon even that compensation would be denied me.
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			The overnight train from the western city of Xi’an had been unusually punishing. After an ill-conceived dinner of a tepid pork bun, most of the journey had been spent balancing over a rocking squat toilet in the posture of an unorthodox rodeo rider, doing my best to avoid the minefield of frozen phlegm wads scattered about my feet, glinting in the fluorescent light like massive emeralds.

			Waiting for me in the dawn light at the station was a travel agent, an earnest young woman in a discordantly cheerful pink sweatshirt printed with a picture of Minnie Mouse. ‘I take your bag,’ she announced with the clipped efficiency that characterises much Chinese English. ‘Tonight, you be at office. Five o’clock.’ She pointed across the street. ‘Don’t be late,’ she said, in a tone of menacing finality that might have proved useful at the entrance of say, an exclusive nightclub or concentration camp. And with that she marched off into the foggy street, my backpack in one hand, her sweater a pink ghost in the gathering grey.

			The boats to the Three Gorges leave from the western river port of Chongqing, a vast industrial city in central China. According to the proud boasts of the city’s tourist brochures, it was home to the country’s largest aluminium factory and—more curiously—the world’s biggest public toilet.

			Despite ominous portents, Chongqing wasn’t nearly as bad as expected. Here and there pockets of the old town remained. Street markets in the doorways of shabby homes offered ducks in bamboo cages or floppy carp in plastic buckets. The few surviving stepped alleys were relaxing oases free from the city traffic. From certain angles, the sorrowful blanket of mist that seemed to permanently shroud the skyline gave the city the look of a comic-book Gotham.

			Any old-world appeal Chongqing may have possessed, however, was in the process of being vigorously scrubbed away. Construction sites covered the city; at every step signs appeared, cheerily announcing the imminent destruction of whole neighbourhoods. Huge malls stood eerily empty in the mist, props in China’s coming capitalist surprise party. Soon only the world’s biggest toilet would differentiate Chongqing from any other city in the country, a convenient metaphor for the future of China’s urban life.

			After a day of aimless wandering, I eventually made my way back to the travel agency. Inside, there was no sign of anyone except two elderly women perched on a bench by the door, engaged in a low, conspiratorial conversation.

			Mandy and Tina were from Madison, Wisconsin, a fact they shared immediately, almost involuntarily, as if it were an extension of their names or an honorary title: ‘Their Royal Highnesses Lady Mandy and Tina of Madison, Wisconsin.’ It was but one of a number of, sometimes surprising, details of their lives I was to learn over the course of our journey.

			‘There’s no one here,’ said Tina to me, disapprovingly. ‘Where is she? She said she’d be here. What if we miss the boat?’

			‘We could miss the boat,’ said Mandy, staring anxiously about the room. ‘It’s not very professional.’

			Over the next few days, Mandy and Tina were to become a subject of fascination to me. Although the pair had travelled extensively, including to a number of hazardous and obscure destinations, their adventures had inverted the usual effect of travel: instead of making them more confident and worldly, their globe-trekking seemed only to have exacerbated their anxieties and prejudices. Like elderly ninjas, every waking moment was spent in a state of alert. Their conversation was desperate and panicked, their movements excessively cautious, as if round every corner lurked scheming Oriental assassins covetous of their matching aquamarine backpacks and luminous white Reeboks.

			Mandy and Tina’s obsession with security was absolute; suspicion haunted every conversation and their luggage looked like a Houdini escape act, an Alcatraz of brass locks and cable wire sealing every pocket and zip. Even their make-up cases were armed with tiny combination locks, necessitating half an hour of intricate safe cracking every time they wanted to use a hairbrush. As they fussed with chains and inserted their passports into body cavities, I was struck by an image of their home: an enormous steel bank vault accessible only with dual keys and fingerprint recognition locks, the blast-proof circular doors opening slowly to offer them shelter from the freezing plains of Wisconsin.

			Eventually, the tour guide arrived and announced our departure. Outside, a group of scrawny, desperate-looking porters descended on our luggage.

			‘No, no!’ said Mandy. ‘I can carry it myself!’

			‘We can carry!’ cried Tina. ‘Can carry! Can carry!’

			Smiling as they ignored the women’s pleas, the porters grabbed the bags, tied them to the yokes slung across their shoulders, and set off down the hill to the dock.

			The dock was at the bottom of a steep embankment. An industrial elevator delivered us into the mass of passengers below. As we gathered our bags and made our way into the crowds, the porters—smiles replaced with grimaces of exhaustion—haggled over their payment.

			‘No! No!’ said Tina in a dog-trainer tone as we reached the ticket barriers. ‘Now, we were told that $1 was enough and this is all you can have.’

			‘Tina, stop arguing with them. Tell them it’s enough.’ Mandy turned to the porters and made exaggerated gestures of finality. ‘Enough! Enough!’ she said, karate chopping the air.

			Down on the dock the crowds were milling about with the barely restrained belligerence of disaster evacuees. Shoulder to shoulder, thousands of people, many in matching baseball caps, shuffled in eddies about tired-looking women who waved little flags and screamed instructions into megaphones. Here and there passengers had arguments with relatives, or packed luggage into striped laundry bags the size of UN food drops, tying and retying them with nylon cord.

			Moored to the dock was a large boat. Passengers streamed aboard over a rickety gangplank. It was older and shabbier than I had expected, with a hint of faded 1960s glamour. The foyer looked like an African dictator’s airport hotel: chrome chandeliers, mirrored pillars and bronze horses galloping across the wall in high relief. As passengers streamed aboard the chandelier shook and jangled.

			‘I don’t think this our ship,’ said Mandy. ‘Tina, ask her if this is our ship.’

			With a revving of engines the water began to bubble and froth. In defensive huddles, the last passengers edged their way towards the gangplank, following the instructions of their tour guides.

			‘Excuse me,’ I said, ‘but shouldn’t we be getting on board?’

			‘I’m pretty sure this is not our ship,’ said Mandy confidently. She turned to the tour guide. ‘This is not our ship, is it?’

			‘No,’ said the tour guide. ‘Not your ship.’ 

			Mandy turned to Tina and made gestures of relief as the boat pulled away to reveal a dim form approaching in the dark. 

			The tour guide pointed. ‘That your ship.’

			With mild horror I watched as the details came into focus. The hull was streaked with waterfalls of rust; the balconies stacked with old plastic chairs and cardboard boxes. Along the railings hung washing lines, rows of socks and several pairs of oversized white underpants flapping in the breeze. As the boat pulled in, hitting the dock with a thump, the hull shuddered and a cough of diesel smoke issued from the stack. A fine rain of soot showered our clothes and faces in a galaxy of tiny black stars.

			‘Oh, Tina, this can’t be right,’ said Mandy.

			‘Mandy, check the brochure. There must be some mistake!’

			Mandy and Tina were not entirely alone in their distress. I’d be exaggerating if I said I had expected luxury, but neither had I been expecting something last seen taking Colonel Kurtz down river.

			My booking had been made the previous week in Xi’an with a hotel manager and travel agent going by the alias Ronald McDonald. Grabbing me off the street and ushering me into his hotel, Ronald spread the brochures on the desk. Within their pages was a world of abundant luxury, the kind of middle-aged, breakfast-buffet comfort that seemed hopelessly out of my reach. ‘Don’t worry ’bout price,’ said Ronald, waving his hand dismissively. ‘You will see. Ronald McDonald will give you a happy deal. Huh, huh!’ In retrospect, buying my ticket from a man masquerading as a hamburger chain mascot should have been a clear warning that this journey wasn’t going to be everything I’d hoped.

			With the arrival of the boat the crowd surged forward. The travel agent began to hand out boarding passes. ‘There’s been a mistake,’ said Tina, fending off the shoving bodies. ‘This is not like the brochure. Please, can you look at my ticket again?’

			Ignoring her, the tour guide turned and handed me my boarding pass. ‘Tell me,’ I said, pointing to some Chinese characters on the rusted hull, ‘is this the name of the boat?’

			She nodded.

			‘What does it mean?’

			She thought for a moment, brow furrowed with the effort of translation. ‘It mean Lady Water,’ she said, then sank back into the crowd, the route of her obviously well-rehearsed getaway marked by the occasional flashes of her pink sweatshirt amid the crowd.

			Submitting myself to the crush of bodies, I was jostled along the rickety gangplank and deposited aboard the Lady Water. The interior equalled, if not surpassed, the shabbiness of the exterior. The foyer was an abandoned porn set. Sheets of wood veneer lining the walls buckled and curled from the damp. Vinyl couches riddled with cigarette burns hugged the corners. On one wall a gold picture frame hung empty, serving only to highlight the undulating veneer behind. Two large bronze plant-holders either side of the door struck the only note of glamour. Peering in I saw they were almost completely filled with cigarette butts.

			The Lady Water had three passenger decks and a rooftop terrace. Connecting all levels was a wide spiral staircase, its walls lined with mirrors warped and discoloured by damp, multiplying passing passengers into an infinite refraction of carnival distortions as they climbed, bundles in hand, to their cabins. In the centre of the stairwell hung an enormous modernist chandelier. Its many golden arms supported only four functioning lights. With the engines revving the whole structure rattled, an ominous percussion that would be the soundtrack to my time aboard the Lady Water.

			The hallways leading to the rooms were illuminated only by the eerie ambient light of the foyer and were carpeted in damp AstroTurf. With each cautious step it sprang back with a faint squelch.

			‘Oh, Mandy … Mandy,’ chanted Tina as we made our way to our cabins, positioned across the hall from one another. ‘This is just terrible.’

			‘Tina, do you think my hairdryer will work?’

			I had decided to book a first-class cabin for my journey. This was an indulgence not normally possible on my budget, but one I had allowed myself after warnings from Ronald McDonald that anything less was likely to land me in a bunk-bedded purgatory of cigarette smoke, late-night karaoke and all-night spitting relays. As I slammed my shoulder into the swollen wooden door to my room I allowed myself the absurd hope that, by some chance, first-class would prove an oasis from the ship’s dereliction.

			With a final shove the door opened with a low harmonic twang. The room had the air of a by-the-hour motel, right down to the brown terry-towelling spreads on the twin beds and broken clock radio built into the side table. On each pillow lay a tiny towel, soap and a pair of white cotton slippers. The inclusion of these items, with their associations of cleanliness and luxury, seemed to me almost deliberately ironic as I inspected my surroundings. The walls and ceiling were pebble-dashed with mould. The bathroom was flooded in an inch of reeking, stagnant water; the bedroom carpet was the colour of pale mucus—appropriate considering it was speckled with a decade’s worth of phlegm stains, spattered in a radiating pattern from the beds. The slippers took on a new significance.

			Doing my best to mentally block out the filth, I banished the bedspread and began to unpack. My naive hope of a room to myself was dashed with the arrival of my roommate, a stocky Chinese man in grey slacks and an electric-blue vinyl jacket. I nodded and smiled hello. He responded with a brisk bow, his stony expression unchanged. Turning towards his bed he began to unpack with calm, studied gestures. From within his bags he produced dozens of food packages. Carefully, he lined up the chips, nuts and cookies on the side table then stacked the pot noodles in orderly, brightly coloured towers on the chair by the television. His task accomplished, he turned and sat down on the bed, pointing solemnly at the pile. ‘Snarks,’ he said, the only word of direct communication he was to offer me in the three days we would share a room.

			Mr Snack’s rations were a bad sign—bitter experience has taught me that when the locals bring their own food, you ignore their example at your peril. Through the window I could see a woman on the dock selling supplies. With only a short time before we left, I decided to take the opportunity to stock up.

			On the deck I bargained for some overpriced pot noodles, cookies and a bony roast chicken. Returning with my haul I was surprised to find a young, attractive woman clutching a clipboard standing in the doorway in conversation with Mr Snack. Edging my way past, I greeted her. In response, she smiled broadly in a manner I found more menacing than reassuring.

			‘There is a problem,’ she said, still smiling. ‘I must have your bed.’

			I sighed and dropped my chicken on the side table. Its head was still attached. Its eyes, burned black, stared out through the plastic. ‘Why?’

			‘There is a mistake. Somebody else has booked this room. I am sorry.’

			Producing my ticket, I made it clear that this was most definitely my room. The tour operator, however, was equally determined.

			‘I give you another room—better room!’

			‘Which?’

			‘Downstairs. With Europe boys. Your friends.’

			She was referring, I presumed, to the pair of Irishmen I had met briefly on the dock. I was not overly excited by the proposition. They looked unkempt and fragrant, the sort given to drying their underpants on your bed railing and infecting your shower recess with fungal infections.

			I thought for a moment. ‘No,’ I said and looked over at Mr Snack sitting on the edge of the bed, engrossed in a tourist brochure, judiciously ignoring our conversation. Her brow furrowed. ‘Please,’ she said, with a creeping desperation. ‘I give you one hundred yuan.’

			I said I didn’t need it.

			‘Two hundred.’ The bidding continued but I remained steadfast. ‘Please,’ she whimpered, pouting and cocking her head like a child. Mr Snack began to expectorate very loudly.

			‘I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘But I have been travelling for a long time and I would like this room so I can relax.’ 

			‘But they are your people!’ she said accusingly.

			I was tempted to explain that the Irish were almost as alien to me as the Chinese—and in light of several dangerous encounters in various pubs over the years, possibly more so—but decided instead to appropriate the ancient Oriental art of the stonewall.

			At this point Mr Snack must have hit something really stubborn because he began to alternate his hawking with sharp, wet bursts of nasal exhalation, like a blue whale breaking the surface of the water.

			‘Six hundred,’ she said and, for a moment, I considered accepting her offer: who knew which minor party official would be forced to sleep on the top bunk downstairs should she fail in her mission to evict me, and what horrible, petty revenge he would exact? This money, it occurred to me, was probably coming out of her own pocket, the threat of a transfer to Inner Mongolia still ringing in her ears. As it was, Mr Snack was ringing in mine and I began to wonder if her offer wasn’t a blessing in disguise.

			‘You must leave,’ she snapped. All at once the veneer of a congenial, put-upon underling slipped to reveal a ruthless operator who would as soon wave a busload of tourists into a re-education camp as show them the way to the toilets. Abruptly, Mr Snack finished making his sounds. With great dignity he leaned over the wastepaper bin and released a giant green teardrop. I watched as it slipped slowly from his lips, dangling momentarily on a silver web, before snapping off to hit the steel base of the bin with a thump.

			Summoning all I had learned from the custodians of ticket booths and visa counters across Asia, I looked at the tour operator and slowly shook my head. She glared, and marched out of the room. Mr Snack, satisfied, curled up on his bed in his stockinged feet and opened one of his many packets. I watched him chew with an abstracted air, a self-conscious neutrality I found deeply suspicious.

			A jolt, grinding gears and throbbing engines signalled the beginning of our journey. From the boat’s roof deck I stood and watched ripples dissolve the neon in the water; the skyscrapers of Chongqing loomed silver in the dark. A small group had gathered to watch the view. As a passing cruise ship sent a slick of rainbow light onto the water, an old man on the deck burst into a melancholy song. It was a view I would come to look back on with a deep nostalgia, a sensation heightened no doubt, by the fact it was to be the only moment of happiness I was to experience aboard the Lady Water.

			Steeling myself against the cold, I stood while the crowd dispersed and the lights of the city disappeared. Soon the smells of cooking rose from below. I looked at my itinerary. Dinner: You will enjoy famous hotpot, most famous in all of Chongqing!

			The dining room of the Lady Water was to be guilty of many things, worst of all the instilling of false hope. Entering through swinging saloon doors one came upon a not-unpleasant room with the tarnished glamour of a suburban Chinese restaurant. To either side, under gilded chandeliers, people sat around three big circular tables. At their centres, lazy Susans spun merrily under the weight of plates of dumplings, steamed vegetables, bubbling pots of meat, noodles and even whole steamed fish. The atmosphere was convivial, full of raucous, getting-to-know-you laughter. As people ate they gesticulated with cigarettes and drank big bottles of beer.

			It was a scene that would be repeated every mealtime aboard the Lady Water. Who these diners were however, and why they qualified for such sumptuous meals, would always remain a mystery, only deepened by the fact I was never to see these people outside this room.

			At the back of the banquet room, through another set of swinging doors, was the main dining hall. To enter it was to be immediately transported to a scene of almost Dickensian bleakness. At dozens of plastic tables, diners sat among puddles of tea and a flotsam of cigarette butts, eating mush from steel cafeteria trays. From behind the counter, barrel-armed women ladled food from industrial cauldrons to the diners shuffling past in mute resignation. In here there were no loud conversations or laughter, no chandeliers or fragrant mounds of meat and fish, no sign of any hotpot, famous or otherwise. The sounds of chewing and the banging of steel trays were punctuated only by the occasional phlegm wad being hawked up and spat on the floor.

			I approached one of the women behind the counter and gestured to the entry on my itinerary. ‘Hotpot?’ I said, full of hope. She looked at me, dropped her ladle into the cauldron and took a drag on her cigarette. I pointed towards the other room and made eating motions. With the entrance of each diner the sound of laughter echoed into the dining hall. She shrugged and pointed to the stack of prison trays. ‘I will pay,’ I said, rubbing imaginary bills between my fingers. With glazed eyes and an almost imperceptible shake of her head she pointed to the sign above the counter: 10 Yuan. Stubbing out her cigarette into a tray of old food, she began to ladle piles of stew onto my tray.

			Meals on the Lady Water, I was to discover, were not merely unappetising but lonely affairs. The Chinese passengers tended to move in tightly knit huddles, their dining tables as jealously guarded as a medieval hill fort. Any attempt to infiltrate was met only with blank stares, a stiffening of the shoulders and a subtle but pointed tucking in of chairs. It was obvious that, at mealtimes at least, I would have to content myself with the company of other foreigners. Unfortunately, aside from myself and Mandy and Tina, the only English speakers aboard the Lady Water were the two Irishmen. Everyone but us, it seemed, was determined we should be friends.

			Liam and Fintan were, as it turned out, brothers, although they looked quite unalike. Fintan was blond with a Viking moustache and hawkish, starving features. Liam was dark with a boxer’s nose. Both had quit their jobs to travel the world. For more than six months they had been on the road and would travel several more before settling in Australia to work.

			For a while I made polite conversation. When I asked what they did for a living Fintan looked up and said, ‘I’m a postman.’ He paused before cocking his head. ‘Do you have a problem with that?’

			‘Aw, don’t mind him,’ said Liam. ‘He’s just a grumpy bastard.’ Fintan, ignoring his brother, stabbed at his food with a single chopstick held in his fist like a dagger. ‘He’s pissed off because he thought the tofu was chicken and ordered a double serving.’ He leaned into his brother’s face. ‘You stupid thick cunt,’ he said. ‘Go on—eat up your fuckin’ tofu. Eat it up.’

			As his brother’s mockery continued, the speed of Fintan’s stabbing motion increased, the chopstick pounding a brutal Morse code on the steel stray.

			‘Whatsamatta? Don’t like your tofu?’

			Fintan dropped the chopstick into the middle of the tray. Slowly his head bowed, veiling his face in a tangle of blond hair. For a moment there was only the sound of the diners—the slurping, the spitting—and the increasing pace of Fintan’s breathing. Without warning, he stood up, the scrape of his metal chair on the floor echoing loudly. There was a notable drop in volume among the diners. A couple at the next table looked up, rice bowls suspended before their faces. As the pause lengthened the hush grew, broken abruptly when, with one swift motion, Fintan grabbed a corner of the tray and, with all the casualness of a factory worker rejecting a rotten tomato from a conveyor belt, flipped it into the air.

			The scene stays with me as if frozen in time: a rainbow wave of tofu, mushy greens and rice arcing across the table, the spiralling fingers of vegetable matter encouraging vaguely cosmological or aquatic associations—the early formations of a new galaxy or a ragged section of coral reef.

			In a moment the spell was broken; gravity took over and the food hit the table with a wet slap. The clatter of the tray was kettledrums in the silence. Fintan turned on his heel and marched outside. The room was perfectly still, the eerie calm broken only by the swinging door and the slow percussive drip of tofu falling in thick drops from the table.

			Almost as one, the gaze of the diners shifted from the door to us. ‘Fuckin’ grumpy cunt,’ said Liam. He picked up his beer, leaving me to acknowledge the silent, staring faces with a fixed, apologetic grin.

			Despite being arguably the loudest people on earth, the Chinese have an almost neurotic fear of conflict—fights are rare and great pains are taken to avoid them. Luan—chaos—is possibly the single biggest cultural taboo. As I sat staring out at all those blank faces, I was overwhelmed with the desire to protest my innocence. ‘They’re not with me!’ I wanted to say. ‘I just met them tonight. I don’t even like the Irish!’ But it wouldn’t have made any difference: in their eyes I was just another big hairy westerner, a trouble-making, milk-drinking barbarian who, for the rest of this journey, would be a marked man, locked into a conspiracy with these Irish lunatics. The expression ‘They all look the same to me’ took on a new and painful irony.

			With surprising speed the diners returned to their meals. The final notes of slurping and spitting soon sounded and, one by one, everyone began to file out the door. While I was still finishing, one of the barrel-armed canteen women appeared and began to clean up the tofu puddle on the floor. As she attacked it with a cloth I made sympathetic faces and gestured with my eyes at the remaining Irishman, like the victim of a kidnapping through the back window of a van. She just stared back silently, beams of hatred shooting from her pupils.

			After finishing my meal I said goodnight to Liam and beat a hasty retreat to my room. Mr Snack was reclining on the bed in his socks and underpants, crunching rice crackers and watching a fuzzy documentary about river wetlands at heavy-metal volume.

			Chinese television is diabolical. A typical evening might feature a rousing three-hour documentary detailing the duck-farming industry in the southern provinces, followed by a three-hour panel discussion on the topic, followed by a group of grinning schoolgirls in traditional dress performing a dismal music recital for a hall full of party officials in Mao suits and ballgowns. In Communist China, if religion was the opiate of the people, then television was the Thorazine.

			Supplementing this relentlessly dreary diet was a seemingly never-ending stream of incomprehensible—albeit lively and richly wardrobed—historical soap operas. In structure these were much the same as their western counterparts, with the familiar quotient of illegitimate children, amnesiac resurrections and maternity mix-ups replaced with vicious martial-arts battles in which characters were beaten to death with clubs and infertility spells cast on their widows. These shows were a great favourite of Mr Snack. One in particular featured an evil local official who, in collusion with a trident-wielding fish spirit—and here I admit my understanding was conjectural—had impregnated a local princess with a form of demon child that she would be forced to make the inheritor of her estate and the custodian of a magic talisman with the power to make its wearer immortal. The program was vividly violent and the volume made it impossible to concentrate on anything else. As I sat and watched, Mr Snack turned and, with what I took to be a note of sympathy, silently offered a packet of spicy tofu chips.

			After half an hour of television, consistent with what would prove to be his unfailing routine, Mr Snack folded back his covers, bowed goodnight, and climbed into bed. With his feet making a triangular peak at one end, he pulled the brown blankets to his chin and closed his eyes.

			For a while I read by the light of the bedside lamp. Soon, however, I found my eyes growing heavy. Seduced by the silence, I turned out the light and lay in the dark. Slowly I grew aware of the sounds of the night: the rush of water by the window, the low hum of the engines, the rise and fall of Mr Snack’s breathing. As I lay wrapped in my damp blankets, my mind began to calm, my tension to dissipate and, suddenly, the Lady Water didn’t seem so bad.

			While it was true it had fallen spectacularly short of its promise, I had endured worse, and who knew what morning would bring? After the shocks of the day it was easy to forget that I was still about to see one of the world’s great natural wonders.

			Soothed by these thoughts, I began to succumb to sleep. Not quickly enough, however, to insulate me from a series of unnerving sounds: the grinding of gears in an old car, a sock stuck in a vacuum cleaner, a whale breaking the surface of the ocean. On the other side of the nightstand, the silhouette of Mr Snack rose from the coffin of his bed. As the first wet slaps hit the bottom of the wastepaper bin I groaned, sandwiched my head in the mouldy pillow and, eventually, drifted off to the gentle surf of Mr Snack’s expectoration.

			Day 2

			I usually avoid tour groups. The only thing I hate more than manufactured camaraderie is being told what to do. The idea that anyone might combine both and pay for the privilege is beyond my understanding. On the Yangtze cruise, however, it would seem I had no choice, a fact made very clear when at 3 a.m. there was an almighty thump on my cabin door.

			Peeling open one eye I looked across the room to see a tour guide standing in the doorway, haloed by the bright light of the corridor. She was smiling with what I took to be a look of spiteful satisfaction. ‘You wake up now,’ she barked. I looked at Mr Snack, who was already slipping his yellow slacks over boxers the size of an Edwardian lady’s bloomers. ‘You go Chinese ghost city. You buy ticket.’ She slammed the door and Mr Snack, now fully dressed, made a discreet bow and headed to the bathroom in little white slippers.

			The sounds of phlegm being mined from deep nocturnal recesses soon filled the room. I rolled over and buried my fingers in my ears, at which point I became aware of a curious sensation. Below the waist, my body was almost completely numb. I began to panic. Sitting bolt upright I pounded my thighs with my fists and tried to kick my legs. With each punch, feeling returned and, as I lifted my legs out of bed and clomped my feet to the damp floor, blood prickled my limbs. With sensation returning, the slippery dampness of the phlegm-stained carpet sent chills of revulsion up my spine.

			This was my first indication that our ship had a serious list. Looking about the room I noticed the water in the bottle on my nightstand was tipped at a twenty-degree angle. When I opened the window the curtains fell out. I looked over at Mr Snack’s piles of food and was struck by the not entirely irrational thought that the only thing standing between us and capsizing was a single packet of soy chips. With some caution I climbed the hill to the door and made my way to the dining room.

			Of all the bad meals I was to have on my Yangtze tour, breakfast was the best of a bad lot. Consisting of steamed buns stuffed with mystery meat and a bowl of flavourless rice porridge, the first meal of the day had, at least, the consolation of being warm and filling. As the prison guards slopped the white goo into my bowl I scanned the room cautiously for the Irishmen. Thankfully, they were nowhere to be seen. At a table by themselves, Mandy and Tina were hunkered down over a meal of chocolate-chip cookies and tea.

			‘This is not good,’ said Mandy as I joined them. ‘This is really not good.’

			‘We’re not happy,’ said Tina. ‘We’re really not happy.’

			I put my tray down and watched my teacup slide slowly to edge of the table. ‘Aren’t you eating the buns?’ I asked.

			‘No way!’ said Mandy.

			‘How would you know what they put in them?’ said Tina. ‘Did you hear they found a factory that was making children’s toys with poison paints? What guarantee would you have that the same operation wasn’t making those buns?

			‘We were promised a much better ship than this,’ she continued. ‘We were specifically told that we would have a sun deck, American breakfast and an English-speaking guide. But we don’t even have a socket for the hairdryer!’

			‘If it was clean I wouldn’t mind so much,’ said Mandy. ‘But my bed has mould on it. And our bathroom is this high with water.’ She held up her forefinger and thumb.

			‘We got a pool alright,’ said Mandy. ‘A gosh-darn—excuse my language—a gosh-darn pool of stinky river water.’ She took a breath and bit a cookie. ‘I’m trying to find out how this happened, but no one will answer my questions.’ As she spoke crumbs fell from the side of her mouth. ‘If my husband had been here you can bet they’d have listened to him. But oh no, we’re just a pair of dumb women. Well, I’m sick of it, absolutely sick of it. But don’t you worry, they’ll find out they can’t do this to us.’

			Since I had met them, the marital status of Mandy and Tina had been a matter of mild intrigue. This mention of a husband piqued my curiosity. If they were married, then why were they travelling together? Perhaps her use of past tense meant he was dead. Were they, I wondered, simply a pair of widows, out to see the world, or was there another, less expected explanation?

			Through the mist the boat began to approach the shore. As if privy to secret information, the dining room rose as one and moved towards the exit.

			In the foyer, a sea of matching baseball caps stretched to each wood-panelled wall, spread out onto the decks, snaked up the stairs and down the hallways. Punctuating the crowd, tour leaders with megaphones barked instructions at their groups, the feedback squalls and echoes of their monologues a painful avant-garde opera in the grey morning.

			‘Where are we going?’ Tina cried over the din. ‘What’s happening?’ 

			As the boat bumped into the dock the crowd pushed forward in anticipation. A sullen man outside the barrier, a cigarette clinging to his bottom lip, pulled back the gate. Stretching out over a shallow but swift-moving stream of mud, a wooden jetty floated on a series of precarious-looking pontoons. The crush of bodies propelled us towards the water. Beside me, Mandy and Tina were quickly swallowed up. ‘Stop pushing!’ they cried over the stomp of feet and the squall of the megaphones. ‘What is the hurry?’ The last I was to see of them that day was a pair of hands raised above the crowd in a futile gesture of entreaty.

			As a nation of more than one billion, it often seems that the Chinese are so in the habit of pushing, shoving and fighting for everything that they tend to extend this behaviour to all situations, regardless of urgency—a tour of a historical site is met with the same sense of barely repressed hysteria as a bomb threat or hurricane evacuation. As ridiculous as it seemed, it was tempting to be caught up in the madness of the mob, as if this was a game show and the first person to the top of the mountain won a plasma TV or a holiday to Spain. Surrendering to the feverish crowd, I shoved my way onto the treacherous, mud-slicked gangplank and groped through the fog to shore.

			The entrance to Fengdu was up a long zigzag embankment, soon to be flooded by the rising river waters. To reach it we had first to walk through a wasteland of abandoned apartment buildings in various stages of demolition. These were the former homes of the residents of Fengdu, most of whom had been evicted and moved across the river to a new town. There, if the Chinese government was to be believed, they had been installed in new accommodation of sybaritic luxury. In reality, many displaced citizens had received very little in return for their forced relocation, and corrupt local officials had pocketed the compensation of many more. A number of Fengdu residents, especially the elderly, had wound up homeless and still lived among the buildings, squatting in concrete shells while the water washed away the banks. Here and there, thin trails of smoke from the fires of their camps rose into the air, mixing with those of the demolition teams that would soon man the wrecking balls and bulldozers currently lying idle in the mud.

			A sweaty climb through the fog brought us to the ticket counter at the top of the embankment. By the gate the tour guides stood screaming instructions into megaphones as a panicked stream of sightseers forced their way inside. ‘You pay,’ said my tour guide, still waving her flag in the direction of the entrance. ‘Thirty yuan.’

			‘I was told entry was included in my fare.’

			‘No,’ she snapped.

			Grudgingly, and with a loud curse on the ancestors of Ronald McDonald, I fished the money from my pocket and entered the compound.

			Also known as the ‘city of ghosts’, the temple complex of Fengdu is modelled on the Chinese vision of hell. As such, it was to prove one of the few attractions I saw along the Yangtze that would live up to its promise, though for reasons that were merely coincidental.

			Built on either side of a small mountain valley, Fengdu is a string of gaudy temples connected by stepped paths and a series of bridges and gateways, each offering the visitor a supernatural power, including longevity or fertility but not, tragically, the power to get you out of Fengdu. Straddling the two halves of the mountain is the centrepiece of the complex: an enormous sculpture of an ancient Chinese scholar, referred to in tourist literature I had found in my cabin as the King of Heel.

			An obviously recent addition to the landscape, the King of Heel was almost as big as the mountain itself, his head a ten-storey concrete block rising from a high ridge, like an apartment building wearing a hat. His arms were covered walkways running down the hillside, terminating under his chin in a pair of clasped hands as tall as a church spire. Sculpted steps snaking down the mountain suggested his billowing robes.

			As ugly and incongruous as the King of Heel might have seemed, he was entirely in keeping with the character of Fengdu; although almost two thousand years old, most of the complex had been demolished during the Cultural Revolution then rebuilt in the 1980s. For this reason, among others, Fengdu lacked any of the atmosphere normally associated with historical sites. The temples had all the character of mini-golf props; the colours, bright and gaudy, suggested something lead-based and foetus-deforming: the blue a block of toilet freshener, the reds and yellows the inside of a McDonald’s cheeseburger. Many of the ceremonial gates were poured concrete. Even the few surviving medieval buildings had been ‘restored’ to such an extent that almost all traces of antiquity had been scrubbed away, making them indistinguishable from the modern reproductions. I had been to all-you-can-eat Chinese buffets with more atmosphere than Fengdu. Nevertheless, compelled by some misguided duty to culture, I plodded on, making my way deeper into the complex.

			At the top of the stone stairs by the entrance gate, I paused to take in the view of the river. Another fifteen or so boats had arrived, tethered in groups of three to pontoon jetties.

			Led by a division of megaphone-wielding guides, thousands of tourists walked the damp paths and climbed the steps. Through the fog, the stream of baseball-capped humanity trudging through the ruins of the demolished city was a haunting, apocalyptic tableau: the day after Hiroshima or the exodus from some future Egypt. It was a romantic idyll, quickly destroyed by the crushing realities of the approaching crowds and the pervasive din of megaphones.

			The full horrors of Chinese tourism are not easily conveyed—imagine a prisoner-of-war camp with the inmates in matching baseball caps, or a cruel futuristic reality show in which contestants must engage in deadly combat to win snow-domes and T-shirts that read My dad went to Fengdu and all he got me was this lousy T-shirt.  

			As someone who believes the purpose of travel is to invert normal laws of daily routine by getting as far away from other people as possible, the Chinese tendency to group en masse is baffling. Initially I had reasoned that, with so many people, they just couldn’t help running into one another. After a few months, however, I was convinced that the Chinese congregate in massive crowds not because they can’t avoid it, but because they like it. Wave a flag in China and you’ll soon be guaranteed to have three thousand people trailing you. Add a megaphone and you could get them to do anything. There were occasions when if you’d told me that the Long March or the invasion of Tibet were just sightseeing tours gone wrong, I’d have believed you.

			In China, the cruel Darwinian imperatives of the mob overwhelm all other considerations. Personal space, the freedom to move at one’s own leisure, respiratory function: these were all very far down the list for the average Chinese tourist. The single-mindedness of the crowd was awe-inspiring. No one strayed; stragglers were harshly dealt with; obedience to their megaphone-wielding overlords was absolute. Seeing these shoving seas of baseball caps the mind moved inevitably to anthropomorphic metaphors: swarms of locusts, herds of cattle, a frantic school of fish dodging a shark. As the tour groups raced up the stairs and began to overtake, I imagined myself as a mortally wounded animal, lying immobile on the jungle floor, watching with terror the approach of ravenous swarms of soldier ants.

			Within the gates of the Fengdu complex, the structures became a series of increasingly compact courtyards, each connected by stepped paths and gardens lined with sculptures of various after-life characters. Most alarming of these was a series of muscular concrete demons in a wide spectrum of garish colours. Some were grotesque caricatures of animal spirits; an ox, horse or fish. Others were simply deformed, their oversized mouths revealing rows of broken teeth, their heads lumpy with horns and growths. Each brandished a different weapon, like sci-fi gladiators. 

			With the crowds gaining, I ran up the steps towards the top of the mountain. At the higher altitudes the mist grew thicker as the chorus of megaphones dimmed behind me. The gardens here were prettier, the trees fuller, the statuary less lurid. Little warning signs dotted the flowerbeds, their messages ranging from the reproachful—Please pay more attention to the grass flowers and lives—to cryptic aphorisms of almost Confucian obscurity: Ecological protection ties everybody’s heart, and Caring the flowers and trees purifying our hearts and souls.

			Contemplating the prettiness of the gardens and the rising tides of muddy water below, it was difficult not to be struck by the ironies of Chinese ecology: here was a society that saw no contradiction in destroying one of the world’s most beautiful ecosystems only to compensate by warning people not to touch the topiary. In the relative peace of the garden, however, political objections soon faded. The buildings in these higher reaches were no more beautiful than elsewhere in Fengdu but had the grace, at least, of being empty. For a moment, illusory as I knew it to be, I felt I had found in this misty landscape some hint of the China of my imagination, the celestial, harmonious kingdom unsullied by aluminium factories, concrete temples and the constant competitive cries of the megaphone.

			‘Fuck you, you fuckin’ cunt!’

			The voice was muffled at first, but grew in clarity as the Irish brothers emerged through the portal of a nearby temple.

			‘You fuck yourself, cunt.’

			Liam strode ahead while his brother scowled in the background, his fists clenched by his side, his wild stringy hair falling about his face.

			‘Alright?’ said Liam.

			‘This place fuckin’ sucks,’ roared Fintan, kicking up a stony wave of gravel. ‘Feng-doo, fuck you!’ he cried, running off in the direction of a distant courtyard, his army greatcoat trailing behind him with a superhero flutter. Liam said nothing, just sat down on the wall beside me and ground his toe into the gravel, as if killing something very small.

			Moments later, the first megaphones began to echo up the stairs. Within a couple of minutes the courtyard was a rolling sea of humanity, the frantic twitching of red flags all that could be seen above the wall of spray jackets and baseball caps.

			During my time in China I was to form a few early prejudices which, despite being wide-ranging generalisations of a moderately unkind nature that skirted dangerously close to bigotry, would prove, almost without exception, to be true—among them the fact that the Chinese are, without doubt, the worst-dressed people in the world. Characterised by a bold disregard for any formal aesthetic laws, Chinese fashion is a rich pageant of high-voltage colour and contrasting texture, all informed by an attitude towards manmade fibres that can only be described as permissive. Human technology had yet to invent the vinyl too shiny, the lycra too sheer, the knitwear too flammable to prove unwearable by the Chinese middle class.

			As I travelled across the country, I was continually astounded by the radical sartorial liberties of China’s bourgeoisie. Once, on a street in Shanghai, I saw two women, possibly twins, wearing crushed velvet tracksuits—one in crimson, the other midnight blue—teamed with matching yellow pumps and gold parkas emblazoned with the Versace Medusa logo and the word Loverly arching across the shoulders, the look complemented by lacquered perms piled high into shaggy nests and a pair of parasols printed with poorly drawn Disney cartoons. Spotted in say, New York, their outfits might have marked them as members of some radical new punk movement. In China they were a pair of housewives, off for a spot of shopping before picking up the kids from soccer practice.

			Tourism gave the Chinese special licence to indulge their passion for all things clashing and synthetic. White patent-leather shoes were teamed with velvet leggings in maroon and bottle-green. Men in Adidas track pants shuffled along in scuffed burgundy loafers, gold tassels flopping from side to side. Pink spray jackets and grey slacks recalled the opening ceremony of some forgotten Olympics.

			The must-have item for women this season—well represented aboard the Lady Water—was a synthetic mohair-look sweater cinched about the elbow and waist with thin bands of black vinyl, giving the strange jointed look of a caterpillar. One matron, straining for a view of a distant temple, teamed a maroon velvet blouse with a yellow windbreaker, stiletto knee boots and a pair of voluminous jodhpurs, the entire ensemble complemented by ropes of gold jewellery and lucky charms. At any point she might have been off to sail a catamaran, ride a steeplechase or turn tricks by the docks.

			The ubiquitous baseball cap offered more opportunities for self-expression, the various styles and materials distinguishing subtle striations of class. Passengers from the most expensive ships wore fitted caps of silky material, some embroidered with the names of their vessels in extravagant calligraphy: serious-looking businessmen wandered about, their foreheads emblazoned with the words Princess or Victoria Queen. Their wives wore matching spray jackets with embroidery across the shoulders, giving them the look of 1950s teenyboppers. Poorer passengers were distinguished by caps in flimsy material with adjustable bands, each group identified by a different colour. Some had brims that contrasted with the crowns. Others wore caps divided into segments of red and yellow, echoing the fashion for harlequin pants among their tour leaders.

			For a time, I watched the endless stream of tour groups climb the stairs and feed into the temples. Like oil paints on a pool of water, slicks of orange, yellow and fluorescent green met, mingled and coalesced. It didn’t take long for the atmosphere to become claustrophobic. Bidding farewell to Liam I made my way back down the mountain, pausing only to turn and watch his brother mount a high wall and kick stones into the crowds, screaming into the foggy abyss.

			‘Feng-doo, fuck you! Feng-doo, fuck you!’
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			The day continued at a gruelling pace. After lunch there was another excursion, this time to inspect the Shibaozhai temple, a medieval wooden pavilion clinging to a sheer cliff further downstream. With great reluctance, but nursing the naive hope that this attraction would prove more rewarding than the last, I allowed myself to be bundled along with the crowds. I needn’t have bothered. In almost every respect the trip differed little from that to Fengdu: the same crowds climbed the same steps listening to commentary at the same pitch before purchasing the same baseball hats and silken pyjamas from gift shops by the exit.

			In some ways Shibaozhai was even more depressing than Fengdu. The rising water was more palpable here and the poverty of the surrounding countryside more desperate. From the top of the temple I could see the vegetable gardens of the local people being turned to mud; their livelihoods ruined, they had no other choice but to scrounge a living from tourists. As we disembarked, dozens of wild-looking men, and several equally fevered women, rushed through the knee-deep swamp to offer palanquin rides to the summit. When I refused they bowed and tugged at my sleeves, as if they were lepers and I a saint with miraculous healing powers.

			Although considered one of China’s great architectural wonders, Shibaozhai could not be saved from the waters. Its conservation had inspired several ambitious, albeit utterly depressing, plans including the possibility of ringing the building in a huge concrete weir. When I suggested to the tour guide that this might detract from the temple she laughed as if I had said something very stupid and said, ‘No! It will be more beautiful. Shibaozhai will be island. Beautiful island.’ She gestured towards the muddy, swollen river. ‘All the Yangtze is more beautiful now.’

			Evening brought the return of Mr Snack to the cabin. A small bow and a quick removal of his shoes was a prelude to his evening ritual of plastic packets and television. It was not the first time I had seen him that day. After the excursion to Shibaozhai I had sat on the roof deck and watched him among the other members of his tour group; some of the older people practised tai-chi while the rest sat in groups, talking, smoking and taking turns to spit off the side. Mr Snack did not appear to join any of the conversations, preferring to sit alone, stiff-backed, in a plastic chair, staring off the bow.

			This seeming preference for solitude was intriguing. Was Mr Snack merely shy, I wondered, or was there some deeper mystery? How to explain, for instance, his apparent single status? An unmarried man in China of his generation was unusual, so where was Mrs Snack: at home? Dead? Could it be that Mr Snack’s journey aboard the Lady Water might have had some purpose other than mere sightseeing?

			I began to speculate wildly: Mr Snack was a Communist Party spy; on the run for murder; an undercover quality-control officer from Lady Water head office. As I watched him sitting cross-legged on his bed, chewing his way through a packet of deep-fried squid tentacles, I couldn’t help but wonder whether the lack of communication between us was solely the fault of the language barrier.
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			Consistent with Mr Snack’s preference for solitude was the fact he never went to dinner. Of course, on the Lady Water, this was extremely sensible. Each night the ritual was the same: the hacking and spitting, the prison wardens manning their cauldrons, the mysterious room full of privileged diners. As I made my way past their tables I lingered enviously, salivating at the sight of their mountains of food. Who were these people? I had no idea. But as I stood and watched them, lost in their world of private pleasure, it seemed they might be ghosts of long-dead passengers, apparitions of happier times aboard the Lady Water, appearing only to heighten the suffering of the present.

			The Irishmen had returned for dinner. Sitting in the same spot as the previous evening they scowled into their prison trays, their meals supplemented by portions of a melon, chopped up with a bowie knife.

			‘Have some,’ said Fintan stabbing into the fruit with Norman Bates motions.

			‘Maybe later,’ I said.

			‘Have some fuckin’ melon.’

			Obediently, I took a mangled slice of pulp from the end of the knife.

			Despite the introduction of weaponry, dinner with the brothers was less draining than the previous evening. Fintan’s brooding fury had been replaced with a manic talkativeness, aided by enormous bottles of beer. By the time we finished, the dining room was completely empty, the canteen women were mopping the floor and we were close to very drunk.

			‘Let’s go sing karaoke,’ said Fintan, sheathing his knife.

			That the Lady Water had a karaoke lounge at all struck me as strange—like a fully equipped day spa in a maximum-security prison. The scene inside was no less unlikely.

			In a hidden stairwell, under a string of blinking lights, a wood-panelled door opened to reveal a room steeped in darkness. At its centre a man sang a Chinese song into a microphone. From a ring of sticky vinyl couches, a small audience watched, their faces splashed in the weak light of an oversized television. A karaoke video featured a woman strolling through a grove of blossoming trees. As the song came to its conclusion the audience leaped to their feet and cheered. Fintan joined in, cheering more wildly than everybody else and waving a large beer bottle over his head. The audience reared back in alarm, but the man with the microphone was in party mode. Grabbing the Irishman around the shoulders he began a new round of song. Together the pair swayed drunkenly while Fintan shouted profanities, drank his beer and kicked in time to the martial beat of the music. At the end of their performance the audience gave another standing ovation while the man with the microphone hugged his new friend and raised their joined fists in triumph.

			The singer returned to his companions while Fintan busied himself with the karaoke machine. ‘I want some fuckin’ Sinatra,’ he cried as he twiddled knobs and mashed his fist into buttons, oblivious to the disapproving looks of the crowd. ‘Where is the fuckin’ Sinatra?’

			On a couch next to the main party, Liam and I sipped our beer and made nods of acknowledgement to the others. They gave us forced smiles before returning to their examination of the folder containing the song list.

			It was at this point I noticed something unusual: of the seven or so people in their gathering, at least five were women, all considerably younger than the pair of drunken men in their company. In fact, now I thought about it, almost all the passengers aboard the Lady Water, other than the Irishmen and myself, were middle-aged or older. The only other younger people were the tour guides who, outside of their guiding duties or yelling at me in my bedroom at 3 a.m., I hadn’t seen anywhere else: not in the dining room, on the deck or even in the corridors. To see them here, therefore, struck me as odd—in part that the karaoke lounge would be their only escape from the confines of their quarters, but mostly because, from my (admittedly limited) observations, single girls in China, unless they were rich westernised types, didn’t go to bars and get drunk with older men, sing karaoke and flutter and fuss over them as if they were show dogs. Women in China who did this were known by a great variety of names, most of which, I’m fairly certain, did not translate—even ironically—as ‘tour guide’.
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